
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

School-based career guidance programmes in junior colleges in Singapore:  

An interpretivist study 

 

 

 

He Jia Wen 

BA, MA, MEd 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

This thesis is presented in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor 
of Education of The University of Western Australia 

 

Graduate School of Education 

 

2019 

 
  



ii 
 

DECLARATION 

 

I, He Jia Wen, certify that: 

This thesis has been substantially accomplished during enrolment in this degree. 

This thesis does not contain material which has been submitted for the award of any 
other degree or diploma in my name, in any university or other tertiary institution. 

In the future, no part of this thesis will be used in a submission in my name, for any 
other degree or diploma in any university or other tertiary institution without the prior 
approval of The University of Western Australia and where applicable, any partner 
institution responsible for the joint-award of this degree. 

This thesis does not contain any material previously published or written by another 
person, except where due reference has been made in the text and, where relevant, in 
the Authorship Declaration that follows.  

This thesis does not violate or infringe any copyright, trademark, patent, or other rights 
whatsoever of any person. 

The research involving human data reported in this thesis was assessed and 
approved by The University of Western Australia Human Research Ethics Committee. 
Approval #: RA/4/1/9338.  

This thesis does not contain work that I have published, nor work under review for 
publication. 

 

 

Signature: 

Date:   4 May 2019 
  



iii 
 

ABSTRACT 

 

The study reported in this thesis aimed to generate locally-based theory regarding the 

perspectives of teachers on career guidance programmes in junior colleges in 

Singapore. It is an interpretivist study in which a grounded theory approach to 

methodology was adopted and which employed the use of semi-structured interviews. 

Steps were taken to explore as diverse a range of perspective as possible within a 

clearly defined setting. Chapter One is an introductory chapter. Chapter Two provides 

an extended overview of the research context internationally and nationally. The main 

features of career guidance in these contexts are reviewed because of their influence on 

the Singapore context of career guidance. Chapter Three provides a comprehensive 

overview of main bodies of literature relating to influential career development theories, 

the history of school-based career guidance, and perspectives of teachers on school-

based programmes. Chapter Four outlines the qualitative research approach that 

guided the investigation of the study’s research aims. Chapters Five, Six and Seven 

report the results of the study in relation to the central aim of the study. The central 

proposition of the theory is that teachers in junior colleges in Singapore hold a variety of 

perspectives on school-based career guidance programmes. Some of these are held in 

common, some are on matters on which there are divergences, and some are 

idiosyncratic. Chapter Five details commonalities and divergences in teachers’ 

perspectives on approaches in the teaching of career guidance. Chapter Six details 

commonalities and divergences in teachers’ perspectives on problems in the teaching of 

career guidance. Chapter Seven details idiosyncracies in teachers’ perspectives on the 

teaching of career guidance. Chapter Eight concludes the thesis and outlines a series of 

recommendations for policy makers, curriculum developers, school leaders, and 

teachers. Finally, areas for further research are suggested. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Introduction 

In general, schools in Singapore have a certain degree of autonomy in designing and 

delivering their programmes to suit their unique concerns (Dimmock & Tan, 2016). 

Typically, teachers are also the ones who plan and deliver these programmes to the 

student population. This is one context within which it is necessary to consider guidance 

education, which has been an important aspect of public education in Singapore since 

the nation received independence in 1965 (Gopinathan, 2015). The Ministry of 

Education (MOE) crafts a guidance curriculum for schools, and the schools’ authorities 

then decide on the approach to use to incorporate it within their school timetable 

alongside other school programmes (Ministry of Education [MOE], 2018a). 

 

The MOE guidance curriculum undergoes continual review and renewals. This 

process is complemented by research in Singapore which has addressed such topics as 

the evolving landscape of Singapore’s guidance education (Tan, 2002; Tan, 2009), the 

professional training of counsellors (Rivera, Nash, Sew, & Ibrahim, 2008; Yeo, Tan, & 

Neihart, 2012), the perspectives of counsellors on school counselling (Kok, 2013), and 

the needs of adolescents in Singapore (Khor, 1987; Tan, 1994). Studies on career 

guidance in schools are of two main types. The first relates to the career and identity 

development of individuals. It includes studies on how career guidance reflects and 

develops the abilities, skills, and values of learners across different age groups (Chen, 

1997; Mortimer, Zimmer-Gembeck, Holmes, & Shanahan, 2002; Yeager, Bundick, & 

Jonson, 2012). The second type of studies relates to career counselling practices. It 

includes studies on the effects of counselling processes and counsellor characteristics 

(D’Rozario & Romano, 2000; Kunnen, 2014), and what is appropriate for different 

profiles of students (Ang & Yeo, 2004; Germeijs & Verschueren, 2007). However, very 
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little research to date has focused on the perspectives of teachers of school-based 

career guidance programmes. 

 

The study reported in this thesis responds to this situation and thus 

complements the existing research base. It investigated teachers’ perspectives on 

career guidance programmes in junior colleges in Singapore. Here, ‘junior colleges’ 

refers to those 2-year pre-university institutions in Singapore that offer the GCE ‘A’ 

Level examination (MOE, 2018b). The typical junior college student is between 17 and 

18 years of age (MOE, 2018c).  

 

The specific aim of the reported study was to generate ‘local theory’ about the 

perspectives of teachers of career guidance programmes in junior colleges in Singapore 

on their career guidance programme. The decision to adopt this aim was influenced by 

the interpretivist view that, notwithstanding what teachers are told to do, they are still 

influenced by their perspectives, and these inform their actions. Hence, there is a need 

to generate theory about their perspectives. In the absence of such theory, 

educationists, including those responsible for the progressive development of teachers, 

find their efforts to be in vain. 

 

In addressing the aim stated above, the reported study set out to make several 

substantial and original contributions to knowledge. In particular, it sought to provide 

substantive theory in an area where no such theory exists. It was also pursued on the 

assumption that the local theory generated would prompt others to engage in similar 

studies on this under-researched area of teachers’ perspectives in career guidance 

education. Furthermore, it was held that the local theory generated could have 

relevance for policymakers, school leaders and teachers in Singapore who are 

responsible for refining the structure and delivery of career guidance programmes in 

schools.  

 



3 
 

The remainder of this introductory chapter presents an overview of the thesis. 

The next section provides an outline of the general international and national context to 

the development of career guidance in schools. The third section provides a general 

outline of the literature in terms of career guidance theories and practices in schools, 

and teachers’ perspectives. The fourth section presents a general outline of the 

research plan and methodology of the reported study. Each of these areas will be dealt 

with in much more detail in subsequent chapters. 

 

1.2 Background to the Study 

School-based career guidance is an area of international and national significance. 

There are strong links between career guidance, the economic needs of societies, and 

social concerns regarding employability (The Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development [OECD], 2004). Hence, career guidance has a broad spectrum of 

stakeholders, ranging from policy makers to employers, and from families and educators 

to students. In this 21st century world, which is generally acknowledged as being 

volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (Jackson, 2018), conversations on career 

guidance centre on educating individuals to possess skills and competencies to thrive in 

such an environment. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) argues that ‘career guidance programmes’ can be seen to be “services and 

activities intended to assist individuals, of any age and at any point throughout their 

lives, to make educational, training and occupational choices and to manage their 

careers” (OECD, 2004, p.11). The call to infuse career-related elements in education 

systems around the world is a response to the common challenges that includes youth 

unemployment and skills mismatch (Bae & Darling-Hammond, 2014; MOE, 2014; 

OECD, 1996, 1999, 2004, 2011, 2014; Symonds, Schwartz, & Ferguson, 2011; Watts, 

2010).   
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1.2.1 International Developments 

Career guidance and skills development have received renewed attention since the turn 

of the century, partly due to the changing nature of the global economy. There are those 

who argue that 50 per cent of today’s jobs will be transformed or displaced by 2030 

(Frey, 2012). Also, there are increased choices in education. While these allow students 

more opportunities for exploration, they can also lead to them experiencing more risks 

and pressures (Schwartz, 2004). Such trends, it is held in certain quarters, mean that 

schools need to help students to develop skills that can serve them well in a rapidly 

changing world of work. 

 

A coalition of the US business community, education leaders, and policy makers 

was formed in 2002, entitled the Partnership for 21st Century Learning (P21). Its aim 

was to study what it termed the 21st century readiness of students (Partnership for 21st 

Century Learning [P21], n.d.). In 2006, P21 surveyed over 400 employers across the US 

about the skill sets they considered are needed by new employees to succeed 

professionally. Generally, employers gave poor feedback on new entrants to their 

companies, and had identified the following four as among the most crucial skills new 

entrants needed: professionalism and work ethic; oral and written communications; 

teamwork and collaboration; and critical thinking and problem solving (P21, 2006). 

 

Following the report, P21 published a framework for what it considers to be 21st 

century learning. This framework outlines the skills and knowledge they consider 

students need in order to succeed in work, life and citizenship, as well as the support 

systems schools can employ for these outcomes (P21, 2009). Life and career skills are 

foregrounded as being important student outcomes, and while basic knowledge is still 

necessary, what is more critical to success, it is argued, is how new entrants apply their 

skills (P21, n.d.). A 2013 OECD report reiterates this view of a need to focus on using 

skills. In it, Japanese workers are said to rank highly in their skill levels, but poorly in 

how well they utilise these skills on the job. In comparison, workers in the US rank 
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poorly in skill levels, but are among the top in using skills at work (OECD, 2013). The 

findings reported also led to the argument that a person’s occupation – with implications 

for productivity and wages – can depend more on how a person uses skills at work than 

on his or her educational attainments. 

 

Associated with the latter position is the argument that schools need to translate 

these areas of concern into aims for career guidance. On this, a 2004 OECD study of 

EU nations reported that while nations are implementing lifelong learning strategies and 

policies, there is a wide gap between public policy goals service and delivery (OECD, 

2004). To adequately prepare young people, the report stated, schools must address 

three key factors, namely, provide sufficient and appropriate human and capital 

resources to schools and their surrounding communities; ensure resources are 

dedicated to career guidance; and make full and efficient use of available resources 

(OECD, 2004). It also recommended that policy options to address the gaps need to be 

adopted to formally strengthen collaboration between all relevant stakeholders, “making 

the acquisition of career management skills by students the focus of career guidance 

programmes, and improved accountability mechanisms” (OECD, 2004, p. 4). 

 

1.2.2 National Developments 

Singapore is a small nation state with no natural resources. Human resources are thus 

highly prized, and professional training in and beyond school has always been closely 

linked with Singapore’s manpower demands (Yip, 1990). Also, career guidance in 

Singapore is aligned with societal needs. 

 

In view of international trends in arguments on the need for 21st century 

workforce requirements, career guidance in Singapore has received renewed attention 

and focus since the turn of the present century. This focus is most strongly seen in the 

2015 enactment of a nation-wide lifelong learning initiative entitled SkillsFuture 

(SkillsFuture, 2019a). With an annual budget of S$1 billion (US$740 million), 
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SkillsFuture aims to provide all Singaporeans with opportunities to develop their 

potential throughout life (SkillsFuture, 2019a). Initiatives include a variety of resources to 

support skill mastery at every stage of life. They involve partnerships between multiple 

stakeholders, including individuals, educational institutions, industries, and government 

and non-government agencies (SkillsFuture, 2019a). For example, an Applied Study in 

Polytechnics and ITE Review (ASPIRE) resulted in stronger partnerships than 

previously being developed between schools and industry through enhancing internship 

opportunities (MOE, 2014). Also, the MOE is partnering with the nation’s Workforce 

Development Authority (WDA) to create an individual learning portfolio, to allow one to 

track one’s long-term educational and career development. In addition, the MOE 

recruited career guidance counsellors, with the aim of having 100 counselors serving in 

all secondary schools, junior colleges, centralized institutes, polytechnics and Institutes 

of Technical Education (Ng, 2015). 

 

Singapore’s education system is internationally renowned and Singaporean 

students perform strongly academically against international counterparts, as seen in 

the OECD PISA tests (Ng, J. Y., 2015). In terms of those problem-solving skills deemed 

important in the modern working world, Singaporean students scored the highest among 

students in participating countries (OECD, 2014). Even so, the government has felt the 

need to equip students with more than academic capabilities. In this regard, SkillsFuture 

has a direct impact on the nature and operation of school-based career guidance. In his 

2015 National Budget speech, Deputy Prime Minister Tharman Shanmugaratnam, who 

also chaired the SkillsFuture Council from 2014 to 2017, stated that SkillsFuture 

initiatives can “empower each Singaporean to chart their own journey in life, and gain 

fulfillment at work,” to create an environment for lifelong learning that is “critical to our 

future” (Shanmugaratnam, 2015). Along with ensuring career readiness and matching 

people to jobs, Singapore wants to foster a learning society, where citizens not only stay 

employed, but also find growth through employment. 
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1.2.3 Career Guidance in Schools in Singapore 

Career guidance in schools in Singapore is overseen by a specialised unit within the 

MOE. In 1974, a Guidance Unit was established to provide counsellor education to 

school teachers. It went through some iterations and became the Pastoral Care and 

Career Guidance (PCCG) Branch in 1987. Since 2006, it has been named the Guidance 

Branch. Currently, it coordinates guidance education programmes in schools, conducts 

research, trains teachers, and writes career guidance curriculum guidelines for schools 

in Singapore. 

 

Career guidance in schools in Singapore is also aligned closely with the nation’s 

needs. On this, Tan (2002) documented career guidance in schools from 1965 to the 

1990s, and identified three main stages of development: information-giving, the 

curriculum approach, and integration. 

 

The first stage, entitled the information-giving stage, stretched from 1965 to 

1986. During this phase, school-based career guidance complemented the survival-

driven instincts of a newly-independent nation to expand its workforce and solidify its 

economy. In this stage, teachers in charge of career guidance were not trained to 

provide guidance. Rather, their task was mainly to collect Ministry-created guidance 

materials and disseminate them to students. However, the focus on information-giving 

was deemed to be inadequate: a 1984 survey of 97 graduating high school students 

revealed that 95% had not received any form of career guidance in school, and more 

than 60% wanted some form of guidance (Khor, 1987).  

 

The second stage of development in the career guidance in schools in 

Singapore can be termed that of the curriculum approach and stretched from 1987 to 

1995. In the 1990s, education policies were efficiency-driven, looking at the optimal 

ways to achieve the goals related to the most pressing survival needs of the nation. The 

year 1987 was a watershed year for school-based guidance education, following the 
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return of then-Education minister Tony Tan from a study tour of schools in the US and 

the UK. He observed that while schools in Singapore were good at producing 

academically excellent students, components such as counseling and guidance were 

lacking in rigour. The resulting report Towards Excellence in Schools (MOE, 1987) gave 

attention to career guidance. The emphasis within career guidance in this period was on 

curriculum; schools had to set aside time to help develop life skills in students through 

teaching a series of guidance lessons and activities. All teachers were also expected to 

incorporate career education in their teaching.  

 

The third stage of development is the integration stage, which stretched from 

1996 to present. After the mid-1990s, the nation’s key operations had been established 

and stabilized, and greater attention than previously was spent on differentiating 

education in an ability-driven stage. Career guidance had by now become a regular 

feature of the Singapore education system. The third stage of integration, where the 

responsibility of guidance for students is shared among various stakeholders such as 

school staff, parents, alumni, and the community, emerged. During this stage, the 

career teacher has become a facilitator of a whole-school approach to effectively 

address students’ needs (Yeo, Tan, & Neihart, 2012).  

 

The recent focus on lifelong learning and skills development in Singapore 

indicates that a skills-driven stage has emerged. The MOE has identified key 

competencies that they hold students need to thrive in a world driven by globalization, a 

shifting demographic profile, and technological advancement (MOE, 2018a). 

 

To achieve the competencies it outlined, the MOE has begun to employ more 

Education and Career Guidance (ECG) counsellors for schools as part of Singapore’s 

SkillsFuture initiative. The aim is to provide more guidance than previously to students 

on their career and study choices, and to work with teachers to organise career-related 

events to give students increased exposure of the local job market (Ng, J. Y., 2015). 
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From 2015, ECG counsellors have been deployed in phases to secondary schools, 

junior colleges and centralised institutes, with the aim of having 100 counsellors in 

schools by 2017 (Teng, 2015). 

 

1.3 Overview of the Literature 

The main areas within the research literature on school-based career guidance to which 

the study reported in this thesis can be categorized into three interrelated sections, 

namely, career theories and identity development, school-based career guidance, and 

teachers’ perspectives on career guidance. The main bodies of literature in each of 

these areas will now be considered in turn. 

 

1.3.1 Career theories and identity development 

Career guidance has existed for centuries in one form or another (Brewer, 2009). 

However, school-based career guidance as we know it today is heavily shaped by 

developments in the US and guided by major career development theories on childhood 

and adolescence. In a comprehensive review of work in the field, Leung (2008) 

identified five influential career theories that have guided career guidance internationally 

for the past four decades. The first of these is the self-concept theory of career 

development (Super, 1957, 1980). In relation to this theory, career development is 

considered to be the process of developing and implementing a self-concept; as the 

self-concept becomes more mature, so does career behaviour. Super’s notion of career 

maturity is defined as readiness to cope with specific vocational tasks at a particular life 

stage. This maturity is informed by attitudes (e.g. taking part in career exploration and 

planning activities) and cognition (e.g. decision-making skills or knowledge of the world 

of work) (Blustein, 1987). 

 

The second influential career theory that has guided career guidance 

internationally is the social cognitive career theory (Bandura, 1977; Lent & Brown, 2006; 

Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994). This theory is rooted in Bandura’s concept of self-
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efficacy, which is informed by four experiences – personal performance, vicarious 

learning, social persuasion, and physiological and affective states (Leung, 2008). The 

theory postulates that one’s self-efficacy influences development of academic and 

career interest, educational and career choices, and educational career outcomes. 

 

The third influential career theory is the theory of circumscription and 

compromise (Gottfredson, 1981). Career choice is determined by the process of 

circumscription, which is defined as a process of elimination of alternatives and 

compromise. It is a complex process, where one compares personal skills and interests 

with the external world such that an achievable result can occur.  

 

The fourth theory is the theory of work adjustment (Dawis & Lofquist, 1984; 

Dawis, 2005). This theory is based on the person-environment correspondence in a 

career setting. Work satisfaction occurs when a person’s requirements are met by the 

environment or organisation. Person-environment correspondence is achieved through 

work adjustment. This correspondence is affected by four variables: flexibility, 

activeness, reactiveness, and perseverance.  

 

The fifth theory is the theory of vocational personalities in the work environment 

(Holland, 1985, 1997). This theory postulates that vocational interest is an expression of 

one’s personality. It can be conceptualized as being six types: realistic (R), investigative 

(I), artistic (A), social (S), enterprising (E), and conventional (C). A person’s unique type 

is seen as being a three-letter code that denotes one’s career interest.  

 

Although the above-mentioned five theories were developed in the US, empirical 

research has since applied and tested them internationally (Leung, 2008). For instance, 

career maturity, which is a major variable in Super’s theory, was examined in Australia. 

In a study of Grade 12 adolescents, Patton, Creed and Muller (2002) found a significant 

correlation to exist between students with higher levels of career maturity and their 
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progression to full-time tertiary education. In another study, Creed and Patton (2004) 

found that the career maturity attitudes and knowledge of Grade 8 to 12 adolescents 

were consistent with Super’s assumptions.  

 

Holland’s theory, it is held, can have a significant impact on career assessment 

and research (Spokane, Meir, & Catalano, 2000). Research has also shown how the 

clustering of ‘types’ can be influenced by cultural factors. For instance, Leung and Hou 

(2005) administered Holland’s Self-Directed Search (SDS) test to Hong Kong high 

school students and found that the resulting clusters might be reflective of the structure 

of the high school curriculum and the centrality of social relationships in Asian cultures. 

 

1.3.2 School-based career guidance 

In schools today, terms such as ‘career development’, ‘career guidance’, and ‘career 

counselling’ are often used interchangeably, as are the terms ‘guidance’, ‘counselling’, 

and ‘advising’ (Maddy-Bernstein, 2000). Regardless of the terminology used, however, 

schools can be seen as being centralized hubs for the coordination and delivery of 

career programming to meet society’s needs (Walsh & Galassi, 2002).  

 

The birth of vocational education is often traced to the 1909 publication of Frank 

Parson’s book entitled Choosing a Vocation. In this seminal book, Parsons stated that 

“no part of life where the need for guidance is more emphatic than in the transition from 

school to work — the choice of a vocation, adequate preparation for it, and attainment of 

efficiency and success” (Parsons, 1909/1989, p. 4). Seen in this vein, school-based 

career guidance was, and continues to be, largely a response to economic, educational, 

and social issues of the times, and aims to prepare a huge number of students for 

employment after graduation (Gysbers, 2005). 

 

Building on the latter view, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model of 

development can be useful when discussing the role of social context in adolescent 
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identity formation. According to Bronfenbrenner, children develop in a nested and 

interactive set of systems that evolve over time. These are the ‘macrosystem’, the 

‘exosystem’, the ‘mesosystem’, and the ‘microsystem’ (Santrock, 2007). Each of these 

systems represents a different set of factors that, individually and in interaction with one 

another, can contribute to the developmental trajectory of youth.  

 

Career identity development is a lifelong process, involving a continuous and 

complex interaction between individuals and their multiple contexts. By focusing on the 

effect of environments on development, the ecological model takes on a perspective 

beyond just a nature (e.g., behavioural genetic or sociobiological) and nurture (e.g., 

social learning or functional analysis) one (Lerner & Steinberg, 2004). This is because in 

this model, schools play an important role to promote exploration of motives for future 

goals (Flum & Kaplan, 2006), and school programmes are central to adolescents’ self-

conceptions of their future role in the world of work.  

 

Also, in studying school-based career guidance, it is important to keep in mind 

the cultural context (Yeo, Tan, & Neihart, 2012). Studies have shown how people in the 

same society can share common images of occupations from an early stage in life 

(Gottfredson, 1981; Hwang, Kim, Ryu, & Heppner, 2006). For example, in a cross-

cultural study of US and Japanese students’ career decisions, Taylor, Wang, 

VanBrackle, and Kaneda (2003) found that while both groups of students made similar 

career decisions, the US students tended to choose careers based on self-related 

reasons, while Japanese students based their decisions on self and others. In other 

studies, adolescents in Singapore expressed unique areas of concern (Li, Ang, & Lee, 

2008), preferred specific counselling styles (D’Rozario & Romano, 2000), and 

demonstrated a great inclination to conform to the majority view and teacher 

expectations (Liem, Martin, Nair, Bernado, & Prasetya, 2009). 
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1.3.3 Teachers’ perspectives on career guidance 

A common evaluative framework for school-based guidance is the Comprehensive 

Guidance Program Model, endorsed by the American School Counselor Association 

(ASCA) in 2003. In this model, the three key elements of a comprehensive school 

guidance programme are ‘content’ that clearly identifies the competencies and 

outcomes of the programme activities; ‘frameworks’ that systematically address aspects 

that are conceptual (definition, rationale, assumptions), structural (curriculum, activities), 

and logistical (counselling time); and ‘resources’ (human, financial, and political) that are 

appropriate to the programme (Gysbers & Henderson, 2001). This model is helpful for 

conceptualizing studies like that conducted by the present author and referred to later in 

this thesis. 

 

In a whole-school approach to career guidance, the understanding is that 

teachers, along with counsellors, play an active role in trying to ensure the success of 

school-based career guidance programmes. In Singapore, for example, despite the 

MOE’s move to hire more ECG counsellors from 2015 and place them in schools, the 

counsellors were not intended to replace the teacher’s role in the guidance of students. 

In a speech on this plan at the Education and Career Guidance Seminar on 30 October 

2015, Acting Minister for Education Ng Chee Meng said that teachers are and will 

continue to be students’ primary advisers in education and career matters (Ng, 2015). 

Paying attention to this view indicates the importance of studying the perspectives of 

teachers on the career guidance programme. ‘Perspectives’ are defined by O’Donoghue 

(2007) as frameworks through which people make sense of the world. While a whole-

school approach is promoted by the MOE and school leaders, teachers, it is held, will 

still be influenced by their perspectives which inform their actions. Hence, there is a 

need to know what teachers think so as to work constructively with them.  

 

Regarding the latter, studies in various countries have indicated teachers’ 

reticence in certain countries in taking up guidance roles, usually due to feelings of 
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inability or because they do not see guidance as part of a teacher’s responsibility. In a 

review of guidance and counselling services in UK schools, Finney (2006) noted seven 

main barriers to schools effectively adopting useful counselling practices. Of these 

barriers, the first and second involve teachers. The first barrier is the problem of 

capacity: teachers see themselves as already overworked in their educational role, and 

guidance initiatives are likely to be perceived as adding to their burden. The second 

barrier is that of role definitions: teachers who are already facing pressure at work and 

not familiar with guidance practices are likely to resist further initiatives. In a study on 

guidance services implementation for US schools, Lohrmann, Forman, Martin, and 

Palmieri (2008) found five factors that explained school teachers’ resistance towards 

implementing a school-wide behaviour support programme: lack of administrative 

direction and leadership; scepticism about whether an intervention is needed; 

hopelessness about change; philosophical differences; and feelings of 

disenfranchisement with people or school mission. Lam and Hui (2010) noted a cultural 

difference in teachers’ beliefs regarding guidance. In a study on Hong Kong secondary 

school teachers, they concluded that regular teachers’ acceptance of their role in holistic 

development of students are related to values practised in collectivist societies.  

 

Returning to the Singapore context, while school-based guidance education and 

counselling-related research in Singapore have increased over the past decade (Tan, 

2009), no significant research projects have been conducted on regular teachers’ 

perspectives on their role in career guidance. In view of research trends and the recent 

developments in Singapore, the focus on teachers should be increased. Research has 

indicated that teachers often have a major influence on the development of adolescents 

in school (Bogush, 2016; Pianta & Hamre, 2009; Shen et al., 2015; Ulrich, 2017; Ulrich 

& Ellen, 2015). Hence, it is argued, without teachers’ support, the provision of effective 

career guidance may be limited to a handful of professionals serving a small number of 

students (Lam & Hui, 2010). For this reason, the research on teachers’ perspectives 

and the theory developed and reported later in this thesis should be instructive for 
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policymakers considering school-based career guidance. 

 

1.4 The Research Plan 

The aim of the reported study was to generate local theory about the perspectives of 

teachers of career guidance programmes in junior colleges in Singapore on their career 

guidance programme. The reported study was undertaken from an interpretivist position 

as the interest was in “studying a phenomenon or situation in detail, holistically and in 

context, focusing on interpretations and/or processes” (Punch, 2000, p. 51). The 

associated theoretical perspective adopted was symbolic interactionism as it places 

importance on revealing the meanings people attach to the world around them and how 

they respond to these meanings (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998; Woods, 1992). The 

methodology used was grounded theory, as it can likely yield comprehensive data that 

can lead to theory building and the development of localized conceptual frameworks 

(Morrow, Rakhsha, & Castaneda, 2001). The research method of semi-structured 

interviews was employed to collect data. 

 

To facilitate data collection, the focus of enquiry was constructed into a central 

guiding question. This was stated as follows: What local theory can be generated about 

the perspectives of teachers of career guidance programmes in junior colleges in 

Singapore on their career guidance programme? As the central guiding question was 

too broad to be considered on its own, it was necessary to formulate sub-guiding 

questions. These sub-guiding questions were not specific questions to be answered. 

Rather, they guided the formulation of conversational questions for the generation of 

data relevant to the study’s central aim. They are as follows: 

1. What are the teachers’ aim(s) with regard to conducting school-based career 

guidance programmes? What are their reasons for having the stated aim(s)? 

2. What are the strategies they say they use when conducting school-based career 

guidance programmes? What are their reasons for using these strategies? 
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3. What significance do they say they attach to their aim(s) and strategies in 

conducting school-based career guidance programmes? What are the reasons 

for having the stated significance? 

4. What outcome(s) do they expect with regard to conducting school-based career 

guidance programmes? What are their reasons for expecting the stated 

outcome(s)? 

A series of conversational questions were generated from these four sub-guiding 

questions for teacher interviews. Open coding was used to analyse the data from the 

interviews. Concepts and categories that clarified and described school-based career 

guidance programmes were then generated from the data and further analysed. 

 

1.5 Conclusion 

This chapter provided a brief overview of the study outlined in this thesis. Seven more 

chapters follow. Chapter Two will portray the wider context of international and national 

contexts in the area of school-based career guidance. The main features of career 

guidance in these contexts are reviewed because of their influence on the Singapore 

context of career guidance. Chapter Three reviews the main bodies of literature relating 

to influential career development theories, the history of school-based career guidance, 

and perspectives of teachers on school programmes. Chapter Four outlines the 

qualitative research approach that guided the investigation of the study’s research aims. 

Chapters Five, Six and Seven report the results of the study and Chapter Eight 

summarises the study and discusses the results. Implications for practice and further 

research will also be considered. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

BACKGROUND 

 

2.1 Introduction 

In many education systems across the world, a strong relationship between 

career guidance policies and practices is considered important, because of its posited 

importance in relation to such fundamental national concerns such as the economic 

needs of societies and issues of employability and social mobility (OECD, 2004). 

Furthermore, career guidance policies and practices are often responses to international 

and national developments. This chapter provides a background to the study reported in 

the thesis so that such matters can be located contextually. It is divided into three 

sections. The first part provides an overview of the international influences on career 

guidance practices. Particular focus is placed on career guidance practices in the US, 

Europe and the UK, as these have been particularly influential on thinking in Singapore. 

The second part discusses the policy developments in Singapore which have led to a 

renewed focus on career guidance practices. In this section, there will be particular 

focus on the phases of evolution of career guidance practices in schools in Singapore.  

 

2.2 International Influences and Developments 

2.2.1 Global market and employability – trends and needs 

In the past three decades, globalisation has fostered an unprecedented pace of 

interdependence, with the world becoming more integrated than previously through 

trade, investment, growth, and job creation and destruction (Newfarmer & Sztajerowska, 

2012; United Nations [UN], 2015). International trade’s contribution to gross domestic 

product (GDP) has risen in nearly every country, making it one of the most dynamic 

sources of economic growth. Recent estimates put global trade in goods and services at 

US$24 trillion in 2015, a dramatic leap from US$13 trillion in 2005 (UN, 2015).  
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Technological improvements and the associated ease in communication and 

transportation have dramatically shaped international and national policies, and 

changed the nature and location of work. According to Frey (2012), Google’s top-rated 

futurist speaker, the rapid rise of technology will transform or displace an estimated 50 

per cent of today’s jobs by 2030. While such informed speculation should always be 

treated with caution, there is little doubt that workers around the world face both 

opportunities and threats, depending on the economies and industries to which they 

belong. For instance, workers in OECD countries are vulnerable to having jobs lost to 

‘offshoring’ and ‘services outsourcing’. At the same time, workers in many developing 

countries worry about the likely adverse consequences of being poorly skilled and 

lagging behind in providing opportunities for growing labour forces (Newfarmer & 

Sztajerowska, 2012; World Trade Organisation [WTO], 2016). 

 

The dramatic shifts in the global economy, then, have vast repercussions for the 

nature and number of jobs (Chatzichristou & Arulmani, 2014). In its 2015 Human 

Development Report, the United Nations identified three key aspects in the changing 

world of work (UN, 2015). First, there is structural transformation in many economies. 

Economies used to develop in a linear fashion, from agriculture to industry, to services, 

but recent trends have disrupted this previously predictable trajectory. For instance, 

manufacturing is increasingly dependent on robotics and becoming more skills 

intensive. According to one major study, 10 million jobs in the industry cannot be filled 

because people with the appropriate skills are not available (World Economic Forum 

[WEF], 2012).  

 

Secondly, the technological revolution has reshaped various work tasks. New 

computer-based technologies such as mobile technology, internet technology, cloud 

technology, 3D printing, and advanced robotics, are transforming work in various 

sectors in developed and developing countries alike. For example, Germany is 

experimenting with smart factories, allotting over 200 million euros for research to 
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support the digitalization of traditional industries (Germany Trade & Investment, 2014; 

Siemens AG, 2015). Robotic sewing machines are also expected to have a significant 

impact on jobs in low-cost, low-skilled labour in developing countries (The Economist, 

2015).  

 

Thirdly, the labour market in various constituencies has become global. In 

particular, new technologies, international trade agreements and corporate strategies 

have sped up the globalising of work opportunities. For instance, China becoming a 

member of the World Trade Organization in 2001 has hastened the opening of the 

global market to billions of Chinese (Jerald, 2008). Services that were previously 

thought to be non-tradable, such as accounting, financial, legal, medical services, have 

become more easily ‘outsourced’ to countries with a reasonably educated workforce 

and technological support. As a result, many large developing countries, such as China, 

India and Mexico, have become major players in the world labour market (Newfarmer & 

Sztajerowska, 2012). Also, factory-line and administrative tasks are increasingly being 

automated and ‘outsourced’ to such countries as India and China (Jerald, 2008). 

 

In view of the changes noted above, one thing is clear: there is a greater bias 

than previously towards highly educated workers with a capacity to adapt and develop 

(International Labour Organization & World Trade Organization [ILO & WTO], 2007; 

OECD, 2004; UN 2015). The world’s economy is increasingly coming to be based on 

knowledge and innovation, therefore placing a premium on workers with post-secondary 

school education, strong foundations in literacy and numeracy skills, and an innovative 

and entrepreneurial mindset. In Benchmarking for Success, a 2008 US report on 

American education, technological, economic, and political trends have combined to 

increase demand for higher skills, while heightening competition for quality jobs (Jerald, 

2008). The digital revolution, in particular, has increased the knowledge-intensive flow 

around the world, and it is growing faster than capital- and labour-intensive flows (UN, 

2015). In fact, many goods today are entirely virtual, as demonstrated by the ‘app 



20 
 

economy’, fuelled by global internet penetration, with 2.3 billion smart phone users and 

3.2 billion internet users worldwide (International Telecommunication Union [ITU], 

2015). An ever-increasing variety of work tasks can be digitized and performed nearly 

anywhere in the world. On this, the number of information technology jobs in India has 

grown ten-fold in the past decade, from 284,000 in 2000 to 2.26 million in 2010 (UN, 

2015). 

 

2.2.2 Implications of international developments on career guidance services 

In many countries, the development of career guidance practices is intimately 

associated with the trends and needs of the world economy. Also, this is not a new 

phenomenon. Savickas (2002) traced the beginnings of vocational guidance to social 

work in the 19th century, where volunteers employed religious teachings to build 

character and match personalities to occupation.  

 

From the mid-19th century to the 20th century, the world experienced a major 

economic shift. Forces of industrialization, commercialization and urbanization began to 

replace an agricultural economy and change the nature of work and life (Savickas, 

2002; Tan & Goh, 2002). It was in this period that Frank Parsons, an American social 

reformer and public intellectual, formalized the concept of ‘career guidance’ in his 

seminal work, Choosing a Profession (Parsons, 1909). Parsons advocated for a 

scientific method to be adopted in vocational guidance, where “expert counsel” is given 

with regard to “each person’s aptitudes, abilities, ambitions, resources, and limitations, 

and the relations of these elements to the conditions of success in different industries” 

(Parsons, 1909, pp. 3-4). Parsons believed that the most important point at which career 

guidance should be offered is during the period of transition from school to work, where 

the giving of advice in a formal manner could help to prevent what he described as a 

“drift” – where students enter into a line of work “by chance, proximity, or uninformed 

selection” (Parsons, 1909, p. 4).  
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Since then, the practice of career guidance has evolved greatly and is to be 

found in various iterations in schools in many countries around the world. In recent 

international reviews conducted by the OECD, the European Commission and the World 

Bank, it is defined as consisting of: 

services and activities intended to assist individuals, of any age and at any point 

throughout their lives, to make educational, training and occupational choices 

and to manage their careers. Such services may be found in schools, 

universities and colleges, in training institutions, in public employment services, 

in the workplace, in the voluntary or community sector and in the private sector. 

The activities may take place on an individual or group basis, and may be face-

to-face or at a distance (including help lines and web-based services). They 

include career information provision (in print, ICT-based and other forms), 

assessment and self-assessment tools, counseling interviews, career education 

programmes (to help individuals develop their self awareness, opportunity 

awareness, and career management skills), taster programmes (to sample 

options before choosing them), work search programmes, and transition 

services. (OECD, 2004, p. 10) 

Also, while it has become an international phenomenon, approaches are adapted to 

different countries’ unique political, economic and social conditions (Herr, Cramer, & 

Niles, 2004).  

 

More recently, vast changes in the world of work have renewed the call for more 

inclusive and progressive conceptualizations of career practices and policies than has 

previously been the case (Schultheiss & Esbroeck, 2009). In particular, there is renewed 

emphasis on the notion that well-planned and well-organised career guidance policies 

and services are increasingly important (OECD, 2004). As the economic market alone is 

unlikely to guide human development in any society (UN, 2015), governments and 

institutions are responding through developing policies and measures to boost 
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employability (Hartung, 2005; OECD, 2004). On this, policies and partnerships have 

been put in place to enhance the employability of youths in various economies. 

 

The world of career guidance also has a broad spectrum of stakeholders, 

ranging from policy makers, employers, families and educators, to students. Guidance is 

provided to people in a wide range of settings, from schools and tertiary institutions, to 

public employment services, and from private guidance providers to community settings 

(OECD, 2003). In many economies, the education system is seen as being a key 

platform in delivering career guidance, as high levels of education attainment are 

increasingly seen to shape how well citizens can cope with economic and technological 

change (ILO & WTO, 2007). This is because education levels are seen to correspond 

with a country’s capacity to adopt new technologies and affect individuals’ capacity to 

deal with change, the latter being considered to be a crucial skill in an ever-changing, 

globalized world (ILO & WTO, 2007). At the same time, because it is increasingly 

difficult to predict the set of skills needed for future employment, education systems 

need to be flexible in order to respond to economic changes (ILO & WTO, 2007). 

 

The specific case of the European Union. In 2000, the Lisbon Strategy was 

launched by the European Council with the aim for the EU “to become the most 

dynamic and competitive knowledge-based economy in the world by 2010 capable of 

sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion and 

respect for the environment” (European Commission [EC], 2010, p. 2). In its next 

iteration, ‘Europe 2020’, career education and guidance continued to be identified as a 

key focal point in reaching its aims (EC, 2010). To circulate the provisions of the Europe 

2020 strategy, the European Association of Career Guidance (EACG) was founded in 

2010 (EACG, 2016). 

 

Since 2008, the EU economy has experienced the deepest and longest 

recession since the 1930s (EC, 2009a). Substantial EU funding has been allocated to 
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speed up the economic recovery, improve labour market activity and increase overall 

EU competitiveness (EC, 2009b). The labour market itself has been profoundly affected. 

It is recognized that there is a need to develop resilience to the changing realities. The 

tasks include retaining sound jobs, raising skill levels, getting people back to work and 

setting the conditions for job creation (Cedefop, 2011; EC, 2011). Alongside this 

situation, member countries are taking stock of their lifelong learning strategies and the 

policies to encourage the continual development of their citizens (Cedefop, 2011). On 

this, many EU documents are addressing the importance of career guidance in formal 

and non-formal settings to try to improve the employability of citizens and active labour 

participation. In addition, the overall EU policy framework and changed economic 

conditions are bringing more closely together than before the various associated 

stakeholders in policy, research, and practice (Cedefop, 2011).  

 

In 2011, a review of career guidance in EU countries identified four priority areas 

that require greater communication across various sectors of society (Cedefop, 2011). 

First, policy coordination and cooperation must be encouraged. Through this 

coordination, the links between stakeholders, it is held, can be reinforced to create 

coherent and well-coordinated guidance policies. Secondly, quality assurance 

mechanisms must be established. The argument is that to do this, there must be a 

common language used across education, training, and employment sectors. Thirdly, 

access to guidance services for all citizens must be widened. On this, it is intended that 

there should be a special focus on harnessing information and communications 

technology to coordinate and provide guidance services. Fourthly, career management 

skills must be clearly defined and linked to work. Through this way, it is argued, citizens 

can see how their learning has concrete applications to work. 

 

The specific case of the United Kingdom. The labour market in the UK is 

influenced by similar conditions to those identified by the EU. Young people are 

experiencing a different economy and labour market to what prevailed previously; 
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95.5% of UK firms today employ fewer than ten people and it is far more likely for 

students to have multiple careers with various employers (Lord Young, 2014). To thrive 

in this environment, so the argument goes, students need to develop great self-reliance, 

creativity and an enterprising attitude (Lord Young, 2014). In addition, the UK job market 

is set to see more changes following the UK’s 2016 referendum resulting in a decision 

to leave the EU (Schneiderman, 2016). The full effects of the departure will be complex, 

given the volatility and interconnectivity of global markets on the movement of workers 

(O’Conner, 2016).  

 

These recent events have great implications for career guidance practices. The 

UK’s post-Brexit economic success depends on the effective harnessing of home-grown 

talent (Burns, 2016). However, career guidance in UK schools has been found to be 

inadequate and patchy (Burns, 2016; Moote & Archer, 2018; England Department for 

Education, 2015). Ofsted, the organisation that monitors the England’s quality of 

education, had been voicing its concerns on the state of career guidance. Since 2013, in 

inspections of 40 schools, it was found that only 4 of them put sufficient emphasis on 

work-related learning. Most schools did not consider work-related education to be 

important, had weak links with local businesses, and were unsure about providers of 

external career education support (England Department for Education, 2015). Separate 

studies also found that young people in the UK who were uncertain or unrealistic about 

career goals were three times more likely to spend less time in education, training, or 

employment than their opposite numbers (Yates, Harris, Sabates, & Staff, 2010). 

 

Some measures are recommended to mitigate this phenomenon. Firstly, 

schools, it is held, need to place greater emphasis on work-related learning than is 

currently the case (Burns, 2016; England Department for Education, 2015). Secondly, 

partnerships between schools and industry, it is argued, can be strengthened. On this, 

the UK government set up the Careers and Enterprise Company in 2014 to coordinate 
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partnerships between schools and businesses. However, the associated services are 

not widely known about and it is deemed that they will need greater monitoring and 

promotion in the future (Burns, 2016). In addition, recent research also suggests that 

there is clear student demand for “more and better” school-based career guidance in the 

UK (Moote & Archer, 2018, p. 187).   

 

The government has committed to reinforcing its career guidance services and 

plans to invest £90m on career guidance over four years (Burns, 2016). It will continue 

supporting initiatives at the Careers and Enterprise Company. In addition, it will develop 

telephone support for teenagers through the National Careers Service, a central 

organisation that offers information and guidance on education, training, and work to 

adults and young people aged 13 years and above.  

 

The specific case of the United States. Here, there is a growing national focus 

on preparing students for college and careers, which is fuelling a refocus on career 

awareness and development programmes (Maitre, 2015). In 2006, the Partnership for 

21st Century Learning (P21), a coalition of the US business community, education 

leaders, and policy makers, surveyed over 400 employers about the skill sets they 

considered are needed by new employees to succeed professionally (P21, n.d.). 

Generally, employers gave poor feedback on new entrants to their companies and 

identified the following four as being amongst the most crucial skills new entrants need: 

professionalism and a strong work ethic; good oral and written communication skills; 

commitment to teamwork and collaboration; and critical thinking and problem solving 

skills (P21, 2006). P21 also found that while basic knowledge is still necessary, how 

new workers apply their skills is also critical to achieving success (P21, 2009).  

 

Around the same time, there was a national initiative to raise education 

standards in the US. This move culminated in the publication of the Common Core State 
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Standards (CCSS) in 2010. The aim is to provide educators, parents and students with 

a clear set of expectations so that students can develop the necessary knowledge and 

skills to succeed post-high school in college, career, and life (Common Core Standards 

Initiative, 2016). The development of the standards was guided with one goal in mind, 

namely, to prepare students for college and careers. Hence, instead of designing the 

standards from kindergarten up, they were designed from high school down. This 

approach aligned the knowledge and skills deemed to be important to the expectations 

of tertiary institutions, workforce training programmes, and employers (Conley, 2014). A 

wide range of data was drawn to craft the standards. It included results of studies on 

high performing education systems, surveys, state frameworks, and international 

research. The resulting CCSS was made available for the various states to review, 

consider and voluntarily adopt. To date, 43 states have adopted the Common Core 

State Standards (Common Core Standards Initiative, 2016). 

 

2.3 National Developments 

2.3.1 Human development and Singapore’s education system 

No matter how well-meaning and well-researched policies are, a wide gap between 

policy goals and actual impact often remains (OECD, 2004). In a three-year study of 

career guidance policies in OECD countries, researchers concluded that while the 39 

countries reviewed had many good practices, there were also many areas to improve in. 

For instance, it was felt that career services need to be organised and delivered in a 

consistent manner, key public policy goals need to be reviewed, and adults need to 

have great accessibility to career guidance services (OECD, 2004). To address these 

issues, researchers made two recommendations. First, career services should focus 

more on developing career management skills than on helping people to make 

immediate decisions regarding a course or a job. Rather, it was argued, people need to 

develop skills to manage their own education and employment. Secondly, it was held 

that access to high-quality information and advice about education, training and work 

should be widened and extended throughout the lifespan (OECD, 2003, 2004).  
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There is also a view that schools are important platforms to enact career 

guidance practices (OECD, 2004). In particular, schools face three principal challenges. 

First, there is a need to provide sufficient and appropriate human and capital resources. 

Secondly, the resources must be dedicated to career guidance. Thirdly, these resources 

must be used in a full and efficient manner. To address these challenges, the OECD 

recommended strengthening collaboration between all relevant stakeholders, making 

the acquisition of career management skills by students the focus of career education 

programmes, and introducing improved accountability mechanisms (OECD, 2004).  

 

Singapore is one country that took heed of this position. It is a small city state 

located at the southern tip of the Malay peninsula in Southeast Asia (Yeo, Tan, & 

Neihart, 2012). It is a multiracial nation of 5.6 million inhabitants. It was a British colony 

from 1819 to 1963, briefly merging with Malaysia for 2 years, before achieving national 

independence in 1965. As a newly independent country with no natural resources, 

unemployment was a key issue in Singapore that needed to be resolved quickly so that 

the national economy could start to grow (Economic Development Board [EDB], 2016). 

The leadership at that time drew on the advice by Albert Winsemius who headed a 

United Nations Study Group, recommending that Singapore be an export-led industrial 

economy and that the leaders train its citizenry to meet that economic purpose 

(Gopinathan, 2015).  

 

Over the years since its independence, Singapore has become the heart of 

Asia’s economy and has emerged from facing tumultuous financial, social and political 

challenges to transform into the first-world metropolis that it is today (EDB, 2016). In 

1965, Singapore’s year of independence, the Gross Domestic Product per capita was 

US$516; by 2017, it had grown to US$57,714 (World Bank, 2019).  
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The education system occupies a unique position in Singapore, and its history 

and evolution are intimately aligned to the nation’s economic and social needs 

(Gopinathan, 2015). Over the decades, the government has spared no effort to develop 

the education system. Overall, as a result, the education sector is well-resourced and 

has always been often allocated 20% of the annual national budget (World Bank, 2016). 

For example, the budget for 2019 was S$13.2 billion (US$9.74 billion) (Ministry of 

Finance [MOF], 2019).  

 

Gopinathan (2015) noted that the national education agenda that existed 

between 1965 and 2015 can be seen to have moved through the following phases: 

survival (1965-1978), efficiency (1979-1997), ability-driven (1998-2011), student-centric, 

values-driven (2011-present). In the survival phase, the education system’s principal 

task was to promote social cohesion in a state riven with racial tensions. In addition, it 

needed to produce sufficient numbers of school leavers with the necessary knowledge 

and skills to contribute to developing the economy. Major policies led to the introduction 

of a bilingual education model, and the offering of expanded access to English-medium 

education. In 1979, the country entered the efficiency phase. It now sought to address 

problems of high school attrition and develop the quality of the workforce. Major policies 

adopted related to curricular differentiation. Also, ability-based tracking of student 

performance was adopted so that resources could be allocated in an efficient manner to 

maximize educational outcomes (Chia, 2015).  

 

The next two phases of education, which stretched from the late 1990s, were 

driven by globalization. From about the mid-1990s, the challenges and opportunities of 

globalization forced the nation to review its economic strategies. Thus, it entered the 

next phase of education. In 2001, the government convened an Economic Review 

Committee (ERC) to review the national economic situation and to propose and promote 

strategies for continued growth. Among the key recommendations of the ERC was that 

there be a focus on promoting creativity and entrepreneurship. This recommendation 
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had effects on the direction taken by the education system (Economic Review 

Committee [ERC], 2003). In particular, there was a shift from a unified schooling system 

to a more differentiated one, so that a wide range of talent and abilities could be valued 

and developed (Chia, 2015; Gopinathan, 2015). Also, students, it was held, needed to 

acquire competencies necessary to thrive in the ever-changing world. These 

competencies included problem-solving skills, innovation skills and skills related to 

creativity (Chia, 2015). As a result, MOE identified the key competencies that it was felt 

students would need to thrive in a world driven by globalization, a shifting demographic 

situation and technological advancements. These are represented in Figure 1 below. 

 

 

Figure 1. Framework for 21st Century Competencies and Student Outcomes. 

Source: MOE, 2018d. 

 

Since the late 1990s, a cluster of education policies also emerged that reflected 

the devolution of central control and greater school-level autonomy that was taking 

place. The most notable and most recent of the initiatives, SkillsFuture, is a large-scale 

national lifelong learning initiative to provide all Singaporeans with opportunities to help 

them to develop their potential throughout life (Sengupta, 2016; SkillsFuture, 2019a). 
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With an annual budget of S$1 billion (US$740 million), which will be available until 2020, 

SkillsFuture has the ambitious aim to “develop an integrated system of education, 

training, and career progression for all Singaporeans, promote industry support for 

individuals to advance based on skills, and foster a culture of lifelong learning” (Ministry 

of Manpower [MOM], 2014).  

 

In 2014, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong announced the formation of the 

SkillsFuture Council (SFC) to oversee such initiatives as providing resources to support 

skills development and partnerships between multiple stakeholders, including 

individuals, educational institutions, industries, and governmental and non-governmental 

agencies (SkillsFuture, 2019a; MOM, 2014). In 2016, the SFC merged with the National 

Productivity Council, and emerged as a tripartite Council for Skills, Innovation and 

Productivity (CSIP) (SkillsFuture, 2016). Chaired by Deputy Prime Minister Tharman 

Shanmugaratnam, CSIP has brought a holistic approach to skills development across 

industries. It oversees the advancing of the SkillsFuture initiative, the driving of industry 

transformation, and the fostering of a culture of innovation and lifelong learning in the 

nation (SkillsFuture, 2016).  

 

Currently, Singapore’s education system is internationally renowned and 

students in Singapore perform strongly against international counterparts, as seen by 

the 2015 OECD PISA results where the nation’s students topped the mathematics, 

science, and reading tests (Davie, 2016). In terms of problem-solving skills, which are 

important in the modern working world, Singaporean students scored the highest among 

students in participating countries (OECD, 2014). Yet, the government still feels there is 

a need to equip students with more than academic capabilities. On this, Deputy Prime 

Minister Tharman Shanmugaratnam, in his 2015 national budget speech, stated that the 

SkillsFuture initiatives “empower each Singaporean to chart their own journey in life, 

and gain fulfillment at work,” to create an environment for lifelong learning that is “critical 

to our future” (Shanmugaratnam, 2015). Going beyond career readiness and matching 
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people to jobs recognized as being important, Singapore wants to foster a learning 

society where citizens stay employed and experience growth through employment. 

 

2.3.2 Education and Career Guidance in schools in Singapore 

Education and career guidance (ECG) has been in existence in schools in Singapore 

since 1974. Their development has been closely linked to the evolution of the education 

system which in turn has, as has already been stated, been influenced by the social, 

economic and governmental needs of the country (Gopinathan, 2015; Tan & Goh, 

2002). As a small nation state with no natural resources, human resource have been at 

a premium. Professional training in and beyond school has always been associated with 

Singapore’s manpower demands (Tan & Goh, 2002; Yip, 1990).  

 

Singapore’s career guidance education sector is influenced by developments in 

the field in the US and the UK (Tan & Goh, 2002). From the time of Singapore’s 

independence in 1965, landmark works were published by such prominent career 

theorists in the US as Crites (1969), Gottfredson (1981), Holland (1970, 1985) and 

Super (1957, 1980). These were influential as they emerged in the years following 

Singapore’s independence and served as guides when Singapore set up career 

guidance practices. Also, the development of school-based career guidance practices 

has closely mirrored the methods of British schools, a practice that Singapore’s 

education system has traditionally followed in various areas (Tan & Goh, 2002).  

 

School-based career guidance in Singapore is overseen by a specialised unit 

within the MOE. The Guidance Unit was established in 1974 to provide counsellor 

education to school teachers and to provide information on industry to schools. Over the 

years, it has changed to becoming the Pastoral Care and Career Guidance (PCCG) 

Branch in 1987, and being renamed the Guidance Branch in 2006. Currently, it 

coordinates guidance education programmes in schools, conducts research, trains 

teachers, and writes career guidance curriculum guidelines for schools in Singapore. 



32 
 

 

The MOE ECG programme has four aims (MOE, 2016). First, it aims to nurture 

every student’s self-awareness, self-directedness and life skills for continuous learning 

and training. Secondly, it aims to enable students to explore viable education and career 

options through the provision of accurate and comprehensive information. Thirdly, it 

aims to inculcate an appreciation for the value of all occupations and how they 

contribute to society functioning well. Fourthly, it aims to equip students with skills and 

the means to engage positively with their parents and with other career influencers.  

 

School-based career guidance programmes typically employ a combination of 

lessons, profiling tools, and counselling to help students formulate their understanding 

of self. In doing so, they draw on such concepts as that of ‘interests’, ‘abilities’, ‘values’, 

‘life roles’, ‘life setting’ and ‘life events’ (MOE, 2016). The ECG programme is 

developmental and guides students through three progressive phases of career 

education: career awareness, career exploration, and career planning. These are 

represented in Figure 2 below. 

 

Figure 2. The ECG Developmental Model. 

Source: MOE, 2018e. 
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The development of self-identity is meant to underpin the career guidance programmes 

at all stages of education. The development of self-identity is considered to be an area 

that students should take into consideration to help them to make informed education 

and career decisions. The need for this focus is especially pressing at the junior college 

level, with the MOE ECG programme being focused on career planning. This includes 

engaging one in clarification of career self-concept, developing skills in gathering 

information, and developing decision-making skills (MOE, 2018e).  

 

Tan and Goh (2002), in documenting career guidance in Singapore schools from 

1965 to the 1990s, identified three main stages of development: information-giving, the 

curriculum approach, and integration. These stages parallel the state’s educational and 

economic priorities outlined earlier. In each stage, there was a notable difference in the 

roles that teachers were expected to play. 

 

Before the 1970s, career guidance was hardly practised in schools and was 

virtually non-existent in the community. As a result, thousands of young people left 

school annually, ill-prepared for work, and creating job dissatisfaction and poor 

productivity (Tan & Goh, 2002).  The first stage in the evolution of career guidance in 

schools in Singapore was the information-giving stage, which was from 1965 to 1986.  

 

School-based career guidance complemented the survival-driven instincts of a 

newly-independent nation to help its workforce to grow and to solidify its economy. In 

this stage, teachers in charge of career guidance were not trained to provide guidance. 

Their task was mainly to collect ministry-created guidance materials and disseminate 

them to students. On this, a study in 1984 revealed that this information-giving method 

was inadequate. Of the 950 high school students surveyed, 95% had not received any 

form of career counselling in school, and more than 60% expressed desire for some 

form of guidance (Khor, 1987).  
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The second stage of career guidance in schools, the curriculum stage, stretched 

from 1987 to 1995. The ECG initiatives in this period mirrored the efficiency-driven 

public policies in looking at the optimal ways to achieve educational outcomes. The year 

1987 was a watershed year in the field, following the return of then-Education minister 

Tony Tan from a study tour of schools in the US and the UK. He observed that while 

schools in Singapore were good at producing academically excellent students, such 

affective-focused components of schooling, as counseling and guidance, were lacking in 

rigor. The resulting report from this tour, Towards Excellence in Schools (MOE, 1987), 

stressed the need for career guidance in schools.  

 

From 1988 to 1993, more structured career counseling initiatives were 

introduced to secondary schools. This took place in phases. By the end of six years, 

career guidance had officially reached all secondary schools in Singapore (Tan & Goh, 

2002). The focus now was on group education instead of individual counselling. Schools 

were expected to set aside curriculum time to develop life skills in students through a 

series of guidance lessons and activities. All teachers were also expected to incorporate 

career education in their teaching.  

 

In 1994, Tan (1994) documented the career aspirations and work values of 1380 

adolescents in Singapore. Through asking students to rank a number of work values, 

the study revealed the students’ shift mentally from idealism to realism as they 

advanced in age. Also, while there were clear indications of preferred work values 

amongst every age group, the study identified a general lack of career crystallisation 

among adolescents. This suggested that they had poorly developed career self-concept. 

Thus, it was argued, a closer look at how guidance programmes are created, delivered, 

and received was warranted. 

 

The third stage of development in career guidance in schools in Singapore, the 

integration stage, began in 1996. After the mid-1990s, the key features of the nation’s 
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economy and political, social and cultural life were well-established. Greater attention 

than previously was now spent on differentiating education in an ability-driven stage. 

Career guidance had by now become a regular feature in schools in Singapore through 

structured lessons and career events. In this stage, a whole-school approach was 

adopted in the field. The responsibility for the guidance of students was no longer the 

sole purview of career guidance teachers. Rather, it was meant to be shared among 

various stakeholders, including school staff, parents, alumni, and the community. In this 

stage, the career teacher was not deemed to be an expert, but rather a facilitator of a 

whole-school approach to effectively address students’ career guidance needs (Yeo, 

Tan, & Neihart, 2012).  

 

2.3.3 Education and Career Guidance in 21st century Singapore 

Since the turn of the 21st century, career guidance in schools in Singapore has been an 

area of renewed focus. In a 2009 study on students’ career decision-making patterns, 

the MOE found that 48% of youth in Singapore made their education or career decisions 

without engaging in sufficient exploration. Instead of conducting research using reliable 

information and making choices based on individual interests or skills, they relied on 

general suggestions from friends and family. Another 17% of students did engage in 

some exploration but were still confused, while about 9% were not thinking about their 

future at all (Ng, 2015). These results indicated that school-based ECG practices 

needed to be further refined.  

 

Two broad approaches are now being taken to encourage students to engage in 

quality career decision-making, namely, personalised guidance for students and work 

experience programmes. These approaches are in large part driven by the SkillsFuture 

initiative (SkillsFuture, 2019a) and the MOE’s identification of 21st century competencies 

(MOE, 2018d). To ensure that students receive targeted guidance and attention, the 

MOE began recruiting career guidance counsellors from 2015, with the aim of having 

100 full-time counsellors serving all schools, polytechnics and Institutes of Technical 
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Education (ITEs) by 2017 (Ng, 2015). The aim is to provide targeted guidance to 

students on their career and study choices, and to work with teachers to organise 

career-related events in order to give students extensive exposure to the local job 

market (Ng, 2015). In addition, the MOE partnered with the Workforce Development 

Authority (WDA) to create MySkillsFuture, a one-stop online portal to enable individuals 

to track their own long-term educational and career development (SkillsFuture, 2019a). 

Through this approach, all Singaporeans and permanent residents will have a personal 

portfolio. 

 

To ensure that good alignment exists between what students learn in school and 

the knowledge and skills required at the workplace, educational institutions actively 

engage key industry players in developing course curricula (Wong, 2016). Enhanced 

internships are offered by polytechnics and ITEs, to create structured learning in student 

internships as part of the curriculum (SkillsFuture, 2019ab). In addition, new graduates 

can enroll in the SkillsFuture Earn and Learn Programme (SkillsFuture, 2019ac), a 

work-study programme to provide structured progression pathways and dedicated 

mentoring from partner organisations. 

 

Within the ECG school curriculum, changes are also made to complement the 

nation-wide effort to support students and adults to make informed education, training 

and career choices.  In 2016, the MOE updated the Citizenship and Character 

Education syllabus for pre-university students. ECG was identified as one of three key 

focus areas.  With the theme of ‘Being Ready for the Future’, the post-secondary ECG 

syllabus aims to help students “thrive in the working world or in further education… be 

purposeful in pursuing our passion, be other-centred, be of strong character and 

develop the attitude of lifelong learning as we contribute meaningfully to our family, the 

community and society” (MOE, 2016). 
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2.4 Conclusion 

This chapter, in providing a background to the study reported later in this thesis, has 

provided a summary of international trends that influenced the development and delivery 

of career guidance programmes, focusing on such major economies as Europe, the UK, 

and the US. It then sought to give an overview of the educational policies and directions 

in Singapore. Next, the chapter provided an overview of the phases of development of 

school-based career guidance curriculum and the changing roles of career guidance 

teachers in these phases. Finally, it provided an overview of SkillsFuture, a government 

initiative that aims to guide the creation and delivery of school-based career guidance 

programmes. The following chapter will examine influential career theories and the role 

of teachers in school-based career guidance programmes. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

OVERVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

3.1 Introduction 

The previous chapters considered the context of international and national trends that 

have influenced the development and delivery of career guidance programmes in 

Singapore. It concluded by indicating that in recent years, there has been a trend for 

career guidance to be based on individual counselling, supplemented with a curriculum-

based approach (OECD, 2004). The increasing focus of this curriculum approach is an 

emphasis on lifelong learning and sustained employability. Also, while some school 

curricula focus mainly on understanding the world of work, most aim to develop the 

skills of students to reflect on themselves, to make decisions, and to manage 

transitions. 

 

This chapter extends these considerations by providing an overview of studies 

that apply to school-based career guidance programmes based on one or a combination 

of the career development theories introduced in Chapter 1. These theories are the self-

concept theory of career development, the social cognitive career theory, the theory of 

circumscription and compromise, the theory of work adjustment, and the theory of 

vocational personalities. The chapter is in five sections. The first section provides an 

overview of career guidance and development in relation to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 

theory of development. The second, third, and fourth sections focus on research on 

school-based career guidance programmes in Europe, the UK, and the US respectively. 

The fifth section focuses on research in relation to East Asian countries, including 

Singapore. Throughout, issues of career identity development of high school students, 

school-based career guidance programmes, and teachers’ perspectives on school-

based career guidance are examined.  
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3.2 Career Development Considered in Relation to Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 

Theory 

Career identity is defined as central to the sense of self derived from one's development 

of an occupational career. This, in turn, is seen as being an important component of 

one's overall identity (Stringer, Kerpelman, & Skorikov, 2012). Exploring and committing 

to a particular career pathway is one of the most important tasks for late adolescents to 

face when moving from high school to higher education or to the job market (Stringer, 

Kerpelman, & Skorikov, 2012). Furthermore, a successful resolution of these related 

identity issues is seen to have an impact on the immediate and future career 

opportunities of adolescents (Luyckx, Duriez, Klimstra, & de Witte, 2010). 

 

An important concept in relation to career development is that of career maturity 

across the lifespan. Related to this concept are Super’s theory of career self-concept 

(Super, 1957, 1980) and Gottfredson’s theory of circumscription and compromise 

(Gottfredson, 1981). Their perspective of career maturity has particular salience for 

career guidance programmes in schools, as it aligns to how formal education can tailor 

the curriculum to the age and stage of learners. On this, Super’s notion of career 

maturity is defined as the readiness to cope with specific vocational tasks at a particular 

life stage (Super, 1980). Also, career maturity is seen as being informed by attitudes 

(e.g. taking part in career exploration and planning activities) and cognition (e.g. 

decision-making skills or knowledge of the world of work) (Blustein, 1987). For some 

(Hughes & Karp, 2004), these are very much related to career guidance programmes’ 

aims to promote students’ knowledge and skills regarding work. 

 

A key aspect to consider in relation to career maturation is the context within 

which the individual resides. On this, career identity development can be viewed as 

being the result of continuous and complex interactions between individuals and their 

contexts. For example, in a study on the applicability of Holland’s theory of vocational 

personalities, Nagy, Trautwein, and Ludtke (2010) interviewed 4709 German high 



40 
 

school students on their career interests. They found that Holland’s theory showed a 

significant correspondence to the college-bound students’ career interests. However, 

there were significant variations between male and female students, with the latter 

identifying their interest in certain domains much later than boys. Also, in a study of high 

school students in the Netherlands, Buser, Niederle, and Oosterbeek (2014) noted 

significant gender differences and their relation to potential career choices. Surveying 

397 students across four high schools in Amsterdam, they found that although both 

boys and girls displayed similar academic ability, boys chose prestigious academic 

tracks that were more mathematics- and science-intensive.  

 

Given, then, that one can argue that there is a dynamic relationship between an 

individual and his or her context, it was argued over seventeen years ago that traditional 

approaches to guidance programmes that focus solely on person factors may no longer 

be adequate (Solberg, Howard, Blustein, & Close, 2002). Thus, Bronfenbrenner’s 

(1979) ecological model of development is useful in examining adolescent identity 

formation as it incorporates social contexts (Figure 3).  

 

 

Figure 3. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory of development.  

Source: Santrock, 2007. 

By focusing on the effect of environments on development, this ecological model 

accommodates behavioral, genetic, sociobiological, and such influences as social 



41 
 

learning and functional analysis (Lerner & Steinberg, 2004). However, it also helps one 

to focus on examining the dynamic interaction between context (or ecology) and the 

individual, and how this interaction can contribute to career identity development 

(Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Cook, Heppner, & O'Brien, 

2002). For example, at the social level, students are seen to be influenced by family 

beliefs and traditions, peer group attitudes, and views of work. In South Korea, for 

instance, there is a strong societal focus on examination preparation and a narrow 

range of preferred careers (Choi, Kim, & Kim, 2015; Kim, 2009). Also, at the cultural 

level, societal beliefs about the abilities of various racial, ethnic and economic groups 

and the type of work they perform are highlighted. Thus, at the school level, policies and 

school structures affect the exposure to and opportunities for career education.  

 

Across many nations, schools can play an important role in promoting the 

exploration of motives for future goals that may become central to adolescents’ notion of 

their future role in the world of work (Flum & Kaplan, 2006; Rowan-Kenyon, Perna, & 

Swan, 2011). In a study of 4212 German adolescents, Wicht and Ludwig-Mayerhofer 

(2014) discovered that the school context is considerably more influential on young 

people’s aspirations than the neighbourhoods in which they live. They concluded that 

this finding reflected the fact that children are selected for different school types in what 

is a highly stratified school system. As such, schools not only shape youths’ career 

expectations, but are also important places of secondary socialisation in that they have 

an impact on youths’ preferences for particular occupations.  

 

Adopting an ecological perspective can therefore be helpful in reviewing career 

education practices around the world, while accepting that these practices are typically 

influenced by Western models and theories (Yeo, Tan, & Neihart, 2012) and that a large 

number of studies on school-based career education are from the West. Hughes, Mann, 

Barnes, Baldauf and McKeown (2016), on reviewing the literature on the impact of 

career education on student outcomes from 1996 to 2016, found that research studies 
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are overwhelmingly from the UK and the US. Also, career interest tests developed in 

Western cultures are widely used, albeit sometimes with adaptations, for career 

education in non-Western countries. Thus, the results of such tests can be misleading if 

contextual factors are not considered (Primavera et al., 2010). Studies have also shown 

how people in the same society can share common images of occupations from an 

early stage in life (Gottfredson, 1981; Hwang, Kim, Ryu, & Heppner, 2006), and that 

Western models and theories cannot be evenly applied across cultures (Primavera et 

al., 2010).  

 

Even within the same school system, cultural differences can play a role in 

career development. In a cross-cultural study of US and Japanese students’ career 

decisions, Taylor, Wang, VanBrackle, and Kaneda (2003) found that while both groups 

of students made similar career decisions, the US students tended to choose careers 

based on self-related reasons, while Japanese students based their decisions on self 

and others. Ma and Yeh (2010) also found that individual and familial factors can predict 

educational and career aspirations. In a study with 265 Chinese immigrant high school 

students in New York City, they found that higher self-reported English language fluency 

and career-related support from parents positively predicted career and educational 

aspirations.  

 

3.3 Research from Europe 

3.3.1 School-based career guidance 

Due to differences in political, economic, social contexts, European countries vary 

greatly in the nature and extent to which career education is included in the curriculum 

and in the methods of delivery (OECD, 2003). After World War II, Eastern European 

nations, including Hungary, Poland, Bulgaria and Romania, adopted school systems 

aligned to Communist principles. An implication for career education was that the 

profiles and number of career specializations available were regulated by government 

plans that outlined job opportunities (Whitmarsh & Ritter, 2007). Since the 2000s, 
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however, and across many European countries both east and west, there has been a 

growing awareness on the importance of career education in schools (Watts, 2005).  

 

Between 2002 and 2004, three influential international organisations embarked 

on significant policy reviews in career guidance, studying 37 countries. The 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) conducted a career 

guidance policy review involving fourteen countries, including Austria, Czech Republic, 

Denmark, Finland, Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway and Spain (OECD, 

2004). The European Commission (EC) then adopted the OECD survey to collect 

information on existing and new European Union (EU) member states not involved in 

the earlier OECD review. These countries are Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, France, 

Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, 

Slovenia, and Sweden (Sultana, 2004). The World Bank also adapted the OECD review 

to conduct a parallel review of seven countries: Chile, the Philippines, Poland, Romania, 

Russia, South Africa, and Turkey (Watts & Fretwell, 2004). 

 

School-based career education is incorporated within the school curriculum in a 

variety of ways in different countries. In Austria, Finland, Germany, Scotland, and 

Switzerland, careers education and guidance feature prominently (OECD, 2014). In 

Finland, for example, career guidance is a compulsory part of the comprehensive school 

curricula and a cornerstone of secondary education (Sahlberg, 2011). Even in countries 

where it is not mandatory to include career education in the school curriculum, such as 

Ireland and Luxembourg, schools nevertheless provide career education activities 

(OECD, 2004). Also, across schools in Europe, career education takes on one or a 

combination of forms. It can exist as seminars and workshops, be designated as a 

separate subject, be subsumed into a broader subject, or be infused across the 

curriculum (Watts, 2005). In the Czech Republic, career education is integrated into 

class time devoted to other school subjects, and the objectives of career education are 

mapped against the curriculum content. In Austria, class time for career education is 
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included within that of school subjects and the teachers decide how to use the allocated 

time (OECD, 2003).  

 

Regardless of the variance in delivery, it is claimed that school-based career 

education has three benefits for students during and beyond formal education. First, 

significant engagement in career education activities in school is associated with good 

attitudes towards schooling (Kashefpakdel, Mann, & Schleicher, 2016; OECD, 2003). A 

study of the 2012 PISA data offered insight on how career education in schools can be 

related to positive perceptions on the value of schooling. Kashefpakdel, Mann, and 

Schleicher (2016) analysed data from six countries (Australia, Belgium, Canada, 

Denmark, Finland and Ireland) based on questions that asked 15-year old participants 

whether they had taken part in a series of career development activities  in school. 

These activities included internships, job shadowing, job fairs and speaking with a 

career counsellor. In a regression analysis that related to social, demographic and 

behavioural characteristics, the participation in career activities had a significant positive 

relationship with attitudes towards the value of schooling. The most consistent positive 

effects, it was concluded, are from attending a job fair and speaking with a career 

advisor in school. In particular, students who participated actively in career activities felt 

that schooling is beneficial for adulthood and future employment. These relationships 

were found to be particularly strong in Finland and Ireland (Kashefpakdel, Mann, & 

Schleicher, 2016).  

 

A second benefit of participation in school-based career activities, it is held, is 

developing future planning skills. School-based activities aim to help students in 

educational and career decision-making. These activities, so the argument goes, lay the 

groundwork for lifelong career development by teaching them to engage in regular 

review and planning to manage their learning (Sultana, 2004). A series of studies 

undertaken in Portugal highlighted the importance of having well-designed career 

education activities that develop career planning capacities in students. Cordeiro, Paixo, 
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Lens, Lacante, and Luyckx (2015) surveyed Grade 12 students in Portugal who were 

making career decisions to select their higher education path. In particular, they 

investigated the effects of basic needs satisfaction (posited by self-determination theory) 

and career decision-making self-efficacy (posited by social cognitive career theory) on 

the career identity and well-being of students. Surveying 462 students, they found that 

needs satisfaction and decision-making self-efficacy were positively associated with 

proactive career exploration and commitment. In another study, Janeiro (2010) studied 

the career development attitudes of 300 Grade 9 and 320 Grade 12 Portuguese 

students. She found that the students’ beliefs of self-control over the outcome of career 

decisions influenced feelings of self-esteem and self-worth. This dynamic, in turn, 

promoted thinking about the future and the establishment of short and long-career 

goals, which are important steps in career planning.  

 

The results of both studies emphasised two important points for designing career 

education activities. First, the activities designed should develop qualities of self-esteem 

and self-efficacy. Secondly, the activities should support such adolescents’ experiences 

and needs as knowledge of existing requirements for specific college courses and 

feasible alternatives.  

 

The third benefit of school-based career education is a broader one, compared 

to the first and the second benefits. Along with having benefits for the individual, the 

positive effects of career education in school also include those that are social and 

economic. In Austria, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Ireland and the Netherlands, it has 

been argued that career guidance helps to reduce dropout rates, increase graduation 

rates, and support attainment of educational qualifications (OECD, 2004; Valijarvi & 

Sahlberg, 2008).  

 

The problems and challenges often reported relate to the time and space 

accorded to career guidance within the existing curriculum (OECD, 2004; Watts, 2005). 
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In Austria, for example, teachers resisted time taken away from their subjects (OECD, 

2004). Also, for systems that require teachers to incorporate career education in their 

teaching, policies can greatly shape the rigour of, and focus on, career guidance. In 

Flemish-speaking Belgium, for example, the cross-curricular approach to career 

guidance is mandated by educational law, and also serves as a criterion when 

inspectors evaluate schools. This approach has become central to defining career 

guidance. As career education becomes a measure in assessment, schools may strive 

to ensure it is present, and it occasionally becomes the focus of school-based 

curriculum development projects and research (Sultana, 2004). 

 

3.3.2 Counsellors’ and teachers’ roles in school-based career guidance 

In European countries, three long-standing approaches of effective career guidance 

were identified back in 2004 (OECD, 2004). The first approach is to have specialised 

guidance specialists who serve undecided school leavers, unemployed people, and 

adults who wish to change careers. A second approach is to employ guidance 

counsellors to visit schools and organise guidance programmes and counselling for 

students. A third approach is to prepare teachers to conduct career guidance courses. 

Most school systems, however, focus on the second and third approaches for school-

based career education activities. However, in Greece, Iceland and the Netherlands, 

specialist guidance counsellors offer guidelines as well as resources to their colleagues 

in school, so the career education programme is delivered in an integrated manner. 

 

Various countries exhibit a range of approaches to involving teachers in career 

education efforts. In some cases, teachers are invited to include career-related themes 

in their teaching subject areas, and the decision on the extent to which they do, and 

how, is left to them. Often, career guidance staff in schools are also required to combine 

their duties with other activities, often teaching academic subjects for at least half or 

more of their time. This is so in Flemish-speaking Belgium, the Czech Republic, 

Denmark, Ireland, Malta, and Spain. In Germany, full-time teachers are given an extra 
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financial allowance to provide career guidance over and above their regular duties 

(Sultana, 2004). In the Czech Republic, schools employ part-time counsellors who are 

qualified teachers, and whose teaching load is reduced by at most one hour per week to 

perform counselling, including career guidance (OECD, 2004).  

 

Studies have found that the quality of career counsellors and teachers can be 

key to the quality of career activities. In general, teachers are seen to play a crucial role 

in school engagement and thus in academic achievement and career development 

(Kenny, Walsh-Blair, Blustein, Bempechat, & Seltzer, 2010; Perry, Liu, & Pabian, 2010). 

In a study of 859 German students, Noack, Kraacke, Gniewosz, and Dietrich (2010) 

found that students across Grades 6, 8, and 10 demonstrated high levels of exploratory 

careers behaviour when they perceived higher levels of teacher acceptance and 

openness. In a study in the Netherlands, Mittendorff, Jochems, Meijers, and den Brok 

(2008) surveyed students’ perceptions of portfolios as a career education instrument. 

They found that when teachers used the portfolios as a basis for career dialogue, 

students appreciated the instruments and tended to reflect on their career identity and 

future ambitions. Conversely, portfolios were valued less by students when delivered as 

a stand-alone intervention without a teacher or a counsellor. 

 

School-based career guidance personnel in Europe also face challenges. These 

include a lack of relevant training and, as in the US, competing commitments. First, 

school-based career guidance tends to be provided by people with a wide range of 

training and qualifications, and the staff who provide career guidance in schools are 

often not specialists (OECD, 2004). In Finland, guidance counsellors all have trained-

teacher status, with 25% having a master’s degree qualification in guidance (Holman, 

2014). However, elsewhere, many school-based career counsellors have qualifications 

only from related fields, without verification of whether they have the requisite 

competencies, such as links with the world of work (OECD, 2004). In the Czech 

Republic, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, and Spain, guidance counsellors are 
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usually hired based on their guidance or psychology degrees, even if these degrees do 

not have any training component specific to career guidance (OECD, 2004). In addition, 

teaching staff who also serve as careers’ teachers often have limited knowledge about 

the labour market and the nature of different types of jobs, and have little contact with 

public employment services (OECD, 2004). In Austria, Denmark, Norway, and Sweden, 

survey responses from students demonstrated that often the outcomes of career 

education programmes can be far from satisfactory, with teachers failing to help 

students see connections between the different elements of career education 

programmes when dealt with in separate subjects (Sultana, 2004).  

 

A second challenge is that of competing commitments. Career guidance 

personnel in schools often have a background in, or spend part or even much of their 

time, as ‘regular’ teachers, psychologists, counsellors, information mediators, and 

human resource specialists. As a result, career guidance in schools may be provided by 

people who do it for only part of their time – the rest of which is devoted to teaching or 

general counselling on personal, behavioural, or academic issues (OECD, 2004). In 

Denmark, Iceland, and Finland, teachers often double up as the career guidance 

counsellor (OECD, 2004; Cedefop, 2011).  Trained guidance counsellors hired by 

schools are often expected to handle a variety of counselling issues, and there is 

consistent evidence that career guidance tends to be marginalised. The pressing nature 

of personal and behavioural issues of students mean that guidance personnel spend 

most of their time on these problems at the expense of career guidance; also, guidance 

on education and career choices tends to be sought out when students need to make 

immediate decisions, rather than as part of longer-term career planning. Compounding 

this issue is the prevailing perception in schools that career guidance is the sole 

responsibility of specialists and appointed teaching staff, rather than the joint 

responsibility of all educators in the school (OECD, 2004). 
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To address some of these concerns, some school systems are beginning to 

allocate dedicated personnel for career education. In Norway, the career guidance role 

is being split off, partly to protect resourcing, and partly to address distinctive 

competence requirements, including knowledge of the labour market. In Poland, 

separate career counsellors are now being introduced into schools (Sultana, 2004). 

However, this is no guarantee that quality career guidance is provided: in Sweden, 

where every high school is mandated to have a guidance counsellor, only 24% of youth 

said they received sufficient information about different fields of study and only 14% 

knew enough about job opportunities (Mourshed, Patel, & Suder, 2014). 

 

3.4 Research from the United Kingdom 

3.4.1 School-based career guidance 

Over the last two decades, and particularly during the period of the last Labour 

Government in the UK (1997-2010), the number and type of qualifications and courses 

available to young people from ages 14 to 19 increased greatly and grew in complexity, 

making high quality career education important for youth in helping them to make their 

career choices (Haynes, McCrone, & Wade, 2013). The Education Act of 2011 placed a 

statutory obligation on schools to provide independent career guidance for all students 

from Years 8 to 13 (England Department for Education, 2013). With this Act, schools 

assumed full responsibility for delivering career education. 

 

In July 2016, the UK government-funded Education Endowment Foundation 

published an international review of research literature on career education in OECD 

countries. The 73 identified studies were mainly conducted in the UK and the US, and 

used randomised controlled trials or such quasi-experimental approaches as those 

involving analyses of longitudinal databases. The career education activities reviewed in 

the studies included mentoring, careers provision, job shadowing and work experience 

placements, and the provision of information. Two-thirds of these studies, which 

spanned the years between 1996 and 2016, found evidence of largely positive 
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economic and educational outcomes from school-based career education (Hughes, 

Mann, Barnes, Baldauf, & McKeown, 2016). However, the review concluded that 

comparatively modest attention had been given to trying to understand the influences 

underlying these positive results. 

 

The relationship between career education and academic achievement is a well-

demonstrated one. Back in 1999, Killeen, Sammons, and Watts (1999)
 
noted that a 

positive correlation between career education and school performance due to the 

capacity of career education programmes to help young people understand the 

relationship between education goals and occupation outcomes, and thus possibly 

increasing student motivation during schooling and encouraging them to set attainable 

goals. Later studies in the UK have supported this position. Golden, O’Donnell, Benton, 

and Rudd (2006) evaluated the effects of the Increased Flexibility for 14-16 year olds 

Programme (IFP), introduced by the Department for Education in 2002 to provide 

students with vocational learning opportunities. The review found that the IFP improved 

school retention rates at age 16. Harrison, James, and Last (2012) compared 200 

students aged 14 to 16 who participated in CoPE against 200 non-participants. CoPE is 

a nationally recognized qualification based on modules on life skills, including vocational 

preparation and work-related learning. The researchers reported boosts to student 

confidence, self-esteem, motivation and attendance linked to participation in CoPE. 

 

To study the economic and social outcomes of school-based career education, 

Ashby and Schoon (2010) drew from a longitudinal database — the 1970 British Cohort 

Study — to explore the long-term impact of adolescent career aspirations. They found 

that the nature of aspirations can be directly linked to career status and net income at 

ages 33 or 34. Kashefpakdel and Percy (2016) also analysed the 1970 British Cohort 

Study longitudinal dataset, comparing it with data collected in 1986 and 1996. They 

tested for relationships between student participation in school-organised career talks 

undertaken at ages 14 to 16 and full-time earnings at age 26. The study applied 
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extensive controls to family and social background, learning environment, and prior 

educational attainment, and found that participation in each career talk is associated 

with an earning premium, at age 26, of 0.8%. This premium rose to 1.6% when the 

students reported career talks to have been very helpful. 

 

Despite the generally positive effects of career education, its provision in UK 

schools is not noted for its quality or for reaching out to all students (Hutchinson, Rolfe, 

Moore, Bysshe, & Bentley, 2011; Moote & Archer, 2018). While schools were expected 

to be fully responsible for career education with the 2011 Education Act, there was no 

additional government funding to schools to support this additional role (Watermeyer, 

Morton, & Collins, 2016). Compounding this fact was the foreclosure of Connexions, a 

careers service that had previously worked in conjunction with schools to deliver career 

education (Hooley & Watts, 2011). The move to get schools to take the lead in careers 

guidance generated a largely unfavourable response, throwing light on concerns that 

the consistency, quality, independence and impartiality of career education are being 

compromised (House of Commons Education Committee, 2013; Moote & Archer, 2018). 

In addition, there is a lack of agreement on what school-based career guidance in the 

UK should consist of (Bimrose, Barnes, Hughes, & Orton, 2004). Consequently, the 

range of school-based career education activities became broad and the reach to 

students was unequal (Moote & Archer, 2018; Watermeyer, Mortin, & Collins, 2016). 

 

3.4.2 Counsellors’ and teachers’ roles in school-based career guidance 

As in other countries’ school systems, studies in the UK have found that teachers play a 

key role in influencing students’ decision-making and social outcomes, including in 

relation to higher education and career choices (Brown, Oritiz-Nunez, & Taylor, 2011; 

Hallinan, 2008; Oliver & Kettley, 2010). The teacher-student relationship is especially 

important when students are at risk of dropping out of school, as they tend to have 

improved academic performance and social behaviour when they perceive that teachers 

care about them (Muller, 2001). Fruiht and Wray-Lake (2013) studied adolescents’ 
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interactions with adult mentors, the time the mentor became important, and the ethnicity 

of the students, in predicting educational attainment in young adulthood. They found 

that having an adult mentor during adolescence predicted academic success, and that 

having a teacher-mentor was even more predictive of education attainment than having 

other types of mentors. The study’s results highlighted the value of teacher-mentors 

throughout childhood, adolescence, and early adulthood. Brown, Oritiz-Nunez, and 

Taylor (2011) used the data in the 1958 British National Child Development Study to 

analyse the influence of school-based careers guidance and resources on 16 year olds’ 

career expectations and education outcomes. The study showed that having heard 

about an occupation from a teacher is associated with a lower probability of expecting 

and, subsequently, entering relatively low skilled occupations. These results highlight 

how teachers are an important channel through which schools can influence the labour 

market outcomes of young people. 

 

A number of studies conducted in UK schools have found that the quality of 

teacher perspective and guidance can have a direct impact on the outcomes of school-

based career activities. Moon, Lilley, Morgan, Gray, and Krechowiecka (2004) reviewed 

ten studies undertaken between 1988 and 2003, seven of which were from the UK. 

They found that schools with high quality career education had comprehensive and 

clear information in place on course options and careers, teaching staff with relevant 

qualifications and experience to deliver lessons, and a well-equipped and resourced 

career library. In 2005, 165 students aged 14 to 16 in fourteen UK schools were 

surveyed on their education choices (Blenkinsop, McCrone, Wade, & Morris, 2006). 

They reported being most satisfied with their choices when the schools they attended 

provided some or all of the following: concise and detailed information, impartial advice 

about subjects, taster sessions in different subjects, sufficient time to consider the 

options, and individual conversations with staff and teachers who knew them well. The 

interaction and relationship between students and teachers providing careers education 

was reported as significantly affecting the quality of the programme. For careers 
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education to be successful, the argument goes, young people need to have meaningful 

career conversations with such significant adults as teachers, parents, professionals, 

and alumni (Hughes et al., 2016). 

 

However, Ofsted, the school inspectoral body of England, surveyed 60 

secondary schools in 2013 and raised concerns regarding the consistency of provision 

of information and guidance amongst students from aged between 15 and 17. Ofsted 

identified a number of reasons causing this inconsistency, one of which was teachers 

who were not sufficiently trained in communicating the diversity of career options to 

students (Watermeyer, Morton, & Collins, 2016). Concurrently, a 2012 report from 

Estyn, the school inspectoral body for Wales, highlighted the same shortcoming. 

Additionally, it found great disparity between schools in the amount of lesson time 

prioritized by Welsh schools and the extent of staff ‘buy in’ in the implementation of 

careers education (Estyn, 2012). 

 

To understand teachers’ perspectives on providing school-based career 

education, Watermeyer, Morton, and Collins (2016) surveyed 94 secondary school 

teachers on their views on the UK policy that led to the incorporation of careers 

education within the schools. The teachers surveyed taught science, technology, 

engineering and mathematics (STEM) subjects, and were asked to complete an online 

survey on their perceived contribution to school career programmes and what they 

identified as barriers to implementation. The survey results revealed a mixed message. 

On the one hand, teachers recognized the significance of their unique relationship to 

students, and how their knowledge of students could help them provide effective career 

guidance. At the same time, most of the teachers expressed doubt about the efficacy of 

STEM careers education delivered by teachers. The researchers noted two main areas 

of teachers’ concerns: situational issues and infrastructural deficits. In the case of 

situational issues, three aspects were identified. First, teachers stated they were worried 

that they would have to accept sole responsibility for a new performance measure on 
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top of their other duties. Secondly, the teachers said they felt that their specialisation 

and partisanship can produce bias resulting in them promoting STEM careers over other 

possible career options. Thirdly, the teachers felt disconnected from the STEM industry 

and were worried about misinforming students in a fast-changing industry. In relation to 

infrastructural deficits, two factors were identified. First, teachers reported having to 

contend with multiple parallel commitments and did not have the capacity to take on the 

role of providing career education. Secondly, the teachers felt that they were not 

provided with adequate and updated resources to provide effective guidance.  

 

Interestingly, the teachers were hesitant to recommend the outsourcing of 

guidance to career specialists, as they perceived that these specialists can lack the 

relational proximity and understanding that teachers have with their students. The 

teachers’ rejection of career specialists can complicate a prevailing belief that the best 

career education is provided by a combination of professional counsellors, teachers and 

other stakeholders (Hooley, Marriot, & Sampson, 2011). Watermeyer, Morton, and 

Collins (2016) concluded that successful school-based career education might need to 

depend not only on teachers’ relationship with students, but also a “relational brokerage” 

to facilitate an effective team effort between teachers and other stakeholders (p. 1455). 

 

3.5 Research from the United States of America 

3.5.1 School-based career guidance 

The guidance profession in the US began at the turn of the 20th century, with the 

compulsory education movement (Hughes & Karp, 2004). In a seminal work that has 

come to be widely-quoted by researchers, Oliver and Spokane (1988) reviewed studies 

published between 1950 and 1982 on school-based career guidance activities. They 

found that these activities can positively influence students’ career decision-making, 

understanding of careers and career-related adjustment. They also found activities 

directed at junior high school students had the largest effect sizes, and that the most 

cost-effective type of intervention is a small group workshop rather than individual 
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counselling. However, the interventions were short-term and low intensity. Ten years 

after the 1950-1982 review, Whiston, Sexton, and Lasoff (1998) provided an updated 

study using the same research methodology as Oliver and Spokane (1988). Their 

findings, after reviewing studies published between 1983 and 1995, paralleled the 

original researchers’ findings. In addition, Whiston, Sexton, and Lasoff (1998) found the 

interventions that proved most effective focused on a specific career-related skill rather 

than on general career preparation. 

 

In 2001, the watershed policy embodied in the report entitled No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) led to dramatic changes in school-based guidance practices (Dimmitt, 

Carey, & Hatch, 2007). The NCLB policy attempted to create a fundamental reform in 

public education by encouraging the adoption of a standards-based model for public 

schools. While the NCLB Act did not attempt to reform school-based guidance, 

guidance practices underwent dramatic changes to adapt to the new education model. 

The American School Counselors Association (ASCA), a national organisation 

concerned with school counselling advocacy, drafted a set of national student learning 

standards for school counselling and a national model for school counselling 

programmes (American School Counselors Association [ASCA], 2005). These led to a 

reconceptualization of the goals of guidance programmes, the job scope and work 

nature of school guidance counsellors, and how guidance programmes were organized 

and managed within public schools (Carey & Martin, 2015).  

 

In the years that followed the NCLB Act, a number of studies examined 

relationships between school-based guidance programmes and student outcomes and 

benefits (Carey & Martin, 2015). Various reviews of guidance programmes in 

elementary, middle and high schools across the US found many vocational and 

academic benefits associated with career guidance and counselling interventions 

(Hughes & Karp, 2004). Particularly in high schools, state-wide studies found that 
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comprehensive school-based guidance programmes resulted in a variety of positive 

outcomes. 

 

The benefits of student participation in career education activities can be seen 

largely in academic success, positive school affect, and good relationships with 

teachers and peers in school. Carey, Harrington, Martin, and Stevenson (2012) 

surveyed high schools in Utah and Nebraska, and found that the level of implementation 

of an ASCA National Model of guidance and a favourable student-to-counsellor ratio 

were positively associated with increases in reading and mathematics proficiency, 

improved test scores, improved attendance rates, decreases in poor discipline rates, 

and decreases in suspension rates. Similar results were found in studies undertaken in 

Connecticut high schools (Lapan, Whitman, & Aleman, 2012) and Wisconsin high 

schools (Burkhard, Gillen, Martinez, & Skytte, 2012). In Rhode Island high schools, 

Dimmitt and Wilkerson (2012) found that counselling programmes were organized 

according to a developmental framework, and counsellors were engaged in activities 

related to five domains: development, career development, personal/social 

development, accountability/data use, and parent involvement. The level of teaching of 

each of the five classes of activities, as reported by counsellors, was found to 

significantly relate to one or more of the following benefits: a greater sense of belonging, 

decreased reports of conflicts with teachers and other students, decreased bullying, 

decreased suspension rates, and higher attendance rates.  

 

In a review of career guidance activities in US schools, Hughes and Karp (2004) 

noted the general agreement that career development is a desirable part of schooling, 

and that there is evidence that many types of career guidance programmes are 

effective. However, they observed that it is difficult to suggest an optimum content or 

mode of delivery. Nevertheless, a clear recommendation was to ensure that more 

regular conferences took place between high-school students and teachers or 

counsellors (Hughes & Karp, 2004). Perry, Liu, and Pabian (2010) found that teacher 



57 
 

support is significantly related to emotional and behavioural school engagement for 

urban middle school and high school students. Bayer, Grossman and DuBois (2015) 

analysed mentoring relationships in the US and found that closeness of the match, as 

defined by students, can influence academic performance more than the duration of the 

relationship can. 

 

3.5.2 Counsellors’ and teachers’ roles in school-based career guidance 

In the US, teachers play a critical role in promoting career interests and the eventual 

career choices made by students. Fouad et al. (2010) developed a taxonomy of 

students’ perceived supports and barriers to STEM careers, and found that teachers 

were the primary source of both barriers and supports at middle school, high school and 

college levels. Rowan-Kenyon, Perna and Swan (2011) studied the occupational 

aspirations of high school students planning to attend college. The research spanned 15 

schools across five states – California, Florida, Georgia, Maryland, and Pennsylvania – 

with 3 schools from each state being involved. Schools were identified based on the 

profiles of students’ achievement levels and socioeconomic statuses, and divided into 

being high resource, middle resource, or low resource-based. The research found that 

students’ occupational aspirations and their understandings of educational requirements 

appear to correlate with the resource level of the schools. However, the one factor more 

than any other that influenced students across school resource levels was teachers; 

students in all grade and resource levels indicated that they were inspired by passionate 

teachers who encouraged them and shared careers information related to their 

respective fields. Students’ views on the success of school-based career programmes 

also seemed to correlate positively with their perceptions of their teachers’ efforts. 

 

The quality of teacher and counsellor input in career education programmes is 

also associated with positive student outcomes. Nevertheless, two general challenges 

have been identified. First, there is a shortage of trained personnel. ASCA recommends 

a student-counsellor ratio of 250:1, but public schools tend to have much higher ratios 
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(Public Agenda, 2010). In a review of 2014-2015 counsellor to student ratio across the 

US, the nationwide average was 482:1 (National Association for College Admission 

Counseling [NACAC], 2015). In states such as California, Michigan, and Minnesota, the 

ratio was more than 700:1; in Arizona, the ratio was 924:1. Only three states (New 

Hampshire, Vermont, and Wyoming) maintained a ratio lower than 250:1 (NACAC, 

2015). 

 

To compound the issue, US high school counsellor roles have become very 

broad. High school counsellors are routinely involved in tasks that are administrative 

and disciplinary and that involve therapeutic counselling (Carey & Martin, 2015). Sink 

and Yillik-Downer (2001) surveyed the concerns of school counsellors in 11 states 

regarding implementing comprehensive developmental guidance programmes in their 

school districts. They found that high school counsellors were particularly concerned 

that many of the tasks that were required of them were not manageable. As a result of 

the multiple roles they played, counsellors said that they could not adequately focus 

their work on improving students’ academic achievement and promoting college access. 

 

A second challenge faced in career guidance programmes is the attitude of 

teachers to their roles in the programmes. In a study on guidance services 

implementation for US schools, Lohrmann, Forman, Martin, and Palmieri (2008) found 

teachers to be reticent in taking up guidance roles. Lohrmann and his colleagues 

interviewed external providers of career services on their observations and perspectives 

of teacher support. They found that several factors explained school teachers’ 

resistance to implementing a school-wide behaviour support programme. First, a lack of 

administrative direction and leadership in the school reduces teachers’ investment in 

guidance programmes. Secondly, teachers were sceptical about whether an 

intervention is needed. Thirdly, teachers expressed a sense of hopelessness about 

change. Fourthly, some teachers had philosophical differences with the school’s 

conception of career guidance. Finally, the teachers’ feelings of disenfranchisement with 



59 
 

people and with school missions reduced their support for guidance programmes. To 

address teacher resistance in implementing school-wide programmes, the researchers 

recommended that a clear understanding of the underlying reasons for resistance be 

articulated, and that strategies to match the reason for resistance be identified. 

 

Finally, while guidance counsellors are often depended upon to deliver career 

education and are perceived as the specialists, teachers are often key to the success of 

school programmes. A study of 600 young adults aged 22 to 30 revealed that their high 

school counsellors were viewed as less helpful than their classroom teachers (Public 

Agenda, 2005, 2010). Participants surveyed rated their high school counsellors less 

highly than teachers in terms of mentoring and motivating them to continue education. 

Kenny, Walsh-Blair, Blustein, Bempechat, and Seltzer (2010) also found that confidence 

in career goals and plans, and receiving support from teachers were the strongest 

predictors of expectations for urban high school success. These underscore the critical 

role of teachers in the quality delivery of career education activities. 

 

3.6 Research from East Asian Nations – Singapore, Hong Kong, South Korea, 

Taiwan 

3.6.1 School-based career guidance 

Singapore and some of its East Asian neighbours, including Hong Kong, South Korea 

and Taiwan, share distinctive social, political, cultural and economic qualities. Dubbed 

“The Four Asian Tigers”, these countries were rapidly industrializing in the 1990s, and 

were influenced heavily by the UK (Singapore and Hong Kong) and the US (South 

Korea and Taiwan). Despite earlier influence from the West, these Asian societies are 

more collectivistic and group-oriented than Western societies. There is a strong 

emphasis on interdependency, and individuals are socialised to behave in ways that 

would enhance their relatedness to significant others in the community (Chong, 2007; 

Chong, Huan, Quek, Yeo, & Ang, 2010). It is important to consider these countries’ 

similar characteristics when assessing school-based career guidance because in a 
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collectivist culture an individual’s career is often considered an expression of group and 

personal identity (Choi, Kim, & Kim, 2015; Lent & Brown, 2013). 

 

Research on school-based career guidance in these territories have thrown up 

similar findings on how adolescents form their career identities. The factors that 

influence career decisions can be internal (such as self-efficacy) and external (such as 

social supports and barriers). External factors are especially significant in collectivist 

societies: in South Korea, for example, it has been found that strong parental support on 

career development skills can greatly influence adolescents’ education and career 

choices (Choi, 2012; Choi, Kim, & Kim, 2015; Kim, Cho, & Kim, 2010). Students in 

Asian nations demonstrate the strong influence of, and perhaps adherence to, social 

norms and expectations. South Korean society has skewed preferences for such 

specific occupations, as teachers, civil servants, and medical doctors (Choi, Kim, & Kim, 

2015; Kim, 2009). In Taiwan, high school students were found to express career self-

efficacy in domains that usually mirror the work structure there. Tien, Wang, and Liu 

(2009) found that high school boys expressed more confidence than girls in what the 

Holland’s career codes consider as R-type (‘Realistic’) fields, such as engineering. On 

the other hand, girls expressed more confidence than boys in A-type (‘Artistic’) fields, 

such as design and the arts, demonstrating how high school students’ career self-

efficacy can be influenced by gender-related career norms. 

 

Despite the strong influence of external factors in Asian societies on adolescent 

career identities, Tien, Wang and Liu (2009) found internal barriers to have a greater 

effect than external barriers in affecting career decisions. Hence, while it is important to 

acknowledge the presence and impact of social factors on career choices, they 

recommended that educators focus on career education activities that develop such 

internal factors as self-awareness and self-efficacy. At the high school level, career 

education activities have been shown to correlate positively with student behaviour and 

achievement. Choi, Kim, and Kim (2015) studied the effect of South Korean students’ 
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participation in school-based career activities on their career development skills and 

school success. The career experiences included the career guidance class curriculum, 

a career inventory, a department guide, lectures on career development, job shadowing, 

and counselling. Surveying 4605 high schoolers, they found that students who 

participated in 1 to 2 activities over a two-year period developed good career skills and 

did well academically. In contrast, no relationship was found between career education, 

career development skills, and school success for students who participated in 1 activity 

or none. The study postulated that the more times the students participated in career 

education activities, the more their career skills matured and the more convinced they 

were about their future career choice. This, in turn, led to greater school success. These 

results supported earlier findings that student career preparation can enhance active 

school engagement and academic achievement (Choi, 2012; Evans & Burck, 1992; 

Perry, Liu, & Pabian, 2010).  

 

High quality career education programmes are crucial when students have to 

make education and career decisions. It is believed that effective career programmes 

can mitigate older students’ anxieties by helping them develop career skills and self-

efficacy, because as adolescents move into adulthood, social circumstances rather than 

physical fears can become predominant causes of fear and dread (Mellon, Koliadis, & 

Paraskevopoulos, 2004; Mellon & Moutavelis, 2007). Li, Ang, and Lee (2008) sampled 

self-anxiety reports of 13-year-old and 16-year-old students from Singapore, and found 

that the older students reported higher levels of anxieties that are social in nature. 

These include anxiety related to failure, criticism, and school performance (Ang, Huan, 

& Braman, 2007). In an earlier study, Tan (1994) documented the career aspirations 

and work values of 1380 adolescents in Singapore. Through asking students to rank a 

number of work values, the study revealed the students’ mental shift from idealism to 

realism as they advanced in age. Also, while there were clear indications of preferred 

work values amongst every age group, the study identified a general lack of career 

crystallisation among adolescents. This suggested that they had poorly developed 
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career self-concepts. Thus, it was argued, a closer look at how guidance programmes 

are created, delivered, and received was warranted. 

 

3.6.2 Counsellors’ and teachers’ roles in school-based career guidance 

The important role of teachers as effective mediators of career education activities have 

been corroborated in Hong Kong (Ho & Sin, 2010; Yuen et al., 2010), South Korea 

(Koh, Lee, Suh, Jung, & Park, 2007), Taiwan (Tien, Wang, & Liu, 2009) and Singapore 

(Salim & Chua, 1994). While Singapore society has been very much influenced by 

Western world views and practices (Kau, Jung, Tambyah, & Tan, 2004; Lee, 1998), 

Singaporean students still view teachers as experts in imparting knowledge (Rivera & 

Cruz, 2008). Most research studies on counselling styles’ preferences suggest that a 

directive style is preferred by Asian students (Liem, Martin, Nair, & Bernardo, 2009; 

Pope, 1999), where the teacher instructs or directs students on what to do. Interestingly, 

at the undergraduate level, Singaporean students have shown signs of preferring the 

non-directive style (D’Rozario & Romano, 2000). Liem, Martin, Nair, and Bernardo 

(2009) compared secondary school students in Australia, Indonesia, the Philippines and 

Singapore, and found that Asian students were more likely than their Australian 

counterparts to defer to teacher authority and to conform to the majority view. In Taiwan, 

teacher encouragement is key in supporting and influencing high school students’ 

career decision-making process (Tien, Wang, & Liu, 2009).  

 

How teachers shape and conduct career education programmes is important 

due to the large impact of teacher influence. As far back as 15 years ago, Salim and 

Chua’s (1994) review of guidance practices in Singaporean schools concluded that the 

attitude of teachers, the support of principals, and the co-operation of other staff are 

crucial to the schools’ implementation of guidance programmes. A teacher’s mitigation 

of a student’s experience of career education activities is important to student learning. 

South Korean students, when given a choice, were more likely to engage in such career 

development activities as taking career inventories that were less time-consuming, 
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rather than in such time-intensive ones as job shadowing and career counselling (Choi, 

Kim, & Kim, 2015). However, according to a meta-analysis on the outcome of career 

interventions, completing career inventories without professional counselling can be 

ineffective in developing career skills (Whiston, Brecheisen, & Stephens, 2003). 

Research on the effect of career inventories on South Korean adolescents reported that 

groups with interpretation counselling scored higher on self-understanding and career 

decision self-efficacy scales than students who completed the career inventories without 

interpretation counselling (Koh, Lee, Suh, Jung, & Park, 2007). Thus, career counsellors 

and teachers need to develop appropriate interpretation methods for students to make 

sense of their experiences. In addition, school counselling professionals should help 

high school students understand themselves in the context of their collectivistic culture 

and in the light of an individualistic culture by using such concepts as self-understanding 

and career maturity (Leong, 2002). Researchers recommend that career education 

educators need to possess appropriate awareness, knowledge and skills as these 

would likely enhance the quality of guidance that they provide to students (Liem, Martin, 

Nair, & Bernardo, 2009).  

 

Because of the influence of teachers, it is important to understand the 

perspectives of teachers given the task of delivering the career education curriculum in 

school. Research on teacher perspectives on career education also revealed teachers 

generally accepting their role in the holistic development of students, and thus were 

related to the values practiced in collectivist societies (Lam & Hui, 2010). Chong, Lee, 

Tan, Wong, and Yeo (2013) surveyed 70 Singaporean teachers between 2008 and 

2010 on school-based intervention programmes in primary and secondary schools. The 

teachers were newly appointed heads of departments in student development, and were 

questioned in relation to the range of school-based programmes available in schools. In 

general, many identified career guidance – along with civic and moral education, 

sexuality education, life skills education, and co-curricular activities – as essential 

components in the school curriculum.  
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In a study on Hong Kong secondary school teachers, Lam and Hui (2010) 

identified a number of key themes from teachers’ perspectives on providing guidance for 

students. Teachers held a belief in the whole-person development of students, and that 

there is a relationship between education, guidance and counselling. Also, they took 

ownership of the responsibility in the whole-school approach to guidance, and provided 

guidance in and out of the classroom. However, Lam and Hui (2010) also found out that 

school support for teachers in career education can vary. In addition, the lack of skills, a 

heavy workload, insufficient training and teachers’ exhaustion are main constraints on 

regular teachers in providing career guidance to students.  

 

In general, teachers cited two main challenges to effectively provide career 

education. First, as seen from Lam and Hui’s (2010) study, teachers do not tend to 

perceive themselves as experts in career education. Ho and Leung (2016) noted that it 

is worth exploring and developing the professional competence expected from career 

guidance teachers in Hong Kong, as discussion on quality career education delivery is 

often lacking. Expertise in conducting career education programmes is crucial to its 

success, and teachers’ identification with the belief advocated in the curriculum is vital 

to the quality of their guidance of students (Hui, 2003). The teachers’ openness to adopt 

experiential approaches, their group management skills and their willingness to share 

their experiences are also crucial in providing career guidance, as these qualities can 

create trusting and respectful teacher-student relationships and provide a meaningful 

learning context for students (Chen, 2008; Chong et al., 2010).  

 

Secondly, the duty of conducting career education can add to an already heavy 

workload for teachers. While there are no studies on Singaporean teachers’ 

perspectives on career education, Kok (2013) conducted interviews with 11 school 

counsellors in Singapore secondary schools on their professional role in schools. These 

counsellors were responsible for the school-based career education programme. Kok 
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(2013) gleaned three categories of students’ needs as reported by the counsellors: 

remedial, preventive and developmental. Remedial needs were addressed by 

programmes dealing with students who committed petty crimes, disciplinary issues and 

abuse and self-harm cases. Preventive needs were addressed by programmes to teach 

skills for disadvantaged and at-risk students. Developmental needs were addressed by 

courses on affective and career education. From the interviews, two major findings 

emerged. First, the school counsellors played multi-faceted roles. Counsellors engaged 

by schools, it was reported, often have their work defined by what the school requires. 

For instance, they reported acting as not only counsellor, but also teacher, group 

facilitator, and workshop trainer. Secondly, they had difficulty in coordinating all facets of 

students’ needs, thus demonstrating the lack of an effective collaborative model for 

counselling in schools. Compared to their Western counterparts, the role of counsellors 

in Singapore schools were found to be more flexible and multi-faceted. Interestingly, the 

issue of school counsellors contributing to academic success of students was never 

raised in Singapore as it was in the UK and the US. This suggested that counsellors 

perceived guidance in Singapore schools to be a support system, rather than as having 

an independent function as their counterparts in the Western world (Kok, 2013). 

 

3.7 Conclusion 

This chapter has reviewed literature on school-based career education and the role of 

teachers and counsellors. Specifically, studies undertaken within Europe, the UK, the 

US, Taiwan, Hong Kong, South Korea and Singapore were reported. While contextual 

differences can result in varying findings, similarities can also surround the factors of 

successful school-based career education. Across nations, participation in career 

education activities in schools has been found to be beneficial. In addition, teachers can 

increasingly be included in school-based career education efforts. There are two 

common challenges to teachers’ and counsellors’ effective conducting of these activities 

in school. First, teachers lack expertise and do not receive adequate training to facilitate 
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the career education curriculum. Secondly, teachers and counsellors often juggle 

multiple roles and cannot dedicate sufficient attention to career education efforts. 

 

A number of international studies have also been undertaken on teachers’ 

perspectives on school-based career guidance programmes in Europe, the UK, the US, 

and Hong Kong. While there are studies on the heads of departments and career 

counsellors in Singapore schools (Ang & Yeo, 2004; Chong, Lee, Tan, Wong, & Yeo, 

2013; D’Rozario & Romano, 2000; Kok, 2013; Yeo, Tan, & Neihart, 2012; Rivera, Nash, 

Sew, & Ibrahim, 2008), there are no studies in Singapore on the perspectives of 

teachers tasked to deliver the career education curriculum in schools. Career education 

teachers are not only key agents of quality career education programmes; they are also 

important mediators of policy-level ideals and school-level practice (Ho & Leung, 2016). 

International trajectories in career guidance research are mediated by a host of local 

factors, such as culture and policies. Hence, it is important to study teachers’ 

perspectives on career guidance programmes in Singapore to review these 

programmes. 

 
  



67 
 

CHAPTER FOUR 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

4.1 Introduction 

The study reported later in this thesis, it will be recalled, was undertaken to generate 

theory on the perspectives of teachers of career guidance programmes in junior 

colleges in Singapore regarding the school-based career guidance programmes. This 

chapter now provides the outline of the research design of the study. First, it provides an 

outline of the research approach, including the use of the paradigm of interpretivism and 

the theoretical position of symbolic interactionism. Secondly, the research design 

proper, including the central research question, and site and participant selection, are 

described. Thirdly, the methods of data collection and analysis used in the study are 

discussed. Finally, the procedures used to ensure the trustworthiness of the reported 

study are described. 

 

4.2 The Research Approach 

The research approach adopted in the study being reported here can be considered in 

terms of three levels. These are the paradigm, which is interpretivism, the theoretical 

perspective, which is symbolic interactionism, and the methodology, which is grounded 

theory. Each of these is now considered in turn. 

 

4.2.1 Interpretivism 

Paradigms are worldviews that inform a researcher’s approaches; there are a number of 

them and scholars have different ways of classifying them. Nevertheless, according to 

Punch and Oancea (2014), many worldviews are encapsulated in a small number of 

categories. These include positivism, interpretivism, and constructivism. Positivism is 

the belief that objective accounts of the world can be given and that the function of 

science is to develop explanations. Interpretivism is the belief that people bring 

meanings to situations and act in terms of how they understand their world. 
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Constructivism advocates a view that realities are local and specific, and that one can 

experience multiple realities (Punch & Oancea, 2014).  

 

The study reported here is locates within the interpretivist paradigm. 

Interpretivism views individual and society as inseparable units. The main focus of 

interpretivist research, which is to understand meaning, is diametrically opposed to the 

main aim of positivism, which is to predict and control (Habermas, 1972). Within the 

interpretivist paradigm, human action is seen as not merely the product of internal 

instincts or social constructs, but is being meaningful in that it has to be interpreted and 

understood within the context of social practices (Chenitz & Swanson, 1986; Usher, 

1996). The inseparability of the individual from his or her society means that there 

needs to be an understanding of the society of which he or she is a member in order to 

gain an understanding of the individual. Also, there needs to be an understanding of the 

individual in order for the society in which the individual lives to be understood 

(O’Donoghue, 2007).  

 

Overall, the interpretivist approach emphasises social interaction as the basis of 

knowledge formed by “mutual negotiation and specific to the situation under study” 

(O’Donoghue, 2007, pp. 9-10). For the study reported in later chapters of this thesis, this 

meant that understanding the teachers’ actions necessitated an understanding of their 

surrounding environment (the school) and society in general (the education landscape 

in Singapore). With such understanding, the researcher was located such that she could 

attempt to uncover meanings that teachers attached to various aspects of their work 

when dealing with school-based career guidance programmes. 

 

While there are a number of theoretical positions associated with interpretivism, 

Blackledge and Hunt (1985, pp. 234-236) expounded on four major assumptions that 

are shared by most of them. These assumptions are as follows: 

1. Everyday activity by individuals is the basic unit of society. 
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2. Everyday activity by individuals involves some level of the individuals’ autonomy.  

3. Everyday activity by individuals is almost always informed by their interpretation of 

other people’s activity.  

4. Everyday activity involves a form of negotiation of meaning with others and influence 

the individuals’ understanding and beliefs.  

On these, it is also important to note that while meaning is negotiated between 

individuals, these individuals may not have equal power (Blackledge & Hunt, 1985). 

 

These assumptions were interpreted in relation to the study. They are as follows: 

1. The basic units investigated in the study are the classroom, the school, colleagues, 

the school administration, and the MOE curriculum for career guidance.  

2. While the MOE provides a career guidance curriculum for schools, teachers have a 

degree of autonomy in deciding the exact content to teach, when to teach the 

content and how to teach it. 

3. Teachers’ actions are not undertaken in a vacuum. They influence, and are 

influenced by, individuals based on how they understand or interpret each other’s 

actions. The individuals include students, colleagues, school administration 

personnel, and MOE officials. 

4. Negotiation of meaning occurs when teachers interact with the career guidance 

curriculum, students, colleagues, and school administration personnel. The 

teachers’ understanding of, and beliefs on, career guidance are thus influenced by 

these interactions. 

 

4.2.2 Symbolic interactionism 

Within the interpretivist paradigm, the theoretical position of symbolic 

interactionism provided further direction for the reported study. This position 

complemented the interpretivist view that the individual and society are inseparable, and 

that both are constituted through shared meanings (Blumer, 1969). While interpretivism 

emphasises the inseparability of the individual and society, symbolic interactionism does 
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so by placing the spotlight on the individual. The concern is with revealing the 

perspectives that lie behind the actions people take in light of them and the patterns 

which develop as a result of the interactions that take place between individuals’ 

perspectives and actions over a particular period of time (O’Donoghue, 2007). 

 

The key concepts of symbolic interactionism are those of ‘self’, ‘interaction’, and 

‘self-interaction’. In his seminal text, Mind, Self and Society (Mead, 1934), George 

Herbert Mead contended that the individual develops a sense of self through interaction 

with others. His concept of ‘self’ departed from the dominant 20th century view within 

psychological concepts of the self which considered it to be a stable entity (Blumer, 

1969). To Mead (1934), the ‘self’ comprises two distinct entities, namely, the ‘I’ which is 

subject to interpretation by the more reflexive and objective ‘me’. An individual develops 

a sense of self through interaction with others, and his or her judgement of how his or 

her actions have been received by others. The latter interaction is referred to as ‘self-

interaction’, where the ‘self’ is continually constituted through reflexive processes 

(Chamberlain-Salaun, Mills, & Usher, 2013). Hence, the complexity of ascribing 

meaning to everyday action forms an intricate social process out of which the ‘self’ 

arises (Mead, 1934).  

 

Blumer (1969) elaborated on Mead’s ideas, presenting three premises of 

symbolic interactionism. First, human beings act towards things on the basis of the 

meanings that the things have for them. Secondly, the meaning of such things is derived 

from, or arises out of, the social interaction that one has with others. Thirdly, meanings 

are products of an interpretive process; the meaning of a thing for a person grows out of 

the ways in which other persons act toward the person with regard to the thing. These 

premises were deemed to be pertinent when engaging in the reported study, as it was 

expected that teachers would be able to consider, talk about, and assess their actions in 

relation to their experiences of teaching career guidance programmes within the context 
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of their own pedagogy and pedagogical beliefs, and their classroom, school, and social 

setting. 

 

A researcher who adopts the symbolic interactionist position is not interested in 

the ‘objective truth’ of a situation (Rtizer, 1994). Rather, the interest is in gaining access 

to the insider’s view, and the meanings that situations and actions have for participants 

(Punch & Oancea, 2014). This, as Charon (2001) argued, is not to say that there is no 

truth but that we cannot know the truth completely or accurately as we constantly see it 

through filters. Therefore, the study reported in the next set of chapters was concerned 

with the social meanings and responses of teachers as a consequence of the 

perspectives they gained from teaching career guidance programmes. 

 

Symbolic interactionists distinguish between ‘perspectives’, ‘perceptions’ and 

‘attitudes’. On this, Charon (2001) contends that “perspectives are not perceptions but 

are guides to our perceptions; they influence what we see and how we interpret what we 

see” (p. 8). Also, as symbolic interactionists consider an individual’s perspectives to be 

actively and continually formed and modified by situations, they are different from the 

notion of ‘attitudes’, which is usually considered to be fairly fixed and stable 

(O’Donoghue, 2007).  

 

In elaborating on the component parts of the term ‘perspective’, O’Donoghue 

(2007, p. 39) identified four key components: 

1. The aims or intentions of the participants with regard to the phenomenon under 

investigation and the reasons they give for their aims or intentions. 

2. The strategies the participants say they have for realising their aims and 

intentions and the reasons they give for utilising those strategies. 

3. What the participants see as the significance of their aims or intentions and their 

strategies and the reasons they give for this. 
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4. The outcomes the participants expect from pursuing their aims or intentions and 

the reasons they give for this. 

These components provided a framework to guide the data collection phase of the study 

being reported here. 

 

4.2.3 Grounded theory 

Turning to the third level of the study reported here, namely, that of methodology, a 

methodology of grounded theory was adopted. Grounded theory can be defined as a 

research strategy that aims to inductively generate theory from data (Punch & Oancea, 

2014). It is consistent with interpretivism and one approach, and that which was 

adopted, has symbolic interactionist underpinnings (O’Donoghue, 2007). Therefore, it is 

appropriate for use when the interest is in studying, understanding and interpreting 

human conduct (Chamberlain-Salaun, Mills, & Usher, 2013).  

 

A grounded theory approach is used to generate theory grounded in data 

systematically gathered and analysed from the empirical world (Corbin & Strauss, 

2008). According to Charmaz (2006, pp. 5-6), the grounded theory practice developed 

by Glaser and Strauss has seven defining components. They are as follows: 

1. Simultaneous involvement in data collection and analysis.  

2. Constructing analytic codes and categories from data, not from preconceived logically 

deduced hypotheses. 

3. Using the constant comparative method, which involves making comparisons during 

each stage of the analysis.  

4. Advancing theory development during each step of data collection and analysis.  

5. Memo-writing to elaborate categories, specify their properties, define relationships 

between categories, and identify gaps.  

6. Sampling aimed toward theory construction, not for population representativeness.  

7. Conducting the literature review after developing an independent analysis.  

These components collectively ensure that theories can be generated from the data. 
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A grounded theory methodology also posits that data collection, data analysis, 

and theory generated are closely intertwined. What differentiates grounded theory 

analysis from other methods is its insistence on coding data from the moment that data 

gathering commences. This process will then serve as a foundation for further data 

collection and analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Punch & Oancea, 2014). For the 

reported study, the researcher employed a set of initial interview questions to interview 

the first participant of the study. This interview was followed by transcribing the interview 

and analysing the data that were collected. From the data set and analysis, the focus 

and questions for the second interview were developed in line with the theoretical ideas 

generated. The same procedure was applied after each interview.  

 

The simultaneous data collection and analysis being referred to is called 

theoretical sampling (Punch & Oancea, 2014). This method facilitates the generation of 

the full range and variation in a category (O’Donoghue, 2007). Within the study, data 

collection and analysis continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. This was 

when additional interview data no longer led to the generation of any new categories or 

relevant themes (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 

 

4.3 The Central Research Question 

The aim of the reported study, it will be recalled, was to generate local theory about the 

perspectives of teachers of career guidance programmes in junior colleges in Singapore 

on their career guidance programme. To facilitate the collection of data, the focus of 

enquiry was constructed into a central guiding question. This question was stated as 

follows: what local theory can be generated about the perspectives of teachers of career 

guidance programmes in junior colleges in Singapore on their career guidance 

programme?  
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 Guided by the component parts of ‘perspectives’, which relate the people’s aims, 

stated strategies, perceived significance, expected outcomes, and reasons they give for 

what they say (O’Donoghue, 2007), four sub-guiding questions were formulated. These 

sub-guiding questions were not deemed to be specific questions to be answered. 

Rather, they guided the formulation of conversational questions for the generation of 

data relevant to the study’s central aim.  

 

The sub-guiding questions were as follows: 

1. What are the teachers’ aim(s) with regard to conducting school-based career 

guidance programmes? What are their reasons for having the stated aim(s)? 

2. What are the strategies they say they use when conducting school-based 

career guidance programmes? What are their reasons for using these 

strategies? 

3. What significance do they say they attach to their aim(s) and strategies in 

conducting school-based career guidance programmes? What are the 

reasons for having the stated significance? 

4. What outcome(s) do they expect with regard to conducting school-based 

career guidance programmes? What are their reasons for expecting the 

stated outcome(s)? 

A series of conversation questions were generated from these four sub-guiding 

questions. These then formed the basis of the teacher interviews. The conversational 

questions were specific questions deemed to be the most useful in getting participants 

to articulate their views. 

 

4.4 Research Sites 

Purposive sampling was used to select the schools for the study. It is a type of sampling 

done in a deliberate manner with some purpose or focus in mind (Punch & Oancea, 

2014). Junior colleges (JCs) in Singapore offer a 2-year pre-university course, which 

culminates in the GCE ‘A’ Level or the International Baccalaureate examination (MOE, 
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2018b). The typical junior college student is 17 or 18 years old (MOE, 2018c).  There 

are 20 junior colleges in Singapore, of which there are four types: independent, 

specialised independent, government-aided, and government (MOE, 2019).  

 

Participants were selected from the three independent junior colleges: Anglo-

Chinese School (Independent), Hwa Chong Institution and Raffles Institution. This is 

done for two reasons. First, independent schools enjoy greater autonomy than others in 

curricular innovations, implementation of school programmes, administration and 

student admissions (Gopinathan & Mardiana, 2013). These suggested that a substantial 

amount of diversity could be found, thus enhancing the likelihood of generating robust 

theory. Secondly, limiting the number of cases to three diverse schools allowed the 

researcher to engage in in-depth interviewing to generate theoretical insights into the 

perspectives of teachers in their natural setting. The diversity involved reflected 

differences in school histories, foundational policies, sizes of graduating class, and the 

culminating examination taken in the final year.  

 

4.5 The Data Collection Process 

As mentioned in Chapter One, semi-structured interviews were used in the reported 

study to collect data to generate local theory about the perspectives of teachers of 

career guidance programmes in junior colleges in Singapore on their career guidance 

programme. Semi-structured interviewing was deemed to be a suitable method of data 

collection on the grounds that it would likely yield comprehensive data that could lead to 

theory building and the development of localized conceptual frameworks (Morrow, 

Rakhsha, & Castaneda, 2001). In addition, the semi-structured interview is a method 

compatible with the grounded theory methodology (O’Donoghue, 2007).  

 

Qualitative interviews, according to Rubin and Rubin (2005), “build on a 

naturalistic philosophy”, are “extensions of ordinary conversations”, and let interviewees 

be “partners in the research enterprise rather than subjects to be tested or examined” 
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(p.12). While group interviews would have allowed for more participants to be included, 

individual interviews ensured that a greater quality of data was collected. Also, individual 

interviews minimised the effect of political relationships about which the researcher was 

unaware of. 

 

Roulston (2010) has noted six types of qualitative interviewing, each consonant 

with unique epistemological and theoretical assumptions. They are as follows: neo-

positivist, romantic, constructionist, postmodern, transformative, and decolonizing. 

Given the nature of the study’s research questions and the researcher’s positionality, 

the ‘romantic’ conception of interviews best suited the study (Alvesson, 2003). In this 

conception, the interviewer is “open about his or her interest in the research topic and 

will readily express this in the interview setting when called upon by the interviewee” 

(Roulston, 2010, pp. 217-18).  

 

Kvale (2006) has noted that an interview is not necessarily an open dialogue 

between equals. Rather, it can be a hierarchical and instrumental conversation that 

might be manipulative. Interviewees might, for example, withhold relevant data because 

they feel they are crossing departmental or hierarchical boundaries. When conducting 

the interviews, the researcher was mindful of the importance of building rapport with 

interviewees through adopting an open demeanour and professional behaviour. As the 

present researcher was also a junior college teacher at the time the research was 

conducted, the adopting of such an attitude helped her to develop genuine interviewer-

interviewee rapport, and allowed for conversations to develop during the interviews. To 

try to maximise the quality of the interview data, the researcher also referred to other 

data, conducted multiple interviews, engaged in researcher reflexivity, constructed an 

audit trail, engaged in reflective journaling, and maintained transparency in the research 

process (Roulston, 2010). 

 

Punch and Oancea (2014) have identified five areas where decisions have to be 
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made about the participants to be interviewed. These are as follows:  

1. Who will be interviewed and why, and how have they been/will they be identified?  

2. How many will be interviewed, and how many times will each person be 

interviewed? 

3. When and for how long will each respondent be interviewed?  

4. Where will each respondent be interviewed? 

5. How will access to the interview situation be organized? 

 

The researcher took account of these considerations when engaging in data 

gathering for the reported study. They were addressed as follows: 

1. Teachers of career guidance programmes in the three independent junior colleges in 

Singapore were the participants. These participants were selected according to two 

criteria. First, participants needed to have taught career guidance programmes 

and/or designed the school’s career guidance curriculum. Form teachers were 

invited as they played the role of the main teacher who oversaw the holistic 

development of the students and they usually delivered the career guidance 

lessons. Secondly, participants had to be involved in career guidance for JC2 

students. JC2 students sit the GCE A level examinations and usually apply to attend 

a higher education institution. JC2 teachers, it was held, are likely to be closely 

involved in advising students on higher education and career pathways.  

Between 20 and 40 teachers were identified in each of the three schools as meeting 

these criteria. Participants in each school were selected through theoretical 

sampling, a method of data collection “based on concepts/themes derived from 

data” and whose purpose is to collect data from diverse sources to capture a range 

of views sources that will maximize chances to “develop concepts… uncover 

variations, and identify relationships between concepts” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 

143). After one participant was selected, the next was identified based on 

maximizing differences between him or her and the previous participants. Selection 

criteria included gender, age, race, experience in teaching, academic subject taught, 
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and whether teaching was one’s first or second career. Table 1 shows the 

information pertaining to each teacher who participated in this study. 

Participant 
(pseudonyms) 

Age Gender Years in 
teaching 

Teaching is 
first career 

Nelson 42 M 10 Yes 

Andrea 38 F 15 Yes 

Justin 39 M 10 Yes 

Trina 27 F 3 Yes 

George 36 M 8 Yes 

Geraldine 54 F 29 Yes 

Alan 28 M 3 Yes 

Helen 46 F 7 No 

Edwin 43 M 17 Yes 

Fred 46 M 13 No 

Lynette 35 F 13 Yes 

Eliza 38 F 12 Yes 

Fiona 38 F 12 Yes 

Queenie 39 F 15 Yes 

Laurie 40 M 12 Yes 

 
Table 1. Data on teachers interviewed for this study (2018). 

 
 

2. It was not necessary to work with a large number of participants to generate themes 

and sub-themes to maintain the reported study’s value (O’Donoghue, 2007). This 

was because it was undertaken within the theoretical perspective of symbolic 

interactionism and aimed to generate theory rather than test hypotheses. The 

eventual number of participants was reached when theoretical saturation was 

reached. Each was interviewed once, and a follow-up interview was only conducted 

when it was deemed necessary in order to clarify information, or if the first interview 

was deemed to be incomplete.  

 

3. Each interview lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. The interviews were conducted 

at the convenience of the participants’ schedules. The researcher was also mindful 

of events or times of the year that might have an impact on the quality of data 
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generated during the interviews. For instance, a participant’s response might be 

coloured by a hectic work period in school. Efforts were made to minimise such 

threats. 

 

4. Interviews were conducted in a comfortable and conducive environment. The 

participants were asked if they had venues they preferred. In this way, an open, non-

threatening and relaxed atmosphere was created. Adopting this approach was 

deemed important for using the semi-structured interview format, which differs from 

more formal ‘question and answer’ interview sessions (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). 

 

5. Permission was sought from The University of Western Australia’s ethics committee 

following its standard procedures, including in relation to consent, access, and 

confidentiality. Participants were contacted by email or phone and invited to 

participate in the study. Each participant received a letter outlining the research and 

a consent form to be signed and returned to the researcher. The researcher made a 

copy of the signed consent form for each participant to retain. The signed forms are 

kept in a secure place in the Graduate School of Education at The University of 

Western Australia. 

 

An interview schedule was drawn up following the five principles proposed by 

Punch and Oancea (2014, p. 189). First, the researcher prepared for the interview by 

clarifying research aims, concepts, and key words. Secondly, the researcher produced 

themes, topics, and questions following a document review and focus group 

conversations. Thirdly, the researcher pruned redundant questions and checked those 

remaining with regard to relevance, accessibility and answerability. Fourthly, the 

researcher polished the schedule by reflecting on assumptions and sensitivities, and 

deciding on how to structure the ordering of questions. Finally, the researcher piloted 

the interview with a colleague who would not be included in the actual interview.  
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In relation to the latter point, before setting out to conduct the first interview, two 

trial interviews with a teacher of a junior college were carried out. The purpose of these 

pre-data collection interviews was to iron out any ambiguities in the initial questions, to 

provide the researcher with greater insight into potential participant responses and 

areas of interest, and to hone her interviewing skills. After modifying and refining the 

initial questions, she was then ready to interview the first participant in the study. 

 

4.6 The Data Analysis Process 

The aim of grounded theory approaches to analysis is to generate a core category or 

categories, at a high level of abstraction and grounded in the data (Punch & Oancea, 

2014). This can be done in three steps: finding conceptual categories, finding 

relationships between the categories, and conceptualising and accounting for these 

relationships. From these conceptual categories, theory was generated in relation to 

teachers’ perspectives of school-based career guidance. This theory emerged from 

interview transcripts being analysed using coding, a process which requires constant 

questioning and comparison of data. Strauss and Corbin (1990) described coding as 

“the operations by which data are broken down, conceptualised and put back together in 

new ways; it is the central process by which theories are built from data” (p. 81).  Codes 

were connected to the raw data, and categorising the data into groups created a cluster 

of generic concepts. 

 

Coding was undertaken at three levels: open coding, axial coding, and selective 

coding. Open coding was the first level of analysis. It involved the breaking apart of 

data, qualifying their characteristics and dimensions, and outlining concepts to represent 

groups of raw data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Concepts were thus generated from data 

and developed.  

 

The following is an example of the open coding which was used in the initial 

analysis of each interview. This extract is from a transcript of an interview with Andrea. 
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Here, she is discussing her views on what teachers can do to help students gain self-

awareness in order to make higher education and career decisions.  

Interview Extract 

 

Interviewer: 

How can teachers help students to 

develop self-awareness? 

 

Andrea: 

It’s a paradox of knowing too much, you 

know? You know so much that you know 

nothing. How do you know enough to 

make a decision? And that’s what needs 

to change. It does not have to be the 

decision or the right decision, it’s just a 

decision for you at the moment in life. 

And the idea that the decision does not 

have to make your life. I think that 

narrative needs to be said; that you can 

change your mind later and it’s ok. You 

can do something and you can learn, you 

might not enjoy it, but you might definitely 

get something out of it. Even if it was the 

wrong choice, at least you will have a 

better idea of yourself! And sometimes 

the journey needs to be taken. But we 

don’t talk about all these, you see. I mean 

it’s like finding the right partner. 

Sometimes it’s luck. And some people 

live by decisions. Because I made that 

decision, I will stick by it. For some 

people it works that way. They’re 

committed to commitment. 

Coding 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Knowing just enough to make a decision. 

 

 

Need to change perceptions of the nature 

of decisions. 

Decision need not be permanent or 

‘correct’. 

 

Need to assure students it is alright to 

change their minds in future. 

Believes that there are learning 

opportunities in any experience. 

 

Wrong decisions allow students to learn 

something about themselves. 

The need for experiential learning. 

Feels the lack of conversations on the 

nature of making decisions. 

 

Acknowledges that people have different 

ideas about the decisions they make. 

 

 

 Another example of open coding follows. In this extract, Eliza is discussing what 

she thinks students want to get out of career guidance programmes and how the 
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ecosystem does not seem to support the programmes. 

Interview Extract 

 

Interviewer: 

What do you think students want out of 

ECG programmes? 

 

Eliza: 

I think they want quick answers, quick 

fixes. There are some who’re impatient, 

who want to quick answers. There’s 

always feedback that we’ve not provided 

them enough guidance. But if I have to 

hand-hold you like this, then good luck in 

life. But because that’s how they’d been 

brought up, things have been laid out 

very nicely for them. The education 

system doesn’t help either. No point 

having wonderful ECG lessons when the 

systems don’t support them, when we 

don’t have an ecosystem that makes the 

idea of job engagement coherent or 

natural.  

 

Interviewer:  

How do systems not support ECG 

lessons? 

 

Eliza: 

It doesn’t become a language. You hope 

when students get a little bit older, a little 

wiser, they will do something that they 

find fulfilling. That’s what we talk about in 

SkillsFuture right? We have to 

continuously learn, unlearn, relearn. But 

our own government, when they hire 

people, they go back to grades. I had 

Coding 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Students are impatient and want quick 

answers (based on feedback). 

 

 

Does not agree with the extent of support 

that students demand. 

Students are used to being supported. 

 

Education system at odds with aims of 

ECG lessons. 

 

 

System does not focus on or prioritise the 

idea of job engagement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

System does not normalise the aims of 

ECG programmes. 

Students mature might learn to find 

engaging work when they mature. 

SkillsFuture focuses on lifelong learning. 

 

System at odds with SkillsFuture 

messages; still a strong focus on 
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MINDEF writing in to me about this boy 

who left us when he was in secondary 

school, and they were asking me about 

his results…. It’s like they look at grades 

before anything else. 

academic achievement.  

 

Feels that MINDEF is collecting irrelevant 

information from a long time ago. 

 

However, it was also recognized that the process of open coding cannot happen 

indefinitely. Axial coding was the second process undertaken, where concepts that had 

been generated from open coding were cross-cut and connected with each other 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The focus was on understanding teachers’ perspectives in 

terms of conditions that gave rise to them, the context in which they were embedded, 

the action/interaction strategies by which they were handled, and the consequences of 

these strategies (Punch & Oancea, 2014). The researcher thus developed categories 

and considered relationships between them. This process resulted in the development 

of concepts which form the substantive theory presented later in this thesis. 

 

The third process adopted was selective coding, where the researcher 

deliberately selected one central aspect of the data as a core category upon which to 

concentrate. The aim here was to integrate the developing analysis and create a core of 

theory to be developed (Punch & Oancea, 2014). Through the process of constantly 

comparing data codes to codes, codes to categories, and categories to categories, the 

researcher interacted with the data. Comparisons helped the researcher grasp meaning, 

be sensitized to possible dimensions, ask further questions, and move the analysis from 

description to abstraction (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). This continual reassessing of 

meaning facilitated theory generation from the data (Chamberlain-Salaun, Mills, & 

Usher, 2013). 

 

4.7 The Trustworthiness of the Study 

As the reported study was conducted within the research paradigm of interpretivism, the 

interpretivist’s criteria were used to appraise its trustworthiness. These criteria are 
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credibility, confirmability, dependability, and transferability. They relate to the authenticity 

of the data collected from the participants and the extent to which a reader can have 

confidence in the outcomes of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). These will now be 

considered following a brief outline of the positionality of the researcher. 

 

4.7.1 Positionality of the researcher 

Insider research is defined as research undertaken by members of organisational 

systems and communities on their own organisations (Adler & Adler, 1987). The 

researcher was a teacher employed in a junior college at the time the reported study 

was conducted, but there were no power differential between the researcher and the 

participants. Also, the nature of what was revealed was, as anticipated from the outset, 

both non-evaluative and non-critical. 

 

Insider positioning can be valuable as it allows researchers to gain access to 

relevant people and phenomena being investigated (Sikes & Potts, 2008). It also allows 

researchers to engage with, and report events in a natural manner, as they are often 

familiar with the history and context of the research site and participants (Smyth & 

Holian, 2008). On the other hand, insider research can confront the researcher with 

dilemmas, questions and decisions related to the research, as well as to his or her usual 

organisational role.  

 

Punch and Oancea (2014) observed that the insider researcher’s positionality is 

not inherently disadvantageous, since all researchers approach their projects from this 

position. Also, Smyth and Holian (2008) proposed that the researcher should engage in 

ongoing and transparent monitoring and that this practice should be built into the 

research design. The researcher of the reported study adopted all of these suggestions. 

As a result, early and ongoing identification and management of issues that could have 

undermined the study’s credibility were anticipated. In addition, collecting data from a 

variety of schools gave a broad perspective to the researcher. 
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All participants were assured that every effort would be made to protect their 

confidentiality and privacy, especially since the researcher was known by some of the 

participants. Materials were securely stored and pseudonyms are used when reporting 

on participating schools and teachers.  

 

4.7.2 Credibility 

Credibility refers to the truthfulness of the data. It is enhanced when research practices 

are used which make it likely that credible findings and interpretations are produced 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). On this, strategies were adopted to check on the inquiry 

process and to allow for direct testing of results and interpretations with the sources 

(O’Donoghue, 2007). In particular, Punch and Oancea’s (2014) three guidelines were 

adopted by the researcher. First, the researcher thought through the rationale and 

logistics of the proposed data collection, and planned carefully for data collection. 

Secondly, the researcher anticipated and simulated the data collection procedures, 

recognising the value of pilot testing processes and instruments. Thirdly, when 

approaching people for data collection, the researcher ensured that the approach was 

ethical and professional. Throughout the process, participants were involved in critiquing 

the conceptual relationships and theoretical propositions as they were being generated 

during the data analysis process. 

 

4.7.3 Confirmability 

Confirmability is the extent to which the data and interpretations of the study are 

grounded in events rather than in the inquirer’s personal constructions (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). Corbin and Strauss (2008) outlined 13 analytic strategies felt to ensure 

confirmability in data analysis. These strategies are as follows: asking questions, 

making comparisons, thinking about the various meanings of a word, using the flip-flop 

technique, drawing upon personal experience, waving the red flag, looking at language, 

looking at emotions that are expressed and the situations that aroused them, looking for 
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words that indicate time, thinking in terms of metaphors and similes, looking for the 

negative case, asking “So what?” and “What if?”, and looking at the structure of the 

narrative and how it is organized in terms of time or some other variable. The 

researcher employed all of these strategies. 

 

Blumer (1969) has commented that a researcher asking oneself “all kinds of 

questions about what he is studying, even seemingly ludicrous questions… helps to 

sensitize the observer to different and new perspectives” (p. 41). Given the positionality 

of the researcher, constantly asking questions about what a piece of data represented 

encouraged greater reflexivity and helped the researcher to avoid interpreting data with 

pre-conceived notions.  

 

4.7.4 Dependability 

Dependability is a measure of rigour that is related to the consistency of the results in a 

study (Guba, 1981). In qualitative studies, developing an audit trail is an accepted 

strategy to ensure the stability and trackability of data and the development of theory 

(O’Donoghue, 2007). For the reported study, the researcher documented the activities 

as fully as possible (Punch & Oancea, 2014). The recording of actions, feelings, 

thoughts, and impressions preserved ideas and provided an audit trail that would allow 

other researchers to review the research process, including decisions made and actions 

taken (Birks, Chapman, & Francis, 2008; Milliken & Schreiber, 2001). 

 

4.7.5 Transferability 

Transferability is the extent to which the results of a study are confirmed by, or are 

applicable to, another context (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Because the analysis of data in 

qualitative research relies heavily on the cognitive processes of the researcher, the 

ability to document these processes and capture the researcher’s own insights, 

interpretations and reactions was beneficial to the analysis process (Rodgers, 2008). 

Writing memos was used to assist in this process. Simply defined, a memo is “a written 
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record of analysis, lengthier and more in-depth thoughts about an event, usually written 

in conceptual form after leaving the field” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 124). The content 

were substantive, theoretical, methodological, and personal, and the ‘thick description’ 

enhanced the possibility of transferring the theories to other situations. 

 

4.8 Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an overview of the research approach of the study reported in 

this thesis. It has provided a brief description of the research paradigm of interpretivism, 

the theoretical perspective of symbolic interactionism, as well as the research 

methodology of grounded theory, which underlie the study. The chapter included a 

summary of the data collection process of semi-structured interviews, and the data 

analysis process of coding. Finally, the trustworthiness of the study has been discussed, 

with particular reference to the positionality of the researcher. Theory generated is now 

outlined in Chapters Five, Six, and Seven. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

TEACHERS’ PERSPECTIVES ON APPROACHES RELATED TO THE TEACHING OF 

CAREER GUIDANCE 

 
5.1 Introduction 

The central aim of the study reported in this thesis, it will be recalled, was to generate 

‘local theory’ about the perspectives of teachers of career guidance programmes in junior 

colleges in Singapore on their career guidance programme. In line with this aim, the 

central research question which guided theory generation was as follows: What local 

theory can be generated about the perspectives of teachers of career guidance 

programmes in junior colleges in Singapore on their career guidance programme? The 

question was pursued in the case of teachers located in three junior colleges in Singapore. 

 

This chapter and the next two chapters present the central elements of the theory 

which was generated. The central proposition of the theory is that teachers in junior 

colleges hold a variety of perspectives on school-based career guidance programmes. 

Some of these are held in common, some are on matters on which there are divergences, 

and some are idiosyncratic. In relation to this proposition, Chapter Five details 

commonalities and divergences in teachers’ perspectives on approaches in the teaching 

of career guidance. Chapter Six details commonalities and divergences in teachers’ 

perspectives on problems in the teaching of career guidance. Chapter Seven details 

idiosyncracies in teachers’ perspectives on the teaching of career guidance. 

 

This chapter is an exposition on commonalities and divergences in teachers’ 

perspectives on approaches in school-based career guidance programmes. The 

commonalities can be stated in the form of four sets of perspectives. The first set relates 

to common views on the sharing of stories about career journeys with students. The 

second set of perspectives relates to common views on the customisation of career 

guidance opportunities according to students’ needs. The third set of perspectives relates 
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to common views on the importance of teaching decision-making skills when guiding 

students in their education and in their career explorations. Finally, a proposition on a 

divergence that exists in perspectives in relation to the type and extent of guidance that 

teachers should provide is detailed. 

 

5.2 Sharing Stories During Career Guidance 

The first set of perspectives relates to common views on the sharing of stories of career 

journeys with students. On this, junior college teachers hold that, for career guidance to 

be effective, they should share stories of their career guidance experiences with their 

students. This, it appears, emanates from the fact that they often express feelings of 

inadequacy when providing career guidance. These feelings, they say, are a result of not 

having worked in any other occupation and their resultant lack of current knowledge about 

general industry trends. Accordingly, in their view, relating stories and experiences of 

others bolster the career guidance advice which they can give to students.  

 

Teachers also choose to tell stories about career decisions and career 

experiences, both within career guidance lessons in class and in one-to-one 

conversations with students. On this, they indicate two benefits of sharing. The first is that 

because stories are narratives of actual career experiences, they add authenticity to the 

career guidance process. The second reason they offer relates to how the stories can 

activate an individual’s thinking process in relation to one’s career journey. Each of these 

is now considered. 

 

5.2.1 Telling stories add authenticity to career guidance 

Teachers hold that stories add authenticity to career guidance because they relate to real 

experiences about people in university courses and about those in careers in which 

students may have an interest. As one teacher put it: “having people share first-hand 

experience helps a lot” and “the best learning occurs when students feel like they are 

hearing things from the horse’s mouth.” Another teacher stated: 
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I report and paraphrase [others’ experiences]. I don’t over-sell my own 

experiences, I admit to my limitations right from the start and ironically the students 

feel that you are real and they listen to you.  

By adopting such an approach, he concluded, the teacher can become a channel through 

which students hear about the stories of others. On this, another teacher noted that 

“students love stories” and they want to listen to those “that motivate them and give them 

encouragement”. Stories, all hold, can provide powerful messages from people who have 

lived through their education and who have made career choices. 

 

The education-related stories and career stories that teachers tell their students 

tend largely to be about people they know, such as their spouses, friends, and former 

students. Also, while they can be stories about general experiences of these people 

during their studies and working in their professions, they can also provide specific 

information on such matters as what a particular university course or career is like. Such 

stories, it is argued, can add breadth to the repertoire of teaching approaches that school-

based career guidance teachers have to use with their charges.  

 

A group of people that teachers find especially helpful are those who are alumni 

of the schools at which they teach. In the teachers’ view, students relate well to these 

alumni and take heed of what is shared. As a result, one said, teachers who “tap on their 

ex-students stories and bring them to class” find that students enjoy the “authentic 

sharing.” An additional benefit of engaging with alumni, according to one teacher, relates 

to how “they sometimes poke holes in my assumptions, and I like that. They keep me 

grounded and lend credibility to what I say [to my students].” 

 

Students are especially attentive, it is argued, when the stories are offered by 

people involved in courses leading to prestigious careers. Teachers in junior colleges 

report that law, medicine and finance are popular course and career options considered 
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by their students, and that they show particular interest when the school organises for 

talks to be given related to these areas. According to one teacher, the students are: 

…very interested to know how to get a position in a bank, because it’s so hard to 

get into one these days. It’s so competitive because there’s a glut of business 

graduates. Who do you know is good or is bad? The students need to know why 

they need to do well in university, at the A levels, because we’re talking about very 

stiff competition, and the talks help drive home the point. 

One speaker, a law professor at a local university, answered students’ queries on the 

strict selection criteria for law school. He explained that their admissions’ team consider 

one’s academic results to be an indication of “how much determination and how much 

resilience you’ve got.” Furthermore, according to a teacher present at the talk under 

consideration, the speaker openly shared his views on how applicants were selected for 

law school. The teacher said: 

He just gave it to them straight. He said, we don’t know you, there are thousands 

of applicants, we just have your grades to go by. He also drove home the point 

that even among the law undergraduates, they have to distinguish the mediocre 

ones and the very good ones.  

The teacher felt that the speaker’s message made an impact on the students. She stated 

further that she likes speakers who “come and tell it to [the students] what it is like”, 

dispelling myths and providing clarity on how the students’ current academic work can 

have an impact on their future study and career choices. 

 

Teachers also tell rich stories about themselves. Notwithstanding feeling that they 

do not have an abundance of professional exposure, they note that students enjoy the 

stories that tell them about their own education and career journeys. Also, they hold that 

while the stories they share can be positive, negative, or neutral, an interesting 

commonality they have is sharing those that relate to failure. On this, a teacher said that 

he freely shares what he terms “my personal failure stories” on poor results in junior 

college and unsuccessful scholarship interviews. Another said that she often tells 
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students her story about struggling in her studies, choosing a university course that her 

father “forced” her to choose, and how she subsequently “crashed out after the first year”. 

Her purpose in sharing this story, she said, was to “use myself as an example of not going 

with what people tell you do, to go with what you want to do… I was living life like I was 

floating, my feet weren’t on the ground.” She said that students were often “surprised” that 

she showed “vulnerability” by sharing this story, and that it had made an impression on 

them because, instead of being a figure of authority, she was able to relate to her students 

as a “facilitator” of their own study and her career journeys. 

 

Teachers note that they are able to share personal stories because of their “age 

and experience”, “not caring what they think about you”, and the close bond they share 

with their students. Teachers also observe that stories of vulnerability and failure draw 

them closer to their students. According to one teacher: 

I’ve shared with them many of the mistakes I’ve made as a teacher but the lesson 

is always the same: it doesn’t matter what you do but if you’d been committed and 

earnest, there will always be people who will look out for you. I suppose it makes 

me very human, the mistakes I make. They laugh at me sometimes, especially 

[about struggling] with the computer. They feel superior to me already. [laughs] 

In such stories, the teachers hold, the message is not how obstacles and failures are a 

prelude to success, but how to manage challenges that are part and parcel of life. 

 

5.2.2 Telling stories provide opportunities to think about the career journey 

Teachers believe that students who listen to stories are given the opportunity to think 

about others’ career decisions, and this opportunity then helps them to reflect on their 

own situation. The teachers point out that, with their students’ youth and relative 

inexperience, it is helpful to get students to consider career exploration beyond what they 

consider to be the superficial aspects of job prospects and acquiring necessary 

qualifications. They hold that stories are a way to introduce students to a rich level of 

reflection on work. On this, one teacher stated that students are “engaged by and hooked 
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to stories” because they go beyond relating the technical aspects of industry and job 

descriptions. This teacher reported that stories told by speakers highlight “how [the 

speaker] came to be, their struggles, the highlights in the career, and personal 

anecdotes.”  

 

Because teachers recognise that career exploration is a life-long journey, they 

hold that that it is important for speakers to share the nuances of their experiences. One 

teacher preferred to have speakers who were “not impersonal figure heads or 

representatives of a company,” but individuals who have “uncovered their aptitude along 

the way and found a particular purpose to what they do.” Another teacher expressed a 

hope that students realise that “it’s a long journey [for the speakers] to have unpacked 

what they wanted,” to supplement the students’ simplistic thinking of, “Oh, I want to be a 

doctor because I got straight As.”   

 

Teachers also state that stories are the best means to present the complexities of 

a person’s career journey, and that students can benefit from hearing about how the 

journey unfolds. On this, one teacher articulated what an ideal speaker would be like: 

I want to have someone who is first and foremost a human being who is in touch 

with his own searching, and journey in life, how he has chosen various options, 

how he has struggled through several options, who has even failed or taken 

alternative paths. To me these are the realities that shape and make their stories 

congruent for me. I don’t want to pick someone who is singing praises about the 

job without telling them the challenges. That’s not being fair to my students. 

Teachers’ choice of words, such as “unpack” and “uncover”, also point to what they 

prioritise in these stories: their ability to reveal the layers of complexities in a career 

journey. 

 

Teachers further note that story-telling is not a well-promoted approach in career 

guidance programmes in schools. One teacher speculated that this situation was due to 
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“our culture, we don’t get to share our personal stories.” Nevertheless, they continue to 

share their stories and report good reception by students. For example, the teacher who 

shared about her rocky education journey felt that her students appreciated her telling the 

story because, as she put it: 

I was not being just a teacher, but someone who cares for them and stress to them 

the importance of thinking ahead, of taking ownership of their lives. They see 

beyond me being a teacher but a human being with baggage.  

According to her, the students were initially surprised to learn about the complex route 

she took to arrive at where she was as they had “presumed” that she was “a high flyer” 

because of her role as a respected teacher. She said: 

You can ask [students] to make judgements about how your life was when you 

were younger, and they will keep thinking, oh you must have done very well, you 

were a top student, a scholar. But that’s not true. 

Teachers also noted that because of students’ lack of work experience, they have a 

tendency to draw conclusions on a speaker’s education and career trajectory as being a 

smooth, linear one. Hearing more stories from across different professions, they say, will 

reveal the unique pathways that every individual takes in his or her career. 

 

5.3 Customisation as an Important Part of Effective Career Guidance 

The second set of perspectives relates to common views of career guidance teachers on 

the customisation of career guidance to students’ needs. Those in all three schools 

studied reported similar types of programmes in the guidance curricula. The first type is 

the classroom curriculum. For this, teachers conduct civics classes with approximately 25 

students in each. They are on specific topics related to higher education and career 

guidance. The second type are large-scale events. These include university and career 

fairs that can be attended by all students. The third type are small-scale talks. For these 

events, teachers in charge of the schools’ career guidance programme organize 

university and career talks for smaller groups of students.  
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Overall, teachers are of the view that the most effective guidance results from 

programmes that are customised to students’ needs, regardless of scale. According to 

them, there are three factors to consider when trying to effectively customise guidance. 

The first is the nature of school-wide curriculum and events. The second factor is the level 

of student motivation. The third factor is the extent of the effort that teachers put in. Each 

of these is now considered in turn.  

 

5.3.1 Customisation of school-wide curricula and events 

Teachers report that career guidance programmes are embedded within a school’s civics 

curriculum. While the themes and topics might vary between schools, there is a similarity 

in how these are introduced to students at specified times of the year. According to 

teachers, it is common to introduce JC1 students to such general, overarching themes as 

stress management and relationship building because they have just made a transition 

from secondary school to junior college. They also report that the career guidance 

component in JC1 is usually presented as a general module about becoming aware of 

their interests and inclinations. Teachers observe that career guidance lessons in JC2 

become more focused, and are held on such topics as resume writing and selecting a 

course and a university. Furthermore, teachers note that there is already customisation 

in the curriculum, based on the perceived differing needs of students in JC1 and in JC2. 

 

In addition to the broad customisation in the school curriculum, teachers often 

provide further customisation. For classroom lessons, which teachers have the most 

control over, they report that they curate the recommended lesson materials provided by 

the school: some material is omitted, while other material included or enhanced. Some 

teachers also note that they can radically alter lessons to include small group and one-to-

one conversations, and invite speakers into class. Teachers often describe classroom 

lessons using such phrases as “not in-depth enough”, “bare bones”, “stepping stones to 

further conversations”. As noted by one teacher, while the lessons are useful in 

establishing “common areas of concern, ideas and lingo” with students, their limited 
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duration of one hour and the larger class setting do not allow her to pursue more 

meaningful conversations with her students.  

 

Most teachers cite the inadequate lesson duration and overly-generalised content 

of lessons as reasons for setting up one-to-one conversations outside of class. They claim 

that they welcome conversations because they are usually “authentic” and “sincere”. In 

one school, teachers report that teacher-student chats take place every semester. For 

other two schools, teachers report that their chats with students arise from chance 

encounters, or when a separate appointment is made outside of class time. In all cases, 

however, teachers seek to understand their students’ motivations and facilitate self-

understanding, to “know why you’re working hard and what you’re working towards”, and 

to “find out about their aspirations and how they are progressing.”  

 

Teachers state that they are ambivalent about the effectiveness of school-wide 

events such as university and career fairs. They feel that such large-scale events serve 

the function of relaying basic information on university courses and careers very well, and 

for students to see the range of options available to them. At best, teachers hold, large-

scale events spark further thought and conversations on education and career planning 

on the minds of students. However, one teacher mused that the fairs tends to benefit only 

those students who are already motivated. She stated: 

The ones who are driven will find it useful. They will go, and really figure it out. For 

the ones who are not, frankly, they will ask me, will you take attendance? [laughs] 

Because they don’t really know what they want out of their own future right now, 

for them it’s just another activity that prolongs my school day when I could be 

taking a nap.  

At the same time, she also stated that having a fair was helpful “for those who are on the 

fence, it is at least an opportunity for them to get started, if they wanted to.”  
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Teachers further note that some students seek them out for advice after attending 

school events. One teacher stated that when his students seek his opinion on whether 

they should pursue a course of action: 

…They will have shortlisted something already, and they will talk to you, 

sometimes in depth, and ask you, now that I have seen this fair, what do you think 

is a possible career choice. 

He also acknowledged that the students still hold that “the most important issue for them 

is how to get the 4 As, so that they can get a passport to apply to university”, and that 

most approach him to “ask me to be their university application referee.”  

 

In addition, it is held, what students learn from large-scale events is very much left 

to chance. Teachers report that school programme advertisements often only contain 

logistical details – where and when the event is to be held, what it will be about, who the 

speakers will be, and how to register. The assumption, they state, is that students 

understand the purpose of such events and how to conduct themselves. One teacher, 

however, questioned this assumption: 

We cannot assume the students know the intent of the programmes… I find such 

events helpful for [students] to find out more, but I also see how it can cause a lot 

of fear and worry… When they go for talks, they don’t know what to ask, or they 

see other students who are very prepared when they themselves don’t know what 

they do. It sends signals to the kids that you should know what you want by now. 

Those signals are picked up by students. I’m sure the intention is to let students 

learn more, to expose them to a range of possibilities, but the way students receive 

it may not be that way. It may help to articulate the message more clearly. 

Compared to large-scale fairs or talks, the teachers note that conversations allow them 

to better gauge what the students learnt from attending the events, and guide the students 

accordingly. According to one teacher: 

The conversations are more important, because [students] are very used to such 

events. When you have this buffet of choices, most of them would be, “I know, I’ll 
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go for this.” The conversations are, for me, still more significant. Hopefully it will 

prompt them to ask questions rather than to fix their ideas of where they want to 

go. 

Overall then, teachers consider that while fairs and talks provide information for students, 

conversations with a teacher is a precious avenue available to them to clarify ideas, 

understand students’ thinking, or open up their mind to more options.  

 

5.3.2 Student motivation 

According to teachers, when students are motivated to take guidance programmes 

seriously, they pay more attention during career guidance lessons, they take more 

initiative to participate in optional events, and they show more involvement during career 

guidance events. In particular, they are of the view that when students are motivated in 

this regard, they are likely to be receptive to, and remember, the information and 

messages shared through the programmes. However, they also admit that motivation can 

vary widely from student to student, and hold that it is “impossible” to ensure that every 

student is equally motivated at a particular time. According to one teacher, student 

motivation “depends on where they are at” and “the school can’t tell who will be ready and 

when they’ll be ready.” Hence, he said, the best customisation depends on observing 

trends that motivate students to explore education and career options.  

 

Teachers identify three factors that increase students’ receptiveness to career 

guidance programmes. These are time pressure, individual interests, and academic 

performance.  

 
Time pressure. Teachers observe that students are most motivated as a result 

of experiencing time pressure. In junior college, they are largely concerned about doing 

well in the GCE A level or IB examinations. In general, teachers observe that those 

students in the first year of junior college show less interest in and motivation to attend 

guidance programmes than their second year peers. As one teacher put it, “they are still 
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not thinking about [university] yet. They are thinking about their immediate milestones”, 

such as getting used to new subjects and settling into their newly-joined activities. 

 

Even in relation to students in their second year, teachers note that higher 

education exploration is usually left on the back-burner until application deadlines draw 

near. One teacher stated:  

Initially when I mention [overseas universities] there’s not much of a reaction. It’s 

like, mm, ah, it’s not really my thing. But, when the early application deadline came 

around recently, suddenly all these mysterious people are like, oh, I do want to 

apply, I want to try. 

Teachers also mention that, despite their regular discussions on university planning, 

interest on it only picks up for most students when application deadlines draw near.  

 

Teachers also note a marked difference in behaviour between male students from 

Singapore and those from elsewhere. As male students from Singapore will be drafted 

into the military service after they graduate from junior college, teachers are of the opinion 

that the two-year military service period is seen by them as a reason to prolong decision-

making on higher education. This, in turn, it is held, leads to a somewhat laid-back attitude 

in junior college. According to one teacher:  

Some boys, they think ok, I still need to go for NS [National Service], I can wait 

and meet new people and make decisions there. The girls, more or less they are 

settled [on university options], because they want to follow either their parents' 

choice or they have made up their minds… boys are less interested in universities 

at that age, that time.  

By contrast, teachers observe that international students and female students from 

Singapore are more eager to ask about universities and teachers “have deeper 

discussions with them”. 
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A challenge that teachers face when deadlines draw near is the deluge of 

questions from students who urgently need answers. Teachers say that they find it hard 

to cope with the scope of questions. One teacher said that this is because “the students 

have so many choices [of university options], they come to us with many questions. It is 

sometimes very overwhelming, so I cannot answer.” They also state that their school’s 

career guidance team can be termed a “one-stop help” with “ready materials” for students 

who need quick answers.  

 

Notwithstanding their recognition of the usefulness of having resources available, 

however, teachers feel that getting quick fixes are not ideal as students often do not give 

enough thought to their university and potential career choices. The harried pace of the 

decision-making process is described by teachers in terms of deadlines being “the push 

factor” for making hasty decisions, and of students only starting to think “when push 

comes to shove”. Thus, teachers argue that there is a need for early intervention to ensure 

that when students make decisions, they are equipped to make good ones. 

 

Individual interests. Teachers also observe that students are motivated to 

explore career options that relate to their interests. On this, they hold that career guidance 

lessons that encourage students to reflect on their interests can serve to counteract any 

hasty decisions they might cogitate later. They also note that students need help 

identifying their interest. 

 

Career exploration, teachers hold, is not a priority for most students who are not 

applying for specialised degree course such as medicine or law. In addition, teachers 

state that students sometimes have inaccurate perceptions of the courses or careers to 

which they aspire. As one teacher put it: “their world view is very limited. It’s just school 

and home, home and school. If you don’t really see what is out there, you don’t know what 

you don’t know.” Another teacher echoed this sentiment, stating that his students “have a 
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really poor understanding of what kind of jobs are out there.” At the same time, teachers 

acknowledge that the career landscape is very complex. A teacher said: 

Even within a bank, there are many things you can do… But the demands of each 

of the roles are different, so if [students] don’t know about them, about what the 

people do, they can’t really match their own interest to that. 

Hence, they say, they consider it important to have lessons that first help students to 

reflect on their own interests, and only then should they move on to gain a deep 

understanding of courses and careers.  

 

Teachers also report that students enjoy guidance lessons that focus on 

identifying personal interests. As one teacher said: “people generally find it interesting to 

learn about themselves.” At the same time, they are of the view that the students’ new-

found self-knowledge can only be useful if they know how to apply this knowledge to their 

course and career exploration. Teachers say that for this learning to happen, they usually 

customise their approach to cater for individual students. One teacher described what 

usually happens in these sessions: 

Sometimes they need a bit of direction. If students like to hang out with friends, 

they don’t see it as a strength or something that can give an insight of what they 

can aspire to. I can look at you, and know that you will probably hate an office job, 

but they couldn’t tell. So they need a bit of explicit nudging, to have somebody 

help them identify their strengths, like I will say “Actually you could…”, “why don’t 

you consider project-based [jobs]”. It helps them see actually what kinds of jobs 

are suitable. That usually gets them thinking a bit and at least for a few of them, 

they come back to me with courses that are in that direction. So I’m like, ok, at 

least we got somewhere rather than sitting in the same spot, going “I don’t know”! 

Customisation of this nature, it is held, is best done through individual conversations, 

where the teacher facilitates the student’s thought process and helps them draw links 

between their individual inclinations and what they might like to explore in the future.  
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One teacher recounted how the guidance process is a lengthy one that can span 

a few months: 

I have a student, I talked to him two to three times. He doesn't have clear purpose. 

He likes computers, he likes business, he likes Physics. He's not very sure. I said 

overseas universities, he said he doesn't know. I said local universities, he said 

he never thought of it. So I said, ok next time I talk to you, just come with some 

ideas what you want to do. Again, nothing. Then I just told myself, ok, just think 

about this student, what areas I think he is good at and what I can suggest. I 

noticed he is doing very well in the practicals. Top student in Physics and 

Chemistry practicals. I said, seems like you're doing well. I also observe during 

practicals, he's very precise, very careful. I said, why don't you consider being an 

engineer, an optical engineer. Because engineers are very precise, and precision 

is like gold [in this job]. They have to be precise in everything they measure, 

because they're dealing with nanometer scales. Seems like you have eye for 

details. Your Physics is good, your Chemistry is good, you're doing very well for 

practicals. Why not you consider it? He said, maybe.  

These conversations of reflection and suggestion between teacher and student are often 

not lengthy or one-off occurrences. Rather, they consist of a series of small chats, where 

teachers share their observations of their students’ strengths and interests. 

 

Academic performance. Teachers report that academically strong students 

seem more motivated to find out about education and career opportunities than their less 

strong peers. This behaviour is attributed to the former having the luxury of space and 

time to think about their future plans, because they are confident of doing well enough to 

qualify for a course of their choice. By comparison, teachers note that students who are 

struggling with their academic work tend to concentrate on the more immediate goals of 

passing examinations and spend most of their time studying. This, in turn, they hold, 

reduces the students’ motivation to explore education and career options.  
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 With academically able students, teachers say that they begin discussions on 

university and career aspirations early in the school year. These students are, in a 

teacher’s words, often “quite clear on what they want to do”. The teacher’s purpose, it is 

held, is to introduce alternative options to them “just so that they don’t become overly 

fixated” on what they want to achieve. According to one teacher: 

The issue with this group is that they’re very fixated on where they want to go so 

they refuse to see any other alternatives even when they’re equally viable. They 

just refuse to consider them because it’s not their choice. So I suppose 

conversations with them would make them see that if, for example, they want to 

do research, they need not do it in just that one place, they can do it at many 

places. It’s more to allow them to see that. 

Another teacher, in comparing academically strong and weak classes, commented that 

the higher ability classes: 

…are focused and less wishy washy in their approach; most students are specific 

in what they want to do. In contrast, other classes that I had which are a bit less 

academically motivated, most of them would be unsure. They just want to wait and 

see what results they get. 

Also, while teachers say that they do not want to over-generalise about their students, 

they report that academic performance is a significant predictor of motivation to partake 

in career guidance programmes. 

 

Teachers further note that it is difficult to interest students who do not perform well 

academically. They observe that these students tend not to focus on career exploration 

for two reasons: their priority is to tackle their academic work, and they feel that they will 

not qualify for prestigious courses or careers. One teacher recounted as follows an 

example of a student who performed poorly but was not interested in an upcoming 

university fair: 

It just so happened that on the day that [the fair] had took place, I met a student 

who had failed his Block Tests. I met his parents earlier that day. So in my session 
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with the parents, I was telling them about the fair later that day, and that he needs 

to think about his future. And I was telling the boy, “I expect to see you there, 

thinking. Like this is your wake up call, the opportunity is here for you to re-visit or 

re-think your life, and where you want to go”, etc. But he was closed to the idea, 

and he never showed it in the meeting or after. And I know that during that fair, he 

was at the canteen drinking Milo. 

While the teacher in question had thought the fair would spark interest and motivation, 

the student, she said, did not see the relevance of the university fair because his results 

were so poor. 

 

5.3.3 Teacher effort 

Teachers who conduct career guidance lessons state that their attitudes and actions 

when conducting career guidance lessons are integral to the lessons’ effectiveness. On 

this, they report that they put in a great effort in two ways. They are related to how they 

prepare the lesson materials and how they deliver the lesson.  

 

Preparing the lesson. Teachers are provided with standardised materials for the 

lesson. Before a lesson is conducted, though, they prepare the materials by taking into 

consideration their class’s interests, and adding their own knowledge of the topic to be 

considered and their personal stories associated with it. On this, an experienced teacher 

who had taught many classes over the years stated: 

Not all teachers follow the recommended curriculum. They might not talk about it 

at all, they might to something totally different… It depends very much on the 

class, my Arts class students from a few years ago wanted to do Psychology 

because there were so many depressed kids in that class! They feel they 

understand this issue well, so they get more interested. Because it’s something 

that affects them personally. 

As this teacher was attuned to the concerns of her class, she was able to hone in on the 

parts of the lesson in which she felt the students were most interested. 
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Delivering the lesson. Teachers state that students can tell from the lesson’s 

delivery if the teacher is invested in the lesson’s message. According to one teacher:  

If I believe that this is important for the students, the students will also think it is 

important. If we treat it as something like, ok the whole cohort is doing it, we also 

do it, if I don't show much enthusiasm, they also don't get enthusiastic or 

interested. 

This teacher was claiming that one’s attitude can be detected by students and can directly 

affect the latter’s interest or disinterest in the lesson. 

 

In addition, teachers say that they bring their unique personalities to every class. 

On this, one teacher noted that “it takes all kinds to make the world, you do have teachers 

who would be sceptical when giving the lesson.” Also, while it was argued earlier in this 

chapter that students like hearing stories, not every teacher is equally forthcoming in 

telling them. One teacher noted that: 

It boils down to the teacher… some of them are very reserved, they don’t want to 

talk about these sort of things, they just want to teach, then go home. To share 

about your own life needs a certain type of DNA. Not everyone will do that. 

As he sees it, sharing stories can help to humanise what teachers otherwise consider to 

be “mechanical” and “dry” lessons. 

 

5.4 The Importance of Reflection in Making Higher Education and Career 

Decisions 

A third set of perspectives of teachers relates to common views they hold on the 

importance of teaching decision-making skills when guiding students in their education 

and career explorations. On this, teachers feel that the most crucial skill that need to be 

developed in ECG programmes relate to the students’ ability to make good decisions. As 

one teacher noted, “the right job, the right university, the right course: it is about decision 

making. How to process the choices, how to come to a decision of who they are.” Also, 
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given the growing number and complexity of options available to students, and the fast-

changing nature of the career landscape, it is considered that knowing how to think about 

the options one has to help one to make a good decision is of paramount importance.  

 

While teachers say they feel that there is “a limit to how much they can learn about 

themselves at this age”, they also hold that it is necessary for students “to know at least 

certain things that might be important.” On this, one teacher concurred, saying: 

As much as I understand they are not ready to think about it, and I get that they 

don’t know, I tell them they have to make a decision. Otherwise decisions will be 

made for you, either by the nature of your grades, the universities you choose to 

go to, the countries you wish to study in, or your family. 

Students therefore need to be aware of what they want to do with themselves after they 

graduate from junior colleges, and in the case of male students from Singapore, after 

national service.  

 

Teachers also state that decision-making skills are best honed by engagement in 

constant self-reflection. To be able to make good decisions, teachers say, students need 

to develop an awareness of themselves, to “look inwards” and “to know who they are”. 

Teachers claim they facilitate such reflection by having conversations with students. The 

aim, they hold, is to get them to articulate their interests, note their experiences, and see 

some links between who they are, what they believe in, and what they spend their time 

on.  

 

When faced with students who have “diverse interests but don't know what to do”, 

one teacher gave the following advice: 

Just talk to them, about what they are interested in and what they are passionate 

about. And along the way I just help them, provide some guidance on what they 

can do, what university they should go, either UK or US might be better for them.  
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Through conversation, he held, the teacher should make explicit – for the listener as well 

as the speaker – the patterns that could lead to decisions being made later on. Another 

teacher gets his students to write out the reflections as, he says, it is “a good way for them 

to realise what they are doing… to reflect on what you have done, how it aligns to your 

passion and interest, what has motivated you in doing this co-curricular activity.”  

 

At the same time, teachers state that engagement in reflection is often not an easy 

task for students. On this, one teacher noted that schools “talk about knowing yourselves 

and that is a very valuable starting point, knowing who you are. But how do you know you 

know?” Similarly, teachers note the anxiety, and sometimes distress of students when 

they feel lost about self-reflection or decision-making. On this, a teacher observed that 

“embracing uncertainty is part of growing up” and her students “logically understand this”, 

but “there’s still this fear of the unknown”. She went on: 

Maybe because the moment they are in primary school, everything is mapped out, 

secondary school, JC. Then after JC suddenly there are so many options, how do 

I know which is best, and the “what if”s. 

Furthermore, teachers hold, students can also be anxious because they perceive that 

they have to arrive at a definite decision. According to a teacher: 

There’s always this hurry to get students to articulate [what they want to do]. Let’s 

say for the self-discovery bit, if by the end of JC2 they still have no idea, then so 

be it. There’s no need for us to get them to know themselves fully by end of JC2. 

Because I think if you try to force it, students might end up with a picture that is 

not very accurate. We need to accept that a good proportion of students might not 

know what they want to do further down the road. We shouldn’t be too hung up 

about what they want to do, what they want to be. 

To avoid a situation where students become fearful, teachers, they say, adopt a light tone 

and an open attitude, telling students to that the aim is to “just think about it” rather than 

“you must find out now.” At times, teachers even say things like: “even now when I’m 

working, I’m still not sure of what I want to do.” 
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Teachers also claim that they are quick to say they must not prescribe what they 

think students should do. While providing suggestions is helpful, they hold, they also claim 

that overly directing students “might not be good for their development.” One teacher 

recounted an occasion when students seemed to be interested in a course or career that 

they, he felt, would not suit them: 

They don’t have the personality to fit, but they have the interest. I think they don’t 

know yet that they don’t fit, but I never tell them that. You cannot do that. Because 

we never know, so we don’t close any options. 

Teachers also state that they are aware that their students will go on to have more 

experiences, that their interests may change, and that there is no need to “pigeonhole 

oneself too early.” As they see it, their responsibility is to provide a space for students to 

think aloud about their lives. One this, one teacher said: 

Students are young and do not have the experiences to process their thoughts on 

life purpose… So you have to wait out in the rain with them, and give them that 

little ellipsis, little pockets of silence once in a while.  

Also, teachers say that they are content to facilitate the process of reflection when the 

students need them, and are happy enough if they see in their student “a light and spark… 

that they are making some sort of choice on what they want to do in life. If I see that this 

person is not going blindly but going with a purpose, I'm happy with it.” 

 

5.5 Divergence in Perspectives in Relation to Type and Extent of Guidance 

Teachers Should Provide 

Teachers have varying notions on how to provide career guidance to students. While 

almost all perceive individual conversations and sharing stories as being important, they 

diverge on what they perceive to be the best content to select to teach students, and on 

the degree of guidance which they should provide for them. Some teachers, for 

example, believe that they should give clear directions, such as providing industry-

focused information, structuring their conversations with students, and providing clear 
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signposts for students’ career exploration. In other words, they say they are direct in 

making suggestions on what students should do or should consider as their options. 

Other teachers hold that a less guided approach is better, one where they talk to 

students about their aspirations, but do not prescribe what students should do. These 

differences in perspectives appear to be influenced by teachers’ experiences, their 

beliefs about their role as teachers, and their beliefs about the role of career guidance. 

 

Teachers who subscribe to a guided approach report that they introduce specific 

topics and steps to students. They feel that students are driven by deadlines to select 

their university courses, but that this behaviour should not influence career exploration. 

According to a teacher: 

The kids ask about the courses first, but I actually think they should think about 

what to do for a job first. Because sometimes the job requires a specialized 

course and that affects your choice of the university. But for a lot of the kids, it’s 

very linear, after the A levels, it’s where should I go, what was the strongest 

scoring subject I got for my A [levels]? Then I will pick that. So they will fumble 

their way through, and after they get their degree, it’ll be, hmm, what jobs are 

available in this field? 

For this teacher, students should consider what type of career they want to pursue 

before selecting a university course. Another teacher stated that students’ career 

exploration should ideally proceed in stages. For him, the first stage is to “discover their 

interests,” the next stage is to “match a social justice cause to their interests,” and the 

third stage is to identify a related career path. Through following this approach, he held, 

the student can then successfully “find his or her place in society.”  

 

Teachers also say that they sometimes act as intermediaries when students 

approach them to write references for their applications for admittance to such popular 

university courses as medicine or law. They note that many applicants for such courses 
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just jump on the bandwagaon and do not have a compelling reason to join the 

profession. According to one teacher: 

If you want to go to law and medicine, I will ask a lot of tough questions. If you 

can’t answer them, find another teacher [to write the reference]. But if you want 

to do nursing, social work, veterinary science or you know, the non-conventional 

paths, come to me! I will write your reference without question. Because these 

are the students who have truly discerned. So the discernment skills on 

vocational identity are very important to me. 

The teacher varied his approach, he said, because he feels that those applying to less 

popular courses are more likely to have “discerned” or more carefully thought through 

their decisions. In addition, the teacher said he does this because his friends in the 

medical sector say that teachers are very important in “sussing out the suitable ones” for 

the profession.  

 

There are some teachers who worry that a guided approach makes students 

overly reliant on them for information. They feel that while some information has to be 

shared to guide students, too much guidance could deter students from being 

independent in their thinking. According to a teacher: 

We’re thinking of ways to bring the information to them, but it’s spoon-feeding 

right? It’s something we have been grappling with. Sometimes after you provide 

information, they will still come back to you and ask you for it on email. I will just 

tell them the link – it’s so straightforward! That’s the common problem. 

This teacher had an uneasy feeling that too much guidance could result in dependence. 

At the same time, he was cognisant of the fact that the students’ busy junior college 

schedule makes it difficult for them to do research in the field. 

 

Teachers who prefer a less guided approach also note that they want to create a 

reflection space for the students, rather than pointing them in specific directions. On 
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this, one teacher compared his approach to that of another colleague’s. When he meets 

students who are interested in careers that he feels do not suit them, he says: 

…my personal philosophy is that I will hint a bit, but ultimately I don’t explicitly 

discourage them. I’ve a very good friend, his approach is very different, he will 

tell them very bluntly that you’re not suitable for, say, medicine, you don’t have 

the right heart for it. For me, I always raise questions to ask them to think about 

it, and hopefully they will come to some kind of realization on their own. Less 

prescriptive. 

For this teacher, his suggestions do not go past gentle hints. He aims to get students to 

reflect and arrive their own conclusions. He observes that his preference stems from his 

personal history of having switched many career paths, and realising that a person can 

have more than one profession in life.  

 

Another teacher was also adamant that even if students “do not have the 

personality to fit, but do have the interest” in a specific career, he “will never tell them 

that. You cannot do that. Because we never know, so we don’t close any options.” 

Teachers like this one who adopt a less prescriptive approach do so because they do 

not want to restrict their students’ choices. Even when they strongly recommend events 

for students to attend, they do not make attendance compulsory. On this, a teacher who 

organises career talks said: 

We don’t say that it’s compulsory. The communication to them is that we have 

curated these experiences and information for you to make the right choice. It 

will be highly wasteful, not to mention foolish, of you not to take advantage of it. 

So that’s the messaging. 

The teacher was conscious about his “messaging” to students, and made an effort to 

avoid giving the impression that they have to attend career guidance events, helpful as 

he feels they are. 
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Whether the approach is more guided or less guided, teachers often want to 

ensure the students have an idea on how to go about thinking about their career 

aspirations. On this, some believe that the “need to guide students” is a fundamental 

duty of teachers. As one teacher noted, “we are responsible for their future path, not on 

the whole, but at least we show them some direction.” He believes that teachers: 

…need to see themselves as, ok, I am involved in the holistic development of 

students. Yeah, the [academic] subject is something I need to teach but also we 

need to develop them as a person, as a human being, because they can think, 

they have minds to think. We shouldn't waste their time. 

Because of this belief that it is part of a teacher’s job to help students gain clarity on 

their future aspirations, he stated that providing very clear guidance is important. 

 

Another teacher stated practical reasons for getting students to think about their 

career aspirations. She said: 

…Students have to have an idea of what they want to do. Not so much the 

occupation per se, but the students need the drive, the motivation. Students 

must know why they’re studying so hard. It helps to have something to aim for. 

This teacher held that knowing the direction in which to head can lead students to find 

meaning and purpose in their gruelling school schedule.  

 

In the case of teachers who have worked in other industries before becoming 

teachers, they tend to want to expose students to the culture of the workplace. One 

teacher who used to be a researcher considered it very important to share 

unconventional views and paths with his students, because, he said: 

Our [school] system trains them to think in a certain way, so when you have out 

of the box thinking, and a willingness to dare it, to challenge it, it is important it 

helps them see things in a different light. If my teacher can do it in a different 

way, why can’t I? You see what I’m saying? But because we have been 



113 
 

stereotyped to think in a certain way, then an unconventional person comes 

along. Then the mind goes, oh, so the world is not like that. 

This teacher also believes that when students perceive him as being an “unconventional 

person,” it will spark their awareness that the world beyond school might not be what 

they experience in school. 

 

A particular group of teachers is made up of those of the view that it does not 

matter if students do not know which direction to head after junior college. They hold 

that because students are at different stages of discovery in life, what matters is “the 

need to start by looking inwards first, to figure out where they are.” Teachers of this sort 

note that they should aim to “meet students where they are” instead of working towards 

pointing them in specific directions. One stated that it is most important for her is to 

create an atmosphere of acceptance. She went on: 

I think what they always will remember is, you know it’s that cliché, how you 

make them feel about themselves. And I think it’s not what we say, I think 

ultimately it’s that we will accept them, whatever they are.  

Instead of sharing content or helping students analyse their choices, this teacher said 

she aims to nurture the teacher-student relationship because she feels that achieving 

self-discovery is facilitated by knowing that there is no judgement, however minute, 

being made on the teacher’s part. Another teacher, in a similar vein, stated that what 

students need most is:  

…a mentor, to learn to build relationship with a mentor, a friend. They must have 

someone – it can be a teacher, a parent, a senior, a coach – but someone who 

will talk to them about these things, about their future. The kid must also be 

comfortable enough to let out their vulnerabilities. 

Establishing a relationship of trust between students and an adult figure, she believes, 

can set a foundation for conversations on career discovery. 
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Finally, teachers hold that while the person delivering career guidance is 

paramount to its effectiveness, it is unrealistic to expect all teachers to be equally 

enthusiastic. In this regard, one teacher told his students that they should “study hard first, 

and when you get your results you can think about these things.” Another teacher 

admitted that it is difficult to teach a topic for which she has little motivation: 

I find that for topics I’m not familiar with, I would be superficial, saying what the 

lesson slides say. Of course for things I feel very strongly about, I can better 

articulate its importance. But for things I’m not entirely sure of, or I have different 

views, I think the students can see. I’ll just explain to students from another angle.  

In a similar vein, another teacher noted that “anything the school does can only be as 

good as the conviction of the teacher”. 

 

5.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an overview of commonalities and divergences in teachers’ 

perspectives on approaches in school-based career guidance programmes. Three sets 

of common perspectives were first discussed. The first set related to common views on 

the sharing of stories about career journeys with students. Teachers considered this to 

be effective as it added authenticity to career guidance and allowed students to regard 

other people’s career journeys.  The second set of perspectives related to common views 

on the customisation of guidance programmes, which depend on the nature of the 

programme, levels of student motivation, and the effort teachers put in. The third set of 

perspectives related to common views on the importance of teaching decision-making 

skills when guiding students in their education and in their career explorations. There was 

one area of divergence in perspectives in relation to the type and extent of guidance 

teachers should provide. The following chapter will examine commonalities and 

divergences in teachers’ perspectives on problems in school-based career guidance 

programmes. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

TEACHERS’ PERSPECTIVES ON PROBLEMS RELATED TO THE TEACHING OF 

CAREER GUIDANCE 

 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter is concerned with the results of the study on which the thesis is based. It 

relates specifically to commonalities and divergences in teachers’ perspectives on 

problems in school-based career guidance programmes. The commonalities can be 

stated in the form of three sets of perspectives. The first set relates to common views on 

school narratives of success as being at odds with what is taught in school-based career 

guidance classes. The second set of perspectives relates to common views on what is 

offered as school-based career guidance as being incompatible with societal notions of 

success. The third set of perspectives relates to common views on how parental guidance 

can simultaneously be important for, and act as obstacles to, students’ career 

explorations. Finally, a proposition on a divergence that exists in perspectives in relation 

to the influence that teachers perceive they have on students through involvement in 

career guidance is detailed. 

 

6.2 School Narratives of Success and What is Taught in School-Based Career 

Guidance Classes 

The first set of perspectives relates to common views on school narratives of success 

as being at odds with what is taught in school-based career guidance classes. On this, 

teachers hold that the main aim of career guidance is to promote self-discovery in 

students and to match their interests with suitable courses or jobs. However, they also 

note that prevailing narratives of alumni success can undermine this aim.  

 
Regarding the latter, teachers note that independent schools in Singapore enrol 

academically strong students and are generally considered to be elite institutions 

because of their illustrious histories. On this, the three independent schools involved in 
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the study being reported here were established before Singapore’s independence in 

1965, and are between 100 years and 196 years old. Teachers observe that, as a 

result, there are many senior alumni members who are notable personalities both locally 

and internationally.  Also, among the younger alumni are many who were the recipients 

of prestigious scholarships and were enrolled in top-ranking universities worldwide. 

Collectively, these alumni, who are often featured in the national news media, are 

invited back by the schools to give talks. Equally, they are often referred to by the 

schools as examples of being successful people.  

 

Teachers believe that students are acutely aware of the backgrounds of the 

eminent alumni of their schools. According to them, students take note of these well-

known seniors who are feted by the school, and they have come to internalise from this 

what the schools define as being a successful student, namely, one who excels 

academically, receives a scholarship, attends a good university, and has a prestigious 

job. Also, teachers note that even if students do not think of themselves as being 

capable of such success, they subscribe to this narrative because, as one teacher said: 

They want to buy into the story that there is a path for us and eventually all of us 

will be great. I think they want to believe it, I mean, who doesn’t want to be great 

and successful? And who would want hardships and challenges and failures 

along the way? So they want to believe the school’s path is a gold paved path. 

It’s intuitive for them to want those things. 

At the same time, teachers note that no matter how attractive this portrait is, and no 

matter how the schools hope it will inspire students, those who subscribe to this version 

of success can become vulnerable. This, teachers say, is because the prevalent and 

often sole narrative of success over-simplifies the complexities of career exploration and 

fulfilment. On this, one teacher expressed that she has a soft spot for “average” 

students: “It’s especially challenging for them because, here, everyone is expected to do 

well.” She stated also that she makes a great effort to talk to students who are “very 

likely to fare average” and to “try to show them there is life out there, that your grades 
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don’t define you.” The message offered in her lessons, she says, is that students should 

look beyond their academic results when planning for the future. 

 

Teachers also note that students who have expectations that do not conform to 

the success narrative often experience anxiety. On this, one teacher described some 

students who were cynical when she was conducting career guidance lessons, yet 

became receptive when she spoke informally with them on career matters. She 

observed: 

Sometimes you find they are cynical because of their own insecurities. My 

student introduced me to [the idea of] the imposter syndrome. She said there’re 

a lot of students in [the school] that have it. It’s the DSA kids, they feel they don’t 

deserve it. They put on a front, because they’re afraid that others don’t think 

they’re great. 

“DSA kids” refers to those students who enter school based on their achievements in 

co-curricular activities instead of their academic performance solely. The term stands for 

Direct School Admission (DSA). According to teachers, the contradiction that can exist 

between DSA students’ self-perceptions and what they think a student of their school 

should be like can result in deep insecurity and self-doubt.  

 

Teachers state that to counteract the school’s narrative of success, it is 

necessary for them to sensitise students to alternative narratives. They report that, to 

this end, they talk in ECG lessons about alumni whose career journeys deviated from 

the one promoted by the school. On this, one teacher recounted the experiences of a 

student whose A level results did not qualify her for entry into any local university. She 

noted: 

I think they need to hear these alternative stories of students and where they go 

after. It’s not all like, everybody makes it, everyone necessarily knows everything 

they are doing, everyone is going to Oxford and whatever. I think they need to 

know that there are other kinds of students, someone who deviates from the 
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norm. Who is normal, who can fail, who doesn’t do well. Whose marks reflect 

something like what I have now. [laughs] 

The same teacher also noted that students “definitely appreciated stories of real life” 

because these reassure them that they do not need to come to resemble the typical 

picture of success promoted in the school. 

 

Teachers are also of the view that school narratives of success are an obstacle 

to the students’ career exploration process because they can be based on false 

assumptions about, or completely omit any mention of, failure. One teacher shared with 

her students a news article of an alumnus in order to deride the message it was 

sending. On this, she said: 

The alumnus is an entrepreneur who had apparently experienced failure and 

shared it as part of the story he was telling about how he is now a successful 

person. The way he described it was, “I was from [this school], I was the 

President of the Students’ Council and I was failing in life.” You know that kind of 

thing? We are told these narratives so much, so much so that you’re forcing 

yourself to believe that you can only be doing good. 

The teacher criticised the implicit suggestion that one could not fail if one was a student 

leader in an elite school.  

 

Another teacher stated that examples of failure could be used more in 

presenting a career story. He commented: 

It’s funny, these guys who make it in life, they are all failures. Not just in school, 

but in life also. You know why they are so resilient? They fail all the time, they 

cannot fail already. To them it’s, so what? I’ll fail anyway, so I’ll try. That is the 

attitude [the students] need to embrace. 

Generally, teachers argue for this view on the grounds that when students are overly 

committed to the success narrative they can become fearful of failure. This fear can, 

they go on to say, lead to very poor resilience in their future careers. 
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Teachers also say that they hope to expand students’ visions and mindsets even 

if students have aligned these in their minds with the school’s definition of 

success.  Accordingly, they say, they offer alternative narratives to let students see that 

“you’re not required to fit the mould, in spite of what the school tells you”. On this, one 

teacher said she felt:  

…if it’s something they want to aspire to, sure. But it’s important for them to be 

exposed to the alternative, because you never know, you know? You may be 

sure now, but in five or ten years you might be stuck somewhere you don’t want 

to be. Or say if you’re fixated on this one thing and you don’t consider others, 

and they become closed off to you, you’ll never have access to alternative 

careers or journeys that could very well be something you find valuable and 

significant. 

At the same time, teachers recognise that they might be fighting an uphill battle and 

concede that the “messaging of the school and the culture” is far more enduring than 

those lessons that are “one-off events”.  

 

Finally, some teachers note that some school leaders explicitly “talk about 

success, about failure, and about meaningfulness in life” on various public occasions. 

Some also realise that over the past few years, their schools’ invited speakers have 

complemented “the medical, legal fraternity” to include those “from the creative field, 

who set up their own businesses. Teachers say that this is a promising development 

and claim that it enriches the usual school narratives on success.    

 

6.3 Societal Notions of Success and What is Taught in School-Based 

Career Guidance Classes 

The second set of perspectives to be considered here relates to common views on what 

is offered in school-based career guidance lessons and on it being incompatible with 

societal notions of success. On this, teachers hold that the wider society also provides 
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implicit narratives of success. Just as with the independent schools’ narratives, teachers 

perceive that societal norms and expectations can be at odds with the aim of what they 

try to do in offering career guidance. In particular, teachers believe that society in 

Singapore prompts students to decide on their career goals by adopting a specified 

pace and direction, and that this prompting can undermine students’ ability to carefully 

reflect upon their interests and options.  

 

Faced with societal and parental expectations, teachers seek to assure students 

that they should invest effort in thinking about their career decisions. According to one 

teacher: 

The learning point to all this is, don’t pigeonhole yourself too early. The parental 

narrative and the societal narrative are working against that. So you got to yank 

them out of that. 

Teachers also say that they find themselves working against the popular tide and have 

to exert great effort to “yank” students away from the prevailing narratives.  

 

Furthermore, teachers contend that students appear to be in a hurry to make up 

their minds on the paths to take. They suggest that this is due to the prevailing national 

narrative in Singapore of the nation being scarce in natural resources, and that human 

resources are paramount to the economic survival of the nation. According to one 

teacher, this national narrative “always reminds us that we’re perpetually running short 

on manpower, and we always view people as economic agents.”  

 

The narrative is certainly important in explaining Singapore’s strong focus in 

education in order to create a highly-educated workforce which is capable of supporting 

skilled, and therefore economically lucrative, industries. However, teachers say that they 

also find the haste in determining career choice which is associated with this narrative to 

be disturbing and damaging. On this, one teacher opined: 
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Looking at the way our education system goes, the whole country is a planning 

economy, and the psyche is also infected by that... We are fighting against a 

country that is in a rabid cycle of what is development and progress. We talk in a 

language of pragmatism. And the fallout rate of individual coping mechanism is 

quite bad. It’s an epidemic. 

Another said: 

…the danger is that ECG comes too early. This recent MOE thing of putting 

career guidance in primary school is freaking me out. It’s very scary. I think 

primary school should be about play and discovery. You don’t teach 11 year olds 

what career they want to take on, it’s so naïve.  

The strong words that the latter teacher used including “infected”, “rabid”, “epidemic”, 

“scary”, and “naïve” point to how they find the nature of the focus in career planning to 

be undesirable for students. Even at junior college level, teachers say, they find that the 

expectation that students should “figure out” their paths to be an “artificial” one because, 

“they are still very young at 19”. However, to not rush the exploration process is seen by 

one teacher to be “at odds with the country’s standard lingo.” According to the teacher, 

the national narrative results in a hasty, business-oriented mindset and concludes that 

this is “the sad thing about Singapore society.” 

 

Teachers also note that their students perceive certain paths to be more 

prestigious than others. On this, they observe that the more respectable and lucrative 

careers are popular among students, with the most common being medicine, law, and 

finance. Teachers also say that when they encounter students who are interested in 

these professions, they are those students who are mostly drawn to the prestige aspect 

of the job. On this, one teacher candidly said that those students who are interested in 

medicine are motivated by “prestige first, not purpose.” Teachers also say that while 

they have met students who, they believe, had given deep thought to their career 

interests, these are usually in a minority. On this, one teacher recounted an occasion 

during a lesson on career values when she was telling the class about a feature in the 
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national broadsheet, The Straits Times, about a social worker in Singapore who had 

gone to an Ivy League school in the USA. She said: 

She was a graduate and being featured as, although being an Ivy League 

graduate, someone doing social work. So I was asking [the students] about the 

messaging, what this was about, what are they trying to say. Not the newspaper, 

but we know society also has a mindset about social work, the kind of people 

who should do social work. 

In her opinion, students subconsciously absorb such messages, and these then inform 

their aspirations to seek the most prestigious careers. Another teacher shared a view 

that students are very “upfront” about admitting that they seek prestige in a career. On 

this, she said: “It’s a common mindset now: What can I get? What’s the prestige? Our 

students are very upfront about it, how they want the prestige.”  

 

Teachers also recognise that the same prestige mentality comes into play when 

it comes to making university choices. They note that students prefer to apply to elite 

overseas institutions rather than to apply to local ones, even though local universities 

have been rising up in the charts of international ranking tables. Teachers hold that this 

mindset is entrenched among students in independent schools where, they say, they 

pick up the idea that they have to go overseas. On this, one teacher stated: 

…students today have higher aspirations, most of them will go for overseas 

[universities] as far as possible. But if you talk to them, you find that it’s really the 

prestige of studying overseas… I’m not discounting overseas education but 

sometimes when they overreach, I pause. 

Teachers also say that they find that students tend to “write off” local universities as 

being second rate and that they do not like it when students do that. They claim they 

observe a trend where students see the local universities only “as a backup” if they do 

not get accepted to an overseas university. One teacher said that this preference for 

overseas universities also reveals a subconscious inclination in students who 
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“sometimes make unknowingly disparaging comments” about local universities that 

reveal “immature” perspectives and “a framing that is just disappointing, very limited.” 

 

Teachers also contend that a problematic situation arises if students make 

decisions based on prestige alone. To act in this way, they say, is short-sighted. On this, 

one teacher said: 

…they’re pursuing it for the sheer prestige and the establishment, to build the 

portfolio. I don’t think they really go a little deeper and ask themselves what this 

life means for me and what are my genuine attributes and passions  

What is at stake, he held, is a deeper contemplation of the meaning of a career. 

 

At the same time, teachers do recognise that some students often make what 

they feel may be a safe decision. Such students, they hold, are “used to competing from 

a young age” and are “quite focused”. Hence, when it comes to making university and 

career decisions, they start out by concentrating their thoughts on what are considered 

reputable institutions. On this, one teacher observed: 

…people are fearful of things they are not sure of. Let’s say the [career 

personality] report says you’re good for business, creative, think outside the box, 

but the parents might say no, I want you to be a lawyer, a doctor. There’s a 

respect you have for certain careers right? So when it’s something different, they 

fear what others will say. Prestige matters a lot. They want to go into something 

surer. They might think about it later, or do it on the side, but it’s not what they 

will throw away everything for. 

Teachers also stated a belief that students who choose conventional paths might feel 

that this choice gives them certainty. They add that these fear that they risk “throwing 

away” the security of social acceptance if they made unconventional decisions.  
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6.4 Parental Advice and What is Taught in School-Based Career Guidance 

Programmes  

The third set of perspectives to be considered here relates to common views on how 

parental guidance can simultaneously be both important for, and act as obstacles to, 

students’ career exploration. On this, teachers note that parents play many roles in 

providing informal career guidance. They note that they share their experiences at work, 

they advise their children based on their professional knowledge, and they set 

expectations based on what they feel will best serve their children. Thus, teachers hold, 

parents are significant adults in students’ career aspirations, whether they are providing 

advice and support, or setting expectations regarding the choices they must make after 

completing junior college education.  

 

According to teachers, parents influence school-based ECG programmes in two 

ways. Firstly, they note that parents provide important resources in their children’s 

career explorations. Secondly, they observe that parental support and expectations can, 

at times, be obstacles to their children’s pursuit of a preferred education or career path. 

Each of these will now be considered in turn. 

 

6.4.1 Parents as important resources 

Teachers recognise that parents are rich resources for students’ career explorations. On 

this, they hold, parents are often sources of financial support, and this support can 

influence a student’s decision on which courses or universities to enrol in. On this, one 

teacher noted that students who aspire to study overseas are often encouraged to do so 

by parents who are able to pay the generally higher costs of studying and living 

overseas.  

 

Teachers also observe that the availability of parental financial support can 

influence career choices. On this, one teacher said that parents who are financially 

secure are prepared to give their children more time and space to decide on their career 
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paths “because they can financially support them, and they have the kind of stability and 

security in themselves, that their child will find their path.” Parental assurance, teachers 

hold, also encourages more openness to seeking non-conventional and non-lucrative 

career paths. 

 

Furthermore, teachers say that parents are rich repositories of career advice and 

guidance for their children. They are, it is held, significant adults in their children’s lives. 

They note that those who are working professionals usually have rich stories to tell 

which serve as motivators. On this, one teacher stated that students’ career ideas can 

be significantly attributed to “the environment they grow up in, and the conversations 

they have with their parents.” Also, most teachers note that students who show great 

clarity in their career decisions tend to be influenced by such significant adults as 

parents, aunts and uncles.  

 

According to one teacher, students who do not have “informed” parents to guide 

them tend to be less focused in their career exploration and some “go all over the 

place.” On this, another teacher stated: 

…parents and the community that [students] live in play a very big role in 

exposing them and opening their mind to possibilities of what they could do. So 

they get these people who have meaningful connections to them, for them to see 

their perspectives. 

Overall then, teachers hold that the long-term exposure of students to people they are 

familiar with is much more influential than school-based career guidance programmes. 

 

Teachers also are of the opinion that the guidance provided by parents and 

relatives is not likely to be replicated by school-based career guidance programmes. On 

this, they say that no matter how inspiring an invited speaker is, or how helpful a 

classroom lesson is, these are still only one-off encounters for students. At most, they 

say, the invited speakers play an added role of providing career advice for students who 



126 
 

“do not have parents who are able to advise them on these issues.” Teachers also 

observe that some students are able to find internship opportunities due to having 

parents who are “proactive” in making “good connections” between their children and 

their personal or professional networks. 

 

Over time, teachers hold, parents can shape their children’s career 

understandings and “how they view their goals in life.” Just as parents can encourage 

their children to go overseas, teachers note, they can also discourage their children 

from doing so. On this, one teacher said: 

I notice parents, they think their kids haven't developed that much yet, not 

independent yet. They prefer them to study locally, for masters and PhD they 

can go overseas.  

Some teachers also hold that sometimes parents’ opinions about certain careers can 

also influence their children’s mindsets. On this, one teacher noted that most students in 

her school “don’t think highly of teachers” and speculated that “the attitude may be from 

their parents – it’s very telling from their university and course preferences when you 

chat with them.” 

 

6.4.2 Parents as obstacles to career aspirations 

Teachers observe that parents have expectations for their children’s university and 

career decisions. This is especially so, they say, in cases where parents believe their 

children are unlikely to make sound higher education or career choices. Teachers note 

that when this situation occurs, parents attempt to steer their children in a desired 

direction by withholding financial support or adopting other means to pressure them to 

take a certain path.  

 

Teachers also are of the opinion that these actions are undesirable. First, they 

say they believe that parental pressure takes away the autonomy of students who, they 

add, need to start making important life decisions on their own. They note that students 



127 
 

who do not have time “to figure it out” or want to avoid conflict with their parents will “just 

plunge in and choose what their mothers want them to do.”  

 

Furthermore, teachers express concern about such students because, they say, 

they believe they are acting thus due to “the insecure type of parents who are very edgy 

and won’t understand this idea of having to figure it out and find themselves.” On this, 

one teacher stated that it is imperative for students at the junior college stage to assert 

themselves. On this, he told his students: 

…ultimately you cannot live in your parents’ shadow. You are ultimately yourself. 

You need to respect that dignity given to you. Because many students they run 

into medicine and law because of their parents’ expectations, and after a while, 

they are living out their parents’ unlived dreams. They might not know what they 

want. 

Teachers equally note that parents sometimes have unrealistic expectations of their 

children and therefore provide poor career advice, such as insisting that they enrol in 

courses or at universities that are not academically appropriate. Another teacher, who 

spoke with such parents, said: 

…they are also the reason why some of these students’ aspirations are 

unrealistic. Then it becomes trickier. It’s really hard to tell [the parents] because 

it’s something they won’t accept. They just say they will get their child to work 

harder, and you have to help their child.  

He concluded by saying that every parent considers, often unrealistically, that his or her 

child “is special”. 

 

Furthermore, teachers express worry that parents who force their decisions on 

their children can strain family relations and impede students from fulfilling their 

potential. On this, one teacher recounted an incident where a student’s parents 

threatened to disown her if she enrolled to study geology at university. Although the 
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parents finally relented, the teacher empathised with the harrowing process his student 

went through. He said: 

The whole journey was terrible! She is such a bright girl, and she just loves 

rocks! I’ve never met someone who loved inanimate objects like that. And I 

respect her for this, so I said, just do whatever you want.  

While this incident ended peaceably, the teacher recognised that the stakes are usually 

high when parents and their children disagree on the path to take after junior college. As 

a result, teachers say, they have to tread carefully when they that perceive conflict 

exists between students and their parents. One teacher, for example, tried to diffuse 

tense confrontations by citing a light-hearted analogy. She said: 

I tell the students, and I sometimes tell parents, it is like arranging marriages for 

their children. They get it, but sometimes the students are powerless against 

their parents. This is typical in our society, perhaps. Parents play a dominant role 

in their children’s decisions and they think they have the right to do so. 

Overall, then, teachers recognise that parental authority is sacrosanct, being a cultural 

norm, they do not explicitly set out to contradict parents’ views when they speak with 

students.  

 
Teachers also note that they can support students by advising them on the paths 

they can take to fulfil their aspirations. Regarding the earlier-mentioned student who 

aspired to read geology, her teacher said: 

I don’t want to challenge the parents overtly, but obliquely, through a speaker 

doing geology at Oxford now. I also told her to be patient. I told her, I’m not 

telling you to challenge your parents, but on a student loan, you can technically 

fund your education in the States. So I told her, wait it out.   

The teacher provided support by encouraging her to learn more about the course and 

seek alternative sources of funding.  
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Teachers also say that they advise their students to make compromises. One 

teacher, when faced with students who didn’t want to acquire a tertiary education but 

whose parents expect them to attend university, told them: 

…at the end of the day, they have to go [to university] because they need to fulfil 

their parents’ obligations. It’s an expectation. But once this is done, the 

expectation is over right? And you can do whatever you want to do. Sometimes 

there is a lot of conflict, I can sense it, but what to do? 

This teacher said he considered it important for students to pick their battles wisely 

when it comes to whether they should follow their parents’ wishes.  

 

In cases of parent-child conflicts, teachers observe that the most important thing 

for students to learn is to communicate effectively with their parents. On this, they say 

that junior college students should be capable of having mature conversations that can 

result in mutual agreement rather than in conflict or blind obedience. As one teacher put 

it, it is important that students learn “a very systematic way to help them process their 

experiences” and to “do some research” before speaking with their parents. Teachers 

also note that doing the requisite research is necessary because the students’ daily 

school schedule gives them very little time to “sit down, think and reflect about whether 

this is what they want”. On this, one teacher commented:  

…a bit more clarity [on the students’ part] would be helpful. Sometimes it is they 

make decisions based on what parents tell them, and it is very hard for them to 

convince parents that they want to do otherwise. So perhaps a bit of research is 

good. 

Teachers observe equally that parents who see that their children have thought clearly 

about their choices might be more willing to agree with and support their decisions. 

Doing some research, they hold, can allay students’ “vulnerabilities” and gives them 

confidence to discuss their career aspirations on an equal footing and “in a responsible 

manner” with their parents. 
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6.5 Variance in Teachers’ Perceived Influence on Students 

Teachers have different perspectives on the extent of their influence on students’ career 

exploration processes. Some teachers say that it is easy to be role models for students’ 

career decisions. They point out that they readily share their personal experiences and 

that students are receptive to their advice.  Other teachers, however, perceive that they 

have limited influence through their civics classes’ career decisions. These differences 

in perspectives, they hold, are influenced by teachers’ personalities, the rapport they 

have with those in their civics classes, and their beliefs about student perceptions of the 

teaching profession. 

 

Teachers who say that they have a close relationship with students also say that 

they find it easy to be their students’ role models. One teacher, who worked as a 

researcher before becoming a teacher, said he readily shares with students the stories 

on how he copes with working life. According to him, students are very attentive when 

he tells his stories especially when he candidly shares with them how he copes with 

stress and finds time for rest. He also mused that his students seem to welcome his 

views because they are “unconventional”. He said: 

They think, if my teacher can do it in a different way, why can’t I? You see what 

I’m saying? Because we have been trained to think in a certain way, when an 

unconventional person comes along, their mind goes, oh, so the world is not like 

that... They won’t remember my Math lessons, but they will remember these 

stories, that these were mentioned to me before. And why you’ll remember is 

because no one does it like that. It’s different.  

Such stories, he said, are “like seeds planted in the students’ minds” which act to get 

them to think about their own situations. 

 

In addition, teachers say that they sometimes express surprise at the influence 

they have on their students’ career considerations. On this, one teacher recounted an 

incident when students believed that he was discouraging them from taking up banking 
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and accounting careers. He said that he had been talking negatively about Wall Street 

bankers and financiers in class, and did not realise that they had considered that what 

he said was being offered as career advice.  As a result, he said, he realised that his 

influence is “a gift I want to exercise responsibly, because I can abuse it. So I need to 

be very careful.” Another teacher who said that she shares good rapport with her 

students also stated that she believes that “teachers have a big influence and can give 

useful advice.” She cited an example of telling her students the usefulness of online 

MOOCs (massive open online courses) and how she was pleasantly surprised when 

some of them told her a few months later that they had completed courses online. 

Further, she noted that “whatever you say as a teacher, they listen to you. Parents say 

the same thing and they don’t listen.” To conclude, she mused that her own children, 

who are around the same age as her students, do not seem to take her words as 

seriously as her students did. 

 

There are also teachers who report that they consider themselves to have 

limited influence on their students’ career decisions. They say that this lack of influence 

is for four reasons. First, they say that they believe that students who do not consider 

teaching to be a prestigious career do not set much store by what teachers say. On this, 

according to one teacher, there is a low take-up rate in her school for internship 

opportunities provided by the Ministry of Education because “most of the students don’t 

think highly of teachers. They will say, I didn’t study so much just to become a teacher.” 

The teacher concluded by saying that this perspective can dilute the influence teachers 

have in providing career guidance. 

 

Secondly, teachers say that if they do not share a close bond with students, they 

can find career guidance lessons unconvincing. On this, one teacher admitted that he 

was much closer to students from his co-curricular activity (CCA) group than those from 

his civics class. As a result, he said, he was much more confident discussing career 

guidance issues with his CCA students. Another teacher stated that “the teachable 
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moments during CCA activities are more useful” than a classroom lesson for her to 

provide advice. She noted that this was because CCA experiences are a source of 

“purposeful and meaningful” conversations where “there’s a teachable aspect that you 

can directly unpack with the students.”  

 

In addition, teachers say that the nature of the rapport shared by teacher and 

students depends on the teacher’s personality and beliefs. On this, one teacher said: 

…any career curriculum is bound to be insufficient because there can be no 

personalisation. You see, it boils down to the teacher. Some of them are very 

reserved, they don’t want to talk about these sort of things; they just want to 

teach, then go home. To share about your own life needs a certain type of DNA. 

According to him, teachers who do not share their thoughts and experiences with 

students will not be close to them and, as a result, the career guidance provided will not 

be influential.  

 

Thirdly, some teachers hold that they are not knowledgeable in the courses or 

careers in which students are interested. On this, they comment that students also feel 

that teachers are not experts in areas other than the education field. This, they then say, 

dilutes the value of the teachers’ advice. Teachers also observe that it is not 

unreasonable to hold this belief. On this, one teacher opined: 

I don’t think the students will believe us. They say we are living in a bubble, that 

we haven’t had any real experience. It’s not false, it’s true, most of us did not 

work elsewhere. 

Another teacher echoed this sentiment, saying: 

…there’s more credibility [in career talks] than just hearing from us, because we 

are just teachers. They don’t tell you that directly, but you can see that. I’m sure 

the teachers are doing a good job as well, but because we are so out of it, it’s 

really hard. 
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Teachers’ perceived lack of influence, they say, in turn affects the type of career 

guidance they provide for students.  

 

Fourthly, some teachers hold that it is not unreasonable for students struggling 

with their academic work to put career discussions out of their mind. On this, one 

teacher finds that students who focus on their studies do not pay attention to career 

guidance. He said: 

…they want to settle their academic work before they think about careers. The 

most important is how to get the 4 As [in the GCE A level examination]. That’s 

what they will tell you: so that I can get a passport to apply. 

There are also some teachers who echo this mindset. For example, one teacher said 

that he told his students “study hard first, when you get your results you can think about 

these things [career-related matters].” As a result, teachers say, they believe that their 

influence in career guidance is limited when they have academically weak students. 

 

Teachers who say that they are not influential in providing career guidance also 

say that they prefer to focus on having one-to-one conversations with students and 

telling them stories rather than talking to them about the world of work. They also say 

that they actively take steps to educate themselves to compensate for their perceived 

lack of knowledge of industry. On this, one teacher said that she makes it a point to 

attend career talks or talks by personnel from overseas universities held at the junior 

college at which she teaches. She said:  

When students ask you for advice, you can’t rely on what you know. If you tell 

them the traditional answers, what if they end up without a job? I don’t want that 

to happen, it’s very bad! [laughs] 

She concluded by saying that she enjoys attending the talks because they are 

“interesting” and lets her know “what people are doing out there.” 
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6.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an overview of commonalities and divergences in teachers’ 

perspectives on problems in school-based education and career guidance programmes. 

Three sets of common perspectives were discussed. The first set related to common 

views on school narratives of success as being at odds with what is taught in school-

based career guidance classes. The second set of perspectives related to common views 

on what is offered as school-based career guidance as being incompatible with societal 

notions of success. The third set of perspectives related to how parental guidance can 

simultaneously be important for, and act as obstacles to, students’ career explorations. 

This was mostly due to the expectations that parents have of their children. There was 

one area of divergence in perspectives in relation to the influence that teachers perceive 

they have on students through involvement in career guidance. The following chapter will 

examine idiosyncracies in teachers’ perspectives on career guidance in schools. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

PERSPECTIVES RELATED TO THE TEACHING OF CAREER GUIDANCE THAT 

ARE IDIOSYNCRATIC 

 

7.1 Introduction 

Chapter Five dealt with similarities in the perspectives of teachers involved in school-

based career guidance in Singapore, and Chapter Six dealt with oppositionalities. 

However, every teacher involved in career guidance also brings his or her unique 

perspectives to teaching and to career guidance. Accordingly, this chapter presents an 

exposition on perspectives of teachers in Singapore on career guidance which are 

idiosyncratic. The first section focuses on the perspectives of those who consider career 

guidance as being central to their mission as teachers. The second section details the 

perspectives of teachers involved in career guidance who say that they make extensive 

use of their personal experience and connections to provide career guidance for their 

students. The third section focuses on teachers involved in career guidance who go 

further still, saying that they draw fully on their personal experiences when teaching career 

guidance. Each of these sections will now be explored. 

 

7.2 Teachers Who See Career Guidance As Their Central Mission 

This first section of the chapter focuses on the perspectives of teachers involved in 

career guidance in Singapore who say they consider that their work in career guidance 

allows them to address their central mission as teachers. They say that they entered 

teaching because of having a strong belief about having responsibilities in trying to 

shape the life paths of their students. The nature of what this entails can be illustrated 

by considering the perspectives of two participants who partook in the research upon 

which the theory being presented here is based. The first of these is Nelson and he 

claims that he is primarily influenced in his perspectives by his knowledge of 

constructivist theory. The second is Edwin. He claims that his perspectives are 
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influenced by the desire he held at an earlier stage in life to become a Catholic priest. 

Each of these individuals is now considered. 

 

7.2.1 Nelson: The teacher who is influenced by constructivist theory 

Nelson is a teacher in his early 40s and has ten years of teaching experience. Before 

becoming a teacher, he was a scientist working at a university for six years. He decided 

to leave the research field because he “noticed it was too dry”. On this, he stated that 

while “it is good to talk to numbers”, he prefers having a job where there is more human 

interaction.  

 

Just prior to changing careers, Nelson learnt about constructivist learning theory. 

This, he states, influenced his career direction. He said: 

I developed an interest in constructivist learning theory, and I thought, ok, this is 

something I am looking for. Rather than teachers teach what you have and get 

students to learn it. It is very meaningful to me. 

Nelson claims that as a result of such thinking he is attracted by the idea that people 

can learn from an active process of meaning-making rather than by passively receiving 

knowledge.  

 

Nelson claims that while working at the first school at which he was employed, 

his beliefs on teaching were further consolidated. He “learnt about student-centred 

learning, problem-based learning, and how important it is to get students to do the work 

rather than for teachers to do the work all the time,” he said. He added that this school’s 

focus on problem-based learning informed his view that teachers should be facilitators 

of learning rather than instructors. 

 

In his current position as a school teacher, Nelson meets students in a number 

of capacities: as a civics’ tutor, a subject tutor, and a CCA supervisor. He first became a 

civics’ tutor in 2017. He stated that when he met his class in January, his first concern 
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was as follows: “I didn't know some of my students' interests, what they want to do and 

what they want to study.” This situation led him to set up individual appointments with 

each student. In such sessions, he claims: 

…I ask them what they want to do, what they are interested in, what books they 

read, what websites they surf, what they want to do in future, what their parents 

want. Just some informal meeting. I just wanted to know them better. 

Nelson says that each session lasts between 30 minutes and 45 minutes. He admits 

that while these sessions are time-consuming, he relishes the opportunity it gives him to 

learn more about his students “as persons”. He is especially happy, he claims, about his 

conversations with students who can be reticent in class. Often, he says, he discovers 

that they have wide interests and that they want to do a variety of things in life.  

 

Nelson also claims that the act of speaking helps the students to develop skills 

that should help them in their higher education and on their career journey. When they 

communicate their ideas verbally, he notes, they are in fact practising for interviews for 

scholarships and for jobs. On this, he states that he believes that the ability to converse 

skilfully with adults is especially crucial for some students. He states also that he 

requires very quiet students who “only talk to their own friends,” to converse with him so 

that they can practice speaking broadly about their interests. Also, he claims that very 

bright students who aspire to study in the US and the UK, but who do not have a good 

grasp of spoken English, learn through conversation to “express themselves” and reveal 

who they are as persons.  

 

Nelson argues that when students talk about themselves they begin to “see 

purpose in what they do” and build an understanding of themselves. He also says that 

he considers his best guidance strategy to be to get students to talk about their 

involvement in various activities. Then, he says, he asks them to reflect on what they 

have done as this reflection can spark a variety of responses. On this, he stated further: 
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Students notice that, hey, I must have done something here these two years. If 

they haven't, they feel a bit apologetic. But I say, for whatever you have done, 

you must reflect. If you haven't done anything, you don't have anything to reflect, 

we can't bring time back. So in a way I think reflection is a good way for them to 

realise what they are doing.  

Furthermore, he claims that in trying to get his students to process their thoughts about 

their activities, he hopes they can reflect on their motivations and reactions. Such 

reflections, he says, must be regular so that the associated learning is maximised. Also, 

if reflections are relegated to a formal event at the end of the year, he says, they will not 

be of much use. 

 

Nelson says that to get students to reflect as often as possible, he gets them to 

write down their thoughts and then he reads them. Also, he holds that while he notices 

that some students do not seem to have a particular approach to engaging in self-

reflection, he refrains from providing them with a template. Rather, he says, he gets 

them to “just talk about what they did.” Furthermore, when asked if he considers that all 

students find reflections illuminating, he commented along the following lines:  

I don't ask them. For me, since I've gone through research, and am still doing 

  research, I notice directing students too much into my research or ideas might 

not be good for their development. I just want to create their reflection. They may not 

know reflection help them develop as a person, but at least they develop.  

He holds also that he makes it a point not to seek to “measure” the benefits of 

reflections and adds that he is not bothered if students “don’t know what’s going on”. 

 

Nelson says that he is convinced that as long as students take time to reflect 

they will develop and gain new understandings of themselves. His major intention on 

this, he claims, is to ensure that students are “not going blindly [through life] but going 

with a purpose.” “At the end of the day”, Nelson concludes, he is satisfied if the students 

have “light and spark in them” when it comes to considering their career choices.   
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Nelson also claims that he invests substantial time and effort in helping students 

who, in his view, lack “the light and spark”. On this, he recounted a student who was 

doing reasonably well in school but did not seem to know what he wanted to do with his 

life. This situation bothered Nelson, who said:  

I felt heavy. I didn't want him to graduate from junior college without a career 

direction. I mean, he was the only one I was worried who did not have any clear 

direction. 

Nelson added that he noticed that the student was very meticulous and precise during 

lab lessons, and he suggested some career options for the student to think about. After 

half a year passing, Nelson says, he was relieved that the student: 

…saw some light. I was happy to have suggested to him engineering, which was 

something concrete. At least I showed him one direction using my professional 

judgement. 

He further holds that while students have different needs, it is important to “talk to them 

about what they are interested in and what they are passionate about”. 

 

Nelson says he enjoys sharing his experiences in a bid to co-construct 

knowledge with his students. On this, he says that he is always excited about sharing 

what he learns at conferences with students because he thinks “that is the point of 

teaching; whatever I learn, I share with them. It is good to share what you know”. Nelson 

also says that as a CCA supervisor he teaches his research students the value of 

patience and perseverance at the workplace; a CCA supervisor is a teacher who 

oversees the running of a student club.  

 

Specifically regarding the latter, Nelson indicates that he partakes in the 

following practice. He said:  

I observe students who do research. Some of them, they easily give up when 

they don't get the results. I always tell them, in research, sometimes no matter 
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how hard you try, you may not get results. You have to be patient. Try, fail, try 

again. Don't give up. 

Also, he states that when students lose motivation to continue doing their research, he 

shares with them the experiences he had as a PhD candidate where “sometimes you 

work on a problem for six months and you notice that you don't progress. It's work from 

Mondays to Fridays, and on Saturdays and Sundays you still have to think about it.” His 

view is that to get students to persevere, teachers need to constantly “talk to them and 

guide them through their project, as this will help them in the future”. 

 

Nelson further says he recognises that teachers wear many hats but the 

“bottom-line” should be to “develop students as persons, as human beings, because 

they have minds which they can use think. We shouldn't waste that.” He encourages 

students, he holds, to focus on their agency to create their own realities. Specifically 

regarding students wanting to enter prestigious universities, he tells them, he states, 

that: 

…wherever you go, it is you that makes a difference in your life. It is not the 

university. Maybe it will provide a foundation and the fundamentals but you make 

the difference. You can be in a top school, but you develop yourself in the 

subject you study, the books you read, your social life. It all depends on how you 

are going to make your university life enriching. 

Nelson further claims that he believes strongly that students, regardless of their stations 

in life, are the ones who can make their own experiences meaningful. 

 

7.2.2 Edwin: The teacher who wanted to be a priest 

Edwin is in his early 40s and has been teaching junior college students for more than 

ten years. Previously, he taught at two other schools. Currently, he says, he strongly 

believes that students need to be guided carefully on their education path and in their 

career choices. He shared the following view on this: 
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I give more attention to education and career guidance because this theme of 

vocation is very important to me. Personally, it is a theme that has been a motif 

in my life. As long as it is appropriate or authentic, I will talk about education and 

careers in my lessons. 

Edwin says that early in his teaching career he considered becoming a Catholic priest. 

He also remarks that he has many friends from university who moved to following a 

religious way of life. Influenced by them, he attended vocation camps and eventually 

was successful in the interview process that led him towards studying for the priesthood. 

However, he says, an incident (which he declined to elaborate on) led him to remain in 

teaching. He claims that the period during which it happened was “a very disappointing 

phase,” but it “led to a better path. If I had managed to become a priest, it would have 

been a very different thing altogether”. Edwin also says that his religious experience 

convinced him that “it’s ok not to be too sure of yourself” and led him to believe that 

students should be given space for engaging in reflection and discovery. 

 

The students in Edwin’s civics’ class are also in his school’s mathematics and 

science talent programme. He notes that they are very motivated to do well and 

consistently attend education and career guidance events organised by the school. He 

also says that, because they are intelligent, he is “more focused on the heart, because 

this part [tapping his head] I don’t have to bother about.” He adds that he is heartened 

that his school has “some degree of foresight, opening up students’ horizons beyond 

thinking just about careers like medicine and law.” However, he also claims that more 

could be done to help students reflect about their career explorations. Regarding his 

belief on what the students need most, he said: 

…a very systematic way to help them process their experiences, whether it’s 

gap year or something else. Many of them don’t even spend time with 

themselves. Because of that, they are not aware of their own personality profile, 

let alone whether they have suitable skills and attitudes for jobs. Such things 

can’t be taught. 



142 
 

Edwin further argues that career guidance conversations that can take place in a 

competitive academic environment need to be undertaken to encourage self-reflection 

before teaching students about the nature of the job market. On this, he said: 

The thing about career guidance is that we need to readjust the equation a little 

bit. We might need to help students explore a particular passion, a healthy 

obsession, an angsty issue that drives them crazy. It could be social justice, 

women’s rights, animal welfare. Then from there a career might spring forth.   

Additionally, he says that his approach to career guidance is to get students to first 

understand their own beliefs and motivations before asking them to contemplate what 

jobs might interest them. 

 

Edwin also says that the “strong humanistic component” in his career guidance 

approach is closely connected to his own career journey. He uses the terms 

“personhood” and “discernment” when talking about how students should be 

encouraged to reach a high level of self-awareness. He defines discernment as “taking 

important steps and answering important questions on whether [a career] is really for 

you.” On this, he says that there are three important themes in career exploration. The 

first theme is ‘dignity.’ This he defines as “the autonomy a person has to make 

responsible choices.” The second theme is ‘purpose.’ This, he says, requires one to 

“align your mind, emotions, and experiences to your aspirations.” The third theme is 

‘identity.’ This, he says, can be developed as students grow more independent.  

 

Regarding each of the themes, Edwin tells his students that 

…ultimately you cannot live in your parents’ shadows. You are ultimately 

yourself. Many students run into medicine and law because of their parents’ 

expectations, and after a while, they are living out their parents’ unlived dreams. 

They might not know what they want. 

He adds that he uses a set of questions to encourage students to engage in reflection 

on their suitability for such popular careers as law and medicine. These questions, he 
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says, were inspired by ‘the spiritual exercises of Saint Ignatius,’ which constitute a 

spiritual technique that “helps people discern what they want to do in life.” Edwin says 

he “secularised” ‘the exercises,’ creating a questionnaire on motivations for wanting to 

join an industry, what they hope to achieve after five years in the career, and what they 

know about current trends in the industry in question.  

 

Initially, Edwin says, the questionnaire was developed by him to select 

applicants for medicine and law and for whom he was requested to write references. 

However, students, he says, have “found [the questionnaire] enjoyable as it helps them 

to prepare for admissions interviews.” He further says that he acquired a “quiet 

reputation in school” for using his questionnaire to good effect and even students he 

does not teach ask him for the set of questions. He adds that he prefers to “reach out to 

[students] individually, because no way you can do this en masse”.  

 

Edwin says that he takes great care to not to preach religion in his conversations 

with students. However, he equally holds that discernment is something that “even 

atheists can appreciate” as “the spiritual element of dreams and yearning” is not solely 

about religion. On spirituality, he says: “it simply provides another angle for career 

exploration. Once you tap into spirituality, this added perspective brings life to a 

completely different level or depth.” Edwin also regularly expresses disappointment that 

schools appear to be wary of engaging students in conversations on discernment 

because people perceive it to be linked to religion. Nevertheless, he says, he continues 

talking about this, stating: “I think it’s fine if I am doing this [career guidance] in an 

ethical manner, my students feel safe, and I am not promoting a religion.”  

 

Edwin says that he also seeks out different ways to enrich career exploration for 

students. He recommends books on vocational discernment to the school librarians and 

says he is proud that the books are all on the library shelves. Furthermore, he draws 

attention to the fact that he teaches ‘general paper,’ a subject that requires students to 
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read and write essays on current affairs. For this subject, he claims, he selects essays 

on personhood issues so that he can discuss the topic at length in class. In addition, he 

claims that he invites his friends and alumni to speak to his students. For example, he 

said that for one career guidance lesson on engineering, he invited a friend who teaches 

aviation science to share stories about his work experiences. Edwin also qualifies such 

statements by saying he only invites professionals who have “found a particular purpose 

to what they do after a long journey to unpack what they wanted”. 

 

Edwin does on to say he eschews “quick fixes” to career searching, hoping 

instead that his students can confront the uncertainty that comes with experience. On 

this, he said: 

Some of them tell me they don’t want to be doctors and I say, ‘Fantastic!’ Some 

say they are not sure, and I tell them, ‘It’s ok not to be too sure.’ There was a 

boy who was sure he wanted to be a doctor until after his exams when he said 

he’s not sure anymore. He said he’s going to do an internship. I told him it’s 

good not to be too sure because, come on, you’re nineteen! 

He also emphasises his recognition that his students are still very young and that, as a 

result, he wants to encourage them “to embrace ambiguity as a very rich area for 

discernment in life”. 

 

Edwin further states that he has given great thought to the career guidance 

model he adopts. He claims that what he does is “not just career guidance” as defined 

by the school, but a professional duty to both his students and society at large. He 

wants to “be accountable” to the students who are “under my care and influence”. On 

this, he states that to help guide students to develop holistically, he provides both space 

and structure for them to help them to reflect on themselves as “human beings”. In 

addition, he says he feels responsible for pointing the right people in the right direction. 

For example, on recommending students for medical school, he said: 
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My friends who are doctors made me promise that I will filter my students 

carefully, because they saw so many disasters in the hospitals, such as students 

who talk to body parts instead of the patients, and those with horrific bedside 

manners. 

Finally, Edwin says that he writes references only for students he believes are suitable 

for the profession. He justifies this decision on the grounds that he wants to ensure that 

students enter a profession after being careful and clear on what it entails. 

 

7.3 Teachers Who, Because of Their Experience and Connections, Influence 

Students 

The second section of this chapter deals with the perspectives of teachers involved in 

career guidance who say that they make extensive use of their personal experiences 

and connections to provide career guidance for their students. The nature of what this 

entails can be illustrated by considering the perspectives of two participants who 

partook in the research upon which the theory being presented here is based. The first 

of these is Helen, who claims that the career guidance she provides for students is 

informed by her previous experience and by her contacts as a banker. The second is 

Geraldine, who claims that she hopes to develop a community of students who can 

learn from one another’s education and from their career experiences. Each of these 

individuals is now considered. 

 

7.3.1 Helen: The former banker who utilises her experience to guide students 

Helen is in her mid 40s and has been teaching in junior college for eight years. Before 

becoming a teacher, she worked in the corporate banking department of a Japanese 

bank. After a decade in the financial sector, Helen decided to change careers and 

enrolled in teacher training, where she concurrently studied for a Masters degree in 

English Language and for a post-graduate diploma in Education. 
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Helen says she remains interested about trends in the financial sector even 

though she has left the industry. She expresses her concern about students having to 

face a challenging world when they begin working. On how students can prepare 

themselves, she said:  

They need to read. They are not informed at all of changing world trends and 

where the jobs are. They don’t seem to see the link between jobs and university 

courses. If their parents are informed, they can guide them. If not, they just go all 

over the place in their decisions. 

Helen says that she organises career talks on industry practices as they keep students 

well-informed. On a particularly memorable talk she attended, she said:  

There’s this guy in the Forex industry who told students that salary is pegged to 

performance. The base pay is actually a very small component [of their 

earnings]. The students don’t know about this, they didn’t realise that in the profit 

centres, your performance bonus can be so much more than your basic pay.  

Helen also claims that the students were very surprised to learn about this practice, and 

that their lack of awareness reinforced for her the view that students need to have 

industry-related knowledge to help them in their transition from schooling to work.  

 

Helen also says that effective career talks can show students how their 

education is an important stepping stone to commencing in their careers. She notes that 

her students are “very interested to know how to get a position in bank” and how 

hearing about competitive hiring processes motivates them work harder in school. On a 

career talk about the finance industry, she said: 

…it made them see the importance of H2 Math in a finance career. The students 

keep grumbling about failing Math, but they don’t see the bigger picture, that 

Math is very necessary in finance. It makes them see why MOE makes certain 

subjects compulsory, why universities request for them, to see they have a 

certain grounding, and why As are needed in certain majors. 
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Helen also states that she uses her experience as a former banker to supplement her 

students’ understanding about the financial sector. For example, she said she shared 

with them that: 

…it’s so hard to get into a bank these days. My friends [in the sector] are not 

hiring, it’s so competitive. In the past there used to be just NUS Business Admin 

and NTU Business schools; now there’s a glut of Business graduates. So I think 

students need to know why they need to do well in university, because we’re 

talking about very stiff competition. Employers can only judge you based on 

results. You need to be fair to the employers as well. 

Helen claims that she presents the employers’ perspective to her students when she 

shares about her and her friends’ experiences in the industry. Through this process, she 

says, she hopes that students will gain a good understanding of the industry. 

 

Helen says that she maintains an extensive global network of friends, former 

colleagues and former students whom she asks to help to enrich her students’ 

knowledge about careers. For instance, she says that visiting a bank is more 

educational for students than attending a talk on banking. Therefore, she contacted a 

former student who was working at a local bank to organise a tour for them. She said: 

The students met with the in-house lawyers and it was a fantastic session, 

because it was at their workplace. But that’s the only time in six years I’m here 

that I was able to bring them to a bank. We seldom get that. 

Helen says this visit was made possible because of her connections and she is 

constantly looking out for opportunities to enrich her students’ knowledge. She also 

expresses interest in higher education and career options, and attends talks organised 

by the school’s education and career guidance unit. On this, she said: 

The events are interesting, it’s good to know what people are doing out there. 

Sometimes the kids ask you for advice, and you can’t tell them anything. If you 

tell them the traditional choices, what if they end up without a job? [laughs] Our 

times are already passé. 
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Helen further says that attending talks helps her stay up-to-date with university courses 

and industry options. 

 

Helen also says she takes an active interest in the lives of her former students 

who are studying in universities or working in their first positions. On this, she recounts 

conversations she had with former students who were completing their undergraduate 

studies in the UK. She said: 

Some of them in the UK cannot find jobs there. They don’t want to come back [to 

Singapore] because the starting pay here is so low and the competition is so 

stiff. So I directed them to global recruitment drives that I know of. 

She says that she encourages such former students to attend global recruitment drives 

because these events provide “an inkling of what’s happening in the global market”. On 

a former student who is currently in her final year in university and job hunting, she said:  

I have another former student working in the UK in Goldman Sachs, and she 

directed me to global recruitment campaigns. So I forwarded the UK student all 

these links. She’s trying but the chances are very slim because the companies 

look for the best. So I told her, in your final year, you go and top your cohort. It is 

not beyond her. And the companies will come looking for you if you do very well. 

Finally, Helen says that she does not consciously cultivate her network. Rather, when 

former students contact her, she will “always try to meet up with them”. She speaks 

about meeting with students who return to Singapore for university vacation. On such 

occasions, she says, she will “link them up with the school to give talks because they 

have nothing much to do [during their vacation”. Helen also says that it is good for 

students to hear from them and that these connections let her provide up-to-date 

industry information for former and current students.  

 

7.3.2 Geraldine: The veteran teacher who connects her students 

Geraldine is in her mid 50s and has been teaching for three decades. Previously, she 

taught at three other junior colleges. Through the years, Geraldine says that she 
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developed “a soft spot for academically weak students”. On this, she said: “it is 

especially challenging for them because here [in an independent junior college], 

everyone is expected to do well.” On this group of students, Geraldine said: 

…the very important thing for a teacher to do is to tell them from the very 

beginning about what’s available out there, the rich pickings [after their 

education]. For those who are very likely to fare average, it is important to show 

them that there is life out there, that your grades don’t define you. 

However, Geraldine notes that it is “challenging” to get these students to think about 

their futures because their priority is to do well academically. While she says she finds 

this situation frustrating, she also understands why the students think this way. She 

said: 

They’re very short-term, but you cannot blame them. I was like that too. Their 

end point at the moment is the A levels, it’s not their career, not even university. 

Of course the top few know what they want to do because they are consistently 

doing well. But there are also those who are neither here nor there, who know 

what they can do depends on what results they get. 

 
Geraldine says that her school’s education and career guidance curriculum is 

insufficient to promote an in-depth career exploration for students. In the junior college 

she is teaching in, education and career guidance lessons are taught once a term. After 

a lesson, students can register for optional workshops to explore the lesson’s topics in 

greater depth. When asked whether these sessions are helpful to guide the average 

students, Geraldine offered this perspective: 

The lessons are good because they involve the students in deciding, at least 

tentatively, a career to learn more about. But when the lessons are spaced out 

across the year, the impact is lost. Also, the lesson duration is only enough to 

introduce a topic but certainly not enough to go in depth. The follow-up 

workshops provide that extension, but I feel those who need it are not getting it.  
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Even during the lessons, Geraldine says, she finds that some students are “not doing 

very focused, purposeful research regarding their career paths, not even when we are 

going through it with them in class”. She also observes that when the career guidance 

lessons are held in the afternoon, the students are often “too tired out” to become 

engaged in them.  

 

Geraldine claims that she focuses her attention on teaching “clueless students” 

the options they have on leaving junior college. She laments that “despite us being in 

the information age, cluelessness is the biggest problem” and says she always reminds 

students that her generation “didn’t have Google, that wealth of information”. However, 

she also points out that career guidance is not only determined by the availability of 

information but also by the teacher’s relationship with students. She said: 

I really feel the personality of the teacher matters, the teacher’s mindset and the 

ability to connect with students. To some teachers, their job is just to teach their 

[academic] subject, and as a civics’ tutor they just disseminate the programme 

without feeling for it. But I feel for it, I want to teach students to make the best of 

their abilities. 

Geraldine adds that she sets much store in building personal relationships with students 

so as to have effective conversations with them. She reiterates the importance of being 

empathetic, especially with those who are not working hard in school. Her reason for 

doing so, she claimed, was because: “it’s so important to always be positive and to tell 

them there are many ways you can find what your personal calling is, find a job you 

love”. 

 

Geraldine says she has a robust network of current and former students who are 

at different stages of their education and career journeys. On this, she says that she 

created a Facebook account a few years ago to gather her network of students in one 

online community, so that they can be exposed to other people’s experiences. Yet, she 

also claims she does not actively promote this account to her students. Rather, she 
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says, those who are currently in the group are “students who want to add me as a 

Facebook friend” and found out about it through the grapevine. Through this Facebook 

group, Geraldine says, she learns about what her former students are doing in their 

careers. In addition, the platform allows her to easily introduce students to one another. 

She recounts instances where she introduces current students who are interested in a 

particular job to former students who are working in the industry. 

 

Geraldine says that she prefers her way of providing education and career 

guidance to giving classroom lessons. On this, she said: “I’m very much for independent 

learning instead of us organizing [formalised sessions]. We shouldn’t be doing so much 

hand-holding at the junior college level”. She also says she enjoys seeing her students’ 

knowledge develop “organically” from learning about other people’s life experiences. 

She holds the view that when students discover the breadth of opportunities, they will be 

enthused by life after junior college and be encouraged to work harder in school.  

 

Geraldine notes two unexpected benefits of the Facebook group she has 

created. First, she says that students in the group benefit from seeing what her other 

students are doing in their lives, and that this awareness expands their perspectives. 

Secondly, she says: “when my current students see the former students’ relationships 

with me, it helps to build their confidence in me”. Geraldine also says that her students’ 

increased confidence in her boosts the effectiveness of the guidance she provides. It 

also, she claims, creates a positive cycle as students are more likely to stay connected 

through the Facebook group and that this connection will be of benefit to them in the 

future. 

 

7.4 Teachers Who Use Self as Testimony 

The third section of this chapter deals with the perspectives of teachers involved in 

career guidance who say that they draw fully on their personal experiences in their 

career guidance approaches in school. The nature of what this entails can be illustrated 
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by considering the perspectives of two participants who partook in the research upon 

which the theory being presented here is based. The first of these is Fred. He claims 

that he is primarily influenced in his perspectives by his own career journey, which 

involved moving frequently between jobs. The second is Trina, who claims that her 

perspectives are influenced by her and her peers’ experiences as junior college 

students who were awarded scholarships and just starting out on their careers. Each of 

these individuals is now considered. 

 

7.4.1 Fred: The teacher whose career journey is a winding road 

Fred is in his late 40s and has taught in the junior college in which he is currently 

employed for 10 years. He has worked in a variety of settings. Upon graduating from 

university with a computer engineering degree, he worked in computer sales. After a 

year, he decided to train at the National Institute of Education in Singapore to become a 

physical education teacher. Subsequently, he taught in a secondary school. A few years 

later, he left for China to teach ‘English as a second language’ to high school students. 

After a one-year stint there, he returned to Singapore to oversee the physical education 

curriculum at a polytechnic for one year before applying to teach at the current junior 

college where he now works. 

 

Fred says he adopts the view that students have many paths from which to 

choose. He said: 

Looking at my own education journey, if you ask me if I know I’d be here when, 

say, I was doing my computer engineering degree course, I’d never have known 

I’d be teaching here and teaching General Paper, you know?  

Fred thus says that his priority is to expose students to paths available to them after 

junior college. On this, he said: “in my school, and probably in other schools as well, 

there’s always this hurry to get students to articulate what they want to do in the future”. 

However, he believes that: 
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…if by the end of the A levels they still have no idea, then so be it. I think 

sometimes we expect our students to figure out what they want to do at an age 

that is not realistic so I feel there’s no need to push them to be very certain. 

Because I think if you try to force it, students might end up with a picture that is 

not very accurate. 

Fred also says he does not want to rush students to make a decision. Rather, he claims, 

he is comfortable with students being uncertain about their future paths because of their 

youth and relative inexperience.  

 

Fred claims that he worries about students who have fixed their minds on a path 

and are not open to alternatives. On the importance of staying open minded, he said: 

If there’s something they want to aspire to, I feel it’s important for them to be 

exposed to alternatives, because you never know. You may be sure now, but in 

five or ten years you might be stuck somewhere you don’t want to be. Or say if 

you’re fixated on this one thing and you don’t consider others, and they become 

closed off to you, you’ll never have access to alternative careers or journeys that 

could very well be something you find valuable and significant. 

Fred repeatedly uses the words “fixate” and “fixated” to describe students who, he says, 

are overly committed to a university or career decision.  

 

Fred says he observes that academically strong students tend not to consider a 

range of career paths. According to him, they are usually: 

…very fixated on where they want to go. They are less wishy washy in their 

approach, but they refuse to see any other alternatives even when they’re 

equally viable. They just refuse to consider them because it’s [sic] not their 

choice. 

Fred also notes that some “academically weak students,” as he terms them, are fixated 

on their choices. He says that such students want to apply to universities that are 
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difficult to get into, and they are often clearly not suited for them. Of these students, he 

said: 

It’s really quite strange. It’s almost like the reality doesn’t quite gel with what they 

have in their heads. There’s a surprisingly large group of students who say, “I 

want to go here and here” but they are firstly not working hard enough and 

secondly not equipped to obtain the right kinds of results to get into those types 

of institutions. So in terms of attitude and aptitude, there are some students 

clearly not suited to have such ambitions, but they hang on to it. It’s quite hard to 

get them to be more realistic. 

 

Fred also expressed concern that he worries about students who make 

education or career decisions without first understanding themselves. He appreciates 

his school’s attempts to organise talks about universities, courses, and industries, but 

claims that these sessions will only be helpful if students have a sense of self-

awareness. On this, he said: 

…students need to do their own self-discovery before they can act on the self-

reflection and match [their values] with a career. Lessons should include finding 

a way to know yourself, what you want to do, your values, and using that to help 

inform your aspirations. 

Fred says that to get his students to think about who they are, he shares ideas with his 

civics’ class about: 

my personal journey, how I did not know where I want to go when I was their 

age, and how it’s ok. Getting the students to think more [about themselves] is my 

starting point, what I want to get them to think about. 

Fred also acknowledges that classroom lessons are useful in “establishing common 

areas of concern, ideas and lingo” and are “concrete sessions to let them articulate their 

choices”. 
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However, Fred also says he arranges to chat with students to better understand 

them. He said: 

…for me the conversations are more important and significant. I try to expose 

them to alternatives just so that they don’t become overly fixated. Conversations 

would make them see that if, for example, they want to be a researcher, they 

need not do it in just that one place, they can do it at many places. It’s more to 

allow them to see that. 

He clarifies that these chats are not specifically for discussing career plans. Rather, he 

said: 

What you talk about will be different [for different students]. I don’t talk about 

specific industries. It’s more reflexive in nature. I ask them what they’re 

interested in and get them to articulate how they plan to get there. Sometimes 

we can be discussing other issues and the topic [of career choices] will just 

come up.  

He adds that he prefers to let the conversation develop naturally.  

 

On his approach in discussing career plans with his students, Fred said: 

…my personal philosophy is that I will hint a bit, but ultimately I don’t explicitly 

encourage or discourage them [from a path]. For me, I always raise questions 

for them to think about, and hopefully they will come to some realization on their 

own. Hopefully the conversation will prompt them to ask questions rather than be 

sure where they want to go. 

He added that teachers should aim to help students think about the options available to 

them rather than to arrive at a decision. Regarding this, he said that teachers need to: 

…accept that a good proportion of students might not know what they want to do 

further down the road by the end of JC2. We shouldn’t be too hung up about 

what they want to do, what they want to be. The language we use should be 

more open. It shouldn’t be ‘you need to find out’, but ‘just think about it’. 
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As an example, he mentioned that a majority of students in his school “have this idea 

that they have to go overseas, because they are here”. When with these students, Fred 

asks them: 

Why is there a hurry to go overseas? I encourage them to see if there’s a local 

option for what they want to do. I tell them there’s no need to do it now. Again I 

use my personal experience. Be more open, don’t live anyone else’s life. 

He says he strongly believes in letting students discover on their own what they are 

suited for. He considers his role to be that of a guide, who shares his personal 

experiences and gives students space and autonomy to make their own decisions. 

 

7.4.2 Trina: The young scholar to whom students relate 

Trina is in her late 20s and is in her third year of teaching. After her junior college 

education, she was awarded a scholarship to read economics at a university in London 

for an undergraduate degree. Upon graduation, she returned to Singapore for teacher 

preparation and is now teaching in her first school. She is one of the four teachers 

overseeing ‘the students’ council,’ the highest student leadership body in the junior 

college in which she is teaching in. 

 

Trina emphasises the importance of role models and the learning community in 

encouraging students to think about their education and career paths. She observes 

that students in ‘the students’ council’ frequently spend time thinking about university 

and career choices than students in her civics’ class. On trying to account for this 

difference, Trina said: 

In the Students’ Council, most of the seniors are collecting awards so the others 

also have aspirations [to get scholarships and to study overseas]. It shows right 

from JC1 when the councillors make more effort to find out what was available 

and to actually seek out things they might be interested in.  

She says that her civics’ class, in comparison, was: 
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…more a middling class and they don’t really have the exposure. So if they don’t 

see what their seniors have already achieved, it’s not even an idea that goes into 

their heads. When I talk to some of them about going overseas and getting a 

scholarship, it’s not even something that ever occurred to them.   

Trina concludes saying that she finds this “interesting” as she expects more students in 

an independent junior college has higher aspirations. 

 
Trina is of the view that teachers are in a position to expand their students’ 

perspectives and students are interested in the experiences of people with whom they 

are familiar. She says that her students “finds it easy” to ask about her experiences 

because they know her. Also, she claims that knowing one compels the students to “find 

out about who you are and the exciting things that you might have done.” On career 

talks that feature alumni of the junior college, she said: 

…they wanted to hear what their seniors had to say. I think stories are quite 

important especially when they know that you are somebody who was in a 

similar position as them. The students really liked hearing from their own seniors 

who were students of the school. 

Trina also says that students prefer listening to younger alumni who are just starting out 

in their careers to older alumni who are more established in their careers. She observes 

that this preference might be because “my students feel that the established ones are 

too up there, they just look at themselves and think ‘I’m like a worm compared to you. I 

don’t know how to be like that’”. Hence, she claims “younger alumni tend to be more 

relatable to students”. 

 

Trina equally says that she often relates her peers’ career experiences to her 

students. Instead of adopting the prescribed curriculum of education and career 

guidance lessons, she said: 

…I just tell them, I’m going to tell you what all my friends did after junior college. 

There’s a very weird range of jobs, and that’s how we stumbled into random 
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things and ended up as graphic designers, food styling artists, that kind of stuff. 

For my food styler friend, her job is a blend of her passion and her skill in art. I 

didn’t even know such a job existed. And this got some of the kids excited, when 

they actually realized there are a lot of weird and interesting jobs out there that 

they’ve never heard of, that could be something people do for a living.  

Trina also says that her experiences with her peers shape her beliefs about career 

guidance. For instance, on her boyfriend is currently serving a scholarship bond after his 

undergraduate studies, she said: 

He hates he job, he is really unhappy at work. Seeing it first hand, I don’t want 

my students to go through that. That’s why I think it is important that people 

figure out what they want to do. 

Trina added that she tells students that a scholarship is “like a commitment” and that 

they “have to be sure they want to take it on” as there are conditions attached to 

accepting them. 

 

Trina also says that students who know that she had studied overseas on a 

scholarship ask her about her experiences. She says that “a lot of their questions 

pertain to what it is like having a scholarship, to serve a bond, what should you look out 

for when applying for this and that.” She mused that these students sought to  

...look for a bit of guidance, because among the things they ask, they ask how 

did you know whether you wanted to study locally or overseas. I guess they want 

some insight into how someone else made the decision and how the person is 

living the consequences of the decision now. [laughs] 

Trina further claims that these conversations are similar to the stories that young alumni 

share. On this, she recalls that when she was a junior college student, “a lot of it was 

modelling after what your seniors did”. Hence, she candidly shares about her own 

thoughts on studying overseas and serving out her scholarship bond as a teacher. 
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Trina says that she enjoys helping students see connections between their 

personalities and job options. She said: “I talk to them about what they like and not like, 

and try to help them draw links.” She said she believes that: 

…sometimes they need a bit of direction. Say they like to hang out with their 

friends, they don’t see this as a strength or as something that can give an insight 

on what they can aspire to. I can look at you, and know that you will probably 

hate an office job, but they couldn’t tell. So they need a bit of explicit advice to 

have somebody help them identify their strengths and to help them see actually 

what kinds of jobs are suitable.  

Trina further says that she tends to use “suggestive phrases” when guiding students, 

such as “actually you can think about” or “why don’t you consider”, or “you probably 

might enjoy”. Also, she says that the nature of such suggestions which she gives to her 

students is based on her understanding of their personalities. 

 

 Trina also says that students should be aware that “the jobs they may take up in 

the future might not exist right now.” Currently, Trina says, the students’ “naïve thinking” 

and “the very glossy view presented at scholarship and university fairs” are working 

against them. However, she says that it is also possible to “at least roughly know the 

demands of certain industries.” On the finance industry, in which many of her students 

are interested, she said: 

A lot of kids think that finance means making a lot of money, it’s very sexy, they 

want to go into it. They actually have no idea what the hours are like, what the 

culture is like, and it’s a big shock for them.  

In such instances, Trina says she narrates the experiences of her peers in the industry. 

She said: 

I look at my peers who are now having their quarter-life crisis and backing out of 

the industry because they cannot take it. And when that happens there is usually 

a lot of guilt because people will feel like they wasted a lot of time studying for 

something, working in something, gaining experience in something, only to find 
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that they are deeply unhappy, but feel trapped. So for students at this point, it’s 

about understanding the realities of different industries and understanding a little 

bit more, for example, what a finance-related job entails.  

Trina concludes that hearing about other people’s experiences is “something I would 

have found useful as a student, and also what I think the kids today would too.” 

 

7.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has presented an exposition on perspectives of teachers in Singapore on 

school-based career guidance programmes which are idiosyncratic. The first section 

focused on the perspectives of those who consider career guidance as being central to 

their mission as teachers. The second section detailed the perspectives of teachers 

involved in career guidance who say that they make extensive use of their personal 

experience and connections to provide career guidance for their students. The third 

section focused on teachers involved in career guidance who go further still, saying that 

they drew fully on their personal experiences when teaching career guidance. The next 

chapter concludes this thesis by considering various aspects of the results of the study 

and outlining some recommendation for policy and for practice that arise from it. It also 

makes suggestions for further research related to effective education and career 

guidance. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

8.1 Introduction 

Globalisation in the past three decades has led to an unprecedented pace of 

interdependence between nations (Newfarmer & Sztajerowska, 2012; UN 2015). This 

phenomenon has been largely due to technological improvements and to associated 

ease in communications and transportation that have changed the nature and location 

of work. For example, services that were previously thought to be non-tradable have 

become more easily ‘outsourced’ to countries with a reasonably educated workforce 

and technological support. Such dramatic shifts have had vast repercussions for 

employment around the world (Chatzichristou & Arulmani, 2014; UN 2015). In many 

countries, the new trends have resulted in a renewed call for more inclusive and well-

organised conceptualisations of career practices and policies than had previously been 

the case (OECD, 2004; Schultheiss & Esbroeck, 2009; Watts, 2005; UN, 2015).  

 

 Education systems are often considered to be key platforms to deliver career 

guidance, and states have been building and reviewing school-based career guidance 

policies and practices (Flum & Kaplan, 2006; Lengelle & Meijers, 2014; Rowan-Kenyon, 

Perna, & Swan, 2011). Singapore, as a small nation with no natural resources, has 

foregrounded career guidance in schools since its independence in 1965 (Gopinathan, 

2015; Tan & Goh, 2002; Wong, 2016). The form of education and career guidance in 

schools has undergone several iterations since then. The current one which took shape 

in the mid-1990s foregrounds a whole-school approach where teachers are expected to 

effectively address students’ career guidance needs (Yeo, Tan, & Neihart, 2012).  

 

 The academic literature on school-based career guidance programmes primarily 

focuses on their effectiveness in relation to student populations. Such studies in the 

past two decades have been largely from the UK and the US (Hughes et al., 2016). 
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Also, few of them focus on teachers’ perspectives on school-based career guidance 

programmes.  

 

 As Singapore’s school-based career guidance programmes are influenced by 

Western models and theories (Kau, Jung, Tambyah, & Tan, 2004; Yeo, Tan, & Neihart, 

2012), it is important to consider contextual factors in studying the influence of school-

based career guidance programmes there. Also, it is valuable to study teachers’ 

perspectives due to the important role they play as effective mediators of career 

education activities (Koh, Lee, Suh, Jung, & Park, 2007; Salim & Chua, 1994; Tien, 

Wang, & Liu, 2009; Yuen et al., 2010).  

 

 The study referenced in this thesis has gone some way towards addressing the 

latter-stated deficit by generating locally-based theory on the perspectives of teachers 

involved in career guidance on school-based programmes. It was conducted from a 

qualitative research point of view, studying teachers’ perspectives on school-based 

career guidance programmes and, in particular, programmes in junior colleges in 

Singapore. The results can provide teachers involved in career guidance with 

alternative ways of articulating their perspectives on what they do and what they think 

they do in school-based career guidance programmes. Further, perspectives on school-

based career guidance can provide insights for policy makers, curriculum developers, 

school administrators, and teachers. 

 

 This final chapter now provides an overview of the study presented in the 

previous chapters. This is followed by a summary of the perspectives of teachers 

involved in career guidance. These perspectives relate to approaches, problems, and 

idiosyncracies in relation to school-based career guidance programmes. Following 

which, a number of recommendations are outlined. Finally, some areas for further 

research are proposed. 
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8.2 Overview of the Study 

The aim of the study presented in this thesis was to generate local theory about 

the perspectives of teachers in junior colleges in Singapore on their career guidance 

programmes. This aim was pursued in the case of teachers teaching in independent 

junior colleges in Singapore. The study was undertaken from an interpretivist position 

and the associated theoretical perspective of symbolic interactionism. The methodology 

used was grounded theory as it can likely yield comprehensive data that can lead to 

theory building and the development of localized conceptual frameworks (Morrow, 

Rakhsha, & Castaneda, 2001). The research method of semi-structured interviews was 

employed to collect data. The interviews with teachers focused on their perspectives on 

career guidance programmes in their schools. The interview transcripts, which were 

subjected to iterative and comparative analysis, led to the development of the 

substantive theory presented. 

 

This thesis began with an introductory chapter which provided an overview of the 

aims and structure of the study. Chapter Two presented the wider context of 

international and national contexts in the area of school-based career guidance, and 

reviewed the main features of career guidance in these contexts that influence the 

Singapore context. Chapter Three reviewed the main bodies of literature relating to 

influential career development theories, the history of school-based career guidance, 

and perspectives of teachers on school-based career guidance programmes. Chapter 

Four outlined the qualitative research approach that guided the investigation of the 

research aims. Chapters Five, Six and Seven presented the central theoretical idea 

generated by the study, namely, that teachers involved in career guidance are 

influenced by teaching approaches, problems, and idiosyncracies related to the 

teaching of career guidance. 

 

A discussion on the theory is now considered in relation to teachers’ perspectives 

on school-based career guidance programmes and associated literature. 
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8.3 Discussion 

Internationally, there is a limited number of research studies with a focus on 

teachers’ perspectives on school-based career guidance programmes. This is certainly 

the case in relation to Singapore. Thus, the study as reported in this thesis was 

undertaken to generate local theory in Singapore on the perspectives of teachers 

involved in career guidance on their schools’ programmes. The theory generated is that 

teachers are influenced by teaching approaches, problems, and idiosyncracies related 

to the teaching of career guidance. An overview of the main features of this theory is 

now presented. 

 

8.3.1 Commonalities and divergences in teachers’ perspectives on approaches related 

to the teaching of career guidance 

Four sets of perspectives on teaching approaches in school-based career guidance 

programmes were generated. They are ‘sharing stories’, ‘customisation’, ‘the 

importance of reflection’, and ‘the type and guidance teachers provide’. These are now 

discussed in turn in relation to the literature. 

 

 Sharing stories during career guidance. Teachers of career guidance in 

Singapore have common views on the sharing of stories of career journeys with 

students. They hold that telling a story adds authenticity to career guidance because it 

relates to real experiences of people in university courses and in careers in which 

students may have an interest. This perspective corresponds to the literature as 

narratives as a mode of counselling is increasingly being recognised as an effective tool 

and is widely used (McIlveen, 2011; McMahon, 2018). Stories can contain the 

complexities of career journeys that can benefit students. Research has shown that 

career stories are important aspects of career identity building in the 21st century at a 

time when the career landscape has become more globalised and complex than 

previously (Lengelle & Meijers, 2014).  
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 Literature has indicated for some time that stories can provide powerful 

messages from people who have lived through their education and who have made 

career choices. Back in 2004, Gibson (2004) declared that individuals can tell and retell, 

author and re-author their life experiences through narratives, and in this process, they 

can reflect on what they are doing and who they are becoming. Further, narratives can 

be both descriptive and constructive, and in the act of telling stories, people can both 

portray and construct their identities (Botella, Herrero, Pacheco, & Corbella, 2004; 

Gibson, 2004). In similar vein, hearing about other people’s career stories can provide 

students with opportunities to think about their possible career journey and to reflect on 

their own situation. 

 

 Customisation as an important part of effective career guidance. Teachers 

have common views on how effective career guidance programmes should be 

customised to students’ needs. They note that school-based career guidance 

programmes tend to be generic and one-size-fits-all, and that customising the 

programmes to students’ particular needs would ensure the programmes’ relevance 

and effectiveness. This perspective is in line with literature on the benefits of 

differentiated instruction, which is a concept is founded on the view that variability exists 

among any group of learners, and that teachers should expect and adjust their teaching 

accordingly (Tomlinson, 1999, 2001; Tomlinson et al., 2003).  

 

 The study presented in this thesis indicates two influences that teachers 

involved in career guidance say that peers should be aware of in order to effectively 

customise their instruction for students. The first is student interests, which refers to the 

teachers’ understanding of their students’ general interests and inclinations. The 

second is student motivation and such influences on it as time pressure and academic 

performance. In similar vein, Benjamin (2014) noted that differentiated instructional 

methods should accommodate differences in students’ learning styles, interests, prior 
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knowledge, socialisation needs and comfort zones. By understanding the students and 

by customising instruction to their needs, it is held, teachers can create the opportunity 

for effective teaching and learning (Ocampo, 2018; Tomlinson, 2005). In addition, 

teachers’ efforts to personalise lesson material and delivery, it is contended, raise 

student receptiveness as they perceive their teachers’ investment in providing career 

guidance. Related research has shown that teacher motivation in teaching can 

positively correlate with student motivation in learning (Shen et al., 2015; Ulrich, 2017; 

Ulrich & Ellen, 2015). 

 

 The importance of reflection in making higher education and career 

decisions. Teachers have common views on the importance of teaching decision-

making skills when guiding students in their education and career explorations. They 

note that the career landscape is ever-changing and that the options available to 

students are complex. This, they argue, makes it critical for students to learn how to 

make good decisions. However, other research earlier indicated that middle school and 

high school students rarely make informed judgments when making education choices 

(Akos, Charles, & Orthner 2004) and that their choices can narrow their career 

opportunities (Izzo & Lamb, 2003). Further, according to Hiebert and Morris (2012), 

students do not always see the relation between the academic curriculum and their 

future career paths; thus, they do not have the ability to transfer skills developed in 

school into their careers.  

 

 Over quarter of a century ago it was noted that there were demands to offer 

school-based programmes that develop students’ decision-making and problem-solving 

skills, and self-confidence in such countries as in Canada (Young, 1994), Singapore 

(Salim & Chua, 1994), South Africa (Gaine, 1997) and New Zealand (Arnott, 1994). On 

this, and according to teachers in the study conducted by the present researcher, 

career decision-making skills are honed by engaging in constant self-reflection. 

Whenever possible, they argue, students should be given the mental and emotional 
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support to reflect on themselves and not be pressured to think they have to make 

decisions about their career options. We also have indications for some time that 

classroom activities that provide students with autonomy and opportunities for self-

reflection are positively correlated with students who are interested, goal-oriented and 

confident (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Luftenegger et al., 2012). 

 

 The type and extent of guidance teachers should provide. Teachers of 

career guidance in Singapore also have divergent views on how to provide career 

guidance to students and how far they should get involved. Some believe that they 

should give an abundance of information to students and provide clear signposts for 

their career exploration. They say that this guidance can provide structure and content 

to guide students’ career exploration. On the other hand, some hold that teachers who 

adopt an overly prescriptive approach can create an over-reliance in students and deter 

them from engaging in thinking in making career decisions. On this, other research has 

shown that an important area of teacher beliefs is their beliefs about what teachers 

should know, and how particular teachers may consider specific domains of teacher 

knowledge to be more important than others (Van Uden, Ritzen, & Pieters, 2014). 

Relatedly, three different types of teacher knowledge have been distinguished: subject-

matter knowledge (knowledge of the content and educational goals), pedagogical 

knowledge (knowledge about student development and about teaching) and didactic 

knowledge (knowledge about how to present teaching materials/lessons) (Beijaard, 

Verloop, & Vermunt, 2000; Borko, 2004; Darling-Hammond, 2006; Verloop, Van Driel, & 

Meijer, 2001).  

 

 Back in 2000, Beijaard, Verloop, and Vermunt (2000) argued that influences in 

relation to these three knowledge domains can help to shape a teacher's identity. 

Teachers' classroom practice, other research indicated, can be affected by what they 

know and by their view of the importance of that knowledge. For example, in a study of 

teachers in the Netherlands, Mittendorff, Beijaard, den Brok, and Koopman (2012) 
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found that students perceived teachers to use a mixture of techniques that they 

considered to be non-directive (act personal, stimulate self-directedness) and directive 

(act dominant, provide information). Over 30 years ago, researchers concluded that 

students preferred teachers who use a mixture of techniques, as reflected in an earlier 

study in UK schools (Bullock & Jamieson, 1998).   

 

8.3.2 Commonalities and divergences in teachers’ perspectives of problems associated 

with the teaching of career guidance 

The theory generated also contains four sets of perspectives of teachers of career 

guidance in Singapore on problems associated with school-based career guidance 

programmes. They are ‘school narratives of success’, ‘societal notions of success’, 

‘parental guidance’, and ‘teachers’ perceived influence on students’. These are now 

discussed in turn in relation to the associated academic literature. 

  

 The significance of environment. Teachers of career guidance in Singapore 

have common views on how school and societal narratives of success are at odds with 

what is taught in school-based career guidance. These reflect the significance of the 

environment in shaping students’ career identity. Here, it is apposite to recall that, like 

many nations without natural resources, Singapore’s economy has for long relied 

considerably on developing human resources to maximise its growth (Tan & Goh, 2002; 

Wong, 2016). The role of education – and of career guidance – became central in 

economic development and nation building (Wong, 2016). Hence, the sense of social 

purpose and the emphasis on meritocracy, where progress is based on ability and 

talent rather than class or wealth, became embedded in the social psyche of 

Singaporeans (Wong, 2016). 

 

At a broader level, studies have shown the significant role that communities, 

gender, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status played in the development of students’ 

career identities and goals (Aschbacher, Li, & Roth, 2010). More specifically, teachers in 
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the study upon which the theory outlined in this thesis is based, argued that society in 

Singapore prompts students to decide on their career goals by adopting a specified 

pace and direction, and that this prompting can undermine their ability to carefully reflect 

upon their career interests and options. On this, they articulate a belief that students 

who aspire towards unconventional paths often fear losing the security of social 

acceptance. This is not a surprising belief since, as Asian societies tend to be group-

oriented or collectivist, one’s career choice often tends to be seen as an expression of 

group identity (Choi, Kim, & Kim, 2015; Lent & Brown, 2013; Triandis, 1995). Research 

undertaken in Asian societies also suggests that environment factors can greatly 

influence adolescent career choices. For example, South Korean high school students’ 

career decisions have been shown to reflect society’s preference for such highly-

regarded jobs as teaching, work as civil servants, and work as medical doctors (Kim, 

2009; Park, Kim, & Tak, 2005; Seth, 2002).  

 

 Teachers of career guidance in Singapore also state that conforming to societal 

notions of success can prevent students from giving deep thought to their unique 

interests. To compound this effect, they hold, independent schools in Singapore are 

generally considered to be elite institutions. They indicate that there are many senior 

alumni members who are notable personalities and who are often referred to by the 

schools as examples of being successful people. According to teachers, students who 

deviate from thinking along the lines of well-known narratives often experience anxiety. 

 

 To counteract this negative effect, teachers say they attempt to sensitise 

students to alternative narratives. They also say that societal and school narratives of 

success over-simplify the complexities of career exploration and fulfilment. Introducing 

different narratives, teachers argue, can lead students to develop self-awareness, 

confidence, and resilience in their future careers.  

 



170 
 

 The significance of adults. Studies have demonstrated that career planning 

involves an assessment of one’s abilities, interests, and goals, and understanding of the 

world of work, and information about training requirements for specific careers (Xiao, 

Newman, & Chu, 2018). Further, career planning during adolescence has for quite 

some time been shown to take place in the context of conversations with parents, 

friends, teachers, and mentors (Kenny, Blustein, Haase, Jackson, & Perry, 2006; Lent, 

Brown, & Hackett, 1994). Teachers in the study reported in this thesis expressed 

common views on how parental guidance can influence students’ career planning. 

However, they also hold divergent views on the extent of influence they perceive 

themselves to have on students’ career planning. 

 

 Parental influence. We have also known for quite some time that parents are 

essential in helping high schoolers develop education and career aspirations and plans 

(Eccles, 2007; Helwig, 2008; Hill et al., 2004). Teachers in the study upon which the 

theory which has been reported here claim that students who exhibit clarity in their 

career decisions tend to be influenced by parents. They note that parents are rich 

repositories of career information and provide informal career advice to their children 

through conversations. A large body of literature supports this perspective (Helwig, 

2008; Hill & Wang, 2015; Kerpelman, Shoffner, & Ross-Griffin, 2002). In a cross-cultural 

study of 5000 high school students in China, Japan, South Korea and USA, it was 

found that adolescents who interacted more with parents demonstrated more 

sophistication in their career planning (Xiao, Newman, & Chu, 2018). 

 

 On the other hand, another body of literature has indicated that parental 

expectations have been observed to be undesirable as they can contradict the 

autonomy of students who need to start making important life decisions on their own. 

These expectations are especially prevalent in Asian societies, where parents are 

involved in the career decisions of adolescents (Choi, 2012; Kim, Cho, & Kim, 2010; 

Park, Kim, & Tak, 2005). Teachers in the study upon which the theory which has been 
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reported here also claim that students who have different plans from their parents’ may 

also encounter strained ties at home. In addition, they state, parents who have 

unrealistic expectations for their children can often provide poor career advice.  

 

 However, teachers of career guidance in Singapore also recognise that parental 

authority is a cultural norm. In fact, they say that they advise their charges to learn to 

communicate effectively with their parents that result in mutual agreement rather than in 

conflict or blind obedience. This perspective is supported by studies undertaken some 

time back that demonstrate the importance of parents and adolescents in renegotiating 

their relationships to meet the adolescents’ demands and readiness for increased 

autonomy (Eccles, 2007; Laursen & Collins, 2009). Other studies indicated that the 

successful negotiation of adolescent autonomy results in increased confidence in youth 

(Juang & Silbereisen, 2002) and promotes healthy exploration of opportunities (Ehrlich, 

Dykas, & Cassidy, 2012; Perry, Liu, & Pabian, 2010). 

 

 Teachers’ influence. Some teachers of career guidance in Singapore perceive 

that students are receptive to their career advice, while others perceive that they have 

limited influence on their students’ career exploration. They attribute such differences to 

three things: the personality of the teacher, the rapport shared by teachers and 

students, and teacher beliefs on student perceptions of the teaching profession. In 

general, teacher influence is perceived to be high when the teacher is considered to 

have an outgoing personality, shares good rapport with his or her students, and 

believes that students respect teachers. 

 

 Putting the latter in a broader context, it is notable that a positive relationship 

between student and teacher has been shown to be important for student engagement 

(Pianta & Allen, 2008; Roorda, Koomen, Spilt, & Oort, 2011). However, it is also 

important to note that teachers can play a pivotal role in making students aware of their 

choices and opportunities (Bogush, 2016). In addition, it is shown that teacher beliefs 
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could also be related to student engagement (Van Uden, Ritzen, & Pieters, 2014). Over 

30 years ago, Bandura (1986, 1997) held that self-efficacy beliefs refer to individuals’ 

beliefs about their capabilities to successfully carry out a particular course of action. It 

follows that if teachers perceive themselves to be ineffective career mentors, this 

perception can in turn affect the career guidance they provide to students. Considerable 

research also supports the claim that teachers’ self-efficacy is related to higher levels of 

student motivation and influences teachers’ instructional practices, enthusiasm, 

commitment, and teaching behaviour (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2007; Tschannen-Moran & 

Woolfolk Hoy, 2001; Wolters & Daugherty, 2007).  

 

8.3.3 Perspectives related to the teaching of career guidance that are idiosyncratic 

Every teacher involved in career guidance brings his or her unique perspectives to 

teaching and to career guidance. Research has shown how teachers perceive 

themselves and their professional work strongly influence their judgements and 

behaviour in the classroom (Beijaard, Verloop, & Vermunt, 2000). On this, teachers of 

career guidance in Singapore have three sets of perspectives which are idiosyncratic. 

First, there are teachers who consider career guidance as being central to their mission 

as teachers. Secondly, there are teachers who make extensive use of their career 

experience and connections to provide career guidance for their students. Thirdly, there 

are teachers who go further still, saying that they draw fully on their personal 

experiences when teaching career guidance. These are now discussed in turn in 

relation to the literature. 

 

 Teachers who see career guidance as their central mission. Some teachers 

of career guidance in Singapore say that their work in career guidance allows them to 

address their central mission as teachers. They note that they entered teaching 

because of a strong belief about having responsibilities in trying to shape the life paths 

of their students. This perspective is consistent with research indicating that most 
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teachers entered the professions as they want to be able to contribute to the 

development of young people and society (Pop & Turner, 2009).  

 

 Teachers who influence students because of their experiences and 

connections. Some teachers of career guidance in Singapore say they make extensive 

use of their personal experiences and connections to provide career guidance for their 

students. Again, this perspective is consistent with research indicating that having a 

broad social network has been identified as a teacher’s asset in providing career 

guidance (Lai-Yeung, 2014).  

 

 Teachers who use self as testimony. Some teachers of career guidance in 

Singapore say they draw fully on their personal experiences in their career guidance. 

This perspective is consistent with existing research. For example, Lai-Yeung (2014) 

has demonstrated that having worked in various settings and having met with diverse 

groups of people are experiences that are perceived by teachers to be helpful to them 

in providing career guidance to students.  

 

8.4 Recommendations Arising from Research Results 

Notwithstanding the limited scope of the current study, recommendations emerge from 

the results in relation to policy, curriculum and practice. These are considered as being 

relevant to policy makers, curriculum developers, school leaders, and teachers involved 

in career guidance. Each is now detailed in turn.  

 

8.4.1 Recommendations for policy 

Considering a problem associated with providing career guidance, namely, that of 

common narratives of success being contradictory to careful career exploration, 

reminds one that policymakers have been addressing the disadvantages of the 

common narrative. Education ministers in Singapore have traced the intense pressure 

faced by students to a belief that only academic achievement leads to success (Seow, 
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2018). To counteract this belief, the education landscape saw gradual shifts from 2013 

to accommodate multiple pathways to success (Davie, 2015; See, 2013). The emphasis 

shifted from that of academic achievement to holistic development (MOE, 2017). This 

move was also in line with a view of how the new economy is dynamic and demanding 

a wider range of skills, competencies, and expertise (Wong, 2016); Singaporeans, it is 

argued, cannot have a rigid view of success and need to be versatile and nimble in 

adapting to changes (Davie, 2015).  

 

 Constructing a career identity is a complex developmental task that involves 

several contextual and personal factors (Di Palma & Reid, 2019). Policymakers have 

the potential to gradually shape the perspectives of society on career identity 

development and have been doing so with the SkillsFuture initiative, which seeks to 

convey the message that learning is not for ego-based achievements and accolades 

but for mastery and continual growth (Shanmugaratnam, 2015; Tan, 2017). 

 

 In relation to societal narratives of success, it is now also recognised that 

parents’ views are influenced by their own education background and experiences and 

it would take time to adjust to policy changes (Ang, 2019). However, parents are 

important influences on their children’s career development (Brown, 2002; Bryant, 

Zvonkovic, & Reynolds, 2006; Keller & Whiston, 2008; Paa & McWhirter, 2000). Thus, 

policymakers need to continue to actively engage with and educate parents on new job-

related opportunities and to encourage conversations that can build on their children’s 

abilities and interests. This could be done on such platforms as engagement sessions, 

school events, and public fairs.   

 

 Another recommendation for policymakers is to increase the number of 

dedicated career guidance counsellors. While the education ministry has met its target 

of employing and deploying 100 Education and Career Guidance Counsellors to 

schools, this number is not sufficient. The bulk of career guidance still falls on non-
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specialist school teachers, who often report feeling overwhelmed by their job 

responsibilities and being ill-equipped to provide career guidance (Klassen et al., 2009; 

Lam & Hui, 2010). 

 

8.4.2 Recommendations for curriculum 

School-based career guidance programmes have been shown to motivate 

students both in career development and in school success (Evans & Burck, 1992; 

Janeiro, 2010; Perry, Liu, & Pabian, 2010; Sung, Turner, & Kaewchinda, 2013). This 

implies that career guidance programmes not only help students to identity potential 

careers but also helps them learn career development skills and experience success in 

school (Janeiro, 2010). The theory reported in this thesis indicates that it may be more 

important for students to learn how to make education and career decisions rather than 

decide on a career to pursue. The career guidance curriculum should therefore focus 

on developing associated skills.These include developing students’ capacity for 

reflection and honing the students’ self-awareness. The education ministry’s career 

guidance curriculum already focuses on these aims (MOE, 2018a). This now needs to 

be supported. 

  

The identification of approaches taken and problems faced by teachers in 

school-based career guidance programmes, as outlined in the theory generated, also 

provide curriculum developers with insight into three aspects of implementation. First, 

curriculum developers should ensure that the curriculum includes the sharing of career 

stories with students, whether they are the teacher’s stories or those of other people’s. 

Teachers note that stories are powerful but not a well-promoted approach in school-

based career guidance programmes. They attributed this situation to Singapore’s 

culture of maintaining privacy rather sharing about one’s life. They should spread the 

word that although narrative approaches were not used largely in career counselling 

until the late 1990s, they had become well-established by the mid-2000s (Amundson, 

1998; Cochran, 1997; McMahon, 2018; Peavy, 1998).  
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Secondly, the curriculum could provide opportunities for teachers to customise 

their guidance for the students. Teachers report a range of methods they employ to 

conduct career guidance programmes, based on their considerations of personal beliefs 

about career guidance and the perceived needs of their students. It is important to 

recognise, though, that it is difficult for teachers to fully customise career lessons for all 

students (Spencer-Waterman, 2014). Hence, curriculum developers could focus on the 

teacher’s background, experiences, and personal beliefs when assembling career 

guidance programmes. This is because the success of career guidance programmes 

may depend entirely on the teacher’s understanding and acceptance of them as an 

important component of their students’ education (Bogush, 2016). 

 

 Thirdly, the career guidance curriculum should create opportunities for teachers 

to develop rapport with their students. Teachers who report experiencing rapport with 

students generally perceive their influence on students to be greater than teachers who 

do not. A way to encourage associated relationship-building in the curriculum is to 

incorporate opportunities for small group career guidance sessions, where the teacher 

can converse in a more intimate setting with students than in a classroom lesson. This 

perspective is embraced by Whiston and Quinby (2009), who found that small group 

career guidance sessions were more effective than lessons that involved entire 

classrooms. In addition, Pope (1999), nearly 20 years ago, reported that group career 

guidance techniques were especially appropriate for group-oriented Asian cultures, 

while Yalom and Leszcz (2005) found that group sessions can lead to high school 

students gaining in self-awareness, self-understanding, and information by allowing 

them to interact with other members of the group.  

 

8.4.3 Recommendations for school leaders 

System support is an essential component to ensure the success of school-

based career guidance programmes (Gysbers & Henderson, 2012; Hui, 2002). System 
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support refers to such elements in a school as programme management, fair-share 

responsibilities, professional development, staff and community relations, consultation, 

community outreach, and evaluation (Gysbers, Stanley, Kosteck-Bunch, Magnuson, & 

Starr, 2008). According to Gysbers’ Comprehensive Guidance Program Model, the lack 

of support within a school’s system would make it difficult for career guidance 

curriculum to exert its desired effect (Gysbers & Henderson, 2012).  

 

School leaders play an important role in providing system support. They can 

complement school-based career guidance programmes in two ways. First, they can 

create opportunities for teachers to increase their efficacy in providing career guidance. 

This can include encouraging professional development opportunities for career 

guidance provision.  

 

Teachers worldwide face a host of new and ongoing demands resulting from 

increasing workloads, shifting policies and expectations, and societal changes (Klassen 

et al., 2009). To fulfil their responsibilities of providing career guidance, they need to be 

competent in the necessary skills. However, research has shown that teachers are 

frequently unable to engage in dialogues about work experiences with students due to a 

lack of experience and time (Winters, Meijers, Kuijpers, & Baert, 2009; Winters, Meijers, 

Lengelle, & Baert, 2012). To address this gap, school leaders can actively encourage 

teachers to upgrade their knowledge on career guidance and create the space for them 

to do so. 

 

Secondly, school leaders can facilitate and reiterate important mindsets that 

complement the aims of career guidance programmes. Over 10 years ago, Lieberman 

(2004) made the point that effective schools are characterised by high agreement 

among staff as to a school’s guidance goals and purpose. School leaders who are 

supportive and foster cooperation and communication among teachers are crucial in 

facilitating a whole-school involvement in guidance (Hui, 2002). On this, principals could 
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be mindful about the school narratives of success which they share with staff and 

students, as overly narrow and similar success stories may unwittingly limit student 

potential and create anxiety rather than encourage them. School leaders can also 

complement the teachers of career guidance in helping students understand their 

personal career identity in the context of their collectivistic, Asian culture. 

 

8.4.4 Recommendations for teachers 

Considering the approaches taken and problems faced by teachers in school-based 

career guidance programmes suggests two areas of recommendations for teachers in 

order to develop their self-efficacy in providing career guidance. The first area is in 

teaching approaches and the second area is in professional development. 

 

Teachers can examine or make adjustments to their teaching approaches when 

delivering career guidance programmes. First, teachers can share career stories of 

themselves or of people they know. Teacher self-disclosure, as a counselling skill, 

demonstrates that teachers are genuine, open and human (Kottler & Kottler, 2000). 

When applied in a classroom situation, such self-disclosure also has the benefit of 

bridging the cultural distance between teachers and students. This disclosure is helpful 

as teachers who feel close to their students can perceive their career guidance to be 

more influential.  

 

 Secondly, teachers can update their skills in career guidance methods. While it 

is important for them to be aware of the career landscape (Sato, Coffey, & Moorthy, 

2005), it is also important for them to develop personal qualities to provide effective 

guidance. In a study with English Language teachers in Hong Kong, Lai-Yeung (2014) 

identified the following as the most pressing training needs identified by teachers 

involved in career guidance: communication skills for students of different profiles, 

counselling skills to encourage students, skills to allow professional dealing with 

multiple aspects of students’ life, and interpersonal skills to develop positive 
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relationships with students. Teachers also identified the following impediments to their 

provision of career guidance: personal qualities such as being a quiet person and not 

prone to self-expression; prejudgment or bias against students, lack of experience in 

providing guidance, workload or time pressures. Research has shown that teachers find 

it difficult to conduct career conversations with students (Assen, Meijers, Otting, & Poell, 

2016). As these needs are skill-based rather than content-based, teachers require more 

assistance in developing their guidance techniques. Teachers who partook in the study 

upon which the theory reported in this thesis is based were of a similar view. 

 

8.5 Areas for Future Research 

The literature overview presented in Chapter Three demonstrated that there is a lack of 

research on the perspectives of people involved in school-based career guidance 

programmes and, in particular, of teachers of career guidance. The majority of studies 

of school-based career guidance programmes draw on evaluation of programme 

components or perspectives of career counsellors. 

 

As noted in studies since the early 1990s, teachers’ beliefs remain an 

underdeveloped focus of research (Kagan, 1992; Parajes, 1992) despite their 

importance in influencing both their behaviour and the effectiveness of school 

programmes (Guskey, 2002; Palak & Walls, 2009). In particular, variations in 

environments and teaching practices may influence teachers’ beliefs about their roles 

and responsibilities (Ho & Hau, 2004; Lam & Hui, 2010). For example, we have known 

for some time that teachers in East Asian settings have different day-to-day working 

experiences than teachers in North American settings due to differences in teacher 

preparation, induction, professional development, and expectations for student 

behaviour and achievement (Preus, 2007; Yeom & Ginsburg, 2007). There is even 

variance within Asian societies. Hofstede and Hofstede (2005), for example, have found 

that teachers from South Korea and Singapore who share some cultural practices and 

beliefs may have similar educational values and practices, but the two groups differed in 
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school level, and in language, geography, history, and some cultural practices (Klassen 

et al., 2009).   

 

In similar vein, there has been limited research focused on identifying teacher 

perspectives on career guidance programmes. Such research could assist curriculum 

developers in assessing the efficacy and value of approach to implementing existing 

career education programmes (Akos, Charles, Orthner, & Cooley, 2011). The study 

conducted by the present researcher provides some insight into this area from the 

perspective of teachers involved in career guidance in junior colleges in Singapore. 

There is the potential for much more research along these lines to be undertaken. 

 

 The results of the present researcher’s study also suggest the need for 

engagement in further qualitative research that focuses on the Singapore context. 

Career development is not only based on individual characteristics, such as aspirations 

and cognitive and behavioural skills. It is also shaped by such life contexts as family, 

school, friends, community, and a country’s history. To date, however, there is very little 

research on the contexts and processes of career development of adolescents 

(Watson, Nota, & McMahon, 2015), including in relation to Singapore. Hence, 

associated research that is grounded in the context of Singapore is in line with calls 

elsewhere for a greater focus to be placed on the context and the process of young 

people’s career development (Hartung, Porfeli, & Vondracek, 2005; Watson & 

McMahon, 2005).  

 

Finally, in relation to teacher training for providing career guidance, there is 

opportunity for further research into what teachers indicate as being important areas for 

improvement. Teachers at different stages of professional development or with different 

competencies have different training needs (Fok, Chan, Sin, Ng, & Yeung, 2005). 

However, a search in the literature about teachers’ needs in guidance and counselling 

showed a scarcity of research on this topic (Lai-Yeung, 2014). The prevalent themes 
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generated from those studies that do exist are focused on qualifications and modes of 

preparation for guidance personnel (McCarthy, 2004), or the continuing professional 

development needs of career guidance personnel (Patton & Burton, 1997). There is, 

therefore, a need to study the particular needs of teachers involved in career guidance, 

so that development programmes can be targeted and arouse motivation in teachers. 

 

8.6 Conclusion 

Within the academic literature there is a reasonable volume of studies related to school-

based career guidance programmes. This is not surprising given the worldwide 

importance of career education in schools to prepare citizens for countries’ economic 

needs. In recent years, the dynamic nature of the 21st century world of work has 

reignited reviews and evaluations of career education programmes to meet new 

demands. 

 

In recent research on career education, the most apparent and pressing gap 

identified is the need for comprehensive research focused on teachers’ perspectives. 

The study reported in this thesis has been offered as one contribution to closing this 

gap. It was undertaken because of a belief that a career education curriculum cannot be 

fully evaluated, and effective school-based programmes cannot be developed, without a 

good understanding of the very people who are delivering the curriculum to students. 

 

To summarise, this final chapter of the thesis has provided an overview of the 

perspectives of teachers involved in career guidance regarding approaches, problems, 

and idiosyncracies in relation to school-based career guidance programmes. These 

perspectives have been discussed in relation to previous studies on the nature and 

teaching of school-based career guidance programmes. A number of recommendations 

have also been suggested for policymakers, curriculum developers, school leaders, and 

teachers. Following this, some areas for further research were proposed. It is now 

hoped that this work can be used to bring about a greater focus on and better 
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understanding of a key and often over-looked stakeholder in school-based career 

education, than has been the case to date. 
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