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SUMMARY 
 

Career learning is especially relevant in a fast changing knowledge society and labor 
market, bringing individuals to self-directedness and employability in their life course. 
At the same time, a comprehensive theoretical framework for career learning in 
vocational education is missing. For this study, we participated in a three year 
research and development project, aiming to realize a career learning environment in 
a Dutch school for secondary vocational education and to contribute to theory 
building about career learning. The research questions were: (a) how can we 
understand (situate, define, conceptualize, measure) career learning and (b) how 
can the learning environment, and more specifically guidance conversations in 
vocational training, stimulate the career learning process? 

To answer the first question, a critical concept analysis was conducted, situating 
career learning from a discussion of what careers are today, how they develop and 
how career learning can thus be conceptualized. Since there is no consensus in 
current theories on career learning regarding concepts, and empirical research is 
scarce, it was decided to first test the propositions on which the only available 
validated instrument (a self-evaluation questionnaire for career competencies, based 
on Kuijpers, 2003) builds. From a longitudinal perspective – 250 students have filled 
out the questionnaire on three occasions during their study career choice making 
process – it was shown that career competencies do develop, that this process is 
stimulated by career guidance in the learning environment, and that it leads to 
positive career outcomes. 

Given this strong evidence for the essential role of career guidance in the learning 
environment for career competency development, it was decided to focus further on 
vocational training conversations as a potentially rich context for career guidance. 
For answering the second question, four empirical studies were conducted. The first 
study describes the initial situation of career guidance in vocational training 
conversations in secondary vocational education. From an analysis of 24 video-
recordings of vocational training conversations for formal characteristics, content, 
form and relational components follows that the potential of the „trialogue‟ 
(communication between the student, teacher and mentor from practice) is hardly 
utilized. The second study examines any changes from that initial situation which 
resulted from a specific teacher training intervention. Results from the analysis of 30 
conversations before and after training support the assumptions that guiding career 
learning can be stimulated, that vocational training conversations can fulfill their 
potential for career learning and that the efforts made in educational reform now only 
partially have the desired effect on interactive behavior in actual guidance 
conversations. The third study offers from the Dialogical Self Theory a qualitative 
broadening of the analysis framework based on the concept of student positioning, 
with the new framework used in the fourth study for the analysis of 30 student 
guidance conversations. Results show that the most suitable teacher interventions to 
respond to student positioning in guidance conversations – aimed to stimulate a 
career learning process – must be dialogical, which implies stimulating students and 
supporting them in self-reflection and action for the future. 



  



SAMENVATTING 

Loopbaanleren is bijzonder relevant in een snel veranderende kennissamenleving en 
arbeidsmarkt, omdat het individuen tot zelfsturing en passende inzetbaarheid moet 
brengen in hun brede levensloop. Tegelijk ontbreekt nog een comprehensief 
theoretisch kader voor loopbaanleren in het beroepsonderwijs. Voor deze studie is 
geparticipeerd aan een driejarig onderzoeks- en ontwikkelproject, met als 
doelstellingen het realiseren van een loopbaanleeromgeving in een Nederlandse 
school voor middelbaar beroepsonderwijs en het bijdragen tot de theorievorming over 
loopbaanleren. Onderzoeksvragen waren: (a) hoe kunnen we loopbaanleren begrijpen 
(situeren, definiëren, conceptualiseren, meten) en (b) hoe kunnen de leeromgeving, en 
specifiek stagebegeleidingsgesprekken, het loopbaanleerproces stimuleren? 

Als antwoord op de eerste vraag werd een analyse van zogenaamd kritische 
concepten doorgevoerd, waarbij loopbaanleren wordt gesitueerd vanuit de discussie 
van wat loopbanen vandaag zijn, hoe ze ontwikkelen en hoe loopbaanleren vervolgens 
kan worden opgevat. Aangezien er in de huidige theorieën over loopbaanleren geen 
consensus bestaat over concepten en ook empirisch onderzoek schaars is, werden  
eerst de proposities getest waarop het enig beschikbare gevalideerde instrument (een 
zelfevaluatie-vragenlijst voor loopbaancompetenties, gebaseerd op Kuijpers, 2003) 
voortbouwt. Vanuit een longitudinaal perspectief - 250 leerlingen hebben de vragenlijst 
ingevuld op drie momenten in hun studiekeuzeproces - kon worden aangetoond dat 
loopbaancompetenties ontwikkelbaar zijn, dat dit proces gestimuleerd wordt door een 
loopbaangerichte leeromgeving, en dat het leidt tot positieve loopbaan-outcomes. 

Gezien deze sterke evidentie voor de essentiële rol van loopbaanbegeleiding in de 
leeromgeving voor loopbaancompetentie-ontwikkeling, werd het onderzoek verder 
toegespitst op stagegesprekken als een potentieel rijke context voor 
loopbaanbegeleiding. Voor het beantwoorden van de tweede vraag werden vier 
empirische studies verricht. De eerste studie beschrijft de uitgangssituatie voor 
loopbaanbegeleiding in stagegesprekken van het middelbaar beroepsonderwijs. Uit de 
analyse van 24 video-opnamen van stagegesprekken voor formele kenmerken, 
inhoud, vorm en relatiecomponenten, volgt dat het potentieel van de „trialoog‟ (de 
communicatie tussen de student, docent en praktijkopleider) nauwelijks wordt 
aangesproken. De tweede studie onderzoekt alle veranderingen t.o.v. die 
uitgangssituatie die resulteren uit een specifieke docententraining. Resultaten van de 
analyse van 30 gesprekken, telkens voor en na de training, ondersteunen de 
assumpties dat het begeleiden van loopbaanleren kan worden gestimuleerd, dat 
stagegesprekken hun potentieel voor loopbaanleren kunnen waarmaken en dat 
huidige inspanningen qua onderwijshervorming slechts gedeeltelijk het bedoelde effect 
hebben op interactief gedrag in de gevoerde begeleidingsgesprekken. De derde studie 
biedt aan de hand van de Dialogical Self Theory een kwalitatieve uitbreiding van het 
analysekader gebaseerd op het concept positionering van leerlingen, waarvan in de 
vierde studie gebruik wordt gemaakt voor de analyse van 30 begeleidingsgesprekken 
met studenten. De resultaten wijzen uit dat de meest aangewezen interventies t.a.v. 
de positionering van studenten in begeleidingsgesprekken – die beogen een 
loopbaanleerproces te stimuleren – een dialogaal karakter moeten hebben, d.w.z. de 
student aanzetten tot en ondersteunen bij toekomstgerichte zelfreflectie en actie. 



  



 

 

 

 

 

 

It is not the critic who counts, 

Not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles 

Or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. 

 

The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, 

Whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly. 

Who errs and who comes short again and again, 

Because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; 

But who does actually strive to do the deeds. 

 

(Theodore Roosevelt) 

 

 

Mijn respect voor alle coaches, mentoren en begeleiders, 

Vanuit de school en vanuit de praktijk: 

Jullie inzet betekent het houvast dat leerlingen nodig hebben 

Om hun weg in het (beroeps-)leven te vinden.  
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General introduction 

 

At the start of this PhD-project, I wrote in my proposal “The goal of 

this doctoral dissertation is to come to theory building in career 

learning in general and within the context of (vocational) education 

in particular. The central research interest is how the learning 

environment can contribute to students‟ career learning. To specify 

this research interest we direct our attention to an important aspect 

of the learning environment: student guidance and more 

specifically guidance conversations following real life work 

experience”. As a general introduction, I want to situate this project 

within a preliminary theoretical framework (on which I will elaborate 

in chapter 1, the critical concept analysis) and in context, as I have 

had the opportunity to do research in an authentic educational 

setting (school for secondary vocational education in the 

Netherlands) as part of a broader research and development 

project, aimed at educational innovation. 

 

The research focuses on a topic with both societal and scientific 

relevance. Societal relevance because of the large number of 

students in vocational education (for Europe the average 

percentage is 60% ; Eurostat – see also Klasse, 2010 where these 

numbers are repeated for the situation in Flanders and the 

Netherlands), while vocational education has to deal with 

challenges such as limited student motivation and a high drop-out 

rate (Eurostat). For the situation in the Netherlands, Kuijpers 
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(2007) cites that 40% of students in secondary vocational 

education drop out without qualifications, with up to 25% of this 

drop-out caused by making the wrong (study) career choice (see 

also Allen & Meng, 2010 for a more recent contribution). These 

wrong choices, but also a less than optimal transition from 

education to the workplace, are estimated to cost the Dutch 

government 8,5 billion euro each year (Nationale DenkTank, 

2007). 

 

Therefore attention for an effective (study) career guidance in 

(vocational) education certainly reflects a need felt in society. The 

pressure to realize qualification gains here, is reinforced by the 

Lisbon Agenda (2000): the European Union aspires to become the 

most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the 

world, capable of sustainable economic growth with more and 

better jobs and greater social cohesion. 

 

This will not be an easy task, especially in a context where jobs 

are no longer stable and careers do not follow a standard 

trajectory. Therefore policy makers and expert authors see active 

career development in learners as a preparation for contemporary 

professionalism (Baert, 2005; Kuijpers, 2003; Meijers, 1995). Yet 

until now and to our knowledge, efforts to improve (study) career 

guidance in education are mainly inspired by discontent with the 

current state of affairs. An innovative approach is missing and it 

remains unclear what guidance should look like to realize its 
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potential and task of coaching learners in/towards growing self-

directedness. 

 

Despite the societal relevance of the topic, we do not see this 

reflected in scientific research: there is no comprehensive 

theoretical framework for career guidance/development in 

vocational education that takes into consideration the challenges 

of modern society (Gunz & Peiperl, 2007). Accordingly, research 

programs aimed at the validation of theory (formation) are often 

limited. This doctoral study wants to address this issue and come 

to theory formation about career learning. We start, in a 

preliminary theoretical framework, with concepts and perspectives 

that have inspired this study. 

 

 

Career learning framework 

Career learning is described as becoming increasingly important in 

a modern knowledge society, characterized by fast changes as a 

result of technical and technological evolutions (Glastra & Meijers, 

2000; Dochy & Nickmans, 2005). As the world of work changes 

(see Baert, De Witte, Govaerts & Sterck, 2011 for a selection of 

evolutions), so do careers, both from a subjective as an objective 

perspective. 

 

Khapova, Arthur and Wilderom (2007, p.115) define the subjective 

career as ”the individual‟s own interpretation of his or her career 
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situation at any given time”. The subjective career is influenced by 

the individualization of society: it‟s no longer a matter of the grand 

narratives that define (professional) direction and purpose, but 

instead the individual will have to take responsibility for directing 

his/her own career (Savickas, 2001; Meijers & Wardekker, 2002; 

Kuijpers & Scheerens, 2006). Being able to make an informed 

career decision requires learners to develop a professional 

identity, defined as “a structure or network of meaning where the 

individual connects his/her motivation, interests and capacities on 

a conscious level to acceptable professional roles” (Meijers, 1995, 

p. 63). This is where the individual forges a connection on a 

conscious level between a personal life theme (Van Maanen, 

1977) and an acceptable social role (Wijers & Meijers, 1996; Law, 

Meijers & Wijers, 2002). 

 

Khapova, Arthur and Wilderom (2007, p.115) define the objective 

career as “the parallel interpretation of any career provided by 

society and its institutions”. The objective career is influenced by 

the emergence of three trends (Meijers, 2009). First, the shift from 

a dominant industrial economy to a service and knowledge 

economy. The market is becoming more and more demand-driven, 

which means that consumers/clients want “tailor made” products 

and services, and both employers and employees have to take 

responsibility for the quality they deliver. Secondly, due to 

increasing globalization time-to-market is of key importance. In 

order to remain competitive, the time between development of 
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products and services and their realization must become 

increasingly brief. Finally, there is an increasing technological 

vitality in all sectors of human activity. The effect of these trends is 

that marketplaces and quasi-markets are changing constantly and 

unpredictably, innovative ability is becoming an increasingly 

important competitive advantage, and knowledge is essential. 

 

As the workplace changes, so do expectations about (future) 

employees: professional competence is no longer understood in 

terms of knowledge and skills, but additionally implies a broad and 

sustainable employability (Thijssen, 1998 and 2000) and a 

willingness to commit to lifelong learning (Baert, 2005). Modern 

employees feel challenged and even pressured to be flexible as 

they are faced with unpredictable career paths that go beyond the 

scope of a job or organization (Arthur, 1994; Defilippi & Arthur, 

1994). Enabling individuals to be self-directing and to develop a 

professional identity requires that they learn specific competences 

(Blustein, 1992; Dawis, 1996; Savickas, 2001); we call these 

career competencies, and they steer the development of a 

person‟s career in a particular direction. 

 

Kuijpers (2003) has developed an instrument to measure career 

competencies in employees, which was used – with small 

adaptations – in a survey of students in Dutch (pre)vocational 

education (Kuijpers, Meijers & Bakker, 2006). The following 

competencies were demonstrated: 



 

G
EN

ER
A

L 
IN

TR
O

D
U

C
TI

O
N

 

 7

 

 career reflection: reflective behavior based on 

experiences and choices to reveal qualities and motives 

that are important for the future; 

 

 career shaping: proactive behavior that influences 

the course of one‟s career by researching jobs, making 

deliberate decisions and taking action to make sure jobs 

and study match with one‟s personal qualities and motives;  

 

 networking: interactive behavior to build and 

maintain contacts on the internal and external job market, 

aimed at career development.  

 

These career competencies can only be learned in a so-called 

powerful learning environment. A learning environment is powerful 

(see also Meijers & Kuijpers, 2007) when it tackles problems with 

the transfer of knowledge and the lack of student motivation and 

when it stimulates meaningful (as opposed to superficial, see 

Vermunt, 1992), transformative learning (Illeris, 2004). 

 

The transfer problem, or limited use of what is learned in concrete 

actions (Caravaglia, 1993), can be handled by providing a learning 

environment that is as similar as possible to the context where the 

theory will have to be put into practice (Lodewijks, 1995). In 

problem-based education real-life problems are the starting point 

for learning and learning assignments (Bailey, Hughes & Moore, 

2004; Collins, Brown & Newman, 1989). Mott et al. (1999) and 
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Cohen-Scali (2003) illustrate how real-life experience in a 

professional setting has a beneficial influence on the development 

of career competencies. 

 

Motivational psychology shows that the motivation problem – 

students with little motivation for reflective activities in the 

curriculum (Law, Meijers & Wijers, 2002; Zijlstra & Meijers, 2006) – 

can be improved by allowing students to have an active role 

(participation) and control over their own learning process 

(Boekaerts & Simons, 1993; Duffy & Cunningham, 1996; Simons, 

Linden & Duffy, 2000; Bruijn, 2006). Weick and Berlinger (1989) 

and Voncken and Breemer (2008) illustrate the beneficial effects of 

such an inquiry-based learning environment on students‟ self-

directedness regarding career.  

 

The development of career competencies is a reflective learning 

process, where the meaning of professional experiences is 

explicated for the person and society as a whole. This reflective 

learning process demands a dialogue (Wijers & Meijers, 1996; 

Savickas, 2001; Meijers & Wardekker, 2002; Baert et al., 2007) 

where thoughts and feelings of the student about relevant 

experiences and choices are at the center of the conversation 

(Bardick, Bernes, Magnusson & Witko, 2006). A career dialogue is 

a conversation between the student and his/her mentor about the 

meaning of things and events the student experiences in real-life 

assignments in the school and in practice, and about the impact 
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these have on the student‟s life and his/her professional career 

(Meijers & Kuijpers, 2007). The aim of the conversation is to make 

connections between relevant experiences for the student from the 

professional world on the one hand, and the developing self and 

professional identity on the other. Meijers, Kuijpers and Bakker 

(2006) illustrate that a career dialogue in school and practice 

contributes to the formation of the above mentioned career 

competencies and stimulates their use in actual choice-making 

and learning experiences.  
 

A combination of inquiry-based and problem-based methods and 

opportunity for a career dialogue about the personal and societal 

meaning of students‟ experiences is assumed to be an important 

incentive for the development of career competencies, yet only 

very few schools nowadays foster the conditions for this kind of a 

powerful learning environment. This became evident after a large-

scale study by Meijers, Kuijpers and Bakker (Meijers, Kuijpers & 

Bakker, 2006; Kuijpers, Meijers & Bakker, 2006) in Dutch 

prevocational and secondary vocational education. It inspired the 

research and development project „Career learning in competence-

based education‟. 

 

 

Project ‘Career learning in Competence-Based Education’ 

For my PhD-project, I have had the opportunity to join the research 

and development project „Career learning in competence-based 
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education‟ or „CL in CBE‟. The project was subsidized by Het 

Platform Beroepsonderwijs (www.hpbo.nl) and aimed at realizing 

and studying a career learning oriented learning environment in an 

actual educational context. „CL in CBE‟ was initiated as a 

collaboration between: 

- ROC De Leijgraaf (www.leijgraaf.nl), a Dutch school for 

secondary vocational education with ROC standing for 

Regional Training Centre (or Regionaal Opleidingscentrum 

in Dutch) – project coordinator: Nard Kronenberg ; 
 

 

 

 

 

- the Hague University of Applied Sciences, research group 

Pedagogy of Vocational and Professional Development 

(www.hhs.nl) – dr. Frans Meijers and dr. Marinka Kuijpers ; 
 

 

 

 

 

- KPC Groep, a national bureau for advice and expertise on 

innovations in education (www.kpcgroep.nl) – Marionette 

Vogels and assisting colleagues. 
 

After finishing my Master‟s degree in psychology at KU Leuven, I 

was hired as a research assistant for the Hague University of 

Applied Sciences and granted permission to combine this role with 

a PhD-study at my alma mater. As such, the Centre for Research 

on Professional Learning & Development, Corporate Training and 

Lifelong Learning of KU Leuven (www.ppw.kuleuven.be) was also 

involved. 

 

http://www.hpbo.nl/
http://www.leijgraaf.nl/
http://www.hhs.nl/
http://www.kpcgroep.nl/
http://www.ppw.kuleuven.be/
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„CL in CBE‟ was set up as a three-year research and development 

project, running from September 2007 until the end of the school 

year in 2010. This time frame coincides – not accidentally – with a 

paradigm change towards competence-based education 

(Commissie Boekhoud, 2001). It was the educational practice, i.e. 

the school, that asked to support this paradigm shift. Following 

both government regulations and organizational ambitions 

(Bedrijfsplan, 2006-2008), ROC De Leijgraaf aimed to make career 

learning one of the pillars under CBE by providing students with a 

learning environment where careers are of central importance. To 

realize this, it sought to collaborate with the Hague University of 

Applied Sciences (research; having just finished their study on 

career orientation in Dutch prevocational and secondary vocational 

education institutes) and with KPC Groep (development). For the 

purpose of this doctoral study, we will suffice by stating that KPC 

Groep was responsible for developing instruments based on 

research evidence and for guiding the process of implementation 

of these instruments. „CL in CBE‟ offered the means and 

facilitation to realize and study these ambitions in an authentic 

educational context.  

 

Due to the – hypothesized – crucial role of the dialogue about 

concrete experiences (see supra), there was a strong focus on 

guidance conversations in the context of internships (vocational 

training): “the basis for a more intensive collaboration [between 

education and the workplace] and career learning that is 
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connected to that, is a trialogue: a conversation between student, 

mentor from practice and the teacher about (a) professional 

competence now and in the future and any resulting professional 

competencies, (b) the possible and aspired career development 

and (c) the learning environment that would be required to 

efficiently and effectively acquire both professional and career 

competencies” (HPBO, 2007a, p.42). Vocational training is a 

substantial part of secondary vocational education, because while 

the organization of it may differ between schools/departments 

/classes, at least twenty percent of total education time is spent on 

vocational training. 

 

In the „CL in CBE‟-project planning, the research would consist of 

an effect measure (intervention research, see Steensma, Le Blanc 

& de Ridder, 2007) of various interventions used during the 

development trajectory by the school to focus on career learning. 

To do this in the most nuanced way possible, a triangulation of 

complementary methods was the approach of choice: 

 a validated questionnaire for students and mentors from 

school and from practice (Kuijpers & Scheerens, 2006) at the 

beginning and end of the project to measure effects on (the 

perception of): 
 

o career competencies and professional identity 

in students, 

o school motivation, study career choice quality 

and drop-out, 
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o the quality of the learning environment for 

career learning; 
 

 conversation analyses (based on a framework that we 

developed ourselves) at the beginning and end of the project 

to describe (objective) changes in the organization of 

vocational training conversations (as a central element in the 

learning environment); 
 

 interviews with students, mentors and other key figures to 

understand the logic and meaning making of career learning 

and guidance conversations. 
 

These goals were part of the „CL in CBE‟-project plan. Within this 

context, I will now describe the positioning of my PhD-study. 

 

 

PhD-project on career learning 

I took part in the research and development project described as 

„CL in CBE‟ (see supra) as a research assistant for the Hague 

University of Applied Sciences. In that role, I had a task and 

responsibility in research, organized since the beginning of the 

project as action research. Argyris and Schön (1991, p.86) define 

action research as taking “its cues – its questions, puzzles, and 

problems – from the perceptions of practitioners within particular, 

local practice contexts. It bounds episodes of research according 

to the boundaries of the local context. It builds descriptions and 
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theories within the practice context itself, and tests them there 

through intervention experiments – that is, through experiments 

that bear the double burden of testing hypotheses and effecting 

some (putatively) desired change in the situation”. So the research 

context here already combined the potential of intervention 

research and theory building, with career learning as the central 

theme. From the „CL in CBE‟-perspective however, the action 

research was planned within the framework developed from 

research by Meijers, Kuijpers and Bakker (see supra): the goal 

was to realize a career learning environment (problem-based, 

inquiry-based and dialogical) and study whether it indeed 

stimulated students‟ career learning. 

 

Scientifically, this PhD-project provided an appropriate 

supplement: it allowed for a questioning of propositions from the 

current framework and an exploration of alternative theories and 

frameworks (for my research goals, see further). But practically, as 

a PhD-student, I have had a challenge taking a critical stance in 

the „CL in CBE‟-project. It was most helpful to have two skilled 

promoters who were also involved in the project (and thus 

responsible for serving the project‟s interests) and who helped 

ensure the quality of the research setting as well as a skilled 

promoter from KU Leuven – not a project partner as such – who in 

his guidance helped me transcend direct project goals and 

concerns and helped focus on the bigger picture (scientific 

ambition). After all, my being a research assistant in the project – 
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which implied that I worked on location and even shared an office 

with the school‟s educational staff, considered colleagues by the 

subjects in this study – obviously had implications. Herr and 

Anderson (2005) refer to the concept positionality, and although 

strictly for me this should be in the continuum between “outsider in 

collaboration with insiders” and “outsider studies insiders”, this was 

not my experience, nor the experience of the subjects involved. I 

am strongly aware of what Argyris and Schön mentioned about the 

context determining the outlines or research. The fact that this 

study did take place within a real educational context has 

important advantages for the validity of the results, although limited 

controllability sometimes meant making changes and 

compromising on research plans. I will now elaborate on my PhD-

research plan and discuss the choices I have made. 

 

 

Research plan 

The central interest here is students‟ career learning. Starting point 

for my PhD-research is the question from educational practice 

(Dutch secondary vocational education) on how to stimulate career 

learning in students and also the research evidence (by Kuijpers & 

Meijers) about powerful learning environments for career learning. 

This brings about two specific research questions: (a) how can we 

understand (situate, define, conceptualize, measure) career 

learning and (b) how can the learning environment, and more 

specifically guidance conversations in vocational training, influence 
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the career learning process? My study hopes to take this 

contemporary concern, studied in a real-life educational context, 

and explicate and study it‟s propositions to be able to formulate 

hypotheses from which recommendations follow for further 

research and for the practical organization of career learning in 

modern day (vocational) education. 

 

(a) How to understand career learning? 

First of all, it is necessary to come to a status questionis and 

critical review of career learning, based on the literature. The 

(research) goal here is to provide a conceptual framework for the 

articles that will make up my doctoral dissertation and position this 

study in the field of career theories. 

 

I planned a literature search with so-called crucial concepts as the 

keywords. These crucial concepts were the result of input by 

experts in the career learning field (we meet several times a year 

to discuss career learning research), discussed in supervision with 

one of my promoters. I used these crucial concepts as keywords in 

a search of the university‟s database (LIBRIS for KU Leuven, 

additional information from the Hague University of Applied 

Sciences) and searched for national and international contributions 

in the form of journal articles, handbooks, doctoral dissertations, 

policy documents etcetera. Given the fact that career learning 

covers a broad field, choices had to be made to narrow down the 

theme. In supervision, we decided to focus on recent (from 2000 
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onwards) contributions within the context of education. Also, we 

wanted to incorporate theories on which this current research was 

based. 

 

After situating and (critically) defining career learning, the next step 

was to determine how career learning in students can be 

conceptualized and measured. In the Kuijpers and Meijers 

tradition, career learning is conceptualized as the development of 

career competencies and measured with a questionnaire (adapted 

from Kuijpers, 2003; see Meijers, Kuijpers & Bakker, 2006 and 

Kuijpers, Meijers & Bakker, 2006). My (research) goal for this PhD-

study is to compare this approach to available alternatives and 

come to an optimal measure for career learning.  

 

As it turned out, I could not find alternative approaches readily 

available in literature or research. I did notice that this particular 

questionnaire had been used often and not only by Kuijpers and 

Meijers. This evidence suggested it would be appropriate to make 

use of the questionnaire for our research as well, but not without 

critically testing the propositions on which it builds: (1) career 

competencies develop and (2) the learning environment 

contributes to this career competency development. To test these 

propositions, I planned a longitudinal study with a cohort of 

students making the transition from prevocational to secondary 

vocational education (with a follow-up one year later). Data were 

collected from 250 students on 3 occasions, each relevant in their 
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study career choice making process, which enabled me to study 

how the career competency scores change over time within 

individuals and which factors best explain a possible development.  

 

Without going into detail, I want to mention here that strong 

evidence was found for the essential role of the learning 

environment, explaining my focus and choice of methodology in 

section 2. 

 

(b) How can the learning environment, and more specifically 

guidance conversations in vocational training, influence the 

career learning process? 
 

Given the specific context in which this research took place, the 

first thing needed was an accurate description of the 

characteristics of that context. My (research) goal for this PhD-

study was to focus on the educational practice of student guidance 

in ROC De Leijgraaf and make a first exploration of the learning 

environment in general and of guidance conversations in 

vocational training (referred to in the text as vocational training 

conversations) in particular at the start of the ‘CL in CBE’-

project. 

 

The data collection consisted of video recording vocational training 

conversations – I planned ten for each of ROC De Leijgraaf‟s three 

departments – between the student, teacher and mentor from 
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practice. For the analysis of the actual data (24 conversations) I 

developed with the support of one of my promoters an analysis 

framework based on theory and our research questions: (1) how is 

the trialogue organized in vocational training conversations and (2) 

do vocational training conversations between student, teacher and 

mentor from practice stimulate career learning in students? 

 

With the „CL in CBE‟-project, we aimed to realize a powerful 

learning environment for career learning. Instead of an action cycle 

with multiple interventions, the project group realized one large, 

systematized intervention: a professionalization trajectory for 

teachers. At the end of the project a (research) goal for this PhD-

study was to measure the effects of this intervention (I must refer 

to this design as quasi-experimental, because of the limited 

controllability of the context) and repeat the exploration of 

vocational training conversations at the end of the ‘CL in 

CBE’-project. 

 

Using the analysis framework here for a second time, I analyzed 

30 vocational training conversations that were video recorded on 

two occasions. Of these 30 conversations, 10 were with teachers 

from a control group that didn‟t follow our teacher training and 20 

were with teachers from the intervention group. I compared the 

organization of the vocational training conversations after the 

training intervention with levels from a control group as well as 

levels from the baseline measure at the start of the „CL in CBE‟-
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project based on these research questions: (1) is there a 

difference in the organization of vocational training conversations 

between the group from the 2007-2008 measure and the 2009-

2010 measure, before training (as a result of educational reform on 

a macro level), (2) is there a difference in the organization of 

vocational training conversations between the teacher training 

group and a control group (as a result of teacher training on a 

micro level) and (3) is there a difference in the organization of 

vocational training conversations between teachers that merely 

took part in the teacher training and teachers that have additionally 

been actively involved in designing the teacher training? 

 

Up until now, I have built on Meijers and Kuijpers‟ 

conceptualization of career learning as the development of career 

competencies, that is stimulated by career guidance in the learning 

environment. The research studied propositions within this 

conceptualization and explored where and how the learning 

environment already used or could make more optimal use of this 

potential. Yet all this has not led to a qualitative understanding of 

career learning. My (research) goal in this Phd-study is to explore 

ways to study career learning and come to this qualitative 

understanding. 

 

For the exploration of possibilities to study career learning more 

qualitatively, I again turned to the literature. I have not found a 

method aimed specifically at the central question here, but a 
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number of concepts from different domains were inspiring (e.g. 

Schön, 1983 about the reflective practitioner and Kelchtermans, 

1999 about professional self-understanding). I have worked out 

one interesting approach and combined concepts from career 

learning (Meijers and Kuijpers) and from Dialogical Self Theory 

(Hermans) to come to an understanding of the dialogical process 

in career learning, illustrated with a case study. Central in this 

approach is the concept of „positioning‟. 

 

Next, I built from this model a new – qualitative – analysis 

framework which enabled me to study the narrative quality of 

student guidance conversations. I video recorded 30 student 

guidance conversations: 10 conversations between teachers and 

15-year old students in prevocational education, 10 conversations 

between teachers, workplace mentors and 18-19 year old students 

in secondary vocational education and 10 conversations between 

workplace mentors and 18-19 year old students in secondary 

vocational education. Using the new framework, I analyzed the 

conversations with respect to these research questions: (1) how 

often during a conversation does positioning of the student occur, 

(2) who does the positioning, (3) who responds to the positioning 

and (4) what is the quality of this response to student positioning? 

 

Table 1 gives an overview of this PhD-research plan. 
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Table 1. Chronological overview of PhD-research plan. 

2007-2008,   

1
st
 semester 

- (literature) 

2007-2008,  

2
nd

 semester 

- recording vocational training conversations (baseline 

measure) 

- longitudinal questionnaire study, measure 1 

- (data analysis & report) 
 

2008-2009,   

1
st
 semester 

- literature search with crucial concepts 

2008-2009,  

2
nd

 semester 

- (literature) 

- longitudinal questionnaire study, measure 2 

- (data analysis and report) 
 

2009-2010,   

1
st
 semester 

- (literature) 

- recording vocational training conversations (pre 

intervention) 

- recording student guidance conversations 

2009-2010,  

2
nd

 semester 

- recording vocational training conversations (post 

intervention) 

- longitudinal questionnaire study, measure 3 
 

2010-2012 - literature 

- data analysis and report 
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Aim and structure of this dissertation 

After this overview of my research plan, I summarize the aim and 

structure of my PhD-study. This study aims to contribute to the 

knowledge base of career learning in education, and is structured 

in six chapters. 

 

In the first chapter, we present a critical concept analysis and 

situate career learning from a discussion of what careers are, how 

they develop and how we will understand and conceptualize 

career learning. In a second chapter, we examine claims made 

about career learning. Existing research evidence is focused on 

the concept of career competencies. In our study, we take – for the 

first time – a longitudinal perspective in the study of career 

competency development. It is evident from the first and second 

chapters that the career learning environment, and more 

specifically career guidance, plays a crucial role in career learning. 

In the next four chapters, we focus on a potentially rich context for 

career guidance: the vocational training conversations between the 

student and one or more mentors (from school and practice). The 

third article (published in the Journal of Vocational Education and 

Training) describes the initial situation of career guidance in 

vocational training conversations in secondary vocational 

education. The fourth article (published in the Journal of Vocational 

Education and Training) examines any changes from that initial 

situation which resulted from a specific teacher training 

intervention. A fifth article (published in the Handbook of Dialogical 
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Self Theory) explores approaches for a qualitative broadening of 

the analysis framework to understand the career learning process; 

this new framework was used for the analysis of vocational training 

conversations in the sixth article (accepted for publication in the 

Journal of Constructivist Psychology). The epilogue contains 

general conclusions, points of discussion and recommendations 

for future research and practice. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

Studying career learning: a critical concept overview 

 

Based on a more extensive literature review: 

Meijers, F., Kuijpers, M. & Winters, A. (2010). Leren kiezen/kiezen 

leren. Een literatuurstudie. ‟s-Hertogenbosch, Utrecht: ECBO  
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Studying career learning: a critical concept overview 

 

In the following chapter, we will provide a conceptual framework 

for the articles that make up this dissertation. This means that this 

chapter doesn‟t have the elaborate nature of an extensive review, 

but instead aims to identify and clarify the concepts selected for 

our research and contribution to the career theory field. We will 

discuss first and foremost how we define careers (1 what are 

careers?) and then – linked to the fast changing society – we deal 

with the discussion of how the development of careers was and 

still is perceived (2 how do careers develop?). Related to that 

background information, we especially want to elaborate on career 

learning (3 learning for career self-directedness): how do we 

understand career learning and the career learning process and 

how is it conceptualized? 

 

 

1 What are careers? 

It is impossible to give an unequivocal answer to this question, 

because there are a lot of perspectives in the very broad field that 

is career theory. Both Arthur, Hall, and Lawrence (1989, p. 9-10) 

and Gunz and Peiperl (2007, p. 3) list numerous disciplines that 

draw on and have contributed to the field of career theory. In his 

foreword for the 2007 Handbook of Career Studies (by Gunz & 

Peiperl), Schein states that “The career field has grown 
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enormously …, but it is far from integrated. Rather, a few 

paradigms built on individual developmental theories such as 

those of Super and Holland have dominated the field. Such lack of 

integration is not in itself a problem, but the disregard of 

researchers in one paradigm for the relevant work of researchers 

in another paradigm is a problem when each set of researchers 

presents their work as the final and correct analysis of a particular 

area” (p. ix-x). We will not attempt here to give an overview of the 

entire career field literature (for an excellent analysis, see Gunz & 

Peiperl, 2007), let alone try to come to an integration (e.g. Systems 

Theory Framework, see Patton & McMahon, 2006). Before 

presenting any of our work, we would like to situate our approach 

(Schein uses the term „paradigm‟ in his remark cited above, but we 

do not have the audacity to refer to our framework as a paradigm) 

in the field of career studies. 

 

We start with a selective overview of definitions illustrating the 

different conceptualisations of career, then formulate our working 

definition and conclude with implications of the choice for this 

definition. 

 

1.1 Overview of career definitions 

Until this day, the meaning of “career” is understood differentially. 

For a long-range, historic view of career theory, we refer to the 

contribution from Moore, Gunz and Hall (2007, in Gunz & Peiperl). 
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With Parsons (1909) as a pioneer, traditional definitions restrict 

career to professional work life which included advancement. 

Exemplary in this respect is the Oxford English Dictionary (1989) 

definition of career as “a course of professional life or employment, 

which affords opportunity for progress or advancement in the 

world”. Since then, several propositions for broadening this 

conceptual definition have been made. We distinguish here 

between two trends: broadening in time and context and 

broadening to include meaning making.  

 

Authors who have proposed to broaden the career definition in 

time and context, did not agree with the restriction of career to 

professional work life. The most cited definition here is that of 

career as “the evolving sequence of a person‟s work experiences 

over time” (Arthur, Hall & Lawrence, 1989, p.8). Gunz & Peiperl 

(2007, p.4) attribute the relative success of this definition to its 

“virtue of being succinct and of leaving the matter open as to 

whether we are interested in experiences as the person 

experiences them (the so-called subjective career; Hughes, 1937) 

or as others see them (the “objective career”) and whether we are 

interested in the person as an individual or in the institutions 

through which he or she passes in the course of life (and in so 

doing, transforms and is transformed by them to a greater or lesser 

extent)”. Even broader, including the life career, Super (1976) 

defines career as “the sequence of major positions occupied by a 

person throughout his preoccupational, occupational and 
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postoccupational life; includes work related roles such as those of 

student, employee, and pensioner, together with complementary 

vocational, familial and civil roles“ (p. 20). 

 

This brings us to the second proposition for broadening the career 

definition, originating from the necessity felt to focus on career as a 

subjective construction of the individual rather than something 

considered objective (Collin & Watts, 1996; Herr, 1992). An 

example here is Savickas (2005, p.43), defining career as a 

“subjective construction that imposes personal meaning on past 

memories, present experiences, and future aspirations by weaving 

them into a life theme that patterns the individual‟s work life”. Lee 

et al. (2006) refer to studies (Kofodimos, 1993; Powell & Mainiero, 

1999; Sturges, 1999) where it was found that defining career 

success in terms of objective terms such as pay and position is not 

congruent with what many managers and professionals (especially 

women) feel about their own career success. Therefore, they 

propose “more holistic and multidimensional conceptions and 

definitions of career success, where the interplay between work, 

family, life, significant others, and various life stages is 

acknowledged” (Lee et al., 2006, p.5). This, in turn, asks for a 

definition of career that can acknowledge these elements. 

 

1.2 Our definition of career 

We follow Hall (2002, p. 12) in defining career as “the individually  
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perceived sequence of attitudes and behaviors associated with 

work-related experiences and activities over the span of the 

person‟s life”. This definition takes into account both a lifelong 

process perspective, while still focussing on work-related 

experiences (see further), and individual meaning making in terms 

of career construction from these experiences. Moreover, the 

definition combines objective and subjective aspects of career: it‟s 

not just about behaviour (career choices and employment), but 

also about experiences, attitudes and motivation related to 

behaviour over time. This is especially relevant in our context of 

vocational guidance in education, which differs from individual 

counselling where clients come to work on a career problem. 

Work-related activities and experiences, and the attitudes and 

behaviours associated with them, have changed enormously over 

the last century, with implications for the realization of careers. We 

will focus on this in the next section. 

 

 

2 How do careers develop? 

In this time and context, we no longer see careers as defined by a 

single moment of choice-making. Modern careers are no longer 

understood as standard and organization bound, linear 

trajectories, but as changing, flexible and individually developing 

paths, and moreover the result of a lifelong process in which 

learning, work and transitions are managed in order for individual 

and future prospects to evolve (Arthur, Khapova & Wilderom, 

2005; Hiebert, 2006). We will first describe perspectives on this 
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changing context and then come to an overview of career 

definitions, in relation to that changing context. 

 

2.1 Career theory in context 

Until the 1980s, the dominant (objective) career model was the 

organizational or bounded career, characterised by professional 

careers within one organisation with the possibility of vertical 

mobility (Arthur, 1994). In a relatively stable structure of 

employment, one‟s active career was more or less set and 

predetermined at the moment one entered the labour market 

(Meijers, 1995). Careers were bound by the social context, with a 

role for education as the supplier of necessary professional 

knowledge and skills (i.e. quite literally occupational training). 

 

Contemporary society is often contrasted with the pre-1980s 

situation as changing rapidly as the result of globalisation, the 

information technology revolution and the increasing pace of 

technological change (Amundson, 2005; Baert, Dekeyser & 

Sterckx, 2002; Brown & Associates, 2002; Houghton & Sheehan, 

2000). In a knowledge society – as Dochy and Nickmans (2005) 

put it – the survival of the fittest is no longer about being a 

knowledge-owner but a knowledge-manager, someone who can 

creatively and flexibly handle large amounts of constantly evolving 

knowledge. The structure of employment has to keep up with 

these rapid changes, so economically we see the promoting of 
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new career models: boundaryless career (Arthur, 1994; Arthur & 

Rousseau, 1996), protean career (Hall, 1996) and post-corporate 

career (Peiperl & Baruch, 1997). These career models – though 

different in perspective – have in common that responsibility for 

career choices is now assigned to the individual (as opposed to 

the social context), that career paths are no longer seen as 

predetermined but as offering multiple pathways/opportunities and 

that a person‟s work security is linked to his/her employability (see 

further) (for an excellent analysis, see De Munter, 2011). This, of 

course, has implications for the role of education (Geurts, 2003). 

But there are criticisms formulated about (aspects of) this new 

career. We mention three important ones here. 

 

 First, although new career models get a lot of attention 

internationally (Sullivan & Baruch, 2009), the concept has been 

criticized for lacking empirical support (Arnold & Cohen, 2008; 

Inkson, Gunz, Ganesh & Roper, 2012; Pringle & Mallon, 2003). 

For the international context, we cite Rodrigues and Guest‟s 

review of labour turnover data from the US, Europe and Japan: 

“no evidence of a significant increase in mobility across 

organizational boundaries. Moreover, managers and 

professionals, who … have been the main focus of the 

boundaryless career literature, seem to be the least affected by 

market instability. Overall, careers have not become 

organizationally boundaryless” (Rodrigues & Guest, 2010, p. 

1167). From research in Belgium, and more specifically 
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Flanders, similar conclusions are drawn when looking at job 

mobility across organizations (Sels, Forrier & Verbruggen, 

2006). Organizational careers have not disappeared, rather in 

society there is now a differentiation between career models 

(Denys, 2010; SER, 2001), with the new career as an 

alternative that is especially relevant in the knowledge 

economy. 

 

 A crucial concept is „employability‟ (De Vos, De Hauw & Van 

der Heijden, 2011). When careers no longer develop within 

clear boundaries, employees find themselves confronted with 

unpredictable career paths that go beyond the scope of a job 

or organisation (Defilippi & Arthur, 1994). Employability is 

understood here as people‟s ability to, now and in the future, 

have suitable – in terms of work requirements as well as one‟s 

capacities and motivation – employment. Since employment 

can change over time, this implies a necessity for employees 

to show flexibility and develop themselves (Kuijpers, 2003). A 

first criticism here is that employability is a vague, 

inconsistently defined concept. Indeed, Versloot et al. (1998 in 

Kuijpers, 2003) distinguish a shift in definitions for the concept 

of employability: from a focus on economic usefulness in the 

seventies to flexibility in the eighties to individual responsibility 

and self-directedness in the nineties. We illustrate the latter 

with the definition of Fugate, Kinicki and Ashfort (2004) of 

employability as “a host of person-centered constructs that 
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combine synergistically to help workers effectively adapt to the 

myriad of work-related changes occurring in today‟s economy” 

(p. 15). The second criticism concerns the grounds of an 

employability-perspective, more specifically the necessity for 

employees to show flexibility. The approach is strongly 

criticized for underestimating the impact on workers‟ lives of 

having to be flexible regarding job requirements and conditions 

while in unstable contexts (Heyes, 2011). The term „flexicurity‟ 

refers to the balance of labour market flexibility in a dynamic 

economy, while still providing security for workers (Wilthagen & 

Tros, 2004). 

 

 The last criticism we refer to is that this discussion about 

career development tends to have a strong focus on the 

economic reality of today‟s society/career. The political-

economic context and labour market considerations in a liberal 

capitalist environment (e.g. unemployment, shortage of skilled 

workforce in certain occupational sectors, …) are on the 

foreground. This does not have to be the case, as some 

authors have proved by distinctly broadening the scope. 

Manninen (1998) draws attention to the political (development 

of society) and personal (focus on general life skills) 

dimensions. Wijers (2009) and Gough (2011) work out an 

ecological dimension in career guidance. More generally, while 

employment is still considered the key to full participation in 

society, activities from other domains of life – like studying, 
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nursing, community action,… – are increasingly considered 

equally important, as is maintaining a healthy work-life 

balance. These aspects are becoming important 

considerations in contemporary society, which is best 

described as a transitional labour market (Schmid, 1998). 
 

This is where the concept of subjective career comes in. From 

this perspective, the transition to today‟s society is also 

characterised by the decline of grand narratives that used to 

normatively give direction in life, leaving individuals with the 

opportunity as well as the challenge to give meaning to their lives 

themselves (Savickas et al., 2009). The standard biography, 

defined by Stroobants (2001, pp. 81) as “concurrence of the 

individual life course with their life story”, has to make way for an 

individual reflexive biography where individuals are in charge of 

and responsible for their own choices (Beck, 1996; Giddens, 1991; 

Weick, 1996). Individuals are expected to build their own career 

from all aspects of their lives with the occupational context as the 

stage (Patton & McMahon, 2006). In a context with a multitude of 

choices to identify oneself with and the erosion of the grand 

narratives, society expects individuals to be able to make complex 

decisions in changing contexts and make the most of 

opportunities. 

 

Changes in the world of work have affected the perception of 

career and career development. Savickas – an authority in this 

domain (for a recent position paper, see Savickas et al., 2009) – 
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stated that “career theories that have risen to prominence have 

done so because they effectively address important questions” 

(unpublished vision text). He gives the example of the model of 

person-environment fit emerging early in the 20th century to 

address the question of how to match workers to work, and the 

model of vocational development emerging in the middle of the 

20th century to address the question of how to advance a career in 

one organization or profession. Without denying the usefulness of 

these models to continue to address these questions, 

contemporary society advances new questions about career.  

 

Although it is broadly accepted that today‟s society poses a 

significant challenge to an individual's career development, there 

are as yet few theoretical frameworks that provide a holistic 

perspective on how to understand and meet this challenge 

successfully. Indeed, a number of authors have highlighted the 

developmental infancy of career development theory (Brown, 

1990; Hackett & Lent, 1992; Isaacson & Brown, 1993). Such a 

framework should incorporate an acknowledgement of both the 

complexities of the modern labour market and the requirement of 

individuals to consciously and creatively navigate it. We will review 

the dominant career theories since Parsons and state criticisms 

deriving from challenges of the present-day context. 
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2.2 Development in career theories 

In the following, we give an overview of career theories (based on 

a review by Meijers, Kuijpers & Winters, 2010) to substantiate this 

starting point of career learning as a process of career construction 

based on learning processes where an individual has an important 

steering and meaning constructing role. 

 

Initial career theories had a narrow focus on the career choice. 

The basic principles that were formulated by Parsons in 1909 still 

dominate the perception of these choices: they require information 

about the person, about the occupation and “true reasoning on the 

relations of these two groups of facts”. What has changed over the 

last hundred years are notions about the type of information that 

characterises persons and occupations, and therefore also the 

vision of the relationship between these factors. 

 

Choice theories all imply a more or less stable society, 

characterised by stable occupations with clear occupational 

demands and by predictability in careers. In his matching model 

Holland (1982, 1997) sees personality (RIASEC model with 6 

personality types) as static, and he assumes a one-on-one 

relationship between persons and occupations. A career choice 

from this perspective is the choice for an occupation that matches 

one‟s personality. Although there is empirical evidence that 

satisfaction and productivity increase in a professional situation 

where characteristics from the workplace and the employee‟s 
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personality match (Barrick, Mount & Judge, 2001; Mount, Barrick & 

Steward, 1998; Spokane, Meir & Catalano, 2000), there are 

important problems with the assumptions in this approach. There 

is no empirical basis for a one-on-one relationship between 

persons and occupations and moreover, there is no explanation for 

the psychological processes involved in choice making (Brown, 

1990).  

 

Models of rational actors and rational choice making do address 

this process side, but consider choice making to be logically 

consistent and based on rationality. In other words: with reliable 

information individuals are capable of making good choices in any 

life domain. For the career choice this is information about oneself 

and occupations (Watts & Fretwell, 2004; OECD, 2004). Despite 

the attractiveness in terms of controllability, measurability and 

logical consistency, we cannot hold to a model that reduces the 

making of choices to rational decision making. Research shows 

that people don‟t have all the crucial information, the consistent 

value structure, nor the reasoning skills to act upon intentional goal 

rationality (Simon, 1983; Coleman, 1989). More recently, modern 

brain research provides the neurological basis for these 

deficiencies (Jolles, 2007; Krieshok, Black & McKay, 2009; Stuss 

& Anderson, 2003). Allowing for more unpredictability within choice 

theories – as is the case in non-rational models of choice – is no 

more than a partial solution. In the end unpredictability and rational 

decision making are incompatible. Allowing for more 
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unpredictability, results in the dilemma of having to let go of 

controllability of the choice-making process and thus accepting 

that guidance initiatives can never transcend the immediate 

situation (for a specific person in a specific situation in a specific 

context as it presents itself at a specific moment – “ad hoc”). 

 

Theories about career development include the experienced 

unpredictability of the life course and professional careers in their 

models. By looking beyond the moment of occupational choice, the 

process of career decision making becomes clear, which helps 

understand choices. From this perspective individuals play a more 

active role, because the person and the environment are no longer 

seen as dependent and determining (respectively), but as 

interacting and interdependent. 

 

Super (1990, building on Ginzberg, Ginsberg et al., 1951) links 

career development to a developing self-concept, which he sees 

as the product of complex interactions between experience and 

maturation in life phases. An important concept here is career 

maturity, an individual‟s ability to successfully master the 

developmental tasks belonging to different life and career 

development stages. The eventual choice for an occupation 

reflects the self-concept, but Super remains unclear about how this 

works. Gottfredson (1996) builds on the idea of a developing self-

concept and explains the process of career decision making as an 

elimination of vocational possibilities until a compromise is reached 
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within the boundaries of acceptable occupational alternatives for 

the individual: “the typical pattern of compromise will be that 

vocational interests are sacrificed first, job level second and 

sextype last, because the latter are more central aspects of self-

concept and are more obvious cues to one‟s social identity” 

(Gottfredson, 1981, p. 549). It remains unclear, however, how 

individuals transform the expectations from their environment into 

a self-concept. These theories are barely more than descriptions 

and offer little space for active input from the individual. 

 

Learning approaches don‟t have this disadvantage: these theories 

address the potential of individuals to actively shape their career 

development without denying the – possibly limiting – influence of 

physiological (e.g. brain maturation), social (e.g. background) and 

economic (e.g. labour market potential) processes. The first career 

development theories with a learning perspective emphasized 

reproductive learning. Cognitive information processing theories 

(Peterson, Sampson & Reardon, 1991) account for systematic and 

individual-based heuristics (Kahneman & Tversky, 2000) that 

persons develop based on their experience and that is how 

person-bound factors and non-rational motives determine study 

and occupational choices (be it in a rather mechanical way). In the 

influential Social Cognitive Career Theory (Lent, Brown & Hackett, 

1996) these person-bound factors are no longer seen as inevitable 

errors of thinking, but as important drives in career choices where 

personal values are expressed. Social Learning Theory 
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(Krumboltz, 1979) takes it one step further and considers personal 

goals as regulating behaviour and thus steering the choice 

process. 

 

These theories – Social Cognitive Career Theory and Social 

Learning Theory – build on Bandura‟s Social Cognitive Theory 

(1986). The main idea here is that the choice of occupation is the 

result of an interaction among career-oriented self-efficacy, 

outcome expectations, and goals. The learning processes involved 

here, are reinforcement (positive or negative, the results from 

successful and failed learning experiences) and vicarious learning 

(imitation of behaviour that is valued positively by the group one 

wants to be a part of). But in an unstable, quickly changing 

environment, it is difficult for an increasing number of individuals to 

learn vicariously, while the new career (see supra) makes it 

problematic to develop concrete outcome expectations with regard 

to one‟s career path (Mitchell, Levin & Krumboltz, 1999; Guindon & 

Hanna, 2002). Additionally, in these theories social experiences 

are considered external influences on decisions, while empirical 

research suggests they are in fact an integral part of the decision-

making process itself (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997; Law, 1996; 

Heinz & Marshall, 2003; Heinz & Taylor, 2005).  

 

We have come a long way from study and occupational choice 

seen as matching or rational decision making, but an unstable 

socio-economical context asks for one more thing. Besides 
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information about persons and occupations and realizing that the 

relationships between both are interactive, career learning requires 

conscious self-directedness to allow for knowledge, experience 

and emotions to be used for career development. Such an 

approach is offered by constructivist learning theory (Savickas, 

2002 and 2005), based on the idea that learning is a process in 

which the learner transforms information into meaningful 

knowledge.  

 

To summarize: our present day context presents a growing 

number of destandardised careers with individually variable 

courses. While career theories used to provide the framework for 

understanding careers and answering career problems, this is no 

longer the case for today‟s challenges. Therefore, we will focus on 

the potential of the career learning approach. 

 

 

3 Learning for career self-directedness 

 

3.1 How is career learning and the career learning process 
understood? 

Within career development theory, attention has shifted from the 

narrow focus on cognition, to understanding career development 

as the result of learning processes in which emotions and intuition 

also play an important role (Krieshok, Black & McKay, 2009). 

Jarvis (2006, p. 13) recognizes the same shift (from cognition to 
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emotion) in more general theories of human learning: “I now 

regard human learning as the combination of processes whereby 

the whole person – body (genetic, physical and biological) and 

mind (knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, emotions, beliefs and 

senses) – experiences a social situation, the perceived content of 

which is then transformed cognitively, emotively or practically (or 

through any combination) and integrated into the person‟s 

individual biography resulting in a changed (or more experienced) 

person”. Contemporary learning theories imply a more active role 

for the individual and consider him/her a co-creator of knowledge: 

the transformation of experiences and integration into the 

individual biography accounts for individual contexts (genetic, 

physical, biological, knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, emotions, 

beliefs and senses), for individual ways to experience the world. 

The result is a changed – in terms of more experienced – person. 

 

For the situation of career learning, we present the Theory of 

Career Construction (Savickas, 2002 and 2005), the most 

developed constructivist approach with respect to career learning. 

In this theory, three areas are emphasized: vocational personality 

(for which Savickas leans on Holland‟s types), career adaptability 

(readiness to engage in career choice making) and life themes. 

Savickas advanced the idea of life themes at the level of personal 

narrative and subjective career; he positions life stories in a way 

that show they are the crucial threads of continuity that make 

meaningful the elements of vocational personality and career 
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adaptability. Career-related stories express the uniqueness of an 

individual and explain why he or she makes choices and explicates 

the meanings that guide those choices. Career stories “tell how the 

self of yesterday became the self of today and will become the self 

of tomorrow” (Savickas, 2005, p. 58). Savickas also purports that 

individuals generate their own career life themes. However, in its 

current form his theory does not, according to McIlveen and Patton 

(2007), offer a psychological explanation for how individuals enact 

a process of self-construction via „storying‟.  

 

Reputed authors, trying to give an overview of the field of career 

theories, have stated that the development of theory falls behind 

as compared with the development of crucial concepts. This 

makes it very difficult to provide an explanation for the process of 

self-construction. However, although a comprehensive framework 

for modern career challenges is lacking in the literature, learning 

theories do offer crucial elements for such a framework. 

 

3.2 Conceptualizing career learning 

We will focus on a discussion of some crucial concepts for career 

learning: self-directedness, career competencies, reflection and 

career narrative. After presenting definitions for how we 

understand and will use these concepts in our research, we 

propose a tentative model – not (yet) empirically tested – that 

hopes to explain career learning as a process. 
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- Self-directedness 

This complex concept is often used without consensus on a 

definition (Donkers, 1999). Self-directedness, according to Kuijpers 

(2003), often has the technical-instrumental connotation of 

initiating and performing work activities autonomously, but in 

career learning it also serves a personal goal as employees 

become responsible for their personal employability. Meijers and 

Wijers (1997) propose learning will become a conscious process of 

planning, experiencing and reflecting. We understand self-

directedness, following Meijers (2000), as a process of letting go 

(of self-evident connections with things and people and ideas, from 

an affective and emotional dimension) and of making new 

connections (consciously, to things and people and ideas). This 

learning process is creative and social, because it starts from 

personal experiencing (which inspires meaning making) and can 

lead to reflection about the meaning of these experiences in a 

dialogue with significant others. 

 

- Career competencies 

For individuals to be self-directing, they need to learn specific 

competences (Blustein, 1992; Dawis, 1996; Savickas, 2001) that 

steer the development of their personal career in a particular 

direction. However, the competency concept is lacking a 

commonly accepted definition and is used with varying meanings 

in varying contexts (Dochy & Nickmans, 2005; Van Merriënboer et 

al., 2002). As a generic definition, Dochy and Nickmans (2005, p. 
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35-36) propose “a personal ability, shown in the manifestation of 

successful behavior in a specific situation and context. A 

competence is changeable over time and to some extent 

developable. A competence consists of an integrated whole of 

knowledge, skills and attitudes, where personal characteristics and 

aspects of professional practice too in a specific manner and 

measure, influence the (development of) competencies”. 

 

Specifically for career competencies, although several authors 

mention them (for an overview, see De Munter, 2011), Kuijpers is 

both pioneer and an authority in studying and empirically validating 

them as factors relevant for the actualization of employees‟ 

personal careers (Kuijpers, 2003; Kuijpers & Scheerens, 2006; 

Kuijpers, Schyns & Scheerens, 2006). In a nationwide 

questionnaire-based study of Dutch (pre)vocational education 

(Kuijpers, Meijers & Bakker, 2006; Meijers, Kuijpers & Bakker, 

2006) she and her colleagues identified three career 

competencies: 
 

- career reflection, reflective behavior based on experiences 

and choices to reveal qualities and motives that are 

important for the future; 
 

- career shaping, proactive behavior that influences the 

course of one‟s career by researching jobs, making 

deliberate decisions and taking action to make sure jobs 

and study choices match one‟s personal qualities and 

motives; 
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- networking, interactive behavior to build and maintain 

contacts on the internal and external job market, aimed at 

career development. 
 

Further research (Kuijpers, Meijers & Gundy, 2011; Kuijpers & 

Meijers, 2011) established the interconnection between these 

career competencies and characteristics of the learning 

environment: “A study among 3499 students and 166 teachers 

(prevocational and secondary vocational education) showed that 

career guidance in school, in which a dialogue takes place with the 

student about concrete experiences and which is focused on the 

future, contributes most to the presence of career competencies 

among students. Without this dialogue, career guidance methods 

and instruments barely contribute to the acquisition of career 

competencies” (Kuijpers, Meijers & Gundy, 2011, p.21). 

 

 

 

Studying career learning is often conceptualized as the 

development of these career competencies. The strength of this 

approach is that the concepts are clearly defined and empirically 

validated, but what remains unclear is how they connect with the 

actual career learning process. In research, career competencies 

have been connected to career outcomes (reduced drop-out rates, 

increased student motivation, choice certainty), as indirect 

evidence. 
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- Reflection 

Personal experience is thought to be crucial in the career 

development process (Dewey in Rodgers, 2002): career learning 

requires learning from experiences, and reflection is needed to be 

able to do that. But again, reflection as a concept has multiple 

definitions in literature and research (see Rogers, 2001 for an 

overview of both communalities and differences in and as a result 

of reflection definitions). For career learning, we follow Kuijpers‟ 

pragmatic definition of reflection as “looking back on one‟s actions 

with the intention to learn from them”. The process-side is best 

described in a tentative model by Den Boer, Jager and Smulders 

(2003), used in (vocational) education. The model proposes that 

(occupational) experiences and the processing (through reflection) 

of these experiences in interaction leads to (the beginning of) the 

development of a vocational identity. A vocational identity in turn 

leads to questions in the student, whereby (s)he needs guidance 

(guided self-directedness) to answer these questions, because a 

student is neurologically not ready to oversee the consequences of 

choices nor does (s)he know the trajectory that should lead to a 

qualification for the labor market. This again brings to the fore the 

importance of dialogue. 

 

- Career narrative (or career story) 

In our analysis of critical concepts, we have mentioned the 

importance of dialogue, but the process rationale (i.e. why is the 

dialogue important?) has not yet been specified. In narrative 
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approaches to career learning/counseling, the point of departure is 

that “narration can be used to form a subjective construction of 

meaning that emplots self as a main character in a career-defining 

story” (Cochran,1997, p. 55). The construction of meaning fits into 

a constructivist view on learning, where meaning is constructed by 

creating a story from information through a dialogue with one self 

and others about real-life experiences (Bruner, 1990; Lengelle & 

Meijers, 2009; Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 2010). In a complex 

and dynamic world in which careers are largely contingent (Pryor & 

Bright, 2011), a career story helps a person define who s/he is and 

how s/he should act within a career context and does so by 

creating and providing meaning and direction (Wijers & Meijers, 

1996). 

 

Modern employees must continually explore both the internal and 

the external job markets, while at the same time building an 

affective bond with the labor organization in which they are actually 

working. This competency to identify with and actively explore the 

world of work may (following Marcia, 1966 and 1980) be referred 

to as the competency to construct a career identity. Assuming that 

narratives are the key schemes by which human beings make their 

experiences meaningful (Bruner, 1990; Polkinghorne, 1988), a 

career identity expresses itself in (i.e. takes the shape of) a story 

told by a person, expressing his/her life theme(s) (Savickas, 2005 

and 2011) and the way s/he identifies her/himself based on these 

life theme(s) with a specific occupation or career (Ashforth, 
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Harrison & Corley, 2008). LaPointe (2010) argues that a career 

identity is not constructed by the individual alone (a constructivist 

approach) but can only emerge and exist as a result of an 

interaction with others (a constructionist approach): rather than 

residing in the individual, identity manifests in discourse. A career 

identity is therefore the result of a co-construction (Cohen, 2006). 

 

It remains vague however – both theoretically and empirically – 

how identity development as a narrative mechanism is to be 

understood. Recently, Meijers and Lengelle (2012) described a 

tentative model that tries to give a description of a transformative 

learning process in career construction featuring the use of 

narrative and dialogue. We will look at this further in chapters 5 

(theoretical broadening of our framework) and 6 (studying 

guidance conversations from the new framework). For now, we 

identify an important void and propose that a comprehensive 

theoretical framework for career learning, accounting for society‟s 

current challenges, is lacking. 

 

3.3 Our studying career learning 

We hoped to provide with this chapter a conceptual framework for 

the articles that further make up this dissertation. In studying 

career learning, we realize that we build on a broad field of career 

theory with concepts that have varying definitions. We position our 

research study in the constructivist tradition of career development 
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through learning processes that combine cognition and emotion 

through dialogue. Since a comprehensive theoretical framework 

that takes into consideration the current challenges faced by 

society is missing from career theory, we take as our starting point 

the crucial concepts as defined in this chapter. The articles that 

follow, present empirical studies where propositions are tested with 

the aim to further contribute to a career learning theory. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

Developing career competencies in the transition                                                                     

from prevocational to secondary vocational education 

 

Currently submitted: 

Winters, A., Kuijpers, M., Meijers, F. & Baert, H. (submitted). 

Developing career competencies in the transition from 

prevocational to secondary vocational education.  
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Developing career competencies in the transition from prevocational to secondary 

vocational education 

 

Abstract 

In this study we explore the assumption of career learning as 

a process in which – among other things – so-called career 

competencies develop. We mapped changes in career 

competencies over time and tested hypothesised factors 

(career guidance, uncertainty, maturation) for the potential 

influence on that development. Results point to career 

competency development as the result of a complex 

interaction between determinants, where career guidance in 

conversations proved to be an intervention with consistent 

positive impact on each of the career competencies. We also 

connected, for the first time, career competency development 

and career outcomes. The results of this study help us gain a 

better understanding of the process of career competency 

development, enabling policy makers as well as practitioners 

to implement their respective policy measures and guidance 

initiatives accordingly. 

 

 

1 Introduction 

As a result of the shifting economy and changing notions of work 

and jobs, individuals in Western society have an unprecedented 
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degree of freedom and responsibility to be self-directing in their 

career choices (Arthur, 1994; Beck, 1996; Giddens, 1991; 

Krieshok, Black, & McKay, 2009; Krumboltz & Worthington, 1999; 

Kunneman, 1996; Sap et al., 2003; Savickas, van Esbroeck, & 

Herr, 2005; Stroobants et al., 2001). To cope with this challenge in 

a rapidly changing context, self-directedness based on reflection is 

needed, allowing individuals to recognize and seize opportunities 

as they arise (Geurts & Meijers, 2009; Kuijpers, 2003; Baert, 

Dekeyser, & Sterckx, 2002). Education in general and schools in 

particular are increasingly acknowledging that they have a strong 

responsibility in this, guiding children and students not only in their 

academic growth, but also in preparing and supporting their career 

development (Gysbers & Henderson, 2005; Jarvis & Keeley, 2003; 

Mittendorff, 2010).  

 

Although schools have career guidance firmly on the agenda, most 

students fail to develop a clear career wish during their time in 

school, leading to rather random educational choices and to a 

subsequent 30 to 50% drop-out rate (Eurostat, 2008). When it 

comes to career guidance as it is implemented now, research 

shows that the focus is mainly on helping students with their 

academic achievement and not on helping students plan and 

prepare for their occupational roles afterwards (Meijers, 2008; 

Parsad, Alexander, Farris, & Hudson, 2003). Guidance that does 

support this however, is shown to have both immediate (e.g. 

enhancing knowledge and skills including the ability to create 
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effective transitions according to Hughes, Bosley, Bowes, & 

Bysshe, 2002) and longer term advantages (e.g. easing 

occupational choice-making and work adjustment according to 

Savickas, 2002). Although the necessity of a new perspective on 

the role of lifelong education, qualification and learning for 

changing jobs and career pathways (we refer to it as career 

learning) becomes clear, there is much discussion as to how this 

should take shape and be translated to practice. Until now, 

research on career learning has focussed primarily on relations 

with the learning environment (see below). This study aims to 

make a contribution to the understanding of career learning as a 

theoretical framework for vocational and other education by 

looking at the development of career competencies. 

 

 

2 Theoretical background 

For the Dutch context, as well as other Western countries, 

educational policy focuses on the introduction of competence-

based education (CBE), which is based on the idea of the 

development of relevant and integrated competencies rather than 

fragmented achievement goals and qualifications (Mulder et al., 

2008; for an exploration of problems with CBE, see VLOR, 2008). 

Problematic in this approach, however, is the inability to give a 

commonly accepted definition of the concept of competence. It 

seems the concept can have varying meanings in varying 

contexts, evoking criticism about its value in the scientific debate. 
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As Van Merriënboer et al. (2002) and Dochy and Nickmans (2005) 

conclude from their respective overviews, the multitude of 

definitions represent different approaches to competencies. Van 

Merriënboer et al. (2002) distinguish between the international 

perspective, the theoretical perspective and the functional 

perspective; eventually proposing six commonalities, rather than a 

generic definition. Dochy and Nickmans (2005) do formulate a 

generic definition, defining competence as “a personal ability, 

shown in the manifestation of successful behaviour in a specific 

situation and context. A competence is changeable over time and 

to some extent developable. A competence consists of an 

integrated whole of knowledge, skills and attitudes, where personal 

characteristics and aspects of professional practice too in a 

specific manner and measure, influence the (development of) 

competencies.” (p.35-36). 

 

Even without consensus on a definition, competencies are high on 

policy makers‟ agendas, with as a next challenge the identification 

of key competencies for lifelong learning. The European 

Framework for Key Competences for Lifelong Learning identifies 

and defines eight competencies (http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriS 

erv/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2006:394:0010:0018:en:PDF), “which 

all individuals need for personal fulfilment and development, active 

citizenship, social inclusion and employment … each of them can 

contribute to a successful life in a knowledge society. Many of the 

competences overlap and interlock: aspects essential to one 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriS%20erv/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2006:394:0010:0018:en:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriS%20erv/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2006:394:0010:0018:en:PDF
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domain will support competence in another”. Korthagen questions 

this singular attention to formulating (key) competencies “that may 

serve as a basis for training and evaluation” (Korthagen, 2005, 

p.86), at the expense of research on the development of 

competencies. Kuijpers has stated in her doctoral dissertation that 

“in the literature career competencies are often named, but no 

empirical research has been done to the structure of 

competencies” (Kuijpers, 2003, p.26). 

 

In her study of career competencies in employees, Kuijpers (2003) 

used a questionnaire to empirically validate the factors relevant for 

actualisation of the personal career. She concluded that “analyses 

show that six factors are relevant for career development. One of 

the factors is the ability for career development, and the other five 

factors concern behaviour and motivation regarding career 

development: reflection on capacities, reflection on motives, work 

exploration, career control and networking” (Kuijpers & Scheerens, 

2006, p.316-317). So although the generic definition makes 

references of an ability shown in successful behaviour, ability – or 

perceived ability, as it results from self evaluation – and behaviour 

seem to be empirically separate. Kuijpers decided to focus on the 

more overt and distinguishable of these two: behaviour. Following 

the findings, a subsequent questionnaire-based study with 

students from Dutch (pre)vocational education (Meijers, Kuijpers & 

Bakker, 2006) was done which included the five behaviour factors.  
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The analyses showed that no significant distinction could be made 

between reflection on capacities and reflection on motives, nor 

between work exploration and career control. As a result, the 

following three career competencies for students were identified: 

- career reflection, reflective behaviour based on 

experiences and choices to reveal qualities and motives 

that are important for the future; 
 

 

 

- career shaping, proactive behaviour that influences the 

course of one‟s career by researching jobs, making 

deliberate decisions and taking action to make sure jobs 

and study choices match one‟s personal qualities and 

motives; 
 

 

 

- networking, interactive behaviour to build and maintain 

contacts on the internal and external job market, aimed at 

career development. 
 

Further research (Kuijpers, Meijers & Gundy, 2011; Kuijpers & 

Meijers, 2011) established the interconnection between these 

career competencies and characteristics of the learning 

environment: 

“A study among 3499 students and 166 teachers 

(prevocational and secondary vocational education) showed 

that career guidance in school, in which a dialogue takes 

place with the student about concrete experiences and which 

is focused on the future, contributes most to the presence of 
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career competencies among students. Without this dialogue, 

career guidance methods and instruments barely contribute to 

the acquisition of career compe-tencies” (Kuijpers, Meijers & 

Gundy, 2011, p.21). 

 

The authors state, from a theoretical perspective on career 

learning, that it is career guidance that contributes to the 

acquisition of career competencies. However, from a 

methodological point of view, this study does not adequately 

demonstrate that one variable (i.e. career guidance) contributes to 

the acquisition of the other variable (i.e. career competencies): in a 

cross-sectional study, the resulting correlations indicate an 

interconnection but no direction. We therefore want to include 

career guidance in conversations as a potentially relevant factor 

for career competency development and formulate as a first 

research hypothesis: career guidance in conversations contributes 

to career competency development. 

 

Others have claimed that what is deemed „career competencies‟ in 

this context, is actually behaviour that only manifests on 

institutionally determined moments of making a (career) choice. 

These are moments when the individual is confronted with the 

uncertainty of an impending (career) choice, for instance when 

choosing a study direction or subject, further education and/or a 

particular job, … Theories of planned happenstance (Mitchell, 

Levin & Krumboltz, 1999) and chaos or complexity theory (Bloch, 
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2000; Drodge, 2002; Pryor & Bright, 2003) support the hypothesis 

that it may just be feeling uncertain in light of an upcoming choice 

that is the crucial determinant for career development behaviour. 

As a second research hypothesis, we propose: uncertainty in light 

of an upcoming career choice, contributes to career competency 

development. 

 

Modern neurological and neuropsychological research about the 

maturation of the brain (Gladwell, 2006; Goldberg, 2006), often put 

forward as an argument to postpone institutionally determined 

moments of career choice (Howard-Jones, 2010; Jolles, 2007), 

inspires a third hypothesis with age as an important determinant 

for career development behaviour (more career competencies as 

people get older): maturation contributes to career competency 

development. 

 

Despite varying beliefs about and interpretations of (career) 

competencies, there seems to be consensus that (1) 

competencies are changeable and can be developed over time 

and (2) career competency development is beneficial for career 

learning; this explains the need for initiatives and efforts made for 

their optimal development. Yet until now and to the best of our 

knowledge, it has not been studied whether and how career 

competencies develop within individuals over time. We will map 

changes in career competencies over time and test the above 

mentioned research hypotheses. It is important to note here that 
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the hypotheses need not be considered mutually exclusive; in fact 

they may complement each other. 

 

 

3 Research questions 

In the study presented here, we take a longitudinal perspective 

and more specifically focus on the transition from prevocational to 

secondary vocational education – where students make an 

important study career choice and commit to an education sector 

and level (see below) – as a potentially rich context in terms of 

career competency development. We want to explore the influence 

of career guidance, taking into account alternative hypotheses of 

uncertainty and maturation. We want to contribute to an 

understanding of career competency development by answering 

the following research questions (illustrated in figure 1): 

 

(1) To what extent do career competencies develop over time? 

 

(2) Which variables contribute to career competency 

development and is there evidence of added value from 

career guidance? 

 

(3) How does this development relate to career outcomes? 
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4 Method 

Respondents 

In our study we followed 250 students for a period of two years in 

their transition from the last year of prevocational education (PVE) 

to the first year of secondary vocational education (SVE-1) and 

one year later (SVE-2). The transition from prevocational to 

secondary vocational education marks the students‟ (career) 

choice for further education. In secondary vocational education1, 

students have to commit to one of at least three education sectors 

(we focus here on Healthcare, Economics and Technique) and one 

of four education levels (we distinguish between basic levels 1/2 

and advanced levels 3/4). We were interested in the students‟ 

transition to secondary vocational education, and worked with one 

specific school for secondary vocational education. In the first 

year, we contacted seven regional schools providing prevocational 

education where first year secondary vocational education 

students from the studied school could potentially come from and 

asked students in their final year to fill out a questionnaire in class, 

with a researcher present. We received a total of 1589 responses. 

A year later, we invited the students who had since gone to their 

first year of the school for secondary vocational education (590 

                                                           
1
 This type of education is organised after prevocational education (for 12- to 16-

year-old students) and is aimed at 16- to 20-year-old students. They can make a 

choice for a particular level of training, ranging from level 1 (assistant, in one 

year) to level 4 (specialist, in three/four years). In the Netherlands, some 60 to 

65% of students are in secondary vocational education, as opposed to 35 to 40% 

in general secondary education. 

Keuzekwaliteit 
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students out of a possible 1589; others students may have to 

repeat their last year in prevocational education or have gone to 

general secondary education or a different school for secondary 

vocational education) to fill out the questionnaire again (n=460, 

representing a 78% response) and again a year later (of the 

original 460 participants in the study, 326 students were still in that 

school, the response was 250 students or 77%). Our report shows 

the results of the 250 students who filled out the questionnaire all 

three times. Among the participants were 137 female students 

(55%) and 113 male students (45%); for 27 students (11%) Dutch 

was not their first language. At the time of the first measurement, 

students were either 15 (32%), 16 (55%) or 17 (13%) years old. By 

SVE-2, most students (n=222) were enrolled in the second year, 

while 20 students were still/again in first year (information is 

missing for 8 students). 

 

Instrument 

To answer the research questions, we conducted a questionnaire-

based study. The instrument was a self-evaluation questionnaire 

based on Kuijpers‟ questionnaire used for studying career learning 

in students from (pre)vocational education (Meijers, Kuijpers & 

Bakker, 2006; Kuijpers, Meijers & Gundy, 2011). It included the 

following items: 

- career compentencies: (see also theoretical background) 

items on a 4-point scale from 1=strongly disagree to 
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4=strongly agree, for competencies career reflection (12 

items, e.g. I often explore why I‟m interested in something), 

career shaping (12 items, e.g. I plan now what I have to 

learn to later be able to do the work that suits me) and 

networking (6 items, e.g. I talk to people from practice about 

my plans for the future) with Cronbach‟s alpha ≥ .79 for each 

competency on each of the three moments; 
 

- career guidance in conversations: students were asked to 

think of a specific guidance conversation – with a teacher in 

PVE, the intake in SVE1 and with a teacher and mentor from 

practice in SVE2 – when filling out 7 items (e.g. talking about 

my dream for the future) for career guidance on a 3-point 

scale from 1=never to 3=always, with Cronbach‟s alpha ≥ .79 

for each on the three moments; 
 

- choice uncertainty: items on a 4-point scale from 1=strongly 

disagree to 4=strongly agree, for choice certainty (5 items, 

e.g. are you sure of your choice for this study), with 

Cronbach‟s alpha ≥ .80 for each. 
 

- career outcomes: we distinguish between 3 career 

outcomes: 

o choice fit (in SVE-1)  

 was defined as the extent to which student perceive 

the study they chose as compatible with their talents 

and future dreams 
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 was operationalized in terms of experiences being 

congruent with personal goals, likes and strengths 

 was measured with 4 items (e.g. this study is exactly 

as I had imagined), scored on a 4-point scale from 

1=strongly disagree to 4=strongly agree, with 

Cronbach‟s alpha = .79. 
 

o vocational identity (in SVE-1)  

 was defined as the commitment a person has towards 

specific occupational activities or a specific career 

 was operationalized in terms of experienced 

confidence with regard to self-knowledge, the current 

course of study and future work, and the self-

confidence derived from this 

 was measured with 8 items (e.g. I know what my future 

as a professional holds) based on studies done by 

Meijers (1995) and Meijers and Wardekker (2002), 

each scored on a 4-point scale from 1=strongly 

disagree to 4=strongly agree, with Cronbach‟s alpha = 

.86. 
 

o quality of choice (in SVE-2)  

 was defined as the evaluation by the student of a fit 

between his/her aptitudes and occupational wishes on 

the one hand and the learning tasks (s)he has to 

perform in school, placement and study 

 was operationalized in questions about the degree to 

which the learning tasks, work placements, and choice 
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of study corresponded with the aptitudes and wishes of 

the student 

 was measured with 8 items (e.g. I have made a choice 

that genuinely suits me), scored on a 4-point scale 

from 1=strongly disagree to 4=strongly agree, with 

Cronbach‟s alpha = .88. 
 

To control for person-bound and situation-bound factors (Rowland, 

2004; Whiston & Oliver, 2005; Wolff & Crul, 2003; Meijers, Kuijpers 

& Bakker, 2006), we added the items age (focus in maturation 

hypothesis), gender (deleted because of high correlation with 

education sector) and ethnicity [personal] and the level and sector 

of education [situational]. 

 

To provide some convergent and discriminant validity evidence, a 

correlation table of the career related variables is presented in 

Table 1 (for SVE-1 and SVE-2). We see that the correlation is 

strong between the career competencies. This is because they are 

part of a second order latent variable „career learning‟. 

Confirmatory factor analyses proved that a three factor model of 

career learning is preferable above a one factor model (Kuijpers, 

Meijers & Gundy, 2011). 
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Analysis 

Using SPSS for the statistical analysis, we are the first to 

longitudinally measure career competencies and interrelated 

factors on subsequent moments relevant to the early process of 

(study) career choice. 

 

To explore how career competencies evolve over the two-year 

period during the transition from prevocational to secondary 

vocational education (research question 1), we compared the 

means for the different career competency scores using paired 

samples T-tests. 

 

To study the combined impact of possibly relevant variables from 

our hypotheses to career competency development (research 

question 2), multiple regression analyses were carried out, 

controlling for prior levels of career competencies and with the 

current career competency scores used as dependent variables. 

As independent variables, we added the variables of interest: age, 

choice uncertainty (measure for choice certainty) and career 

guidance. Personal and situational characteristics (ethnicity, 

education level and education sector) were included as potential 

confounders. The total amount of explained variance was 

examined, and a block-wise regression was also employed to 

establish the contribution (to the explained variance) of variables of 

interest in addition to the personal and situational characteristics 

and the career competency level in the year prior to the measure. 
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All hypotheses were tested two-sided and p-values < 0.05 were 

considered significant. 

 

To study how career competency development relates to career 

outcomes (research question 3), multiple regression analyses 

were carried out for each of the career competencies, controlling 

for personal and situational characteristics (age, ethnicity, 

educational level and education sector) and for prior levels of the 

career competency. We were interested in any added value from 

the difference score in the career competency, as a measure of 

development over the year. The total amount of explained variance 

was examined, and a block-wise regression was also employed. 

All hypotheses were tested two-sided and p-values < 0.05 were 

considered significant. 

 

 

5 Results 

Table 2 illustrates the means for the different career competency 

scores. The career reflection scores do not show significant 

changes from PVE to SVE-1 or from SVE-1 to SVE-2, but the 

decrease is significant from PVE to SVE-2. The career shaping 

scores significantly decrease from PVE to SVE-1 and show no 

significant change from SVE-1 to SVE-2, although the decrease 

from PVE to SVE-2 is no longer significant. The networking scores 

significantly decrease from PVE to SVE-1 and then significantly 

increase again from SVE-1 to SVE-2, while there is no significant 
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difference between scores in PVE and SVE-2. We can see from 

these results – from the absence of a stable increase in mean 

career competency scores – that competency development is not 

a mere result of maturation (assuming – after Kegan (1994) – that 

maturation is a process that happens in a stable linear fashion). 

The scores are highest, though not on a level of significance, in 

PVE where students face the study career choice for further 

education in secondary vocational education. Furthermore, the 

different career competencies each show a different development.  

 

Table 2. Mean scores for the career competencies on the three 

moments 

 Career 

reflection 

SD Career 

shaping 

SD Networking  SD 

PVE 2,46 a .50 2,36 c .50 2,33 e .63 

SVE-1 2,41 a,b .52 2,26 d .52 2,22 f .64 

SVE-2 2,39 b .49 2,30 c,d .51 2,41 e .62 

With letters pointing out significant (p<.05) differences per column, based on paired 

samples T-tests. 

 

We see that career competencies change over time, but which 

variables influence this change? We tested this by including all 

three possibly relevant variables from our hypotheses for career 

competency development (career guidance, uncertainty, 
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maturation) in a regression analyses. The results, standardised 

regression coefficients for each of the career competencies in 

SVE-1 and SVE-2, are shown in table 3. The total explained 

variance ranges from 17,8% to 27,3% (large effects according to 

Cohen, 1988). The career competency levels in the prior year are 

an important (large effects) and systematic (for all competencies in 

all measures), significant contribution to career competency scores 

in SVE-1 and SVE-2; indicating that career competency scores are 

stable over time within a person. In other words: individuals 

scoring high/low in PVE will score high/low in SVE-1 and again a 

year later. The further results show that different situation-bound 

and person-bound characteristics do not significantly contribute to 

the career competency development (given that we controlled for 

prior levels of the career competencies, results show no indication 

of change from that prior level), with the exception of career 

shaping in SVE-2.  

 

As for the hypothesised variables, age is only a significant 

determinant in SVE-1 for career shaping and networking, with 

more career shaping/networking development since PVE in – 

relatively – older students. Choice certainty is only a significant 

determinant in SVE-2 for career shaping and networking, with 

more career shaping/networking development since PVE in 

students that were more certain(!) about their choice. These 

results are opposite to expectations from the uncertainty 

hypothesis. The explained variance of the learning environment 



 

C
H

A
P

TE
R

 2
 

 88

 

(career guidance) in addition to all this is consistently positive and 

significant and varies from 2,3% for networking in SVE-2 to 5,1% 

for career shaping in SVE-1 (small effect). Results are in line with 

hypothesis 1 and support prior research, suggesting that career 

guidance contributes to career competency development. So while 

career competency scores are stable over time within a person, 

other factors – especially career guidance – do contribute to its 

development. 
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We found that career competencies do develop over time and that they 

prove to be rather stable for individuals. The development of career 

competencies is mainly influenced by the learning environment. The 

question that now remains is how career competency development 

relates to career outcomes. In prior – cross sectional – research, 

negative correlations have sometimes been found (e.g. Kuijpers & 

Meijers, 2005; Meijers, Kuijpers & Bakker, 2006; Kuijpers & Meijers, 

2009; see also Luken, 2011), for example between career reflection on 

the one hand and vocational identity and career choice on the other 

hand. We have measured choice fit and vocational identity in SVE-1, 

when the career choice is just made, to determine the impact of career 

competency development on students‟ perceived compatibility of this 

choice with their talents and future dreams and their commitment 

towards specific occupational activities and career. In SVE-2 we 

measured quality of choice as output variable, to understand the 

impact of career competency development on students‟ evaluation of 

their career choice. Results are shown in table 4.  

 

Effect sizes are smallest (yet still significant) for choice fit in SVE-

1. Total explained variance ranges from 10,6% (career reflection) 

to 12,6% (career shaping). Both personal and situation factors 

(especially education level) and the difference score in each career 

competency significantly contribute. For vocational identity in SVE-

1 and quality of choice in SVE-2, total explained variance ranges 

from 19% to 28,9% (large effects according to Cohen, 1988). 
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Results show that the use of career competencies in PVE, when 

students make a career choice for further education, explains the 

degree of vocational identity experienced in SVE-1. Students who 

are more active on career shaping during PVE also experience 

more choice fit. If we look at the development of career 

competencies over the years PVESVE-1, we see that students 

who developed their competencies more strongly, experience 

more choice fit as well as vocational identity. Similarly, for quality 

of choice in SVE-2, the difference scores in each of the three 

career competencies contribute positively and significantly to the 

career outcome: controlling for prior levels of career 

reflection/career shaping/networking (each significant contributors 

in itself), an increase in any of these career competencies from 

SVE-1 to SVE-2 translates into an increase in the score for quality 

of choice in SVE-2. This means that for the available career 

outcomes, career competency development translates into positive 

outcomes. 
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6 Conclusion and discussion 

The aim of this study was to explore for the first time the 

development of career competencies, a concept that has received 

and continues to receive the attention of policy makers as well as 

practitioners, yet has little to no empirical validation. Kuijpers 

(2003) was the first to study the structure of career competencies; 

together with Meijers their subsequent research focuses on the 

relationship between the development of competencies and the 

learning environment. In this study we, for the first time, test claims 

of career competency development, using a longitudinal design to 

examine what is happening in the transition from prevocational to 

secondary vocational education and we test hypotheses about 

variables possibly influencing the development of career 

competencies. 

 

For the evolution of different career competencies during the 

transition from prevocational to secondary vocational education 

(research question 1), results showed a decrease from PVE to 

SVE-1 and subsequent increase (to the level in PVE) from SVE-1 

to SVE-2 (not significant for career shaping). The competency 

career reflection in students shows an exceptional development, 

with a non-significant decrease from PVE to SVE-1 and from SVE-

1 to SVE-2, resulting in a significant decrease from PVE to SVE-2. 

Under the uncertainty-hypothesis, we would expect higher career 

competency scores in PVE when students have to make a study 

choice, lower scores in SVE-1 when their choice is made and a 
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gradual increase as the next institutionally-based choice moment 

approaches. This seems to fit with our findings, although the 

gradual decrease in career reflection cannot be explained. Under 

the maturation-hypothesis, we would expect to see a gradual 

increase in career competency scores with age. The results show 

us that maturation alone cannot explain career competency 

development; the implication follows that the mere postponement 

of career choices as a policy measure seems unadvisable. Indeed, 

we take from research question 3 that career competency 

development (an increase in any of the three career competencies 

from PVE to SVE-1 or from SVE-1 to SVE-2) contributes positively 

to career outcomes, especially vocational identity in SVE-1 and 

quality of choice in SVE-2. These results can be interpreted as 

empirical support for the necessity to focus on policy development 

and educational practises aimed at promoting career competency 

development. 

 

To understand career competency development, we need to look 

at the interaction between determinants. As for which variables 

contribute to career competency development (research question 

2), this study showed that age and uncertainty are significant 

factors in some situations and for some career competencies 

(complex interactions), but there is no consistent support for claims 

from the uncertainty or maturation hypotheses. The study does 

provide support for consistently positive, significant contributions 

from the factor career guidance in the learning environment. From 
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our results, we can conclude that career guidance in the learning 

environment contributes to career competency development 

(hypothesis 1) for students making the transition from 

prevocational to secondary vocational education. This conclusion 

is an impetus for the further investment in the quality of career 

guidance conversations, which – as we know from other research 

(Winters et al., accepted; Kuijpers & Meijers, 2012) – can be 

effectively trained and will benefit career outcomes (research 

question 3). 
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What are vocational training conversations about? 

 

Abstract 

Research evidence shows that a career dialogue is a central 

part of any powerful learning environment for career 

learning. In vocational education and training, there are three 

important parties in this dialogue: the student, the teacher 

and the mentor from practice. In this paper the 

communication between these parties is investigated in 

secondary vocational training in The Netherlands. Results 

suggest that the potential of the dialogue (or trialogue, as it 

concerns three parties) is hardly utilised: the communication 

between student, teacher and mentor from practice is not 

dialogical and only discusses the most successful way to a 

degree, but not to a career. 

 

1 Background and rationale 

By 2010, institutes for vocational education and training all over the 

Netherlands have to meet the criteria of competence-based 

education (www.minocw.nl). There are as many definitions as there 

are scholars (for an overview of definitions: Dochy & Nickmans, 

2005; van Merriënboer, van der Klink & Hendriks, 2002 – for an 

overview of aims and critiques: Mittendorff et al., 2008), but 

competence-based education essentially implies “creating 

http://www.minocw.nl/
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opportunities for students and workers, close to their world of 

experience in a meaningful learning environment (preferably 

professional practice) where the learner can develop integrated, 

performance-oriented capabilities for handling the core problems in 

practice” (Biemans et al., 2004, p. 530). The first half of this 

description cites the (most important) conditions of competence-

based education, the second half addresses the core of it. We 

discuss parts of it here – starting with the core, then the conditions 

– to provide an outline for this paper. 

 

The learner can develop – Initially, competence-based education 

was primarily associated with behaviourism, mastery learning and 

modular teaching (Mulder, 2004). Professional activities were taken 

out of their original context and broken down into singular tasks 

which could be taught. This approach gained a lot of criticism and 

hardly proved to be effective (Mulder, 2007). Modern development 

of competences is seen from the more holistic perspective of social 

constructivism (Biemans et al., 2004; Wesselink et al., 2007). 

Knowledge and skills are no longer considered products that can be 

transferred from one person to another, but the results of learning 

activities by learners (Giddens, 1991; Simons, 1993). This has 

implications for both educational institutes and learners, as will be 

discussed further. 

 

Capabilities for handling the core problems in practice – Education 

should be a preparation for the challenges learners encounter in 
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practice. Modern employees feel pressured to be flexible and show 

high „employability‟ in our rapidly-changing knowledge society 

(Meijers, 1995; Thijssen, 1998). They are faced with unpredictable 

career paths that go beyond the scope of a job or organisation 

(Arthur, 1994; Defilippi & Arthur, 1994). For vocational education 

institutes, this implies a major change in approach (Baert, Dekeyser 

& Sterck, 2002; Dochy & Nickmans, 2005): the starting point of the 

curriculum shifts from academic requirements to competences 

needed to work in practice. Education must rise above its role as a 

(mere) training centre where knowledge and skills are transferred, 

and become a „career centre‟ aimed at guiding students in their – 

study and professional – career development (Meijers, Kuijpers & 

Bakker, 2006; Geurts, 2007). 

 

The characteristics of our modern society pose a challenge for 

learners as well: they will have to take responsibility for directing 

their own careers (Savickas, 2001; Meijers & Wardekker, 2002; 

Kuijpers & Scheerens, 2006). Simons (1993, p. 299-300) concluded 

from his own research that “there is needed much more than just 

giving opportunities for independent work: there is (metacognitive) 

knowledge to be acquired, there are conceptions to be changed 

and there are activities and regulation processes to be learned”. 

Being able to make an informed career decision requires learners to 

develop a professional identity, defined  as “a structure or network 

of meaning where the individual connects his/her motivation, 

interests and capacities on a conscious level to acceptable 



 

C
H

A
P

TE
R

 3
 

 103

 

professional roles” (Meijers, 1995, p. 63). This is where the 

individual draws a connection on a conscious level between a 

personal life theme (Van Maanen, 1977) and an acceptable social 

role (Wijers & Meijers, 1996; Law, Meijers & Wijers, 2002). 

 

Enabling students to be self-directing and to develop a professional 

identity requires that they learn specific competences (Blustein, 

1992; Dawis, 1996; Savickas, 2001), we call them career 

competences here, that steer the development of a person‟s career 

in a particular direction. Kuijpers (2003) has developed an 

instrument to measure career competences in employees, which 

was recently used – with small adaptations – in a survey concerning 

students in Dutch (pre)vocational education. The following 

competences were demonstrated (Kuijpers, Meijers & Bakker, 

2006): 

- career reflection: reflective behaviour based on 

experiences and choices to reveal qualities and motives 

that are important for the future; 
 

- career shaping: proactive behaviour that influences the 

course of one‟s career by researching jobs, making 

deliberate decisions and taking action to make sure 

jobs and study match with one‟s personal qualities and 

motives; 
 

- networking: interactive behaviour to build and maintain 

contacts on the internal and external job market, aimed 

at career development. 
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In a meaningful learning environment – These career competences 

can only be trained in a so-called „powerful‟ learning environment. A 

learning environment is powerful (see also Meijers & Kuijpers, 

2007) when it tackles problems with the transfer of knowledge and 

the lack of student motivation and when it stimulates meaningful (as 

opposed to superficial, see Vermunt, 1992), transformative learning 

(Illeris, 2004). 

 

The transfer problem, or limited use of what is learned in concrete 

actions (Caravaglia, 1993), can be handled by providing a learning 

environment similar – as much as possible – to the context where 

the theory will have to be put to practice (Lodewijks, 1995). In 

problem-based education real-life problems are the starting point 

for learning and learning assignments (Bailey, Hughes & Moore, 

2004; Collins, Brown & Newman, 1989). Mott et al. (1999) and 

Cohen-Scali (2003) illustrate how real-life experience in a 

professional setting has a beneficial influence on the development 

of career competences. 

 

Motivational psychology shows that the motivation problem – 

students with little motivation for reflective activities in the 

curriculum (Law, Meijers & Wijers, 2002; Zijlstra & Meijers, 2006) – 

can be met by allowing students to have an active role 

(participation) and control over their own learning process 

(Boekaerts & Simons, 1993; Duffy & Cunningham, 1996; Simons, 

Linden & Duffy, 2000; Bruijn, 2006). Weick and Berlinger (1989) 
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and Voncken and Breemer (2008) illustrate the beneficial influence 

of such inquiry-based learning environment on students‟ self-

directedness in the career. 

 

The development of career competences is a reflective learning 

process, where the meaning of professional experiences is 

explicated for the person and society as a whole. This reflective 

learning process demands a dialogue (Wijers & Meijers, 1996; 

Savickas, 2001; Meijers & Wardekker, 2002; Poortman, 2007) 

where thoughts and feelings of the student about relevant 

experiences and choices are at the centre of the conversation 

(Bardick, Bernes, Magnusson & Witko, 2006). A career dialogue is 

a conversation between the student and his/her mentor about the 

meaning of things the student experiences in real-life assignments 

in the school and in practice, and about the impact on the student‟s 

life and his/her professional career (Meijers & Kuijpers, 2007). The 

aim of the conversation is to make connections between relevant 

experiences for the student from the professional world on the one 

hand, and the developing self and professional identity on the 

other. Meijers, Kuijpers and Bakker (2006) illustrate that a career 

dialogue in school and practice, contributes to the formation of the 

above mentioned career competences and their use in actual 

choice-making and learning experiences. 

 

A combination of inquiry-based and problem-based methods is an 

important incentive for the development of career competences, 
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yet only very few schools nowadays live up to the conditions for a 

powerful learning environment (Meijers, Kuijpers & Bakker, 2006; 

Kuijpers, Meijers & Bakker, 2006). If there is career guidance, it is 

often organised in the traditional way: non dialogical and aimed 

especially on information provision (e.g. career advice).  

 

Conditions – In this paper we focus on students in Dutch 

secondary vocational education2. We are particularly interested in 

the communication they have with teachers and mentors about 

relevant, practice-based placements and experiences they have 

had in the professional world. In Dutch a placement in vocational 

education is called „bpv‟, and the conversations of a student with 

his/her teacher and mentor from practice are „bpv‟-conversations. 

Since there doesn‟t seem to be an appropriate term in English 

(vocational training conversation? conversation in placements?), 

we will use the term “bpv-conversation” in this paper. Although 

there are differences both between and within schools, the 

common understanding is that during a placement there are at 

least two meetings between the teacher, the mentor from the 

placement, and the student: one at the beginning and one at the 

end. As we put forward in this paper, the bpv-conversation (not the 

same as career conversation) could be the ideal place for career 

                                                           
2
 This type of education is organised after prevocational education (for 12- to 16-

year-old students) and is aimed at 16- to 20-year-old students. They can make a 

choice for a particular level of training, ranging from level 1 (assistant, in one 

year) to level 4 (specialist, in three/four years). In the Netherlands, some 60 to 

65% of students are in secondary vocational education, as opposed to 35 to 40% 

in general secondary education. 
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learning to take place. Whether this is the case, is the research 

question in an ongoing study that we will discuss further. 

 

 

2 Project ‘Career learning in competence-based 
education’ 

What happens in the conversations between students, teachers 

and mentors from placement within Dutch secondary vocational 

education is an important question in the ongoing research and 

development project „career learning in competence-based 

education‟. This project was initiated by The Hague University and 

gets support from Het Platform Beroepsonderwijs 

(www.hetplatformberoepsonderwijs.nl), an organisation that 

subsidies innovation projects in vocational education. 

 

The broad aim of the project is to map (research component) and 

stimulate (development component) the communication between 

the student and his/her teacher and mentor from placement. Since 

the dialogue concerns three parties, we prefer to call this the 

„trialogue‟ (illustrated in figure 1).  

 

For the execution of the project, The Hague University collaborates 

with a national bureau for advice and expertise on innovations in 

education (www.kpcgroep.nl) and with a school for secondary 

vocational education, the Regional Training Centre (in Dutch: 

Regionaal Opleidingscentrum, ROC) De Leijgraaf 

(www.leijgraaf.nl). Also, the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven 

http://www.hetplatformberoepsonderwijs.nl/
http://www.kpcgroep.nl/
http://www.leijgraaf.nl/
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(www.ppw.kuleuven.be/cscap) is involved, since research is done 

as part of a PhD project. 

 

Figure 1: Illustration of the trialogue. 

 

In 2007-2008 the project group finished a baseline measurement 

for career guidance at the school. This measurement combines 

three complementary methods to map career orientation and 

guidance: a questionnaire, a series of semi-structured group 

interviews and the analysis of actual conversations between 

students, teachers and mentors from placement. For this paper, 

we focus on the latter. 
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3 Research aim and questions 

This study provides a first description of what happens in bpv-

conversations in ROC De Leijgraaf between the three parties in 

the trialogue (student – teacher – mentor from placement). 

Conversations are analysed from a career learning perspective for 

formal characteristics, content, form, and relational components. 

Two research questions are investigated: 

 

- How is the trialogue organised in placement / bpv-

conversations? 
 

 

- Do bpv-conversations between student, teacher and 

mentor from placement stimulate career learning in 

students? 
 

Because of the exploratory nature of this study and the lack of 

prior research in this particular context, we choose case studies as 

a starting point. A case study is defined as “an empirical inquiry 

that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life 

context; when the boundaries between phenomenon and context 

are not clearly evident; and in which multiple sources of evidence 

are used” (Yin, 1989, p. 23). The case studies in this research 

project serve as a first exploration of bpv-conversations. Ideally, 

they will inspire further research and theory formation (Luyten & 

Corveleyn, 2003). 
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4 Method 

Sample 

We analysed 24 bpv-conversations (cases). In these 24 

conversations, there were 24 first and second year students from 

the different departments (9 from Economics, 5 from Health care, 4 

from ICT and 6 from Technique) of 13 class-groups (5 in level 2, 1 

in level 3 and 7 in level 4) in ROC De Leijgraaf; and also 15 

teachers (11 in one conversation, 1 in two, 2 in three and 1 in five) 

and 18 mentors from placement (16 in one conversation, 1 in two, 

1 in four and two conversations in absence of a mentor from 

placement). The distribution in gender for the students was 17 

boys (71%) and 7 girls (29%), for the teachers 6 men (40%) and 9 

women (60%) and for the mentors from placement 10 men (56%) 

and 8 women (44%). Table 1 provides an overview of student 

characteristics. 

 

Table 1 Overview of student characteristics. 

 Economics Health care ICT Technique Total 

Year 1 – 2  9 – 0 1 – 4 0 – 4 0 – 6 10 – 14 

Level 2 – 3 – 4  3 – 0 – 6 0 – 4 – 1 1 – 0 – 3 6 – 0 – 0 10 – 4 – 10 

Boys – girls 6 – 3 1 – 4 4 – 0 6 – 0 17 – 7 

Total 9 5 4 6 24 
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The conversations took place in the location where students did 

their placement. The situation was different for students from the 

department of Technique, whose conversations were organised in 

a training centre (associated with the school) without a mentor 

from placement (for 4 conversations there was a mentor from the 

training centre present, the other 2 were conversations between 

teacher and student). Because of specific organisational 

arrangements for placement in each class-group, conversations 

followed were situated at various times in the placement (1 at the 

beginning, 6 at the end and 17 in between). 

 

 

 

Procedure 

We first asked for direct collaboration from the teachers, but their 

response was limited. We then turned to the school‟s management 

and asked permission to record 10 random bpv-conversations for 

each of De Leijgraaf‟s three departments (Economics, Health care, 

ICT & Technique3). Instead of the planned 30 conversations, we 

had to be satisfied with only 24: resistance (in students, teachers 

and/or mentors from placement) and practical restraints (timing of 

the conversations, regulations in practice that don‟t allow 

recording, etc.) often proved insurmountable. One of the 

researchers met with the participant teachers in advance to explain 

the study, the teachers in turn asked for the student‟s and mentor‟s 

permission to record their bpv-conversation. Before the start of 

                                                           
3
 Organisationally, ICT and Technique form a single department. Because of 

major differences in their approach on placements (including conversations), we 

decided to handle and discuss them separately. 
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each conversation, the explanation of the study was repeated and 

formalised by requesting informed consent. For 20 conversations, 

the participants agreed that the material could be used for 

feedback. Three students wanted their recordings destroyed after 

analysis and one refused the recording by camera (audio instead). 

 

 

 

Analyses 

For the analysis of the data (12 hours, 10 minutes and 52 seconds 

of recordings, filtered for any disturbance that was not related to 

the actual bpv-conversation) we developed a framework based on 

theory and our research questions. To answer the first research 

question, we wanted to evaluate formal characteristics (e.g. who is 

talking, who poses the questions) and form (e.g. is the aim to give 

information to the student, to stimulate action or reflection, to 

motivate?) and relational (e.g. role of the student in the trialogue) 

components of the conversation. To answer the second research 

question, we made an inventory of contents addressed in bpv-

conversations, paying special attention to career competences. 

 

The resulting framework consists of four broad themes (formal 

characteristics, content, form, relational components), whereby 

each was divided in a number of mutually exclusive categories 

(see attachments 1 and 2 for the framework and codebook). In 

order to establish reliability, the analysts were trained to use this 

framework: three randomly selected conversations were analysed 

together and the results were discussed (and the framework 
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altered) until consensus was achieved. Each conversation was 

then divided into meaningful sequences, until a change appeared 

in one (or more) of the broad themes. Each sequence was scored 

and codings were quantified within and about conversations. 

 

 

5 Results 

In this section the results of the analyses of bpv-conversations will 

be described, following the classification of the framework 

presented above (see also attachment 1 and attachment 2). At the 

end, we will illustrate the quantitative measures of description 

(percentages and means) with a sample anecdote. 

 

Formal characteristics 

A first, strictly formal finding concerns the duration of 

conversations. A common bpv-conversation takes about half an 

hour. Table 2 provides an overview per department and illustrates 

the proportion of time (mean time and mean percentage4 for each 

conversation) each of the parties was talking. 

 

                                                           
4
 Mean of the percentages per person per conversation over the conversations of 

one department. 
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This overview illustrates that the time a student is actually talking 

in these conversations is relatively limited (mean = 21%), while the 

proportion a teacher is talking is very high (mean = 53%, so overall 

teachers talk for more than half of the conversation). Looking more 

at the content – not who‟s talking, but who‟s asking the questions 

and deciding the theme – the difference in proportions becomes 

more extreme: some 57% of what is said answers to the agenda of 

teachers/school, while the input of mentors from placement and 

students remains limited to 11% and 5% respectably (for 27% of 

conversation time, there‟s no clear input from one of the three 

parties). The subjects mentioned in bpv-conversations are 

discussed in the next paragraph. 

 

Content 

In this exploratory study, we aimed to assess what content is 

discussed in bpv-conversations. We are especially interested in 

themes concerning the student‟s career (development). Table 3 

illustrates the results. 

 

In a bpv-conversation the largest amount of time (40%, see section 

a) goes to matters that don‟t fit our presupposed categories of 

content (“other”). This turns out to be mainly administration, e.g. 

discussing an instrument for vocational training and filling out 

forms where – what they call – competences5 are assessed. This 

                                                           
5
 The notion competence is used here for learning goals posed by the school. 
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doesn‟t inspire a substantive conversation and is therefore 

mentioned separately. 

 

When the conversation does discuss contents, it is mainly (32% of 

the time, see section a) about the student‟s study trajectory. More 

specifically most of the time goes to the assessment of learning 

goals (53% of study-time, see section b). This is mainly summative 

(41%) and only little formative (12%) evaluation. The time spent on 

asking students about their training in practice (33%, of which 25% 

in general and 8% about problems) or in school (14%, of which 9% 

in general and 5% about problems) is more limited by comparison. 
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The student‟s personal life and hobbies are hardly ever the subject 

of bpv-conversations (0%, see section a). During informal 

moments before and after the actual conversation this might be 

mentioned (as witnessed by the researcher), but this information 

seems to be of no importance to teachers and mentors in 

placement during the formal bpv-conversation. 

 

The remaining time is divided among the categories of career and 

profession (14% each, see section a). In the trialogue hardly any 

(4%, see section d) evolution in education and training is 

discussed, more often (41%, see section d) generalities about the 

practice and mostly (55%, see section d) expectations on the 

professional attitude of (future) employees are mentioned. 

 

Of the career competences we mentioned earlier, it‟s mainly 

reflection on qualities and making career decisions that are 

discussed (39% and 40% respectably, see section c), in other 

words the – superficial – evaluation of the skills the student does 

or doesn‟t have and what the next step to take might be. If the 

conversation about the career continues at all, either the motives 

of the student are discussed (13%, see section c) or what work 

looks like in a particular sector of employment (work exploration, 

7%, see section c). Only rarely is the conversation about contacts 

that are important in getting started in a certain profession 

(networking, 1%, see section c). 
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Form 

Besides the content of bpv-conversations, the researchers have 

also studied their form. More specifically it‟s about the portions of 

time spent on giving information (informative), showing 

appreciation (affective) and stimulating reflection (reflective) and 

action (activating). Table 4 shows these proportions for the 

different departments. 

 

Table 4 Proportion of time spent on various form components in 

bpv-conversations (per department). 

 Informative Affective Reflective Activating 

 

Economics 16 % 24 % 10 % 7 % 

Health care 27 % 11 % 14 % 10 % 

ICT 8 % 18 % 2 % 1 % 

Technique 13 % 45 % 3 % 3 % 

 

TOTAL 16% 26% 8% 6% 

 

The component that gets the most time in bpv-conversations, is 

the affective component. On average 26% of the time goes to the 

positive and negative appreciation of students (and their 

competences); often this is related to learning goals. The 
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informative component also gets an important part (16%) of 

conversation time. Both of these components combined form a 

more help-oriented approach to student guidance. The other 

components combine to form a more career-oriented approach. 

The analysis of these 24 bpv-conversations shows a relatively 

marginal position for the reflective and activating component (8% 

and 6% respectively). Students get their mentors‟ advice in these 

conversations in the form of an (expert) opinion, but the step to 

growth in the students is not made explicitly. The conversation 

goes further without an invitation to reflect upon this message or to 

take action. This implies that the potential of the bpv-conversation 

as formative evaluation gets lost in translation (see content). 

 

Relational components 

The analysis of bpv-conversations has shown that mentors (in 

school and placement) communicate mostly against (65%) and 

about (21%) students, and hardly with (9%) them. For the results 

per department, see table 5. In a qualitative description of a typical 

bpv-conversation, the student is not portrayed as an equal partner 

in conversation. He/she seems trapped between two professional 

opinions and responds by either remaining passive or (merely) 

reacting to what is being said. Since the student has little 

opportunity to offer a personal opinion, that opinion cannot be 

picked up in the conversation. 
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Table 5 Proportion of communication towards the student in bpv-

conversations (per department). 

 ABOUT AGAINST  WITH  
NOT 

CLEAR 

       

Economics 21 % 67 %  4 %  8% 

Health care 14 % 73 %  13 %  0% 

ICT 41 % 38 %  15 %  6% 

Technique 14 % 75 %  8 %  3% 

       

TOTAL 21% 65%  9%  5% 

 

6 Illustration: sample anecdote 

This anecdote comes from a follow-up evaluation and reflection 

conversation with a first year student of the department of 

Economics (level 4). It‟s an illustration of the way a student is 

typically addressed in bpv-conversations. 

(T = teacher, M = mentor in placement, S = student) 

T Well now, you‟ve been working on this part (T points at 
document on the table). If we look at the competences that you 
need: planning & organising, delivering quality and analysing. 
And I would like to add the professional attitude to that list. (T 
looks at S, S nods) So that is what we will talk about. (T looks 
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at M, M nods) If we take the first, „planning & organising‟, and 
I‟m looking at you now. (T looks at M, M nods) How does he do 
at that, planning and organising his activities? 

M Well, he does just great. He called our suppliers by himself. We 
let him do these things. 

T Yes, yes. (T looks at M, S stares at the table before him – 
nobody takes notes) 

M He knows very well what he is saying. He thinks about what he 
says, I can tell. 

T Okay, yes. (T looks at M, S stares at the table before him) 

M But he‟s shy and because of that sometimes he is somewhat 
hesitant in his attitude to do things. 

T Yes. (for a moment S tries to make eye contact with M and 
nods, but T and M don‟t notice) 

M That is something that has to do with the fact that he‟s only 
been here for a few weeks, all these unfamiliar people, … You 
have to get used to that. 

T Yes, yes. (S tries to make eye contact again, and then stares at 
the table) 

M At this moment, he‟s our only trainee. Usually there are more, 
and that makes it easier because they have things in common. 

T Okay. 

M But these things take time, that will come around… But with 
him, he is shy and quietly watches how things go. 

T Yes, yes. (S keeps looking at M) Do you recognise that? 

S Yes. Sure. That‟s my personality. 

T Yes, yes. 

M It‟s not a bad thing, you know, so don‟t take it that way. (M puts 
his hand on S‟s shoulder) 

S No, no. 
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T What you should keep in mind though, if you want to sit on that 
seat as a manager, is that you will have to step up. 

S Yes. (S nods, limited eye contact with T) 

T You will have to. And that process of growth, you will have to go 
through during your education. 

S Yes. (S nods, limited eye contact with T) 

T And right now, we are taking the first step. 

S Yes. (S nods, limited eye contact with T) 

T And we want to signal this immediately, so that next time we 
can see (a little) improvement. 

S Yes. (S nods, limited eye contact with T) 

T You understand? 

S Yes. 

T So the next competence… 

 

In line with the results of our analyses, this student has a very 

marginal role in a conversation that is mostly about him. During 

the time his competences for planning and organising activities 

are being discussed/assessed (mostly formative evaluation), the 

student is not invited to express his point of view. Although this 

teacher does relate the student‟s characteristics to the 

requirements in professional attitude within his sector (high scores 

on the help-oriented components), the student is never stimulated 

to reflect on this information or to take action (the teacher 

mentions he „will have to grow‟, but leaves the student clueless 

about how to do that). 
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7 Conclusion 

We based our project on the assumption that career guidance and 

counselling have the potential to stimulate the development of a 

career perspective and a stabile professional identity. These 

concepts are especially relevant in our rapidly-changing 

knowledge society. 

 

In a large-scale research study based on questionnaires in Dutch 

(pre)vocational education, Meijers and Kuijpers showed that career 

competences and a professional identity only develop in a learning 

environment that is characterised by a combination of problem-

based and inquiry-based methods, and where a career dialogue 

can be held on the personal and social meaning of a student‟s 

experiences. The fact that the number of schools that actually 

provide this powerful learning environment is very small was the 

starting point for the research and development project „career 

learning in competence-based education‟. The results, as 

discussed in this paper, show that the potential of the trialogue is 

not (yet) developed or being utilised. 

 

Judging from the formal characteristics, students have a relatively 

limited part in the bpv-conversation with their teacher and their 

mentor in placement. In the trialogue the teachers dominate: not 

only do they talk the most, but they are the ones that determine 

what the conversation is about. On a content level the driving force 

behind this seems to be the academic agenda (study > profession 
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and career > student), often materialising as an instrument to 

guide and structure the conversations. This instrument embodies 

the expectations/demands from school and – with the upcoming 

introduction of competence-based education – this implies growing 

attention for students‟ competences. The result in practice is that 

the conversation becomes more formalised, with administration as 

the focal point instead of content (see also Den Boer & 

Nieuwenhuis, 2002). The instrument does not stimulate a 

conversation with the student about competences, but serves as a 

checklist for a summative evaluation. 

 

This doesn‟t mean career competences are not addressed, but 

when they are, it‟s mostly in the traditional educational context. 

This is why attention goes to a professional attitude (profession) 

and qualities and making career decisions (career). Education 

hereby follows the changing demands from the labour market, but 

does this from a traditional culture of knowledge transfer. On a 

form level this translates into a relative dominance of the help-

oriented component (information & appreciation) over the career-

oriented component (stimulating reflection and action). Guidance 

in vocational training implies giving information about professional 

subjects and assessing the students‟ competences from an expert 

opinion. The potential to invite students to reflect on their 

experiences and to stimulate them to take action is – as yet – not 

utilised. 
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This study quantifies that – on a relational level – mentors in 

school and from placement talk mostly about and against students, 

but hardly ever with them. In the trialogue the students sit with their 

mentors, but this doesn‟t mean that they can take part in the 

conversation as equal partners. Bpv-conversations in ROC De 

Leijgraaf today are aimed at evaluation and transference of expert 

opinions from the mentors to the students (see also Toolsema, 

2003; Mittendorff et al., 2008). 

 

These results suggest that the potential of the dialogue (or 

trialogue, as it concerns three parties) is hardly utilised: bpv-

conversations discuss the most successful way to a degree and 

not necessarily to a career in practice. As for the first research 

question, the findings show that there is no real „trialogue‟: 

students have a marginal role in the conversation, while teachers 

(school‟s agenda) dominate. The answer to the second research 

question is more subtle: while career learning is addressed in the 

conversations, the traditional culture in schools prevents the 

conversations from being stimulating. 

 

 

8 Discussion 

This study and previous research mentioned here, address the 

importance of the context in which educational innovations take 

place. Enthusiasm about the introduction of competence-based 

methods and career guidance as a holistic approach to education 
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in institutes for vocational education and training must not make 

policymakers blind to the potential pitfalls. This first exploration of 

what actually happens in bpv-conversations aims to be an eye-

opener regarding the challenges to coaching and mentoring in 

modern education. The ambition of our broad project „career 

learning in competence-based education‟ is not only to define what 

works (knowledge creation), but to actually try out, evaluate and 

refine initiatives for „good practice‟. 

 

The aim of this particular study was to evaluate career orientation 

in bpv-conversations in vocational education and training. Our 

sample doesn‟t attempt to be representative and results can only 

be interpreted as tentative conclusions on where to invest when it 

comes to stimulating career guidance as a dialogue in vocational 

training. To account for possible selection in the sample (because 

of the timing of our study and the methodology of videotaping 

conversations), we included triangulation (Patton, 1990) in our 

design. 

 

Our most important recommendation for future research is to 

broaden the scope: include more groups and schools and 

transcend the micro-level of interactions (conversations between 

individuals) to explore organisations (management level) and 

society as a whole. Teachers and mentors in practice can only 

meet their new role-expectations as mentors when they feel 

supported by their organisation. To be able to guide a reflexive 
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process in their students, mentors first have to go through this 

process themselves (see Kelchtermans, 2007). Education and 

practise are still looking for ways to meet these challenges, 

colouring the discussion as to whether the function of education 

should/can be narrowed to a (mere) preparation for the labour 

market (Vlaamse Onderwijsraad, 2008). This question who is 

responsible for student‟s education is also vivid in practise. As Van 

Dam et al. (2007) illustrate however, a powerful learning 

environment for career learning must be based on collaboration. 

 

The most important conclusion that can be drawn here is that 

innovation in education must go hand in hand with innovation in 

educational culture. We agree with Wesselink (Wesselink et al., 

2007) when she states that “in the recent competence-based 

movement, a holistic approach is normatively put forward, but in 

practice the pitfalls of a disintegrative behaviourist model are still 

great”. The necessary change in culture is not a fact (Bruijn et al., 

2005). In the following two years, our project „career learning in 

competence-based education‟ will try to stimulate this revolution 

step by step, starting in one school for vocational education in the 

Netherlands. 
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Attachment 2: codebook 

 

Formal characteristics 

- no: number, each sequence gets a number (1, 2, 3, …) for future 
reference 

 

- time: time the sequence ends, expressed hours’minutes’seconds 
(example 1’03’45 = 1hour 3minutes and 45seconds) 

 

- talking: write down who (teacher, mentor in placement, student) 
is talking – with a capital for the dominant talker and a small letter 
for short remarks (e.g. yes, no, hmm, …) 

 

- asking: write down who is asking the question, who determines 
what is talked about in the sequence (with +/- to show whether or 
not this theme is picked up) 

 

Content 

- other: whatever doesn’t fit the other content categories 
 
 

- study 
o school: about students’ training in school, with a distinction 

between general things and problems 
o vocational training: about students’ training in placement, with 

a distinction between general things and problems 
o learning goal: about broad competences the student must 

learn in vocational training, with a distinction between process 
evaluation (formative) and product evaluation (summative) 
 

 

- student 

o private: about the student’s personal life (family, health, …), 
with a distinction between general things and problems 

o hobby and extracurricular activities: about the student’s 
interests outside school 

 
 

- profession 
o education: about generalities, problems and/or developments 

in education 
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o practice: about generalities, problems and/or developments in 
practice 

o professional attitude: about characteristics of the profession 
and expectations towards (future) employees 
 

 

- career 
o qualities: about strengths of the student, the things he/she is 

good at 
o motives: about values and dreams of the student for his/her 

career 
o work exploration: about characteristics of the profession in 

relation to the student’s career ambition, personal values and 
dreams 

o making career choices: about career activities/choices/plans 
for the future 

o networking: about (gaining) contacts on the internal and 
external job market 

 

Form 

- help oriented 
o information: write down who is informed in the sequence, for 

whom the information is relevant 
o appreciation: for sequences aimed at giving appreciation to the 

(competences of the) student 
 
 

- career oriented 
o stimulate reflection: for sequences aimed at stimulating the 

student to reflect on his/her personal experiences in vocational 
training 

o stimulate action: for sequences aimed at stimulating the 
student to take action, to do/try/experience something in 
vocational training 
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Relation: qualitative judgement on the position of the student in the 

trialogue 

 
- communication about student: the teacher and/or mentor in 

placement show no attention to the student’s point of view 
 

- communication against student: the teacher and/or mentor in 
placement take control (giving advice, formulating tasks, etc.) and 
fail to treat the student as an equal partner in conversation  

 

- communication with student: the teacher and/or mentor in 
placement address the student as an equal partner in 
conversation, showing attention for his/her point of view 
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Can training teachers stimulate career learning conversations? 

 

Abstract 

In present-day society students are no longer expected to 

learn for stable employment, but for lifelong employability. 

This implies a major shift in educational approach. Previous 

research has shown which characteristics of learning 

environments correlate with students‟ competences to self-

direct their careers, but until now this had not inspired 

intervention studies. Following a baseline measure (reported 

in Winters et al., 2009), we studied vocational training 

conversations during the transition to competence-based 

education in the Netherlands and more specifically before 

and after a specific teacher training. Results show a 

significant shift in the organisation of career learning 

conversations as a result of the teacher training, but also 

highlight the difficulty of actual behavioural change in 

educational reform. 

 

1 Background and rationale 

Our present-day global society with its fast changes in knowledge 

and technology poses a challenge to educational systems all over 

Europe, and especially to vocational education (Dochy & 

Nickmans, 2005; Geurts & Meijers, 2009). The decline of the grand 
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narratives that used to normatively give direction in the life course, 

leaves individuals with the opportunity as well as the challenge to 

give meaning to their lives themselves (Giddens, 1991 ; Beck, 

1996 ; Savickas et al., 2009). At a time when the limitations of 

traditional education are obvious – limited transfer of knowledge 

(Caravaglia, 1993), little student motivation (Bailey, Hughes & 

Moore, 2004) and high drop-out (Meijers, 2008) – implications for 

education, from macro to micro level, must be addressed. 

 

On a macro level, educational institutions must expand their role 

as training institutes to include career guidance (Baert, Dekeyser & 

Sterck, 2002 ; Company, 2009 ; Law, Wijers & Meijers, 2002 ; 

Stroobants, Jans & Wildemeersch, 2001). In Europe, we see this 

translated in policies concerned with lifelong learning 

(http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/doc28_en.htm). On 

a national level, the Netherlands is one of the front runners in this 

area as government insisted on a nationwide introduction of 

competence-based education (Biemans et al., 2004 ; Wesselink et 

al., 2007). Although the concept „competence-based‟ is used 

inconsistently, from the early stages of this development the aim 

was to realize a shift in the schools‟ culture: no longer the 

curriculum, but the student him/herself has to be at the centre of 

the educational process (Commissie Doorstroomagenda 

Beroepsonderwijs, 2001 ; see also Dochy & Nickmans, 2005, p. 50 

for a comparison of traditional and competence-based education). 

However, in recent policy documents we notice a gradual shift 

http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/doc28_en.htm
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from an innovative educational paradigm towards an 

instrumentalization of these goals at the expense of the student‟s 

career as the central focus (www.mbo2010.nl, “Op weg naar 

2010”-series). 

 

On a micro level, individual learners will have to learn to be self-

directed in their professional – and nowadays often boundaryless 

(see Arthur, 1994) – careers. We refer to the learning that is 

required as career learning (see also Law, 1996 and Savickas et 

al., 2009). Kuijpers has shown that there are specific career 

competences that steer the development of a person‟s career in a 

particular direction: career reflection, career shaping and 

networking (Kuijpers, 2003 ; Kuijpers & Scheerens, 2006). These 

career competences correlate with specific characteristics of 

learning environments (Kuijpers, Meijers & Gundy, 2011 ; Kuijpers 

& Meijers, 2011). The characteristics of powerful career learning 

environments include a combination of problem-based and inquiry-

based methods and – most importantly – a career dialogue. 

Career dialogue is defined as a conversation between the student 

and his/her mentor about the meaning of the student‟s experiences 

in real-life assignments in the school and in practice, and about the 

impact these experiences have on the student‟s life, identity and 

career (Meijers & Kuijpers, 2007). Given its potential as guidance 

conversations, we focussed in our research specifically on 

vocational training conversations between students and their 

mentors from school and placement (see further). 

http://www.mbo2010.nl/
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Meijers, Kuijpers and Bakker (2006) found in their study in Dutch 

prevocational and secondary vocational education that only very 

few schools live up to the conditions for a powerful learning 

environment. This observation inspired the research and 

development project titled „Career learning in competence-based 

education‟6, described in this article. A baseline measure in 2007-

2008 showed that vocational training conversations are organized 

with a lot of attention for students‟ academic progress and little 

attention paid to students‟ career and career learning. We were 

interested to know whether a specific teacher training intervention 

could stimulate a more career learning oriented approach in 

teachers‟ guidance practice. We studied vocational training 

conversations – the guidance conversations7 between teachers, 

students and mentors from placement (or “BPV” in Dutch; in 

accordance with Dutch terminology and earlier reports, we will use 

the term “bpv-conversations” here) – before and after the training. 

At the time of the baseline measurement, we decided to focus on 

vocational training conversations since this learning environment 

and these processes have the potential to stimulate career 

                                                           
6
 The project was initiated in 2007-2008 as a partnership between research (experts from 

the Hague University and a PhD-student from the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven), 

development (advisors from KPC Group, a national bureau for advice and expertise on 

innovations in education) and practice (ROC de Leijgraaf, a school for secondary vocational 

education). The aim was not only to map, but also to stimulate the communication between 

students, teachers and mentors from placement. 

7
 Although there are differences both between and within schools, the common 

understanding is that during a placement there are at least two meetings between the 
teacher, the mentor from the placement and the student to discuss the placements and 
experiences in the professional world: one at the beginning of the placement and one at the 
end. 
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learning (bringing together the student, teacher and workplace 

mentor to discuss the student‟s experience in the workplace). The 

additional advantage in this repeated measure was the opportunity 

to study changes in the teachers‟ guidance practice in a real-life 

situation. In the interaction with students and mentors from 

placement, teachers cannot „stage‟ a conversation for the purpose 

of the study, especially since contacts with workplace mentors are 

highly valued. We provided teacher training, based on the principle 

that in order for mentors to be able to have a reflexive 

conversation with their students and guide this process, they would 

first have to go through this process themselves (Kelchtermans, 

2007 ; see also Winters et al., 2009, for more information about 

career competency development as a reflective learning process). 

 

 

2 Research aim and questions 

This study provides a description of the organisation of vocational 

training conversations between the three parties in the three-way 

dialogue or trialogue: student, teacher and mentor from placement. 

We are particularly interested in any differences between groups, 

more specifically: 

 

(1) Is there a difference in the organisation of vocational 

training conversations between the group from the 2007-

2008 measure and the 2009-2010 measure, before training 

(as a result of educational reform)? 
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(2) Is there a difference in the organisation of vocational 

training conversations between the teacher training group 

and a control group (as a result of teacher training)? 

 

(3) Is there a difference in the organisation of vocational 

training conversations between teachers that merely took 

part in the teacher training and teachers who have 

additionally been actively involved in designing the teacher 

training? 

 

We hypothesized positive outcomes for each of these research 

questions, with each “intervention” (educational reform in terms of 

changes in educational policy and practice during the transition to 

competency-based education in the first, teacher training in the 

second  and being actively involved in the process in the third 

research question) contributing to a more career learning oriented 

guidance practice. Bpv-conversations are analysed from a career 

learning perspective for formal characteristics, content, form, and 

relational components (building on the framework from the 

baseline measure, reported in Winters et al., 2009). 
 

 

3 Research and development methodology 

Training program design 

The teacher training intervention happens in the last year of a 3-

year process where teachers have worked closely with educational 

advisors to pinpoint interventions that would make their 
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department meet the criteria of a powerful career learning 

environment (see supra). Because of the specific nature of the 

internal organisation of the school, it was decided that each of the 

school‟s departments (Health Care, Economics and Technique) 

would work in an autonomous group of maximum 3 teachers and 1 

advisor from KPC Group, called „design group‟. The teachers were 

invited to participate because of their key role in the organisation, 

mostly as members of a special interest group already working on 

the topic of mentoring and student guidance. Each group had to 

deal with department-specific challenges: important changes in 

management, budget and time constraints, resistance in 

colleagues, etc. Apart from this very specific trajectory per design 

group, all the teachers had the opportunity to learn and discuss 

career learning in general reflection moments (5 days over the 

course of 2 years; with expert presentations, workshops, 

discussions). At the end of 2 years, all departments decided on 

one specific teacher training module. 

 

The teacher training consisted of a minimum of two 4-hour 

sessions combining more theoretical information on career 

learning with interactive group coaching (e.g. training a more 

career learning directed approach to conversations in role play). 

Additionally, each teacher got an individual coaching session with 

a trained advisor from KPC Group in which they discussed a 

recording of the teacher‟s pre-training vocational training 
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conversation with a student in order to identity strengths and 

weaknesses and set learning goals. 

 

The research presented here is an explorative multicase design, 

aimed at comparing the organisation of vocational training 

conversations after the training intervention with levels from a 

control group as well as levels from the baseline measure in 2007-

2008. The goal is not to be representative, but to detect potential 

differences between conditions. 

 

 

Sample 

We analysed 30 bpv-conversations (cases, see Yin, 1989) in 2 

different moments in time. Of these 30 conversations, there were 

10 with teachers from a control group (didn‟t follow our teacher 

training) and 20 with teachers from a training group (all attended 

the teacher training, including 4 teachers who had been part of the 

design group before the start of the study). In the control group, 

there were 3 teachers from the departments of Technique, 6 from 

Economics and 1 from Health care. In the experimental group, 

there were 4 teachers from the department of Technique, 6 from 

Economics (including 2 in the design group) and 10 from Health 

care (including 2 in the design group). Table 1 provides an 

overview of student characteristics. 
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Table 1. Overview of student (conversation) characteristics. 

 Technique Economics Health care TOTAL 

Year 1 – 2 – 3  3 – 0 – 4  5 – 6 – 1  4 – 5 – 2  12 – 11 – 7  

Level 1/2 – 3/4 3 – 4  6 – 6  2 – 9 11 – 19  

Boys – girls  7 – 0  5 – 7  1 – 10  13 – 17  

Number 7 12 11 30 

Total 
conversation 
duration 

6h47m35s 12h30m20s 15h35m53s 34h53m48s 

Mean 
conversation 
duration 

29m07s 31m16s 42m32s 34m54s 

 

Among the 30 teachers were 15 men and 15 women; among the 

mentors from placement 16 men and 14 women. In 3 cases 

second conversations had no mentor from placement available. 

With the exception of these 3, all conversations took place at the 

location where students did their placement, with a first contact as 

the first conversation and the second conversation at the end of 

the placement. Registrations were made throughout the second 

semester, because of specific organisational arrangements for 

placement in each class-group. 
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Procedure 

We asked the teachers from the design groups (see supra) to 

invite 20 colleagues for each of 3 departments (Technique, 

Economics and Health Care); 10 for the control group and 10 to 

take part in the teacher training as the experimental group. 

Responses were mixed, from very enthusiastic to having concerns 

about the time investment required. With the organisational 

support of the school‟s management we eventually got permission 

to record 35 bpv-conversations, instead of the 60 we had originally 

planned. Before our second measurement 5 teachers dropped out. 

In total, we registered 30 conversations in two different moments in 

time: 7 from the department of Technique, 12 from Economics and 

11 from Health Care. One of the researchers met with all the 

participant teachers (experimental and control group) in advance 

to explain the set up of the study (video recording of the 

conversation and subsequent interview, for research purposes 

only) and provide standardised information on career learning. The 

teachers in turn asked for the student‟s and mentor‟s permission to 

record their bpv-conversation. Before the start of each 

conversation, the explanation of the study was repeated and 

formalised by requesting informed consent. All the participants 

gave their consent. In the time between the first and second 

measurement, 5 teachers informed the researcher that they no 

longer wished to participate in the study. They cited both practical 

constraints (time) and organisational difficulties (mentor and/or 



 

C
H

A
P

TE
R

 4
 

 148

 

student who withdrew consent, a student who didn‟t complete the 

placement).  

 

Analyses 

For the analysis of the data (34 hours, 53 minutes and 48 seconds 

of recordings, filtered for any disturbance that was not related to 

the actual bpv-conversation) we used the framework that was 

developed for the baseline measure in 2007-2008 (see Winters et 

al., 2009) with a few minor adjustments. We evaluated: 

 

o formal characteristics: who is talking, who is posing the 

questions? 

o content: is the conversation about school, practice, the 

student‟s personal life or the student‟s career? 

o form characteristics: is the aim to give information to the 

teacher / mentor / student, to stimulate action or reflection 

in the student or to motivate the student? 

o relational characteristics: about the role of the student in 

the trialogue, from passive-receptive when teacher and 

mentor talk about him/her over the teacher and mentor 

talking to the student to the most involved role when 

teacher and mentor talk with the student. 

 

The resulting framework thus consists of four broad themes, each 

divided in a number of mutually exclusive categories (see 
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appendix 1 for the codebook). Each conversation was then divided 

into meaningful sequences, until a change appeared in one (or 

more) of the broad themes. Each sequence was scored and 

codings were quantified within and about the conversations. All 

analyses were carried out by a single researcher, who had 

experience from the baseline measure. 
 

 

 

4 Results 

In the results of the analyses of bpv-conversations, we make a 

distinction between the baseline measurement from 2007-2008 

(baseline M), the before training measurement from 2009-2010 

(M1) and the follow-up measurement (M2) for the control group 

versus the experimental group. Following the classification of the 

framework presented above (see also appendix 1), we present the 

quantitative measures of description (percentages and means) 

followed by a sample anecdote. 
 

 

Formal characteristics 

The mean duration of the 2009-2010 bpv-conversations is about 

35 minutes. The conversations are shortest for the department of 

Technique (mean = 29 minutes for both first and second 

conversations) as compared to the department of Economics 

(mean = 34 minutes for first conversations and 28 minutes for 

second conversations) and Health Care (mean = 41 minutes for 

first conversations and 44 minutes for second conversations). 
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There are no differences between first and second conversation 

durations for the control and experimental group. We are 

interested in the proportion of time8 students, teachers and 

mentors are talking as well as structuring the conversations (by 

asking the questions that decide the conversation themes). Table 

2 provides an overview. 
 

 

                                                           
8
 Means per conversation, then over conversations. 
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A comparison of the 2007-2008 baseline results and the results of 

the before training conversations (over all groups) shows that in 

two years time - with educational reform on a national level and the 

project interventions on school level - little to nothing has changed 

in the interaction in bpv-conversations from the formal criterion of 

who‟s talking. The talking scores show that in an average 

conversation, the time the student is talking is relatively limited 

(mean = 22% for the control group and 23% for the experimental 

group), the proportion for the mentor is slightly higher (mean = 

28% for the control group and 26% for the experimental group) 

and the teacher is talking most of the time (mean = 50% for both 

the control group and the experimental group). The scores are 

remarkably different for conversations from the design group, 

where not teachers (mean = 35%) but students now talk the most 

(mean = 42%), while the proportion for mentors (mean = 22%) 

stays at about the same level. 

 

The results for conversations of the control group are not different 

for the first and second conversations, but do differ for 

conversations where the teacher participated in the training. In the 

experimental group, students talk more in second conversations 

(mean = 32% vs. 23% before training) at the expense of mentors‟ 

proportion of time talking (mean = 19% vs. 26% before training). 

The means for teachers have not changed for the experimental 

group (mean = 48%), but they do change in the design group 

(mean = 43% vs. 35% in first conversations). This increase for 
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teachers translates in a decrease of proportion of time talking for 

mentors (mean = 11% vs. 22% in first conversations), not students 

(mean = 44%). 

 

The asking scores, that reflect the proportion of time each of the 

parties is structuring the conversation, were interpreted in more 

detail than for the baseline measure in 2007-2008, allowing for 

nearly all conversation time to be assigned to either the student or 

the teacher or the mentor – as opposed to the baseline measure 

with only 73% of the total conversation time accounted for. While 

the numbers may differ, the proportions for the first conversations 

remain very much comparable to the levels in the baseline 

measure. Again, two years into this school‟s educational reform, 

what is said in bpv-conversations still consists mostly of teachers 

asking (mean = 72% for the control group and 69% for the 

experimental group), while input of mentors from placement and 

students remains limited to 17 (control) / 22 (experimental) and 8% 

respectively. The exception here is the design group: though the 

teacher remains in his/her dominant role structuring the 

conversation (mean = 57%), students are involved considerably 

more (mean = 28%) at the expense of teachers but especially 

mentors from placement (mean = 5%). 

 

In the follow-up conversations, there were no real changes in 

scores for the control group or the design group (totals for student, 

teacher and mentor differ, explaining the subtle differences in 

scores here). In the experimental group nothing changed for the 
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teachers (mean = 70%), but students‟ proportion of conversation 

time structuring increased (mean = 16% vs. 8% before training) at 

the expense of the mentors (mean = 17% vs. 22% before training). 
 

Though the biggest changes occur in the experimental group, their 

scores for talking and asking are still not at the level of the design 

group. Even in the design group, the teacher holds his/her very 

prominent role talking and asking the questions. What is actually 

talked about (content level) will be discussed in the next section. 

 

Content 

Table 3 provides an overview of the proportion of time that each of 

five content categories is mentioned. In this study we were 

especially interested in the category „career‟: would bpv-

conversations with the same available time and the same goals to 

achieve be more career oriented after teacher training? The results 

show that this is indeed the case. The control group scores for 

both first and second conversations (mean = 12% and 13% 

respectively) don‟t differ from the level of the baseline measure in 

2007-2008, and neither does the score before training in the 

experimental group (mean = 13%). However, teachers from the 

design group spent a mean of 23% of bpv-conversation time on 

the student‟s career, and after training teachers from the 

experimental group attain that same level (mean = 21%). The 

second conversations in the design group – where teachers had 

also participated in the training – even achieve a mean score for 
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proportion of conversation time spent on the student‟s career of 

35% or about a third of the total conversation time. 
 

Table 3. Overview of the proportion of time each of five content 

categories is mentioned (per group). 

 

 

Table 4 provides an overview of the breakdown of the „career‟ 

category in career competencies, as was the case in the baseline 

measure report. In the baseline measure, it was mainly reflection 

on qualities and making career decisions that were discussed (5% 

and 6% of total conversation time respectably). Apart from 

qualitative differences, which are discussed in Winters et al. (2011, 

2012), the quantitative results show that a shift had taken place. 

Even in the control group, the proportions of conversation time are 

more evenly spread over the competencies career reflection 

(mean = 4% for both qualities and motives) and career shaping 

(mean = 2% for work exploration and 3% for making career 

choices).  In the experimental group the numbers are slightly 

higher, and also evenly spread (mean = 5% for reflection on 

qualities and motives and for making career choices and 4% for 
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work exploration) and that effect becomes even more pronounced 

for the design group (mean = 7% for reflection on qualities and 

work exploration, 9% for reflection on motives and 10% for making 

career choices). For all three groups however, networking has a 

very limited place in second conversations. 

 

Table 4. Overview of the proportion of time in second 

conversations each of the following career competencies is 

mentioned (per group). 

 

 

With the exception of second conversations in the design group, in 

bpv-conversations the greatest amount of time is still spent on the 

student‟s education and study trajectory (see table 3). Since using 

the analysis framework for the baseline measure, minor 

adjustments have been made (see appendix 1, underlined), 

among those the addition of „learning goal, procedure‟ to the 
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category „study‟. Closer analysis of the „other‟-category showed 

that we could distinguish between „learning goal, procedure‟ as 

well as „administration‟, „structuring the conversation‟ and rest. 

Even after accounting for the addition of the category „learning 

goals, procedure‟, a comparison of before training scores with the 

results from the baseline measure (mean = 32%) showed a 

significant increase. The proportion of time spent on study is about 

the same for first conversations from the control group (mean = 

53%) and the design group (mean = 51%), and lower for the 

experimental group (mean = 43%). Since at that point, none of the 

teachers had attended the training, attention has to be paid to 

selection bias. Consoling in this respect is that the difference in 

means goes to the categories „other‟ and „profession‟, not to the 

student‟s personal life or career. By the second conversations, 

only the time proportion scores in the design group had changed 

(from 51% to 29%, including 2% of time discussing task 

information); the scores for the control group and the experimental 

group remained at the same level (51% and 46% respectively, 

both including 5% of time discussing procedures and task 

information). 

 

Within the study category – we only discuss the second 

conversations here, the before training conversations showed no 

differences between the control group and the experimental group 

and the design group has remained unchanged – most of the time 

used to go to the assessment of learning goals (53% of study-time 
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for the baseline measure, which equals 17% of total conversation 

time). This was mainly summative (mean = 13%) and only slightly 

formative (mean = 4%) evaluation. For the second conversations, 

results show that the levels in the control group are unchanged 

(mean = 20%, including procedure and mostly accounted for by 

summative evaluation with a mean of 12%). In the experimental 

group, the total proportion of time spent on discussing learning 

goals is comparable (mean = 17%), but summative evaluation 

here only accounts for 6%, the same as formative evaluation. The 

time spent for explaining procedures remains a steady 5% for both 

groups. As for the design group, the total time proportion spent 

discussing the student‟s study is considerably lower (mean = 29%, 

see table 3), but within that time the same trend is shown with 

equal proportions for summative and formative (mean = 3%) 

evaluation. The time spent on asking students about their school 

experience (mean = 4% in the control group, 9% in the 

experimental group and 8% in the design group) is more limited by 

comparison, while talking about the student‟s training in practice 

(mean = 27% in the control group, 20% in the experimental group 

and 15% in the design group) has increased since the baseline 

measure in 2007-2008 (mean = 10%), especially in conversations 

where teachers didn‟t attend the training. 
 

What hasn‟t changed since the baseline measure, is that the 

student‟s personal life and hobbies – topics that can be very 

relevant for thir career – are hardly ever the subject of bpv-

conversations: in first conversations the respective means were 
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3% for the control group, 1% for the experimental group and 2% 

for the design group while in second conversations this was 4% for 

the control group, 1% for the experimental group and 5% for the 

design group. 

 

As was the case with the role of the mentor from placement asking 

questions, Table 3 illustrates that bpv-conversations show a 

marginal but distinct decline in time spent discussing the 

placement profession (actual work). The mean scores range from 

10% for the control group, 15% for the experimental group and 9% 

for the design group in first conversations to 6% for the control 

group, 9% for the experimental group and 7% for the design group 

in second conversations. 
 

From the first to the second conversations, „other‟ scores remain at 

a same substantial level (with 26% for the control group, 23% for 

the experimental group and 24% for the design group). The scores 

now represent administration (e.g. filling out forms and checklists ; 

mean =  12% for the control group, 8% for the experimental group 

and 9% for the design group), and rest items (e.g. informal talking, 

summarizing and structuring the conversation, etc. ; mean = 15% 

for all groups). 

 

Form 

As an indication of changes in the quality of bpv-conversations, we 

present the results for the category „form‟, and more specifically 
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the portions of time spent on giving information (informative), 

appraising (affective) and stimulating reflection (reflective) and 

action (activating). Table 5 shows these proportions for the 

different groups. 
 

Table 5. Proportion of time spent on various form components in 

bpv-conversations (per group). 

 

The biggest difference since the baseline measures in 2007-2008 

is seen in the affective component. Bpv-conversations are no 

longer conducted as an „all administrative reviewing of 

competence checklists‟, and so the focus has shifted away from 

appraising. The means for the different groups at the different 

measures show no distinct changes. For the first conversations 
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(M1), the mean portion of time for the affective component is 5% 

for the control group and design group and 9% for the 

experimental group. For the second conversations (M2) this is 

10% for the control group, 8% for the experimental group and 9% 

for the design group. Little changes for the informative and 

activating components, with scores for all groups for both first and 

second conversations varying around the baseline measure level.  

 

Where the analysis of the original bpv-conversations showed a 

relatively marginal position for the reflective component (mean = 

8%), this is continued in the control group and the conversations of 

the experimental group before training (means are 7%, 5% and 8% 

respectively), but not so in conversations with teachers who 

attended the training. The mean proportion of conversation time 

stimulating student reflection was 15% for second conversations in 

the experimental group and a stable 23 to 25% for the design 

group on both measures. Connecting this to the formal 

characteristics of bpv-conversations after teacher training, it seems 

that teachers now have a different agenda when asking questions. 

This does not mean, however, that bpv-conversations no longer 

serve as a “check point” for teachers to assess whether a student‟s 

placement is going well, as illustrated by the scores for „info for 

teacher‟ (see table 5). 
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Relational components 

The most important change since the baseline measurement we 

find in the role of the student in the communication. In 2007-2008 

we concluded that the student is not an equal partner in bpv-

conversations and was more object than subject in the 

conversations. Even before the teacher training (M1), we see a 

shift towards more talking with the student (22% and 23% for the 

control group and experimental group as opposed to 9% in the 

baseline measurement), and the training seems to stimulate this 

even further: 33% of conversation time is spent talking with the 

student after teacher training versus 26% in the control group. 

Even with this change though, most conversation time is still spent 

talking against and about the student (see table 6). The exception 

here is the design group, with 51% (before training) and 58% (after 

training) of conversation time spent talking with the student. As is 

the case for the experimental group after training (M2), the 

increase from the baseline measurement doesn‟t come from 

conversation time communicating against the student: teachers will 

have their say, but - besides that - they now get the student more 

actively involved at the expense of mentors from practice (see also 

supra). 
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Table 6. Proportion of communication towards the student in bpv-

conversations (per group). 

 ABOUT AGAINST  WITH  NOT CLEAR 

Baseline 21% 65%  9%  5% 

       

Control, M1 29% 49%  22%  - 

Control, M2 31% 43%  26%  - 

       

Experiment, M1 39% 38%  23%  - 

Experiment, M2 19% 48%  33%  - 

       

Design, M1 21% 28%  51%  - 

Design, M2 10% 31%  58%  1% 

 

5 Illustration: sample anecdote 

This anecdote comes from a conversation with a third year student 

of the department of Economics (level 3/4). Though there‟s more 

to a career dialogue/trialogue than we can specify here, this 

anecdote is an illustration of career learning communication in bpv-

conversations now. 

(T = teacher, M = mentor in placement, S = student) 

 

T He [student] has been working here for a couple of weeks now. 

M Yes, indeed. 
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T And if I‟m not mistaken, you [mentor] have been informed about 
his responsibilities and duties (P and S nod „yes‟). So in this 
conversation, we‟ll just take a moment to run through all of that, 
and I propose to leave that for a second part of the conversation. 
After that, there will be opportunity for more questions, 
specifications, or whatever you might want to tell or show me (P 
and S nod „yes‟). But first of all, I‟d like to go back to the start, to 
your choice for this placement. We have worked this last year 
from what you [student] want to do. So I think it‟s important to talk 
about that. Do you recall your main reason to apply for the 
placement here? 

S Well, I was looking at holiday parks, working in a hotel just didn‟t 
feel right. So I looked at different organizations and I liked this 
one, as an organization. 

T What about it appeals to you? 

S Uhm, that it‟s people on holiday. You work with people who are 
on holidays here, not business people, that‟s a different 
atmosphere. 

T And that atmosphere is important to you? 

S Yes, making sure that guests have a good time. 

M It is a big difference, compared to a hotel. 

T So now that you‟re actually doing it, how is that working out for 
you? 

S I like it here: good atmosphere, I‟m having fun, I can learn a lot. 

T Like what? Did you set a goal for yourself, before you started this 
placement? 

S I did. I wanted to be more independent. 

T Independent how? 

S Well, I live in one of the park houses here, without my parents 
(student talks about his experience: doing this placement and 
living on his own in the holiday park‟s facilities is new to him, he 
shares a house with other interns - teacher listens and asks a 
question now and then). 
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T Do you feel that being here for most of the time contributes to 
that good atmosphere you referred to earlier? 

S Absolutely, yes (student talks about his experience: how it is 
sharing a house and household with other interns, and how this 
makes working together easy and self-evident). That‟s different 
from school, how it is to have to work together. 

T Oh really, why is that? 

S I feel I don‟t have that much in common with my classmates. 

T Have you tried to take initiatives there? 

S Sure I did, but if no one responds, I stop caring. 

T So what I‟m hearing, is that you‟re here with a focus: “this is for 
my education”. (S nods „yes‟) And I can imagine, here in a new 
situation with new people, you have an opportunity to start fresh 
and connect with a group of young people. 

M I recognize the part about him being quiet. That‟s how he started 
here, like you said a new place and new people, mostly female … 
poor you (everyone laughing). But it didn‟t take you long to get to 
where you are now: open and speaking your mind. 

T Good to hear. If you like it here and the cooperation, both ways, 
runs smoothly, than we are where we need to be. Because that is 
immensely important, whether it‟s in school or in a job or for later 
in a family when you‟re up for that (S smiles). 

 

In line with the results of our analyses, we see a teacher providing 

the outline of the conversation and then gradually allowing a more 

active role for the student. The mentor from placement has a very 

limited part in the conversation. The conversation is actually about 

the student‟s career wishes, starting from very concrete 

experiences. On a form level, the teacher combines giving 

information with stimulating reflection, a combination which – 
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through the interviews – we have come to understand as guided 

reflection. 
 

 

6 Conclusion 

The intervention reported in this article is part of a broader 

research and development project, aimed at realizing a powerful 

career learning environment in a Dutch school for secondary 

vocational education and training. Career learning as a process in 

which individuals learn to become aware of and realize (career) 

opportunities, has a very prominent role in today‟s fast changing 

knowledge society. Though stakeholders agree that education 

should play an important role in becoming responsible for this, it 

proves to be a challenge to actually realize a powerful career 

learning environment in a real life educational context. Research 

has shown the conditions needed for these learning environments. 

This study provides a description of the organization of vocational 

training conversations after teacher training, analysed from a 

career learning perspective for formal characteristics, content, 

form, and relational components. 
 

Since the baseline measurement in 2007-2008 and despite the 

efforts made in terms of educational reform (including sharing our 

project‟s research results), nothing has changed in vocational 

training conversations when it comes to content and formal 

characteristics. A bpv-conversation remains structured according 

to the academic agenda, with teachers checking whether students‟ 
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progress meets school‟s expectations. What has changed, is the 

way teachers do this. The highly administration-based appraisal of 

students‟ competences in a conversation against and about the 

student gradually makes way for communication where the student 

takes on a more active role, based on his/her experience in 

placement. Though we see this change expressed in quantitative 

terms in our measurement results, in reality – based on our 

observations – the organisation of vocational training 

conversations still very closely resembled the situation from the 

baseline measure in 2007-2008. 

 

As a result of a specific teacher training, we noticed changes in 

each of the above mentioned categories. Bpv-conversations with 

the same duration and the same targets to meet, now allow more 

time for students to talk and for their expressed experiences to 

further structure the conversation. On a content level, the school‟s 

demands still dominate the conversation, but there is equal 

opportunity now for formative as well as summative evaluation. 

Considerably more conversation time is spent on the student‟s 

career and, more specifically, that time is now balanced over all 

career competencies with the exception of networking. As for 

relational components, training helps to further stimulate the 

communication with the student. For all these categories – formal 

characteristics, content and relational components – the increase 

in favour of the student comes at the expense of the mentor from 

placement: he/she gets less time for talking and asking questions, 
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less time to discuss the profession and less time to talk to the 

teacher about the student. As a result of the teacher training, 

teachers seem to come to the bpv-conversation with a different 

agenda. This translates into increased scores for time spent on 

stimulating reflection (form). 

 

Though we interpret the changes since the baseline measurement 

in 2007-2008 as steps taken in the direction of powerful career 

learning environments, a real paradigm shift has only been 

realized in the design group. This is where, on the level of formal 

characteristics, student are equal partners in the conversation 

(talking as much as the teacher, although teachers still structure 

the conversations more than students do). These conversations 

are spent with up to one third of conversation time discussing the 

student‟s career (content), actually stimulate reflection (form) and 

qualify as talking with the student for half of conversation time. 

Though there were only 4 teachers in the design group, their bpv-

conversations (before and after training) were exceptions 

compared to the training group. Besides being actively involved in 

designing the teacher training (with discussions etc., see supra), 

these teachers also had more time than their colleagues to 

incorporate career learning into their guidance practice. Above this 

investment, following the teacher training had an additional effect. 

But, the conversations still don‟t show career learning in the 

trialogue: teachers‟ making more space and time for the student‟s 
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agenda seems to happen at the expense of the mentor from 

placement and his/her agenda. 
 

 

7 Discussion 

Since 2007-2008, our project „Career learning in competence-

based education‟ has tried to stimulate the realization of a powerful 

learning environment for career learning in a school for secondary 

vocational education in the Netherlands. The project came at a 

time the school (management) was already making changes to 

meet with national policy‟s competency-based education agenda. 

The value of this study is knowing whether training teachers can 

actually stimulate career learning conversations, in this case 

exploring differences between conditions after a specific 

intervention in a real life educational context. This has important 

implications for the practice of professional development in 

teachers, as we will explain further. 

 

The teacher training has an immediate effect, but – as is the case 

for the process we are studying (Simons et al., 2000) – active 

involvement and the opportunity to make elements of the training 

one‟s own, make for the real improvement in terms of guiding 

students in career learning. This is in line with literature about 

participants‟ commitment and motivation in training: the more 

important a task/strategy/goal is perceived (Latham & Locke, 

1991) and the more coherence is realized between the perceptions 

of all the stakeholders – managers, developers, supervisors, 
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trainers and trainees – of what the problem is that has to be 

resolved and how this will be achieves (Kessels, 1999), the better 

the outcome. Obviously, this information has been known for years 

(see also Bailey et al., 2004 ; Caravaglia, 1993), yet in education 

reform and interventions the top-down approach dominates. We 

interpret the results from this specific teacher training as a strong 

incentive to realize participant involvement in research and 

development designs, especially in education.  
 

Though we have tried to pay the most care to the methodology for 

research in an real, ecologically valid quasi-experimental setting, 

our study has important weaknesses. First the relatively low 

number of participants – even for a first explorative study – and 

second the possible selection bias as a result of teachers‟ 

voluntary participation in the study. It should be noted however that 

our sample doesn‟t attempt to be representative and results should 

only be interpreted as tentative conclusions in a particular context. 

Ideally, we would have included mentors from practice in the 

training as well, but we found no workplace mentors inclined to 

participate9. We hope this exploration can inspire further research 

in which these weaknesses will be overcome. We invested in the 

“groundwork” (as is the case in any exploratory study): organizing 

a collaboration between school, research and development and 

getting commitment from the stakeholders for something new, the 

design of an analysis framework and a training intervention. Now a 

                                                           
9
 This relative difficulty in finding participants for the teacher training is not 

consistent with the positive evaluations the training received afterwards. 
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larger scale research can be set up, using these models and 

procedures, to allow – in a more controlled setting – for the 

stimulation of changes and the subsequent formulation of 

conclusions that can be generalised. 
 

In this study we were interested in changes in the organisation of 

vocational training conversations as a result of educational reform 

(baseline measure vs. before training group), a result of teacher 

training (experimental group vs. control group) and a result of 

being part of a reflective process (design group vs. experimental 

group). We found that – in terms of stimulating and improving 

career learning – the design group did better than the experimental 

group and the experimental group did better than the control 

group. These differences support the assumptions that guiding 

career learning can be stimulated, that vocational training 

conversations can realize their potential for career learning, and 

that the efforts made in educational reform now only partially have 

the desired effect on interactive behaviour in actual guidance 

conversations. With the design group teachers as an example of 

good practice, we recommend that future interventions for 

professional development in education be modelled after the 

design group process: with active involvement, opportunities for 

reflection on experience, and time to incorporate behaviour 

changes in guidance practice. The question remains how long and 

intensive the training of teachers – and eventually the mentors of 

the workplace – should be, in order to make the paradigm shift that 

is fundamental for the issue of career learning. 
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Appendix 1: codebook 

 

Formal characteristics 

- no: number, each sequence gets a number (1, 2, 3, …) for future 
reference 
 

- time: time the sequence ends, expressed hours’minutes’seconds 
(example 1’03’45 = 1hour 3minutes and 45seconds) 
 

- talking: write down who (teacher, mentor in placement, student) 
is talking – with a capital for the dominant talker and a small letter 
for short remarks (e.g. yes, no, hmm, …) 
 

- asking: write down who is asking the question, who determines 
what is talked about in the sequence (with +/- to show whether or 
not this theme is picked up) 

 

Content 

- other: whatever doesn’t fit the other content categories 
o rest: whatever doesn’t fit the other content categories 
o structuring: all remarks en communication that serve to 

structure the conversation; like summarizing, introducing new 
subject, … 

o administration: about administration and paperwork, with no 
reference to the other content categories  

 
- study 

o school: about students’ training in school, with a distinction 
between general things, personal experiences and problems 

o vocational training: about students’ training in placement, with 
a distinction between general things, personal experiences and 
problems 

o learning goal: about broad competences the student must 
learn in vocational training, with a distinction between task 
information (information about school tasks paired to student 
placement), process evaluation (formative) and product 
evaluation (summative) 
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- student 
o private: about the student’s personal life (family, health, …), 

with a distinction between general things and problems 
o hobby and extracurricular activities: about the student’s 

interests outside school 
 

- profession 
o education: about generalities, problems and/or developments 

in education and the alignment of demands from vocational 
education and from the workplace 

o practice: about generalities, problems and/or developments in 
practice 

o professional attitude: about characteristics of the profession 
and expectations towards (future) employees 

 
- career 

o qualities: about strengths of the student, the things he/she is 
good at 

o motives: about values and dreams of the student for his/her 
career 

o work exploration: about characteristics of the profession in 
relation to the student’s career ambition, personal values and 
dreams 

o making career choices: about career activities/choices/plans 
for the future 

o networking: about (gaining) contacts on the internal and 
external job market 

 

Form 

- help oriented 
o information: write down who is informed in the sequence, for 

whom the information is relevant 
o appreciation: for sequences aimed at giving appreciation to the 

(competences of the) student 
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- career oriented 
o stimulate reflection: for sequences aimed at stimulating the 

student to reflect on his/her personal experiences in vocational 
training 

o stimulate action: for sequences aimed at stimulating the 
student to take action, to do/try/experience something in 
vocational training 

 

Relation: qualitative judgement on the position of the student in the 
trialogue 

- communication about student: the teacher and/or mentor in 
placement show no attention to the student’s point of view 
 

- communication against student: the teacher and/or mentor in 
placement take control (giving advice, formulating tasks, etc.) and 
fail to treat the student as an equal partner in conversation  
 

- communication with student: the teacher and/or mentor in 
placement address the student as an equal partner in 
conversation, showing attention for his/her point of view 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

The self in career learning: an evolving dialogue 
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The self in career learning: An evolving dialogue 

 

Although it is broadly accepted that modern society poses a 

significant challenge to an individual's career development, there 

are as yet few theoretical frameworks that provide a holistic 

perspective on how to understand and meet this challenge 

successfully. Such a framework should incorporate an 

acknowledgement of both the complexities of the modern labour 

market and the requirement of individuals to consciously and 

creatively navigate it. We propose that the Dialogical Self Theory 

offers a helpful view as it accepts the multi-dimensionality and 

multi-voiced nature of individuals, who, in order to succeed career 

wise must be able to construct a flexible and workable narrative 

and do so as a result of an engaged dialogue where “I-”, “meta-” 

and “promoter” positions feature prominently.  

 

 

1  From monologue to dialogue in career construction  

In modern society, career paths have become more and more 

unpredictable (Arthur, Khapova & Wilderom, 2005) and therefore it 

is increasingly difficult to make rational and information-based 

career choices. The idea that careers can be chosen by matching 

an individual‟s skills and aptitudes to particular work is outmoded. 

Moreover, modern careers are no longer chosen in one finite 

moment, but continue to develop over a lifetime. Within career 

development theory, attention has shifted from the narrow focus on 
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cognition, to understanding career development as the result of 

learning processes in which emotions and intuition also play an 

important role (Krieshok, Black & McKay, 2009). In an effort to 

conceptualize this, „career competencies‟ were introduced 

(Kuijpers & Scheerens, 2006; Kuijpers, Schyns & Scheerens, 

2006): research has shown that youths must develop 

competencies in order to recognize and make use of the 

opportunities they encounter while developing their aspirations 

(Mitchell, Levin & Krumboltz, 1999; Guindon & Hanna, 2002).  

 

In a nationwide questionnaire-based study of Dutch vocational 

education Meijers, Kuijpers and Bakker (2006) identified three 

career competencies: career reflection (i.e. reflective behaviour 

based on experiences and choices that reveal personal qualities 

and an awareness of motives that are important for future career 

development), career shaping (i.e. proactive behaviour that 

influences the course of a career; researching jobs, making 

deliberate decisions, and taking action to ensure work and study 

choices match with one‟s personal qualities and motives), and 

networking (i.e. interactive behaviour to build and maintain 

contacts on the internal and external job market, aimed at career 

development).  

 

Kuijpers, Meijers and Gundy (2010) showed that the existence of 

these competencies among students in vocational education 

correlates with a learning environment that is characterized by a 
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practice-based and inquiry-based curriculum and which offers 

students the opportunity to engage in a career dialogue. A career 

dialogue is a dialogue where real-life problems are the starting 

point for professional development and where the relevant and 

experiential learning that takes place is at the heart of a reflective 

conversation between students, teachers, and work-place mentors. 

It is the existence of a career dialogue that proved to be crucial 

for the development of career competencies: indeed, without a 

dialogue, the learning potential of a practice- and inquiry-based 

curriculum has proven to be limited. In the words of educator 

Rosenstock “rigor is being in the company of a thoughtful, 

passionate, reflective adult who invites you into an adult 

conversation which is composed of the rigorous pursuit of inquiry” 

(Wagner, 2010).  

 

That said, it is still unclear why and how a career dialogue can 

impact the process of career learning. A first answer is offered by 

constructivist learning theory, which states that meaning is 

constructed when we engage in a dialogue with oneself and others 

(Bruner, 1990; Lengelle & Meijers, 2009). The Theory of Career 

Construction (Savickas, 2002, 2005) is the most developed 

constructivist approach with respect to career learning. In it, three 

areas are emphasized: vocational personality, career adaptability 

and life themes. Savickas advanced the idea of life themes at the 

level of personal narrative and subjective career; he positions life 

stories in a way that show they are the crucial threads of continuity 
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that make meaningful the elements of vocational personality and 

career adaptability. Career-related stories express the uniqueness 

of an individual and explain why he or she makes choices and 

explicates the meanings that guide those choices. Career stories 

“tell how the self of yesterday became the self of today and will 

become the self of tomorrow” (Savickas, 2005, p. 58). Savickas 

also purports that individuals generate their own career life 

themes. However, in its current form his theory does not, according 

to McIlveen and Patton (2007), offer a psychological explanation 

for how individuals enact a process of self-construction via 

„storying‟. Savickas states that career construction, at any given 

stage, can be fostered by conversations, but an explanation of this 

statement is required to further explore the life themes component 

of the theory and its dialogical implications.  

 

 

2 Career construction and Dialogical Self Theory  

Dialogical Self Theory (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 2010) may 

offer a promising framework for understanding and analyzing how 

conversations foster career construction. The starting point of the 

Dialogical Self Theory is that the formation of an identity is 

dialogical in nature (Hermans & Kempen, 1993; Hermans & 

DiMaggio, 2007). This is because – according to Hermans, 

Kempen, and Van Loon (1992) – the Self is actually a kind of 

‟polyphonic novel‟ or combination of various voices embodied in 

one person. Although written by one person, the polyphonic novel 
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is spoken by many „sub-selves‟ or I-positions: “as different voices 

these characters exchange information about their respective Me‟s 

and their world, resulting in a complex, narratively structured self” 

(Hermans, Kempen & Van Loon, 1992, p. 28-29).  

 

The dialogical self is not static and is inherently transformed by the 

exchanges amongst I-positions (the internal dialogue with 

ourselves) and with other people (the external dialogue). This 

means that there is room in this model to explore the self‟s 

decentralizing tendencies, as opposed to the interpretation of the 

self as logically consistent and as a rational whole, which was a 

dominant idea in earlier career learning theories. Compared with 

more cognitive approaches, the Dialogical Self Theory stresses 

that an individual is much more capable of acting adequately 

towards his/her career, once (s)he recognizes and acknowledges 

the existing complexities without resorting to rationalizing or finding 

simplistic explanations (e.g. deciding prematurely on an actual 

career choice). At the same time such an approach offers more 

room for exploring one‟s life history, acknowledging emotions, and 

fostering an ability to make intuitive decisions – the usefulness of 

which is demonstrated by modern neuropsychology (Dijksterhuis, 

2008) and has been described recently in the trilateral model of 

career-decision making by Krieshok, Black and McKay (2009).  

 

From the perspective of the Dialogical Self Theory, the trajectory 

from real-life experiences to an appropriate (career) choice ideally 
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starts with the formulation of an I-position, the subsequent 

broadening of this I-position by means of a dialogue to other 

relevant I-positions, and runs, via consecutive dialogical shifts, 

from these I-positions to a meta-position and from this meta-

position to the formulation of a promoter-position (Hermans & 

Hermans-Konopka, 2010). By inviting “I” positions, we mean that a 

student is asked to enter a dialogue in a multi-voiced way – 

experiences from practice may even be discussed in ambiguous 

and contradictory ways (e.g. I like working with seniors; I don‟t like 

working with them when they don‟t interact; I like working with 

them when we are both quiet). The myriad of positions honours the 

complexity of both the work situation and the individual doing the 

practice-based learning. However, in order to turn dialogues into 

competences and actions, an ability to witness the presence and 

influence of the various “I” positions is needed. This is where a 

meta-position is valuable, as it allows the individual to view one‟s I-

positions from a distance. This allows for a usefully detached look 

at a given situation and provides an opportunity to discover that “I 

am this multi-voiced self, but I am also the part that is aware of the 

various parts”. In career learning this means that we are able to 

develop and express various perspectives and explore options 

without becoming „married‟ to any one of them from the outset. The 

integrative understanding gained through a meta-position is 

intended to lead us to action or at least the intention to act, while 

remaining aware of complexity and changeability of ourselves and 

our work environment. The „position‟ that is capable of taking 
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action, with the intention to give a developmental impetus to future 

I-positions, is called a promoter position. We assume that the 

development of the three kinds of positions (I-, meta-, and 

promoter positions) is central to the development of a multi-voiced 

career dialogue. 

 

We propose to combine the perspective of career construction 

through dialogue with the Dialogical Self Theory into a 

comprehensive model for the developing self in career learning. 

This will be illustrated in the context of competence-based 

education.  
 

 

 

 

3 Career learning in competence-based education  

Competence-based education is about “creating opportunities for 

students and workers, close to their world of experience in a 

meaningful learning environment (preferably professional practice) 

where the learner can develop integrated, performance-oriented 

capabilities for handling the core problems in practice” (Biemans et 

al., 2004, p. 530). This context seems full of potential to study 

career learning. The development of career stories is fostered by 

realistic experiences (Bailey, Hughes & Moore, 2004). In Dutch 

secondary vocational education (students age 16 - 20) such 

experiences are offered by means of internships in labour 

organizations. During these internships, students receive guidance 

from a mentor from school (usually a teacher) as well as from a 

mentor from practice (e.g. an experienced employee of the labour 
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organization in which the student works). Teacher, mentor and the 

student have at least two meetings to discuss the work 

experiences of the student: one at the beginning of the internship 

and one at the end. Based on the findings of Kuijpers, Meijers & 

Gundy (2010) about the learning environment for career 

competencies, we hypothesized that these „training‟ conversations 

offer the best possible opportunity for studying a career dialogue.  

 

A previous study of training conversations in Dutch secondary 

vocational education (Winters et al., 2009) showed that it is not the 

student who is at the heart of the conversation, but the curriculum 

and furthermore that mentors in school and from work placement 

talk mostly to (65%) and about (21%) students, and hardly ever 

with (9%) them. In this trialogue the students sit with their teacher 

and their mentor from practice, but this does not mean that they 

can take part in the conversation and direct it to their personal 

learning goals. Little opportunity is given to students to express 

what they think of their experiences in the work place, let alone 

that they can say what they have learned or want to learn from 

them. Training conversations are almost completely aimed at 

evaluation and on transferring expert opinions from teacher and 

mentor to the students (see also Mittendorff et al., 2008). Following 

this analysis of the training conversations, we embarked on a 

longitudinal study in which the training conversations of 32 

students – both at the start and at the end of their internships – 

were analyzed. In a quasi-experimental condition, teachers were 
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offered a career-oriented training between the first and last training 

conversation, intended to develop both their understanding of and 

skills in co-creating a true career dialogue with the students. This 

training was not provided to subjects in the control group.  

 

In the first study, reported in Winters et al. (2009), the training 

conversations were analysed by means of a framework with four 

general themes: formal characteristics (e.g. who is talking, who 

poses the questions?), content (is the conversation about school, 

occupation, the student or career?), form (e.g. aimed to give 

information to the student, to stimulate action or reflection, to 

motivate?) and relational components (f.i. talking to, with or about 

the student?). This model only partially registered the extent to 

which training conversations enable students to develop a career 

story. Therefore, we started to use an adjusted framework, based 

on the assumption that career stories can be developed when – in 

training conversations – the development of I-, meta- and promoter 

positions is fostered. We explore which I-positions are formulated 

in training conversations with special attention to the bandwidth 

that is allowed to I-positions and which of the I-positions have the 

quality of meta- and promoter positions. We are also interested to 

see which aspects of the learning environment are responsible for 

these forms of positioning.  
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4 Case study of career dialogues: analyses of training 
conversations  

 

Sample, background and selection  

For the present contribution, we have selected three cases to 

illustrate the potential to study the developing self in career 

learning based on training conversations. In order to explain our 

choice of the three cases, we need to provide some background 

information on the evolution of training conversations. During the 

analysis of the original training conversations in 2007/2008, the 

school was just starting to introduce the concept of competency-

based education. By 2009/2010, this led to the introduction of new 

policies and procedures for student guidance conversations. 

Based on our experience with these conversations, we can define 

at least three types of conversations in school practice.  

 

First, there are the traditional conversations where the school 

presents their demands and learning aims to students and where 

the contact with a mentor from practice serves to check whether 

the specific context of work allows the student to realize these 

aims. In this type of conversations, the student is (merely) required 

to listen to what especially teacher and mentor advise (=teacher-

dominant). Second, there are conversations where students can 

and must determine what is talked about. Much like the first type, 

these conversations are guided by strong directives, but in these 

conversations teacher and mentor understand their role as one of 
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no-interference: self-directiveness means that students must do it 

themselves (=student-directed). We consider these two types of 

conversations to be at opposite ends of a continuum; between 

them is a third conversation type, which combines the school‟s 

demands with the student‟s personal learning goals. We consider 

this conversation to be „dialogical‟: both parties are active 

participants in the exchange and a myriad of I-positions can be 

expressed. Additionally, it is a conversation where reflective (i.e. 

meta-positions) abilities can be developed as well as career 

shaping (i.e. promoter) competencies can be learned.  

 

To draw the most elaborate picture possible of what actually 

happens in training conversations from a career learning 

perspective, we have chosen three illustrative cases from within 

the department of Health Care - given the emphasis on students‟ 

personality in this sector. The following conversation fragments 

were chosen to illustrate how the different types of conversations 

affect a student‟s positioning towards a desired career.  

 

Conversation 1: teacher-dominant  

This anecdote comes from a first vocational training conversation 

(first contact between the teacher and the mentor from practice) for 

a student during this apprenticeship. She is a second year student 

from the department of Health Care and her workplace is a nursing 

home.  

(T = teacher, M = mentor in internship, S = student)  
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T1 Let‟s take a look at the personal learning goals that you have 

sent me. I summarized them a little. Your first learning goal is 

„understanding of disease presentation‟ (T starts writing).  

S1 Yes.  

T2 How is that going?  

S2 I haven‟t really worked on that yet.  

T3 Hm hm. Haven‟t worked on that yet.  

S3 No.  

T4 So this learning goal remains (T looks up again).  

S4 Yes.  

T5 Then, as your second learning goal, I summarized it as (reads 

notes) „dealing with the severely ill, mortality and with family‟.  

S5 Yes yes.  

T6 (silence)  

S6 When I just arrived here, two people had passed away. It was my 

first week here and … well, I hadn‟t connected yet. (T is writing 

again, occasionally says hmm hmm) And as for fatalities, we 

haven‟t really …  

T7 You haven‟t had any since?  

S7 No.  

T8 How about your contact with severely ill patients?  

S8 Uhm, yes, actually every day, right? (looks at M, who smiles)  

T9 (looks up) Yes. And how does that go? How do you feel about 

that?  

S9 Uhm, it‟s hard sometimes. There are times when I don‟t know 

what to say to them and how, well, what would be a good way to 

put things.  

T10 (starts writing) Hmm hmm. Do you mean the part about how to 

interact in those situations?  
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S10 Yes, I just don‟t know how to be supportive then. That to me is 

really difficult.  

S11 And that sort of goes back to the learning goal of making 

conversation with someone. I feel, well, I find that difficult to do.  

T11 Yes. Making conversation.  

T12 Can you talk about that with M?  

S12 I can (starts laughing, T looks up), but I haven‟t yet. But I could.  

T13 Or can you go to any of your supervisors or colleagues in your 

ward?  

S13 Yes, sometimes I tell them „I find this quite hard‟ or something, 

and then we talk about it. But the next time I find it just as hard. 

So… But I can talk about it.  

S14 I think I really have to do that for myself.  

T14 It has to find a place, for you?  

S15 Yes. I have to learn to do that.  

T16 (writes first, then without looking) And it is hard.  

T17 Especially if I consider, just briefly, your previous apprenticeship 

with „care at home‟. Seeing this work next, it really is quite a 

change.  

S17 Absolutely, totally different.  

T18 But anyway, you described it as a learning goal, so you can still 

work on it. (formulates the next learning goal)  

 

This conversation overall was organized in a relatively instrumental 

fashion, with the teacher playing a dominant role: the goal of the 

communication was to check the student's progress in learning 

goals (personal, but reformulated by the teacher) with no link to 

careers. In this fragment, we recognize a significant experience 
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(S6, clients dying in the student's first week) and subsequently the 

formulation of an I-position (S10, the student finds it difficult to be 

supportive towards clients who are ill) following the teacher's 

inquiry about the student's feelings. The teacher goes on to talk to 

the student and does not elaborate on the other apprenticeship 

(T17) to contrast experiences (in order to take a meta-position) or 

networking as a possible action (resulting from a promoter 

position). The responsibility for re-positioning (to actually do 

something with what was said) is passed from the mentor(s) to the 

student, but in an implicit manner: there is no verbal agreement 

and it remains unclear whether the student is actually conscious of 

(or up to) the task.  

 

Conversation 2: student-directed  

The following fragment is from a first training conversation (first 

contact between the teacher and the mentor from practice) during 

an apprenticeship. The student is a first year student of the 

department of Health Care and his workplace is an activity centre 

for people with a mental disability.  

 

T1 You wanted to work with people with a mental disability. How do 

you like that, now that you‟re doing it?  

S1 Uhm well, I like it, but then again I have quite frequent contact 

with people with a mental disability (T: yes). So for me, it wasn‟t 

really new.  

T2 But the actual working with them, you like it?  
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S2 Uhm, yes. I just think, the variety in also working with the elderly, 

that‟s actually something that appeals to me. Working with the 

elderly (T: ok). Because I find it very interesting to hear their 

stories.  

M3 That‟s a good one, to me that‟s a really good one. The thing with 

most youngsters is that when it comes to the elderly (makes a 

waving gesture), they aren‟t really interested. They want to work 

with little kids (T: yes) and teenagers and (T: yes yes). But to turn 

that around and appreciate the stories; that‟s really important in 

guidance. What I mean to say, these people get older and when 

they talk about their father and mother you might think „how long 

has he/she been dead, for 50 years now?‟. But these stories are 

still their stories (T: yes), and these stories remain important (T: 

yes), whether it was just now or many, many years ago. And 

clients may tell them time and time again. And the fact that you 

are someone who wants to listen… Well, to me that makes you 

an invaluable colleague.  

T3 And you seem to like it.  

S3 I do, I think it‟s interesting to hear these things.  

S4 It‟s just that here …, well, for example I work with John and he 

doesn‟t articulate very well (T & M: yes). So it is sometimes hard 

to understand him, and especially for me because he uses these 

words … (T: that make you think: what do you mean). [anecdote] 

And even when it‟s stuff I usually dislike, when I do it with him, I 

really enjoy it.  

M5 And so does John.  

S5 Yes, exactly. And meanwhile, he feels like „let me show him‟. (T: 

nice) So that‟s when I like it too.  
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T6 So if I summarize: you say that it‟s the diversity of this client 

group that makes it fun for you, as well as the experience you get 

here working with the elderly.  

S6 Yes. But still, for example in people with a mental disability, … 

[anecdotes to illustrate that he wants to learn how to 

communicate with this client group]  

 

There were no explicit assignments or learning goals directing this 

conversation, just the teacher's invitation to talk about what was 

important to the student. In this fragment, this resulted in the 

teacher trying to find a balance between what the student was 

actually saying (route to action without reflection: how to get better 

at communicating with clients with a mental disability) and what 

both she (from the perspective of reformulating experiences into 

learning goals, e.g. T6) and the mentor from practice (from the 

perspective of her own I-position, e.g. M3) thought was important. 

The student articulates two different I-positions (S2/3 and S5), but 

is not prepared to stand still and actually look at them [a first step 

to construct a meta-position]. The conversation progresses as an 

ongoing search for a mutual focus, not resulting in repositioning.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conversation 3: dialogical  

The following anecdote comes from a first training conversation 

(first contact between the teacher and the mentor from practice) 

during the student‟s apprenticeship. She is a second year student 

of the department of Health Care and her workplace is a nursing 

home for clients with dementia. The teacher had been involved in a 
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two year development trajectory in which she made 

recommendations for and was trained in how to make training 

conversations more career-oriented.  

 

T1 From what I hear, you are someone who pays attention to who is 

in front of you and how you can best respond to that specific 

client, and you‟re conscious of the fact that every client is different 

in that respect.  

S1 Yes, I noticed that. [the student relates an anecdote that 

illustrates this] I noticed that, yes.  

T2 I feel that‟s a positive thing, because it means that – in what you 

do – you‟re always thinking about the other. It‟s not your situation 

that‟s the starting point, but the client‟s and what he/she needs at 

that moment.  

S2 I actually experienced this myself. [anecdote that illustrates this]  

T3 (laughing) So that experience made you think „I‟ll never do that 

again‟. (S: no) Well, that‟s learning too. And actually, you just 

named a really positive trait.  

T4 If you compare it with your previous apprenticeship, do you notice 

that you have grown here?  

S4 Yes, in that other place it was more about learning basic care. 

Communication with the people there was not really necessary, 

because they had each other (T: yes) and family, and people that 

lived there communicated more with each other (T: yes). And 

now here, clients here do communicate of course, but not in the 

same way (T: yes). You really learn to deal with people here (T: 

yes).  
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T5 It seems to me that you need to rely much more on all your 

senses here (S: yes), it‟s not just making conversations the way 

we do now …  

S5 No, like there was this lady… [anecdote that illustrates this]  

T6 If you look at your development, do you think there‟s anything 

you can take with you to your next apprenticeship?  

S6 For the next, if I can go to a hospital next year for example, and 

there‟s a client with dementia and in the hospital they don‟t know 

what to do with her, then I know what to do (T: yes). Because I 

learned that in this apprenticeship (T: yes yes). [S tells another 

anecdote about a skill she learned in a previous apprenticeship 

and that she could use in the present work context.]  

T7 What I find especially positive about the way you talk about your 

learning, is that it‟s a very conscious process. You have shown 

here and there, and in the way you tell this now, that you can 

disassociate from yourself and look at yourself and think „I should 

do that this way‟ or „I did it like that last year, so now I will try it 

this way‟. Do you recognize that?  

M7 Yes, absolutely (T: yes). I have to say it‟s typical for the student. 

Yes.  

T8 You have a very natural talent for reflection. (M: yes) That‟s a real 

quality, I think. I‟ve told you this before (S: yes). I‟ve also noticed 

that this enables you to take new steps in your learning process 

and – as a matter of fact – you can now reflect on how you can 

use what you learned here for your next apprenticeship.  

S8 Yes, I haven‟t really given it much thought, it just goes like this.  

 

In this conversation a lot of effort was made to make sure the 

school‟s agenda could support the progress of the student. In this 
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fragment, the teacher quite literally takes time for the student to 

understand and become conscious of each step in her reflection 

(with the student admitting that this is new to her). The student 

talks about her experiences (e.g. S4 + anecdotes in S1, S2, S5) 

and compares different experiences from a meta-point of view, and 

it is the teacher who structures this fragment and puts words to 

what‟s relevant (e.g. formulates an I-position in T1). We chose this 

fragment because it is a unique example of a teacher articulating 

the repositioning steps without being aware of the framework (the 

model was not part of the training as described earlier): in T7/8 the 

teacher formulates this student‟s ability to go from I-positions to 

meta positions (verbalized in T4 and T6) and then (in T8) to a 

promoter position that serves to integrate the previous I-positions 

and to stimulate their future development. This promoter position is 

endorsed by the student while the teacher is phrasing it (T8) and 

later when the student expresses the need for more attention to 

this position (S8).  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 Discussion  

Successful career development increasingly depends on an 

individual‟s ability for self- determination in and of his/her career. 

This ability, according to Savickas (2005), is based on the 

presence of career stories that must be developed in a dialogue. In 

a first study of training conversations in Dutch vocational 

education, we used a framework based on formal characteristics, 

content, form and relational components. This enabled us to 
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conclude that these conversations are not actual dialogues, 

because teacher and mentor were mostly talking to and about the 

student. But because the framework didn‟t include a qualitative 

construct for dialogue development, it remained unclear whether in 

the training conversations there were chances to realize the 

potential of developing career stories and – if so – how these 

chances could be better utilized. Including elements of the 

Dialogical Self Theory in our framework seemed like an 

appropriate solution to this problem: we hypothesized that the 

mechanism through which a dialogue contributes to the 

construction of career stories is via the development of I-, meta- 

and promoter positions, so we included this as a theme in the 

framework.  

 

The biggest challenge is that the ideal sequence of a student going 

from I-position to I-positions (i.e. broadening of the bandwidth) to a 

meta position to a promoter position, is a theoretical notion that 

requires a dialogical learning environment. In reality, the culture of 

schools and thus of training conversations is still very monological 

– this is largely due to the fact that the transmission of so-called 

undisputed knowledge is the pivot around which everything turns in 

education as we know it (Gatto, 2009). Research shows that in 

vocational education nowadays teachers, mentors and students 

are reluctant to engage in (career) reflection (Meijers, 2008; 

Kuijpers, Meijers and Gundy, 2010) and the examples in this paper 

illustrate that a career dialogue, where an I-position is broadened 
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and eventually evolves into a meta- and promoter position, is 

actually possible but difficult to realize in the current educational 

climate.  

 

An analysis based on Dialogical Self Theory does show where 

there may be opportunities for teachers and mentors from practice 

to make use of a broader range of possibilities in the career 

dialogue. It also shows what kinds of issues those entering the 

conversation encounter when they are working in an environment 

with a „monological‟ tradition. In general, when confronted with a 

problem or uncertainty, students and mentors are motivated to find 

a quick solution (Gladwell, 2006). Reflection, by definition, slows 

them down (Willingham, 2009). The primary goal of students and 

mentors in training conversations is not the development of the 

student‟s self, but rather seeing his/her efforts rewarded with a 

diploma; and the most effective way to do this is by making 

guidance conversations impersonal and instrumental. Students do 

not seem to participate in a career dialogue willingly; they are 

barely motivated to participate in reflective activities about their 

careers when these are prescribed as part of the curriculum (Law, 

Meijers & Wijers, 2002, Mittendorff, 2010). Guidance in general still 

aims to be rational (i.e. non-emotional) and logically consistent. 

Transformation of the self asks for a different process, one that 

allows for uncertainty (e.g. realizing that different I-positions are 

not in agreement) and working with emotions (both positive and 

negative) in order to create or arrive at a dialogical shift (Hermans 
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and DiMaggio, 2007). These kinds of conversations are by no 

means easy and require both specific competences by those 

involved in the training conversations (especially teachers and 

mentors from practice) and an institutional environment that values 

the processing of emotions and respect for the time and attention 

this requires.  

 

Conversations in which students are invited to develop I-, meta- 

and promoter positions ask more of the teacher than 

conversational „techniques‟ do. In the first place, teachers and 

mentors need an appropriated vision on learning and education, 

embedded in specific competencies to engage students in 

reflective career dialogues (Willingham, 2009, p.147ff). It is likely 

that teachers and mentors lack these skills because they have little 

experience in having conversations with students, and with career 

conversations in particular. Besides knowledge about how the 

minds of their students work, the teacher and the mentor from the 

workplace must be genuinely interested in the student‟s 

development and keep in mind that each student is a transforming 

polyphonic self with both thoughts and emotions. A teacher can 

only invite the student to bring this out in an atmosphere that offers 

the student both structure and space – each in the right proportion. 

By asking specific and open-ended questions, but also by 

summarizing and tentatively interpreting a student‟s reply, makes it 

possible for students to act. Students appreciate this so-called 

“helping behaviour” (Zijlstra & Meijers, 2006), although teachers 
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must be careful not to provide hasty interpretations or to draw 

premature conclusions. The teacher must not only allow a student 

to tell his or her „first story‟ in response to a challenge or boundary 

experience, but must invite the student to widen and deepen this 

story and turn it into an energising second story (Lengelle & 

Meijers, 2009).  

 

Teachers find this deepening conversation and further 

development of the student‟s career story difficult (Wijers & 

Meijers, 2009). Even after being trained in this area and focusing 

on getting “I-positions” above board, they are not, as yet, able to 

help students in developing meta- and promoter positions. In order 

for this to happen, a more thorough mentor training is essential, 

which would focus on how to become effective and efficient in 

coaching students in the development of their careers and career 

identities. However, training individual teachers will probably be 

insufficient to formulate and develop students‟ career stories. As 

schools do not have the space – institutionally, nor culturally – to 

organize career conversations, teachers would need to learn 

collectively. Their starting point would be to look at actual practical 

problems and to engage in a group dialogue about those (Fenwick, 

2008; Garavan & McCarthy, 2008; Rowe, 2008). Such a dialogue 

does not, by definition or in the first place seek consensus, but 

assumes pluralism and even conflict (Chiva, Alegre & Lapiedra, 

2007). In other words, a dialogue is needed where teachers also 

have the opportunity to formulate I-positions, broaden the 
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bandwidth of those positions and ultimately transform them into 

meta- and promoter positions.  
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The narrative quality of career conversations in vocational education 

 

Due to the individualisation of society and the rise of a service 

economy, youngsters have to develop a career identity. In this 

article we explore to what extent (career) guidance conversations 

in vocational education enable the development of a career 

identity. Using core concepts of Dialogical Self Theory we 

understand identity development in terms of positioning: as a 

dynamic process from I-positions to a meta-position and 

subsequently to a promoter-position. We want to know what 

happens when in a conversation an I-position is formulated. Based 

on 30 guidance conversations between student, teacher and/or 

workplace mentor four different interventions of teachers and/or 

mentors are distinguished: ignoring the I-position, re-positioning by 

talking on behalf of the student, broadening the I-position without 

conclusion, and dialogue resulting in the formulation of a promoter-

position. The results show that Dialogical Self Theory can support 

teachers and mentors in broadening their positioning repertoire to 

improve the narrative quality of their guidance conversations with 

students. 

 

 

1 Introduction 

Nowadays the future of the majority of youngsters is very 

uncertain. „Grand narratives‟, that gave identity and direction in life, 
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have disappeared leaving youngsters (and many adults) with the 

challenge to give meaning to their lives themselves. Careers do 

not develop within clear boundaries anymore and are, therefore, to 

a large extent unpredictable. At the same time, however, 

youngsters are expected to be intrinsically motivated when they 

enter the labour market, because the personalities of employees in 

a service economy are becoming an increasingly important 

production factor (Sennett, 1998). In order to deal with the effects 

of the individualisation of society, the emergence of an 

unpredictable career and the growing emotionalisation of work, 

youngsters have to develop a career identity (Savickas et al., 

2009). Career identity can be defined as a story told by a person, 

expressing his/her life theme(s) and the way (s)he identifies 

her/himself based on these life theme(s) with a specific occupation 

or career (Ashforth, Harrison & Corley, 2008). Life themes provide 

the unity in life (hi)stories and can be viewed as “an existing and 

enduring orientation that guides interpretation and action” 

(Cochran, 1997, p.60). A career story helps a person to define who 

one is and how one should act in the changing career context, by 

giving meaning and direction (Wijers & Meijers, 1996).  

In a rapidly changing society career stories, that help youngsters to 

find their way on the labour market and in society effectively, 

cannot be transferred from one generation to another. Central to 

our argument is that career stories – and a career identity that is 

based on these stories - can only be developed when its episodes 

are tested by reality constantly and the only way to do so is by 
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telling the story to relevant others. As Bakhtin (1981, p.345) puts it 

succinctly: “the internally persuasive word is half-ours and half-

someone else‟s”. From this point of view identity is actually a kind 

of “polyphonic novel”: a combination of various voices embodied in 

one person (Hermans & Kempen, 1993). “As different voices these 

characters exchange information about their respective Me‟s and 

their world, resulting in a complex, narratively structured self” 

(Hermans, Kempen, & Van Loon, 1992, p. 28-29). Identity, 

therefore, is not static but inherently transformed by the exchanges 

amongst I-positions (the internal dialogue with ourselves) or with 

other individuals (the external dialogue). It is noteworthy that the 

internal and external dialogue are only separate in the way we 

conceptualize them; in practice, they inform each other in an 

ongoing way – they are in fact merged. People are motivated to 

engage in an internal and an external dialogue because each 

dialogue satisfies one of two core human needs: a “sense of 

autonomy and control” and "being part of a wider community”. To 

be happy we must feel in balance with ourselves and be 

connected with others. A career identity therefore is co-

constructed, socially situated, and performed in interactions. 

According to Hermans and Hermans-Konopka (2010) this co-

construction is a practice of positioning, whereby „master 

narratives‟ (Davies & Harré, 1990) and discourses – as LaPointe 

(2010, p.2) puts it - “position individuals and construct their 

identities in the interaction between narrator and audience. (…) 

Positioning refers to the process through which people can adopt, 
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resist and offer the subject positions made available in discourses 

and master narratives”. 

Identity development is co-constructing a new story about (parts 

of) the self from the existing story. From the perspective of 

Dialogical Self Theory, the trajectory from an old to a new story 

ideally starts with the formulation of an I-position, the subsequent 

broadening of this I-position by means of a dialogue to other 

relevant I-positions, and runs, via consecutive dialogical shifts, 

from these I-positions to a meta-position and from this meta-

position to the formulation of a promoter-position (Hermans & 

Hermans-Konopka, 2010; Winters, Meijers, Lengelle & Baert, 

2011). By inviting “I” positions, we mean that an individual is asked 

to enter the dialogue in a multi-voiced way – life experiences may 

even be discussed in ambiguous and contradictory ways. Then a 

meta-position becomes valuable; it allows the individual to look at 

one‟s I-positions from a distance. This allows a usefully detached 

overview of a situation. In career learning this means that students 

develop and express various perspectives without becoming 

„married‟ to them from the outset. The integrative understanding 

gained through a meta-position is intended to lead to action or at 

least the intention to act with respect for the complexity or 

changeability of the work environment. The „position‟ that is 

capable of such action, is called a promoter position. A promoter 

position is introduced as a new position by a significant other or 

oneself and allows the integration of other I-positions in such a 

way that the individual is enabled and/or stimulated to make a 
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choice or take an action. Powerful promoter positions are able to 

integrate positive and negative feelings. Promoter positions, going 

beyond the spur of the moment, “have a certain extension over 

time and, as innovative and integrative energies, they facilitate and 

stimulate the development of the self” (Hermans & Hermans-

Konopka, 2010, p.234).  

 

 

2 Research aim and questions 

In modern societies schools offer - for a variety of reasons (e.g. the 

institutionalisation of youth as a life phase and the unpredictability 

of careers) - the best opportunity for a career dialogue. It proves to 

be extremely difficult, however, to realize a dialogical career 

approach in schools  (Kuijpers, Meijers & Gundy, 2011; Kuijpers & 

Meijers, 2011). Schools rarely offer room for students‟ narratives to 

be developed or expressed (Winters et al., 2009). Educational 

culture is monological and focused on control by means of tests 

(Nichols & Berliner, 2007) – as a result most teachers are very 

uncertain about their abilities to help students in developing a 

career narrative. It is important to acknowledge that teachers feel 

uncertain in this area because the effectiveness of a dialogical 

career approach largely depends – as in all forms of counselling 

(Wampold, 2001; Cooper, 2008) – on the trust the counsellor has 

in the chosen approach. Existing narrative career counselling 

approaches do not decrease the uncertainty teachers have 

because these approaches are vague about the learning 
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processes which are at the foundation of the development of a 

career story. They tend to see identity as self-contained (Cochran, 

1997; Savickas, 2010), they focus on reflective abilities as the key 

factor for identity development while neglecting modern brain 

research that stresses the importance of intuitions and emotions 

(LaPointe, 2010), or they assume that experiential learning 

automatically results in a better intuition and better insight into the 

self and thus in better career decision making (Krieshok et al., 

2009). Therefore, they cannot explain nor concretise the crucial 

role of a „positioning dialogue‟ in the development of a career 

identity.  

In this article we explore to what degree (career) guidance 

conversations in vocational education enable the development of a 

career identity among students. We are interested to see whether 

student (career) guidance conversations have a „narrative quality„, 

i.e. give the student room to position him/herself by inviting I- and 

meta-positions and by introducing promoter positions, and whether 

this in turn can inspire a concretisation of narrative career 

counselling approaches – including practical recommendations for 

teachers in their (new!) role as career counsellor. We conducted 

an explorative study of 30 guidance conversations to answer the 

central research question: 

'What happens when in a conversation between a 

teacher/mentor and a student an I-position is formulated by 

the student, the teacher or the mentor from the workplace 
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regarding the student and how does this relate to the 

narrative quality of the conversation?' 

 

More specifically, we will examine the following questions: 

- How often during a conversation does positioning of the 

student occur? 

- Who does the positioning? 

- Who responds to the positioning? 

- What is the quality of this response to student 

positioning?   
 

 

3 Method 

We analysed 30 student guidance conversations: 10 conversations 

between teachers and 15-year old students in prevocational 

education („prevocational group‟), 10 conversations between 

teachers, workplace mentors and 18-19 year old students in 

secondary vocational education („secondary vocational group‟) and 

10 conversations between workplace mentors and 18-19 year old 

students in secondary vocational education („workplace group‟). 

Besides the student‟s age and his/her partner(s) in the 

conversation, the three contexts differ significantly from a cultural 

perspective (Geurts & Meijers, 2009), and offer therefore different 

opportunities for positioning. Pre-vocational education 

predominantly attracts students from social groups with little 

economic, school and cultural capital, explaining the culture of 

carefulness (i.e. much attention for the well-being of each 
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individual student). This culture is probably positive for inviting and 

broadening of I-positions. Contrary to this „warm‟ culture, 

secondary vocational education is traditionally characterised by a 

business-like culture with very little personal attention for students. 

It is a culture that probably is not positive for the „narrative quality‟ 

of (career) conversations. Like secondary vocational education the 

workplace has a business-like culture as well, but it values 

personal achievements as a requisite for collective achievements. 

This culture probably favours the development of promoter 

positions.  

 

The majority of the students and of the teachers/mentors is female; 

18 students are from the department of health care, 8 from 

technical studies and 4 from economics. The conversations took 

place in the location where students did their placement, with the 

exception of pre-vocational education students who had the 

conversations in school. We filmed the conversations in pre-

vocational and secondary vocational education as part of a 

broader project in which the teachers later received training to help 

them organise their guidance conversations in a more career-

oriented manner. To get a more nuanced and complete picture we 

additionally filmed 10 randomly selected conversations between 

students from secondary vocational education and their mentor 

from placement. All 30 conversations focused on the student‟s 

placement experience. One of the researchers contacted the 

teachers and mentors (via e-mail and/or telephone) in advance to 
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explain the study; the teachers and mentors in turn asked for the 

student‟s permission to record their conversation. Before the start 

of each conversation, the study was explained again and then 

formalised by requesting informed consent. All of the participants 

gave their permission to record and analyse the conversations. 

 

We built on Winters et al. (2009) who showed that in guidance 

conversations in secondary vocational education with both 

teachers and mentors from placement and students, the teachers 

talk the most and they are the ones that determine what the 

conversation is about. On a content level the driving force behind 

this seems to be the academic agenda (i.e. mostly about 

education, fewer about the profession and the student‟s career and 

least about the student‟s personal life). On a form level this 

translates into a relative dominance of the help-oriented 

component (information & appreciation) over the career-oriented 

component (stimulating reflection and action). On the relational 

level teachers and mentors from placement talk mostly about and 

against students, but hardly ever with them. The extent to which 

guidance conversations enable students to develop a career story, 

however, remained unclear. Based on the assumption that career 

stories can be developed when – in guidance conversations – the 

development of I-, meta- and promoter positions is fostered, we 

focus in the analysis on positioning (i.e. is an I-, a meta- or a 

promoter position formulated and by whom?) and the reactions to 

this positioning (who reacts and description of the reaction). We 
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adjusted the codebook from the study of Winters et al. (2009) to 

include I-position (any positioning of the student, e.g. I like to help 

clients), meta-position (the formulation of underlying abstraction in 

relation to one or more I-positions, e.g. helping people has always 

been important to me) and promoter position (the formulation of an 

action in relation to one or more I-positions, e.g. I want to find out if 

employees feel the same way I do about helping people) and a 

blank space to describe the reaction to this positioning. In order to 

establish reliability three researchers analysed a minimum of two 

randomly selected conversations and the results were discussed 

until consensus was achieved. 
 

 

4 Results 

The average conversations in the three contexts have different 

lengths. For the prevocational group the average length of a 

conversation was 7 minutes (ranging between 5 and 11 minutes); 

for the workplace group the average length of a conversation was 

23 minutes (ranging from 12 to 48 minutes) and for the secondary 

vocational group – with conversations between teacher, mentor 

and student – the average length of a conversation was 40 

minutes (ranging between 27 and 67 minutes). We will answer the 

questions formulated above by presenting the mean results for the 

conversations as a whole, and for each of the three contexts 

separately   (because I-, meta- and promoter positions may be 

valued differently due to the cultural differences between the 

contexts). 
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Question 1: How often does positioning occur? 
 

The results with respect to the question “How often during a 

conversation does positioning of the student occur by the students 

themselves, by a teacher or by a mentor from workplace?”  are 

illustrated in table 1. Positioning occurs in each of the three 

contexts. In an average  prevocational group conversation an I-

position is formulated 4,5 times (about 1 every 2 minutes), 6,5 

times in a workplace group conversation (1 every 4 minutes) and 6 

times in secondary vocational group conversations (1 every 7 

minutes). Earlier we defined a promoter position as a newly 

introduced position, that  allows the integration of other I-positions 

in such a way that the individual is enabled and/or stimulated to 

make a choice or take an action. According to this definition not a 

single one promoter position was formulated in the 30 

conversations. Even when we redefined a promoter position as the 

formulation of a concrete action in relation to an I-position, only a 

few promoter positions are formulated. With regard to meta-

positions the average is 1 for pre-vocational education, 2,5 for the 

workplace and 0,5 for secondary vocational education group per 

conversation. With regard to promoter-positions the average is 0,5 

for pre-vocational education, 1 for the workplace and less than 0,5 

for secondary vocational education group per average 

conversation. This is in line with Dialogical Self Theory, that 

defines a meta- and a promoter position as higher order integration 

of different I-positions. Dialogical Self Theory does not suggest 

how these numbers ideally relate, but it is clear that a broader 
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base of I-positions is necessary to formulate a meta- or promoter 

position. From an educational point of view an average of 1 meta-

position and 0,5 promoter position per average conversation is 

low, because the majority of these students has – as we know 

from other research (Meijers & Kuijpers, 2009) – not even a 

beginning of a career identity.   

  

Table 1. Number of student positions formulated in an average 

conversation, split for the 3 contexts 

 

 

We conclude that positioning indeed occurs in student guidance 

conversations, though we mostly find I-positions and very few 

meta- and promoter positions. 
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Question 2 and 3: Who does the positioning and who responds to 

the positioning? 
 

The results for the question “Who does the positioning?” 

systematically point to the student. For the three contexts and 

each of the different positions, the percentage of positions 

formulated by the student is over (or equal to) 80%, with the 

exception of meta-positions in secondary vocational education 

(happened twice – out of six in total – by the teacher). For the 

question “Who responds to the positioning?”, the reactions almost 

exclusively come from the teacher and/or mentor. The only 

exceptions here are three student reactions in conversations in the 

workplace and six student reactions in conversations in secondary 

vocational education. We conclude that it is mostly the student 

who does the positioning and almost exclusively the teacher 

and/or mentor from placement who responds to the positioning. 

 

Question 4: What is the quality of the response to student 

positioning? 

For the question “What is the response to student positioning?”, 

we analyzed the quality of the responses and – based on a 

grounded theory approach – found four different interventions: 

ignoring the I-position (ignoring), re-positioning by talking on behalf 

of the student (re-positioning), broadening the I-position without 

conclusion (broadening), and dialogue in the direction of the 

formulation of a promoter-position (promoting). First we describe 
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each intervention in a few words and illustrate each intervention 

using actual transcripts from the conversations (S = student, T = 

teacher and M = mentor from placement). After that, we discuss 

the number of interventions used to respond to student positioning 

in an average conversation. 

 

1. Ignoring the positioning 

Characteristic for this intervention is that when an I-position is 

expressed (and this is mostly done by the student, see above), it is 

ignored (almost exclusively by the teacher or mentor, as we know 

from question 3). In the example of this intervention shown below, 

the student formulates an I-position in S2, that is completely 

ignored by the teacher in T3. 

T1 You‟re excited about your placement? 

S1 Yes, it will be fun. Though I first had something else in mind, (names it). 

T2 And you couldn‟t do that or didn‟t want to? 

S2 I don‟t like working with old people. 

T3 But you are excited about this placement … 

 

2. Re-positioning by talking on behalf of the student 

Characteristic for the intervention of repositioning is that a teacher 

or mentor does respond to student positioning, but does not 

appreciate the I-position in its own right: no effort is made to 

broaden the formulated I-position, nor to connect this position to 

other I-positions in order to develop a meta-position, nor to 

integrate the I-position into a promoter position. Instead, the 
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teacher or mentor only reformulates the I-position brought in by the 

student. This is often done, as the fragment below illustrates, to 

make the conversation less complex. The student formulates a 

problematic I-position in S3, the teacher reformulates in T3 

proposing a slightly different I-position thereby “solving” the 

problem by making this position dominant. 

 
S1 We did that at the start, dissection of the rat. 

T1 That‟s a first for you, isn‟t it? 

S2 To do that myself, yes … 

M2 From the moment it was dead, of course. 

T2 Of course, of course. But you have never done things like that in school. 

S3 No. It was kind of hard, at first, that he had to die. He had to, of course 

… 

T3 Okay, but once it‟s dead, things get really interesting. You get used to it, 

especially you. 

 

More than in the intervention of ignoring, repositioning does imply 

a reaction to student positioning, though this reaction is non-

dialogical and often done to relieve complexity. 

 

3. Broadening I-positions, but without a conclusion 
 

Characteristic for this intervention is that a teacher or mentor tries 

to broaden the student I-position and tries to connect this position 

to other I-positions in order to develop a meta-position. This 

positioning does not, however, lead to integration of I-positions. In 

this fragment the teacher helps the student to come from a vague 

feeling expressed in S2 to the formulation of an I-position in S3. 
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The teacher then broadens the student‟s positioning to include her 

placement experience, overcoming potential conflict by 

considering it from a meta-level in T5. 
 

S1 (talking about experience in placement, setting boundaries with young 

children) At first I didn‟t, but now I do. 

T1 Why is that, that you didn‟t do it before and now you do? 

S2 I don‟t know. I think, I felt … I don‟t know how to say this. I found it hard, 

at first … to do something I didn‟t really want to do. 

T2 But why, why didn‟t you want to? 

S3 I guess because I wanted the children to like me. 

T3 You‟re scared you can no longer be the nice teacher? 

S4 I guess so, yes (smiling). See I know I can‟t be the nice teacher all the 

time, but still… It‟s hard for me. 

T4 So how is that now that you do say something about it? Are you still the 

nice teacher? 

S5 You know, I didn‟t notice that the children like me less. So I can do this. 

And I know it‟s more clear to children. 

T5 So you can and children need it, knowing when they do good but also 

when they do bad. [at the mentor] Do you see student‟s development in 

this? 

 

The teacher here changes the subject after her formulation of the 

abstraction (“so you can” in T5), but doesn‟t come to a shared 

conclusion. Although more dialogical, the intervention of 

broadening does not lead to an integration of I-positions. 

 

4. Dialogue in the direction of a promoter position 
 

Characteristic for this intervention is that, supplementary to the 

third intervention, positioning does lead to integration in the 
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formulation of a promoter-position. In this illustration, the teacher 

helps the student to formulate an I-position in S2 and to explore 

(broaden) it in S3 and S4. The teacher then summarises from a 

meta-level in T6 and challenges the student to formulate where to 

go from here.  
 

T1 (referring to a previous conversation) We talked about keeping a diary, 

did you do that? 

S1 No. 

T2 So what is it that‟s holding you back? 

S2 I think, I think, in itself … I actually would like to know how people see 

me, but to have to ask for it … 

(at this point, the teacher makes several suggestions, e.g. to plan it in a weekly 

team meeting) 

S3 It‟s just me, „cause I know I can ask anyone about this, but … Oh I don‟t 

know, sitting here talking about it I think “that‟s just stupid”. 

T3 And a pity. It‟s holding you back. And by talking about it, people know 

this and might even be able to help you. 

M3 And what‟s more, we as mentors would see that you are working on this 

and how you are doing it. That enables us to support you in that, but also 

when we see that you are well prepared and do well, we trust you to be 

more independent next time. We can learn to trust you in this job. 

T4 What does this information do to you? 

S4 She‟s right. I shouldn‟t be such a chicken, but just ask. 

T5 What do you think about being able to work more independently, do you 

like that? 

S5 I do! (student talks about experience in placement, washing people)   

T6 So in doing this, you can grow to work more independently and that 

makes you feel good. I wonder what it is that can help you with this, 

„cause you say you know this and yet you hold back. Is there anything 

you want me to do, or your mentor? 

S6 I don‟t know, I have to work on this. 
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 Comparing this fragment to the fragment in 3, we notice that the 

teacher takes more time to “fine-tune” with the student and 

come to actual shared meaning. From this basis, she 

invites the student to express in concrete terms what her 

next steps will be. The intervention of promoting thereby 

integrates a new position and concludes with an (intention 

for) action through dialogue. 
 

Table 2. Number of interventions used to respond to positioning in 

an average conversation, split for the three contexts 

 

Table 2 shows that the three studied contexts show strong 

similarities when it comes to using interventions “ignoring” and 

“promoting”. In an average conversation a formulated position is 

ignored twice (to 2,5 times for the workplace and secondary 

vocational group), while per conversation an I-position less than 

once (0,5 times for the prevocational and secondary vocational 
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group) stimulates a dialogue resulting in the formulation of a 

promoter-position. The intervention “re-positioning” happens twice 

per average conversation (once per conversation in the  

prevocational group and three times per conversation in the 

workplace and secondary vocational group). When it comes to 

“promoting” as an intervention, an average conversation shows 

this dynamic twice (the  workplace group stands out with a 

average of 3,5 times per conversation as compared to the 

prevocational  and secondary vocational groups). 

 

 

Taking back to our original research question “What happens 

when in a conversation between a teacher/mentor and a student 

an I-position is formulated regarding the student and how does this 

relate to the narrative quality of the conversation”, we can now 

conclude that positioning does occur. It is done by the students 

themselves, to which the teacher/mentor responds most with non-

dialogical interventions (ignoring and re-positioning). The narrative 

quality is found in the interventions of broadening and promoting. 

In an average placement conversation this hardly happens (see 

also Winters et al., 2009). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 Discussion 

More and more it becomes important for youngsters to develop a 

career identity, i.e. a story that helps to define who one is and how 

one should act in a changing career context. Research has shown 

the crucial role of the dialogue about the personal and societal 



 

C
H

A
P

TE
R

 6
 

 225

 

meaning of work as a key to the development of a career identity 

(Kuijpers & Meijers, 2011; Kuijpers, Meijers & Gundy, 2011), yet 

existing narrative career theories cannot explain this role. Building 

on Dialogical Self Theory, we understand the development of a 

career identity in terms of positioning; as a dynamic process from 

I-positions to a meta-position and subsequently to a promoter-

position. We assume that the process of positioning is crucial for 

the narrative quality of student guidance conversations. In the 

present study, we have explored this quality in three culturally 

different contexts within vocational education.  

Results show that the average conversation has potential 

regarding the construction of a career identity. Positioning does 

happen, mainly by students themselves. In prevocational 

education more I-positions are formulated than in secondary 

vocational education and more than in the workplace, probably 

due to the existing culture of carefulness (i.e. much attention for 

the well-being of each individual student). In the workplace more 

meta- and promoter positions are formulated than in both other 

contexts, probably due to a business-like culture in which every 

individual is held responsible for the success of the group. In 

secondary vocational education the conversations are longest, but 

they offer fewer room for positioning than the less standardised 

and short inquiries in pre-vocational education about how the 

student‟s placement went. This is probably due to the fact that 

65% of all students in secondary vocational education enter the 

labour market immediately after completing their study. Therefore, 
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the quality of secondary vocational education is under close 

surveillance of the Department of Education, employers and 

politicians, forcing schools to use standardised evaluative 

procedures which leave little room for the narratives of both 

students and teachers (for the same tendency in the USA, see 

Nichols & Berliner, 2007). In none of the contexts studied a 

dialogue dominates: when a student positions him/herself, teacher 

and mentor interventions mostly are not directed to stimulate the 

broadening of I-positions, let alone to the formulation of meta- and 

promoter positions. 

Despite these results, our research may be helpful for both 

understanding and improving career learning and career guidance 

in schools. Firstly, because our theoretical model concretises the 

development of a career identity as a process of positioning. 

Secondly, because the results show the different interventions 

teachers and mentors use in reaction to the positioning of the 

student. We suggest incorporating our application of Dialogical 

Self Theory into teacher training to raise awareness about more 

dialogical reaction interventions to achieve a broadening of 

students‟ positions and stimulate them to develop the capacity to 

reflect on themselves (meta-positions) and to find ways for their 

future development (promoter positions). 

A follow-up study should include the teacher/mentor‟s personal 

positioning, rather than choosing for mere positioning of the 

student as we did in our design.  Looking at the research data of 
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Kuijpers et al. (2011), Winters et al. (2009) and this study, it 

becomes clear that helping students to develop a career story is 

not a matter of giving the right tips or explanations, but of working 

with students to identify the right words and concepts, including 

their emotional significance. Doing so is what enables students to 

express the emotional impact of their experiences (while we found 

that teachers/mentors did no further exploration of students‟ 

feelings or emotions). In order to foster the (career) learning 

process teachers should be encouraged to share their own life 

experiences; research on successful relationships between 

mentors and mentees shows that a mentor‟s willingness to speak 

about his or her own life experiences is essential for the 

establishment of trust (Colley, 2003; Meijers, 2008).    

Although schools, and thus teachers, increasingly become aware 

of their responsibility in guiding students in the development of a 

career identity, the results in this study confirm that they find 

deepening of the conversation and the further development of the 

student‟s career story difficult. Making the process of career 

learning more insightful only partially solves that problem. Because 

schools do not have the space yet – institutionally, nor culturally – 

to organize career conversations, teachers need to learn 

collectively. Their starting point would be to look at actual practical 

problems and to engage in a group dialogue about those problems 

(Garavan & McCarthy, 2008; Rowe, 2008). Such a dialogue does 

not by definition or in the first place seek consensus, but assumes 

pluralism and even conflict (Chiva, Alegre & Lapiedra, 2007). In 
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other words, a dialogue is needed where teachers also have the 

opportunity to formulate I-positions, broaden the bandwidth of 

those positions and ultimately transform them into meta- and 

promoter positions. 
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General conclusions and discussion 

 

This doctoral research was intended to address the lack of a 

comprehensive theoretical framework for career learning, 

especially in vocational education, and aimed to study this current 

problem from an actual context in practice. The main goal was to 

explicate a number of propositions about career learning and to 

study them to be able to formulate more precise and underpinned 

hypotheses, from which recommendations for further theory 

building and research could follow as well as improvement in the 

practice of organizing career learning in modern-day (vocational) 

education.  

 

The general introduction started with concepts and perspectives 

that have inspired this study, followed by the research goals 

derived from this inspiration. In this chapter, the focus is a critical 

completion of this initial vision on career learning and the 

presentation of a summary of the results for each of the specific 

research goals set forth in this PhD-study. The discussion section 

is an analysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats 

(SWOT-analysis) of this PhD-study and we conclude with 

recommendations for theory, research and practice. 
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Career learning framework 

In this PhD-text, career learning was often described as a 

response to fast changes in society and especially in the area of 

jobs and careers. While many authors seem to support this 

statement, there are also critics who raise arguments against 

investing in career learning (in secondary vocational education). 

We give a brief overview – with no intention of being complete – of 

some important criticisms, before taking a stance in the discussion. 

 

- Diffuse concepts, little consensus in definitions 

Career learning builds on concepts (e.g. career, learning, self-

directedness, vocational identity, reflection, …) that are interpreted 

differently by different authors. Not only is a comprehensive 

theoretical framework lacking (Gunz & Peiperl, 2007), but without 

consensus on the level of critical concepts (see chapter 1), the 

persuasiveness of a career learning approach in the scientific 

scene – aiming for comparability and generalizability – was weak 

(until now). 

 

- Career learning as a vehicle for economic labour market 

progression 

Although we described career learning as a lifelong and lifewide 

process (see chapter 1), the concept is at risk of being interpreted 

as learning for the professional career. Baert (2005, p. 198) notes 

that “nowadays, and more than ever, the competitiveness of 

companies has become a hot item, due (also) to the rise of the 
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knowledge economy and globalization, viz. the worldwide spread 

of the markets, the gradual liberation of world trade and the 

international displacement of the production units. This 

competitiveness demands „employability‟ from the employees, 

which means the employee‟s ability to adapt to changes in his job 

and his career due to the introduction of new technologies, new 

products and new markets, and to renew his/her competencies. 

Driven by these needs of business life, the public discourse about 

lifelong learning is strongly coloured by an economic rationality”. 

 

Career learning, like lifelong learning, is indeed intertwined with 

this economic rationality (see chapter 1) and in our research – in 

the context of vocational education and with a focus on vocational 

training conversations – the link with the labour market was never 

far off. Yet, this does not mean that labour market goals are seen 

as the only driving force or the final goal for the career learning 

process. The distinction Piaget makes between assimilation 

(existing schemes used to interpret new information) and 

accommodation (creation of new schemes or alteration of existing 

schemes to cope with information that does not fit) provides an 

interesting perspective here: career learning provides the 

opportunity for constructivist identity formation (Law, Meijers & 

Wijers, 2002; Meijers & Lengelle, 2012; Savickas, 2011), but can 

also be – and often is – reduced to the question “is this a fitting job 

for me?” (Wijers, 2012). We defined career learning as a 

specifically student-centered approach, aimed to guide individuals 
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(here: students in secondary vocational education) towards self-

directedness in their life course, i.e. study/professional/personal 

career. With that, the primary pedagogical task of education – 

which is to support and to guide persons in becoming human 

beings in all dimensions of their existence – is respected. 

 

- Lack of empirical evidence 

Career learning is thought to stimulate self-directedness, student 

motivation and career outcomes, but empirical evidence for these 

positive aims is scarce. This is – at least in part – due to the lack of 

a comprehensive theoretical framework and a clear understanding 

of the process of career learning, making it virtually impossible to 

attribute any outcomes to it. Moreover, career learning remains a 

highly abstract discourse (in policy making and the academic 

debate) as actual career learning environments are hardly found 

(see Kuijpers, Meijers & Bakker, 2006; Meijers, Kuijpers & Bakker, 

2006; Mittendorff, 2010; Poortman, Nijhof  & Nieuwenhuis, 2006). 

 

- The risk of unwanted side-effects 

Since powerful career learning environments are indeed scarce in 

educational practice, not only is there little evidence for positive 

career outcome claims, but there is the risk of unwanted side-

effects. Blustein (2006; see also VLOR, 2008) warns about further 

inequity in education, as some student groups may benefit from 

career guidance more than others. Luken (2010) questions 

students‟ ability to be self-directed and even objects to the strong 
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focus on reflection, proposing that a reflective approach may lead 

to rumination and other unwanted outcomes. 

 

Without ignoring these concerns, we wanted to use this study as 

an opportunity to more clearly define career learning concepts, 

formulate and study propositions and thus contribute to the 

extension and deepening of the framework in a critical and 

constructive way. This PhD-study clearly fits in an optimistic 

educational tradition when it comes to career learning, situating it 

in a broader vision on lifelong learning as “a process in which both 

persons and organisations acquire the necessary knowledge and 

competencies, in all contexts of their functioning, to deal more 

efficiently with their professional, economic, social and cultural 

tasks in a rapidly changing society, thereby adopting a critical and 

responsible attitude and giving meaning to their lives” (Baert et al., 

2000). In chapter 1 (which also includes an overview of career 

theories and definitions for a number of crucial concepts), career 

learning was situated within a narrative tradition where self-

directing individuals build – by reflection and dialogue – on their 

own career story in a lifelong process, all the while incorporating 

new experiences. This stance is reflected in the goals, the design, 

the results and the conclusions of this PhD-research.  
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Research summary and conclusions 

This study aimed to contribute to the knowledge base of career 

learning in education. Starting points were: 

- the question from educational practice (Dutch 

secondary vocational education) on how to stimulate 

career learning in students; 

- research evidence (by Kuijpers & Meijers) about the 

role of learning environments in stimulating career 

learning. 
 

This brought about two specific research questions: (a) how can 

we understand (situate, define, conceptualize, measure) career 

learning and (b) how can the learning environment, and more 

specifically guidance conversations in vocational training, stimulate 

the career learning process? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(a) How to understand career learning? 
 

It was necessary to draw up a status questionis and critical 

review of career learning (see chapter 1, critical concept 

analysis), based on the literature. The (research) goal was to 

provide a conceptual framework for the articles that make up this 

dissertation and to position this study in the field of career theories. 

We will not repeat the framework stated above (see “career 

learning framework”), but simply remind that this framework was 

the result of a literature search with the following crucial concepts: 
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self-directedness, career competencies, reflection and career 

narrative. 

 

After situating and critically defining career learning, the next step 

was to determine how career learning in students can be 

conceptualized and measured (see chapter 2, longitudinal 

questionnaire study on career competency development). 

Upon finding that alternative approaches for Kuijpers and Meijers‟ 

conceptualization of career learning as the development of career 

competencies – and measured with a specific and validated 

questionnaire – were not readily available in the literature or in 

research, the (research) goal was specified to testing the 

propositions on which this conceptualization built. Claims made 

about the learning environment stimulating career competency 

development have never been tested longitudinally. Therefore in 

this study, we took a longitudinal approach and focused on the 

transition from prevocational to secondary vocational education – 

where students make an important study career choice and 

commit to an education sector (here: economics, healthcare or 

technique) and level – as a potentially rich context in terms of 

career competency development. 

 

A self-evaluation questionnaire-based study was conducted, which 

involved following 250 students for a period of two years in their 

transition from the last year of prevocational education (PVE) to 
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the first year of secondary vocational education (SVE-1) and one 

year later (SVE-2), and used SPSS for the statistical analysis. 

 

To explore how career competencies evolve over the two-year 

period during the transition from prevocational to secondary 

vocational education, the means for the different career 

competency scores were compared, using paired samples T-tests. 

Results showed a decrease from PVE to SVE-1 and subsequent 

increase (to the level in PVE) from SVE-1 to SVE-2 (not significant 

for career shaping). The competency career reflection in students 

showed an exceptional development, with a non-significant 

decrease from PVE to SVE-1 and from SVE-1 to SVE-2, resulting 

in a significant decrease from PVE to SVE-2. We learned from this 

that there is an evolution in career competencies during the 

transition from prevocational to secondary vocational education 

and this evolution cannot be explained by maturation alone (we 

would have expected a gradual increase with age). 

 

To study the combined impact of possibly relevant variables from 

our hypotheses (see chapter 2) to career competency 

development, multiple regression analyses were carried out, 

controlling for prior levels of career competencies and with the 

current career competency scores used as dependent variables. 

As independent variables, we added the variables of interest: age, 

choice uncertainty and career guidance. Personal and situational 

characteristics (ethnicity, education level and education sector) 
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were included as potential confounders. Results showed that age 

and uncertainty are significant factors in some situations and for 

some career competencies (complex interactions), but there is no 

consistent support for claims from the uncertainty or maturation 

hypotheses. The study did provide support for consistently 

positive, significant contributions from the factor career guidance in 

the learning environment. We concluded that career guidance in 

the learning environment, more than maturation or feeling 

uncertain, contributes to career competency development for 

students making the transition from prevocational to secondary 

vocational education. 

 

To study how career competency development relates to career 

outcomes (see chapter 2), multiple regression analyses were 

carried out for each of the career competencies, controlling for 

personal and situational characteristics (age, ethnicity, educational 

level and education sector) and for prior levels of career 

competency. We were interested in any added value from the 

difference score in the career competency, as a measure of 

developments over the year. Results showed that career 

competency development (an increase in any of the three career 

competencies from PVE to SVE-1 or from SVE-1 to SVE-2) 

contributes positively to career outcomes, especially vocational 

identity in SVE-1 and quality of choice in SVE-2. To summarize, it 

was found that career competencies do develop, that they are 
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stimulated by career guidance in the learning environment, and 

that they lead to positive career outcomes. 

 

Given the strong evidence for the essential role of career guidance 

in the learning environment for career competency development, it 

was decided to further focus on a potentially rich context for career 

guidance. Prior research evidence (Meijers & Kuijpers) had 

already shown that a career dialogue is at the heart of any 

powerful learning environment for career learning. In vocational 

education and training, there are three important parties in this 

dialogue: the student, the teacher and the mentor from practice, 

and they come together in guidance conversations in vocational 

training (we use the term “vocational training conversations”). 

 

 

(b) How can the learning environment, and more specifically 

guidance conversations in vocational training, stimulate the 

career learning process? 
 

The first point of interest was whether these vocational training 

conversations fulfilled their potential as career guidance. The 

(research) goal for this PhD-study was to make a first exploration 

of vocational training conversations at the start of the ‘CL in 

CBE’-project (see chapter 3, exploration of vocational training 

conversations, baseline measure). 
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The career orientation of communication between students, 

teachers and mentors was studied in one school for secondary 

vocational education (ROC De Leijgraaf, the Netherlands) by 

analyzing 24 recorded vocational training conversations (students 

from different educational sectors, levels and years at various 

times in their placement) using a framework that was specifically 

developed for this purpose with four general themes: formal 

characteristics (e.g. who is talking, who poses the questions?), 

content (is the conversation about school, occupation, the student 

or career?), form (e.g. aimed to give information to the student, to 

stimulate action or reflection, to motivate?) and relational 

components (e.g. talking to, with or about the student?). 

 

The results (see chapter 3) showed that for the formal 

characteristics, students take a relatively limited part in the 

conversation with their teacher and their mentor from practice. In 

the trialogue the teachers talk the most (53% of conversation time 

vs. 21% for students and 24% for mentors from practice) and they 

are the ones who determine the theme of the conversation (57% of 

conversation time vs. 5% for students and 11% for mentors from 

practice). On a content level the driving force behind this seems to 

be the academic agenda (32% of conversation time spent on 

study, 14% on the profession and 14% on the career, 0% spent on 

the student‟s personal life), often materializing as a document to 

guide and structure the conversations. This document embodies 

the expectations/demands from school and – with the introduction 
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of competence-based education – this implies an increasing focus 

on students‟ competencies. Conversations become more 

formalized, with administration (this is where the remaining 40% of 

conversation time went) as a focal point instead of content. 

Structuring documents do not stimulate a conversation with the 

student about competencies, but serve as a checklist for 

summative evaluations. 

 

This doesn‟t mean career competencies are not addressed, but 

when they are, it‟s mostly in the traditional educational context. 

Education hereby follows the changing demands from the labor 

market, but does so from a traditional culture of knowledge 

transfer. On a form level this translates into a relative dominance 

of the help-oriented component (information 16% and appreciation 

26%) over the career-oriented component (stimulating reflection 

8% and action 6%). Guidance in vocational training implies giving 

information about professional subjects and assessing the 

students‟ competencies from an expert point of view. The potential 

to invite students to reflect on their experiences and to stimulate 

them to take action is – as yet – not utilized. Moreover this study 

quantifies that – on a relational level – mentors in school and from 

practice talk mostly against (65%) and about (21%) students, but 

hardly ever with (9%) them. Vocational training conversations in 

ROC De Leijgraaf at the time of the baseline measure were aimed 

at evaluation and transference of expert opinions from the 

teachers and mentors to the students. 
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We concluded from this study that the potential of the trialogue for 

career guidance is barely utilized: vocational training conversations 

discuss the most successful way to gain a qualification and not 

necessarily to foster a career perspective and a professional 

identity. There is no real „trialogue‟ as students have a marginal 

role in the conversation and teachers (school‟s agenda) actually 

dominate, and while career learning is addressed in the 

conversations, the traditional unidirectional communication culture 

in schools prevents the conversations from being stimulating. 

 

The potential for career guidance may have been hardly utilized, 

but the „CL in CBE‟-project aimed to achieve exactly that: to 

create, in an educational context, a powerful learning environment 

for career learning. So at the end of the project, a (research) goal 

for this PhD-study was to measure the effects of a systematized 

intervention (professionalization trajectory for teachers) and repeat 

the exploration of vocational training conversations at the end 

of the ‘CL in CBE’-project (see chapter 4, exploration of 

vocational training conversations, measuring effect of 

intervention). 

 

To learn whether a specific teacher training intervention (see 

chapter 4) could stimulate a more career learning oriented 

approach in teachers‟ guidance practice, 30 vocational training 

conversations were studied before and after the training, during 

the transition to competence-based education in the Netherlands. 
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Of these 30 conversations, 10 were done with teachers from a 

control group (didn‟t follow our teacher training) and 20 with 

teachers from a training group (all followed the teacher training, 

including 4 teachers who had been part of a design group before 

the start of the study). Vocational training conversations were 

analyzed from a career learning perspective for formal 

characteristics, content, form and relational components, building 

on the framework from the baseline measure (chapter 3, reported 

in Winters et al., 2009). 

 

Results showed that since the baseline measurement in 2007-

2008 and despite the efforts made in terms of educational reform 

(including sharing our project‟s research results), nothing had 

changed in vocational training conversations when it came to 

content and formal characteristics. A vocational training 

conversation remained structured according to the academic 

agenda, with teachers checking whether students‟ progress met 

the school‟s expectations. What had changed, is the way in which 

teachers do this. The highly administration-based appraisal of 

students‟ competences in a conversation against and about the 

student gradually made way for communication where the student 

had a more active role, based on his/her experience in placement. 

Though this change is expressed in quantitative terms in the 

measurement results (see chapter 4), in reality the organization of 

vocational training conversations still very closely resembled the 

situation from the baseline measure in 2007-2008. 
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As a result of a specific teacher training, there were noticeable 

changes in each of the above mentioned categories (see chapter 

4). Vocational training conversations with the same duration and 

the same targets to meet, now allowed more time for students to 

talk and for their expressed experiences to further structure the 

conversation. On a content level, the school‟s demands still 

dominated the conversation, but there was now more opportunity 

for formative as well as summative evaluation. Considerably more 

conversation time was spent on the student‟s career and, more 

specifically, that time was now balanced over all career 

competencies with the exception of the networking competence. 

As for relational components, training the teachers helped to 

further stimulate the communication with the student. For all these 

categories – formal characteristics, content and relational 

components – the increase in favor of the student came at the 

expense of the mentor from placement: he/she got less time to talk 

and ask questions, less time to discuss the profession and less 

time to talk to the teacher about the student. As a result of the 

teacher training, teachers seemed to initiate the vocational training 

conversation with a different agenda: where before it was all about 

following up on the student‟s progress, now the student‟s career 

became an important topic. This translated into the increased 

scores for time spent on stimulating reflection (form). 

 

Though we interpret the changes since the baseline measurement 

in 2007-2008 as steps in the direction of powerful learning 
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environments for career learning, a real paradigm shift was only 

achieved in the design group with teachers that actively 

participated in creating the teacher training (see chapter 4). This is 

where, on the level of formal characteristics, student are equal 

partners in the conversation (talking as much as the teacher, 

although teachers still structured the conversations more than 

students do). These conversations spend up to one third of 

conversation time to the student‟s career (content), actually 

stimulate reflection (form) and qualify as talking with the student for 

half of conversation time. But, the conversations still don‟t show 

career learning in the trialogue: teachers‟ making more space and 

time for the student‟s career and personal agenda seems to 

happen at the expense of the mentor from placement: he/she does 

not take part in a career dialogue nor is allowed – like before – the 

role of provider of feedback about the student‟s functioning in 

practice. 

 

This study focused on changes in vocational training conversations 

as a result of educational reform (baseline measure vs. before 

training group), a result of teacher training (experimental group vs. 

control group) and a result of being part of a reflective process 

(design group vs. experimental group). Results showed that – in 

terms of stimulating career learning – the design group did better 

than the experimental group and the experimental group did better 

than the control group. These differences support the assumptions 

that guiding career learning can be stimulated, that vocational 
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training conversations can contribute to career learning and that 

the efforts made in educational reform now only partially have the 

desired effect on interactive behavior in actual guidance 

conversations. 

 

Up until now, we have built on Meijers and Kuijpers‟ 

conceptualization of career learning as the development of career 

competencies, that is stimulated by career guidance in the learning 

environment. The research studied propositions within this 

conceptualization and explored where and how the learning 

environment already used or could make more optimal use of this 

potential. Yet all these efforts have not led to a qualitative 

understanding of career learning. Another (research) goal in this 

Phd-study is therefore to explore ways to study career learning 

and come to this qualitative understanding (see chapter 5, 

qualitative broadening of conversation analysis framework, 

tentative model). 

 

The Dialogical Self Theory (DST, Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 

2010) offered a promising framework for understanding and 

analyzing how conversations foster career learning. From the 

DST-perspective (see chapter 5), the trajectory from real-life 

experiences to an appropriate (career) choice ideally starts with 

the formulation of an I-position, the subsequent broadening of this 

I-position by means of a dialogue to other relevant I-positions, and 

runs, via consecutive dialogical shifts, from these I-positions to a 
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meta-position and from this meta-position to the formulation of a 

promoter-position. We assume that the development of the three 

kinds of positions (I-, meta-, and promoter positions) is central to 

the development of a career dialogue, a crucial element in career 

guidance. The framework used in chapters 3 and 4 didn‟t include a 

qualitative construct for dialogue development, therefore it 

remained unclear whether there were opportunities in the 

vocational training conversations to realize the potential of career 

learning (in terms of developing career stories, see further) and – if 

so – how these opportunities could be better utilized. 

 

Chapter 5 includes three illustrative examples of vocational training 

conversation fragments where the extended analysis framework is 

used. Results showed that a career dialogue, where an I-position 

is broadened and eventually evolves into a meta- and promoter 

position, is actually possible but difficult to realize in the current 

monological educational context and climate. The analyses 

showed where there may be opportunities for teachers and 

mentors from practice to make use of a broader range of 

possibilities in the career dialogue. They also showed what kinds 

of issues those entering the conversation encounter when they are 

working in an environment with a monological tradition. 

 

A next step aimed to explore to what degree (career) guidance 

conversations in vocational education enable the development of a 

career identity among students (see chapter 6, qualitative 
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broadening of conversation analysis framework, empirical). 

Identity development here is situated in the narrative tradition, as 

co-constructing a new story about (parts of) the self from the 

existing story (see chapters 5 and 6). Building on Dialogical Self 

Theory, the development of a career identity is understood in 

terms of positioning; as a dynamic process from I-positions to a 

meta-position and subsequently to a promoter-position. We 

assume that the process of positioning is crucial for the narrative 

quality of student guidance conversations. In the study, this quality 

was explored in three culturally different contexts within vocational 

education. 

 

Together with two co-workers, I analyzed 30 recorded student 

guidance conversations, all focused on the student‟s placement 

experience: 10 conversations between teachers and 15-year old 

students in prevocational education („prevocational group‟), 10 

conversations between teachers, workplace mentors and 18-19 

year old students in secondary vocational education („secondary 

vocational group‟) and 10 conversations between workplace 

mentors and 18-19 year old students in secondary vocational 

education („workplace group‟). Besides the student‟s age and 

his/her partner(s) in the conversation, the three contexts differed 

significantly from a cultural perspective, and therefore offer 

different opportunities for positioning (see chapter 6). The 

codebook from the study of Winters et al. (2009, see also chapter 

3) was adjusted to include I-positions (any positioning of the 
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student, e.g. I like to help clients), meta-position (the formulation of 

underlying abstraction in relation to one or more I-positions, e.g. 

helping people has always been important to me) and promoter 

position (the formulation of an action in relation to one or more I-

positions, e.g. I want to find out if employees feel the same way I 

do about helping people) and a blank space to describe the 

reaction to this positioning. 

 

Results showed that the average conversation has potential 

regarding the construction of a career identity. Positioning does 

happen, mainly by students themselves (see chapter 6). In 

prevocational education more I-positions are formulated than in 

secondary vocational education and more than in the workplace, 

probably due to the existing culture of carefulness (i.e. much 

attention for the well-being of each individual student). In the 

workplace more meta- and promoter positions are formulated than 

in both other contexts, probably due to a business-like culture in 

which every individual is held responsible for the success of the 

group. In secondary vocational education the conversations are 

longest, but they offer less room for positioning than the less 

standardized and short inquiries in prevocational education about 

how the student‟s placement went. In none of the contexts studied 

a dialogue dominates: when a student positions him/herself, 

teacher and mentor interventions are mostly not directed at 

stimulating the broadening of I-positions, let alone on helping to 

formulate meta- and promoter positions. 
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The quality of the responses to student positioning were also 

analyzed and – based on a grounded theory approach – 

suggested four different interventions: ignoring the I-position 

(ignoring), re-positioning by talking on behalf of the student (re-

positioning), broadening the I-position without conclusion 

(broadening), and dialogue in the direction of the formulation of a 

promoter-position (promoting). Results showed that the three 

studied contexts show strong similarities when it comes to using 

interventions “ignoring” and “promoting”. In an average 

conversation a formulated position is ignored twice (to 2,5 times for 

the workplace and secondary vocational group), while per 

conversation an I-position aimed at stimulating a dialogue resulting 

in the formulation of a promoter-position is formulated less than 

once (0,5 times for the prevocational and secondary vocational 

group). The intervention “re-positioning” happens twice per 

conversation on average (once per conversation in the 

prevocational group and three times per conversation in the 

workplace and secondary vocational group). When it comes to 

“promoting” as an intervention, an average conversation shows 

this dynamic twice (the workplace group stands out with an 

average of 3,5 times per conversation as compared to the 

prevocational and secondary vocational groups). We conclude that 

positioning does occur; it is done by the students themselves, to 

which the teacher/mentor responds mostly with non-dialogical 

interventions (ignoring and re-positioning). The narrative quality is 
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found in the interventions of broadening and promoting. In an 

average placement conversation this hardly happens. 

To summarize, we present an overview of hypotheses that follow 

from this PhD-research and that – after a discussion – will lead to 

recommendations for theory and practice. 

- career learning (quantitative, leading to positive career 

outcomes) can be conceptualized as a process 

whereby career competencies develop, and this 

process is stimulated by career guidance in the learning 

environment; 
 

- guiding career learning can be stimulated: vocational 

training conversations can realize their potential as 

career guidance, but what is needed is a combination of 

specific teacher training and active teacher 

involvement; 
 

- career learning (qualitative, contributing to the narrative 

quality of guidance conversations) can be described as 

dialogical shifts in student positioning, going from I-

positions to a meta-position to a promoter-position. 
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Discussion 

From a reflection on the steps in this PhD-study follows the 

analysis of its strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats 

(SWOT). 

 

As for the strengths of this research, we are proud to have been 

able to build on a scientifically and societally relevant - yet still 

incomplete - conceptual framework (theory) and study career 

learning in a realistic, ecologically valid context combining both 

quantitative and qualitative methods and taking a longitudinal 

perspective (methods). This was both a challenging and 

demanding assignment; it involved trying to find a balance 

between my role in the project group (aiming for development and 

innovation) and as a PhD-researcher, between working from 

engagement and active involvement yet maintaining a critical 

distance. This perspective has however provided a unique view on 

career learning in vocational education, as this PhD-text hopes to 

reflect. 

 

Theoretically, this PhD-research has mostly shown the gaps in the 

current career learning framework. This research has tried to 

contribute to theory formation by making clear, well defined 

choices and empirically test propositions that have not been tested 

before (career competency development as a result of a 

stimulating learning environment), and build a model for career 
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learning/guidance in vocational education from that (realizing 

vocational training potential and understanding the process). 

 

Methodically, the PhD-results are supported by extensive data, 

collected during the “CL in CBE”-project and only partly reported in 

the articles that make up this dissertation. For the purpose of 

triangulation, career guidance in the learning environment was 

explored with a combination of three methods: the analysis of 

recorded vocational training conversations (see chapters 3 to 6), a 

self-evaluation questionnaire for all partners in the trialogue and 

semi-structured interviews with students, teachers and mentors 

from practice. The questionnaire (a variation on Kuijpers‟ measure 

for career competencies and the learning environment, see 

chapter 2) was used, much like the conversation analyses, as a 

baseline measure to be compared with intervention groups and the 

global result at the end of the “CL in CBE”-project. Problematic 

from a research standpoint was that intervention groups – which 

were small scale, because of the context and required investments 

– had too few participants to make valid quantitative analyses. As 

there had been many unstructured initiatives (e.g. teacher training 

in conversational techniques, info sessions about the departments 

view on career guidance, …), often inspired by but not part of the 

“CL in CBE”-project, the measure at the end of the “CL in CBE”-

project could not differentiate at the level of individual students 

who was influenced by which interventions, making a comparison 

with the baseline measure useless. 
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The interviews provided an interesting perspective into the 

perceptions and action logic of students and mentors from school 

and from practice when it came to vocational training 

conversations. We have included here some interview quotes as 

an illustration of the results described earlier from the vocational 

training conversation analyses. 

 

 Students don‟t see or experience these conversations as 

career guidance, but as an indication (and evaluation) of 

their progress in vocational training. 
 

o [on contents of vocational training conversations] I think it 

is important to know what people think of me, what I need 

to learn and what I should work on. Things that go well 

and things that don‟t go so well. That, to me, is the most 

important. … It is, after all, an evaluation, a conversation 

about how I do here. 
 

o It is about how you are doing in vocational training: 

whether you do well of not, how you can do better, … And 

when they [mentors] say “you did well”, I can go home 

feeling good. 
 

Though understandable from the way these conversations 

currently take form in educational practice (see also Mittendorff, 

2010), from a career learning perspective this is a missed 

opportunity. 
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 Teachers respond differently to the teacher training 

intervention, suggesting – in line with optimal results in the 

design group – a progressive process towards qualitative 

career guidance. 
 

o [on career orientation in vocational training conversations] 

I noticed, from my first conversation, that I do ask some of 

these career questions, but without recognizing them as 

such. I was more aware of that now. And I had that card 

[the “CL in CBE”-project group made a little cheat card, 

suggesting questions to come to a discussion about 

career competencies] with the questions at hand, „cause 

you just don‟t have them all in your head yet. So I very 

specifically asked all of them. 
 

 

 

o What I take from this, although I already kind of knew, is 

that there are a number of things that have to be done in 

career guidance (at this point, the teacher cites all 5 

career competencies) … So I tried to ask questions about 

all of these. Makes me a fine student, doesn‟t it? 
 

o For this conversation, I did have some questions in the 

back of my mind that I wanted to work with. See, last time 

it was a first conversation, to get to know one another. 

This time, my focus was career learning. 
 

o I noticed that I give more space to the student. … For me, 

it was a process of awareness, about realizing that I took 
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control. And I know why I do that: a student finds it difficult 

to direct in a conversation what he/she wants to talk 

about. But I grew aware that the questions I ask now, 

allow and invite the student to contribute to the 

conversation. I also learned to play around with the 

questions and determine, based on the conversation, 

what is worth focusing on. … I believe this helps the 

student reflect on what is important to him/her. 
 

The hypothesis of teacher training as a progressive process – 

more gain as teachers are more involved – is supported by 

recent studies (SPV-training in prevocational education, see for 

more information and the report: http://www.carpe-

carriereperspectief.nl/training-coaching/8-training-coaching/ 17-

spv-trainingstraject ; and MBO-training in secondary vocational 

education, Kuijpers & Meijers, 2012) and theory (see the 

concept of external consistency in Kessels, 1999). 

 

 Mentors from practice, in their guidance in vocational training 

conversations, follow the lead from teachers. Because they 

did not participate in the teacher training, there were no 

marked differences between their perceptions at the 

beginning and end of the “CL in CBE”-project: their aim in 

vocational training conversations is to get the school‟s 

perspective about the student‟s progress. 

 

http://www.carpe-carriereperspectief.nl/training-coaching/8-training-coaching/%2017-spv-trainingstraject
http://www.carpe-carriereperspectief.nl/training-coaching/8-training-coaching/%2017-spv-trainingstraject
http://www.carpe-carriereperspectief.nl/training-coaching/8-training-coaching/%2017-spv-trainingstraject
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o [on contents of vocational training conversations] That 

would be to hear the goals specified, of the tasks and 

actually of vocational training as a whole. 
 

o My question here was „What can I expect?‟. I find it 

difficult to estimate what to expect from a student. 
 

Theoretically, the vocational training conversations were 

chosen as potentially rich context for career learning because of 

the interaction between three important parties in the secondary 

vocational education student‟s career learning (see further). 

Mentors from practice do not – yet – fill in their role in the 

trialogue as such. Research initiatives (Dam, Meijers & Hövels, 

2007; Kuijpers & Meijers, 2008) suggest that important gains 

can be realized here, both for education and the labor market.  

 

As for the weaknesses and limitations of this research, the 

specificity of the context and the choices made in defining and 

conceptualizing career learning imply that the results can‟t be used 

for statistical generalization (Yin, 2009). At best, the goal can be 

analytic generalization, coming from tentative propositions to new 

elaborated hypotheses for the field, which will have to be tested in 

a representative fashion. 

 

The specificity of the context had to do with the opportunity to join 

the “CL in CBE”-research and development project, aimed at 

realizing and studying a career learning oriented learning 
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environment in a real educational context. The collaboration, in a 

project with high financial stakes, with a school for secondary 

vocational education in the Netherlands preset the focus on 

changeable aspects (action research), i.e. the learning 

environment (this proposition was distinctly tested, see chapter 2). 

Moreover, the context of vocational education means any results 

will have to be interpreted as specific to a certain age group in a 

certain phase of the life career. Hypotheses about the stimulating 

effect of career guidance on career competency development still 

need to be validated for other contexts. The choice to study career 

guidance by looking at vocational training conversations, had to do 

with its specific potential in vocational education: “the basis for a 

more intensive collaboration [between education and practice] and 

for career learning, is a trialogue: a conversation between the 

student, mentor from practice/employer and teacher /coach about 

(a) professional competence for now and the near future and any 

resulting specific competencies, (b) possible and desired career 

development and (c) the learning environment needed to efficiently 

and effectively acquire both professional and career 

competencies” (HPBO, 2007, p. 42). These choices were 

supported by empirical evidence (prior research by Meijers and 

Kuijpers). 

 

But any choice inevitably implies that other options remain 

unexplored. For this study, the most important one has to do with 

the conceptualization of career learning as the development of 



 

G
EN

ER
A

L 
C

O
N

C
LU

SI
O

N
S 

A
N

D
 D

IS
C

U
SS

IO
N

 

 261

 

career competencies. In chapters 5 and 6, we have explored one 

approach for qualitative broadening of the framework we 

developed for analysis, but even so some of the critical concepts 

(e.g. reflection) have not been specifically focused on. Herein lies 

an important task for further research. 

 

As for the opportunities of this research, we feel the results 

provide a firm base for both policy makers, mentors and 

academics to build their respective policies and practice (see 

“recommendations”). Opportunities are strongly intertwined with 

threats here, as the biggest hurdle would be a mere taking in of 

technical recommendations, without appropriate attention for the 

process. As chapter 4 illustrates, the biggest progress is made by 

those who have been given the time and opportunity to take part in 

the career learning process and – by doing that – in moving from a 

traditional knowledge transfer approach to a qualitative and 

student-centered, dialogical career guidance approach. 

 

 

Recommendations for future research and practice 

In my PhD-proposal, my premise was that “The goal of this 

doctoral dissertation is to come to theory building in career 

learning in general and within the context of (vocational) education 

in particular. The central research interest is how the learning 

environment can contribute to students‟ career learning. To specify 

this research interest we direct our attention to an important aspect 
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of the learning environment: student guidance and more 

specifically guidance conversations following real life work 

experience”. From the results presented above, we deduce 

recommendations for theory, for research and for practice. 

 

Recommendations for theory building 

It became obvious during this PhD-research that a comprehensive 

theoretical framework for career learning, sensitive to the 

challenges of modern day society, is sorely lacking. This body of 

research tried to contribute to such a framework, but questions 

remain and the model construction needs further work. We built on 

approaches that now represent different perspectives in a broad 

field. It would be interesting to consider how these can come 

together, combining elements from cognitive-reactive (Law), 

narrative (Savickas) and therapeutic (Hermans) approaches – 

among others – to help understand the process of career learning. 

 

What we learned about career learning on a micro-level, in the 

interaction between individuals, provides interesting hypotheses 

for the meso- and macro level. For teachers and mentors to be 

able to take on this new role and responsibility, they will have to go 

through a reflective process themselves (see Kelchtermans‟ 

concept of professional self-understanding; Kelchtermans, 2007). 

However, working with individual teachers will probably be 

insufficient. Currently, as traditional education is falling short, we 
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recognize a response from (Dutch) governments to focus on 

accountability (http://www.onderwijsinspectie.nl/actueel/publicaties/ 

Risicogestuurd+toezicht+na+wijziging+van+de+Wet+op+het+Ond

erwijstoezicht.html). But this reaction further reduces the space 

(material and immaterial) to come to dialogue within schools (see 

Reid and West‟s concept of creative space; Reid & West, 2011). A 

shift towards schools as career learning environments can only be 

realized when such a move is actively supported by adequate 

leadership on the level of the local and institutional organization 

and the government (see for example Geijsel et al., 2009; 

Leithwood et al., 1998a; Leithwood et al., 1998b; Meijers, 2004; 

Silins, Mulford & Zarins, 2002; Ten Bruggencate, 2009; Van de 

Berg & Vandenberghe, 2005; Verbiest, 2002). 

 

Developments in modern brain research (Krieshok, Black & 

McKay, 2009) are also met with increasing enthusiasm, and these 

studies may shed a light on the process of career learning as a 

whole brain activity (Meijers & Lengelle, 2012) and explain other 

crucial factors that were not the focus of this PhD-research (e.g. 

emotion, intuition, creativity …). The broadening of the career 

learning framework to include concepts from Dialogical Self Theory 

also inspires branching out into other domains. For example, 

would it be of value to pair the teachers‟ styles to respond to 

student positioning (chapter 6) with personality psychology (see 

Hensel‟s research evidence for the role of personality in teachers‟ 

professional development; Hensel, 2011) or with student styles in 

http://www.onderwijsinspectie.nl/actueel/publicaties/%20Risicogestuurd
http://www.onderwijsinspectie.nl/actueel/publicaties/%20Risicogestuurd
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learning (see Baeten‟s research on requirements for deep level 

learning; Baeten, 2012)? 

 

Recommendations for research 

The career theory field is in need of more empirical research. From 

this PhD-project, we mention three important considerations. 

 

 Given that a career learning process is studied, it is strange 

that not more studies take a longitudinal perspective. It 

would be interesting to extend the time frame to perhaps 

include students‟ progress into higher education and their 

first steps on the labour market. One research question to 

consider is what career guidance initiatives are most 

helpful at what time in a person‟s life. 

 

 The specificity of the secondary vocational education 

context does not allow for (statistical) generalization (as 

opposed to analytical generalization on which theory 

building is founded; see Yin, 2009). It would therefore be 

interesting  to broaden the scale of this research and 

include the various subject areas and programs students 

partake in, more schools and educational levels, and even 

go beyond the educational context and situate this 

research in a lifelong learning perspective. 
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 In our original research plan, we opted for triangulation, 

hoping to connect data collected from different sources in 

an integral vision on career learning. Our design however 

proved limited and at most allowed us to study career 

learning from different – unconnected – angles. It would be 

interesting to develop and validate an instrument that can 

connect career competency development (also on a 

qualitative level) to short-time changes in the learning 

environment in the ecologically valid context of vocational 

education. 
 

 

Recommendations for practice 

Realizing qualitative career guidance in the learning environment 

requires a new set of skills for mentors. The “CL in CBE”-project 

resulted in a teacher training that can be used to train both 

mentors from school and from practice for these new role-

expectations. Encouraging results from the studies done as part of 

this dissertation are supported by the results from two projects 

(SPV-training and MBO-training, see supra) that were just finished 

and in which 250 school mentors from prevocational education and 

170 school mentors from secondary vocational education 

(respectively) were trained to guide career reflection conversations 

and then teach it to their colleagues in the participating schools. 

Results showed that guidance conversations became significantly 

more career oriented  and this is reflected in outcomes on a 

student level. 
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We learned from the “CL in CBE”-project that what is needed for a 

shift from an instrumental-technical understanding of competency 

development towards an integrative career learning framework in 

education is a culture shift, stimulated by giving mentors the 

opportunity to not only learn about but really adopt what effective 

career learning is about. We therefore choose to refrain from any 

advice that takes the shape of a new instrument for practice, as 

this research and others studies (on portfolio: see Mittendorff, 

2010; on competence-based education: see VLOR, 2008) have 

shown how easily the means to achieve a goal becomes a goal in 

itself. Our recommendations for practice are concentrated on a 

micro-card, shared with the participants in the “CL in CBE”-project 

and illustrated – in Dutch – in figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. The basic principles of career learning. 
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We especially want to draw attention to what it means to achieve 

qualitative student guidance, through a dialogical process that was 

concretized in the guidance conversations studied here (in 

contents, form and relational components and with proper attention 

to student positioning). We agree with one of the participant 

teachers, who stated it is not about “just doing things differently, 

but about a revolution in thinking about and acting upon student 

guidance”. We hope this dissertation can inspire many of you, 

involved in student guidance, to take steps towards that goal. 
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