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A graduate-level, one week course

Learning goals: 
· that students attain knowledge of societal roles of guidance in relation to social justice, advocacy, and feedback
· that students acquire an overview of approaches to develop social justice, advocacy, and feedback in career guidance

· that students train methods to develop social justice, advocacy, and feedback in career guidance
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Course instructions:

1. Read course literature and text below: make notes on further focal points in relation to your exploration of the concepts of justice, advocacy, and feedback in guidance
2. Define what you mean by justice, advocacy, and feedback
3. Reflect on the roles of guidance in relation to social justice, advocacy, and feedback – and its limitations, using a SWOT analysis approach
4. Undertake an exercise which includes interviewing guidance professionals in relation to their concepts and actions in terms of developing social justice, advocacy, and feedback in their daily work
5. Develop a proposal concerning practical guidance activities to develop social justice, advocacy, and feedback
6. Evaluate the outcomes of the interviews and the proposal 
The roles of guidance: advocacy and feedback

By Peter Plant 

(based on and updated from Plant, P. & Jensen, U.H. (2008). The role of guidance - advocacy and feedback. In: Clayton, P.M., Plant, P., &  Rohdin, I. (2008). European solutions for guidance and counselling for socially disadvantaged groups. Milano: Franco Agneli)

Guidance has a role to play in relation to social inclusion. Plenty of structural and cultural factors militate against the vulnerable members of society: they are being peeled of the societal onion, leaving a core workforce and a more peripheral group. In response, a number of recent guidance policy documents (OECD, 2004; EU, 2004; EU 2008; ILO 2004) consider the role of guidance in relation to a) the individual and b) society – a classical pair. The two are seen as complimentary, rather than as opponents. The overarching concepts that join the two are human resource development and social inclusion. Guidance is seen as a dual means to span both the development of individual competences in the lifelong learning perspective, and in terms of reaching out to those in need of support, of guidance. This aim is expressed in the EU Resolution on Lifelong Guidance (EU, 2004), which reads:

‘All European citizens should have access to guidance services at all life stages, with particular attention being paid to individuals and groups at risk.

Clearly, these words balance between the political aim creating access to all-age and comprehensive guidance services on the one hand, and focusing guidance services to those at risk, i.e. more narrowly focused (inclusive) guidance services.

But what is guidance? This list describes the wide variety of guidance activities: 

· Information 

· Assessment 

· Advice 

· Counselling 

· Careers education 

· Placement 

· Referral 

· Advocacy 

· Feedback 

· Follow-up 

From this list, Advocacy and Feedback are the most controversial ones in terms of the potential policy-making aspects of guidance. They both imply a proactive model of guidance in which guidance practitioners may find themselves in opposition to the actual systems in which they work. This is where guidance as the Trojan Horse comes rolling in (Plant, 2005). Advocacy, for example, may imply that a guidance practitioner stands up for his/her client, and talks and writes on behalf of the client in trying to rectify the injustice that may affect the client (Barham & Hoffbrand, 1998). Such injustices may, in fact, be one of the by-products of the system itself. Schools, for instance, produce dropouts. Yet, school-based guidance practitioners may find themselves acting to counter, not only the act of the individual dropping out, but also the mechanisms that drive students to drop out. This may include confronting teachers with their non-inclusive teaching methods on behalf of students, or, in a public employment service, speaking on behalf of a client against the decision of the employment service itself: a potential conflict.

Similar situations may arise in relation to feedback. This guidance role entails that guidance practitioners actively give feedback about the (mal)functions of the systems of which they themselves are employees. This could include criticising the curriculum in schools, suggesting new routines or projects, via feedback based on evidence on the actual performance of the systems. Most educational and labour market systems do not take such feedback favourably: it upsets the functioning of the systems. However, it is an important guidance policy goal in this context to further social inclusion, i.e. to counter social exclusion. Some guidance professionals have this obligation written into their ethical guidelines. The Swedes, for example, in their Ethical Declaration (Sveriges Vägledarförening, 2004) express a radical view on this: ‘It is the moral obligation of the guidance counsellor to be on the side of the weak and vulnerable in society, and, if needed, speak on their behalf…in public’. In this case, the Trojan Horse concept is embedded in the ethically based societal inclusion and compensation role of the guidance practitioner. This obligation points to a bottom-up approach to policy making, in which the client and the guidance professional do not see themselves as victims of societal systems and of top-down policy making, but rather as active citizens working together to change the system from within, in order to combat social exclusion. Interestingly, the above-mentioned EU-Resolution on lifelong guidance (EU, 2004) repeats the goal of guidance to focus on those in particular need of such help, including the low-skilled, migrant workers, and people in the 3rd age, but it does not specify how this goal may be obtained, as such top-down documents rarely do: it is left to the guidance practitioner and regional/local managers to deal with policy-making from the bottom-up perspective in order to counter social exclusion.

What is social exclusion and why advocacy?

A range of factors contribute to social exclusion, and people of all ages may be excluded from participating in social and economic life. In most cases poverty and social exclusion are closely related: 

‘Poverty is only one attribute of those at the bottom of the heap: they are more property defined as excluded because they live outside the worlds of work, of education and of sociability itself. Their contacts narrow to a point where they receive little or no information through the informal networks that assist most people into work: they are stranded in a kind of desert in which they are vulnerable to vultures that prey on them, or encourage them to prey on others, their isolation only periodically visited by welfare and enforcement agencies. These come in a variety of guises, all confusing or threatening’ (Lloyd, 1997).

Furthermore, 'social exclusion' implies that processes are at work outwith the control of the individual. In a modern and complex economy, the single greatest symptom of social exclusion is likely to be low income, arising from unemployment or precarious or low-paid employment. Paid work can give not only an income but a degree of independence, a sense of self-worth and a socially-valued identity. Poverty, furthermore, contributes to poor health, both physical and psychological, reduced life expectancy and general poor quality of life. 

The excluded are heterogeneous. They are individuals, not a group. They include ‘the immobilised - the carless, the infirm, the disabled, the chronically sick, the carers for the young and the old, and those too shy or frightened to walk the streets in the dark or the light ... the unemployed and the under-employed ... the under-achievers, the under-qualified, the unskilled, the uneducated and the unfulfilled ... those who cannot cope with the basic routines and obligations of daily life; the homeless, the badly-housed, the demoralised, the demotivated and the distrustful ... the unaspiring and the hedonists ... the brutal, the bent and the villainous. What, if anything, they all have in common is their confusion, their frustration, their disillusionment, their low self-esteem and their alienation’ (Jones 1997). Jensen (2007), in her research pointed to youth without education as an at-risk group. Add, then, those who are disadvantaged by age, sex, class, ethnicity, religious background, employment status, illiteracy, rurality and refugee status – and/or physical handicaps. 

In an era of large-scale unemployment and rapid technological and social change, lifelong learning is increasingly necessary for individuals wishing to gain, change or progress in employment. The correlation between unemployment and low levels of education and the trend towards higher skilled jobs means that facilitating individuals to increase their level of education is a priority. In short: guidance. In some cases, the need is rather to update skills (for example, in the case of labour market returners), to acquire recognised qualifications and/or the national language (for example, in the case of refugees and other immigrants) or to regain confidence or learn new ways of performing tasks after being disabled, for example. 

Many employers are looking for skills other than the job-specific: foundation skills such as reading, writing, listening and speaking; creative thinking, decision-making, problem-solving, learning; and display of responsibility, self-esteem, self-management and integrity; and key competencies such as planning and organising, interpersonal skills, information use, understanding of complex systems and familiarity with a range of technology. A few employers look also for employees' knowledge of their own learning style. This is part of the wider concept of career management skills. People who possess these qualifications are worth including, in the eyes of the labour market. Many others are excluded or at the risk of social exclusion. They may desperately need guidance, but often without knowing how to access such services, or even knowing about guidance services at all.

Three explanations

 ‘Social exclusion’ presents guidance with real challenges. At one level the problem is straightforward: the role of guidance is to help individuals avoid or escape social exclusion. So, the problem is simply one of access: how to ensure that those at risk have access to the help they need. But a more complex answer must analyse what is behind the concept of social exclusion. Commonly, this term is defined as meaning exclusion from the formal education, training and employment systems. It has a heavy ideological baggage attached to it. In the main, there are three explanations to social exclusion (Watts, 1999) the economic one, the moral one, and one which focuses on lack of cultural capital.

Economic 

Social exclusion is one of the results of global economic competition in the global market place. Capital, and thus, workplaces, will move to the most profitable parts of the world. This is why production, and, increasingly, computer-based services such as call-centres, are moving out of USA and Europe, and to low-income countries such as India, Malaysia, and China. Only the highly skilled and flexible core of the workforce will remain in the high-income countries. The result is that the less skilled and the less flexible are gradually peeled off from the onion of the labour market. They are marginalised and excluded. They tend to live a precarious life on the edge of the labour market or to fall out of it altogether. They are seen, not as active agents of their lives, but as victims of circumstance. 

A way out of this is the strategy of upskilling the labour force in a lifelong learning perspective. What is needed is ‘Education, education and education’. Guidance has a pivotal role to play in this strategy, in helping people to access training and education, to unfold their potential, the get their real competences recognised and accredited, and to follow them along on their lifelong learning path through supportive and outreaching guidance. The interest in recognising in- or non-formal competencies is part and parcel of this strategy. ‘Guidance, guidance and guidance’ is the mantra. 

Moral 

It is people’s own fault that they are excluded. They are too dependent on the welfare state, morally irresponsible, and antisocial. This is due to the crumbling of the social fabric within communities under the pressures not only of unemployment but also of crime and illegitimacy: they are ‘idle, thieving bastards’ (Bagguley & Mann, 1992). The crime varies from petty crime to the substantial hidden economy and gang warfare built around drugs. With over-generous benefits, idleness is encouraged among the unemployed and making it economically viable for young women to become single parents. The solution is rolling back the welfare state, and controlling crime by tightening up the criminal justice system: ‘Three strikes and you are out’ – or rather in. In jail. 

The role of guidance, in this picture, is to be seen in the increasing emphasis on planning: personal action plans, individual action plans, and suchlike. All to encourage people to make (socially acceptable) plans for the future. The marginalised are not only encouraged, but in fact forced to make long-reaching plans for their future career development. This is, precisely, what they are unable to do in most cases. Nonetheless, the yardstick of success for a number of guidance units in, for example, public employment services is the ‘production’ of action plans. The marginalised make no mistake when they refer to this process as: ‘I had an action plan made for me’. The ownership is on the side of the system, and guidance is part of such social control mechanisms.

Cultural capital

People lack the networks, the links to society, and the cultural capital to make use of the many support services that are in fact available to the public. Guidance is one such help to be found – if you how and where to find it. But some people do not have the language and the knowledge to break the codes of the system. What they need is enlightenment, more than mere information. It is of no or little use to put them in front a computer, however well linked it may be with the Internet: to find relevant information, you must have some prior knowledge, some kind of structure in mind, some cultural capital. And this is precisely what excluded people do not possess: they cannot break the code. 

Guidance is one of the important helping features to help the marginalised out of the darkness in which they live, and into the light of the inclusive society. This may be done through outreach guidance services, community-based or in the workplaces for at-risk low-paid and low-skilled workers. Some EU-funded Leonardo da Vinci projects have addressed these issues in terms of creating better access to guidance for those in risk of social exclusion (www.gla.ac.uk/avg) and bringing guidance to low-paid workers in the actual workplace in terms of ‘guidance corners’ or ‘educational ambassadors/learning advisors’ (www.gla.ac.uk/wg).

Solving, preventing, coping 

If in fact guidance is to counteract social exclusion, and work for social justice (Irving, 2010; Irving & Malik, 2005) it needs to come out of the conventional boxes in which most guidance activities are caged, for example the bureaucratic settings of which guidance is an integral part. It is surprising how much guidance is based on the assumption that people will come voluntarily to the office. This may well be the case, but will this kind of guidance reach out to the marginalized? Hardly. This point leads to the view that guidance may take three approaches in terms of a solving, a preventing, or a coping strategy, as pointed out in ‘Eurocounsel’, a pan-European action-research project (Watt, 1998):

Solving

This approach is the most common one: it implies that the role of guidance is to provide, preferably quick and cheap, solutions to problems in society. These may range from unemployment over educational dropouts to the integration of migrant workers in the labour market. The idea is that guidance can solve such problems – when the difficulties have already occurred. It is reactive approach.

Preventing

This approach is more uncommon, but it does exist in the shape of guidance activities in, for example, workplaces under restructuring. Some trade unions have been highly active in this respect: guidance corners on the factory floor, and even on night shifts are some of the more spectacular developments in this field (Plant, 2008). The idea is that guidance can prevent problems – before the difficulties have occurred. It is proactive approach.

Coping

This approach is the more controversial one. It implies that guidance may play a role in helping people get by and cope in difficult situations of e.g. long-term unemployment. This may include venturing into the minefield of guidance in relation to the informal economy, where so much work is hidden, yet it is not recognised by the official guidance system. One small step into the coping approach, guidance may play a role in helping people to convert informal activities into more formal ones.

Whereas the solving and preventing approaches represent mainstream guidance activities, the coping approach, in most cases, is a blind spot to most guidance. This, perhaps, is not so surprising, as guidance services themselves tend to work within bureaucratic structures, and as an integral part of formal systems such as educational institutions and employment services. In line with this general trend, guidance services have paid little if any attention to work opportunities in the informal economies. Even within the formal economy, they have tended to be drawn to its more bureaucratic parts, such as the professions and large organisations, where educational credentials tend to be more important. Less attention has been given to more entrepreneurial parts of the formal economy, including small firms and self-employment. The tendency for formal guidance services to relate more readily to the formal parts of the education, training and employment systems is one of the reasons why the issue of social exclusion presents them with such challenges. Policy-makers concerned about individuals who have dropped out of such systems, or are at risk of doing so, naturally look to guidance services as one of the agencies which can help such individuals remain in, or be reintegrated into, the formal systems. But the guidance services tend to have a knowledge base confined to the formal systems. Moreover, they tend to lack contact and credibility with the individuals concerned, because they know little about the informal systems: the services' "street knowledge" is weak (Watts, 1999). 

One way out of this predicament is the use of peers in guidance, with peers at the guidance interface, and professionals in a more detached role, providing support, information structures, and supervision. This may take the shape of youth-to-youth outreach guidance services (Watts & McCarthy, 1996), or of peer guidance activities in the workplace (Plant, 2008), and of a conscious move towards a deeper involvement of users (Vilhjalmsdottir, et al, 2011).

Conclusions & Questions 

In terms of social inclusion, guidance may have a role in patching up the malfunctions of the educational system and of the labour market. This is the solving part of guidance. Proactive approaches may have a more preventive scope. Coping strategies are more controversial or even a blind spot in guidance. If guidance is to play a more significant role in terms of formulating and implementing social inclusions policies, and not just patching up social exclusion, guidance may need to play the role of the Trojan Horse in the very systems of which they are an integral part. This is a challenge for guidance – both in practical and in policy terms. And is it possible? It requires a strong professional foundation to fulfil this role; one which includes the clients’, the users’ perspectives (Plant, 2006). It thus adds a bottom-up perspective to policy-making and the involvement of users.
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