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Abstract

The Internet now plays a major role in computer-assisted guidance as an information tool, as a sophisticated electronic book, or as a vehicle for assessment. This is what computer‑assisted careers guidance represents in most European countries. But what is available on the Internet, in most cases builds on what was already available in the shape of software packages or even paper-and-pen tools. The picture of IT in guidance is fragmented; there is no Pan‑European development in this field. A constructivist approach and new learning styles, however, along with new IT, open up new usages of computers in careers guidance: if learning primarily sits with the student, flexible computer assistance can play a role in developing the foundations for life‑long learning. This paper points to some implications for careers education, guidance and counselling.

Cultural Mirrors

With the advent of the Internet, which in careers guidance predominantly is used for informational purposes, it seems appropriate to look at the broader usages that computer software has in careers guidance.  The use of computers in careers guidance in educational settings in Europe reflects the basic concepts of careers guidance, i.e. the various cultures and schools of thought in European careers guidance. Where careers guidance to a large degree is seen as an activity where the expert (the career counsellor) assesses a client (the student), computer assistance tends to support this particular part of careers guidance. In broad terms, this is the case in, e.g., countries like Spain, Portugal, Greece, and France. On the other hand, in some European countries the emphasis is more on the informational aspects of careers guidance. The student is encouraged to investigate occupational and educational possibilities, either in a self‑directed mode or with the help of the 

counsellor. This is the case in Germany, the Scandinavian countries, and, to 

some degree, the UK and Italy. What is available on the Internet in terms of guidance, in most cases, is not new or even designed for the Internet. Thus, the Internet provides a vehicle for guidance, often a quick one (but sometimes not at all), often building on well-known concepts and guidance/counselling theories: more of the same.

But the picture is more blurred than that: matching programmes often have large databases, and database‑type programmes often have some kind of self assessment facility as an entry point option. So, in general, whereas most major European countries have a wide range of programmes to assist in four aspects of the counselling process, i.e.

* self-assessment

* information retrieval.

* matching self and options

* decision-making

the emphasis differs between programmes which predominantly deal with one, the 

other, or, in some cases, with all four. For a full description of the various 

types of European programmes, see the overviews by Offer (1996 & 1997), which 

also include a few games and simulation‑type programmes for use in careers 

education and guidance in a variety of settings.

More of the Same?

A rough count of software to support careers education. and guidance in Europe 

in 1993 identified 149 items (Offer, 1993). Almost all were for IBM compatible 

hardware, operating from DOS alone. Windows and CD‑ROMs were recent developments and not in use yet. The largest single category of software was information retrieval and processing, followed closely by self‑assessment packages and psychometric tests. Few people thought of the Internet as a channel for careers 

educational and guidance in 1993. This is less than a decade ago.

Three years later, in 1996, the number of programmes showed a growth of up to 

50% in some European countries, e.g. the UK (Offer, 1996). Such crude 

comparisons conceal the real developments within many existing programmes: from 

DOS to Windows, and sometimes multimedia versions. Most existing programmes 

became increasingly complex: the German BIZ‑ computer, e.g., with originally 

three programmes, expanded to six (or seven for those computers with the hard 

disc space for the massive KURS database on full‑time study, available training 

places, financial support, advice on. applications/CV, etc). Most of such 

developments represented a philosophy of 'more of the same', building on older 

versions of programmes.

No Masterplan

One of the predominant features of the development of computer‑assisted careers 

guidance in Europe has been that there never was a masterplan. On the contrary, 

developers have been numerous and competing. Developments have been largely 

uncoordinated. Cross‑fertilisation of ideas, rather than transfer of software 

has been the more common experience. A few developers, however, mainly private 

ones, have joined efforts across national borders in making country specific 

versions of programmes nationally based elsewhere, thus creating some synergy. 

One such example is the Danish, Swedish, and Slovak versionising of 'Adult 

Directions', a programme originally from the UK.

Governmental initiatives seem to be more confined to national, and even regional 

boundaries. The reasons for this include differences in cultures and languages, 

national financial constraints, and dissimilar training/education systems. In 

some cases, however, downright chauvinism seemed to be the main obstacle. But 

some public initiatives have overcome such barriers: the BIZ‑ programmes, for 

instance (from the German public employment service), and the Austrian AIST, 

Allgemeine Interessenstrukturtest, have both been translated into Czech.

Earlier, in 1993, the RIO project linked databases in Ireland, Italy, 

Luxembourg, Portugal, and the UK. The ENIGMA project, from 1995, produced On The Move, a program in Danish, Flemish, and English for young people on working and studying in the European Union (EU) countries, as well as the Multilingual Database for Special Needs Young People, usable in Greek, English, German, and French (Offer, 1996). This was later developed into covering more countries and made accessible via the Internet (www.onthemove-eu.hi.is).

But, in effect, few attempts have been made to get different programmes to 

interact: they run on different, often incompatible types of computers. One 

exception from this scattered picture was a pilot programme known as ROMeo, 

which during the early 1990s created a common front end to eight national 

databases across Europe, accessed directly from a CD‑ROM in seven different 

languages (EUDAT, 1993). It survived into its second edition; then vanished for 

financial reasons.

www

However, with the advent of the Internet, the concept of creating a common umbrella (often known as a 'gateway' or 'signpost':  the metaphors bloom in this area), i.e. a single point of access to a number of subdatabases, has been taken further in some more recent developments making use of the possibilities in electronic linkages. In Finland, for example, the Study Pilot (www.opintoluotsi.fi) spans a vast number of Finnish databases with relevance to the guidance practitioners and their clients. This initiative is inspired from the parallel Canadian portal, www.crccanada.org which also serves both the guidance experts and the general public. More specific in its scope, the Leonardo (EU-financed) project Workplace Guidance shares its findings on guidance activities in the actual workplaces via the Internet, see www.gla.ac.uk/wg.

In the UK, for instance, a further albeit less ambitious example aimed at users is found in the University of Northumbria which provides links to some 300+ sites of relevance to careers education and guidance in the UK. Other 'menu‑systems' of this sort include The Virtual Receptionist, a multimedia system to front‑end the resource 

centres in Birmingham, UK, using touch‑screen technology. Or First Stop, part of 

the UK ECCTIS 2000 system, showing a geographical map to select national, 

regional, or local information sources.

These particular facilities are national ones, but other projects go much further than that. Looking beyond Europe, for example, one of the most impressive examples of WWW gateways of use to both career counsellors and the general public is the Canadian WorkinfoNET, www.workinfonet.ca  (French version: info‑Emploi), which spans almost every conceivable Canadian informational source in relation to work, employment, social issues, counselling, guidance, training, education, etc. In Europe, gateway examples reach from international job‑search. (e.g. Online Career Centre, Monster Board and several others) to ORTELIUS (French; databases on Higher Education in Europe, study programmes, credit transfer, etc), and ESTIA (www.estia.educgoteborg.se): Swedish based with links between Sweden, Finland, France, and the UK, with three sub‑projects, including newsgroups, use of e‑mail, bulletin boards, video‑conferencing, etc; on educational possibilities, jobs, and careers). Other examples are NETFORM (database access: France, Ireland, The UK, Italy, Luxembourg, Germany), linked with ANTEO (video‑conferencing: France, Ireland, UK, Luxembourg, Germany). Making use of the Internet, such transnational European projects are now commonplace. An overarching initiative, which focuses specifically on sharing experiences in terms of the use of the Internet in careers guidance in Europe, is www.guidanceforum.net.

One nationally based, but in effect transnational project, is the linking of 

eighteen German European Resource Centres (for careers guidance). 

Electronically, the EuroPC will give access to 63 databases in 12 European 

countries, either on‑line, via CD-ROM or diskettes at the individual centres. 

Thus, six UK databases and one Irish system are be accessible in Bremen; 

another centre is responsible for the French links, etc. The point in this 

project, like in a number of others, is that databases are already available. No 

need to reinvent the wheel. The job is to get programmes and systems to 

interact. For more details, see (Aalto & Kankaanranta, 1996; Offer, 1996 & 

1997).

Interactivity

Potentially, computers and electronic links hold the promise of some form of 

interactivity, i.e. putting the user in a more active role within the 

confinements of a predefined programme structure. Early examples in the, late 

1980s used the large, shiny laser discs to store still pictures, snippets of 

living images, blended with graphics, text, and sound. You could choose which 

part you would like to see; which path you would like to follow; and which 

people you would like to 'interview' as the programme unfolded click by click. 

This was the case with, e.g., the Danish pilot programme 'IVER' (Plant, 1989a). A 

French collection of stills, known as 'Moi et mon metier' contained the option 

of choosing between real sound of the working environment shown on screen, or, 

instead, soft music! Elevator‑type music and careers guidance: a rare match. For 

overviews of the development in Europe from the late 1980s onwards, see (Plant, 

1989b; Offer, 1993, 1996, 1997).

A number of CD‑ROMs from the late 1990s offered interactivity in more sophisticated ways, some of them blending more action‑type features into multimedia programmes. This was the case, for instance, in a number of UK programmes under the common heading 'Adventures into Work': you clicked on a picture of the roof of a building in construction, which lead to a picture and an account of the roofer's work. Job Seeking Skills, another UK multimedia programme, presented video clips of interviews and young people involved in job search. Career View (UK) used video clips to show a typical day at work, with the possibility of 'asking questions' from the person who appeared in the clip. Most of these innovative programmes are no longer available.

Swiss developers, too, have been active in this field: the Schweizerische 

Verband fur Berufsberatung (SVB) has developed Job City, a multimedia CD‑ROM 

with five sections, in the form of a fantasy world, with a guide called Max, 

where you can visit the, 'careers information centre', of all places! Another 

Swiss multimedia CD‑ROM is IWORK, providing access to information on 

apprenticeship, training, and careers guidance. It uses 15 interviews in which 

apprentices describe a typical day at work and college.

Even small countries like Denmark have now found it feasible to offer more 

interactive software, blending, for example, pictures of working situations 

seamlessly into the existing programme MAXI‑DUE, a data‑base type programme used in educational and employment related settings across all age ranges. Moreover, 

the CD-ROM Industriens Uddannelsesguide, another Danish example, used the airport as the guidance environment, with occupational. take‑offs, information booths, VIP rooms, etc. No doubt, more pictures, both living and still, will become more common as the costs of storing and retrieving them goes down. Already, across 

Europe, promoters of, e.g., particular universities and other educational 

institutions are producing racy video and soundtracks on CD‑ROMs that are 

designed to appeal to young people (Offer, 1996). Some programmes are designed for very young students (aged 10+): Paws in Jobland, originally Danish (‘Vaks i Jobland’), is now sniffing his doggy way into careers in Sweden, Canada, USA and South Africa (www.se.dk).

Tool, Replacement or Development

The bulk of European software for careers guidance (apart from databases, games, 

and decision‑making programmes), so far, are based on well‑established 

counselling and guidance theories (mostly trait‑and‑factor theories building on 

the concept of 'matching individuals to opportunities'). Computerisation of 

older pen‑and‑pencil based assessment tools of this type, however, are still 

didactic and prescriptive in their approach, no matter how user friendly the 

human/computer interface might be. The aim in this perspective, even as seen 

through neat windows, is still to match the individual with existing 

possibilities 'out there'. To give this concept meaning, the programme must have 

some very firm messages about the world of work and education. In a world of 

'flexibility', 'downsizing', and 'portfolio people', in short a most versatile 

and unpredictable environment (Watts, 1996), such firmness is not readily 

available. Even the personal characteristics, which form the other half of the 

equation of the matching programmes, are questionable: is a policewoman or ‑man 

required to be 'social', 'entrepreneurial' or even 'conventional' these days? 

Are such stereotypes applicable at all? Nonetheless, a number of self-assessment tools, based for example on John Holland's congruence theory with its six typologies known as RAISEC, are available on the Internet, e.g. the Norwegian Veivalg (www.aetat.no/veivalg) and the Finnish AVO (www.mol.fi/svenska/avo/avo.htm).

A basic question, therefore, is: do computer‑assisted programmes to some degree 

represent largely irrelevant mirrors of a past, based on outdated concepts of a 

vanished world of predictability, solid information, and stable conditions? Was 

life ever like that: stable and predictable? Surely not. With this backdrop, 

what computers can offer is both a quandary and, perhaps, a solution. Certainly, 

the use of computers forces counsellors into considering whether they see the 

use of computers in their professional field as just an extra tool in 

counselling and guidance a replacement of human interaction or a vehicle for 

professional development (Plant, 1994).

The latter, to me, seems to be the most worthwhile option to consider. What 

would this indicate? Firstly, open and free access to information on career 

options has already taken away the 'information monopoly' that was the base for 

some guidance activities. Some counsellors have taken pride in being living 

encyclopaedia: they are heading towards a dead end. Secondly, the programmes for 

matching individuals with options, at their best, in a world of flexibility, outline a few broad areas for clients to investigate further. Pointing firmly to specific jobs as predictable options for an individual would be a hazardous task these days. Thirdly, programmes tend to build on some kind of guidance concept, making explicit what was before more implicit, thus creating greater understanding of the underpinning guidance theories. Professional development often starts from such awareness.

Constructs and Learning

So what can computer assisted guidance offer in this situation? In my opinion: 

new ways of helping clients to construct their own concept of reality (Peavy, 

1997 & 1998; Plant, 1997), and learning from that, with the help of easy access 

to a most varied body of databases; with sophisticated decision making support 

programmes; and with a dedicated and empathic counsellor to help the client 

explore and confront his/her perceived reality. 

Very few tools for guidance offer this kind of approach. One rare example is www.careerstorm.com (originally Finnish and now available on Monsterboard in various languages) which is based on constructivism. Personal Construct Theory approaches, including the use of repertory grids, are discussed in several places, see e.g. www.getting-on.co.uk/toolkit/construct.htm and www.enquirewithin.co.nz. A constructivist approach calls for varied and flexible computer assistance, managed by a sensitive, well-trained and professional counsellor with a variety of different programmes at hand. Some might give the client direct access to occupational and educational databases via the Internet; some might be appropriate for supporting decision making or working with dilemmas; others might simulate parts of reality to facilitate the client to try out different options and their implications. No single massive maxi programme would be appropriate in this scenario. A complex world requires flexible answers. A host of mini programmes, some or all of which will be available on the Internet, each especially designed for specific parts of the counselling process are the backbone of this scenario, which, by the way, is very close at hand. Developers have seen the writing on the wall. Old established programmes like, for instance, the UK JIIG‑CAL, in the late 1990s, repackaged five parts of its system into one pack (including Explorer, Pathfinder, Skillcheck, Headlight, and Jobscope; see www.progressions.co.uk), as in the Danish case where Maxidue, U-plan & Spor all are available separately, or jointly as a package with a common menu, known as 'SE-pakken'.

Likewise, acknowledging that a unity can be more than its parts, the Dutch 

system TRAJECT links databases covering occupational, course, and labour market 

information. Thus the user can select a course, discover the related occupations 

and their details, and ask questions about the employment prospects, including 

relevant labour market trends. The concept is close to that of building with 

Lego, the kids' construction kit (Offer, 1996). In short, there is already an 

abundance of programmes, some of them interlinked and some accessible via the Internet, but most are free standing: the challenge is to set them to relevant use. In these terms, attempts to evaluate the impact of IT in careers guidance would be highly relevant (Hunt & White, 1997). An important part of such evaluations is the learning aspect of the use of computers in careers guidance: What can clients learn from guidance? Four classical learning outcomes are: self-awareness, opportunity awareness, decision‑making skills and skills in making transitions (Law & Watts, 1977). In these terms, both counsellors and clients have to build a consciousness of how, when, and what for they want to make use of computer assistance for specific 

purposes. No standard procedure is relevant for all clients: they are different 

human beings with different requirements, and different personal constructs. 

This needs to be reflected in personally tailored guidance practices, including 

the ones that make use of computers, and perhaps even more so in integrated approaches where different technologies create a synergy. In some EU countries, notably the UK, telephone helplines such as LearnDirect (see: www.learndirect.co.uk) are part of the general guidance and information offer (Watts & Dent, 2002). So far the integration of telephone helplines, computerised information and videoconferencing has not been taken much beyond the pilot stage in careers guidance (see e.g.: www.cimo.fi/estia/video.html). With a Call-Me-Back facility, as is the case with LearnDirect, the guidance professional, in a not so distant future, will be able to deliver personalised Just-In-Time guidance directly in people's homes, when they need it, via the telephone.

Fun and Life‑Long Learning

The deliberate choices of the use of different types of software and Internet support, the learning that goes into this choice, and the immediate feedback of its relevance can help, the client in taking control and responsibility in the counselling 

process. If not, some clients might end up saying: 'Was that all?', like some 

do after having struggled with their personal input for hours (Plant, 1989b). 

Most programmes, so far, are not all that fun in themselves, and some clients 

fail to see the relevance of how they are put to use. A tone of playfulness is 

often missing in the present programmes: they are solemn, even though rare examples are seen of playful elements in, for instance, the Virtual Job Tour Section of the German Mach's Richtig (www.machs-richtig.de/english). Careers guidance is no fun game; that is the general message, even if it is jazzed up and delivered via the Internet. And, yet, with the potential of more fun and meaningfulness in, e.g., interactive multi‑media work/training/education programmes, it is possible for individuals to 'play' with their self‑concepts, their potential working roles, their life‑style; in short: their constructs. All to gain more insight into themselves, their options, their barriers, and how to overcome them.

With a truly client‑centred approach, as outlined above, the learning aspects of 

counselling sits with the counsellee, not the counsellor. This, in turn, means 

that the control of the counselling process tends to move away from the 

counsellor and over to the client. Some counsellors might feel threatened by 

this. Their expert role is under siege. But then, life‑long learning is for everyone.

References

Aalto, P. & Kankaanranta, K. (1996): Towards Information Society. Information 

Technology Applications in Guidance and Counselling. Helsinki: CIMO.

EUDAT (1993): Directory of Databases on Education and Training i the European 

Community. Guildford: Guildford Educational Services.

Hunt, M. & White, D. (1997): Evaluating the Impact of IT in Guidance: Some 

Thoughts and Issues. (In): Guidance in the Information Society. Conference 

Proceedings. Fourth European Conference on Information and Communications 

Technology in Guidance. Dublin: National Centre for Guidance in Education.

Law, B. & Watts, A.G. (1977): Schools, Careers and Community: A Study of Some 

Approaches to Careers Education in Schools. London: CIO.

Offer, M. (1993): Software in Guidance: A European Review. A Report to the 

Commission of the European Communities. Bruxelles: Task Human Resources, 

Education, Training and Youth.

Offer, M. (1996): Developments in Information and Communcations 


Technologies for Guidance in Europe (in) Guidance in the 


Information Society, Conference Proceedings, Dublin, 1996, Fourth International 

Conference on ICT in Guidance. Dublin: National Centre for Guidance in Education.

Offer, M. (1997): Supporting Careers Guidance in the Information Society. A 

Review of the Use of Computer‑Assisted Guidance and the Internet in Europe. 

Dublin: National Centre for Guidance in Education.

Peavy, R.V. (1997): A Constructivist Framework for Career Counseling. (In): 

Sexton, T.L. & Griffin, B.L. (eds.) (1997): Constructivist Thinking in 

Counseling Practice, Research, and Training. New York: Teachers College, 

Columbia University.

Peavy, R.V. (1998): Konstruktivistisk vejledning. Teori og metode. Copenhagen: 

Raadet for Uddannelses‑ og Erhvervsvejledning.

Plant, P. (1989a): Evaluering af IVER/t. Vejle: Vejle Bredbaand.

Plant, P. (1989b): Technology is the Answer: What was the Question? (in): Watts, 

A.G.: Computers in Careers Guidance. Cambridge: CRAC.

Plant, P. (1994): Udsigt. EDB og vejledning. Fredensborg: Studie og Erhverv.

Plant, P. (1997): Konstruktivistisk vejledning (in): Uddannelse 10/97. 

Copenhagen: Undervisningsministeriet.

Watts, A.G. (1996): Careerquake. London: Demos.

Watts, A.G. & Dent, G. (2002): Let your fingers do the walking: the use of telephone helplines in careers information and guidance (in) British Journal of Guidance and Counselling, Vol. 30, No. 1, 2002. Cambridge: CRAC
Peter Plant, M.Ed., Ph.D., trains school and employment counsellors, and works 

as a consultant in European research teams on careers education and guidance. Currently Vice-President of IAEVG (International Association for Educational and Vocational Guidance, www.iaevg.org).

Contact address: 

Danish University of Education, 101 Emdrupvej,

DK‑2400 Copenhagen NV, Denmark.

Tel: + 45 39 69 66 33. E‑mail: pepl@dpu.dk   www.dpu.dk
