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CHaPter 1

introduCtion

1.1 BaCkGround oF tHe researCH 

The new knowledge economy is rapidly changing the way people work. Individuals  
worldwide are experiencing a transformation in forms of work, the social organisation of 
occupations, and the personal experience of careers. This break with past practices has 
been accelerated by speedy advances in information technology and a stronger emphasis 
on the development of knowledge (Dieleman & Van der Lans, 1999). The traditional  
labour market was characterised by employees who had a ‘job for life’ and in which career 
practitioners and schools were generally busy with the occupational choice of students 
only at school-leaving age (Gysbers & Henderson, 2005; Watts & Sultana, 2004).  
Currently, however, the work environment is one of uncertainty and constant change 
(McMahon & Patton, 2006). The labour market is increasingly represented by a growth in 
the number of self-employed, part-time and short-term contract workers. Employees 
now find themselves surrounded by a labour market that is less simplistic than before, 
facing a complex array of issues for which many are ill-prepared (McMahon & Patton, 2006). 
These changes also require different competencies from people who are participating in 
the labour market or who are in schools. Individuals are compelled to regard themselves 
as being self-employed, as they are expected to manage their own careers (Patton &  
McMahon, 2006). This leads to an emphasis on expanded self-knowledge, concepts of 
life and career building, and acquisition of career management skills, especially within 
schools where the future workforce is being educated. In the following sections we will 
elaborate on these changes and discuss what they involve for career guidance practices in 
Dutch senior secondary vocational education schools.

introduCtion
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1.2 tHeoretiCal BaCkGround 

1.2.1 CAREER EDUCATION AND GUIDANCE IN VOCATIONAL SCHOOLS
As a result of changes in the labour market, and in our society in general, there is a growing 
international recognition of the importance of career education and guidance in schools 
(Hughes, Bailey, & Mechur, 2001; Watts & Sultana, 2004). Additionally, career education 
should not only be active in helping young people to deal wisely with the immediate 
choices that confront them but also in laying the foundations for lifelong learning and 
career development. This is evident in many countries, for example, in the inclusion  
of career education in the curriculum, the incorporation of career awareness, career  
exploration, and the development of career management skills (Savickas, 2000; Watts & 
Sultana, 2004). To be able to consider their career plans with any depth, students must 
have a foundation of career awareness and career exploration experiences (Arrington, 
2000). Career exploration provides students with information and experiences that can 
be used as they begin to set tentative career goals. Students need to be guided early on in 
that exploration, and guidance should be set up as preventive rather than crisis-oriented 
(Arrington, 2000; Sultana, 2004). 

In the Netherlands, career guidance in vocational education has received considerably 
more attention during the last couple of years. This is partly due to the large percentage 
of students switching courses or dropping out completely during the first year of senior 
secondary or further education. Many students leave school too early because they made 
a wrong educational choice or have no realistic image of professions and the labour  
market in general (ROA, 2009). Another development that has increased the focus on 
career guidance in education is the implementation of competence-based education. 
Competence-based education is founded on the idea that young people should learn to 
direct their own learning and career development (Wesselink, Biemans, Mulder, & van den 
Elsen, 2007). Schools that introduce competence-based education use curricula based on 
the actual competencies needed for working in practice rather than on academic disciplines. 
Moreover, teachers are seen as coaches who facilitate their students in developing an  
individual learning and career path. Since students are expected to manage their own  
learning and career, to think about their own strengths and weaknesses, and to self-direct 
their own learning path towards their professional goal, career guidance is on the agenda 
of educators as well. The school is regarded not only as an institute focusing on enabling 
students to become qualified but also as ‘a career centre’ in which students acquire career 
competencies, such as being able to reflect on personal ambitions and motives, and to 
take action and the initiative to direct their own career development (Geurts, 2003; Kuijpers, 
Meijers, & Bakker, 2006). 

introduCtion introduCtion
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1.2.2 INTEGRAL CAREER GUIDANCE IN COMPETENCE-BASED 
 VOCATIONAL EDUCATION
Based on these changing notions with regard to the role of career guidance in education, 
many senior secondary vocational education schools (and some prevocational education 
schools) in the Netherlands have implemented a system of integral career guidance that is 
part of the everyday educational practice of teachers and part of the competence-based 
curriculum. In integral career guidance, teachers are given direct responsibility for the 
career guidance of students. The goal of integral career guidance is to guide students in 
their personal development planning process, to stimulate self-directedness, and to  
provide a context in which students can learn more about their ambitions, strengths, and  
weaknesses, and consider their future plans (Meijers, 2008). It consists of a series of  
interconnected instruments such as portfolios, reflection reports, and personal  
development plans, as well as activities such as career conversations between teachers 
and students. During career conversations, career guidance teachers are expected to  
guide students in using instruments such as a portfolio and to stimulate a process of  
reflection and meaning-making that helps students to gain more insight into themselves 
and the labour market, and into taking control of their own learning and career  
development process (Kuijpers, 2008). Some schools have had several years of  
experience with career guidance, while others have just begun. In most schools, all  
teachers are expected to participate in career guidance, and the teachers have career  
conversations with students on a regular basis. For most of them, the role of ‘career 
guidance teacher’ is new. Many schools therefore offer specific training and guidelines to 
help teachers carry out this task (den Boer, Mittendorff, & Sjenitzer, 2004; Kuijpers  
et al., 2006). 

1.2.3 CAREER CONVERSATIONS
Research by Kuijpers et al. (2006; see also Kuijpers & Meijers, 2009) has shown the career 
conversation between teacher and student to be an essential element of integral career 
guidance. According to them, it is simply not enough to provide a curriculum that enables 
the student to experience professional practice and an environment in which students 
can be ‘co-authors’ of their own learning process. The career dialogue between teachers 
and students would appear to be the most effective element of integral career guidance. 
The individual guidance during these conversations is vital because students often find it 
difficult to reflect upon their own learning processes or to construct meaning about  
themselves and their future career. 
 

introduCtion introduCtion

Proefschrift.indd   11 26-01-2010   16:26:01



12

Unfortunately, there is a scarcity of research regarding the actual conducting and  
effectiveness of career conversations in vocational education in the Netherlands or in 
other countries. Much of the research available on career conversations focuses on what 
these conversations should look like (e.g. Kuijpers, 2008; Spijkerman, 2005) or how 
clients and counsellors perceive career conversations (e.g. Howieson & Semple, 2000; 
Millar & Brotherton, 2001). Along similar lines, studies have analysed perspectives  
provided by clients and counsellors on, for example, the quality of career interviews or 
interpersonal skills of counsellors (Bosley, Arnold, & Cohen, 2006) and on changed 
guidance practices or changed counselling paradigms (Patton & McMahon, 2006;  
Savickas, 2000). Very few studies contained process descriptions of the actual guidance 
given by teachers during career conversations, or have indicated what students think 
about the career dialogue. Kuijpers and Meijers (2009) therefore, call for extended  
research to examine how career conversations are really beneficial in terms of student 
outcomes such as career competencies. 

1.2.4 GOALS OF CAREER GUIDANCE
Vocational education schools in the Netherlands are introducing the new career guidance 
practices to help students not only develop the competencies needed to perform in terms 
of craftsmanship but also those that enable students to be stronger agents in terms of 
directing and stimulating their own career development: these are termed career  
competencies (Jarvis & Keeley, 2003; Perry & Ward, 1997). The development of career 
competencies is increasingly seen as a goal of today’s career guidance and counselling 
(Kuijpers et al., 2006) and multiple definitions and frameworks are available that describe 
and outline the concept of career competency (Haché, Redekopp, & Jarvis, 2000; Perry & 
Ward, 1997). Although these frameworks use different definitions or names for the  
competencies formulated, they are all related to identical aspects, namely: personal  
exploration or self-knowledge, exploration in work and education, and career planning. 
The Dutch government in 2007 also formulated three career competencies and made it 
compulsory for every school for senior secondary vocational education in the Netherlands 
to guide their students in the development of these competencies. The three career  
competencies are a) the ability to reflect on one’s own motives and qualities; b) the ability 
to examine what work opportunities are available and which would be suitable; and c) the 
ability to direct one’s own career and to take appropriate actions (The Netherlands  
Association of VET Colleges, 2007). 
 

introduCtion introduCtion
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With respect to career competencies, it is anticipated that if students master these, they 
will be better able to understand their own motivations, interests, and capacities as well 
as their future ambitions. This is often linked to the development of a vocational identity 
(Kuijpers et al., 2006; Meijers, 1995). A vocational identity can be seen as a structure or 
network of meanings in which the individual connects his or her motivations, interests, 
and capacities to acceptable work roles (Meijers, 1995). It means that individuals know 
what motivates, drives, and interests them, and what kind of work would be suitable  
(Meijers & Wardekker, 2001). Career competencies can also increase student motivation 
(Kuijpers et al., 2006, 2009). When students are competent in reflecting on their ambitions 
and capacities and take actions accordingly, they are better motivated with regard to the 
educational programme they are following. This results in fewer students dropping out 
before completing their course of education (Kuijpers & Meijers, 2009; ROA, 2009).

1.2.5 CONTRIBUTING TO A PROCESS OF MEANING-MAKING 
 AND SELF-DIRECTEDNESS
Many authors in the field of career guidance and counselling emphasise the value and  
necessity of taking a constructivist perspective when dealing with career development 
issues (Kidd, 1996; Spijkerman, 2005; Patton & McMahon, 2006; Peavy, 2000; Savickas, 
2000; Wijers & Meijers, 1996). This implies that the student is seen as an active participant 
in the career discussion and the teacher as an interested and curious inquirer and observer 
as well as a respectful listener (Patton & McMahon, 2006). In this perspective, career 
guidance is expected to realise meaning-making processes of students with respect to 
skills and capabilities, vocational identity, future ambitions, and the world of work  
(Peavy, 2000; Wijers & Meijers, 1996), along with stimulating self-directed learning skills 
and making students self-aware (Boekaerts, 1999). 

Meaning-making is seen as the learning process of making students’ experiences explicit, 
stimulating them to reflect on these experiences and learn more about their own  
personality, ambitions, strengths, and weaknesses, as well as the professional context 
(Peavy, 2000). During this process, experience-based learning is considered essential. 
Developing a vocational identity, for example, is a learning process in which by reflecting 
on important practical experiences a person constructs knowledge about him- or herself 
and the labour market. It involves reflecting on personal motives and identity and  
allowing insecurity to be part of the learning process (Coffield, Mosely, Hall, & Ecclestone, 
2004). Consequently, it is important for teachers to discuss student personality, qualities, 
motivations, and ambitions in relation to future work, norms, and values in relation to  
labour, in addition to professional experiences and characteristics of certain professions. 

introduCtion introduCtion
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Students need to create individual meaning with regard to these issues in an active and 
creative way. Career counsellors or teachers operating from a constructivist position are 
therefore expected to be less directive, to provide less information, to facilitate a process 
of exploration and restructuring, to give students the opportunity to talk about personal 
issues, and to focus more on their stories than on scores (Patton & MacMahon, 2006).  
In such a perspective, the relationship between client and counsellor or teacher and  
student is regarded as crucial (Peavy, 2000). 

In current society, individuals must also learn to make choices in order to cope with a 
flexible, constantly changing, and complex society. Students need to be stimulated to 
take personal responsibility and to direct their career. They must become agents in their 
own career development, and counsellors and teachers should teach their students to 
take control and direct their own actions (Coutinho, Dam, & Blustein, 2008). Such a  
process may be particularly effective in situations where the student has an active role to 
play and can clearly influence the conversation, and in which stimulating the student’s 
agency is part of the agenda (Patton & McMahon, 2006; Peavy, 2000; Savickas, 2000).

1.3 PROBLEM STATEMENT AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Several studies have indicated that schools still experience difficulties in creating powerful 
learning environments for career guidance (Admiraal-Hilgeman, 2009; Luken, 2009),  
especially with respect to good career conversations (Kuijpers & Meijers, 2009). In most 
schools, there is a lack of experience in conducting career guidance and career conversations 
in particular; teachers and managers, for example, have very little idea about what career 
conversations need to look like or how they can be made effective. There is considerable 
research on guidance and counselling, but these studies focus mostly on the career 
guidance practitioner, namely someone who is trained specifically to give career education 
and guidance. The amount of research on career guidance given by teachers as an integral 
part of their everyday curriculum is scant. The new role of teachers in terms of guiding 
students in their careers requires a much closer examination than has yet been given.  
In the Netherlands, some scholars are actively trying to unravel this new educational 
practice, but agree that there is still little knowledge available and that schools are still 
searching for guidance and answers in terms of the implementation of career guidance 
(Admiraal-Hilgeman, 2009; den Boer et al., 2004; den Boer, 2009; Kuijpers & Meijers, 
2009; Luken, 2009). 
 

introduCtion introduCtion
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Also, one of the main conclusions that could be drawn when reading the literature on 
career guidance and counselling in schools is that there is a host of studies on career  
development or career choice processes (e.g. Boone, Olffen, & Roijakkers, 2004; Luzzo & 
Ward, 1995; Patton, Bartrum, & Creed, 2004; Taylor & Betz, 1983), or on what career 
guidance (e.g. in career conversations) should look like (e.g. Patton & McMahon, 2006; 
Spijkerman, 2005). One of the problems with research on career guidance and counselling 
has been that most studies did not focus on the actual process of career counselling  
(Dagley & Salter, 2004; Heppner & Heppner, 2003; Savickas, 2000). Very few studies contain 
sufficiently detailed process descriptions or understand exactly what interventions were 
carried out by career guidance practitioners. 

Finally, little research has been done on where the actual career guidance interventions 
and processes lead (Dagley & Salter, 2004). The effects of career guidance in education, 
especially the new form of integral career guidance performed by teachers, have not been 
investigated sufficiently. Little is known about what contributes to important student 
outcomes such as career competency development. 

The main purpose of the present research therefore is to contribute to a better understanding 
of the nature of career guidance and career conversations in Dutch senior secondary  
vocational education, and to investigate the effects of the guidance of teachers during 
career conversations. The leading research questions were as follows:

1. How do teachers and students in vocational education perceive integral 
 career guidance and the instruments used in their school?
2. What is the nature of the career conversations taking place in competence-based 
 vocational education in the Netherlands?
3. How do students perceive their teachers’ career guidance during career 
 conversations and what profiles can be identified in these perceptions?  
4. What is the relationship between teachers’ career guidance profiles and 
 students’ career competencies: career reflection, career shaping and networking?
5. What are the characteristics of a ‘good’ career guidance practice?

To answer these questions, different qualitative and quantitative research methods were 
used. For the first research question, interviews were conducted with teachers and  
students in order to explore and describe the new career guidance practice in Dutch  
vocational education, and to gain more insight into personal motivations, feelings, and 
teacher practices. To answer the second research question, observations were carried out 
to investigate the different career guidance practices of teachers during career  
conversations. To answer the third research question, a questionnaire was developed to 

introduCtion introduCtion
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investigate students’ perceptions and to determine whether guidance profiles of teachers 
could be identified. The fourth research question was answered in an additional  
questionnaire study that investigated the effectiveness of certain career guidance practices 
in terms of students’ career competencies. Finally, the fifth research question was answered 
by means of interviews with teachers and students in one of the cases (schools) that 
emerged as successful in results to the other research questions: Juridical Service.

1.4 RELEVANCE OF THE STUDY 
The research presented in this thesis is relevant from a theoretical and practical perspective. 
First, the study will provide clear insight into the nature of career guidance in Dutch  
senior secondary vocational education. It provides detailed descriptions and analyses of 
career conversations and contributes to better insights into the effectiveness of these 
career conversations. As such, this study contributes to building a body of knowledge 
about a relatively new domain. In addition, other scholars in the field of career guidance 
and counselling can benefit from this research through the detailed descriptions of the 
actual processes of career guidance taking place between teachers and students. 
 
Second, the research will provide a basis for further enhancement of career guidance 
practice in senior secondary vocational education. As stated earlier, in many schools there 
is a lack of experience in conducting career guidance and career conversations in particular 
and experience difficulties with a profound and effective implementation. They can also 
benefit from the insights derived from this study. The research describes several  
instruments that can be used by teachers or managers to evaluate their own career 
guidance practice, and it has implications for the professional development of teachers.

1.5 OUTLINE OF THE THESIS 
The five research questions will each be answered in a separate chapter for each. After this 
introductory chapter, Chapter 2 will report on a study on perceptions and the use of career 
guidance and career guidance instruments in vocational education (research question 1). 
This study reveals the opinions and perceptions of teachers and students with respect to 
the career guidance in their school and their ideas about instruments such as the portfolio 
and personal development plan.
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Chapter 3 presents a study in which career conversations have been observed (research 
question 2). Career conversations involving 16 teachers were video-taped and analysed. 
This study demonstrates how the career conversations can be characterised in terms of 
content that is discussed, the activities that are undertaken by the teacher and the student, 
and the relationship that exists between the teacher and the student.

in Chapter 4, students’ perceptions of the career guidance given by teachers in career 
conversations are presented (research question 3). To investigate these student perceptions, 
a questionnaire was developed: the Questionnaire on Career Conversations. The study 
reveals how students perceive the career conversations with their teachers, and reports 
on the different profiles of conversations that could be identified.

Chapter 5 reports on the effects of career conversations in terms of students’ career  
competencies: career reflection, career shaping and networking (research question 4). 
Through multi-level analysis, the influence of career guidance in career conversations on 
students’ career competencies was examined, as well as the influence of the different  
profiles (described in Chapter 4) and certain student variables.
 
Chapter 6 describes a qualitative study of one of the cases dealt with in the previous studies 
and found to be most effective: Juridical Service. The study reports on interviews that 
were conducted with teachers and students, in order to provide a deeper insight into the 
context and characteristics of the career guidance practice of this ‘good practice’  
(research question 5).
 
in Chapter 7, the main results of the different studies are summarised and discussed,  
followed by limitations of the study, suggestions for future research, and implications for 
practice.

introduCtion introduCtion
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CHaPter 2

diFFerenCes and siMilarities in tHe use oF tHe  
PortFolio and Personal develoPMent Plan For 
Career GuidanCe in various voCational sCHools  
in tHe netHerlands1 

aBstraCt

in the netherlands, a growing number of vocational education and training institutes 
are implementing competence-based approaches to learning, including new career 
guidance practices. these practices often involve instruments such as portfolios or 
personal development plans, and are aimed at supporting students in their search 
for a sense of direction, occupational choice and developing their identities. in this 
study, perceptions of teachers, career counsellors and students on portfolios and 
personal development plans for career development were investigated at two  
vocational schools and one prevocational school. the results suggest that these 
instruments are perceived to be useful when used in a dialogical context. if used in 
a context without reflexive dialogues between teachers and students, students  
perceived the instruments as not useful and showed coping behaviour, such as not 
committing themselves to the actual goals or completing the instruments for  
external purposes/credits only. 

1 This chapter has been published as: Mittendorff, K., Jochems, W., Meijers, F., & den Brok, P. (2008). Differences and  

similarities in the use of the portfolio and personal development plan for career guidance in various vocational schools in 

the Netherlands. Journal of Vocational Education and Training, 60 (1), 75-91.
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2.1 introduCtion

2.1.1 BACKGROUND AND RATIONALE 
In the Netherlands, many senior secondary vocational education schools (and some  
prevocational education schools) are implementing new, so-called competence-based 
curricula. These curricula start from a constructivist approach and are based on the idea 
that young people should learn to direct their own learning and career path (Biemans, 
Nieuwenhuis, Poell, Mulder, & Wesselink, 2004; Wesselink et al., 2007). In competence-based 
education (as implemented in the Netherlands) the actual competencies needed for  
working in practice, rather than academic disciplines, are the starting-point for curriculum 
development. Competence-based education schools have welcomed a more self-directed, 
student-centred approach in which the learner is made responsible for his or her own  
learning and career path, and in which teachers are seen as coaches who guide those  
students along their way. The school is regarded not only as an institute that focuses on 
getting learners qualified, but also as ‘a career centre’ in which students acquire  
competencies, such as being able to reflect on personal ambitions and motives, and taking 
action and initiative to direct their own career development (Geurts, 2003; Kuijpers et  
al., 2006). 
 
To realise this, many schools are implementing career guidance as an integral part of  
competence-based education and are using or implementing instruments such as portfolios 
and personal development plans to help students develop these so-called career  
competencies (Kuijpers et al., 2006). The implementation of competence-based education 
in the Netherlands is also enforced by the government: in 2010, all vocational schools in 
the Netherlands are expected to use competency standards for the assessment of the  
students’ learning (van Nieuwkerk, 2007). In the Netherlands, prevocational education is 
for 12- to 16-year-old students and consists of four levels, ranging from a basic vocational 
programme (Level 1) to a more theoretical programme (Level 4). Vocational education in 
the Netherlands is aimed at 16- to 20-year-old students and consists of four levels, ranging 
from Level 1 (assistant worker – one year training) to Level 4 (middle-management – three 
to four years’ training). 
 
One of the aims of these recent innovations in vocational schools has been to increase 
motivation and empower learners within and beyond the school. Another argument is 
that young people need to be prepared for an ever-changing society. Many authors argue 
that the increasing focus on service and knowledge management in our society requires 
cognitive and self-management competencies so that workers may fulfil complex  
occupational roles and manage the demands of contemporary life (see, for example,  
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Defillippi & Arthur, 1994; Giddens, 1991). This requires individuals to learn throughout 
their lives and to be flexible in fulfilling different occupational roles. Arthur (1994) states 
that for an increasing number of employees, the ‘boundaryless career’ – a career that  
extends beyond the borders of the current employment and beyond individual boundaries 
(into extraorganisational networks) – is a reality. Workers organise their careers independent 
of traditional organisational boundaries. According to Handy (1995), in the future jobs will 
only be temporary and people will move from one contract to the next based on the 
strength of their portfolios. Handy argues we will enter the age of ‘portfolio careers’, in 
which continuing employment depends on the evidence that we provide for a wide range 
of skills, understandings, and qualities. Sociologists also argue that young people are  
required to make more individual decisions than in earlier times (Walther, 2006; Diepstraten, 
2006). Another argument for the implementation of competence-based education and a 
stronger focus on career guidance is that many youngsters in vocational schools face  
problems around (personal) identity development and making choices for the future.  
This is not unique to the Netherlands (Neuvel & van Esch, 2005; den Boer et al., 2004), but 
also affects other Western European countries like the United Kingdom (Banks et al., 1992; 
Law, 2000) and Germany (Walther, du Bois-Reymond, & Biggart, 2006). In order to meet 
these societal demands and problems, some scholars argue that learners need to acquire 
professional competencies, competencies that not only comprise ‘know-what’ and 
‘know-how’, but also ‘know-why’ (Doorewaard, 2000; Defillippi & Arthur, 1994). In other 
words, the changed society requires individuals to have a sense of direction and identity 
(Wijers & Meijers, 1996). Developing a sense of direction and identity is not easy (Kuijpers 
et al., 2006; Wijers & Meijers, 1996). It involves reflecting on personal motives and  
identity and allowing insecurity to be part of the learning process (Coffield et al., 2004). 
Developing a sense of direction should be a reflective process; that is, not (only) based on 
a set of learned and internalised rules of action, but on critical assessment of the situation 
and options available, because the individualisation and flexibility of labour relations 
continuously require that the individual responds to unpredictable situations (Kuijpers et 
al., 2006). If the development of a sense of direction and identity is regarded as an important 
aim of education, a powerful learning environment is required in which students are  
stimulated to reflect on their motives, values and ambitions for the future (Coffield et  
al., 2004). 
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Obviously, there have also been critiques of competence-based education, in particular 
on the idea that people should be self-directed and autonomous in order to cope with a 
boundaryless career, and of the assumption that reflection is ‘the key to everything’.  
Sennett (1998), for example, presents a less optimistic view. He observes that employees 
often become entangled in a flexible labour market: stability in employment and jobs are 
perceived as a sign of inflexibility or weakness. Some employees transfer between jobs 
without knowing whether this will be to their advantage or not. Sennett also argues that 
frequent (re)shuffling of members of the workforce can break bonds between workers 
and can destroy solidarity. Other scholars are concerned that there is an overemphasis on 
reflection. Meijers (2008) addressed the potential pitfall of what Foucault (1975) - following 
philosopher Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) - called a ‘panopticum’. When students are  
forced to reflect, and are at the same time not taken seriously by the school and teachers, 
in that the teachers do not have the time to reflect with students and/or to discuss  
products appropriately, students will feel that reflection is a useless - albeit enforced - 
process. As a result, students will react in the same manner as they react to the curriculum 
they do not see as relevant: they will try to achieve maximum results with a minimal effort. 
Back in the 1980s, Hargreaves (1986) had already highlighted the possible danger of using 
instruments such as a portfolio as a device for surveillance and control rather than an  
instrument that really empowers the individual or his/her professional development.  
Criticism has also been aimed at the relevance and suitability of competence-based  
education to ‘at-risk’ learners, who (in the Netherlands) are likely to be enrolled in vocational 
education. A relatively high number of students in Dutch vocational schools (compared to 
other types of education) originate from lower socio-economic and/or minority  
backgrounds; these backgrounds are characterised by values, beliefs, rules and interaction 
patterns that can differ greatly from what students encounter in school (Geurts & Meijers, 
2009). Also, a relatively high number of students with learning disabilities are present in 
vocational schools (van Eijndhoven & Vlug, 2006). Young people at risk often find it difficult 
to learn in a self-directed manner and experience less support in constructing their lives 
and careers (Walther, 2006). 

In this study, career guidance and the use of career guidance instruments will be investigated 
within the context of competence-based vocational education. In the following section 
we will discuss career guidance and research on the use of career guidance instruments. 
After this discussion, the research questions will be presented, as well as the methodology 
that was used to answer them. Finally, the research findings will be presented in addition 
to a reflection on the findings, strengths and limitations of our study, as well as implications 
for future research and practice. 
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2.1.2 CAREER GUIDANCE AND THE USE OF PORTFOLIOS 
 AND PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT PLANS
Schools that implement competence-based education often use a form of career guidance 
that can be seen as ‘integral career guidance’ (see Figure 2.1). 

Figure 2.1 Integral career guidance (adapted from Meijers, 2006)

Integral career guidance is not only aimed at preparing students for vocational education, 
but also offers continued support during their education, and is aimed at developing 
career competencies such as reflecting on one’s ambitions and capabilities, or networking. 
In integral career guidance, several instruments for guidance have been assimilated  
(Meijers, 2006). It consists of a series of connected instruments in combination with  
activities such as assessments, intake procedures, personal development plans and  
reports that demonstrate student reflection. Of central importance is the portfolio, in 
which all the information derived from the other instruments and activities comes  
together. Integral career guidance is provided by teachers who have an extra task in career 
guidance for which time is assigned. In this form of career guidance, teachers are directly 
responsible for the supervision of students.
 
Two of the most commonly used instruments in this type of career guidance within  
vocational and prevocational schools are the personal development plan and the portfolio. 
The purpose of the personal development plan is that a student learns to reflect on his or 
her own strengths and weaknesses, and directs his or her own learning process by setting 
up personal learning goals (Reynaert, Admiraal, van Haasteren, Mans, & Reekers, 2006). 
Usually important questions to be answered in this plan are: ‘Who am I as a person?’,  
‘What do I want in my future (career)?’, ‘What are my current strengths and weaknesses?’, 
and ‘What do I need to develop to reach my goals?’ (de Laat, 2006).

Intake interview

Conversations on pdp

Entrance 
assessment

Progression 
assessment

Stream out 
assessment

Personal 
development 
plan (pdp)

Reflection 
reports

Practice 
evaluations

Conversations on progression

Portfolio
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A portfolio is often a collection of documents and other evidence illustrating progress 
towards a goal (Larkin, Pines, & Bechtel, 2002). Portfolios are regarded as valuable in that 
they provide evidence of performance and because they promote self-development and 
learning, in part because students are expected to reflect on what they have done and 
what progress they have made towards a goal (Wright, Night, & Pomerleau, 1999).  
Because of the continuous nature of portfolios, it is assumed that portfolios and personal 
development plans encourage students to develop self-reflection and to take charge of 
their lifelong learning. They allow students to take ownership and thereby promote a 
sense of responsibility (McMullan, 2006).

The use of portfolios and personal development plans is not exclusive to the Dutch  
context or to prevocational and vocational education. Personal development plans and 
portfolios have been on the agenda of educators and policy makers in other countries as 
well. Examples of similar initiatives in other countries are the ‘Bilan de Competency’  
in France (Evans, Kersh, & Kontiainen, 2004), the CH-Q (Schweizerisches  
Qualifikationsprogrammem zur Berufslaufbahn) in Switzerland (van den Dungen,  
Mulders, & Pijls, 2004) and the Record of Achievement and Progress Files in the UK 
(Broadfoot, 1998). There is also a growing number of studies, mostly in higher (medical or 
teacher) education, that investigate the use and effects of portfolios (Wright et al., 1999; 
Broadfoot, 1998; Driessen, van Tartwijk, Vermunt, & van Vleuten, 2003). McMullan (2006) 
reported that portfolios can be very effective as assessment and learning tools, provided 
that both students and mentors receive clear guidelines and comprehensive support on 
how to use them. They should be designed in such as way that they are relevant, clear and 
user-friendly for both students and mentors. Broadfoot (1998) addressed the  
effectiveness of the Records of Achievements used in the UK and emphasised the  
importance of usability and credibility as well. She argued that these aspects, together 
with the expertise of the teachers, are important to create ownership, which influences 
the perceived and actual value they have for students. Driessen et al. (2003) also reported 
on factors contributing to portfolio effectiveness, including a supportive academic  
mentor system to coach the student, a clear portfolio structure allowing students to  
determine content and form, organisation of the portfolio around student self reflection, 
and an early and unambiguous introduction of the portfolio in the curriculum.  
The support or coaching of students as a crucial factor has also been mentioned by other 
researchers, such as Elshout-Mohr and van Daalen-Kapteijns (2003). They stated that the 
effectiveness of a portfolio not only relies on its design and implementation, but even 
more on the quality of coaching the students. At the same time, Elshout-Mohr and van 
Daalen-Kapteijns (2003) argued that many teachers are not sufficiently competent in  
fulfilling this new role. 
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Research on the effectiveness of personal development planning is less common and often 
focuses on specific cases, for example on projects for special target groups or specific 
places (see, for example, Bullock & Jamieson, 1998). According to Clegg and Bradley 
(2006) understandings and practices of personal development planning vary quite widely 
in and between schools and this diversity is characterised by ill-defined concepts, a variety 
of functions, ill-researched implementations and/or dependence on a specific context, 
for instance the higher-education sector. Although there are no general reviews that  
investigate the effectiveness of personal development plans, there are issues discussed 
by authors that contribute to the success of this instrument. Ward and Richardson (2007) 
addressed a few critical success factors for personalised learning plans, one being ‘learner 
engagement’. Another factor stressed by Ward and Richardson is the need for reflection 
on function of the plans, such as the stimulation of learning processes and the recording 
of outcomes of those learning processes, thereby enabling both learners and tutors to 
revisit (and re-negotiate) them. Bullock and Jamieson (1998) furthermore argued that the 
value of one-to-one discussions between tutors and students is crucial, and the quality of the 
personal development planning process was thought to rest, to a great extent, on the skills 
and enthusiasm of individual tutors (see also Whiteside 1994, in Bullock & Jamieson, 1998).
 
The use of instruments such as portfolios and personal development plans for career 
guidance is relatively new in the vocational education context in the Netherlands. There is 
a lack of empirical evidence on the impact of these instruments in this context to date.  
An exception is the research by Kuijpers et al. (2006) which focussed on the influence of 
the learning environment on the development of career competencies of students in  
vocational education. This research indicated that a powerful learning environment for 
the development of competencies such as reflecting on personal ambitions and taking 
initiative to direct your own career development, is one in which a student can experience 
authentic, occupational practice, in which a student is able to exert influence on the  
content and progress of the curriculum, and in which the career learning process is being 
evaluated and discussed in a dialogue between students and teachers. However, this  
research also showed that many schools find such a learning environment difficult to  
realise. A more practice-oriented curriculum was often present, but schools seemed to fail 
in giving the students more freedom within the curriculum, as well as in actually achieving 
a reflective dialogue. Finally, their research did not provide any clues as to why these 
schools failed to establish such a learning environment.
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Even though (more) evidence is available from a higher-education context, the prevocational 
and senior secondary vocational education context differs in many respects, for instance 
in terms of the type of learners enrolled. As was argued, a higher percentage of at-risk 
students can be found in vocational schools. Students are also younger and pursue  
education at a lower level.
 
Finally, there is little empirical evidence concerning students’ perceptions on the use and 
effectiveness of career development instruments for career guidance and whether these 
perceptions differ from those of teachers and counsellors. This study, therefore, is a first 
attempt to examine these issues and to investigate the perspectives of teachers, career 
counsellors and students with respect to career guidance and the role of career guidance 
instruments in vocational and prevocational education.

2.1.3 RESEARCH AIM AND QUESTIONS 
This study provides a first description of how teachers, students and career counsellors in 
vocational schools perceive the role of portfolios and personal development plans as a 
part of career guidance. These perceptions are analysed for the beliefs, practices and uses 
of the instruments by respondents in Dutch vocational and prevocational education.  
The central question for this research is: How do teachers and students in vocational  
education perceive integral career guidance and the instruments used in their school? 
More specific research questions that will be investigated are:

a) How are instruments like personal development plans and portfolios used in career  
 guidance as perceived by teachers and career counsellors in a small number of 
 prevocational and senior secondary vocational education schools?
b) How do students in this context perceive and use these instruments?
c) What differences and similarities can be found between the schools investigated?

Because of the exploratory nature of this study and the lack of prior research in this  
particular context, a qualitative approach was taken in the form of case studies.  
Case studies are particularly useful in situations where a problem or phenomenon needs 
to be investigated and described in its real-life, situated context, when the boundaries 
between the phenomenon to be studied and the context are not clear (Yin, 2003).  
Case studies can also be used to develop new theories (Glaser & Straus, 1967).
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2.2 MetHod 

2.2.1 SAMPLE
Three cases (or schools) were investigated in this study. Case one consisted of four  
teachers of Juridical Service, a senior secondary vocational education programme at a 
large school in the southern part of the Netherlands. The portfolio coordinating teacher, 
a teacher assistant responsible for portfolio coaching and two (mentoring) teachers took 
part. Also, eight students enrolled in the first-year participated in the study. Juridical Service 
is a level 4 degree-programme, and has four sub domains a student can specialise in:  
Public Sector, Business Services, Social Security and Employment Strategies, and Personnel 
Work. The first year consists of four semesters, each corresponding to one of these four 
domains. During the second year, students are being trained ‘on the job’ in one of these 
four domains. After the second year, students specialise in one domain. Juridical Service 
has changed from a ‘traditional education’ approach to a competence-based education 
approach. There is a strong focus on practice-oriented learning, (self-)reflection and  
student self-responsibility. Students are expected to formulate individual learning goals 
in a personal development plan, and this process is being coached by teachers.  
Students have to create a text-based portfolio in which assignments and written reflections 
provide evidence of their learning and are thereby collected. Students are supposed to have 
planned ‘career conversations’ with their career guidance teacher every eight weeks; during 
these conversations the personal development plan and portfolio are to be discussed.
 
Case two consisted of two teachers, one career counsellor and six students enrolled in the 
first-year of Business and Marketing, a senior secondary vocational education programme 
at a large school in the southern part of the Netherlands. This is a level 3 and 4  
degree-programme and has two domains of specialisation: Retail Trade and Wholesale 
Trade. After the first (general) year, students specialise in one of these domains. Since 2005, 
Business and Marketing has taken on a competence-based approach. Students have no 
books, only a laptop with access to several digital sources. Students are involved in  
projects, together with a small group of their fellow students. These projects emphasise 
practical skills and learning at the workplace and focus on self-responsibility in learning 
and work. Business and Marketing has a well-designed career guidance system: there is a 
digital portfolio, including a digital personal development plan. In career guidance  
conversations with career guidance teachers every eight weeks, the personal development 
plan and portfolio of the student are being discussed.
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Case three consisted of three teachers, one career counsellor and nine students enrolled 
in the third-year of Business and Administration, a prevocational education programme at 
a school in the southern part of the Netherlands. Business and Administration is a level 2 
degree-programme in the sector Business and Administration. The school can be identified 
as rather traditional in its educational approach. It has a fixed curriculum with traditional 
teaching of different subjects and provides little practical experience. Since the beginning 
of 2006, a ‘transition portfolio’ has been implemented. The transition-portfolio is an  
instrument used by several prevocational education schools in the Netherlands in order 
to improve career decision making and career planning processes. The portfolio contains 
assignments that help students to obtain a better image of themselves and the beliefs 
they have about different professions or work. Its goal is to create a better transition from 
prevocational to vocational education by supporting students in their choices, and by  
stimulating communication between schools for prevocational and senior vocational 
education.
 
The first two cases were chosen because of their implementation of competence-based 
education. It was assumed that the implementation of competence-based education 
would heighten chances on the use of career guidance and the use of instruments to support 
the career development of students. The third case was chosen because of its implementation 
of a ‘transition portfolio’, which is specifically aimed at improving career guidance.

2.2.2 PROCEDURE
In all cases, data were collected by conducting individual, semi-structured interviews 
with students, teachers and career counsellors (or a staff member in a like function).  
The interviews were open and informal in nature, but the researcher monitored a list of 
topics or questions that would be covered. The teachers in the cases were selected  
because of their involvement in career guidance. They were directly responsible for the 
career guidance of students. In all cases, career counsellors had a more indirect role: they 
were available to students and/or teachers when extra career guidance was needed or 
development problems arose. 
 
To answer the first research question, teachers and career counsellors were interviewed 
for their perceptions of the role of instruments for career guidance and the career guidance 
system. Questions that were asked were for instance: ‘Can you tell us something about 
the goal of the portfolio?’ and ‘What is the role of the personal development plan in career 
guidance at your school?’ 
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To answer the second research question, students were interviewed about their future 
plans and actions related to their career, with questions such as: ‘What are you planning to 
do after graduation?’, ‘What do you do to obtain a better image of what you want to do or 
become in the future?’ Additionally, questions related to the (use of) instruments like the 
personal development plan or portfolio. Example questions were: ‘Can you tell us  
something about the goal of the portfolio?’ and ‘Do you think the personal development 
plan is useful?’ 
 
To answer the third research question, data from the three cases were compared for  
differences and similarities.

2.2.3 ANALYSIS
Interviews were recorded on audiotape with the consent of the respondents.  
After transcribing the recorded interviews, data were analysed according to a grounded 
theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) using Atlas-ti. In a grounded theory approach 
the researcher formulates categories and relationships between categories based on  
observations from the data rather than from theory (e.g. bottom up or inductively).  
The first author assigned open codes to the fragments she believed were relevant.  
These codes indicated a more general or conceptual idea shown in a given fragment and 
were formulated during the analysis. A code formulated was for example ‘personal  
contact with the student’. Codes were added until saturation emerged. 
 
In the following step, strongly overlapping, equivalent or unclear codes were deleted or 
merged within larger categories. In order to establish reliability, a trained research  
assistant read and coded the transcripts of three randomly selected interviews  
independently. After coding, codes were compared critically between the researcher and 
the independent rater. Differences in the two analyses were discussed and when differences 
were identified, relevant parts of the transcripts and memos were re-read and discussed 
extensively in order to achieve consensus. If doubt remained, codes or fragments were 
not incorporated into the final coding scheme.
 
During the final stage of analysis, the researcher explored whether categories identified 
in the open coding phase could be related to each other. These findings were finally  
compared with existing research in order to validate findings theoretically. After analyses 
of the separate cases, a cross-case display was made, in order to detect differences and 
similarities between the cases (third research question).
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2.3 results 

In this section, each case will first be described separately. The codes that were derived 
from the analysis will be mentioned and indicated in italics. Whenever possible, codes and 
conclusions will be clarified or deepened with quotations from the interview material.  
After the separate within-case reports, a cross-case comparison will be presented. 

2.3.1 CASE I: JURIDICAL SERVICE

Perceptions and opinions of teachers and teacher-assistant about career development  
instruments
All interviewed teachers indicated that the portfolio was being used as an instrument to 
collect records of achievements of students and that it contained assignments on  
learning things about yourself (Who am I?). The portfolio also contained documents with 
reflections by students on the assignments they had done in their daily schoolwork  
(How did I do? What should I improve?). One male teacher explained that the portfolio 
was being used to keep track on one’s development, and to collect evidence for this purpose. 

 “A part of the portfolio is about self-responsibility with respect to the learning process. 
 Students have to collect things themselves and provide evidence.” 

Another female teacher argued that the portfolio is an important means to achieve more 
student responsibility. 

 “It helps them by giving them something to grasp, or a kind of structure, 
 to organize things.”

A third, female teacher added that reflecting on things done is not sufficient, and that a 
personal development plan for students is needed as well. She believed focussing on  
future goals and steps taken to achieve such goals to be of great importance.

 “From reflections on what has been done, points for improvement will become evident. 
 In a personal development plan they [students] should discuss these points and indicate  
 what learning goals they have and how they would like to achieve these goals.” 
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According to this teacher, personal development plans are focussed on developing a  
realistic self-image, and at setting up learning goals for mentoring conversations. 

 “Students have to learn what their real talents are, and many of them have a self-image 
 that is not realistic. When entering the career guidance process you must know who 
 you are, what you want to learn and what your talents are.”

Another female teacher added that personal development plans refer to building a model 
of oneself in the future:

 “In the personal development plan students are building a model of what they 
 want to become.” 

All teachers, however, mentioned these instruments only work when being used in  
face-to-face contact with students.

 “You have to ask a lot of questions, and sometimes ‘penetrate mental barriers’ 
 to really understand or motivate these students.” 

 “For a good developmental process in terms of the career, you have to supervise 
 students, coach them, talk to them.”

 “I talk a lot with them [students], not only in personal guidance conversations, 
 but also in the classroom during lessons. I go sit with these students and talk with 
 them to get to know them really well. Important is: keep asking questions!”

Students’ perceptions and use of career development instruments
Many students in this school perceived the portfolio as an instrument that was meant to 
collect evidence about what was done and something that had personal meaning.  
According to them, it could be used for job application, for example. 

 “It is an instrument that you can use to collect evidence about what you have 
 accomplished in school, but also about who you are as a person and what your 
 working experience is.”
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Although most students valued the portfolio positively in terms of collecting evidence 
about their personal development, the majority did not use it for making decisions about 
their future (career). A few students argued that the portfolio could be used to reflect on 
the things done and learned. 

 “You could use it for something for the future, because you can look back at what 
 you have done and in what way you have improved…”

This, however, was not mentioned as a core function of this instrument and the instrument 
was not frequently used for this purpose either. 
 
The personal development plan was used by students for setting learning goals, and  
sometimes for making choices about the future, and was seen as part of the portfolio.  
The personal development plan was seen as relevant, because it focused on the student as 
a person and on guiding students’ personal development, even though it did not always fo-
cus on career goals. According to students, the personal development plan focused most-
ly on behaviours such as impulsiveness, time management, or things they found  
difficult about a certain project.
 
Every eight weeks, students had a conversation with their career coaches about their  
personal development and their portfolio. Some students found these conversations 
helpful, also with respect to career issues: 

 “This person helps you with personal things, but also with things at school. 
 Yes, I also talked with my guide about what I want to do in the future, 
 he often asked me about this!” 

Other students did not believe these conversations were helpful, because they were  
organised less frequently than intended or because the relationship or contact with the 
teacher was not perceived as warm, safe or supporting. 

 “My career guidance teacher does not know me at all, but that is also because I have 
 had three different career guidance teachers this year.”
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Students believed that the coaches who supervised them everyday during projects were 
very helpful because they were very familiar with students. Students argued that they of-
ten talked to or asked these coaches about their future ambitions and also possible  
professions, or for example about the norms and values that are part of certain professions. 
One student argued that if a teacher does not show interest in the portfolio, it will not be 
perceived as useful: 

 “I am working very hard to complete the portfolio, but I could even write down 
 nonsense… She just looked at it for five minutes and said ‘okay fine’. 
 I thought: ‘why did I put so much effort into this if she is not interested anyway’.”

2.3.2 CASE II: BUSINESS AND MARKETING

Perceptions and opinions of teachers and counsellor about career development instruments
All teachers as well as the counsellor in case two believed that instruments such as a  
portfolio or a personal development plan could be helpful for guiding students in their 
career development. The career counsellor explained that the portfolio had a broader 
function in the school than the personal development plan. In the portfolio, evidence of 
achievements is also being collected. In her opinion, the portfolio could be used by students 
to reflect on things learned or achieved, and to discover their own developmental path.

 “Students can use their reflections to indicate how they perceive the world, 
 school and themselves. These insights could be used in, for example, a job application.” 

One male teacher argued that a portfolio should have the function of stimulating  
self-direction and reflecting on achievements.

 “The portfolio should have the function of stimulating self-direction in career 
 development, for example, and to help students reflect on what they have done.”
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In the school, a large digital system was implemented with multiple instruments for guiding 
the career development of students. It provided an opportunity to insert personal learning 
goals (personal development plan) and to collect documents that demonstrate achievements 
electronically (i.e. electronic portfolio). Interestingly, this system did not seem to be used 
by teachers for coaching students. 

 “No, I do not use the portfolio, it is a digital thing that the student takes with him 
 or herself during his or her career path. (…) No, I do not use it for career guidance. 
 Well, I just don’t use it. It is developed by someone far away from actual educational  
 practice, and it does not work for me.” 

The female career counsellor confirmed the lack of use of instruments. 

 “None of the students completed questions in the portfolio about themselves. 
 And yes, this means that the teachers did not stimulate or assess this either.”

One male teacher used personal development plans as a means to give students more  
responsibility for their own learning and career. 

 “By obliging them to complete this tool, they are being forced to think about 
 themselves. […] it is something that provides structure as well.” 

This teacher believed that it was more efficient and effective to talk to students and make 
notes.

 “It is an issue of depth, the digital system does not allow us to deepen discussions 
 with students. That is something that can be done by actually talking to the students.”

All teachers argued that lack of time constrained them in having quality discussions with 
students. 

 “There is not much time available. I want to talk to the students, but in just 15 minutes 
 you cannot have deep discussions with students. And we are so busy during the day 
 with the implementation of competence-based education, developing scripts etc… 
 that we hardly have any time for students.”
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Students’ perceptions and use of career development instruments
All students of case two argued that instruments like personal development plans or port-
folios were present, but were not considered valuable, or were only used for monitoring 
study results and collecting credits. 

 “Well, actually, I believe they are extremely useless, this personal development plan 
 and personal action plan. Why would I use it? Only because it gives you the credits 
 you need...” 

 ”Nobody takes the personal development seriously.” 

 “I use the portfolio to collect study results, my credits.”

The majority of the students also confirmed that personal development plans or portfolios 
were often not on the agenda during career guidance conversations.

 “No, in the career guidance conversations we do not talk about the personal 
 development plan. It is more focused on how well you are doing concerning your studies.” 

Some students believed that thinking about learning goals once or twice, individually and 
without substantial feedback in career guidance conversations, makes no valuable  
contribution to career development. The students also felt conversations with teachers or 
coaches about their personal interests or opportunities, or future ambitions hardly  
happened. 

 “I do not talk with my teacher about things I can improve in my personal development 
 plan. Neither do I talk about things that have to do with my future profession.”

They felt uncomfortable with the fact that teachers did not have time to talk with them or 
to help them.

 “You are forced to do a lot by yourself, but sometimes you need the teacher for 
 something. But they are so busy that you never get to talk to them. 
 And getting an answer to your question always takes a lot of time.” 
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2.3.3 CASE III: BUSINESS AND ADMINISTRATION 
 (PREVOCATIONAL EDUCATION)

Perceptions and opinions of teachers and counsellor about career development instruments
The majority of the teachers in this case argued that the goal of the transition portfolio 
was for students to become more active in thinking about choices for the future. 

 “The portfolio is an important means to combine several activities, it frames 
 career guidance. Students are more active, make several assignments with respect 
 to thinking about their future career.”

One male teacher argued that the digital transition portfolio was an important means of 
collecting all things students have done for their career development. 

 “Through the portfolio, students can see their own development, which in turn 
 motivates them. Especially students in prevocational education have always heard 
 or perceived that they are ‘less’ than others. Now they are building on something 
 of their own, which only gets bigger and more beautiful.” 

The idea at this school was for students to work independently on their portfolio, in order 
to stimulate them to reflect on their own career, to influence their self-direction, and to 
encourage them to take their own initiative.

Two teachers perceived the digital portfolio as an important instrument for communication, 
used to share information with, for example, an institute for vocational education, or with 
parents. In the instrument, students can justify their choices for a school for vocational 
education. One male teacher argued that students liked the idea of a digital portfolio, 
because it allowed them to exchange information with fellow students, parents and 
friends at home. 

 “It is tangible for students, it works better than a conversation or advice from 
 a student’s mentor.”
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Student’s perceptions and use of career development instruments
Students in this case believed the transition portfolio had different goals. Some students 
thought the portfolio was connected to assignments related to personal development and 
future, and could be used as a showcase portfolio for the transition to vocational education.

 “I collect evidence of things I have done, so my next school can see what I have done here.”

Other students argued that the portfolio could be used as a means to communicate digitally. 

 “The goal of the portfolio is that it is easier to send homework to the teacher digitally. 
 Especially for students who do not have a printer, this is very handy.” 

Many students commented that they had to complete assignments, but that these were 
not used in discussions with their mentor about their future ambitions. 

 “For the portfolio, we have to do things such as searching for information on the 
 Internet, doing tests, etc.”

 “For the portfolio we completed an assignment, about what is needed for the work 
 you want to do.  But we did not talk about the assignment afterwards, 
 we hardly ever do that.” 

 “If you want to talk with a teacher, or your mentor, about the future or things you 
 want to do or become, you have to ask yourself.”

 ”I talked with X [the mentor] about what I wanted to do, but that was just five 
 minutes or so…” 
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2.3.4 CROSS-CASE COMPARISON

A summary of the case outcomes can be found in Table 2.1. 

Table 2.1 A cross-case display of the three cases

 students

•	 Portfolio	is	a	means	to		 	
 collect evidence about   
 personal development   
 and something that could   
 be helpful for job 
 application or continued   
 study.
•	 The	personal	development		 	
 plan is an important   
 means to support    
 personal development. 
•	 Half	of	the	students		 	
 believe the portfolio and   
 personal development   
 plan are useful for career   
 development and helps to   
 reflect on ambitions and   
 future.
•	 Personal	conversations,		 	
	 showing	interest,			 	
 focusing on personal   
 issues and being available   
 for the students are seen   
 as crucial.

 teachers and counsellors

•	 Portfolio	is	a	means	to		 	
 collect achievements and   
 assignments about self-
 image and occupational   
 image,	and	things	achieved.
•	 Personal	development		 	
 plan is aimed at reflecting   
	 on	achievements,			 	
 assignments and set up of   
 learning goals.
•	 Instruments	are	used	in		 	
 combination with a   
 ‘personal approach’:   
 talking with students   
 about career plans and   
 focusing on personal   
 activities and talents.

Juridical service
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Table 2.1 (continued)

 students

•	 No	student	sees	the	 
 personal development 
 plan or  portfolio as a useful   
 instrument for personal   
 career development. 
•	 Almost	all	students	argue	
 the personal development   
 plan and portfolio are only   
 completed for credits to 
 pass exams. 
•	 One	student	understands	
 the goal of the personal   
 development plan.
•	 Students	complain	that		 	
 teachers are always busy.   
	 They	feel	teachers	do	not		 	
 have time.

 teachers and counsellors

•	 There	is	a	major	digital		 	
 system built around career   
	 guidance,	but	this	system	
 is not used by teachers. 
•	 Portfolio	and	personal		 	
 development plan regarded   
 as means to stimulate   
 self-direction and to reflect   
 on identity and future.
•	 Teachers	believe	that	actual		 	
 conversation with students   
 is important to support   
 career competency 
	 development,	but	
 experience difficulties in   
	 realising	this.	Teachers	
 argue there is lack of time 
 to talk with students   
 and the digital system 
 does not allow for deep 
 discussions with students.

Business and 
Marketing

 students

•	 Half	of	the	students	see	
 the portfolio as a useful   
 instrument because it 
 helps to collect and 
 present things done. 
 It is helpful for entering   
 vocational education.
•	 Several	students	say	the		 	
 main goal of the portfolio 
 is to facilitate sharing of 
 files between student 
 and teacher. 
•	 Very	few	students	see	the		 	
 portfolio as an instrument   
 that helps with choices for   
 the future. 
•	 Students	say	that	they	
 hardly talk to their teacher   
	 about	assignments	made,	
 or about other things 
 related to career    
 development.

 teachers and counsellors

•	 Teachers	see	the	portfolio	
 as something that makes   
	 things	concrete,	allows		 	
 students to complete   
 assignments and for   
 collecting outcomes of   
	 these	assignments,	and		 	
 allows to ‘show’ this at the   
 intended vocational   
 education school.
•	 Teachers	see	the	portfolio	
 as a step forward in   
	 addressing	career	issues,	
 but it still focuses strongly 
 on assignments.
•	 Teachers	do	not	speak	
 about students’ personal   
 issues or have reflective   
 conversations with 
 students.

Business and 
administration
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in case one, instruments were used in combination with a ‘personal approach’. Teachers as 
well as students believed the portfolio and personal development plan were useful, but 
that a personal conversation and investment in a relationship (showing interest, focusing 
on personal issues and being available for the students) were conditional for high-quality 
career counselling conversations. Compared to the other cases, students in this case used 
the portfolio most effectively and were most satisfied about its intended function(s).  
Almost all students regarded the portfolio as an important means to collect evidence 
about personal development and as something that could be helpful for job applications 
or ongoing studies. These students regarded the personal development plan also as an 
important means to support personal development. Approximately half of the students 
believed the portfolio could be used to direct their own career development and to help 
them reflect on their own ambitions and future. 

Teachers and counsellor of case two had similar ideas to case one, that personal contact 
and reflection is of central importance for the development of career competencies.  
However, they experienced difficulties in establishing contact with one another. A major 
digital system was implemented, but this system was not used by the teachers, because 
they felt that (among other things) it was built by someone not familiar with educational 
practice. Teachers argued there was not enough time to talk with students and students 
complained that teachers were always busy. They felt that teachers did not have enough 
time. None of the students perceived the personal development plan or portfolio as useful 
instruments for personal career development. Almost all students argued the personal 
development plan and portfolio were only ‘completed’ because of the credits needed to 
pass exams. 

Teachers and counsellor in case three regarded the portfolio as a means to collect assignments 
focusing on career development, but did not mention personal or reflective conversations 
with students. They believed the assignments in the portfolio to be sufficient for stimulating 
students to reflect on future ambitions. These findings are in contrast with case one (and 
to some extent case two), where teachers emphasised the importance of a dialogue with 
students. In case three, approximately half of the students thought the portfolio was a 
useful instrument, because it helped them to collect and present achievements and  
activities, and because it could be helpful when entering vocational education, to show 
what has been done (showcase). Very few students perceived the portfolio as an instrument 
to help with career or future choices, and some students argued the main goal of the portfolio 
was to facilitate file sharing (homework) between student and teacher. The portfolio did 
not affect students’ reflection on their career or future ambitions.
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2.4 disCussion

The aim of this study was to investigate the perspectives of teachers and career counsellors 
on the use of personal development plans and portfolios in career guidance, and the ways 
in which students perceived and used these instruments. The study investigated these 
perceptions through individual, semi-structured interviews with teachers, counsellors 
and students in three cases, one prevocational school and two vocational schools.  
The main findings of the study were:

a) a majority of the teachers and counsellors perceived portfolios and personal 
 development plans as instruments to collect evidence on student development, 
 to stimulate self-responsibility or self-direction of students, and to support students 
 in reflecting on identity and future ambitions; and to set up learning goals to achieve this;
b) portfolios and personal development plans were often used instrumentally (cases two  
 and three) but not to support career dialogues; the instruments were used by students 
 mainly to collect information about themselves, but information was not used in 
 conversations between teachers and students to stimulate reflection;
c) if instruments were not used in a context of dialogue, students perceived them as 
 irrelevant and refrained from using them to reflect on identity or future plans. 

If teachers used portfolios and personal development plans as a basis for a career dialogue 
(as in case one) students were more likely to appreciate the instruments and to reflect  
on their identity and future ambitions. These findings correspond to findings by, for 
example, Mansvelder-Longayroux, Beijaard and Verloop (2007), Driessen et al. (2004) and 
Elshout-Mohr and van Daalen-Kapteijns (2003), who argued that a proper design of the 
portfolio in and of itself is insufficient for effective use. The quality of mentoring or  
coaching students in using the portfolio is very important, but teachers often lack the 
competencies to achieve this. The findings also correspond to the research by Kuijpers et 
al. (2006), who found the actual dialogue between student and teacher on career  
development was often not present, but at the same time argued that this dialogue is an 
extremely crucial aspect of career guidance.

How can we explain the limited and often inadequate use of portfolios and personal  
development plans and the absence of a dialogue on career development? The cases  
revealed some of the factors that hinder the realisation of a reflective dialogue on a  
student’s career, such as time available to actually talk to students and the number of 
planned career conversations (which can be considered part of a school’s management 
policy). The second case also suggests that teacher (and student) ownership over the  
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creation and use of instruments (like portfolio and personal development plan) may  
stimulate them to actually use them in career guidance. These factors show alignment 
with factors mentioned in literature about successful implementations of innovations in 
general, such as school culture, transformative leadership by the management (allowing 
teachers to become change agents and by giving them ownership), and organisational 
conditions (time, opportunity, materials) (Hoekstra, 2007; Sammons, Hillman, & Mortimore, 
1994).  

There are some practical implications that can be derived from the results of this study. 
First of all, implementing instruments aimed at stimulating reflection on career guidance 
should be accompanied by quality guidance conversations with students. This is particularly 
important for vocational and prevocational schools, because their students may be  
considered disadvantaged to some degree, and tend to have more difficulty in planning 
and reflecting independently. They also tend to need more teacher supervision to engage 
in a reflective process. Schools have to invest time (for teachers and students) in order to 
realise individual, one-to-one dialogues. Second, schools should invest in training  
teachers to develop coaching competencies for supporting students in their reflective 
processes. Third, when schools decide to implement career guidance instruments,  
teachers and career counsellors should be given ownership and leadership during the  
development process in order to investigate what is useful to them and what they need in 
order to realise quality career guidance practices. 

Future research should describe and analyse the factors that stimulate (or hinder) the use 
of career guidance dialogues. Why do teachers in case one, for example, emphasise that 
dialogue is so important, and that contact with students is crucial? And what do they do 
to realise reflective dialogues? What kind of dialogue between career guidance teacher and 
student is needed to realise development of career competencies; what are characteristics 
of a high-quality dialogue between teacher and student; how can a portfolio or personal 
development plan be used to set up and retain a good dialogue between student and teacher? 
And what competencies should teachers have (or develop) to realise such a dialogue?  
The results of this study do indicate some particular elements that may be important for 
such a dialogue, for example showing interest in students, focusing on students’ personal 
ambitions or characteristics, giving students a feeling they are appreciated. Kuijpers et al. 
(2006) have argued that, in addition to the above elements, such a dialogue should focus 
on students’ practices and learning experiences, and on steps that students can take to 
achieve these goals. Nevertheless, the aforementioned questions require more in-depth 
study and systematic observation of career guidance conversations between career 
guidance teacher and student, which are beyond the scope of the present article but could 
be part of future research.
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The present study was subject to a few limitations. This study was small in scale, included 
only one year of the curriculum per case, was conducted at particular schools for vocational 
and prevocational education and with particular departments within these schools.  
We studied first year students enrolled in programmes in vocational education, and third 
year students in prevocational education. Moreover, participation to the study by  
teachers (and students) was voluntary, and it seems likely that particularly students and 
teachers open to reflection and competence-based education were sampled. 

Therefore, conclusions cannot be generalised to other years and departments or to the 
cases in general, nor is it possible to make an in-depth comparison between vocational 
and prevocational education. Furthermore, the present study only investigated (self-)
perceptions of students and teachers; it remains to be seen if these perceptions can be 
confirmed with other sources of data, such as actual observations, school documents or 
more quantitative approaches (surveys, outcome measures).
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CHaPter 3

Career Conversations in voCational sCHools2

aBstraCt

the purpose of this study was to examine career discussions between teachers and 
students in competence-based vocational education in the netherlands. a total of 
32 career discussions were observed and analyzed with respect to four elements: 
content, teacher activities, student activities and relationship. results showed that 
career discussions often focussed on school issues (such as student’s progress  
and course curriculum) rather than career issues (such as future ambitions or  
characteristics of a profession). furthermore, teachers hardly facilitated students in 
the development of self-directedness. students asked few questions and teachers 
often dominated discussions. the findings revealed implications for the practice of 
career guidance in schools, for example for teachers to change their role from that 
of a traditional knowledge transmitter to facilitator,  provide students with more 
opportunities for self-direction, and put career issues more centrally and elaborately 
on the agenda of discussions.

2 This chapter is in press and will be published as: Mittendorff, K., den Brok, P., & Beijaard, D. Career conversations in 

vocational schools. British Journal of Guidance & Counselling.
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3.1 introduCtion

Internationally, there is a growing recognition of the importance of career education and 
guidance in schools (Hughes et al., 2001; Watts & Sultana, 2004). Schools increasingly 
acknowledge their responsibility towards guiding young people towards lifelong learning 
and career development. In many countries, this trend is embedded in broader educational 
innovations and includes stimulating the development of career competency (for example, 
the capacity to direct one’s own career) (Jarvis & Keeley, 2003; Perry & Ward, 1997).  
Another trend is to expand guidance services vertically to include all levels of education 
and not just the specific moments at which study or career choices are usually made. 
Career guidance in schools is thus becoming increasingly more developmental in nature 
(Sultana, 2004). 

In the Netherlands, a similar development is noticeable and coincides with the  
implementation of competence-based education in senior secondary vocational education. 
In competence-based education, capacities needed for the actual working context rather 
than academic disciplines are taken as the starting point for curriculum development  
(see Chapter 2). Competence-based learning environments typically stimulate a more 
self-directed, student-centred approach in which the learner is made responsible for his 
or her own career path, and in which teachers are seen as coaches guiding students along 
their way (Biemans et al., 2004). In keeping with these developments, in 2007 The Dutch 
government formulated three career competencies and made it compulsory for every 
school for senior secondary vocational education in the Netherlands to guide their students 
in the development of these competencies. The three career competencies are a) the  
ability to reflect on one’s own motives and qualities; b) the ability to examine what work 
opportunities are available and which would be suitable; and c) the ability to direct one’s 
own career and to take appropriate actions (The Netherlands Association of VET  
Colleges, 2007). The implementation of competence-based learning environments urged 
many schools to implement a system of integral career guidance (see Chapter 2), used to 
guide students in planning their personal development and to supply a context in which 
students can explore their ambitions, strengths and weaknesses, and spell out future 
plans (Meijers, 2008). An integral career guidance system is composed of a series of  
interconnected instruments and accompanying activities for teacher and student, such as 
assessment methods, intake procedures, personal development plans, and career  
conversations (Meijers, 2008). The overarching goal is to help students develop the  
necessary career competencies and guide them in the development of a vocational  
identity (Wijers & Meijers, 1996). Integral career guidance is often implemented as part of 
everyday educational practice by teachers who are given direct responsibility for the  
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supervision of students and receive extra time for this. In most vocational schools,  
all teachers are expected to participate in career guidance. Most teachers are also entitled 
to receive training and guidelines to help them carry out this new task. Besides guidance 
from teachers, students are entitled to one-to-one career advice or guidance from 
guidance professionals (when needed).

A study of Kuijpers et al. (2006) as well as the study described in Chapter 2, showed the 
career conversation to be an essential element of integral career guidance. The provision 
of one-on-one guidance by teachers during career conversations with students was 
deemed important because students often find it difficult to reflect on their own learning 
processes, or to construct meaning about themselves and their future career (Bullock & 
Jamieson, 1998).  Reflective dialogues between teacher and student have been shown to 
deepen student reflection and thereby help students in taking control over their own 
career development (Meijers, 2008). The study of Kuijpers et al. (2006) nevertheless  
showed that schools in the Netherlands experienced major difficulties in realizing career 
conversations. In most schools, there is simply not enough expertise regarding the  
conduct of career conversations. In addition, detailed research on these career  
conversations and the guidance process during these conversations more in particular,  
is scarce (van den Berg & de Bruijn, 2009). 

Although there is little research available on career conversations in Dutch vocational 
education, there is a huge amount of international literature on career guidance interviews 
(e.g. Kidd, 2006; Millar & Brotherton, 2001; Wilden & La Gro, 1998). However, these  
interviews are not identical to career conversations as examined in the present study. 
Most career guidance interviews concern adults or students experiencing career  
problems, with important elements of the discussion being the identification of problems, 
the search for possible solutions and the development of client strategies. Career guidance 
interviews are often used to guide students during specific moments at which study or 
career choices are usually made, and to guide students during transitions and their  
preparation for transitions (Kidd, 2006; Sultana, 2004). Career conversations as investigated 
in the present study are organized on a much more regular basis and are considered to be 
part of every-day educational practice (see Chapter 2). They are an integral part of a students’ 
education and usually conducted by a teacher. Career guidance interviews, on the other 
hand, are usually conducted by a professional career counsellor or guidance worker.
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Much of the research available on career conversations or career guidance interviews  
focuses on what these conversations should look like (e.g. Kuijpers, 2008; Spijkerman, 
2005). The manner in which clients and counsellors perceive career conversations or 
career guidance interviews is also frequently considered in these studies (Howieson & 
Semple, 2000; Millar & Brotherton, 2001). Among similar lines, studies have analyzed 
perspectives taken by clients and counsellors on, for example, the quality of career  
interviews or interpersonal skills of counsellors (Bosley et al., 2006), changed guidance 
practices or changed counselling paradigms (Patton & McMahon, 2006; Savickas, 2000). 
When Wilden and La Gro (1998) described characteristics of career interviews, their focus 
was on what was perceived to be useful by clients. A study by Bimrose, Barnes, Hughes 
and Orton (2004) investigated the actual guidance practice of counsellors during career 
guidance interviews by examining digital recordings of 50 one-to-one guidance interviews. 
They examined counselling behaviours and perceptions of client usefulness, and developed 
a four stage framework for practice together with 40 categories of practitioner techniques 
and strategies (to be described later in this chapter). Apart from the work of Bimrose et al. 
(2004), there is not much research available on the current conduct of guidance within 
career conversations. Also, limited studies are available focussing on the behaviour or 
guidance strategies adopted by teachers during career conversations. 

The aim of the present study is to investigate the nature of the career conversations  
conducted in a competence-based education context. This will provide insight into the 
career guidance given in Dutch competence-based education.

3.2 tHeoretiCal FraMework

Following the work of several communication scholars (Remmerswaal, 2003; Schultz von 
Tun, 1981; Watzlawick, Beavin, & Jackson, 1967) three aspects of the conduct of career 
conversations were examined: the content of the conversations; the activities undertaken 
by teachers and students during the conversations; and the nature of the relationship 
between the teacher and the student during such conversations. The following research 
question will be investigated: What is the nature of the career conversations taking place 
in competence-based vocational education in the Netherlands in terms of content,  
activities and the relationship between teacher and student? The answer to this question 
can provide insight into career guidance given in Dutch vocational schools and the practices 
of teachers with respect to this task. It can help both schools and teachers to improve 
their professional practices. In the following, each of the three mentioned aspects will be 
considered more elaborately. 
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3.2.1 CONTENT
The nature of the career conversation between a teacher and student is largely defined by 
the topics discussed. The goal of integral career guidance in vocational education is to 
guide students in the development of required career competencies and a vocational 
identity (Kuijpers et al., 2006). This goal addresses the importance of meaning-making of 
students with respect to the professional context and their own, personal identity (Peavy, 
2000). Meaning-making is seen as the process of making experiences of students explicit 
and stimulating students to reflect on these experiences and learn more about their  
personality, ambitions, strengths and weaknesses but also about the professional context 
(Peavy, 2000). Meaning-making concerns the connection of knowledge and one’s  
understanding of oneself in relation to certain professions (Patton & McMahon, 2006). 
Consequently, it is important for teachers to discuss student personality, qualities,  
motivations and ambitions in relation to future work, norms and values in relation to  
labour, but also professional experiences and characteristics of certain professions.  
Research showed these subjects to be essential for the creation of a dialogue about what 
is meaningful and important for the student (den Boer et al., 2006). 

Another aspect of career guidance within career conversations is related to the personal 
development planning or action planning of students, for which purpose instruments 
such as portfolios or personal development plans are often being used (see Chapter 2). 
One of the fundamental aims of personal development planning is to develop skills of 
personal understanding. Important topics for conversation are in this respect students’ 
motivations for writing something in their portfolio or personal development plan, or the 
learning goals students will set for themselves (Kuijpers et al., 2006). A study by Bullock 
and Jamieson (1998) showed that tutors, guiding students in their personal development 
process during individual one-to-one dialogues, were focusing on two different topics. 
Some tutors felt it more appropriate to discuss personal and educational aspects while 
others emphasized transition choices and career issues. The dialogues that were flexible 
enough to move between both topics, seemed most effective (Bullock & Jamieson, 1998). 

Bimrose et al. (2004) reported on topics discussed by counsellors and students or adults 
during career guidance interviews. These topics ranged from the discussion itself  
(by means of scene-setting, explaining goals and evaluation) to work-related history and 
education or training of the client. Other topics were, among other things, aspects of  
personality, skills and abilities of the client, the client’s feelings, interests and motivations, 
and the client’s self-awareness and awareness of employment structures. 
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Following Bimrose et al. (2004) and den Boer et al. (2006) the present study will analyze 
the content of career conversations with respect to work and educational history of  
students, students’ personal characteristics (skills and abilities) as well as students’ feelings 
(including self-awareness) and future ambitions and motivations. Following Peavy (2000), 
other topics considered will be labour market issues, such as apprenticeship or part-time 
job experiences. Finally, based on previous work conducted by Kuijpers et al. (2006) and 
the study described in Chapter 2, the topic of personal development planning instruments 
will be considered as well.

3.2.2 ACTIVITIES
There is a large knowledge base on approaches or techniques to be used for career  
counselling. Bimrose et al. (2004), for example, observed guidance interviews and  
identified four broad categories, each comprised of sub-sets of more specific activities.  
They identified building a working alliance (scene-setting/orientation, contracting and 
rapport building/maintenance), exploration of potential (exploration of hard, factual data 
and exploration of soft data), identification of options and strategies (information, advice 
and influencing) and ending and follow through (evaluation, action plans). Their study 
also investigated clients’ and counsellors’ perceptions of usefulness of interviews.  
The results showed that useful guidance comprises: supporting outcomes considered  
positive by clients (exploring and challenging client perceptions, providing direction or 
information and creating awareness of learning and employment opportunities); giving 
clients access to networks, information and knowledge, enabling them to feel better  
informed and better able to progress; encouraging constructive change in the client  
(increasing self-confidence, developing skills, developing understanding which broadens 
ideas, together with motivating, inspiring and encouraging clients); and providing clients 
with positive experiences (creating opportunities for reflection and in-depth discussion 
by reassuring, confirming and/or clarifying plans and/or showing progress) (Bimrose et 
al., 2004).

Wilden and La Gro (1998) studied career guidance interviews and client and counsellor 
perceptions of counsellor interventions. Analyses of three career guidance interviews 
and perceptions of clients and counsellors led to a distinction between ‘affective’,  
‘organizational’ or ‘transformational’ counsellor strategies. Responses which were  
categorized as ‘affective’ referred to clients’ feelings of being understood or comprehended. 
They also covered positive feedback regarding self-worth and achievement. Within the 
‘organizational’ category, responses were categorized as explanations about the conduct 
of the interview and whether client and practitioner could work effectively together. 
Clients found it helpful to have a systematic line of questioning, organized responses, and 
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a focus on a particular task. The ‘transformational’ category, finally, related to  
re-interpretation or re-structuring of situations. Here, career counsellors interpreted  
elements of client responses, leading to greater integration or change in clients’ conceptual 
maps. Interventions with negative impact were also identified and related to lack of clarity 
about the procedure or conduct of career guidance interviews, and to confusions around 
expressions, intentions and meanings.

Focussing on the Dutch career counselling context, Spijkerman (2005) addressed several 
activities for effective career guidance interviews similar to activities mentioned by  
Bimrose et al. (2004) and Wilden and La Gro (1998). According to Spijkerman these include 
structuring the conversation, creating a positive atmosphere, active and apparent listening, 
being personal, making information concrete, helping the client to clarify and deepen 
things, working with goals and evaluating.

The activities or techniques of counsellors that are either considered important or  
occurred often in career interviews according to the literature, are strongly related and 
show considerable overlap. In short, overarching activities seem to be: structuring the 
conversation (setting goals, structuring in phases, summarizing client responses), deepening 
the conversation (re-interpreting the situation, stimulating reflection, providing feedback), 
advising or providing information (helping the client/student), asking for personal  
information (exploring the client’s/student’s hard and soft data), building a relationship/
rapport (active listening, making clients feel welcome, showing empathy), and evaluating 
or ending (following up, setting agreements on student actions, evaluating).

Although these activities were all found to be useful in career guidance interviews (and 
have not yet been studied in career conversations), most of these activities and techniques 
are likely to be important for career conversations as well. There is however one important 
aspect that does not emerge from previous studies, but that is highly important for career 
conversations in education: stimulating the self-directedness or action planning of  
students (Bullock & Jamieson, 1998; see also Chapter 2). Therefore, in the present study 
this category will be added. 

Because of the strong emphasis on self-directedness of students, we will not only focus 
on what teachers do during their career conversations with students, but also on the  
activities of students during such conversations. Research on the activities of students 
during career conversations (i.e. what students actually say or do) is only scarcely available. 
While there are several studies on the perceived quality of career interviews from the  
perspectives of both clients (e.g. Bosley et al., 2006; Kidd, Hirsch, & Jackson, 2004) and 
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students (e.g. Millar & Brotherton, 2001), empirical research on what students actually do 
(or not do) in a career guidance situation is rare. Lately, it has been argued by many scholars 
that coaching or counselling may be particularly effective in situations where the client/
student has an active role to play, can clearly influence the conversation and in which  
stimulating the client’s/student’s agency is part of the agenda (Patton & McMahon, 2006; 
Peavy, 2000; Savickas, 2000). Individuals must, after all, learn to make choices in order to 
cope with a flexible, constantly changing and complex society; counsellors and teachers 
must learn to give students opportunities to take control and direct their own actions 
(Coutinho et al., 2008). As a result, the posing of questions and initiation of actions by 
students, deep engagement of students in the conversation and the formulation of  
personal action points by students, can be considered indicators for such autonomy and 
agency (Vandamme, 2003). 

In addition to student agency, the importance of meaning-making by the student has 
been stressed for career development purposes (Peavy, 2000; Wijers & Meijers, 1996). 
Particularly relevant (student) activities for meaning-making are describing one’s  
personality and ambitions (as opposed to only facts or details), posing questions,  
reflecting on experiences and connecting knowledge to experience via paraphrasing or 
summarizing (see also Kuijpers, 2008). For the present study, the following student  
activities will be taken into consideration: talking about oneself/personal aspects,  
questioning, and reflecting on experiences.

3.2.3 RELATIONSHIP
The last important aspect of the communication between student and teacher is the  
nature of the interpersonal relationship. This nature is an essential part of communication 
and can certainly affect the manner in which students learn from teachers (Brekelmans, 
Sleegers, & Fraser, 2000; Erickson & Schultz, 1982; Schulz von Thun, 1981). For effective 
career guidance and counselling, the importance of beneficial interpersonal relationships 
has also been emphasized (e.g. Heppner & Heppner, 2003; Peavy, 2000; Sexton & Whiston, 
1994). Both clients’ and counsellors’ expectations regarding interpersonal behaviour have 
been studied explicitly, for example, in addition to whether these expectations are in line 
with or relate to session evaluations (Schedin, 2005). In other research, interpersonal  
behaviour has not been mentioned as such but personal qualities such as showing interest, 
establishing commitment and being trustworthy appeared to be critical to the career 
counselling process (Kidd et al., 2004; Rogers, 1951) or that the “working alliance” or  
personal bond between counsellor and client is clearly important (Gysbers, Heppner, & 
Johnston, 2003). 
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Interpersonal circumplex models are often used to characterize relations between people 
communicating (Blustein, Schultheiss, & Flum, 2004; Kremer-Hayon & Wubbels, 1993; 
Peavy, 2000; Swanson, 1995; Tracey, 1993). In interpersonal circumplex models, the  
interpersonal behaviour of people is described along two independent dimensions which 
are both necessary and sufficient to describe the communication process (Wubbels,  
Brekelmans, den Brok, & van Tartwijk, 2006). Circumplex models in education include a 
proximity dimension which ranges from opposition to cooperation and an influence  
dimension which ranges from dominance to submission. These two dimensions can be 
combined to create a circular structure as depicted in Figure 3.1. 

Figure 3.1 Model interpersonal teacher behaviour (Wubbels et al., 2006)

The proximity and influence dimensions of the circumplex model of interpersonal relations 
can be used to describe singular actions of the individual but also to describe styles of 
interpersonal behaviour (Wubbels et al., 2006). A circumplex model with a specific focus 
on the relations between teachers and students is the model for interpersonal teacher 
behaviour of Créton and Wubbels (1984). This model is based on Leary’s 1957 model for 
the interpersonal diagnosis of personality and was specifically adapted for the study of 
interpersonal teacher behaviour. That is, the dimensions of proximity and influence can 
be incorporated into a coordinate system with eight equal sections as depicted in Figure 
3.1 and thus be used to characterize the relationship between teacher and student.

Career Conversations Career Conversations

Proefschrift.indd   53 26-01-2010   16:26:04



54

The present study will investigate the teacher-student relationship during career  
conversations using the model of interpersonal teacher behaviour, through analysis of 
the level of proximity and influence behaviour of the teacher. Based on the aforementioned 
theoretical framework, the following research questions will be answered:

1. How can we characterize career conversations in vocational education in terms of  
 content that is discussed?
2. How can we characterize career conversations in vocational education in terms of 
 activities performed by teacher and student?
3. How can we characterize career conversations in vocational education in terms 
 of the nature of the relationship between teacher and student, using the dimensions  
 of influence and proximity?

3.3 MetHod 

3.3.1 PARTICIPANTS
Four senior secondary vocational education schools from different parts of the Netherlands 
participated in the study. For each school, a different educational programme was selected: 
Juridical Service (that educates for occupations such as desk employee at a law office), 
Agriculture (that educates for occupations such as gardener), Social and Cultural work 
(that educates for occupations such as youth worker), and Car Mechanics (that educates 
for occupations such as car mechanic or salesperson in the car industry). Schools were 
selected to cover the four main areas of vocational education (technology, care and welfare, 
economics and agriculture) and because of their indication of using career conversations 
as part of an integral career guidance system (in which they used instruments such as 
portfolios and personal development plans). Through interviews with school leaders and 
analysis of documents regarding school policy and guidelines for career guidance, the  
intended practice of schools could be typified. Juridical service and car mechanics had a 
very clear weekly curriculum for integral career guidance and used manuals for all teachers 
in which weekly assignments and instruments were incorporated. Agriculture and social 
and cultural work did not use manuals and did not have weekly plans for the career 
guidance, but both used an existing book on career guidance (not written by the teachers 
in the school). The schools representing social and cultural work and juridical service had 
approximately four years of experience with conducting career conversations; the school 
representing agriculture had approximately two years of experience; and the school  
representing car mechanics had just started with career conversations.
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At each school, four teachers and two of their students participated in the study, leading 
to a total of 16 teachers and 32 students. Seven teachers were male, 9 were female.  
Teacher age ranged from 26 to 54. All teachers were of Dutch ethnic background. Student 
age ranged between 16 and 19 years. In terms of gender, 20 students were male and 12 
were female. Three students had a non-Dutch ethnic background, 29 students were of 
Dutch origin. 

3.3.2 DATA COLLECTION
Career conversations with two first year students of each of the 16 teachers were  
videotaped (N teachers=16; N students=32). Career conversations were often held in a  
separate room in the school, so students and teachers could talk privately.  
Career conversations were videotaped to avoid interference by the researcher and to  
allow analysis of both verbal and nonverbal behaviour. The average conversation length 
was 42 minutes. Duration of career conversations for car mechanics was between 12 and 
29 minutes, with an average of 19 minutes. For social and cultural work studies, duration 
ranged between 48 and 74 minutes, with an average of 57 minutes. For juridical service 
duration ranged between 10 and 39 minutes, with an average of 23 minutes.  
The conversations for agriculture, finally, ranged from 12 to 28 minutes in duration, with 
an average of 20 minutes.

3.3.3 ANALYSIS
The videotaped career conversations were transcribed verbatim, and an elaborate category 
system was developed for coding purposes. The development of the category system and 
the actual coding occurred in four phases. 

in the first phase, transcripts were coded with regard to their content. Conversational fragments 
or a sequence of utterances which related to a specific topic or occurrence were identified 
for this purpose. That is, the end of a conversational fragment and beginning of the next 
were identified in terms of change of topic. Each conversational fragment was then coded 
separately based on sensitizing concepts derived from the literature (Boeije, 2005).  
When the literature did not provide a suitable code, a new code was developed; examples 
of these are ‘School’, ‘Progress of student’ and ‘Learning process of student’. 

in the second phase, transcripts were coded separately with regard to teacher activities 
and student activities. This was done in a manner similar to the above. However, a new 
fragment was now defined in terms of a change of activity. Each fragment was then coded 
in terms of sensitizing concepts derived from the literature. A new code was developed 
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when the literature did not provide a suitable code; examples are ‘questioning for formal 
information’ for teacher activities or ‘providing information’ for student activities.  

in the third phase, the transcripts were coded with respect to the relationship between 
teacher and student. The conversational fragments identified for the content analyses 
were used to code the nature of the relationship, because identification of separate  
fragments in terms of changes in the nature of the relationship between teacher and  
student during a career conversation proved difficult, if not impossible. The model for 
interpersonal teacher behaviour as depicted in Figure 3.1 was used to code conversational 
fragments with regard to the relationship between teacher and student. Each fragment 
was coded along a five-point scale for influence and proximity. The influence codes  
ranged from very submissive (1) to very dominant (5) and the proximity codes ranged from 
very oppositional (1) to very cooperative (5). For coding the relationship between teacher 
and student, non-verbal communication is essential, and conversational fragments were 
therefore coded while watching the videotaped career conversations (Wubbels et al., 2006).

in the fourth and final phase, the final coding system was established. After coding 17 
career conversations, no more (new) codes were deemed necessary to describe the data. 
Codes that were found to overlap were merged; for example, ‘evaluating and ending’ and 
‘structuring’ were taken together to form ‘structuring and regulating’. Each career  
conversation (including the 17 conversations analyzed for the initial development of the 
coding system) was then coded using the final set of definitions and codes.

In appendix 1, the main categories for the final categorization system are presented  
together with their definitions. Each of the main categories had several subcategories 
and codes associated with it to further specify the nature of the career conversations.  
The details on these subcategories are not presented here. An example of a coded  
transcript is provided in Table 3.1.
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Table 3.1 Example of coded transcript

After the preliminary category system had been developed, tested and established, it was 
checked again by determining inter-rater reliabilities. Two career conversations which 
encompassed all of the coding categories were coded by a second researcher. Inter-rater 
reliabilities for the different elements of the career conversations are presented in Table 
3.2. Kappa coefficients indicated the categorization system to be reliable (Cohen, 1960). 

Teacher

speaker utterance Content
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student  
activities
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Student
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Explaining

Give 
instruction

Re
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ct
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What did you say just now?

That others don’t say anything,  
that uh, they don’t say thank you  
or something. I cannot stand that…

So letting other people work and 
not even saying thank you… 

Yes, that is something I can’t 
stand. I don’t know, I just want 
to hear, thank you Seline, you 
did your best. Even if it’s not 
good, you did your best. And 
that is not, well, then I don’t 
like it.

Okay, that is something we 
will work on today. You will 
say this also to the group. 
I will get back to you later 
today, because I want to also 
give you feedback on your 
reflection reports.

I don’t have to do that with you 
anymore, yours is fine but…
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Table 3.2 Inter-rater reliability coefficients for each element (Cohen’s Kappa)

 element    Cohen’s kappa

 Content     0.72
	 Teacher	Activities	 	 	 	 0.78
	 Student	Activities	 	 	 	 0.78
 Relationship – Proximity dimension   0.74
 Relationship – Influence dimension   0.72

 overall     0.80

Absolute and relative frequencies for every coding category across the different career 
conversations were determined conveying context, activity and relationship aspects of 
the career conversation.
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3.4 results 

3.4.1 OVERALL RESULTS
In Table 3.3, the overall results of the study are depicted. The results show the total number 
of conversational fragments for the content, activity and relationship categories and  
subcategories coded for the career conversations, the relative percentages in relation to all 
coded fragments and the percentage ranges for the 16 teachers per coding subcategory. 
 
Table 3.3 Results for each aspect of career conversations and main categories (numbers and percentages of 

fragments coded)

Category

Personal development planning and instruments
Personal situation or characteristics of the student
Conversation
School
Learning process or behaviour of student 
Career issues
Progress,	functioning	of	student
Labour market or apprenticeship
Other

total

Explaining or informing
Questioning (for information)
Active	listening
Stimulate reflection
Rapport building
Structuring and regulating
Give feedback
Suggesting or advising
Activating	and	encouraging	agency
Other

total

Frequency  
of fragments 
coded

 244
	 138
 99
	 98
 76
	 81
 77
 74
	 88

 975

	 1895
 1497
 712
	 380
	 356
 307
 307
 226
 46
 33

 5759

aspect

Content

teacher 
activities

Percentage 
of fragments 
coded

	 25	%
	 14	%
	 10	%
	 10	%
	 8	%
	 8	%
	 8	%
	 8	%
	 9	%

 100%

	 33	%
	 26	%
	 12	%
	 7	%
	 6	%
	 5	%
	 5	%
	 4	%
	 1	%
	 1	%

 100%

range 
across 
teachers

1	3	-	42	%
	 4	-	38	%
	 2	-	15	%
	 0	-	23	%
	 0	-	14	%
	 0	-	19	%
	 2	-	27	%
	 0	-	21	%
	2	-	20	%

1	5	-	52	%
	9	-	44		%
	 4	-	25	%
	2	-	19		%	
	 2	-	13		%	
	 1	-	10	%
	 3	-	10	%
	 1	-	8	%
	 0	-	3	%
	 0	-	2	%
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Table 3.3 (continued)

The results for the content, activity and relationship aspects of the career conversations 
are described below and illustrated with actual fragments from the transcripts.

Category

Provide information
Express	personal	experiences,	opinions	or	feelings
Questioning
Other

total

Dominance - Submission 
scale	(score	of	1	to	5)	 	 5
    4
    3
    2
    1
 
    total
 
Opposition	-	Cooperation	
scale	(score	of	1	to	5)	 	 5
    4
    3
    2
    1
 
    total

Frequency  
of fragments 
coded

	 2788
 2134
 227
 32

 5181

 26
	 685
	 188
 11
 0

 910

	 80
	 521
 303
 7
 0

 910

aspect

student
activities

relation-
ship

Percentage 
of fragments 
coded

	 54%
	 41%
	 4%
	 1%

 100%

	 3%
	 76%
	 20%
	 1%
	 0%

 100%

	 9%
	 57%
	 33%
	 1%
	 0%

 100%

range 
across 
teachers

42	-	73	%
	25	-	57	%
	 1	-	14	%
	 0	-	2		%

	0	-	26	%
	5	-	100	%
	0	-	95	%
	 0	-	11	%
	 0	%

	 0	-	28	%
	14	-	94	%
	 3	-	74	%
	 0	-	11	%
	 0	%
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3.4.2 CONTENT
Teachers and students discussed personal development planning and related instruments 
in 25% of all the conversational fragments, with a range of 13 to 42% across the 16  
different teachers. When teachers and students talked about personal development  
planning, some were found to talk mainly about technical aspects (8 teachers). An example 
is Madeline who indeed focused on just how the portfolio should be organized.

 Madeline: Yes, okay, good, it looks very neat. Only one thing, you should, ehh, here, 
 I guess you missed something, right? You still have to complete that?
 Student: Ah, yeah, I’ll do that at home. I’ll put in a tab sheet organizer here…
 Madeline: Yes, okay, so these are your tab sheets, you only have to fill in this section where 
 everything should come together…
 Student: Okay. 

Others talked more about personal characteristics of the students in connection with 
their personal development planning (5 teachers). Gwen, for example, used that which 
her student had written in her portfolio, to initiate reflection upon the personal  
characteristics of the student.

 Gwen: So, when I read this (personal characteristic in instrument - author): “I hate people  
 that do nothing for school and always come late.” That says something about you. 
 People who do that, don’t hate that. So what does that say about you?
 Student: That is my own behaviour.
 Gwen: Exactly, what is it then, what do you do?
 Student: I am always on time and always try my best at school. 

Career issues of students were discussed in 8% of the coded fragments but not addressed in 
every career conversation, as indicated by the percentage range of 0 to 19% across teachers. 

The labour market or apprenticeship were discussed in 8% of all conversational fragments 
with a range of 0 to 21% across the 16 teachers.
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On average, in 14% of all conversational fragments personal student issues were discussed, 
although percentages varied widely across teachers, ranging from 4 to 38%. In several 
career conversations (13 out of 32), only the personal situation of the student, such as the 
home situation, was discussed and no personal characteristics were discussed whatsoever. 
John and his student, for example, talked about how the student’s father was doing as 
John knew that the father had been in hospital. 

 John: Yeah, I heard your father was in hospital. Is he okay now?
 Student: Ehm, yes, he is a bit better now. Only, when he feels anything, or doesn’t feel good, 
 you know, and then he can be so grumpy and he reacts to all of us…
 John: Mmhh
 Student: I always take it so personally…
 John: Yes, you are sensitive to that, you want your father to feel well.
 Student: Yes…

3.4.3 TEACHER ACTIVITIES
As far as the conversational fragments referring to activities performed by the teachers 
are concerned, 26% referred to questioning of students for information (i.e. facts or details) 
and 33% consisted of explaining things or informing students. Ranges were 9 to 44% for 
questioning and 15 to 52% between teachers for explaining or informing. Particularly at 
the beginning and end of career conversations, teachers informed students about what 
would be discussed. Robin, for example, informed her student about the agenda for the 
conversation.

 Robin: Eh, okay, so today I want to talk to you about your learning goals, ehm later. 
 But first: I read your portfolio, and it was interesting. Some notable things became visible,  
 which eh, I would like to discuss as well…
 Student: Yes.
 Robin: And then we’ll do your personal development plan, that’s actually… 
 what it comes down to.
 Student: Yes.
 Robin: Yes?
 Student: Yes.
 Robin: Do you have anything to add? Eh, anything you would like to discuss perhaps?
 Student: No
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Providing feedback and stimulating reflection occurred considerably less frequently than 
teacher questioning or explaining. Stimulating student reflection occurred on average 
during 7% of all the conversational fragments, with a range of 2 to 19% across teachers. 
Providing feedback occurred on average during 5% of the fragments, with a range of 3  
to 10% across teachers. Most of the feedback was provided at the level of the task  
(i.e. constituted 53% of all feedback). Joyce provided feedback on the learning goals  
formulated by the student in her personal development plan, for example.

 Joyce: This is written down properly, but try to think of something to make it more concrete.  
 You should do that for every learning goal… Just look at the text I gave you, okay? 
 Here, this is the addition you wrote down of what you really want to learn, right?
 Student: Yes
 Joyce: Okay, so what you want to do, write that down as part of your learning goal as well,  
 okay.

Only the feedback provided by a few of the teachers concerned the processing level (6%), 
the self-regulation level (6%) or the person level (35%). Gwen, for example, provided 
feedback at the level of the person when she mentioned a personal characteristic of a 
student and stated her opinion about this.

 Gwen: You’re a very spontaneous person, and that is good!
 Student: I think I’m always like that…
 Gwen: Yes, it’s one of your characteristics.

The majority of the feedback provided by teachers was positive, namely 56% of all  
conversational fragments concerned with feedback. Negative feedback was given in only 
15% of these fragments, and neutral feedback (i.e. a description of what is observed) was 
provided in 29% of the fragments.

Very little was done to activate the student or stimulate agency; on average only 1% of all 
conversational fragments was coded as such. The range across teachers was also small, 
with 0 to 3% of conversational fragments.
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Teachers certainly tried to stimulate students to talk more, with 12% of the conversational 
fragments coded as active listening, with a range of 4 to 25% across teachers. John, for 
example, paraphrased what the student had said and asked her whether it was correct in 
an attempt to stimulate the student to talk more and help her analyze the situation.

 John: Mmh, okay. So, what you are actually saying is that you say to yourself that you  
 want to start earlier, but somehow it doesn’t work?
 Student: Yes, that happens to me all the time, I’m trying to, but I don’t know…
 John: Mmhh…
 Student: I want to, but yeah…

Finally, rapport building was found to be undertaken in 6% of all fragments, but only by  
8 of the 16 teachers with a range of 2 to 13%. Some teachers undertook virtually no  
rapport building activities while others did this a lot. Most of the rapport building activities 
were “being nice or friendly” or “agreeing with the student.” Only 6 of the teachers used 
self-disclosure in the form of expressing their own opinion or relating something personal, 
such as John.

 John: Yes, home comes first, school is second. It’s the same for me.

3.4.4 STUDENT ACTIVITIES
Students mostly provided explanations or information and only rarely asked questions. 
Explaining or supplying information occurred in 54% of all the fragments concerned with 
student activities, with a range of 42 to 73% across students. Providing facts, describing 
details or explaining procedures could concern, for example, just how something was  
organized in class. 

 Student: In the project group, I work together with John and Sacha.

Only 4% of the conversational fragments concerned with student activities were coded 
as involving a question, with a range of 1 to 14% across students. Most of the questions of 
the students were requests for information or clarification (i.e. 95% of the fragments  
coded as questions). In the following, for example, a student inquires about when a test is 
scheduled. 

 Student: Do we have the test today?
 Teacher: No, it’s on Wednesday, just look at the schedule in the hall.
 Student: Okay.
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Personal experiences, opinions or feelings were coded for 41% of the fragments  
concerned with student activities with a range of 25 to 57% across students. Most of the 
personal expressions concerned opinions or feelings with regard to, for instance,  
a particular assignment.

 Teacher: So what did you think of that subject?
 Student: Yeah, that was fun! It was different than I expected, but it was really interesting.
 Teacher: Why?
 Student: I don’t know, it just was, I liked it a lot, not so much of that heavy stuff…

3.4.5 RELATIONSHIP
In terms of the influence dimension of the relationship between teacher and student, all of 
the teachers were found to behave in a mostly dominant manner during career conversations. 
While conversational fragments coded as very dominant were found for 3% of the relevant 
fragments (with a range of 0% to 26% across teachers), conversational fragments coded 
as dominant were found for 76% of the relevant fragments (with a range of 5% to 100% 
across teachers). Most of the dominance/influence fragments occurred at the beginning 
or the end of the career conversation when the teachers had to structure or control the 
conversation. 

 Joyce: Okay, sit down, you can take your jacket off. 
 Student: Okay…
 Joyce: How are you doing today?
 Student: I’m okay.
 Joyce: So, we’re going to talk about your portfolio today! 
 And I found it really good, wonderfully organized.

The proximity dimension of the relationship between teacher and student showed greater 
diversity than the influence dimension. Some of the teachers showed no fully cooperative 
behaviour whatsoever, while 9% showed behaviour which was very cooperative (with a 
range of 0% to 28% across teachers) and 57% showed behaviour which was cooperative 
(with a range of 14% to 94% across teachers); 33% of the relevant conversational  
fragments were scored as neutral along the proximity scale; and only 1% of the relevant 
fragments showed opposition (with a range of 0% to 11% across teachers). 
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3.5 disCussion 

The aim of this study was to investigate career conversations conducted in competence-based 
vocational education in the Netherlands. Four aspects of the communication between 
teacher and student were investigated for this purpose: the content of the conversation, 
teacher activities, student activities, and the nature of the interpersonal relationship 
between teacher and student. The results revealed several notable outcomes about the 
career guidance process during the career conversations. 

First, the main topics in the conversations were not always related to the goals of career 
conversations – namely, the stimulation of students to think about themselves, their  
futures and their personal development plans. Although teachers and students talked a 
great deal about personal development planning instruments, many of the teachers only 
addressed technical aspects of the use of the instruments, for example, whether the  
student had done something right or wrong or how the student should use such an  
instrument. Very little was done to create a process of meaning-making using these  
instruments, which corresponds to the results of the study described in Chapter 2.  
Instruments such as the personal development plan or portfolio were rarely used to  
initiate a dialogue about what the student had written down and what this actually meant 
(to stimulate a reflection process). 

Additionally, little discussion on students’ career issues occurred, and characteristics of 
certain professions or work-related experiences of students were also rarely discussed. 
Obviously, when the aim is to discuss qualities and motives of a student, a student’s  
ambitions for the future and the steps needed to achieve this, career and personal issues 
should be on the agenda. Discussion of the student as an individual person with specific 
characteristics and desires in conjunction with attempts to relate these to characteristics 
of certain professions would seem to constitute a more fruitful start for a meaningful  
conversation with the student regarding his or her career (Patton & McMahon, 2006;  
Wijers & Meijers, 1996). Work and life experiences of students are crucial in this respect 
(Hodkinson & Sparks, 1993). As Hodkinson (1995) addresses, young people’s career 
choices or decisions are very context-related and cannot be separated from family  
background, culture and work or life histories of students. Meaning-making of students 
can only be understood in terms of their own work and life histories, wherein identity has 
developed and evolved through interaction with significant others, and with the culture 
in which the subject has lived and is living. The question that arises is whether teachers 
are capable enough to integrate these work life histories of students into career  
conversations, to start a fruitful dialogical conversation in which personal experiences of 
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the student are more important than what the student has to do for school or what his or 
her progress at school is (Hodkinson, 1995). 

Another notable finding was that relatively little was done to stimulate reflection on the part 
of the student and that feedback was rarely provided at different levels. When teachers 
asked students questions, these were mostly aimed at obtaining formal information and 
not intended to invite the student to reflect upon his or her career-related experiences, 
feelings or thoughts. Experiences of the student were rarely used to start a process of  
reflection or meaning-making. Furthermore, most of the feedback provided to the  
student was provided at the level of the task. Feedback at the task level may be preferable 
in situations where students must learn to use an instrument (Hattie & Timperly, 2008), 
but is certainly less important when the goal is to increase self-management and reflective 
skills of students in relation to their personalities and ambitions.

Finally, many of the teachers were found to act in a dominant manner during the career 
conversations. Little was done to stimulate agency or self-directedness on the part of the 
student. Teachers spent a lot of their time either explaining or asking for information, 
students rarely asked questions. When the goal is to stimulate personal development 
planning and self-directedness of students in terms of career processes, this lack of focus 
on the stimulation of self-directedness is an unwanted situation (Peavy, 2000). Students 
should somehow be given more opportunities to influence the conversation and ask  
questions. There is, however, discussion in the literature on this topic. As Kidd (1996) 
emphasized, for example, guidance workers should not only be facilitators but also be 
able to diagnose and make judgments, and help students or clients to take steps and make 
certain decisions. The question is to what extent a teacher in vocational educational  
or - for that matter - other forms of education can be expected to direct the student’s  
learning process and what the balance between autonomy and control of the conversation 
should look like.  

The findings have several implications for actual practice. If teachers want to initiate a 
career dialogue focusing on the individual, actual career issues (as well as personal issues) 
should be given a more central role on the agenda than currently appears to be the case. 
Reasons for not focussing on these issues should be investigated and discussed with  
teachers, along with directions on how this situation can be improved. 

Also, our data shows that in career conversations the traditional education structure and 
culture still comes through: lots of instruction, giving and asking of information,  
instrumental use of personal development plans and portfolios, and very little emphasis 
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on reflection and agency. When schools and/or teachers really want to stimulate greater 
self-directedness on the part of students, it would appear that teachers must change 
their role from that of a traditional teacher to a facilitator. The training of particular skills 
or techniques for this purpose (see also King, 1999) could help increase teachers’ ability to 
analyze their own behaviour using, for example, video feedback or peer coaching sessions. 
The question rises, however, whether training or instructing teachers for career conversation 
is enough to prepare them for their new roles, as these might also challenge their professional 
identity or the culture and structure of their school. 

The present study had some limitations. To start with, only career conversations with first 
year students in four competence-based senior secondary vocational education schools 
were analyzed. The present results therefore cannot be generalized to all levels of education 
in the Netherlands or to other countries. 

Furthermore, the results showed many differences between teachers, not only with regard 
to the activities undertaken during career conversations but also with regard to the content 
of conversations and teacher-student interpersonal behaviour. Individual differences 
between teachers were not investigated in great detail, which means that consideration 
of just why practices of teachers differed could be an important topic for future research. 
The amount of experience or training for the conduct of career conversations may play a 
critical role, for example (King, 1999). Teachers’ own beliefs and goals for career guidance 
(which presumably relate to their more general life attitudes and ideologies) may also play 
a role in addition to teachers’ degree of self-efficacy with respect to career guidance  
(Lent et al., 2006). School culture may play a role, as the schools represented four very 
different educational sectors. The facilitation of teachers in terms of time and other career 
guidance resources most certainly differs between schools. Future research could consider 
teachers’ perceptions of their career guidance role, the objectives pursued for this  
purpose, the support provided on this front by the school management, the embeddedness 
of career conversations in a broader guidance system and the degree of experience and 
training which teachers with career guidance tasks have.

Another limitation of this study relates to its focus on observations of career conversations 
between teachers and students. This information, for example, was not (yet) related to 
student outcomes, such as the development of necessary career competencies or tendency 
to drop-out (e.g. Kuijpers et al., 2006). Student perceptions of the utility or quality of the 
career conversations have neither been considered (Bosley et al., 2006; Howieson & Semple, 
2000; Millar & Brotherton, 2001). Future research could combine the observation of 
career conversations with the development of student competencies and/or student  
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perceptions of such career conversations in order to gain even deeper insight into the 
quality of career conversations.

Finally, the study described was a first exploration of the guidance processes taking place 
between teachers and students in a career development setting. The developed categories 
for coding this career guidance process could benefit from extended research and further 
validation and refinement.
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CHaPter 4

students’ PerCePtions oF Career Conversations 
witH tHeir teaCHers3 

aBstraCt

as vocational education schools in the netherlands are implementing competence-
based curricula, it is intended that during career conversations teachers guide  
students in developing their own learning and career paths. the present  
questionnaire study investigated students’ perceptions of the career guidance  
provided by their teachers, and data involving 28 teachers were collected from 571 
students. all teachers were perceived to have spoken very little about career issues. 
the study also identified four different teacher guidance profiles. two profiles were 
very moderate and can be considered average guiding profiles. the remaining two 
profiles were labelled ‘the personal teacher balancing non-directive and directive 
behaviour’ and ‘the non-personal and directive teacher’.

3 This chapter has been submitted as: Mittendorff, K., den Brok, P., & Beijaard, D. Students’ perceptions of career  

conversations with their teachers.
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4.1 introduCtion 

In today’s society it is required that learners at school acquire advanced learning skills and 
self-management competencies and that people working in the professions develop  
lifelong learning competencies (Giddens, 1991; Dieleman & van der Lans, 1999).  
In response to these societal demands, many vocational schools in the Netherlands are 
implementing competence-based curricula. These curricula are based on the actual  
competencies needed for working in practice rather than academic disciplines as well as 
on the idea that young people should learn to direct their own learning and career  
development (Wesselink et al., 2007). In competence-based education, teachers are seen 
as coaches who facilitate their students in developing individual learning and career 
paths. The school is regarded not only as an institute focusing on students becoming qua-
lified but also as ‘a career centre’ in which students acquire career competencies, such as 
being able to reflect on personal ambitions and motives, and taking action and initiative 
to direct their own career development (Geurts, 2003; Kuijpers & Meijers, 2009). 

As a result of these changes, many vocational schools in the Netherlands are altering their 
traditional career guidance practice - in which the school’s career counsellor guides  
students in their career development - and moving towards a system of integral career 
guidance that is part of the everyday educational practice of teachers, who are given  
direct responsibility for the career guidance of students. The goal of integral career 
guidance is to educate students in their personal development planning process, to  
stimulate self-directedness, and to provide a context in which students can learn more 
about their ambitions, strengths, and weaknesses, as well as their future plans (Meijers, 
2008). The guidance consists of a series of interconnected instruments such as portfolios, 
reflection reports, and personal development plans, as well as activities such as career 
conversations between teachers and students. During these conversations the teachers 
are expected to guide students in using instruments such as a portfolio and to stimulate a 
process of reflection and meaning-making that helps students to gain more insight both 
into themselves and into the labour market, and into taking control of their own learning 
and career development process (see Chapter 3). In most vocational schools, all teachers 
are expected to participate in career guidance. For most teachers, this role as ‘career 
guidance teacher’ is completely new. As a result, many schools offer specific training and 
guidelines to help teachers carry out this new task.

Earlier studies (see Chapter 2; Kuijpers et al., 2006) have shown the career conversation 
between teacher and student to be an essential element of integral career guidance.  
The individual guidance during these conversations is important, because students often 
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find it difficult to reflect upon their own learning processes or to construct meaning about 
themselves and their future career (see Chapter 2). The study described in Chapter 3 of 
this thesis investigated these career conversations through observational research.  
The study revealed several similarities between career conversations and teachers’  
behaviour during these conversations, but uncovered many differences as well that were 
not investigated in great detail. Differences between teachers, especially the manner in 
which these differences are perceived, can influence student learning or certain student 
outcomes. Earlier research on differences in teachers’ interpersonal behaviour, for 
example, has shown that teachers’ interpersonal profiles showed different capacities and 
effectiveness in classroom situations (Wubbels et al., 2006). Differences were shown in 
the degree to which they were able to activate students and differentiate their teaching 
(Brekelmans et al., 2000; den Brok, 2001), motivate students for their subject or stimulate 
achievement (Wubbels & Brekelmans, 1998; Wubbels et al., 2006). In a similar fashion, 
learning environment research has demonstrated that students’ perceptions of the  
learning environment and teachers’ behaviour are related to cognitive and affective  
student outcomes (Fraser, 1998, 2007; Kyriakides, 2005).

Shuell (1996) argues that the way in which learners perceive their learning environment is 
crucial in determining what the student will learn. Students’ perceptions of teacher  
behaviour can be distinguished from teachers’ perceptions of their own behaviour and 
from observations by external observers, and have been found to be reliable, valid, and 
strongly related to learning outcomes (den Brok, 2001; Fisher & Fraser, 1983; Fraser, 1982; 
Hofstein & Lazarowitz, 1986; Levy, Wubbels, den Brok, & Brekelmans, 2003; Wubbels et 
al., 2006). 

The present study attempts to contribute to obtaining a more differentiated and detailed 
image of teacher career guidance through the perception of students. We used the results of 
the earlier observational study (see Chapter 3) to develop a questionnaire for investigating 
students’ perceptions of their teachers’ career guidance during career conversations.  
The study examines the following central research question: How do students perceive 
their teachers’ career guidance during career conversations and what profiles can be 
identified in these perceptions?  
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4.2 tHeoretiCal FraMework

4.2.1 CAREER CONVERSATIONS IN DUTCH VOCATIONAL EDUCATION 
The study reported in Chapter 3 investigated career conversations in Dutch senior  
secondary vocational education by observing and analysing two videotaped career  
conversations involving sixteen teachers, each with a different student. Following several 
communication scholars (Schultz von Tun, 1981; Watzlawick et al., 1967), three aspects of 
the conduct of career conversations were examined: the content of the conversations; 
the activities undertaken by teachers and students; and the nature of the relationship 
between teacher and student. The study resulted in a description of categories and codes, 
numbers and percentages of fragments coded within a certain category, and representative 
examples of fragments for each category. 

The element content described what the student and teacher were discussing.  
Previous studies showed that subjects such as personal development planning  
instruments (portfolio or personal development plan), personal issues, or future  
ambitions of students were or should be part of the agenda (Bimrose et al., 2004; Spijkerman 
& Admiraal, 2000; Wilden & La Gro, 1998). The study described in Chapter 3 showed that 
many teachers focused on the personal development planning instruments and school 
issues such as planning of the curriculum and the progress or functioning of the students 
in school. Remarkable was the relatively low number of fragments (8%) that were coded 
as career issues such as future ambitions or previous education. The range between  
teachers (0 to 19%) showed that some teachers did not discuss these subjects at all. 

Another element investigated was activities undertaken by teacher and student.  
Previous studies in the domain of counselling and guidance reported on activities  
undertaken by the teacher such as giving feedback, providing information, active listening, 
building rapport, stimulating reflection, or stimulating self-directedness (Bimrose et al., 
2004; Engelen, 2002; Millar & Brotherton, 2001), as was also the case in the study described 
in Chapter 3. The results of this latter study showed that explaining or informing and 
questioning for information occurred most often during career conversations (respectively, 
33% and 26%). Teachers provided little feedback and few reflection activities, and little 
was done to stimulate self-directedness on the part of the student. Teachers varied  
considerably in the activities undertaken, as was reflected in the range between teachers. 
Questioning for information, for example, ranged from 9% to 44% of the fragments per 
teacher. Activities undertaken by the students were explaining or informing (54% of all 
the fragments) or expressing personal experiences, opinions or feelings (41% of the  
fragments). Only 4% of the fragments were coded as asking questions. 
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Finally, the relationship element was investigated through the use of the model for teacher 
interpersonal behaviour (Wubbels et al., 2006) based on Leary’s 1957 model for the  
interpersonal diagnosis of personality. This model includes two dimensions to assess a 
person’s interpersonal behaviour: a proximity dimension (ranging from opposition to  
cooperation) and an influence dimension (ranging from dominance to submission).  
The observational study described in Chapter 3 showed that many teachers acted as the 
dominant and controlling person in the conversation, but were also cooperative towards 
the student (friendly, helpful, and so on). Differences between teachers were mostly found 
in terms of cooperativeness. All teachers showed dominant behaviour, but not all  
teachers showed cooperative behaviour all the time.

4.2.2 DIFFERENCES IN TEACHERS’ GUIDANCE 
 DURING CAREER CONVERSATIONS 
Although there is scant research on teacher profiles or styles with respect to career 
guidance behaviour, research is available on teacher styles with respect to other behaviour, 
such as teachers’ communicative behaviour (Sallinen-Kuparinen, 1992; Wanzer & McCroskey, 
1998), mentoring behaviour (Crasborn, Hennissen, Brouwer, Korthagen, & Bergen, 2008; 
Engelen, 2002), interpersonal behaviour (Brekelmans, Levy, & Rodriguez, 1993; Rickards, 
den Brok, & Fisher, 2005; Wubbels et al., 2006), or regulation of student behaviour (Bennett 
1976; den Brok, Bergen, & Brekelmans, 2006; Flanders, 1970; Good, 1979; Schultz, 1982; 
Ramsay & Ransley, 1986). 

Henissen, Crasborn, Brouwer, Korthagen and Bergen (2008) reported on teachers’ mentoring 
styles by means of the MERID model (MEntor (teacher) Roles in Dialogues), which uses 
two dimensions to illustrate teachers’ mentoring behaviour. One dimension indicates the 
amount of directiveness displayed by the teacher (horizontal axis) and another indicates 
the degree of input by the teacher (vertical axis). The combination of these two dimensions 
results in four different mentor-teacher roles in mentoring dialogues: initiator (introduces 
topics but is non-directive), imperator (introduces topics and acts directive), advisor  
(is directive but does not introduce topics), and encourager (does not introduce topics 
and is non-directive). Henissen et al. (2008) stated that the empirical literature on mentoring 
show most teachers can be placed on the right side of the horizontal axis: showing directive 
behaviour (the teacher is instructing the student, speaking from the standpoint of his or 
her own experience, and evaluating the behaviour of the prospective teacher).  
Empirical evidence was also found for the fact that teachers vary in their ‘input’ behaviour. 
Some teachers often introduced topics into the dialogues; others were more reactive to 
the prospective teachers’ concerns (Henissen et al., 2008). 
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Wubbels and colleagues performed several studies investigating differences in  
teacher-student interpersonal behaviour (Wubbels, Créton, & Hooymayers, 1987;  
Wubbels et al., 2006). Based on this research, a typology of eight interpersonal teaching 
styles was developed (Brekelmans et al., 1993): authoritative, directive, tolerant-authoritative, 
tolerant, uncertain-tolerant, uncertain-aggressive, repressive, and drudging style.  
The first three profiles comprise teachers that are both dominant and cooperative in their 
relationship with students, whereas the uncertain-tolerant, uncertain-aggressive, and  
repressive teachers combine submissive with oppositional behaviour. Tolerant teachers 
are both submissive and cooperative to students, while repressive teachers only have  
moderate scores on the two interpersonal dimensions (for more information on the  
profiles and their differences, see Brekelmans et al., 1993 or Wubbels et al., 2006).  
In studies on teacher-student interpersonal behaviour, usually 70% to 80% of the  
teachers can be assigned to the first three interpersonal profiles (authoritative, directive 
and tolerant-authoritative), which, not unexpectedly, also show the highest cognitive 
and affective student outcomes (Wubbels et al., 2006).

Research on teachers’ regulative behaviour (Bennett, 1976; den Brok et al., 2006; Flanders, 
1970; Good, 1979; Schultz, 1982; Ramsay & Ransley, 1986) usually distinguishes between 
directive and non-directive approaches to teaching, in which non-directive teachers  
emphasise support, innovative instructional procedures, and flexible rules, and directive 
teachers emphasise control and seek to develop competitive, task-oriented classes.

In a career guidance context, Bullock and Jamieson (1998) performed a study on how teachers 
guided students during a personal development process, and found different guidance 
strategies between teachers. The results showed that one-on-one teacher guidance could 
be fitted into a two-sided continuum: non-directive, non-interventionist teachers  
(encouraging students to explore their own thoughts/feelings with minimal comment 
and feedback) versus prescriptive tutor-dominated teachers (giving instructions and 
concrete suggestions to students). 
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4.2.3 STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF CAREER GUIDANCE 
 GIVEN BY THEIR TEACHER 
In the context of career guidance and counselling, several studies have been done on 
clients’ or students’ perceptions of the career guidance received: for example, on clients’ 
or students’ perceptions of usefulness of the guidance (Bosley et al., 2006; Lent, Brown, 
& Hackett, 1994; Wilden & La Gro, 1998) or on differences between students’/clients’ and 
teachers’/counsellors’ perceptions of career guidance (Millar & Brotherton, 2001; Wilden 
& La Gro, 1998). Howieson and Semple (2000) reported on students’ perceptions of their 
teachers’ guidance, and were surprised by the gap in perceptions between students and 
teachers with respect to trust, confidentiality, and privacy. Guidance teachers thought 
that students were satisfied that confidentiality would be maintained and understood 
that sometimes it might be necessary to pass on information to others. Students, however, 
were not confident that guidance staff would maintain confidentiality. The effect was that 
students were less likely to approach their guidance teacher (Howieson & Semple, 2000). 
Several studies have shown that counsellors and teachers often perceive the counselling 
environment more positively than do clients and students (Bimrose et al., 2004; Howieson 
& Semple, 2000; Millar & Brotherton, 2001). This finding is in alignment with those from 
learning environment research: for a review, see den Brok et al., 2006, or Fraser, 2007). 
Research has also indicated that teachers’ expectations with regard to the counselling 
were different from those of clients and students (Howieson & Semple, 2000; Kid, 2006). 
These differences are likely to affect the potential outcomes of the career guidance  
process (Howieson & Semple, 2000; Millar & Brotherton, 2001).

Student perceptions can also contribute to reflection by and learning processes of teachers, 
especially when compared to teacher self-perceptions. In order to stimulate teacher’s 
professional development with respect to career guidance, instruments devised to  
measure students’ perceptions can be very helpful (Rickards et al., 2005).  
Students’ perceptions of teachers’ behaviour contain valuable information for teachers to 
reflect on with respect to their own teaching and guidance practice. This reflection can be 
further enhanced if information containing these perceptions is presented by means of 
images or profiles. These are assumed to be powerful tools for reflection because they can 
be used to conceptualise complex and inter-related information, summarise information 
in smaller chunks that are easier to comprehend, and stimulate associations and links 
with teachers’ own knowledge (Rickards et al., 2005; Wubbels, 1992). 
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4.2.4 SPECIFIC RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
In accordance with insights gained from the theoretical framework described above, the 
present study answers the following research questions:

1. How do students perceive the guidance of their teachers during career conversations in 
 terms of content discussed, activities performed, and the relationship with their teacher?
2. What career guidance teacher profiles can be identified as perceived by students?

4.3 MetHod 

4.3.1 SAMPLE
Students (N=571) from four schools for senior secondary vocational education participated 
in the study. Students in senior secondary vocational education in the Netherlands are 
mostly between 16 and 20 years old. The four schools that participated represented the 
four main areas of Dutch vocational education (technology, care and welfare, economics, 
and agriculture) and a different educational programme was selected from each area:  
Car Mechanics (N=105), that educates for occupations such as car mechanic or salesperson 
in the car industry; Juridical Service (N=257), that educates for occupations such as desk 
employee at a law office; Agriculture (N=86), that educates for occupations such as gardener; 
and Social and Cultural work (N=123), that educates for occupations such as youth worker. 
The schools were selected because of their indication of using career conversations as 
part of an integral career guidance system. The policy and intended practice were  
analysed through interviews with school leaders and documents on school policy and 
guidelines for career guidance. Juridical service and car mechanics appeared to have a 
very clear, organised, weekly curriculum for integral career guidance and used manuals 
for all teachers, in which weekly assignments and instruments were incorporated.  
Agriculture and Social and Cultural work did not use manuals and did not have weekly 
plans for career guidance, but both had a certain reference guide that teachers used with 
the students.  The schools representing Social and Cultural work and Juridical Service had 
approximately four years of experience in conducting career conversations; the school 
representing Agriculture had approximately two years of experience; and the school  
representing Car Mechanics had just started conducting such career conversations. 

The students were from several years and levels of education within the schools. The mean 
age was 17.8 (SD =1.64) with a range of 15 to 25 years; 46% were female and 54% male.  
Of the sample, 21% had a non-Dutch ethnic background (student or student’s parent born 
outside the Netherlands). Three schools were located in the southern part of the Netherlands 
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(two in a large city and one in a rural town) and one school was located in a large city in the 
northern part of the Netherlands. 

Students’ perceptions pertained to the guidance during career conversations concerning 
28 teachers in total: 14 male and 14 female. Their teaching experience ranged from 1 to 20 
years. All teachers were of Dutch nationality. At each school, permission was sought to 
conduct the study and the management, teachers, and students gave their consent.  
In Table 4.1, details of the participating students and teachers are shown. 

Table 4.1 Details of teachers and students participating in the study

* The numbers for these variables do not always add up to the total N of each course, because of missing data.

Course

teachers

students

N
Gender

N
Gender*

Level*

Year*

Car  
mechanics

8
6 male
2 female

105
101 male
2 female

1	(n=8)
2 (n=22)
4 (n=70)

1	(n=65)
2 (n=33)

Juridical 
service

9
1 male
8	female

257
92 male
155	female

4	(n=257)

1 (n=124)
2 (n=69)
3	(n=55)

agriculture

6
4 male
2 female

86
66 male
15	female

2 (n=13)
3 (n=16)
4	(n=50)

1 (n=44)
2 (n=19)
3 (n=10)
4 (n=6)

social & 
Cultural work

5
3 male
2 female

123
39 male
83	female

4 (n=123)

1 (n=47)
2	(n=38)
3	(n=35)
4 (n=1)
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4.3.2 DATA COLLECTION
Results of the observational study (see Chapter 3) were used to develop the Questionnaire 
on Career Conversations (QCC). The different categories in that study defined with regard 
to the elements content, teacher activities and relationship were used to develop items 
for the QCC. Twenty items were developed for content, 21 for teacher activities, and 21 for 
the relationship between teacher and student. Students rated items in terms of the  
frequency of content and teacher activities using a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from (1) 
almost never to (4) very often, and for relationship using a 4-point Likert scale ranging 
from (1) totally disagree to (4) totally agree. Teachers were shown how to administer the 
questionnaire and were asked to administer it in the classes selected.

To investigate construct validity, an exploratory factor analysis (using SPSS) was done for 
each element to verify the existence of possible scales within the three elements. In Table 
4.2, the scales resulting from the factor analyses are displayed for the three elements as 
well as for some item examples. The content element resulted in three scales (with an  
Eigenvalue larger than 1); based on an interpretation of factor loadings (not displayed in 
this chapter), the factors could be labelled ‘planning and instruments’, ‘career issues’,  
and ‘personal issues’. The three scales explained 44.8% of the variance. Teacher activities 
resulted in four scales (with an Eigenvalue larger than 1); factor loadings indicated that 
these scales could be labelled ‘questioning’, ‘providing information’, ‘being personal’,  
and ‘stimulating self-directedness’. The four scales explained 52.5% of the variance.  
The factor analysis for relationship resulted in two scales (with an Eigenvalue larger than 1): 
influence and proximity. The two scales explained 45.9% of the variance. To examine  
reliability, Cronbach’s alpha was determined for each scale (see Table 4.2). The results  
showed all scales to be reliable (above 0.65). Two items for content, one item for teacher 
activities and seven items for relationship could not be assigned to a scale that was  
reliable and internal consistent, and were therefore deleted. 
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To further investigate construct validity, scale inter-correlations were analysed. In Table 4.3, 
correlations between the different scales of the questionnaire are shown. Table 4.3 suggests 
that scales are inter-related, though sufficiently distinctive (de Jong & Westerhof, 2001). 
Correlation coefficients range between 0.19 and 0.71. High correlations exist between 
questioning and stimulating self-directedness; questioning and talking about personal 
issues; influence and proximity; and talking about planning and instruments and discussing 
personal issues. Some of the high correlations were to be expected; for example, activities 
such as asking students questions and stimulating self-directedness are likely to go together 
(Kuijpers, 2008). Other high correlations were not expected; for instance between  
influence and proximity (Wubbels et al., 2006). According to the model for teacher  
interpersonal behaviour the two interpersonal dimensions should be independent.  
Possible causes exist for this finding. The instrument and model from Wubbels et al. (2006) 
were originally devised for whole-class situations rather than one-on-one contexts.  
In addition, their framework has rarely been used outside general education, and the sample 
of the present study was specific (senior secondary vocational education) and small  
(likely leading to less variance).

Table 4.3 Correlations between QQC scales*

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

 (1) Planning and instruments 1.00        
 (2) Personal issues	 0.57	 1.00	 	 	 	 	 	 	
 (3) Career issues 0.40 0.40 1.00      
 (4) Questioning	 0.48	 0.56	 0.33	 1.00	 	 	 	 	
 (5) Providing information	 0.48	 0.41	 0.19	 0.53	 1.00	 	 	 	
 (6) Being personal	 0.44	 0.44	 0.27	 0.51	 0.40	 1.00	 	 	
 (7) stimulating self-directedness	 0.41	 0.47	 0.28	 0.71	 0.53	 0.44	 1.00	 	
 (8) influence	 0.42	 0.35	 n.s.	 0.44	 0.43	 0.41	 0.42	 1.00	
 (9) Proximity	 0.27	 0.33	 n.s.	 0.50	 0.46	 0.33	 0.42	 0.56	 1.00

*All correlations shown are significant at p<0.01 
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4.3.3 DATA ANALYIS
To answer the research questions, the following analyses were conducted. First, a means 
analysis (ANOVA) was done to determine the mean perception scores of the students on 
the scales, standard deviations, and proportion of variance at the teacher level (eta-squared). 
The latter provides an indication of the degree to which an instrument is able to distinguish 
between teachers (de Jong & Westerhof, 2001; Fraser, 1998).

Second, a cluster analysis was conducted with SPSS on aggregated (teacher-level) data to 
investigate whether profiles could be identified. The cluster analysis identified groups of 
career conversations in relation to the content, teacher activities, and relationship scales. 
For this purpose, squared Euclidian distances were used as well as the Ward method.  
These clustering options resulted in profiles (clusters) optimally different from each other 
and optimally similar within a profile (Rickards et al., 2005). Between two and eight clusters 
were tested in order to find the optimal number of profiles. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) 
of the different cluster solutions was used to check whether sufficient amounts of  
variance could be explained by the cluster solutions. The results indicated that a solution 
with more than four clusters explained little additional variance in scale scores between 
teachers. Moreover, a solution with four clusters could be better interpreted theoretically 
than could a solution with more or fewer clusters. Finally, each of the four clusters was 
based on more than one teacher. In sum, clustering with four groups led to the best solution. 

Third, all teachers (N=28) were assigned to one of the four identified clusters, and another 
means analysis (ANOVA) was done to determine whether profiles were statistically  
significantly different and explained variance in scale scores. A Scheffé test of post-hoc 
differences (Finkelstein & Levin, 2001) was also performed to investigate significant  
differences between the means of the four groups on the different scales of the questionnaire. 
In order to interpret findings, the scores of the four clusters on the different scales of the 
questionnaire were also represented graphically.
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4.4 results 

4.4.1 STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF TEACHERS’ GUIDANCE 
 DURING CAREER CONVERSATIONS
The mean scores of the students on the scales, standard deviations, and proportion of 
variance at the teacher level (eta-squared) are depicted in Table 4.4. 

Table 4.4 Means, standard deviations, and proportion of variance at teacher level

 variables Mean s.d. eta squared
   
 Content   
	 Planning	and	instruments	 2.87	 0.36	 0.14
	 Personal	issues	 2.84	 0.46	 0.21
 Career issues 2.04 0.37 0.06
   
 activities    
 Questioning 3.00 0.34 0.17
 Providing information 3.04 0.36 0.10
	 Being	personal	 2.80	 0.50	 0.16
 Stimulating self-directedness 3.01 0.36 0.19
   
 relationship   
	 Influence	 3.10	 0.28	 0.21
 Proximity 3.42 0.32 0.22

   
The results show that students rated their teachers very low on the content scale ‘career 
issues’ when compared with the other two content scales, and lower on the scale ‘being 
personal’ in comparison with the other teacher activities. Students perceived their teachers 
as being cooperative, which is shown by the high score on ‘proximity’. The ANOVA analysis 
showed only a small amount of variance in the scales existing between teachers (between 
6% and 22%). 
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4.4.2 CAREER GUIDANCE PROFILES
Cluster analyses distinguished four clusters of career guidance between teachers, based 
on students’ perceptions. In Table 4.5, the division of teachers from each case in each 
cluster is shown. 

Table 4.5 Teachers from each case belonging to the four clusters 

 Case Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Cluster 4 total
     
 Juridical Service  3 6  9
	 Car	Mechanics	 5	 1	 1	 1	 8
	 Agriculture	 3	 2	 	 1	 6
	 Social	and	Cultural	work	 	 5	 	 	 5
     
 total 8 11 7 2 28

In Table 4.6, the mean scores of each cluster on the different questionnaire scales are 
shown, as well as the proportion of variance explained by the cluster solution (eta squared). 
The clustering explained high amount of variance between teachers, with the exception 
of the content scale ‘career issues’. The four clusters thus seem to comprise many of the 
differences that exist between teachers. 

Table 4.6 Means and proportion of variance explained by the cluster solution

  Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Cluster 4 eta squared
     
 Content     
	 Planning	and	instruments	 2.75	 2.82	 3.01	 	 2.72	 0.53
	 Personal	issues	 2.64	 2.85	 2.98	 	 2.18	 0.82
 Career issues 2.12 1.99 2.03  2.14 0.30
     
 activities     
	 Questioning	 2.86	 3.04	 3.05	 	 2.59	 0.69
	 Providing	information	 2.90	 3.05	 3.10	 	 2.77	 0.59
	 Being	personal	 2.71	 2.70	 3.04	 	 2.35	 0.80
 Stimulating self-directedness	 2.85	 3.06	 3.08	 	 2.51	 0.72
     
 relationship     
	 Influence	 3.00	 3.05	 3.10	 	 2.86	 0.65
	 Proximity	 3.24	 3.48	 3.47	 	 3.09	 0.70
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The four clusters varied in terms of content (‘planning and instruments’, ‘personal issues’, 
and ‘career issues’), teacher activities (‘questioning’, ‘providing information’, ‘being  
personal’, and ‘stimulating self-directedness’), and relationship (‘influence’ and ‘proximity’). 
A graphic representation of the different clusters is shown in Figure 4.1.

Figure 4.1 Graphic display of the four clusters and QCC variables 
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As reflected in the graphic representation, the clusters have similarities in terms of  
patterns in scoring on the different variables. Teachers in all clusters were rated very low 
on ‘career issues’ in relation to the other content scales. The four groups were also rated 
higher on ‘providing information’ than on ‘questioning’ and higher on ‘proximity’ than on 
‘influence’. 

However, the Scheffé test that provides a more detailed analysis with respect to the  
different scales of the QCC showed several significant differences between the clusters. 
The main ones were related to ‘talking about planning and instruments’, ‘talking about 
personal issues’, ‘being personal’, ‘questioning’, and ‘stimulating self-directedness’.  
Cluster 3 teachers were rated significantly higher on ‘talking about planning and  
instruments’, ‘being personal’, and on ‘influence’ than teachers from the other three profiles. 
Cluster 4 teachers were rated significantly lower than the other three profiles on the  
variables ‘talking about personal issues’, ‘questioning’, ‘being personal’, and ‘stimulating 
self-directedness’. Cluster 1 and 2 teachers were rated highly moderate and are therefore 
not easy to ‘label’ in terms of a typical style or pattern. Cluster 1 teachers were perceived 
to talk significantly more about personal issues, and were rated higher on questions, on 
acting personal, and on stimulating self-directedness than were cluster 4 teachers, but 
significantly lower on these variables than cluster 2 and 3 teachers. 

Two groups were most typical in terms of their pattern: cluster 3 and 4. These clusters will 
be described below in more detail. Because the other two clusters did not have a clear 
distinctive pattern, they will be considered ‘mainstream styles’ that lie between the more 
extreme profiles 3 and 4. 

Cluster 3: the personal teacher balancing non-directive and directive behaviour
Cluster 3 teachers were perceived as very active in discussing students’ personal issues 
(e.g. a student’s characteristics or well-being), as acting very personal (e.g. giving  
compliments), and as talking a lot about planning issues and personal development  
instruments (e.g. a student’s portfolio or personal development plan). These teachers 
struck a happy medium between the two sides of the non-directive vs. directive continuum: 
they were perceived in some way to be controlling or directive (e.g. had high ratings for 
the influence scale and providing information), but were also perceived to show  
non-directive behaviour (had high ratings for questioning and stimulating self-directedness). 
They were perceived as dominant tutors but at the same time as respectful listeners.  
Cluster 3 teachers were all from Juridical Service (N=6) plus one teacher from Car Mechanics, 
and all were female.
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Cluster 4: the non-personal and directive teacher
The profile of cluster 4 teachers can be typified as non-personal and directive. They were 
rated extremely low on talking about personal issues and on being personal.  
Additionally, these teachers were perceived to ask very few questions and seldom  
stimulated self-directedness. It seems that these teachers were directive towards the  
student, offering little space for the student to introduce subjects or issues and allowing 
no personal issues on the agenda. Only two teachers were identified as style 4 teachers; 
both were male, one from Car Mechanics and one from Agriculture.

4.5 disCussion 

In this study, the Questionnaire on Career Conversations (QCC) was developed to analyse 
students’ perceptions of career guidance provided by their teachers. It was analysed how 
students perceived the career guidance in terms of content discussed, activities performed, 
and the relationship with their teacher. The existence of profiles was also investigated. 

The analyses showed the QCC to be a reliable and valid instrument of investigation.  
Students rated their teachers differently, although several similarities were identified as 
well. Student ratings on talking about career issues and providing information and their 
ratings on showing cooperative and dominant behaviour were very much alike.  
Remarkable were the low student ratings of their teachers on the content variable ‘career 
issues’. Although this is such an essential aspect of career conversations, all teachers were 
perceived to talk very little with the students about career issues. This does correspond to 
the findings of our earlier observational study (see Chapter 3), which also showed that 
career issues were seldom on the agenda during career conversations. Further research on 
reasons that teachers do not focus on these issues seems to be necessary, since this is an 
important element in the nature of career development. The finding that teachers provide 
a lot of information (according to the students) also corresponds with the results of the 
observational study; 33% of all fragments of the observational study were coded as  
providing information or explaining. This is to be expected in terms of ‘normal’ teacher 
behaviour, but in the light of the goal of career guidance (i.e. stimulating self-directedness 
of students and realising a process of reflection and meaning-making) the question arises 
whether so much information and explaining on the side of the teacher is desirable.  
Some of the findings did not correspond to the results of the observational study in  
Chapter 3. Students rated their teachers, for example, higher on ‘proximity’ than on  
‘influence’. They perceived the behaviour of their teachers to be more cooperative than 
dominant compared with how the external observers perceived the teacher behaviour.  
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It could be that students are more used to the dominant behaviour of teachers (in terms of 
a ‘normal’ hierarchy pattern) and therefore perceive their cooperative behaviour to be 
more clearly visible, or that external observers might see aspects in the relationship that 
are different from what the students perceive.

The study identified four different profiles with regard to teachers’ guidance during career 
conversations. Two were highly moderate in nature (profiles 1 and 2) and were labelled 
‘mainstream guidance styles’. Profile 3 teachers (N=7) clearly differed from these two 
mainstream profiles because of their high ratings for talking about planning and instruments, 
talking about personal issues, acting personal, and stimulating self-directedness.  
We labelled this profile ‘the personal teacher balancing non-directive and directive  
behaviour’. Profile 4 teachers (N=2), however, were perceived to be low on talking about 
personal issues, being personal, questioning, and stimulating self-directedness. This profile 
was labelled ‘the non-personal and directive teacher’. Although these two styles were 
most distinctive, they only represented 30% of the teachers participating in this study. 
The two ‘mainstream’ styles represented 70% of the teachers. It could be that teachers do 
not vary that much in guiding students in their careers or that the questionnaire does not 
allow for a valid variance analysis necessary to distinguish different styles in guidance. 
This finding is in alignment with research on interpersonal teaching styles, suggesting 
similar percentages of teachers fall into ‘moderate’ and ‘general styles’ (Brekelmans et al., 
1993; Rickards et al., 2005). Future research should further refine and test the questionnaire 
developed in this study, by using larger and more widespread datasets. 

Remarkable is that the two most prominent profiles were formed by one group of only 
female teachers (profile 3) and one group of only male teachers (profile 4). Could these 
styles be related to the factor gender? This seems likely, as earlier research on perceptions 
of the learning environment and teacher behaviour suggests substantive gender differences 
(den Brok et al., 2006; Fraser, 1998, 2007; Wubbels et al., 2006).

The results of the present study do not match the findings of Bullock and Jamieson (1998), 
who found that one-on-one teacher guidance in personal development planning could be 
fitted into a two-sided continuum: a non-directive, noninterventionist model vs. a  
prescriptive tutor-dominated model. It also differs from the findings of Henissen et al. 
(2008) and the studies on teachers’ regulative behaviour (see for example den Brok et al., 
2006) that distinguish between directive and non-directive approaches to teaching.  
Our study does not show such a two-sided continuum or distinction, and even demonstrates 
that teachers who are perceived by their students to act personal, to ask a lot of questions, 
and to stimulate self-directedness (what could be seen as the non-directive model) are 
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also rated high on dominant behaviour and on providing information (what could be called 
the tutor-dominated model). Bullock and Jamieson (1998), however, also concluded that 
when bearing in mind the wide range of confidence and personal understanding of the 
students, and the aims (guiding them in planning their own learning and career development), 
the most effective one-to-one sessions avoid the extremes and lean towards the centre of 
this continuum. In their study, explaining and suggesting was frequently needed, but  
moments of silence and showing interest (which allowed students to consider choice and 
time to articulate thoughts) were also regarded as productive (Bullock & Jamieson, 1998). 
It could be that the profile we found in the present study - concerning teachers balancing 
between being dominant tutors but also respectful listeners (cluster 3) - indicated that 
these teachers were indeed the most effective. They show high resemblance to the  
tolerant-authoritative profile found in research on teacher-student interpersonal behaviour, 
the profile associated with the highest cognitive and affective outcomes and considered 
by teachers and students as the ‘profile of the best teacher’ (Wubbels et al., 2006).  
The effects of these different profiles on student outcomes, however, remain to be  
investigated (Kuijpers & Meijers, 2009).

The present study had certain limitations. First, data was gathered within four schools 
and the sample was relatively small, so the results cannot be broadly generalised to other 
schools in the Netherlands. Second, the results are based on the perceptions of students 
from different years and different levels of education. The study performed here needs 
further refinement through validating research and larger samples. It is also important to 
verify the stability of these findings. Future research should therefore also include  
qualitative data, such as interviews with both teacher and student participants, in order to 
provide descriptions for newly found types and to validate the labels attached to them. 

Although student perceptions are seen as an important measure when investigating  
aspects of learning environments (Shuell, 1996), they often differ from the perceptions of 
teachers or researchers (den Brok, 2001). The results also showed some differences 
between this study and the results of the observational study performed earlier (see 
Chapter 3). The present study did not investigate differences between observational and 
perception data in great detail (since different samples were involved) and only used  
student perception data to describe career guidance styles. Future research could focus 
on examining the differences between these data sources, and should include not only 
observations of external observers but also the perceptions of teachers. 
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As previously stated, the study lacks an examination of the effects of certain career 
guidance styles on student outcomes, such as competency development. Are differences 
between students in their perceptions of their teachers’ career guidance as reflected in 
the different profiles indeed associated with student outcomes? These are questions to 
be answered in future studies. 

Finally, students in the same class had very different perceptions of the career guidance 
received. Although this is a common finding (den Brok, 2001; Fraser, 1998; Shuell, 1996) it 
would be interesting to investigate the student level in greater detail. Why does a student 
perceive a teacher in a certain way? How can student perceptions vary so much, even 
when these students are in the same class or have the same teacher? Further examination 
of individual student characteristics is needed to gain more insight into these different 
perceptions.

The study provides some implications for practice. Teachers differ in the way they provide 
career guidance to students and these differences are significant. Schools should think 
about their goal and policy for career guidance and whether it is desired to have such  
different styles of guidance among colleagues. It could be that teachers use different 
styles to better assist the specific students that are in their class; for example, because 
they believe Car Mechanics students need another type of guidance than students in a 
Social and Cultural work class. In that case, differences in perceptions originate from  
differences in teacher treatment. However, reasons for differences in perceptions should 
be investigated and discussed with teachers in order to evaluate the guidance practices in 
terms of goals and policies of schools. 

The research also offers an instrument and a set of typologies that can be used as a  
feedback tool and as a personal means of comparison between colleagues. For professional 
development, teachers not only can compare their own perceptions with their ideals  
(preferred styles) or the perceptions of their students (e.g. Rickards et al., 2005), but they 
can also compare their own perceptions or those of their students with each of the different 
types to see with which typologies they fit best. Distinctive differences exist between 
each of these styles, and teachers and educators should develop sensitivity and skill in 
distinguishing between them. Such competencies could help in providing more detailed 
and adequate feedback to teachers as well as assist in showing that there are several ways 
to achieve their goals.
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The results also indicate that career issues are seldom on the agenda of career conversations, 
a finding identical to what we observed in the earlier observational study (see Chapter 3). 
Career issues, however, are crucial if teachers want to initiate a career dialogue in which the 
students learn more about themselves in relation to their career and career development. 
Talking about future ambitions of students or reasons for participating in the educational 
programme they are following should definitely be on the agenda when it is intended that 
teachers talk about the student’s career. Reasons for not focusing on these topics should 
be investigated and discussed with teachers, along with directions on how this situation 
could be improved.
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CHaPter 5

tHe relationsHiP Between teaCHers’ Career GuidanCe 
ProFiles and students’ Career CoMPetenCies4 

aBstraCt

the present study investigated the relationship between teachers’ career guidance, 
and students’ career competencies through multilevel analyses. Questionnaire data 
was collected from 571 students on students’ perceptions of their teachers’ career 
guidance and students’ career reflection, career shaping and networking. the results 
of the multilevel analyses revealed that many differences in career competencies of 
students were related to differences between students and very little to differences 
between teachers, meaning that teachers hardly influenced the career competencies 
of students. of the four teacher profiles that were identified, two did affect the 
career reflection of students, but no relationship was found between the teachers’ 
guidance profiles and the career shaping or networking of students. 

4 This chapter has been submitted as: Mittendorff, K., den Brok, P., & Beijaard, D. The relationship between teachers’ 

career guidance profiles and students’ career competencies.
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5.1 introduCtion

As a result of the shifting economy and changing notions of work (Krumboltz & Worthington, 
1999; Savickas, 2000; Savickas, van Esbroeck, & Herr, 2005) schools are increasingly  
acknowledging they have a strong responsibility to guide students not only in their  
academic growth, but also in their career development (Jarvis & Keeley, 2003; Gysbers & 
Henderson, 2005). Although academic and technical qualifications open doors for  
employment, career development and lifelong learning skills largely determine selection, 
success and advancement in individual careers (Krumboltz & Worthington, 1999; 
Worthington & Juntunen, 1997). Effective ‘career workers’ know how to shape and build 
their careers and how to reflect on their own competencies and ambitions, and are able to 
prosper in rapidly changing labour markets (Jarvis & Keeley, 2003). The development of 
career competencies is now seen as a goal of today’s career guidance and counselling  
(Haché et al., 2000; Jarvis & Keeley, 2003; Kuijpers & Meijers, 2009; Perry & Ward, 1997) 
and multiple definitions and frameworks are available that describe and outline the  
concept of career competency (Haché et al., 2000; MCEETYA, 2009; Perry & Ward, 1997). 
Although these frameworks use different definitions or names for the competencies  
formulated, they are all related to identical aspects, namely: personal exploration or  
self-knowledge, exploration in work and education, and career planning. 

5.2  tHeoretiCal FraMework

5.2.1 STIMULATING THE DEVELOPMENT OF CAREER COMPETENCIES
In the Netherlands, vocational education schools are aware of their responsibility in guiding 
students to become strong agents in terms of lifelong learning and career development, 
namely to develop career competencies (Jarvis & Keeley, 2003; Kuijpers & Meijers, 2009; 
Perry & Ward, 1997). Many schools are implementing competence-based learning  
environments in which actual competencies needed for working in practice rather than 
academic disciplines are the starting point. Competence-based learning environments 
start from the idea that young people should learn to direct their own learning and career 
development (Wesselink et al., 2007). An important aspect of competence-based education 
as implemented in the Netherlands is integral career guidance (Geurts, 2006; Kuijpers & 
Meijers, 2009), which differs from the traditional career guidance practice in which the 
school’s career counsellor guides students in their career development. It is part of the 
everyday educational practice of teachers who are given direct responsibility for the 
career guidance of students. In most senior secondary vocational education schools, all 
teachers are expected to participate in career guidance and normally they receive training 
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and guidelines to help them carry out this new task. Integral career guidance consists of a 
series of interconnected instruments such as portfolios, reflection reports and personal 
development plans, along with activities such as career conversations between teachers 
and students. During career conversations, teachers are expected to guide students in 
using instruments such as a portfolio and to stimulate a process of reflection and  
meaning-making that helps students to gain more insight into themselves and the labour 
market, and guide them in taking control over their own learning and career development 
process (see Chapter 3). The goal of integral career guidance is to guide students in their 
personal development planning process, to stimulate self-directedness and to provide a 
context in which students can learn more about their ambitions, strengths and weaknesses, 
as well as about their future plans (Meijers, 2008). 

These goals align with the three career competencies described by the Dutch government 
and for which all schools in the Netherlands are required to aim: career reflection, career 
shaping and networking (The Netherlands Association of VET Colleges, 2007; Kuijpers & 
Meijers, 2009). Career reflection is the degree to which students reflect on their motives, 
talents and ambitions. Career shaping is characterized by proactive behaviour; students 
are active in investigating possibilities in relation to their career and are taking actions 
accordingly. Networking has to do with whether students are interactive in relation to 
their career, for example, whether they are able to build and retain contacts useful for 
their future career development. These three competencies also align with the three  
aforementioned aspects found in the literature on career competency: personal exploration 
or self-knowledge, exploration in work and education and career planning (Haché et al., 
2000; MCEETYA, 2009; Perry & Ward, 1997).

Research on the effectiveness of the integral career guidance practices as implemented in 
Dutch senior secondary vocational and prevocational education schools is scarce. A similar 
observation can be made with regard to international research. While many scholars  
acknowledge the importance of developing career competencies in school (Bullock &  
Jamieson, 1999; Haché et al., 2000; Jarvis & Keeley, 2003; Perry & Ward, 1997), empirical 
research has seldom been done on the best ways to accomplish this. One of the few studies 
on the effectiveness of career guidance in Dutch senior secondary vocational and  
prevocational education was undertaken by Kuijpers and Meijers (2009). They found that 
very few schools were effective in their career guidance in terms of students’ career  
competencies. Another conclusion was that career conversations between teachers and 
students seemed to be essential. The individual guidance during these conversations is 
important, because students often find it difficult to reflect upon their own learning  
processes or to construct meaning about themselves and their future career (Kuijpers & 
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Meijers, 2009; see also Chapter 2). Kuijpers and Meijers (2009) did not examine the  
contribution of career conversations in great detail and argued that further research into 
the characteristics and effectiveness of career conversations is required. In Chapters 3 and 
4 we described two in-depth studies on the specific characteristics of career conversations 
between teachers and students. The study described in this chapter focuses on the  
relationship between career conversations and students’ career competencies, more  
specifically, on the relationship between different teacher career guidance profiles and 
students’ career competencies.

5.2.2 CAREER CONVERSATIONS AND CAREER GUIDANCE 
 PROFILES OF TEACHERS
The previous chapters described our studies on career conversations in Dutch vocational 
education. Through observational research and investigating student perceptions with a 
questionnaire, we examined three aspects of the conduct of career conversations: the 
content, the activities undertaken by teachers and students, and the nature of the  
relationship between teacher and student (cf. Schultz von Tun, 1981; Watzlawick et al., 
1967). The categories that were investigated within the three aspects included for example 
‘talking about career issues’ or ‘talking about the portfolio of the student’ for content, 
‘active listening’ or ‘stimulating agency’ for teacher activities, and ‘showing dominant  
behaviour’ for relationship. The categories developed and used for coding were based on 
those categories from the literature that were indicated as counselling behaviour, and the 
data itself. 

The observational study as well as the questionnaire study on student perceptions of 
career conversations revealed both similarities between career conversations and  
perceived teacher behaviours as well as differences within and between schools and teachers 
(see Chapter 3 and 4). The study on students’ perceptions of career conversations provided 
evidence for the existence of four different teacher profiles (see Chapter 4). These profiles 
comprised three diverse scales for content (‘planning and instruments’, ‘career issues’ 
and ‘personal issues’), four scales for teachers activities (‘questioning’, ‘providing  
information’, ‘being personal’ and ‘stimulating self-directedness’) and two scales for  
relationship (‘influence’ and ‘proximity’) (see Chapter 4 for more details on the scales and 
a display of the four profiles in Figure 4.1). 
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The overall pattern of the four profiles was found to be relatively similar, but there were 
several statistically significant differences. The main differences between the profiles 
were related to two content variables: ‘planning and instruments’ and ‘personal issues’, as 
well as to three teacher activities: ‘being personal’, ‘questioning’, and ‘stimulating  
self-directedness’. Profile 3 teachers were rated significantly higher with regard to talking 
about ‘planning and instruments’, ‘being personal’ and ‘influence’ than were teachers 
from the other three profiles. These teachers were therefore labelled as ‘personal teachers 
balancing directive and non-directive behaviour’. They were perceived in some way to be 
controlling or directive (high student ratings for ‘influence’ and ‘providing information’), 
but were also perceived to show non-directive behaviour (high student ratings for  
‘questioning’ and ‘stimulating self-directedness’). Profile 4 teachers were rated  
significantly lower than the other three profiles with regard to talking about ‘personal  
issues’, and the teacher activities ‘questioning’, ‘being personal’ and ‘stimulating  
self-directedness’. These teachers were therefore labelled as ‘non-personal and directive 
teachers’. It seems that they were directive towards the student, offering them little  
opportunity to introduce topics or issues and seldom allowing personal issues to enter 
the agenda. Profile 1 and 2 teachers had medium, less extreme profiles and were regarded 
as ‘mainstream teachers’, with teachers from profile 1 showing slightly lower scores on 
most of the scales than profile 2 teachers.

The four profiles seem to align to some degree with other profiles reported in the literature, 
for example with the distinction between non-directive, non-interventionist teachers 
(encouraging students to explore their own thoughts/feelings with minimal comment 
and feedback) versus prescriptive tutor-dominated teachers (giving instructions and 
concrete suggestions to students) described by Bullock and Jamieson (1998). 

5.2.3 STUDENT FACTORS AFFECTING CAREER COMPETENCIES
Although little research exists on the direct effects of teacher variables on career  
competencies or the career development of students, there are many studies on student 
characteristics that affect career development (Boone et al., 2004; Carns & Carns, 1991; 
Lent et al., 1994; Luzzo & Ward, 1995; Patton et al., 2004; Taylor & Betz, 1983). If we want to 
investigate the relationship of career conversations with students’ career competencies, 
it is important to control for these characteristics. The extent to which students develop 
their careers depends, for example, on gender and age (Patton et al., 2004). The older the 
students, the better they prepare themselves for career choices (Patton et al., 2004) and 
the more confident they are in relation to their career (Rowland, 2004). Males tend to be 
surer of their future ambitions in terms of employment and females are more competent 
in terms of making career choices (Patton et al., 2004). 
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In addition, career planning or career shaping has often been related to locus of control 
(Boone et al., 2004; Phillips & Gully, 1997). Locus of control refers to relatively stable  
individual differences in the extent to which events are believed to be under personal  
control or not. Individuals believing in internal control feel they can govern the occurrence 
of events in their lives by applying their effort and skills. Individuals believing in external 
control, by contrast, regard themselves as passive agents and consider the occurrence of 
events in their lives to be due mainly to forces beyond their control, dependent primarily 
on chance, luck, powerful individuals or institutions (Luzzo & Ward, 1995). 

Another student variable often mentioned as an important explanatory construct is  
self-efficacy or self-esteem (Carns & Carns, 1991; Fouad, 1995; Luzzo & Ward, 1995) or, 
more specifically, career decision-making self-efficacy (Boone et al., 2004; Osipow, 1999; 
Phillips & Gully, 1997; Rivera, Chen, Flores, Blumberg, & Ponterotto, 2007). Self-efficacy 
pertains to one’s judgment of one’s own capabilities to organize and realize certain actions 
in order to perform or to achieve something (Bandura, 1991; Lent et al., 1994).  
Whether students can or will reflect on their individual career is related to their own  
self-efficacy in terms of career decision-making (Osipow, 1999). Research has shown that 
low levels of career decision-making self-efficacy will lead to an avoidance of career  
development or career decision-making tasks and behavior, and that high levels of  
career decision-making self-efficacy are related to career development aspects such  
as career planning or career decisiveness (Luzzo & Ward, 1995; Taylor & Betz, 1983). 

5.2.4 RESEARCH AIM
The present study aims to contribute to a better understanding of the effectiveness of 
career conversations. This was done by collecting data for three career competencies of 
students (career reflection, career shaping and networking) and combining these with the 
data of the study described in Chapter 4 in which four career guidance profiles of teachers 
were identified. In the present study, the following research question was at the forefront: 
What is the relationship between teachers’ career guidance profiles and career reflection, 
career shaping and networking of students?
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5.3 MetHod

5.3.1 PARTICIPANTS 
A total of 571 students participated in the study. The students were selected from four 
senior secondary vocational education schools and four different programmes:  
Car mechanics (N=105), which educates for occupations such as car mechanic or  
salesperson in the car industry; Juridical Service (N=257), which educates for  
occupations such as desk employee at a law office; Agriculture (N=86), which  
educates for occupations such as gardener; and Social and cultural work (N=123),  
which educates for occupations such as youth worker. The schools were selected to cover 
the four main areas of Dutch senior secondary vocational education (technology, care and 
welfare, economics and agriculture) and because of their indication of using career  
conversations as part of an integral career guidance system in which they used  
instruments such as a portfolio and a personal development plan. Through interviews 
with school leaders, documents on school policy, and guidelines for career guidance, the 
policy and intended practice of these schools became visible. Juridical service and car  
mechanics had a clear weekly curriculum for integral career guidance and used manuals 
for all teachers in which weekly assignments and instruments were incorporated.  
Agriculture and Social and Cultural work did not use manuals and did not have a weekly 
curriculum for career guidance, but both used an existing book as a source for guiding 
students. The schools providing the Social and Cultural work and Juridical Service  
programmes had approximately four years of experience in conducting career conversations; 
the school providing an Agriculture programme had approximately two years of experience, 
and the school offering a Car Mechanics programme had just begun to conduct career 
conversations.

The students represented several years and levels of education within the schools.  
The mean age was 17.8 (SD =1.64) with a range of 15 to 25 years; 46% were female and 54% 
male; 21% of the sample had a non-Dutch ethnic background (student or at least one  
parent of student born outside the Netherlands). Three schools were located in the  
southern part of the Netherlands (two in a large city and one in a rural town) and one was 
located in a large city in the northern part of the Netherlands. 

Students’ perceptions of their teachers’ career guidance pertained to 28 teachers in total 
(see Chapter 4): 14 male and 14 female. Their teaching experience ranged from 1 to 20 
years. All teachers were of Dutch nationality. At each school permission was sought to 
conduct the study and at each school the management, teachers and students gave their 
consent. In Table 5.1, details of the participating students and teachers are shown. 
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Table 5.1 Details of teachers and students participating in the study

 Course  Car mechanics Juridical service agriculture social & Cultural work

 teachers	 N	 8	 9	 6	 5
  Gender 6 male 1 male 4 male 3 male
	 	 	 2	female	 8	female	 2	female	 2	female

 students	 N	 105	 257	 86	 123
  Gender* 101 male 92 male 66 male 39 male
	 	 	 2	female	 155	female	 15	female	 83	female

	 	 Level*	 1	(n=8)	 4	(n=257)	 2	(n-13)	 4	(n=123)
   2 (n=22)  3 (n=16)
	 	 	 4	(n=70)	 	 4	(n=50)

	 	 Year*	 1	(n=65)	 1	(n=124)	 1	(n=44)	 1	(n=47)
	 	 	 2	(n=33)	 2	(n=69)	 2	(n=19)	 2	(n=38)
	 	 	 	 3	(n=55)	 3	(n=10)	 3	(n=35)
     4 (n=6) 4 (n=1)

* The numbers for these variables do not always add up to the total N of each course, because of missing data.

5.3.2 MEASURES
Questionnaire on Career Competencies
In the present study we used an adapted version of the career competencies questionnaire 
constructed by Kuijpers et al. (2006). The instrument is a self-report questionnaire used 
to assess students’ career competencies along three scales: reflection, shaping and  
networking. The career reflection scale assesses the degree to which a student reflects on 
his or her own motives, talents and ambitions. The career shaping scale assesses the  
degree to which a student is active in planning things in relation to his or her career or in 
taking actions to accomplish things in a career direction. The networking scale assesses 
the degree to which a student is active in networking in relation to his or her career, for 
instance whether the student talks with people in the field the student is interested in, or 
is active in creating a network that is useful for his or her future career development.  
The questionnaire was tested in a pilot study with 25 students randomly chosen from  
different educational programmes in Dutch senior secondary vocational education 
schools. The initial questionnaire consisted of 11 items for career reflection, 14 items for 
career shaping and 7 items for networking. In consultation with the students from the 
pilot study and within the team of researchers, 5 items were added to the career reflection 
scale and 3 career shaping items were deleted. This led to a final questionnaire of 16 items 
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for career reflection, 11 items for career shaping and 7 items for networking. For each scale, 
students were asked to rate themselves on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from (1) totally 
disagree to (5) totally agree. Cronbach’s alphas for the three scales were 0.88 for career 
reflection, 0.83 for career shaping and 0.81 for networking, which corresponded to the 
Cronbach’s alphas reported in the study by Kuijpers et al. (2006) which were respectively 
0.82, 0.83 and 0.82. Correlations between the scales ranged from 0.63 to 0.71 and can be 
considered relatively high (de Jong & Westerhof, 2001). This also corresponds to the study 
of Kuijpers et al. (2006), who found correlations ranging from 0.56 to 0.68. 

Questionnaire on Career Conversations
To investigate career conversations and teachers’ career guidance profiles as perceived by 
students, we used data from the study described in Chapter 4, which were collected using 
the Questionnaire on Career Conversations (QCC). Data were gathered from the same 
students that completed the questionnaire on career competencies. The QCC measures 
how students perceive career conversations with their teachers in terms of content, teacher 
activities and relationship. The content aspect measures the topics students and teachers 
discussed using three scales, namely: ‘planning and instruments’, ‘career issues’, and  
‘personal issues’. The teacher activities aspect measures the behaviour of the teacher 
using four different scales, namely: ‘questioning’, ‘providing information’, ‘being personal’, 
and ‘stimulating self-directedness’. Finally, the relationship aspect is measured using two 
scales: influence (the amount of dominant behaviour) and proximity (the amount of  
cooperative behaviour) (cf. Wubbels et al., 2006). Students rated items in terms of the 
frequency of content and teacher activities using a 4-point Likert scale ranging from (1) 
almost never to (4) very often, and for relationship using a 4-point Likert scale ranging 
from (1) totally disagree to (4) totally agree. Cronbach’s alphas ranged from 0.68 to 0.86, 
so all scales were reliable (above 0.65). 

Demographic information, locus of control and career decision-making self-efficacy
Students completed a 7-item demographic questionnaire that assessed their age, gender, 
ethnicity, educational programme, full or part-time student status, level of education and 
years they have attended their school. Additionally, two short questionnaires adapted 
from Kuijpers et al. (2006) were used to assess locus of control and career decision-making 
self-efficacy of the students. Students were asked to rate themselves on a 5-point Likert 
scale ranging from (1) totally disagree to (5) totally agree. Both scales were reliable with 
Cronbach’s alphas of 0.71 for locus of control and 0.81 for career decision-making self-efficacy. 

In Table 5.2, the scales, Cronbach’s alphas, number of items, and item examples of all 
questionnaires are displayed.
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5.3.3 PROCEDURE
Teachers were instructed how to administer the questionnaires and were asked to  
distribute them in selected classes. The questionnaire on demographic information, locus 
of control and career decision-making self-efficacy was administered at the beginning of 
the school year (September 2007). The questionnaire on career competencies (Kuijpers et 
al., 2006) was administered at the same time (September 2007) to measure initial  
competencies. Initial competencies were measured because educational effectiveness 
studies in general education (Kyriakides, 2006; Townsend, 2007) and recent studies in  
vocational education (Koopman, Teune, & Beijaard, in press) have shown that initial  
achievement and learning outcomes are the single most determining variable for  
achievement and outcomes at the end of the year. The questionnaire on career  
competencies was administered again at the end of the school year (June 2008) to  
measure end competencies. The questionnaire on career conversations was administered 
at the same time (June 2008), and it involved the same students that had completed the 
questionnaire on career competencies (see Chapter 4). Students were asked to provide 
their names and student number so that data from different measurements could be  
related. The measurements were administered in the same classes, but missing data  
occurred at random. A missing value analysis using the SPSS ‘MVA’ command was  
performed to estimate missing values for all students, on the basis of all other variables 
available for the sample and for the individual student.

5.3.4 DATA ANALYSIS
The scales on career conversations were transferred into the four career guidance profiles 
of teachers, as analyzed earlier (see Chapter 4). All teachers (N=28) about whom the  
students reported were assigned to one of the four identified clusters (see section 5.2.2). 

A hierarchical or multilevel analysis of variance (using MLwiN) was undertaken to investigate 
whether: (1) the career guidance of teachers influenced the level of career competencies 
of students; (2) the student variables influenced the level of career competencies of  
students; and (3) certain teacher profiles were more effective than others. The effect  
of these profiles was thus investigated taking the overlapping effect of other student-related 
variables into account (initial career competencies, demographic variables, and student 
variables).
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Analyses were done separately for the three career competencies: career reflection, career 
shaping and networking. For each analysis, two levels (student and teacher) were  
distinguished, and four models were created for each career competency. First, an empty 
model was created in order to determine the amount of variance in the degree of career 
competency at the end of the school year, occurring at the two levels. Second, a model 
with the initial career competencies of the students was created to correct for differences 
between students and teachers that were already present at the start of the year.  
The third model consisted of the initial competency and the student variables including 
age, educational programme, level of education, grade level, ethnicity (being Dutch was 
taken as baseline) and gender (being male was taken as baseline) and with the locus of 
control and career-decision-making self-efficacy as predictors. Finally, a fourth model 
was created with the student variables and the four different profiles of career guidance 
(Chapter 4) as a predictor to investigate the effect of the profiles taking into account  
student variables. In the analyses, profile 4 was taken as a baseline for interpretation  
purposes. Profile 4 scored lowest on all variables of the questionnaire on career  
competencies. In Table 5.3, the four models that were analyzed for each career competency 
are depicted. 

Table 5.3 Models investigated for each end of the year career competency in the multi-level analysis

*  For full/part-time student, full-time is baseline. 
**  For ethnicity, Dutch is baseline. 
***  For gender, male is baseline. 
****  For teacher profiles, profile 4 (non-personal, directive teacher) is baseline.

Model 1

“Empty”

Model 2

Initial career  
competencies 
(start of the year)

Model 3

Initial career  
competencies
(start of the year)

Locus of control
Career decision making 
self-efficacy
Age
Course
Level
Year in school
Full/Part-time*
Ethnicity**
Gender***

Model 4

Initial career  
competencies
(start of the year)

Locus of control
Career decision making 
self-efficacy
Age
Course
Level
Year in school
Full/Part-time*
Ethnicity**
Gender***

Teacher	profile	1****
Teacher	profile	2****
Teacher	profile	3****
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Effect sizes (Snijders & Bosker, 1999) were computed in order to compare effects between 
different variables exerted on the outcomes. In addition, the amount of variance explained 
at the two levels in the model was established. In the following section we will discuss the 
results of the analyses for each of the three competencies.

teaCHers’ guidanCe Profiles and students’ Career ComPetenCies teaCHers’ guidanCe Profiles and students’ Career ComPetenCies

Proefschrift.indd   105 26-01-2010   16:26:08



106

5.4 results 

5.4.1 CAREER REFLECTION
The empty model (Table 5.4) shows the average score for end-of-the-year career reflection 
to be 3.69 (on a scale from (1) totally disagree to (5) totally agree, which means that the 
students fairly agreed on the items related to career reflection). Almost 94% of the  
differences in career reflection were related to differences between students, and only 
6% to differences between teachers. The second model shows that the initial career  
reflection of students changed the ratio of variance explained at the teacher and student 
level. Initial career reflection explained 48% of the total variance in career reflection at 
the end of the year. The third model shows that when the student variables were taken 
into consideration, ‘career-decision-making self-efficacy’ was negatively related to career 
reflection on the part of students. Also, being a fulltime or part-time student or being a 
male or female, influenced the level of career reflection: part-time students reflected 
more on their career than did full-time students and female students reflected more than 
did male students. Finally, the fourth model shows that profile 1 and profile 3 teachers 
achieved more career reflection with their students than did profile 4 teachers. The final 
model, however is not a statistically significant improvement compared to the third  
model (the model with all variables except the guidance variables): the -2*loglikelihood 
to df ratio, which is an indicator of model fit improvement, was 5.03 to 3 (p=0.17).  
This means that although the guidance profiles have statistically significant effects on 
career reflection, the added value of the profiles is relatively small.
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5.4.2 CAREER SHAPING
The empty model (Table 5.5) shows the average score for end-of-the-year career shaping 
to be 3.39 (on a scale from (1) totally disagree to (5) totally agree, which means that the 
students slightly agreed on the items related to career shaping). Almost all differences in 
career shaping at the end of the year were related to differences between students (over 
97%). This means that teacher (or school) level variables in the present sample had little 
effect on career shaping. The second model shows that initial career shaping changed the 
ratio of variance explained at the teacher and student level; initial career shaping  
explained 49% of the total variance in career shaping at the end of the year (including 
almost 30% of the variance at the teacher level: the variance decreases from 2.72% to 
1.95%). The third model with the student variables shows that ‘locus of control’ and 
‘career-decision-making self-efficacy’ were related positively to the scores on career  
shaping. The final model shows that none of the teacher profiles identified were  
significantly related to the level of career shaping of students. The final model was neither 
a statistically significant improvement compared to the third model: the -2*loglikelihood 
to df ratio was 5.83 to 3 (p=0.12).
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5.4.3 NETWORKING
The empty model (Table 5.6) shows the average score for end-of-the-year networking to 
be 3.35 (on a scale from (1) totally disagree to (5) totally agree, which means that the  
students slightly agreed on the items related to networking). For networking, over 99% 
of the differences in networking at the end of the year appeared to be related to differences 
between students and only 0.8% to differences between teachers. The second model 
shows that the initial networking explained 46% of the total variance in networking at 
the end of the year (including all differences at the teacher level). The third model shows 
that ‘career decision-making self-efficacy’ was the only student variable significantly  
related to networking. When students had more self-efficacy in terms of career  
decision-making, they were more likely to be active in networking for their career.  
The final model showed that for networking, none of the teacher profiles were  
significantly related to the level of students’ networking. The final model was not a  
statistically significant improvement compared to the third model: the -2*loglikelihood 
to df ratio was 0.13 to 3 (p=0.98).
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5.5 disCussion

The present study was one of the first to empirically examine the relationship between 
different career guidance profiles of teachers during career conversations and career  
reflection, career shaping and networking of students. 

First of all, for the competency career reflection, we found that two of the four teacher 
profiles affected career reflection, namely: the ‘personal, balancing directive and  
non-directive’ profile and one of the ‘mainstream’ profiles. Although many differences in 
career reflection (almost 94%) were related to differences between students and very  
little (6%) to differences between teachers, the effect sizes of the teacher profiles were 
higher than those of some other covariates, for example, career decision-making  
self-efficacy. The initial career reflection of students explained much of the variance at 
the student level, having a strong effect size of 0.69. The effect size of career  
decision-making self-efficacy was not moderate or strong, but did have a significant,  
negative relation with regard to students’ career reflection. Students who were more  
confident in terms of making career choices, reflected less. Being a fulltime or part-time 
student or being a male or female also affected the level of students’ career reflection. 
Part-time students reflected more on their career than did full-time students and female 
students reflected more than did male students. This corresponds to earlier research that 
found that females reflected more (Kuijpers et al., 2006). For career shaping, the results 
showed that a number of the differences in career shaping at the end of the year were  
related to differences between students (over 97%). Two student variables (besides the 
initial competency) were significantly related to career shaping: locus of control and 
career decision-making self-efficacy. When students scored higher on either of these  
variables, they explored more. Finally, none of the teacher profiles were significantly related 
to the level of career shaping of students. For networking, almost all differences were  
related to differences between students: over 99%. Again, none of the teacher profiles 
affected the competency of networking of students. Only the career decision-making 
self-efficacy of students had an effect; when students had more self-efficacy in terms of 
career decision-making, they were more likely to be active in networking for their career.

The finding that only career reflection was influenced by teachers’ career guidance  
corresponds to earlier findings of Kuijpers et al. (2006). They discovered that career 
guidance in schools focused mostly on students’ reflection skills, only a little on career shaping 
and not at all on networking. The study described in Chapter 3 of this thesis also showed 
that teachers hardly stimulated the self-directedness of students during career conversations. 
Teachers control the conversation, explain a lot and give instructions, thus behave in the 
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manner of ‘traditional’ teachers. It seems clear that a student in such an environment  
cannot easily develop the competency of career shaping (the degree to which a student is 
active in directing one’s own career and taking actions accordingly) or networking (the 
degree to which a student is interactive with others who may be useful).

One of the interesting questions that arises is why profile 1 and profile 3 teachers seem to 
be more effective. Noteworthy is that profile 1 consists of Car Mechanics (N=5) and  
Agriculture (N=3) teachers, and profile 3 only comprises teachers from Juridical Service 
(N=6) except for one who is from Car Mechanics (see Chapter 4). Could it be that the  
effect measured is related to certain school factors such as the use and characteristics of 
a broader learning environment (curriculum) for career guidance (see Chapter 2) or the 
facilitation by management (Fullan, 2001)? The amount of experience or training to  
conduct career conversations may also play a role (King, 1999), as may teachers’ self-efficacy 
with respect to career guidance (Lent et al., 2004). Further research on the background of 
the teachers in these two profiles could lead to insights into why these particular profiles 
are effective.

Another interesting outcome is that most variance was located and explained at the  
student level, which means that individual differences between students are of greater 
influence than the career guidance offered to them during career conversations.  
The research of Kuijpers et al. (2006) also reported small effect sizes for learning  
environment variables. How can we explain the small amounts of variance located at the 
teacher level? It seems that teachers do not have the effect on career competencies of 
students that is presumed or desired. It could be that teachers do not yet have the  
experience necessary to realize effective career conversations. Although all schools in 
this research indicated they used integral career guidance in which career conversations 
were an important part of the learning environment, it is still a new aspect of the  
educational practice of teachers. It seems likely that when teachers have more experience 
and have developed routines for guiding students in their careers, the effect on students’ 
career competencies will be greater. It is possible that career competencies are not easily 
affected by teachers. Many studies have indicated that not teachers but family and peers 
are regarded as being most influential in terms of career decision-making and  
development (e.g. Flores & Obasi, 2005; Hargrove, Inman, & Crane, 2005). 
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The argument in other studies (Boone et al., 2004; Phillips & Gully, 1997; Rivera et al., 
2007) with respect to the utility of career decision-making self-efficacy and locus of  
control as an explanatory construct for understanding people’s career considerations also 
became clear in the present study, although not for all career competencies. Interesting is 
that career decision-making self-efficacy was negatively related to career reflection, and 
positively related to career shaping and networking. This outcome demonstrates that 
students who are confident about their career decision-making skills reflect less and  
explore and network more. This was revealed in earlier research as well (Kuijpers et al., 2006).

Certain limitations of the present study warrant consideration and reveal suggestions for 
further research. First, data was gathered within only four schools and cannot be broadly 
generalized to all senior secondary vocational education schools in the Netherlands.  
The sample size also did not allow for analyses at the school level or for other multi-group  
types of analyses. Future research should further refine analyses on career guidance 
during career conversations and career competencies of students by using larger and 
more widespread datasets. Second, we measured only direct effects of student and  
teacher variables on career reflection, career shaping and networking. Indirect effects are 
likely to occur because of the relatively high correlations between the three career  
competencies. Third, the study focused only on outcomes in terms of career competency 
levels while students were still at school. Other student outcomes such as the  
development of a vocational identity or drop-out rates could be considered (Wijers &  
Meijers, 1996), as well as long-term effects with regard to skills for career development 
measured when students are entering the labour market. Are students really effective in 
terms of finding a job that suits their ambitions and are they able to survive in the rapidly 
changing labour market? Further research could investigate the effectiveness with  
respect to career development after school, for which certain indicators of desired effects 
remain to be developed. Finally, the quantitative measurement instruments only provide 
a few broad general trends. More qualitative research in the future could help to explain 
why certain teacher profiles are more effective or why schools and teachers seem to have 
so little effect.
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CHaPter 6

CHaraCteristiCs oF a suCCesFul Career GuidanCe 
PraCtiCe in senior seCondary voCational eduCation5  

aBstraCt

the present study describes a qualitative investigation of the career guidance  
practice of Juridical service, one of the cases participating in the previous studies, 
that was found to be most successful. interviews were held with four teachers on 
topics such as professional development opportunities and their ideas about good 
career guidance, and with nine students on topics such as their opinions about 
career guidance. the results revealed that the teachers of Juridical service made a 
collective effort in setting up their career guidance programme, were supported by 
the management (for example in time) and had several opportunities for collective 
(informal) learning. the teachers all agreed that the most important element for 
career guidance was the personal aspect: to have a relationship with the student, 
knowing the student very good, having regular contact, giving individual attention, 
showing interest, etc. the students indicated they very much appreciated these 
efforts, found the career guidance useful, and felt they could trust their career 
guidance teacher and could tell him or her everything.

5 A shortened version of this chapter will be submitted as: Mittendorff, K., den Brok, P., & Beijaard, D. Characteristics of 

a successful career guidance practice in senior secondary vocational education.
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6.1 introduCtion

Many vocational schools in the Netherlands are introducing new career guidance practices. 
The traditional practice – in which the school’s career counsellor guides students in their 
career development – is being replaced by integral career guidance that is part of the  
everyday educational practice of teachers, who are given the task and direct responsibility 
for the career guidance of students. Integral career guidance consists of a series of  
interconnected instruments such as portfolios, reflection reports, and personal  
development plans, along with activities such as career conversations between teachers 
and students. During career conversations, teachers are expected to guide students in 
using instruments such as a portfolio and to stimulate a process of reflection and  
meaning-making that helps students to gain more insight into their strengths, weaknesses, 
and future ambitions, as well as into the labour market (Meijers, 2008). Teachers should 
also guide students in taking control of their own learning and career development process 
(Winters, Meijers, Kuijpers, & Baert, 2009). 

In most secondary vocational education schools in the Netherlands, all teachers are  
expected to participate in career guidance, and they normally receive training and  
guidelines to help them carry out this new task. Teachers are required to change their 
traditional role of being an ‘expert in a subject’ to one of coaching and mentoring.  
For many teachers, this has severe consequences, as it implies that they need to expand 
their existing routines and competencies. Many authors state that during such changes it 
is essential to support teachers fully because they play a key part in the success of the  
innovation (Fullan, 2001; Leliveld, 2007; van Lankveld & Volman, 2009). However, more 
insight is needed into how these context characteristics affect the implementation of 
career guidance in vocational education.

The present study contributes to a more in-depth insight into the new career guidance 
practices in vocational education, the quality of the career guidance given, and the different 
factors that affect career guidance. If we want to support the change towards a more  
coaching-oriented role, and the development of new teacher routines associated with 
this role, knowledge is needed with respect to the factors that define a good career 
guidance practice. For this purpose, we will describe the Juridical Service practice,  
because in our earlier studies described in the previous chapters this case was found to be 
most effective. In this chapter, we will deepen our understanding of this specific case in 
order to gain more insight into the characteristics of this ‘good practice’, and we will  
answer the following research question: What are the characteristics of a ‘good’ career 
guidance practice?
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6.1.1 STATE OF AFFAIRS WITH REGARD TO CAREER GUIDANCE 
 IN DUTCH VOCATIONAL EDUCATION
Research by Kuijpers and Meijers (2009) and Winters et al. (2009) has shown that schools 
in the Netherlands experience difficulties in realising good career guidance. Kuijpers and 
Meijers investigated the quality of career guidance learning environments with respect to 
226 educational programmes in prevocational and senior secondary vocational education. 
Of the 226 cases, three were rated ‘high’ on their orientation towards career guidance 
(scoring higher than 3.5 on a 5-point Likert scale) and twelve were rated ‘reasonably good’ 
(between 3 and 3.5 on a 5-point Likert scale). Kuijpers and Meijers (2009) concluded that 
in only a few cases students were able to reflect on practical experiences and to make 
choices for their future, and students’ career competencies were largely unstimulated. 

A major conclusion arrived at by Kuijpers and Meijers (2009) and Winters et al. (2009) was 
that the career conversation (or career dialogue) proved to be an essential element of 
career guidance. The provision of one-on-one guidance by teachers during career  
conversations with students was deemed important because students often found it  
difficult to reflect on their own learning processes or to construct meaning about  
themselves and their future career (Bullock & Jamieson, 1998). Reflective dialogues have 
been shown to deepen student reflection and thereby help students in taking control of 
their own career development (Meijers, 2008). The studies described in Chapters 3 and 4 
of this thesis and the research by Winters et al. (2009) investigated characteristics of 
these career conversations. It was demonstrated that many teachers did not create an 
actual career dialogue. Many career conversations were ‘traditional’, not focusing on 
career issues but on whether the student was doing well at school. Teachers still performed 
their traditional ‘expert’ or teacher-oriented role, showing dominant behaviour, offering 
students little opportunity to introduce topics or issues, and seldom allowing personal 
issues to enter the agenda (see Chapters 3 and 4). The study by Winters et al. (2009) focused 
on career conversations between teachers, students, and apprenticeship mentors, which 
they called a ‘trialogue’. Their findings showed as well that students played only a marginal 
role in the conversation, while mentors and teachers dominated the conversation agenda. 
Teachers and mentors talked mostly about and against students, but hardly ever with 
them. The conversations were mainly aimed at evaluation and the most successful way to 
a degree, rather than at how to realise a career (Winters et al., 2009). The study described 
in Chapter 5 examined the relationship between different styles of teachers’ career 
guidance and students’ career competencies (career reflection, career shaping, and  
networking) and showed that teachers’ career guidance was barely related to the level of 
students’ career competencies. In the study described in Chapter 5, only two of the four 
identified teacher styles were found to have a relationship with students’ career reflections, 
and none of the styles were related to career shaping or networking. 
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All in all, the studies recently performed in the Dutch vocational context have shown that 
many schools have not yet incorporated effective and high-quality career guidance  
practices, and that the career guidance realised did not have the desired anticipated  
effect (e.g. on students’ career competencies). It is clear that the integral career guidance 
that is being implemented in vocational education is still a highly novel aspect of the  
educational practice of teachers, and schools and teachers do not yet possess the  
knowledge, skills, or experience to realise the desired career guidance and career  
conversations. 

6.1.2 FINDING A SUCCESSFUL CAREER GUIDANCE PRACTICE
Although the studies described in the previous chapters had few promising outcomes, 
one particular case was found to be most effective: that of Juridical Service. The study on 
students’ and teachers’ perceptions of the use and usefulness of career guidance  
instruments showed that in relation to two other cases, Juridical Service students were 
the most positive  (see Chapter 2). The students in this instance perceived the personal 
development plan, for example, as relevant because it focused on the student as a person 
and on guiding students’ personal development. Most students valued the portfolio  
positively in terms of collecting evidence about their personal development, although 
the majority did not use it for making decisions about their future career. Most of the 
students also said they had reflective, personal dialogues with their career guidance  
teachers, which were perceived as useful and essential. 

The observational study (see Chapter 3) also indicated that Juridical Service teachers  
behaved in a more personal manner – in terms of showing interest and cooperative  
behaviour – than did the teachers from the other vocational schools. Table 6.1, for example, 
shows that Juridical Service teachers talked much more about the personal  
characteristics and personal situation of the students and show more cooperative  
behaviour than did teachers from the other schools involved in the study. Remarkable also 
are the greater extent of stimulating reflection and the lesser extent of explaining and 
informing behaviour on the part of Juridical Service teachers. 
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Table 6.1 Results of prior observational study: percentages of fragments coded

    

* Differences were not tested statistically. 

element 

Content

teacher 
activities

student 
activities

relationship

Categories

Personal development 
planning and instruments
Personal situation or 
characteristics of the student
Conversation
School
Other
Learning process or behaviour 
of student 
Career issues
Progress,	functioning	of	
student
Labour market or 
apprenticeship

Explaining or informing
Questioning (for information)
Active	listening
Stimulate reflection
Rapport building
Structuring and regulating
Give feedback
Suggesting or advising
Activating	and	encouraging	
agency
Other

Provide information
Express	personal	experiences,	
opinions,	or	feelings
Questioning
Other

Dominance	5
Dominance 4
Dominance 3
Dominance 2
Dominance 1

Cooperation	5
Cooperation 4
Cooperation 3
Cooperation 2
Cooperation 1

average score 
of the three 
other cases

25%

11%

10%
10%
10%
6%

8%
11%

8%

35%
25%
11%
7%
7%
5%
5%
4%
1%

1%

58%
40%

6%
1%

3%
76%
20%
1%
0%

9%
57%
33%
1%
0%

Juridical 
service 
score

27%

22%

9%
5%
9%
3%

8%
11%

7%

23%
28%
14%
12%
7%
5%
7%
4%
0%

0%

50%
48%

2%
0%

0%
82%
17%
1%
0%

11%
78%
9%
0%
0%

Js score 
compared to 
average score*

+

++

-
--
-
-

equal
equal

-

--
+
+
+ +
equal
equal
+
equal
-

-

-
+

--
-

-
+
-
equal
equal

+
+ +
--
-
equal
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The results of the questionnaire study on teachers’ career guidance described in Chapter 
4 showed how students perceived the career guidance given by their teacher (see Table 
6.2). These results show that Juridical Service teachers were rated higher on all variables 
and scales than in the other three cases, except for talking about career issues. The biggest 
differences were found in talking about personal issues, being personal, and displaying 
dominant behaviour. 

Table 6.2 Results of questionnaire study: scores on career guidance variables

   
* Difference significant at p<0.01. 

variables 

Content  
 
  

teacher activities

 
relation-ship

scales

Planning and 
instruments
Career issues
Personal issues
 
Questioning
Providing information
Being personal
Stimulating 
self-directedness

Proximity 
(showing cooperative 
behaviour)
Influence 
(showing dominant 
behaviour)

average score 
of the other 
three cases

2.81

2.07
2.73

2.95
3.00
2.69
2.96

3.37

3.01

Juridical 
service (Js) 
score

2.94

1.99
2.97

3.06
3.10
2.93
3.10

3.49

3.20

Js score 
compared to 
average score

+*

-*
+*

+*
+*
+*
+*

+*

+*
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The questionnaire study on students’ career competencies showed that Juridical Service 
students scored higher on these competencies than students in the other three cases (see 
Chapter 5). In Table 6.3, the results of the questionnaire study on students’ career  
competencies are displayed. It shows that Juridical Service students had higher career  
reflection skills at the end of the year than did the students in the other three cases.  
In terms of career shaping and networking, no significant differences were found. 

Table 6.3 Results of questionnaire study: students’ scores on end-of-year career competencies

* Difference significant at p<0.01. 

Finally, the study on the relationship between teachers’ career guidance profiles and  
students’ career competencies (see Chapter 5) showed that two of the four identified  
profiles were related to students’ career reflection. One of these two profiles seemed to 
realise the greatest extent of career reflection: that of the ‘personal, balancing directive 
and non-directive’ teacher. Teachers belonging to this profile were perceived as very  
active in discussing students’ personal issues (e.g. a student’s characteristics or well-being), 
behaving in a very personal manner (e.g. praising), and talking a lot about planning issues 
and personal development instruments (e.g. a student’s portfolio or personal  
development plan). They were perceived in some way to be controlling or directive (e.g. 
had high ratings for displaying dominant behaviour and providing information/instructions), 
but were perceived to show non-directive behaviour (had high ratings for questioning 
students and stimulating self-directedness) as well. Of the seven teachers that belonged 
to this profile, six were from Juridical Service. 

To conclude, Juridical Service teachers seem to realise the most successful career guidance 
practice in the different studies presented in the previous Chapters. More detailed  
information on the characteristics of this specific case may help schools in implementing 
or improving their own career guidance practices – and those of individual teachers as 
well. Particularly important in this respect are the organisation of the career guidance 
practice in the school (e.g. including broader educational curriculum and the use of career 

scales

Career reflection
 
Career shaping
 
networking

average score of the 
other three cases

3.66

3.37

3.34

Juridical service (Js) 
score

3.78

3.42

3.35

Js score compared 
to average score

+*

+

+
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guidance instruments) (Kuijpers & Meijers, 2009), the professional development of  
teachers and opportunities for collective learning (Leliveld, 2007; van Lankveld & Volman, 
2009), teachers’ conceptions about good career guidance (e.g. van Veen, 2003), teachers’ 
experience and self-perceived expertise (Kuijpers, 2008; Lent et al., 2006; Spijkerman, 
2000), and opinions of students on the quality of guidance or, for example, their feelings 
of trust or of being respected (Millar & Brotherton, 2001; Patton & McMahon, 2006). 

6.2 MetHod

6.2.1 THE CASE OF JURIDICAL SERVICE TEACHERS 
The Juridical Service case was investigated in this study, because it can be considered a 
‘good practice’ in light of the results of prior studies in which perceptions of students and 
teachers on career guidance were measured as well as students’ career competencies.  
In the present study, a more qualitative approach was taken to investigate the characteristics 
of this good practice. 

Juridical Service is a level-4 degree programme, and has four sub-domains in which a student 
can specialise: Public Sector, Business Services, Social Security and Employment Strategies, 
and Personnel Work. The first year consists of four semesters, each dealing with one of 
these four domains. During the second year, students are trained ‘on the job’ in one of the 
four domains. After the second year, students specialise in one domain. Approximately 
five years ago, Juridical Service studies changed from a traditional education approach to 
one of competence-based education. There is a strong focus on practice-oriented learning, 
self-reflection, and student self-responsibility. 

Four career guidance teachers (Margret, Jessica, Rose, and Gracie6) and nine students 
(who were guided by these teachers) were involved in this study. The students were  
enrolled in the first-year of the educational program, and were aged between 16 and 20; 
four were male and five were female. The four teachers were all female. Margret (27) had 
worked within the Juridical Service programme for 3 years and had been a career guidance 
teacher for 1 year. She had studied journalism and teaches Dutch and communication.  
Jessica (46) had just begun as a career guidance teacher and had worked within the Juridical 
Service programme for 2 years. Before becoming a teacher, she worked for several years at 
a job placement agency.
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Rose (57) started as a welfare worker and 18 years ago she began to teach. She has been a 
career guidance teacher for several years and has gained considerable experience in  
teaching and guiding students. Gracie (48) studied social work and has been a Juridical 
Service teacher for 20 years. She can be considered an experienced career guidance  
teacher and student counsellor.

6.2.2 DATA COLLECTION 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the teachers and students. The following 
topics were part of the interviews with the teachers: goals for career guidance, perceptions 
concerning characteristics of good career guidance and self-perceived expertise, and  
experience with teaching and career guidance in particular. One of the teachers who was 
responsible for the conducting of career guidance in the team of teachers (and who, for 
example, communicated with the school board on this subject) was also interviewed on 
the topics pertaining to the organisation of the career guidance practice in the school and 
professional development and opportunities for collective learning. The students were 
interviewed with regard to their opinions of the career conversations, the behaviour of 
teachers, and the atmosphere during career guidance situations (for example, one that 
generated feelings of trust and of being respected).

6.2.3 ANALYSIS 
Interviews were recorded on audiotape with the consent of the respondents. The interviews 
were transcribed verbatim and coded in a qualitative-interpretative way. Statements from 
the teachers and students were coded by means of an iterative process of using sensitising 
concepts from the literature (Boeije, 2005; Wester, 1995) and the data itself. The codes 
given to the data indicated the content of the respondent’s statements. An example of a 
code was ‘personal contact with the student’ (related to the interview topic ‘perceptions 
on characteristics of good career guidance’). After coding, the statements were categorised 
according to the topics that were leading in the interviews (see section 6.2.2). For each of 
the topics, a summary of the statements was made and illustrated with sample statements 
from the different interviews. The summaries and primary data were discussed with two 
experienced researchers. This resulted in a final overview of summaries for each topic, based 
on consensus. In the subsequent Results section, each of these topics will be discussed. 
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6.3 results 

6.3.1 ORGANISATIONAL CONTEXT 
Organisation of career guidance in the school
Juridical Service teachers together developed a career guidance programme that contains 
whole-class lessons and individual conversations between teacher and student. Several 
instruments and guidelines were available, provided by the school’s educational support 
centre, but these were not seen as useful. Therefore, the teachers themselves developed 
an integral career guidance programme that consisted of assignments, reflection reports, 
a personal development plan, a portfolio, and guidance by the teacher through whole-class 
and individual sessions. In this programme, students are expected to formulate individual 
learning goals in a personal development plan, and this process is coached by career 
guidance teachers. Students have to create a text-based portfolio in which assignments 
and written reflections provide evidence of their learning and are thereby collected.  
These instruments and assignments are discussed in whole-class situations and are 
further discussed personally during the individual career conversations. Rose explained: 

 “During the “process guidance” you are working on general things that can be taught to 
 all students. In the individual career conversations, you can give the personal guidance 
 much more body and you can really work with the individual.”

In the first half year, the career guidance programme focuses on the student determining 
what kind of person she or he is. In the second half year, career guidance is aimed at the 
student preparing for and choosing a suitable apprenticeship. In the second year, career 
guidance consists of individual conversations that are aimed at student reflection on  
apprenticeship experiences and making a connection with professional practice. 

With respect to the time available for career guidance, the teachers declared that the 
amount of time they have is greatly appreciated. Rose, for example, said:

 “We have a lot of time for career guidance, and we are content with that.”

Teachers are given time to have an individual half-hour conversation with each student, 
approximately every eight weeks. During whole-class lessons on ‘process guidance’  
(in which students are also guided in their weekly projects), teachers also reserve time to 
discuss instruments and assignments. During the first period of year one, which is  
approximately two months, teachers have an extra two hours a week for whole-class 
career guidance, in which they guide students in the first steps towards making their own 
personal development plan.
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Professional development of teachers and possibilities for collective learning
To each teacher responsible for career guidance, the school management offered a training 
(called ‘personal guide training’) provided by an outside consultancy organisation.  
Gracie said many teachers who followed this training have had negative experiences.  
The training was considered too theoretical, only involved standard conversational  
techniques, and did not focus on different practical guidance methods for different types 
of students. The teachers indicated that having regular contact and discussions among 
their team was far more helpful. Meetings are now organised every week to discuss the 
career guidance programme and teachers’ experiences, and more experienced teachers 
provide coaching to younger colleagues with less experience in career guidance.  
Rose addressed the fact that each teacher is allowed to keep her or his own style: 

 “We have regular contact and discussions about the career guidance programme, 
 but everybody is allowed to have her or his own style of guiding students. 
 With Margret, for example, you can tell she is more directing than I am, but that is her style.”

6.3.2 TEACHERS’ OPINIONS AND BACKGROUND
Goals for career guidance and career conversations in particular
All teachers agreed that understanding and realisation are the key factors in career 
guidance; realising and understanding what kind of person you are and what professional 
practice looks like. Juridical Service teachers focused strongly on personal development at 
first. Development in terms of professional skills, or choosing the right job or apprenticeship 
is important, but more so during later stages of the programme (e.g. second year and so on). 
Developing self-knowledge is seen as crucial during the first year. Jessica stated: 

 “The most important goal of career guidance is that students become aware of who they  
 are: for example, by reflecting on their role in the group. Who are you in relation to the 
 other students.”

Also mentioned were gaining a better image of the educational programme the student 
follows and of the professional practice. Teachers want to discuss the image that the student 
has of the programme and whether this is realistic. They also want to address the specific 
characteristics of the professional practice for which this programme educates. Gracie said: 

 “I explain to students what they can expect from certain specialisations they can choose  
 from or what the professional practice consists of.”
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The teachers all agreed that connections made with professional practice is central to 
career guidance during the second phase of the first year, as well as the years after when 
students are preparing for or are undertaking their apprenticeship.  

Perceptions of good career guidance characteristics 
The teachers seemed to have a common opinion on what constitutes good career 
guidance, or which characteristics of career guidance are particularly important. They all 
mentioned the need for intimate and specific knowledge about the student. Having the 
same students in the daily educational programme and during career guidance is considered 
beneficial. Rose explained that it is important to observe the student to gain a good  
perspective on how she or he behaves. Rose said: 

 “Foremost it is important that you observe the student: Thus, several hours guided by the  
 same teacher who gives the career guidance, so that you can really follow his or her process  
 and progress, and you can assess whether the student keeps to his or her agreements, 
 and whether the student feels comfortable at school and in the group.”

Margret stated that regular contact is therefore important: 

 “If you never see a student, you don’t know who the student is, or what his or her interests are.  
 And that is so important. As a teacher I see a lot, and that’s a huge benefit.”

Another aspect mentioned by all teachers is giving individual attention and showing interest. 
Margret said she deliberately asks many questions to get to know the students better and 
to give them personal attention. She stated:

 “Yes, I want to know a lot about them. And sometimes I give feedback, like with one student  
 this week. I said, ‘I’ve known you now for several weeks, and what I’ve noticed is that you’re  
 very trustworthy and you’re on time every day. I think your future employer will be very  
 happy with that.’ From these things, students can grow. And it is important for us, 
 for teachers, to give the students compliments.”

All teachers also mentioned that instruments such as the portfolio and the personal  
development plan only work when used in face-to-face contact with students.  
Jessica explained: 

 “For a good developmental process in terms of their career, you have to supervise students,  
 coach them, and talk to them.”
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In addition, teachers found it important that students could trust them. Gracie explained: 

 “Of course, the guidance of students is important, but it is foremost about trust. There has  
 to be trust between teacher and student, so that the student can talk about everything and  
 turn to the teacher every time.”

Jessica said that trust is important in combination with an open atmosphere, which can be 
realised through openness, showing interest, and self-disclosure. She stated:

 “What I find very important as well is to have a good atmosphere, in the class, between  
 students, and between me and the students. I tell them things about myself as well, and try  
 to show vulnerability. A good atmosphere has to do with openness and showing interest in  
 each other.”

Gracie agreed and added: 

 “Students should have the feeling that they can speak about everything. When they have  
 doubts about something, I want them to come to me. That they feel they can come to me  
 and speak about these kinds of things.”

Several teachers also mentioned that it is important to let the students reflect upon their 
positive attitudes and skills. Rose explained: 

 “During career guidance, it is important that you stimulate the students to use their positive  
 qualities to take things a step further. It is important that you stay positive towards these  
 students, and focus learning goals on things that can be improved, for example, and not on  
 things that are negative.”

Finally, some of the teachers stated that it is important to make a connection with the 
professional practice for which the students are trained. Several students have unrealistic 
notions of either the profession or the educational programme they are following.  
According to Gracie, this needs to be discussed at the beginning of the educational  
programme. Gracie said:

 “You have to discuss these things with students, ask them if they are surprised and what  
 they expect from their future work or apprenticeships.”
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Margret stated that many students start with Juridical Service because they believe they 
can become a lawyer, but that is not the purpose of Juridical Service. She said:

 “Then we tell them that you can always become a lawyer, but that it will be a very long road  
 to follow. You have to stay positive with these students, or they will lose their confidence or  
 self-efficacy really quickly.”

Teachers’ self-perceived expertise and experience 
Three of the four teachers (Rose, Gracie, and Jessica) had a background in social and  
cultural work, coaching, or student counselling. Gracie and Rose have been career 
guidance teachers for the Juridical Service programme for several years since its inception, 
and Gracie has also been a student counsellor for many years. The youngest teacher,  
Margret (27), has not yet had experience in this area. She has been a career teacher since 
one year. All teachers felt competent in having career conversations with students and in 
giving career guidance. Some even felt particularly confident that they had the skills and 
competencies to perform this task, mostly because of their experience and background 
in, for example, counselling. Jessica, for instance, stated:

 “Yes, I do feel competent, as I have experience in coaching. In my previous job I coached  
 adults in their work situation … That is also about what is going well and what is not.”

Rose added:

 “Yes, I feel very competent. It is just something I’m especially good at.”

Margret had certain doubts about her skills, but said it did not bother her that much: 

 “I actually have no idea how to have such a conversation, but it is not like I’m done after 
 5 minutes… (…) I do it based on a feeling. I’ve never learned anything about it, I just do it.”
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6.3.3 STUDENT OPINIONS
Opinions about career guidance, career conversations, and career guidance teachers
Students believed that the coaches who supervised them every day during projects were 
very helpful because they were quite familiar with the students. They often talked to these 
teachers about their future ambitions and possible professions, or, for example, about the 
norms and values that are part of certain professions. 

 “Yeah, she tells me if she believes something suits me, if it suits the way I am.”

Most of the students believed the career conversations were useful, for several reasons. 
Some students found it helpful to know what the teachers thought of them.

 “It is good to know what the teachers think of you, and how you are doing at school.”

 “I liked to hear her tell me what other teachers thought of me and how I’m doing in school.”

Other students stated that the conversations were helpful because teachers discussed 
their personal strengths and weaknesses:

 “I have a pretty good idea about what goes well and where things go wrong, but when I hear  
 it from somebody else, it is useful because it confirms what you are thinking.”

 “I like these conversations. It is good to know how I am doing in class, what is good and what  
 is not, and how I can improve certain things about myself.”

Some students argued it was good that teachers knew how they - the students - were 
doing and how they felt at school.

 “I believe we should have these conversations regularly. Teachers then know where they  
 stand with students and how the student is doing. Anyhow, I like it this way.”

Another student added that for her it was particularly important that she had these  
conversations, because she was very shy and faced difficulties integrating socially in class.

 “It is very good for me to have these conversations, because otherwise I would not talk  
 about my problems at all. I would totally disengage.”
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Not all students always saw the usefulness of career conversations: for example, one  
student who only had one conversation so far. This was at the beginning of the year, in 
which teachers usually focus on getting to know the students better, and ask students a 
lot of questions about their private situation, their reasons for choosing this educational 
program, and so on. She stated: 

 “Well, I think the conversation is more useful for my teacher than for me. (…) If I have 
 something to say, I will go tell her anyway…”

Another student argued that teacher career guidance is useful only when the teacher 
knows the student well:

 “I have had three different career guides this year, and the one I have now does not know me  
 at all. (…) That is not helpful.”

Most students said that focusing on personal issues is important.

 “For me it is important that she knows how I feel. And she really listens to me. (…) 
 Yes, she lets you know that she knows things about you. It is not like she discusses that all  
 the time, but I know she keeps it in the back of her mind.”

 “I spent two years at another school before I came to this one and it is good that my career  
 guidance teacher knows about those things that I did before...”

 “Because the conversations are so personal, it emphasises the importance of working on my  
 own learning goals.”

 “I am pleased to talk about my personal goals. It helps me to focus on what I need to do.”

Students also said that during career guidance, the teachers acted in a structured way in 
terms of having things prepared and using the instruments such as a portfolio and a  
personal development plan.
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Finally, the career guidance teachers helped students when they needed to take certain 
steps for their future or school career, or gave them directions on how to use the  
instruments properly.

 “She helps me accomplish my mission, or whatever you might call it. She gives me leads.”

 “The conversation helps me because she gives me directions in how to formulate the learning  
 goals, for example.”

The teachers also asked students to bring something to the agenda if they wanted.

 “She always asks if I want to add something, or want to say anything else.”

 “The teachers like it when you want to say something yourself, because they really listen  
 and they also say ‘Good that you’ve said that.’”

Feelings of trust and of being respected
Many students stated they trusted their career guidance teachers, and that it was easy for 
them to discuss personal things.

 “I have no trouble telling her something; you can trust her when you want something 
 off your chest.”

The students also agreed that the teachers were very interested and really wanted to get 
to know the student as a person.

 “My career guidance teacher always shows a lot of interest in my story, 
 and what I have to say.”

 “I haven’t known my career guidance teacher that long, but she has always tried to support  
 me and because of that I’ve become more confident. (…) She listens to me. She lets me finish  
 when I’m speaking, and when I find it difficult to talk about something, she says ‘It’s okay,  
 you can tell me.’ ”

 “They let you know that they know you very well: for example by saying ‘I notice you are  
 this or that.’”
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Students stated that they felt comfortable with their teacher, and that their teacher also 
made them feel comfortable.

 “I feel comfortable with her. She always tells me that if something is going on with me, 
 I can come to her and talk about it.”

6.4 ConClusion and disCussion

The present study revealed characteristics of the Juridical Service career guidance practice, 
a case that was labelled ‘successful’ on the basis of earlier studies described in this thesis. 
The results can be summarised as follows: 

•	 Juridical	Service	teachers	had	a	shared	vision	as	to	what	constitutes	good	
 career guidance.
•	 Teachers	created	a	career	guidance	programme	together,	including	several	
 instruments and activities that all have their individual contribution.
•	 Teachers	and	management	had	a	discussion	about	the	important	aspects	necessary		
 for the organisation of career guidance and realised this (such as using certain 
 handbooks, assignments, and a certain frequency for career conversations).
•	 Teachers	were	given	sufficient	time	to	have	personal	conversations	with	students.
•	 Teachers	had	regular	weekly	contact	to	exchange	experiences	and	to	create	
 a context for collective learning.
•	 More	experienced	teachers	acted	as	mentors	for	teachers	who	were	just	starting	
 in their new role of career guidance teacher.
•	 Teachers	considered	that	the	goal	of	career	guidance	is	to	enable	students	to	
 understand themselves and to realise who they are as a person. 
 Personal reflection was regarded as important, especially in the first year. 
 After this initial phase, career guidance moved more towards making a connection  
 between the person and the professional practice.
•	 The	instruments	used,	such	as	the	portfolio,	were	developed	together	by	all	the	
 teachers responsible for career guidance.
•	 Instruments	were	used	in	combination	with	a	personal	approach;	all	teachers	agreed		
 that without this ‘personal involvement’, instruments would not be used properly or  
 be seen by students as useful.
•	 Teachers	agreed	that	the	most	important	aspects	for	career	guidance	are	related	to		
 social skills and to having a personal relationship with the student: knowing the 
 student well, regular contact, individual attention and showing interest, trust, and a  
 positive attitude towards the student.
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•	 Students	found	the	career	guidance	and	career	conversations	useful	because	it	helped		
 them to attain a sense of personal identity and to determine their individual strengths  
 and weaknesses. They also found it important that the teachers knew how they were  
 doing and feeling at school, and to know what the teachers thought about them.
•	 Students	appreciated	the	fact	that	teachers	showed	an	interest	and	that	they	talked		
 with students about personal issues.
•	 Students	stated	that	they	felt	they	could	trust	their	career	guidance	teachers	and	that		
 they could tell them everything. 

The present study describes the characteristics of one of the cases found to be most  
successful in relation to the other cases examined in our research. The study reveals  
several aspects of career guidance and can thus help in gaining insight into the factors 
that contribute to a successful career guidance practice. The results correspond with the 
literature on innovations in education or teacher learning in a context of change (e.g. Fullan, 
2001; Hoekstra, 2007; Nieuwenhuis, 2008; van Lankveld & Volman, 2009). Several scholars, 
for example, have argued that a shared vision with respect to what constitutes good 
career guidance, and developing a career guidance programme together, is important 
(Fullan, 2001; Nieuwenhuis, 2008). In addition, sufficient autonomy and the opportunity 
to create a reflective dialogue with colleagues are seen as important conditions to foster 
teacher learning (Hoekstra, 2007). As Fullan (2001) argues, to engage in a process of  
innovation and learning in a school, there needs to be time to discuss shared norms and 
values, to talk with each other about individual teaching practices, to work together on 
developing instruments or curricula for the new educational practice, and to have reflective 
dialogues. The Juridical Service teachers used the opportunity to learn from each others’ 
experiences and made sure novice teachers could learn from expert teachers by setting up 
coaching situations. This peer coaching (e.g. in which a senior teacher mentors a novice 
teacher) has been found to have one of the strongest impacts in terms of actual changes 
in teacher behaviour (Bergen, 1996; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2001; Henissen et al., 2008). 

Another aspect that stood out was the shared vision with regard to the goal of career 
guidance. All teachers said the goal is first to enable a student to understand her or himself 
and to realise who she or he is as a person. Following that, making a connection between 
the person and the professional practice is essential. This idea corresponds to the notions 
of many scholars in the field of career guidance and counselling, who state that career 
guidance should aim at learning the student who she or he is as a person, and then  
connecting these insights with characteristics of the professional practice (Arrington, 
2000; Patton & McMahon, 2006; Wijers & Meijers, 1999).
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Finally, one of the most distinct outcomes was that all teachers stated that behaving in a 
personal manner - for example, by showing interest or cooperative behaviour, and building 
a relationship with the student - was of vital importance. The significance of a personal 
relationship between career guidance teacher and student is often addressed in the  
literature (Lang & van der Molen, 2003; Patton & MacMahon; Peavy, 2000; Rogers, 1951; 
Spijkerman & Admiraal, 2000). Peavy (2000), for instance, observed that when counsellors 
or teachers want to use a constructivist approach to teaching and learning, the quality of 
the relationship is essential, and characteristics such as acceptance, understanding, trust, 
and caring are critical. 

Juridical Service was found to be the most successful among the vocational schools that 
participated in the earlier studies described in this thesis. However, establishing that this 
school or this team of teachers demonstrates the most effective way to realise career 
guidance is a different thing. Several aspects still deserve attention or can be improved 
upon. For example, previous studies revealed that Juridical Service teachers behaved in a 
relatively dominant manner, seldom talked about career issues, and did not stimulate  
students’ self-directedness to any large extent. In career guidance situations where  
students should learn to take control of their own learning and career development  
process, the students should be equal discussion partners, in which the existing hierarchy 
between teacher and student is set aside (Patton & McMahon, 2006). Juridical Service - as 
well as the other vocational schools - could improve this by giving the students more  
autonomy and control over the process of career guidance, especially during career  
conversations. A concrete suggestion is to ask students to set the agenda for the  
conversation, or to give them the opportunity to think about this beforehand and to  
introduce subjects they find relevant. When students feel these conversations are really 
for their own benefit and for their individual and personal development, they should feel 
invited to control these conversations to a certain extent, or at least to learn how to  
control them. 
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CHaPter 7

ConClusions and disCussion

7.1 introduCtion 

The main goal of this dissertation has been to gain insight into career guidance in vocational 
education in the Netherlands, an educational innovation that is only beginning to receive 
attention by researchers. Five studies were conducted, which are reported in the Chapters 
2, 3, 4, 5, and 6 of this thesis. The studies built on both qualitative and quantitative  
research, in order to obtain a clear picture of the different processes occurring around 
career guidance and career conversations within the context of vocational education. 
The following questions were leading in the subsequent studies:

1. How do teachers and students in vocational education perceive integral career  
 guidance and the instruments used in their school? (Chapter 2)
2. What is the nature of the career conversations taking place in competence-based 
 vocational education in the Netherlands? (Chapter 3)
3. How do students perceive their teachers’ career guidance during career conversations  
 and what profiles can be identified in these perceptions? (Chapter 4)
4. What is the relationship between teachers’ career guidance profiles and the students’  
 career competencies: career reflection, career shaping and networking? (Chapter 5)
5. What are the characteristics of a ‘good’ career guidance practice? (Chapter 6)

The research presented in this thesis answers these questions but elicits new ones as well. 
In this chapter, the main results of the five reported studies will be addressed first, followed 
by a discussion of these findings, limitations of the studies, and suggestions for future 
research. The chapter will end with implications for practice. 
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7.2 Main FindinGs and ConClusions

In this section, a short summary of the most important findings will be given as well as 
conclusions for each of the separate research questions. These findings will be discussed 
in the subsequent section.

7.2.1 PERCEPTIONS AND USE OF CAREER GUIDANCE 
 AND CAREER GUIDANCE INSTRUMENTS
The first study investigated the perceptions of teachers and career counsellors on the use 
of personal development plans and portfolios in career guidance in three schools, and the 
ways in which students perceived and used these instruments. The main findings of the 
study were that a majority of the teachers and counsellors perceived portfolios and  
personal development plans as important instruments to collect evidence on student  
development, to stimulate students’ self-responsibility or self-direction, and to support 
students in reflecting on identity issues and future ambitions. At the same time, in two 
schools, the portfolios and personal development plans were used mostly instrumentally 
and not for supporting career dialogues or stimulating students’ self-reflection. Students 
from these two schools also perceived these instruments as irrelevant and refrained from 
using them to reflect on self-identity or future plans. Teachers at the third school did use 
the portfolios and personal development plans as a basis for a career dialogue. In this 
school, the students were more likely to appreciate the instruments and to reflect on their 
identity and ambitions for the future.

The study revealed that, for career guidance instruments to be valued and used, a reflective 
dialogue between teacher and student was essential. These findings correspond to  
findings by, among others, Driessen et al. (2004) and Elshout-Mohr and van  
Daalen-Kapteijns (2003), who argued that a proper portfolio design in and of itself is  
insufficient for effective use. The quality of mentoring or stimulating students’  
self-reflection while using the portfolio was also regarded as extremely important, but 
teachers often seemed to lack the competencies to achieve this. This corresponds to our 
own results as well: many teachers in our study found it difficult to realise a personal and 
reflective dialogue, and even more difficult to stimulate students’ self-directedness.  
The findings also correspond to the research by Kuijpers and Meijers (2009), who found 
that an actual dialogue between student and teacher on career development was often 
not present, but at the same time was a crucial aspect of career guidance. 
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The conclusion that can be drawn from the results of this first study is that teachers find 
it hard to realise a reflective career dialogue, but that this career dialogue is - at the same 
time - seen by them as an essential aspect of the integral career guidance practice.  
When career guidance instruments such as the portfolio and personal development plan 
are not used in a context of dialogue, students are likely to perceive these instruments as 
irrelevant and will refrain from using them to reflect on personal identity or on plans  
involving their future. 

7.2.2 CHARACTERISATION OF CAREER CONVERSATIONS
In Chapter 3 of this thesis, we wanted to gain more insight into the actual career dialogue 
during career conversations; for this purpose, 32 career conversations between career 
guidance teachers and students were observed. The study revealed several relevant findings. 

First of all, the study showed there were many teachers who still acted as traditional  
‘mentors of school success’. They talked a lot about the grades and progress of the  
student in school, gave many instructions and arrived at agreements about how a  
student’s behaviour or results could be improved. The study results also revealed that  
teachers often showed ‘traditional, teacher-dominated’ behaviour, such as giving  
instruction, explaining, and asking for knowledge or information the student had gained. 
Many teachers behaved in a dominant manner; they controlled the conversation and left 
little room for students to bring subjects to the agenda or to ask questions. It is clear that 
the traditional educational culture, in varying degrees, still dominated the actual behaviour 
of teachers and students. Many teachers showed a task- or curriculum-oriented approach 
rather than a student-centred approach. This corresponds to the earlier findings of scholars 
who investigated the Dutch career guidance practice in education (Admiraal-Hilgeman, 
2009; Kuijpers & Meijers, 2009; Meijers, 2008; Winters et al., 2009). Winters and  
colleagues investigated conversations between teachers, students, and mentors from 
practice, and found that students had a marginal role in conversations, while the school’s 
agenda dominated. Teachers and mentors talked mostly about and against students, but 
hardly ever with them. Conversations were aimed at evaluation and assessment of  
apprenticeship tasks, not on how to realise an individual career (Winters et al., 2009).
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Another finding of the observational study relates to the finding above; the study revealed 
that teachers seldom stimulated students’ self-directedness. We found that many  
teachers lacked behaviour that could urge the student to ask questions or address issues 
for the agenda. It is not so surprising that teachers still act according to their ‘traditional 
routines’ of being a teacher and not as a career guidance teacher or coach. Several scholars 
have argued that teachers find it difficult to realise a non-directive guidance role, or to 
find the right balance between directing and non-directing (letting go) (Crasborn et al., 
2008; Vermunt, 2005). 

Finally, the study revealed that teachers spoke very little about career issues with  
students. The number of fragments that were coded as ‘career issues’, namely talking 
about students’ future ambitions and previous education, as well as characteristics of the 
profession, was very low in relation to the rest of the content elements (8% in relation to, 
for example, 25% for personal development planning and instruments or 10% for school 
issues).

The conclusion that can be drawn from the results of the observational study is that most 
career conversations can still be characterised as traditional ‘school success’ conversations, 
in which the results and progress of the student are discussed and where agreements are 
made about actions to improve certain things. Teachers often behaved in a traditional 
way, showing dominant behaviour, not focusing on students’ career issues or stimulating 
their self-directedness.

7.2.3 STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF TEACHERS’ CAREER GUIDANCE 
 AND TEACHER PROFILES
For the third study in this thesis, the Questionnaire on Career Conversations (QCC) was 
developed to measure students’ perceptions on career guidance in career conversations. 
The analyses showed the QCC to be a reliable and valid instrument. The data demonstrated 
that students noted differences in teacher behaviour, although several similarities were 
identified as well. Student ratings on talking about career issues, on providing information, 
and on showing cooperative or dominant behaviour were very much alike. The students 
perceived that they seldom talked with their teachers about career issues. This corresponds 
to the findings of the observational study (Chapter 3), which also showed that career  
issues were seldom on the agenda during career conversations. Another finding - that 
teachers were perceived to provide a lot of information - corresponds to the results of the 
observational study as well, in which 33% of all fragments were coded as providing  
information or explaining. 
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The study on student perceptions also revealed that four different teacher profiles  
involving career guidance during career conversations could be identified. The different 
teacher profiles were seen to show an overall general trend, although significant differences 
were present as well. The main differences existed between having a personal or  
non-personal approach, and between asking questions and stimulating students’  
self-directedness. One profile was labelled ‘personal teacher balancing directive and  
non-directive behaviour’. Teachers within this profile were very active in discussing  
students’ personal issues and acted in a very personal manner. These teachers were  
perceived to be controlling or directive in some way (e.g. they had high student ratings for 
the influence scale and providing information), but were also perceived to show  
non-directive behaviour (had high ratings for questioning and stimulating  
self-directedness). Another profile was labelled ‘non-personal and directive teacher’.  
Teachers within this profile were rated extremely low by students on talking about  
personal issues and on being personal. They were also perceived to ask very few questions 
and seldom stimulated students’ self-directedness. Teachers within the other two  
profiles were rated highly moderate and were therefore not easy to ‘label’ in terms of a 
typical style or pattern. These medium, less extreme profiles were labelled ‘mainstream 
teachers’.

The main conclusion that can be drawn here is that the students identified differences 
between teachers in terms of career guidance during career conversations.  
These differences were captured in four different teacher profiles that while appearing 
quite similar in a graphic display showed significant differences on variables such as  
talking about personal issues and acting personal.

7.2.4 THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TEACHERS’ CAREER GUIDANCE 
 PROFILES AND STUDENTS’ CAREER COMPETENCIES
The study described in Chapter 5 investigated the influence of the different teacher career 
guidance profiles on students’ career competencies, namely: career reflection, career  
shaping, and networking. First of all, for the competency career reflection, we found that 
two of the four teacher profiles affected career reflection, namely: the ‘personal,  
balancing directive and non-directive’ profile and one of the ‘mainstream’ profiles.  
Although many differences in career reflection (almost 94%) were related to differences 
between students and very few (6%) to differences between teachers, the effect sizes of 
the teacher profiles were higher than those of some other covariates, such as career  
decision-making self-efficacy. The initial career reflection of students explained most of 
the variance at the student level. The effect of career decision-making self-efficacy was 
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not strong, but it did have a significant negative relation with regard to students’ career 
reflection. Those students who were more confident in terms of making career choices 
reflected less. Being a full- or part-time student or being a male or female also affected the 
level of students’ career reflection. Part-time students reflected more on their career than 
did full-time students, and female students reflected more than did male students.  
This corresponds to earlier research that found that females reflected more (Kuijpers & 
Meijers, 2009).

For career shaping, the results showed that almost all differences in career shaping at the 
end of the year were related to differences between students (over 97%). Two student 
variables (besides the initial competency) were significantly related to career shaping:  
locus of control and career decision-making self-efficacy. When students scored higher 
on either of these variables, they explored more. Finally, none of the teacher profiles were 
significantly related to the level of students’ career shaping. 

For networking, almost all differences were related to differences between students: over 
99%. Again, none of the teacher profiles affected the competency of student networking. 
Only students’ career decision-making self-efficacy had an effect, namely when students 
had more self-efficacy in terms of career decision-making, they were more likely to be 
active in networking for their career.

Finally, the results also showed relationships between certain student variables and  
students’ career competencies, such as gender, being a full- or part-time student, career 
decision-making self-efficacy, and locus of control. The utility of career decision-making 
self-efficacy and locus of control as explanatory constructs for understanding people’s 
career considerations, which was argued in other studies (Boone et al., 2004; Phillips & 
Gully, 1997; Rivera et al., 2007), also became clear in the study we performed. Interesting 
is that career decision-making self-efficacy was negatively related to career reflection but 
positively related to career shaping and networking. This outcome demonstrates that 
students who are confident about their career decision-making skills reflect less and  
explore and network more. This was revealed in earlier research as well (Kuijpers &  
Meijers, 2009).

The conclusion that can be drawn is that teachers’ guidance styles and behaviour do not 
seem to have the strong relationship with students’ career competencies that might be 
presumed or desired. Only two of the four teacher profiles had a small relationship with 
one competency: career reflection. In addition, most of the differences between students 
were related to student variables rather than teacher variables. 
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7.2.5 CHARACTERISTICS OF A SUCCESSFUL CAREER GUIDANCE PRACTICE
The study described in Chapter 6 identified the characteristics of the Juridical Service 
career guidance practice, a case that was labelled ‘successful’ based on earlier studies 
described in this thesis. The Juridical Service career guidance practice can be summarised 
as follows: 

a) The teachers of Juridical Service had a shared vision as to what constitutes good career  
 guidance, created a career guidance programme together (including the instruments  
 such as a portfolio). Teachers and management discussed the important aspects 
 necessary for the organisation of career guidance and realised this (including sufficient  
 time to have personal conversations with students).
b) The teachers had regular contact with each other to exchange experiences, created a  
 context for collective learning, in which experienced career guidance teachers, for  
 example, acted as mentors for novice career guidance teachers.
c) All teachers argued that the goal of career guidance is to enable students to reflect on  
 themselves and the professional practice. They stated that aspects such as having a  
 personal relationship with the student, creating trust and support and using instruments  
 in combination with a personal approach, were important to realize this personal 
 reflection process.
d) The students found the career guidance and career conversations useful because it  
 helped them to attain a sense of personal identity and to determine their individual  
 strengths and weaknesses. They appreciated the fact that teachers showed interest 
 in their personal stories, and found it important that the teachers knew how they were  
 doing and feeling at school, and to know what the teachers thought about them. 

Although this case was found to be most successful among the vocational schools that 
participated in the earlier studies described in this thesis, it did not mean that this school or 
this team of teachers was optimally effective in realising career guidance. Several aspects 
were found that deserved more attention or that needed to be improved upon: for example, 
the fact that teachers acted in a relatively dominant fashion and seldom stimulated  
students’ self-directedness. This could be improved by giving the students more autonomy 
and control over the process of career guidance, especially during career conversations. 
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7.3 interPretations and disCussion 

7.3.1 USE OF PORTFOLIOS AND PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT PLANS
How can we explain the limited and often inadequate use of portfolios and personal  
development plans and the absence of a reflective dialogue on career issues? The study 
results revealed certain factors that hinder the realisation of a reflective dialogue on a 
student’s career, such as time available to actually talk to students and the number of 
planned career conversations (which can be considered part of a school’s management 
policy). The results also suggest that teacher and student ownership of the creation and 
use of instruments such as a portfolio and a personal development plan may stimulate 
them to actually use them in career guidance. Moreover, some teachers were not given 
enough time and support to have individual and deep conversations. These factors align 
with those mentioned in education-improvement literature for successful implementations 
of innovations in general, such as school culture, transformative leadership by the  
management (allowing teachers to become change agents and by giving them ownership), 
and organisational conditions (time, opportunity, materials) (Fullan, 2001; Gysbers & 
Henderson, 2005; Sammons et al., 1995). Furthermore, the use of several instruments that 
are part of a broader learning environment is dependent on the use of the learning  
environment as a whole. When the use of a portfolio, for example, is totally isolated from 
the normal educational practice, or from the apprenticeship assignments of students, the 
effect of the portfolio will be marginal (Mansvelder-Longayroux et al., 2007).

7.3.2 THE NATURE OF CAREER CONVERSATIONS
When looking at the career conversations that were characterised (by the observational 
study described in Chapter 3 as well as the student perceptions study described in  
Chapter 4), the results show several interesting points. Remarkable were the low ratings 
on talking about ‘career issues’; that is, talking about students’ future ambitions or  
characteristics of the profession for which they were being educated. The observational 
study demonstrated that teachers talked very little with the students about career issues. 
The questionnaire study highlighted that students perceived this as well. Career issues, 
however, are crucial if teachers want to initiate a career dialogue in which the students 
learn more about themselves in relation to their career and career development (Patton & 
McMahon, 2006). It is not clear why teachers did not focus on these topics. It could be 
that teachers did not know enough about the professional practice or they might have felt 
too insecure to talk about these new career issues, leading them to fall back into their 
usual behaviour. 
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Another finding was that the teachers were perceived to provide a lot of information and 
that students’ self-direction was seldom stimulated. This was found in the observational 
study as well as in the study in which students’ perceptions were examined. This large 
amount of explaining and informing by teachers might be expected in terms of traditional 
teacher behaviour, but when the goal is to stimulate students’ self-directedness and to 
realise a process of reflection and meaning-making, the question arises as to whether so 
much information and explaining on the side of the teacher is desirable. Being less  
directive and providing less information is seen to be more fruitful when dealing with 
career guidance processes (Patton & MacMahon, 2006). It is possible that the teachers 
also see themselves as ‘all-knowing’, or they believe that teachers are supposed to give an 
abundance of instructions and explanations because they are used to doing so and view 
themselves as ‘experts in a certain subject’ (see also Meijers, 2008). 

Many authors (Allen & Casbergue, 1997; Bolhuis & Voeten, 2001; Vandamme, 2003) have 
argued that teachers should gradually make the transfer from teacher-directedness to 
student-directedness, in which the facilitating role of the teacher is emphasised.  
Scholars in the field of mentoring or career guidance often argue that a balance is  
important, and that teachers should show directive and non-directive behaviour at the 
same time (Bullock & Jamieson, 1998; Hennisen et al., 2008). Bullock and Jamieson (1998), 
for example, found that one-on-one teacher guidance during conversations on personal 
development planning could be fitted into a two-sided continuum: non-directive,  
non-interventionist teachers (encouraging students to explore their own thoughts/feelings 
with minimal comment and feedback) versus prescriptive tutor-dominated teachers  
(giving instructions and concrete suggestions to students). They also concluded that 
when bearing in mind the wide range of confidence and personal understanding of the 
students and the aims of career guidance, the most effective one-to-one sessions avoid 
the extremes and lean towards the centre of this continuum. Explaining and suggesting is 
frequently needed, but moments of silence and showing interest – which allows students 
to consider choices and time to articulate thoughts – are also regarded as productive  
(Bullock & Jamieson, 1998). This kind of balance was also found in one of the teacher  
profiles that was identified in the study described in Chapter 4. The personal teacher  
balancing non-directive and directive behaviour was perceived as directive but  
non-directive as well. With the exception of teachers in this profile, all teachers were  
perceived and observed as dominant and directing. Teachers apparently find it difficult or 
are not willing to realise such a balance between directing and letting go. But factors such 
as time might also play a role. Taks (2003) showed that stimulating self-directedness is 
highly time-consuming, and in education sufficient time for career guidance is often  
lacking (see Chapter 2). Owing to work pressure and to lack of time, teachers have few 
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possibilities to prepare themselves for this new and sometimes complex guidance task. 
Odenthal (2003) has shown that when teachers experience a high work load, they tend to 
fall back into their ‘old routines’. 

All in all, it seems that many teachers have not yet changed their role of ‘traditional  
teacher’ to one of a ‘coaching and facilitating guidance teacher’, which is so important for 
career guidance. Nieuwenhuis (2008), for example, states that the innovation of  
educational practices can be considered a sustainable change of beliefs and routines (van 
Driel, Beijaard, & Verloop, 2001; Verloop, 2003), and such change is not easy.  
Teachers’ activities as well as teachers’ attitudes, opinions, values, and views with respect 
to the teaching profession must fundamentally change for these innovations to succeed 
(Fullan, 2001; Geijsel, Sleegers, van den Berg, & Kelchtermans, 2001). Old patterns of  
behaviour need to unravel before change can occur and new patterns can become fixed 
(Hoeve, Jorna, & Nieuwenhuis, 2006). School management needs to understand that the 
most profound and lasting educational changes involve changes in teacher’s personal 
identity (Louis, Toole, & Hargreaves, 1998). This requires time, the opportunity to learn 
and to change old routines (Nieuwenhuis, 2008). 

7.3.3 DIFFERENT TEACHER PROFILES
One of the main findings of the study on student perceptions of career guidance was that 
teachers’ guidance during career conversations differed and that four different teacher 
profiles could be identified. It is, however, still unclear why these teachers differ in their 
career guidance practices. What kind of variables influence the teacher profiles identified 
as such? The teacher profile that was labelled the personal teacher balancing non-directive 
and directive behaviour consisted of seven teachers, six of whom belonged to Juridical 
Service. Teachers who were labelled non-personal and directive teachers and the teachers 
of one of the mainstream profiles (the profile that looked most like the non-personal and 
directive profile), were all from Car Mechanics and Agriculture. Could it be that working in 
a certain sector affects the way you think or act with respect to career guidance? Or maybe 
the teachers act differently because they have different ideas or beliefs about life and  
teaching? Would it then be a good idea to use the same career guidance system for all 
sectors and all kinds of teachers and students throughout vocational education? It might 
be possible that differentiated methods, more closely attached to the culture and  
background of teachers and students in certain sectors, are much more effective. Due to 
personal characteristics and contextual influences, there will always be differences 
between teachers, a fact that is also clear in the literature on interpersonal teacher  
profiles (e.g. Fraser, 2007; Wubbels et al., 2006). Yet, in general we could state that a  
certain style is preferred when dealing with career guidance issues.
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Moreover, some of the teachers participating in this study had no experience at all with 
individual one-on-one career guidance, and some schools are still in the middle of  
developing a structural career guidance system. Career development as a key component 
of a teacher’s practice needs greater attention if we are to ensure that students receive 
the services they need to be adequately prepared for their future. If integral career 
guidance provided by teachers remains one of the goals for vocational education, it is  
essential to provide teachers with the appropriate amount of training, guidelines, and 
context to realise this task (Meijers, 2006; Gysbers & Henderson, 2005).

7.3.4 TEACHERS’ CAREER GUIDANCE AND STUDENTS’ 
 CAREER COMPETENCIES
One of the conclusions in this thesis is related to the effect of teachers’ career guidance 
on students’ career competencies. It seems that teachers do not have the effect that is 
presumed or desired. It could be that teachers do not yet possess the necessary  
experience to realise an effective career guidance learning environment. It seems likely 
that when teachers have more experience and have developed routines for guiding  
students in their careers, the effect on students’ career competencies will be greater.  
Earlier studies on teacher profiles have shown that experience leads to ‘better’ profiles 
and less variation between student ratings of the same teacher (Wubbels et al., 2006). 

It is also possible that career competencies are not easily affected by teachers. Many studies 
have indicated that not teachers but family and peers are regarded as being most influential 
in terms of career decision-making and development (e.g. Flores & Obasi, 2005; Hargrove, 
Inman, & Crane, 2005). Kidd and Wardman (1999) also concluded that schools or teachers 
do not yet have the effect that might be perceived or desired. They investigated the  
experiences of dropping out or students switching after their post-16 course choice.  
They found that many respondents had relied mainly on their own judgment or turned to 
parents or friends rather than to teachers or career guidance practitioners. If it is true that 
students rely mostly on their family and friends for career advice, it should be investigated 
why they do so and what possibilities there are to improve the guidance and counselling 
given by career guidance teachers or career counsellors.

Two of the profiles did have an effect on one of the three competencies, namely career 
reflection. Although the multilevel analysis did not show any relationship between the 
teacher profiles and career shaping and networking of students, it could be that indirect 
effects exist. Because the competencies showed high correlations (see Chapter 5), it could 
be that career reflection acts as an intermediate variable, or is even conditional for the 
other two competencies. These relations are not investigated in the present studies, and 
could benefit from further research.
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Remarkable is that most teachers in the two profiles belong to the same school. Profile 3 
teachers all came from Juridical Service, and the teachers from profile 1 all came from Car 
Mechanics and Agriculture. An interesting question is whether the influence of these  
profiles on career reflection is related to the actual profiles – and the career guidance of 
the teachers in these profiles – or to school variables. Could it be that the effect measured 
is related to school factors instead of to certain teachers’ career guidance? In the following 
section, we will interpret the findings of the fifth study of this thesis, which did not  
investigate whether the effects were related to school variables but how the career 
guidance practice of one of the profiles (that had the highest effect size on career reflection: 
profile 3) can be characterised.

7.3.5 SUCCESSFUL CAREER GUIDANCE
The results of the study described in Chapter 6 revealed several interesting points.  
The Juridical Service career guidance practice had several characteristics that are also 
mentioned in the literature on learning organizations, innovations in education, or  
professional learning communities. Juridical Service teachers, for instance, had a shared 
vision as to what constitutes good career guidance and worked together as a team to  
develop a career guidance programme. The team of teachers also thought collectively 
about the important aspects of such a programme, including the necessary organisational 
requirements, and were given enough autonomy to reflect on their own practice and to 
develop the necessary instruments for career guidance. Several scholars have shown that 
this is a crucial aspect in the success of educational innovations (Fullan, 2001; Geijsel et 
al., 2001; Nieuwenhuis, 2008) as well as in terms of conditions necessary for teacher  
learning (Hoekstra, 2007). Nieuwenhuis (2008), for example, argues that teachers need to 
have the opportunity and space to be creative and to develop new practices on the basis 
of their own beliefs and individual motivations. Hoekstra (2007) described four conditions 
contributed to teacher learning: sufficient teacher autonomy, teacher collaboration,  
receiving feedback, and reflective dialogue. Three of these conditions were clearly  
present in the Juridical Service case: the teachers had sufficient autonomy to develop 
their own career guidance practice, they worked together to develop the necessary  
aspects that need to be established for the career guidance practice, and they discussed 
their values and ideas with each other. 
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As Fullan (2001) argued, for teachers to engage in a process of innovation and learning in 
a school, there needs to be time to discuss shared norms and values, to talk with each 
other about their individual teaching practices, to work together on developing  
instruments or curricula for the new educational practice, and to have reflective  
dialogues. According to van Lankveld and Volman (2009), developing together as a team 
or a community can contribute to knowledge development, emotional support,  
organisational learning, a sense of community, and identity development. These aspects 
all contribute to an environment in which people as well as organisations can grow and 
innovate constructively (van Lankveld & Volman, 2009). 

Furthermore, the Juridical Service teachers also had and used the opportunity to learn 
from each other’s experiences. They ensured that novice teachers could learn from  
experienced teachers by setting up coaching situations. Literature on the mentoring and 
coaching of teachers has shown that coaching - and especially peer coaching, in which a 
senior teacher mentors a novice teacher - has strong impact in terms of actual behavioural 
change (Bergen, 1996; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2001; Henissen et al., 2008). Moreover,  
literature on professional communities has shown that these opportunities for collective 
and informal learning are essential for an environment in which people need to learn new 
routines (Leliveld, 2007; van Lankveld & Volman, 2009). Fullan also addresses the fact 
that knowledge sharing and network building between people that work together is much 
more effective than training sessions that mainly only supply information rather than  
develop a knowledge base that will support and enhance lasting change (Fullan, 2001).

Another aspect that stood out was the shared vision on the goal of career guidance.  
All teachers said the goal is first to enable students to understand themselves and to  
realise who they are as a person. Following that, making a connection between the person 
and the professional practice is essential. This idea corresponds to the notions of many 
scholars in the field of career guidance and counselling, who state that career guidance 
should aim at finding out who you are as a person and then connecting yourself to the 
world of work (Arrington, 2000; Patton & McMahon, 2006; Wijers & Meijers, 1999).  
This could be seen as an exploration of both the individual and the career. Exploration of 
the individual refers to reflecting on an individual’s motivations, interests, feelings, and 
preferences, but also on skills and abilities, personality, education and training, or  
work-related history (Bimrose et al., 2004). The literature on career guidance and  
counselling often refers to career exploration in terms of connecting with the world of 
work. For students to be able to think about their career plans with any depth, they must 
have a foundation of career awareness and career exploration experiences (Arrington, 
2000). Career exploration provides students with information and experiences that can 
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be used as they begin to set tentative career goals. Career guidance should therefore  
focus on helping students to explore the world of work when they are relatively young 
(Arrington, 2000).

Finally, one of the most distinct outcomes is that all teachers stated that personal and 
social skills are essential. Each said that teachers need a ‘personal relationship’ with the 
student to achieve effective guidance. They listed aspects such as ‘knowing the student 
well, ‘regular contact’, ‘individual attention and showing interest’, ‘trust’, and ‘positive 
attitude towards the student’. It is very clear that the teachers involved in this career 
guidance practice use the instruments for career guidance in combination with a personal 
approach. According to the students’ opinions, this is very useful and helpful. They found 
it important that the teachers know how they are doing and feeling at school, and to know 
what the teachers think about them. The students also appreciated the fact that teachers 
showed an interest and that they talked with them about personal issues. The importance 
of a personal relationship between career guidance teacher and student is often addressed 
in the literature on career guidance and counselling (Lang & van der Molen, 2003; Patton 
& MacMahon; Peavy, 2000; Rogers, 1951; Spijkerman & Admiraal, 2000). Peavy (2000), 
for example, addressed the fact that when counsellors or teachers want to use a  
constructivist approach to teaching and learning, the quality of the relationship is  
essential, and characteristics such as acceptance, understanding, trust, and caring are  
critical. Already in 1951, Rogers argued that the interpersonal relationship between  
counsellor and client is essential. In one of Rogers’ early writings, he defined what he  
believed to be the ‘necessary and sufficient conditions’ for a constructive interpersonal 
relationship: accurate empathy, unconditional positive regard, and genuineness  
(Rogers, 1951). These concepts have evolved over the years, and today they are generally 
acknowledged as core conditions in counselling and guidance processes.
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7.4 liMitations oF tHe study and suGGestions 
 For Future researCH

7.4.1 SAMPLE
One of the main limitations of this study is the relatively small and selective sample. It is 
not possible to generalise the results of the study to all vocational students and teachers 
in the Netherlands and in other countries. In addition, the sample of the observational 
study described in Chapter 3 and the qualitative study described in Chapter 6 consisted of 
mainly first-year level-4 students of vocational education. In general there are a number 
of differences between students from levels 1, 2, 3, and 4. Students from level 1 and 2 are 
usually more practice-oriented than those from levels 3 and 4. However, the study described 
in Chapter 5, which analysed data involving students from all four grade levels, did not 
show any significant differences between the scores on career competencies of the four 
different levels. In this study, the student factor ‘grade level’ did not have a significant  
differentiating effect on the students’ career competencies. 

7.4.2 INSTRUMENTS AND VARIABLES 
Other limitations relate to the instruments developed and used in this study.  
The categorisation scheme used for the observational study could also benefit from 
further testing and refinement. The scheme was developed by analysing 32 conversations 
involving 16 teachers. By using a more widespread and larger dataset, the categories and 
descriptions of categories could be improved.

The Questionnaire on Career Conversations (QCC) was shown to be a reliable and valid 
instrument. Nevertheless, improvements can be made. The correlation between the  
scales ‘Proximity’ and ‘Influence’, for example, is remarkably high when compared to  
earlier research on interpersonal teacher behaviour (e.g. den Brok, 2001; Wubbels et al., 
2006). Future research should further refine and test the QCC questionnaire developed in 
this study, by using larger and more widespread datasets. 

Moreover, further research could include additional outcome measures such as vocational 
identity, student drop-out rates, or student motivation (see also Kuijpers & Meijers, 
2009). Long-term effects in terms of career competencies of students could also be  
studied further; for example, effects in terms of the labour market or employment  
success, or students’ perceptions of feeling competent to engage and to act in today’s 
labour market. Research could also focus on the development of career competencies 
during the students’ years in school, by investigating cohorts of students over several 
consecutive years. 
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7.4.3 DESIGN AND ANALYSIS
In this research, qualitative and quantitative methods were used to characterise the new 
career guidance practice in Dutch vocational education and to investigate the  
relationship between career guidance and students’ career competencies. Within these 
different approaches, different units of measurements were used. An advantage is that we 
achieved both depth and breadth information about the subject. The results of the  
studies, however, suggested differences between the observational and questionnaire 
data, a situation commonly found in educational research (see for example den Brok, 2001). 
These differences were not investigated in great detail. Future research could focus on 
combining the data of the different measurement units to investigate relations between 
observed teacher behaviour, student perceptions on teacher behaviour and student  
outcomes. Future research could also focus on the relationship between the results of the 
observational study on career conversations and the career competencies of students 
who participated in these conversations.

A second limitation in terms of design relates to the time of the investigation. The practice 
of career guidance in Dutch vocational education is very new and schools and teachers 
are just beginning to change their old routines into new ones. The moment chosen to  
investigate this new and not yet fully developed educational practice has the advantage 
that it can offer schools the tools to evaluate their viewpoints and intended actions for 
realising career guidance. The disadvantage, however, is that we might not find the  
desired career guidance practices and/or the relevant variance in practices and outcomes, 
nor the effects on student outcomes we would like to establish. Longitudinal research could 
provide more insight into the ways schools develop their new career guidance practices. 

A final limitation relates to the fact that the studies performed here were mainly descriptive 
and exploratory. The studies have contributed to a better understanding of the nature of 
career conversations and career guidance in Dutch vocational education, but they did not 
reveal what activities really exert an influence on student outcomes such as career  
competencies. Future research should focus on experimental designs in which certain  
interventions (e.g. training of teachers) are set up and investigated, so that actual effects 
can be tested in greater detail.
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7.5 iMPliCations For PraCtiCe 

Our studies indicated that the teachers’ career guidance practice within vocational  
education in the Netherlands has not yet been achieved to the desired extent. Many teachers 
do not demonstrate the desired career guidance or counselling behaviour, and the  
relationship between teachers’ career guidance and students’ career competencies is 
weak. The study on characteristics of a ‘successful’ career guidance practice, however, 
revealed several interesting outcomes that could be helpful in the realisation of more  
effective career guidance situations in Dutch vocational education. Below, we will describe 
several practical implications that were derived from the studies in this thesis.

7.5.1 A PERSONAL RELATIONSHIP
The key factor to successful or effective career guidance seems to lie in having a personal 
relationship with the student. Not only does the literature address the importance of an 
interpersonal relationship when dealing with career guidance and counselling but the 
study on characteristics of a successful career guidance practice clearly showed that a 
personal approach to career guidance is essential. Furthermore, the case that did best in 
all of our studies (Juridical Service) showed a consistently higher score on variables such 
as talking about personal issues, displaying cooperative behaviour, and behaving in a  
personal manner towards students. A personal relationship is characterised by regular 
contact between teachers and students, teachers giving students individual attention 
and showing interest, teachers knowing the student well, demonstrating  a positive  
attitude towards the student, and creating an environment in which students feel they 
can trust their teachers. In several schools, we did not find these kinds of characteristics; 
for example, in schools where teachers focused strongly on assessing students (e.g. did 
the student complete the portfolio correctly?) or teachers had only 10 minutes for a career 
conversation with each student, meaning that there was no possibility to have in-depth 
individual and personal conversations. These findings reveal that several things could be 
improved in terms of focusing on a personal relationship between teachers and students. 
Schools and teachers should be aware that this personal approach is essential, and should 
consider possible improvements such as having students talk with career guidance  
teachers about their approach to career guidance, selecting the right teachers for the role 
of career guidance teacher, providing teachers with enough time to have personal  
conversations, and allowing teachers to get to know the student well.
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7.5.2 USE CAREER DEVELOPMENT INSTRUMENTS 
 TO START A REFLECTIVE CAREER DIALOGUE
Another important implication is related to the use of career guidance instruments.  
Many schools and teachers use the instruments such as portfolios and personal  
development plans as a means to assess students’ development and as something that 
students need to complete in order to receive certain credit points. They often forget the 
actual goal of these instruments, which is to stimulate a reflective process involving  
students’ career development and to stimulate students’ self-directedness in relation to 
their personal development. Implementing instruments aimed at stimulating reflection 
on career guidance should be accompanied by quality guidance conversations with  
students, which are aimed at the questions ‘Who am I as a person?’, ‘What are my talents?’ 
and ‘What do I want in the future?’ (de Laat, 2006; Kuijpers et al., 2006). This is  
particularly important for students in vocational education, because they tend to have 
more difficulty in planning and reflecting independently and need more teacher  
supervision to engage in a reflective process. The assignments and reflection reports, for 
example, that are often used in portfolios or personal development plans, should actually 
be used to start a conversation about who the student is as a person and what he or she is 
capable of. These assignments or reflection reports are often only ‘ticked’ and are  
collected in the portfolio without using them for the reflective dialogue that the student 
really needs in order to learn more about him or herself and his or her future career.

7.5.3 PROFESSIONALISATION OF TEACHERS
Learning how to be a good career guidance teacher is not easy. It can interfere with a  
teacher’s professional identity (Beijaard, 2009) or it can be something so different from a 
teacher’s normal educational routine that it is difficult to change. It begins with a certain 
notion that, as a teacher, it is important to provide student-centred education instead of 
focusing on traditional knowledge acquisition and transition (Meijers, 2006). This implies 
realising a learning environment where students receive individualised training, and 
where the goal is to focus on individual capacities, desires, and ambitions instead of on 
the most efficient knowledge transition. 

Training teachers to become career guides or counsellors is not about instructing them in 
how to use conversation techniques or skills (for example, how to ask open questions).  
It begins with teachers being genuinely interested in students and in sharing an idea about 
the importance of career guidance. This implies several things for the professionalization 
activities of present and future career guides. A dialogue about the goals and ideas of the 
individual teachers in relation to career guidance for students is important. It deals with 
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sharing ideas about what the school team wants and what suits their culture and their 
students. As Fullan (2001) argues, to engage in a process of innovation and learning in a 
school, there needs to be time for teachers to discuss shared norms and values, to talk 
with each other about their individual teaching practices, to work together on developing 
instruments or curricula for the new educational practice, and to have reflective dialogues. 

7.5.4 PROVIDE TIME AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR COLLECTIVE 
 AND INFORMAL LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT 
Many teachers are sent for career guidance training, often given by external consultancy 
organisations and consisting of only a couple of days of instruction. Many teachers who 
were interviewed during this thesis research indicated that these training sessions were 
not useful and not based on the concrete career guidance practice that the teachers dealt 
with in their daily work. Teachers benefit more from opportunities for learning from each 
other and from learning on-the-job; for example, from older and more experienced  
teachers (see Chapter 6). Teachers should be given the opportunity and time to learn from 
each other, to share experiences within the team of career guidance teachers, and to  
create coaching situations in which expert teachers can guide novice teachers in their 
new role. The instruments created in this study for the observation of career conversations 
and students’ perceptions can, for example, also be helpful through analysing the  
perspectives of teachers and students and combining these data, or in the use of  
observational material to reflect on one’s own career guidance practice. Finally, when 
schools decide to implement career guidance, teachers should be given ownership and 
leadership during the development process in order to investigate what is useful to them 
and what they need in order to realise quality career guidance practices.

7.5.5 PAY CLOSER ATTENTION TO STIMULATING STUDENTS’ 
 SELF-DIRECTEDNESS 
The studies described in this thesis showed that the traditional approach to education - in 
which teachers demonstrate a task- or curriculum-oriented approach instead of a  
student-centred approach - is still present. The teachers, however, all agree that the goal 
of career guidance is to increase the level of students’ self-directedness and to enable 
them to learn to control and to plan their own career and personal development.  
The schools want to realise a constructivist approach to teaching and learning.  
However, in situations where a constructivist approach is the leading one, teachers should 
demonstrate less dominating behaviour. Professionals operating from a constructivist 
position are less directive, provide less information, and facilitate a process of exploration 
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and reflection (Peavy, 2000). If schools really want to realise this constructivist approach 
in which the stimulation of students’ self-directedness is essential, teachers’ traditional 
routines must change, and schools and teachers should focus on the requirements  
necessary to establish this change. Career guidance should also be part of a broader  
learning environment in which the same constructivist ideas are in the fore, so that it is 
not an isolated activity. If career guidance is not an integral aspect of a broader learning 
environment that incorporates the same constructivist ideas, the goals of career guidance 
will never be achieved. 

7.5.6 FOCUSING MORE STRONGLY ON CAREER ISSUES 
 INSTEAD OF SCHOOL ISSUES 
The results of our studies all demonstrated that discussions about career issues were  
often lacking in the career conversations between teachers and students. It is, however, 
very important to discuss these aspects during career guidance and to focus on students’ 
future ambitions or on their reasons for participating in the educational programme they 
are following. Making connections with professional practice is also an important aspect 
of this dialogue and an essential element of career guidance. It highlights what the  
students want and what is in fact possible in the labour market. Career guidance in  
education could therefore benefit from stronger relationships between the school and 
professional practice.
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Appendix 1. Categorization system for career conversations in vocational schools

 

Category

Personal situation or 
characteristics of student

Learning process or behaviour 
of student

Personal development planning 
and related instruments

Career issues

Labour market 
or apprenticeship

Progress or functioning 
of student

School

Conversation

Other

definition

The	personal	situation	(e.g.	home	situation,	well-being)	or	personal	 
characteristics	as	opposed	to	behaviour	of	the	student	(e.g.	shyness,	
laziness,	perseverance).

The	behaviour	of	the	student	in	or	outside	school	as	well	as	the	 
learning	process	of	the	student,	how	this	evolves	or	what	he	or	she	 
has experienced as learning.

Personal development planning instrument such as the portfolio or  
personal	development	plan,	the	planning	process	and	the	actual	 
learning goals of the student.  

Previous	education	of	the	student,	motives	for	taking	present	course	 
and	feelings	about	being	in	the	right	place,	and	student’s	ambitions.

Characteristics	of	the	profession	being	pursued,	apprenticeship	 
(i.e.	experiences	or	characteristics,	no	technical	issues)	and	 
part-time job experiences and characteristics.

Formal aspects of how the student is doing in school (e.g. progress in 
certain subjects or in certain assignments) and what his or her grades are.

Formal	aspects	of	school,	such	as	when	something	should	be	finished	 
or	when	a	test	is	due,	extra	guidance	possibilities	for	the	student	at	 
school and also characteristics and content of the course.

Welcoming	of	the	student,	subjects	for	the	agenda,	the	conversation	 
itself or the notes which are to be made. 

Other	behaviour	of	the	teacher	such	as	jokes	or	chit	chat;	references	 
to	the	camera	or	research;	and	conversational	fragments	which	were	 
difficult to code with any other code.

Content
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 Category

Questioning	(for	information,	
facts,	details)

Stimulating reflection

Active	listening

Rapport building

Structuring and regulating

Suggesting or advising

Providing feedback

Explaining or informing

Activating	or	encouraging	 
of agency

Other

definition

Requesting	clarification	or	more	information;	checking	to	see	if	student	
has	understood	things	or	wants	to	add	anything;	asking	facts	or	details;	
closed	questions	regarding	what	student	has	experienced,	thinks	or	feels. 

Open	questions	about	what	student	has	experienced,	thinks	or	feels;	
questions intending to encourage reflection by asking the student to 
analyze	a	situation,	think	about	why	things	have	happened;	challenging	
of	student’s	thoughts;	inquiries	about	what	student	has	learned.

Encouraging	elaboration	by	nodding,	saying	“yes”	or	“go	on”	and/or	
paraphrasing	of	information;	teacher	may,	for	example,	listen,	
summarize what the student has said and ask if this is correct.

Being	nice	and	friendly	towards	the	student,	making	kind	remarks	
and	laughing,	showing	empathy,	reassuring	the	student,	offering	
help,	agreeing	or	apologizing	and	self-disclosure	(i.e.	telling	the	
student something about oneself).

Structuring	or	summarizing	by,	for	example,	stating	what	will	be	
handled	first	or	what	has	been	said,	formulating	of	agreements.

Giving advice or suggestions. 

Providing information regarding aspects of the student’s performance 
or	understanding;	information	can	be	positive,	neutral	or	negative;	
information	can	be	aimed	at	different	levels	(e.g.	the	person,	
self-regulation,	processing	of	task,	task).

Explaining	how	things	work,	informing	the	student,	stating	
importance of something and giving instructions or assignments. 

Emphasizing	student	responsibility,	encouraging	student	to	take	
initiative and act. 

Used when conversational fragments cannot be coded using any of 
the other available codes.

Teacher	activities
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Category

Questioning

Providing information

Describing personal  
experiences,	opinions	 
or feelings

Other

definition

Asking	for	clarification,	for	information,	or	for	ideas	of	the	teacher	
(e.g. what the teacher thinks about something). 

Explaining	what	something	looks	like	or	how	it	works,	or	saying	
“yes” to the teacher to indicate that he or she is listening to the 
instructions or explanation being provided by the teacher.

Describing	or	explaining	own	behaviour	and/or	personal	characteristics,	
expressing	thoughts	or	feelings	about	something,	explaining	interests	
or	ideas,	paraphrasing	information	given	by	the	teacher	or	laughing.

Used for conversational fragments which cannot be coded using any 
of the other available codes.

Student activities

Category

Dominance - Submission 
scale 

Opposition	-	Cooperation	
scale 

definition

Ranges	from	1	“Very	Submissive”	(student	is	in	control,	teacher	acts	
insecurely	and	has	no	influence)	to	5	“Very	Dominant”	(teacher	is	
clearly	in	control,	looks	inspired	or	even	strict,	and	student	cannot	
escape his/her attention). 

Ranges	from	1	“Very	Oppositional”	(tense	relationship	or	conflict	
between	teacher	and	student,	teacher	is	suspicious	and	corrects	the	
student,	there	is	a	cold	and	distant	relationship)	to	5	“Very	Cooperative”	
(teacher is really friendly and amicable towards the student and acts 
very empathic).

Relationship (interpersonal behaviour of teacher)
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S U M M A RY

Career Conversations in senior seCondary 
voCational eduCation 

In the Netherlands, many schools for senior secondary vocational education are implementing  
competence-based curricula. These curricula start from a constructivist approach and are based on 
the idea that young people should learn to reflect on their personal ambitions and motives, and to 
undertake  action and initiative to direct their own learning and career development (career  
competencies). To realise this, many schools are implementing career guidance in which they use  
instruments such as portfolios and personal development plans as well as activities such as  career 
conversations between teachers and students. Several studies, however, have indicated that schools 
experience difficulties in creating powerful learning environments for career guidance, especially 
with regard to career conversations. Most schools and teachers lack the experience in conducting 
career guidance in general and career conversations in particular. There is considerable research available 
on guidance and counselling, but this research mainly focuses on career guidance practitioners who 
are specifically trained to offer career education and guidance. In the Dutch school context, the role of 
the trained career guidance practitioner is taken over by teachers as part of their everyday work, often 
without specific training for this purpose. As such, this situation asks for research on its implementation 
and effects. The general purpose of the studies in this thesis is to contribute to a better understanding 
of the nature of career guidance and career conversations in Dutch senior secondary vocational  
education, and to investigate the effects of the guidance of teachers during career conversations.  
The leading research questions of these studies were the following:
1. How do teachers and students in vocational education perceive integral career guidance and the 
 instruments used in their school?
2. What is the nature of the career conversations taking place in competence-based vocational  
 education in the Netherlands?
3. How do students perceive their teachers’ career guidance during career conversations and what 
 profiles can be identified in these perceptions?  
4. What is the relationship between teachers’ career guidance profiles and students’ career  
 competencies: career reflection, career shaping and networking?
5. What are the characteristics of a ‘good’ career guidance practice?
These research questions were answered with five different studies, each addressing one of the ques-
tions.

In Chapter 2, the first research question was answered by means of semi-structured interviews with 
teachers, counsellor and students of three different schools. Of each school, we interviewed 3 teachers, 
1 counsellor and 8 students (on average). Interviews were recorded on audiotape with the consent of 
the respondents. The interviews were transcribed verbatim and coded in a qualitative-interpretative 
way. For each of the coded topics, a summary of the statements was made and illustrated with sample 
statements from the different interviews of each case. The summaries and primary data were discussed 
with two experienced researchers. This resulted in a final overview of summaries for each topic, based 
on consensus. After analyses of the separate cases, a cross-case display was made, in order to detect 
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differences and similarities between the cases. The main findings of the study were that a majority of 
the teachers and counsellors perceived portfolios and personal development plans as important  
instruments to collect evidence on student development, stimulate students’ self-responsibility or 
self-direction, and  support students in reflecting on identity issues and future ambitions. The study 
also revealed that a reflective dialogue between teacher and student was essential for career guidance 
instruments to be considered valuable and useful. When career guidance instruments such as the 
portfolio and personal development plan were not used in a context of dialogue, students were likely 
to perceive these instruments as irrelevant and refrained from using them to reflect on their personal 
identity or on plans involving their future. The career conversation was found to be an essential element 
in the career guidance process. At the same time, the results of this study revealed that respondents 
had little experience with or knowledge about the conduct of these conversations and the actual  
effect of the conversations on the development of career competencies of students.

In Chapter 3, the characteristics of career conversations between teachers and students in Dutch senior 
secondary vocational education (the second research question) were studied more in-depth. For this 
purpose, 32 video-taped career conversations between career guidance teachers and students in four 
different schools were systematically observed. A category system was developed and the conversations 
were coded and analyzed with regard to the content that was discussed (for example whether teacher 
and student talked about ‘progress of student’ or ‘future ambitions’), the activities that were performed 
by the teacher and the student (for example ‘active listening’ or ‘giving feedback’), and the relationship 
between teacher and student (for example whether the teacher acted dominant or submissive).  
Two career conversations which encompassed all of the coding categories were coded by a second 
researcher. Inter-rater reliabilities for the different elements of the career conversations were determined 
and the Kappa coefficients indicated the categorization system to be reliable.

The results of the study showed there were many teachers who still acted as traditional ‘mentors of 
school success’. They talked a lot about the grades and progress of the student in school, gave many 
instructions and arrived at agreements about how a student’s behaviour or results could be improved. 
The study also revealed that teachers often showed ‘traditional, teacher-dominated’ behaviour, such 
as giving instruction, explaining, and asking for knowledge or information the student had gained. 
Many teachers behaved in a dominant manner; they controlled the conversation and left little room 
for students to bring subjects to the agenda or to ask questions. The traditional educational culture, 
in varying degrees, still dominated the actual behaviour of teachers and students. Finally, the study 
revealed that teachers spoke very little about career issues with students. The number of fragments 
that were coded as ‘career issues’ (talking about students’ future ambitions and previous education as 
well as characteristics of the profession), was very low when compared with the content fragments. 

In Chapter 4, student perceptions of career conversations with their teachers were reported (the third 
research question). The ‘Questionnaire on Career Conversations’ was developed to investigate  
perceptions of students and to determine whether guidance profiles of teachers could be identified. 
The questionnaire was based on the category system of the observational study, and consisted of 
three elements (content, activities and relationship). Factor analysis revealed three scales for the content 
element: planning and instruments (8 items), career issues (6 items) and personal issues (4 items), four 
scales for teacher activities: questioning (7 items), providing information (5 items), being personal (3 
items), and stimulating self-directedness (5 items) and two scales for relationship: influence (8 items) 
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and proximity (9 items). All scales were found to be reliable (above 0.65). Data from 579 students of 
four different schools were collected and analyzed through cluster analysis. 

The data demonstrated that students noted differences in teacher behaviour, although several similarities 
were identified as well. Student ratings on talking about career issues and providing information, for 
example, were very much alike. The students perceived that they seldom talked with their teachers 
about career issues. Teachers were also perceived to provide a lot of information. This corresponds to 
the findings of the observational study, which also showed that career issues were seldom on the 
agenda and teacher explained a lot. The cluster analysis identified four different styles of guidance, 
which showed an overall general trend although significant differences were present as well. The main 
differences existed between having a personal or non-personal approach, and between asking questions 
and stimulating students’ self-directedness. One profile was labelled as ‘personal teacher balancing 
directive and non-directive behaviour’. Teachers within this profile were active in discussing students’ 
personal issues and acted in a very personal manner. These teachers were perceived to be controlling 
or directive in some way (for example, they had high student ratings on the influence scale and providing 
information), but were also perceived to show non-directive behaviour (had high ratings on questioning 
and stimulating self-directedness). Another profile was labelled as ‘non-personal and directive teacher’. 
Teachers within this profile were rated extremely low by students on talking about personal issues and 
on being personal. They were also perceived to ask very few questions and seldomly stimulated students’ 
self-directedness. Teachers within the other two profiles were rated highly moderate and were therefore 
not easy to ‘label’ in terms of a typical style or pattern. These medium, less extreme profiles were labelled 
as ‘mainstream teachers’.

In Chapter 5 we reported on a study that answered the fourth research question. This study investigated 
the influence of the different teacher career guidance profiles on students’ career competencies,  
namely: career reflection (the degree to which students reflect on their motives, talents and ambitions), 
career shaping (being active in investigating possibilities in relation to their career and are taking actions 
accordingly), and networking (being interactive in relation to their career, build and retain contacts 
useful for their future career, etc.). From the same students that participated in the third study (Chapter 4), 
we also collected data on their career competencies using an adapted version of the questionnaire of 
Kuijpers, Meijers and Bakker (2006). The ‘Questionnaire on Career Competencies’ is a self-report 
questionnaire of 34 items and three scales: career reflection, career shaping and networking. All scales 
were found to be reliable: Cronbach’s alphas were 0.88 for career reflection, 0.83 for career shaping 
and 0.81 for networking. Besides career competencies of students, several other student variables 
were investigated as well by means of a short questionnaire, namely career decision-making self-efficacy 
(6 items, Cronbach’s alpha: 0.81), locus of control (4 items, Cronbach’s alpha: 0.71) and demographic 
variables (assessing age, gender, ethnicity, educational programme, full or part-time student status, 
level of education and years they have attended their school). Furthermore, the initial career competency 
level of students (measured one year before, with the same questionnaire) was used as a control variable. 
Through multi-level variance analysis the relationship between students’ career competencies, the 
four teacher profiles and the other student variables was investigated.

For career reflection, we found that two of the four teacher profiles affected career reflection, namely: 
the ‘personal, balancing directive and non-directive’ profile and one of the ‘mainstream’ profiles.  
Although many differences in career reflection (almost 94%) were related to differences between  
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students and very few (6%) to differences between teachers, the effect sizes of the teacher profiles 
were higher than those of some other covariates, such as career decision-making self-efficacy.  
The initial career reflection of students explained most of the variance at the student level. The effect 
of career decision-making self-efficacy was not strong, but it did have a significant negative relation 
with regard to students’ career reflection. Being a full-time or part-time student or being a male or 
female also affected the level of students’ career reflection. Part-time students reflected more on their 
career than full-time students and female students reflected more than male students. For career shaping, 
the results showed that almost all differences in career exploration at the end of the year were related 
to differences between students (over 97%). Two student variables (besides the initial competency) 
were significantly related to career shaping: locus of control and career decision-making self-efficacy. 
When students scored higher on either of these variables, they explored more. Finally, none of the 
teacher profiles were significantly related to the level of students’ career exploration. For networking, 
almost all differences were related to differences between students: over 99%. Again, none of the 
teacher profiles affected the competency of student networking. Only students’ career decision-making 
self-efficacy had an effect, namely when students had more self-efficacy in terms of career decision-
making they were more likely to be active in networking for their career. The conclusion that could be 
drawn was that teachers’ guidance styles and behaviour did not seem to have the strong relationship 
with students’ career competencies that might have been presumed or desired. It seemed likely that 
when teachers had more experience and  developed routines for guiding students in their careers, the 
effect on students’ career competencies would be greater. Earlier studies on teacher profiles showed 
that experience leads to ‘better’ profiles and less variation between student ratings of the same teacher.

To answer the fifth research question, Chapter 6 reports on a study that investigated the characteristics 
of a career guidance practice that was labelled ‘successful’ based on our earlier studies. Although the 
studies described in the previous chapters had few promising outcomes, one particular case was 
found to be most effective: that of Juridical Service. The study on students’ and teachers’ perceptions 
of the use and usefulness of career guidance instruments showed that in relation to two other cases, 
Juridical Service students were the most positive about their career guidance. The observational study 
indicated that teachers from Juridical Service talked much more about the personal characteristics 
and personal situation of the students and showed more cooperative behaviour than did teachers 
from the other schools involved in the study. Remarkable  were also the greater extent of stimulating 
reflection and the lesser extent of explaining and informing behaviour on the part of Juridical Service 
teachers. Finally, the results of the questionnaire study showed that Juridical Service students scored 
higher in terms of career competencies than the students in the other three schools. Also, the profile 
that had the largest effect on career reflection of students was the ‘personal, balancing directive and 
non-directive’ teacher. Of the seven teachers that belonged to this profile, six were from Juridical Service.

The study in Chapter 6 reported on an interview study that was conducted with teachers and students 
of the Juridical Service case, in order to provide a deeper insight into the context and characteristics 
of the career guidance practice of this school. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with four 
career guidance teachers and nine students of Juridical Service. Examples of interview topics for the 
teachers were: goals for career guidance, self-perceived expertise and the organisation of the career 
guidance practice in the school. Examples of interview topics for the students were: opinions on 
career conversations, the atmosphere during career guidance situations. Interviews were recorded on 
audio-tape, transcribed verbatim and coded in a qualitative-interpretative way. Statements from the 

Proefschrift.indd   172 26-01-2010   16:26:13



173

teachers and students were coded by means of an iterative process of using sensitising concepts from 
the literature and the data itself. After coding, the statements were categorised according to the topics 
that were leading in the interviews. For each of the topics, a summary of the statements was made and 
illustrated with sample statements from the different interviews. The results showed that the teachers 
from Juridical Service had a shared vision as to what constitutes good career guidance, created a 
career guidance programme together and arranged with the management the necessary aspects for 
the organisation of this career guidance programme. The teachers also had regular contact with each 
other to exchange experiences, and created a context for collective learning. Besides that, all teachers 
argued that the goal of career guidance was to enable students to reflect on themselves and  professional 
practice. They also stated that aspects such as having a personal relationship with the student, creating 
trust and support and using instruments in combination with a personal approach were important to 
realize this personal reflection process. The students of this case found the career guidance and career 
conversations useful because it helped them to attain a sense of personal identity and to determine 
their individual strengths and weaknesses. They appreciated the fact that teachers showed interest in 
their personal stories and found it important that the teachers knew how they were doing and feeling 
at school, and to know what the teachers thought about them. Although this case was found to be 
most successful among the vocational schools that participated in the studies of this thesis, it also 
had several aspects that deserved more attention or that needed to be improved upon. Teachers still 
acted in a relatively dominant fashion and seldomly stimulated students’ self-directedness.

The different studies showed schools are very active in realising new career guidance practices performed 
by teachers. Our studies also revealed that, although career guidance is seen as important, teachers 
experienced difficulty in realising actual student-centred guidance and in abandoning the teacher-
dominated approach. The different studies showed that teachers seldomly stimulated students’  
self-directedness and often showed traditional teacher behaviour such as giving instruction, explaining, 
and asking for knowledge or information the student had gained. Scholars in the field of mentoring or 
career guidance often argue that a balance between directive and non-directive behaviour is important. 
However, teachers apparently find it difficult or are not (yet) willing to realise such a balance, and to let 
go of their directive behaviour. Another outcome of our studies was that career or personal issues 
were not always part of the agenda during career conversations between teachers and students. 
Career conversations often focused on school issues (such as student’s progress and course curriculum) 
rather than career issues (such as future ambitions or characteristics of a profession), and many teachers 
still acted as the traditional ‘mentors of school success’. Finally, the studies showed that guidance of 
teachers in career conversations had  very little effect on the career competencies of students.  
Although many schools are active in implementing new career guidance practices, there is, apparently, 
still a lot of work to be done. A promising outcome, however, is that the ‘personal approach’ (that  
appeared to be effective) has already been adopted by some schools and teachers and contributing to 
enthusiastic and competent students who actively think about, reflect on and realize their own career 
development.
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S A M E N VAT T I N G

looPBaanGesPrekken in Het MiddelBaar 
BeroePsonderwiJs  

Veel scholen voor middelbaar beroepsonderwijs in Nederland zijn actief bezig met het implementeren 
van loopbaanbegeleiding als onderdeel van competentiegericht onderwijs. Deze vernieuwing is onder 
andere gebaseerd op het idee dat jongeren moeten leren reflecteren op hun persoonlijke ambities en 
motieven, en zelf acties ondernemen met betrekking tot het vormgeven van de eigen ontwikkeling op 
het gebied van school en loopbaan. Bij het realiseren van loopbaanbegeleiding door docenten hanteren 
scholen veelal een integrale aanpak: bijna alle docenten krijgen als taak studenten te begeleiden bij 
hun loopbaanontwikkeling en wordt er gebruik gemaakt van instrumenten, zoals het portfolio en  
persoonlijk ontwikkelingsplan (pop), en activiteiten als loopbaangesprekken tussen docent (loopbaan-
begeleider) en student. Verschillende studies hebben echter aangetoond dat scholen en docenten 
moeilijkheden ervaren bij het realiseren van loopbaanbegeleiding en vaak over onvoldoende kennis 
en ervaring beschikken om loopbaanbegeleiding, in het bijzonder loopbaangesprekken, goed vorm te 
geven. Als wordt gekeken naar onderzoeken op het gebied van loopbaanbegeleiding, dan blijkt dat er 
veel onderzoek is gedaan naar begeleiding, therapie of counseling door decanen, professionele  
loopbaanbegeleiders en/of loopbaanadviseurs. Onderzoek naar docenten die loopbaanbegeleiding 
verzorgen is echter schaars. Er is nog weinig bekend over de daadwerkelijke realisatie van loopbaan-
begeleiding door docenten en de effecten hiervan. 
Het doel van de verschillende studies in dit proefschrift was dan ook om meer inzicht te krijgen in de 
aard van loopbaanbegeleiding door docenten, in het bijzonder loopbaangesprekken, en waartoe deze 
begeleiding leidt. De volgende onderzoeksvragen waren daarbij leidend:
1. Hoe percipiëren docenten en studenten in het beroepsonderwijs de loopbaanbegeleiding en 
 (het gebruik van) daarbij behorende instrumenten zoals die nu worden vormgegeven 
 binnen hun school?
2. Wat zijn kenmerken van de loopbaangesprekken van docenten met studenten die plaatsvinden 
 in competentiegericht middelbaar beroepsonderwijs?
3. Hoe percipiëren studenten de loopbaanbegeleiding door docenten tijdens loopbaangesprekken 
 en welke profielen worden in de studentpercepties van deze gesprekken aangetroffen?
4. Wat is de relatie tussen de begeleidingsprofielen van docenten zoals gepercipieerd door de 
 studenten en loopbaancompetenties van studenten (loopbaanreflectie, loopbaanexploratie 
 en netwerken)?
5. Wat zijn kenmerken van een goede loopbaanbegeleidingpraktijk?
Deze onderzoeksvragen werden in vijf verschillende (deel)studies beantwoord. 

In hoofdstuk 2 van het proefschrift is de eerste onderzoeksvraag beantwoord door middel van een 
casestudie op drie verschillende scholen. Op elke school zijn semi-gestructureerde interviews gehouden 
met (gemiddeld) drie docenten, een decaan en acht studenten. De interviews zijn opgenomen op 
tape, getranscribeerd en daarna gecodeerd. Codes werden geformuleerd in een iteratief proces van 
analyse van de ruwe data en het gebruik van richtinggevende begrippen (‘sensitizing concepts’). Voor elk 
van de onderwerpen waarvoor codes werden geformuleerd werd een samenvatting gemaakt van de 
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verschillende uitspraken door de respondenten en geïllustreerd met voorbeelduitspraken uit de  
interviews. Een tweede onderzoeker heeft daarna drie interviews gecodeerd. Verschillen in codering 
van een fragment tussen de eerste en tweede onderzoeker werden bediscussieerd tot consensus over 
het desbetreffende fragment en de bijbehorende code werd bereikt. Indien geen consensus werd bereikt, 
werd het betreffende fragment niet meegenomen in de analyse. Uiteindelijk resulteerde de analyse in 
een overzicht van verschillende onderwerpen met een samenvatting van de verschillende uitspraken 
voor elke case afzonderlijk. Hierna werd een cross-case tabel gemaakt om verschillen en overeenkomsten 
tussen de cases te beoordelen. 

De belangrijkste resultaten van de studie waren dat de meerderheid van de docenten en decanen het 
portfolio en pop als belangrijke instrumenten zagen voor het verzamelen van informatie over de 
voortgang van de student, het bevorderen van de zelfsturing van de student en het begeleiden van 
studenten bij reflectie op hun eigen identiteit en toekomstambities. De resultaten lieten ook zien dat 
een reflectieve dialoog tussen docent en student essentieel is als het gaat om een positief beeld over en 
het gebruik van loopbaaninstrumenten door studenten. Wanneer het pop of portfolio niet werd gebruikt 
in een dialogische context (i.e. reflectieve begeleidingsgesprekken met de docent), beoordeelden de 
meeste studenten de instrumenten als irrelevant en gebruikten ze deze niet om te reflecteren op hun 
identiteit of toekomstambities. Het loopbaangesprek tussen de docent en student bleek een essentieel 
element in het loopbaanbegeleidingsproces. Tegelijkertijd kwam naar voren dat de geïnterviewde  
docenten nog weinig ervaring hadden met het (op de juiste manier) voeren van loopbaangesprekken 
en weinig kennis hadden van de effecten van deze gesprekken op studenten. 

In hoofdstuk 3 wordt antwoord gegeven op de tweede onderzoeksvraag naar kenmerken van  
loopbaangesprekken tussen docenten en studenten in het middelbaar beroepsonderwijs.  
Hiervoor werden 32 loopbaangesprekken in vier verschillende scholen op video opgenomen en  
geanalyseerd. Een categorieënsysteem werd ontwikkeld om de loopbaangesprekken te coderen en te 
analyseren op de inhoud van het gesprek (bijvoorbeeld: ‘voortgang van de student’ of ‘toekomstambities’), 
de docent- en studentactiviteiten (bijvoorbeeld: ‘uitleggen’ of ‘feedback geven’ door docenten, of 
‘vragen stellen’ door studenten) en de relatie tussen de docent en de student (met behulp van het 
model voor interpersoonlijk leraarsgedrag, waarmee bijvoorbeeld vastgesteld kan worden of de docent 
dominant of coöperatief gedrag vertoont). Na het coderen van alle gesprekken werden twee daarvan 
door een tweede onderzoeker gecodeerd en werd de inter-beoordelaarsbetrouwbaarheid berekend. 
Deze bleek ruim voldoende te zijn. 

De resultaten van het onderzoek lieten zien dat tijdens loopbaangesprekken nog veel werd gesproken 
over cijfers en de voortgang van studenten. Veel docenten gedroegen zich als ‘traditionele mentoren 
voor studievoortgang’; zij gaven instructies over hoe bepaalde instrumenten gebruikt moesten worden 
of hoe cijfers verbeterd konden worden. De studie liet ook zien dat docenten het nog lastig vonden om 
het ‘oude’ patroon van docentgestuurd onderwijs los te laten. Docenten waren dominant, bepaalden 
de agenda van het gesprek en gaven weinig ruimte aan studenten om zelf het proces of het gesprek te 
sturen. Tot slot viel op dat er erg weinig werd gesproken over de loopbaan van de student. Het aantal 
fragmenten dat werd gecodeerd als ‘praten over toekomstambities’ of over ‘kenmerken van de  
beroepspraktijk’ was laag in vergelijking met een aantal andere inhoudscategorieën.

Proefschrift.indd   175 26-01-2010   16:26:13



176

In hoofdstuk 4 wordt de studie beschreven naar de percepties van studenten ten aanzien van de  
loopbaanbegeleiding van docenten tijdens loopbaangesprekken (de derde onderzoeksvraag).  
Daarvoor werd een vragenlijst ontwikkeld die was gebaseerd op het categorieënsysteem uit de observa-
tiestudie (zie hoofdstuk 3) en bestond uit drie elementen: inhoud van het gesprek, docentactiviteiten 
en relatie tussen de docent en student. Van 571 studenten in vier verschillende scholen werden data 
verzameld en geanalyseerd met behulp van SPSS. Een factoranalyse werd uitgevoerd die resulteerde 
in: drie schalen voor inhoud: planning en instrumenten (8 items), loopbaanissues (6 items) en  
persoonlijke issues (4 items); vier schalen voor docentactiviteiten: vragen stellen (7 items), informatie 
verstrekken (5 items), persoonlijk zijn (3 items) en zelfsturing stimuleren (5 items); en twee schalen 
voor relatie: macht (8 items) en nabijheid (9 items). Alle schalen bleken betrouwbaar. 

Uit de data bleek dat studenten verschillen in de loopbaanbegeleiding van docenten zagen, maar ook 
veel overeenkomsten. Vrijwel alle studenten vonden bijvoorbeeld dat er vrij veel informatie werd  
gegeven door docenten (score 3.04 op een schaal van 1 tot 4) en dat er erg weinig werd gepraat over 
loopbaanissues (score 2.04 op een schaal van 1 tot 4). Dit komt overeen met de in hoofdstuk 3 beschreven 
uitkomsten van de observatiestudie. Een clusteranalyse werd uitgevoerd om te onderzoeken of er 
verschillende stijlen van begeleiding konden worden geïdentificeerd. Uit de analyse kwamen vier  
verschillende profielen onder docenten naar voren, met een algemene trend maar ook met een aantal 
significante verschillen. De belangrijkste verschillen werden gevonden bij de schalen ‘persoonlijk zijn’, 
‘praten over persoonlijke issues’, ‘vragen stellen’ en ‘stimuleren van zelfsturing’. Een van de profielen 
werd gelabeld als ‘de persoonlijke docent die balanceert tussen directief en non-directief gedrag’.  
Docenten met dit profiel werden gepercipieerd als directief (vrij hoge scores op ‘macht’ en ‘informatie 
verstrekken’) maar ook als non-directief (hoge scores op ‘vragen stellen’ en ‘zelfsturing stimuleren’). 
Ze scoorden verder hoger op ‘praten over persoonlijk issues’ en ‘persoonlijk zijn’ dan de docenten uit 
de andere profielen. Een ander profiel werd gelabeld als ‘niet persoonlijke en directieve docent’.  
De docenten uit dit profiel scoorden erg laag op ‘praten over persoonlijk issues’ en ‘persoonlijk zijn’. 
Ook scoorden ze erg laag op ‘vragen stellen’ en ‘zelfsturing stimuleren’. De docenten in de overige 
twee profielen scoorden redelijk gemiddeld en waren dan ook moeilijk te labelen in termen van een 
bepaald patroon. Deze gemiddelde, minder extreme profielen werden gelabeld als ‘gemiddelde docenten’.

Hoofdstuk 5 beschrijft de studie die antwoord geeft op de vierde onderzoeksvraag naar de relatie tussen 
de vier docentprofielen beschreven in hoofdstuk 4 en de loopbaancompetenties van studenten, te 
weten: loopbaanreflectie (de mate waarin studenten reflecteren op motieven, talenten en ambities), 
loopbaanexploratie (de mate waarin studenten actief bezig zijn met het ontdekken van mogelijkheden 
en het realiseren van activiteiten voor hun loopbaan) en netwerken (de mate van interactie met  
relevante personen en contacten in het kader van je loopbaan). Voor het verzamelen van data over 
deze loopbaancompetenties werd een aangepaste versie van de ‘Vragenlijst over loopbaancompetenties’ 
van Kuipers, Meijers en Bakker (2006) gebruikt. De data werden verzameld bij de studenten die ook 
meededen aan de in het vorige hoofdstuk beschreven studie. De vragenlijst bestond uit 34 items  
verdeeld over drie schalen: loopbaanreflectie, loopbaanexploratie en netwerken. Alle schalen bleken 
betrouwbaar. Naast data over de loopbaancompetenties van studenten werden ook data verzameld 
over andere studentvariabelen, waaronder ‘locus of control’ (4 items, alpha 0.71), ‘vertrouwen in het 
kunnen maken van loopbaankeuzes’ (6 items, alpha 0.81) en een achttal demografische variabelen 
(leeftijd, geslacht, etniciteit, opleiding, BOL/BBL, niveau van de opleiding en opleidingsjaar). Ook werd 
het initiële niveau van de verschillende loopbaancompetenties van de studenten meegenomen in de 
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analyse als controlevariabele. Hiervoor werd een nulmeting gedaan bij dezelfde studenten een jaar 
voor de eindmeting. Met behulp van multilevel variantie-analyse werd de relatie onderzocht tussen 
de drie verschillende loopbaancompetenties van studenten, de vier docentprofielen en de andere  
studentvariabelen. 

De resultaten van de analyse voor loopbaanreflectie lieten zien dat twee van de vier docentprofielen 
van invloed waren op deze competentie: de ‘persoonlijke docent die balanceert tussen directief en 
non-directief gedrag’ en één van de ‘gemiddelde docent’ profielen scoorden namelijk hoger (gecorrigeerd 
voor aanvankelijke loopbaanreflectie) dan de niet-persoonlijke en directieve docent. Ook al konden 
de meeste verschillen tussen loopbaanreflectie van studenten verklaard worden door verschillen tussen 
studenten (bijna 94%) en maar weinig door verschillen tussen docenten (6%), de effectgroottes van 
de docentprofielen bleken hoger dan een aantal van de andere studentvariabelen, zoals  ‘vertrouwen 
in het kunnen maken van loopbaankeuzes’. De initiële loopbaanreflectie van studenten bleek de 
meeste variantie te verklaren op studentniveau. Verder was er een zwakke, negatieve relatie tussen 
het ‘vertrouwen in het kunnen maken van loopbaankeuzes’ van studenten en loopbaanreflectie.  
De variabelen BOL/BBL en geslacht waren ook van invloed op het niveau van loopbaanreflectie van 
studenten. BBL-studenten bleken meer te reflecteren op hun loopbaan dan BOL-studenten en meisjes 
bleken  weer meer te reflecteren dan jongens. 

Voor loopbaanexploratie liet de multilevel analyse zien dat de meeste verschillen in loopbaanreflectie 
op het eind van het jaar konden worden verklaard door verschillen tussen studenten (meer dan 97%).  
Twee studentvariabelen (naast de initiële loopbaanreflectie van studenten) waren positief van invloed 
op loopbaanexploratie: ‘locus of control’ en ‘vertrouwen in het kunnen maken van loopbaankeuzes’.  
Wanneer studenten hoger scoorden op deze variabelen, exploreerden ze meer. Geen enkel docentprofiel 
was significant van invloed op het niveau van loopbaanexploratie van studenten. 

Voor netwerken waren bijna alle verschillen in competentieniveau gerelateerd aan de verschillen tussen 
studenten: meer dan 99%. Ook hier was geen enkel docentprofiel van invloed op het netwerken van 
studenten. Alleen ‘vertrouwen in het kunnen maken van loopbaankeuzes’ bleek een positieve relatie 
met netwerken te hebben: studenten netwerken meer wanneer ze meer vertrouwen hebben in hun 
eigen vermogen om keuzes te maken ten aanzien van hun loopbaan. 

Uit de resultaten van dit onderzoek kan worden geconcludeerd dat de begeleiding van docenten  
tijdens loopbaangesprekken op het moment van het onderzoek niet de gewenste invloed had op 
loopbaancompetenties van studenten. Mogelijk dat door het opdoen van ervaring en de ontwikkeling 
van routine in het voeren van dit soort gesprekken door docenten, de effecten groter worden.  
Eerder onderzoek heeft aangetoond dat ervaring leid tot betere ‘profielen’ en minder variatie in  
studentbeoordelingen van dezelfde docent, waardoor de verschillen tussen docenten en scholen (en 
daarmee profielen) duidelijker naar voren komen.

Hoofdstuk 6 beantwoordt de vijfde en laatste onderzoeksvraag door een ‘good practice’ in loopbaan-
begeleiding te beschrijven. Deze ‘good practice’ is gekozen omdat die het meest succesvol is gebleken 
tijdens de eerdere studies uit dit proefschrift. Het gaat om de opleiding Juridische Dienstverlening.  
De eerste studie naar de percepties van docenten en studenten ten aanzien van loopbaanbegeleiding 
en loopbaanbegeleidinginstrumenten liet zien dat Juridische Dienstverlening de case was waar de 
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meeste studenten positief waren over de loopbaanbegeleiding en begeleidingsinstrumenten op 
school. De observatiestudie liet vervolgens zien dat de docenten van Juridische Dienstverlening hoger 
scoorden op bijvoorbeeld het stimuleren van reflectie bij studenten en het aanzetten tot zelfsturing en 
lager scoorden op docentactiviteiten als uitleggen en informatie geven. De vragenlijststudies,  
tenslotte, lieten zien dat de studenten van Juridische Dienstverlening (in vergelijking met de andere 
studenten) hoger scoorden op loopbaancompetenties en dat het meest invloedrijke docentprofiel, de 
‘persoonlijke docent die balanceert tussen directief en non-directief gedrag’, voornamelijk bestond 
uit docenten van deze opleiding (6 van de 7 docenten uit dit profiel waren afkomstig van de opleiding 
Juridische Dienstverlening). 

Ten behoeve van de in dit hoofdstuk beschreven studie werden interviews gehouden met docenten en 
studenten van Juridische Dienstverlening om meer inzicht te krijgen in de context en kenmerken van 
de loopbaanbegeleidingpraktijk op deze opleiding. Semi-gestructureerde interviews werden gehouden 
met vier docenten (loopbaanbegeleiders) en negen studenten. Voorbeelden van topics voor de interviews 
met de docenten waren: doelen voor loopbaanbegeleiding, vertrouwen in eigen kunnen met betrekking 
tot loopbaanbegeleiding en de organisatie van loopbaanbegeleiding op school. Voorbeelden van topics 
voor de interviews met studenten waren: meningen over loopbaangesprekken en de sfeer tussen docent 
en student tijdens loopbaanbegeleidingsituaties. De interviews werden op tape opgenomen, getrans-
cribeerd en gecodeerd. Codes werden geformuleerd in een iteratief proces van het gebruik van begrippen 
uit de literatuur (‘sensitizing concepts’) en het analyseren van de data zelf. De fragmenten werden na 
het coderen gecategoriseerd op basis van de interviewtopics en voor elk topic werd vervolgens een 
samenvatting gemaakt. De ruwe data en samenvattingen zijn eerst met twee andere onderzoekers 
bediscussieerd; daarna werd de uiteindelijke samenvatting voor elk van de topics geschreven.  
Deze samenvattingen werden geïllustreerd met behulp van voorbeeldcitaten uit de verschillende  
interviews. 

De resultaten van deze studie lieten zien dat de docenten van Juridische Dienstverlening een  
gezamenlijke visie bleken te hebben omtrent loopbaanbegeleiding, het programma voor loopbaanbe-
geleiding samen (in het team) hadden ontwikkeld en met het management hadden geregeld dat de 
benodigde aspecten voor het realiseren van dit programma ter beschikking werden gesteld (zoals  
bijvoorbeeld de benodigde tijd voor loopbaanbegeleiding). De docenten bleken daarnaast ook regelmatig 
contact met elkaar te hebben om ervaringen uit te wisselen en een context te realiseren voor collectief 
leren (bijvoorbeeld door het coachen van beginnende docenten door ervaren docenten met expertise 
op het gebied van loopbaanbegeleiding). Wat betreft het doel van loopbaanbegeleiding gaven de  
docenten aan dat deze betrekking moet hebben op het begeleiden van studenten bij de reflectie op 
henzelf als persoon en op de beroepspraktijk. Ze gaven ook aan een persoonlijke relatie met de student 
van groot belang te vinden. Ze noemden daarbij bijvoorbeeld het creëren van vertrouwen tussen de 
docent en de student, maar ook het inzetten van loopbaaninstrumenten om een echt persoonlijk gesprek 
met studenten aan te gaan. De studenten van Juridische Dienstverlening gaven aan loopbaanbegeleiding 
waardevol te vinden, omdat het hen helpt na te denken over jezelf en over je sterke en minder sterke 
punten. De studenten waardeerden dat docenten interesse tonen in hun persoonlijke verhalen en dat 
docenten weten wat er speelt, niet alleen op school maar ook thuis. 

In hoofdstuk 7 worden de uiteindelijke conclusies van de verschillende studies beschreven en  
bediscussieerd. Geconcludeerd kan worden dat verschillende scholen en docenten in het middelbaar 
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beroepsonderwijs actief bezig zijn met het realiseren van nieuwe loopbaanbegeleiding. De studies 
laten echter ook zien dat, hoewel loopbaanbegeleiding gezien wordt als iets belangrijks, het nog niet 
altijd wordt vormgegeven zoals gewenst. Voor loopbaanbegeleiding lijkt een studentgeoriënteerde 
aanpak belangrijk, een aanpak waarbij de docent als coach of facilitator optreedt en de student meer 
verantwoordelijkheid krijgt over zijn of haar eigen leerproces en waarbij reflectie op de eigen persoon 
en de toekomst centraal staat. Dit lijkt op dit moment nog niet (altijd) het geval te zijn binnen de  
loopbaanbegeleidingsituaties die we hebben onderzocht. Docenten vullen loopbaanbegeleiding nog 
vaak docentgestuurd in: studenten worden nauwelijks gestimuleerd tot zelfsturing, er wordt nog veel 
instructie gegeven, agenda’s worden door docenten bepaald en er wordt nog weinig gedaan aan  
persoonlijke reflectie. Hoewel wordt beargumenteerd (in zowel theorie als praktijk) dat het vinden 
van een balans tussen directief en non-directief gedrag van belang is, lijkt het erop dat docenten het 
nog moeilijk vinden om deze balans te vinden. 

Een andere conclusie die uit de verschillende studies getrokken kan worden, is dat loopbaanissues van 
studenten nog maar weinig aan bod komen. De loopbaangesprekken tussen docent en student zijn 
veelal nog gefocust op de voortgang van de student op school, de instrumenten die moeten worden 
ingevuld en de actiepunten die moeten worden behaald. Instrumenten worden ook nog niet altijd  
ingezet om een reflectieve dialoog aan te gaan over de motieven, ambities en talenten van studenten 
en die te verbinden met hun toekomstige beroepspraktijk. Veel docenten lijken meer bezig te zijn met 
de studievoortgang van studenten en de wijze waarop de student zo goed en zo snel mogelijk de  
opleiding kan afronden. 

Tot slot lijkt er nog weinig invloed te zijn van de begeleiding van docenten op de loopbaancompetenties 
van studenten. Uit de vragenlijststudies kwam naar voren dat de verschillen tussen loopbaancompetenties 
van studenten nog voornamelijk te maken hebben met studentkenmerken. Maar ook al lijkt het alsof 
er nog maar weinig goed gaat en er nog veel moet gebeuren, er zijn ook plekken waar studenten wel 
degelijk positief zijn over de loopbaanbegeleiding die ze krijgen en waar loopbaancompetenties worden 
ontwikkeld. Op deze plekken lijkt de ‘persoonlijke aanpak’ te werken, een aanpak waarbij docenten 
streven naar een persoonlijke relatie met de student en waarbij instrumenten worden ingezet om een 
persoonlijk reflectiegesprek op gang te brengen. Deze praktijken lijken bij te dragen aan enthousiaste en 
loopbaancompetente studenten die nadenken over en reflecteren op hun eigen loopbaanontwikkeling. 
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