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ABSTRACT

This chapter describes the Nordic jointly developed international course on ICT 
in guidance and counselling. Firstly, the rational for developing such a course 
is discussed. Secondly the use of research-based framework is elaborated and 
application of it to the curriculum development is demonstrated.

INTRODUCTION

European and Nordic case studies and reviews strongly indicate that, as elsewhere, 
demand for guidance far exceeds the supply of services, and that this need cannot be 
met by relying exclusively on traditional models of guidance (e.g. ELGPN, 2010; 
NOU, 2016; Sultana, 2004; Sultana & Watts, 2006; Valtiontalouden tarkastusvirasto, 
2015; Watts & Sultana, 2004; Zelloth, 2009). In a difficult economic climate, lifelong 
guidance policies contextualise the value of consistent and coherent guidance 
services in a wider societal spectrum. Europe and international policy documents (e.g. 
Cedefop, 2011; Eurobarometer, 2014; European Council 2004, 2008; OECD, 2004a, 
2004b) reflect a growing consensus that the role of Information and Communication 
Technology (ICT) in the guidance service sector is both important and increasingly 
essential. As demand for services continues to grow, we need to continually review 
and improve our service delivery modes and mechanism in a cost-effective manner. 
To this end, technology provides opportunities to extend services, especially 
reaching out to those in remote locations. To maximise these opportunities, it will 
be of importance to ensure that career practitioners are equipped with the requisite 
ICT competencies.

Rapid development in information and communication technology (ICT) has 
changed society fundamentally over the past two decades (e.g. Hoonakker, 2014; 
ITU, 2017). This technological revolution has given people unprecedented access to 
diverse information and has enabled inexpensive and instantaneous communication 
worldwide. In an evolving society, career professionals must continuously re-
evaluate techniques and delivery systems if they are to provide meaningful and 
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effective services to the various populations they serve. As technological advances 
change how individuals explore and acquire information about education, training 
and work opportunities, there is a pressing need to more closely align career guidance 
services and associated professional practices with these new technologies (e.g. 
Bimrose, Barnes, & Atwell, 2010; Kettunen, 2017; Kettunen & Sampson, 2019; 
Osborn, Dikel, & Sampson, 2010; Sampson, Kettunen, & Vuorinen, 2019). The 
skills and competences in the use of ICT in career guidance and counselling are often 
considered secondary and are therefore poorly developed in initial and continuing 
training (Cedefop, 2009; European Commission, 2014). In Nordic and Baltic 
training programmes, the role of ICT in career guidance is somewhat neglected (e.g. 
Högskoleverket, 2006; Vuorinen, 2006), and most such programmes do not teach the 
use of ICT in a professional context (Andreassen & Einarsdóttir, 2012).

To contribute to the current discussion and to enhance the training of career 
professionals, this chapter describes an international jointly developed ICT training 
programme for guidance and counselling practitioners. This draws on experiences 
and data gathered from Nordic countries, including (a) a mapping grid that explores 
the current situation in each country; (b) the authors’ written documentation when 
designing the course and c) participants’ written reflections about the course. The 
applied conceptual framework provides a basis for further development of the wider 
training curriculum.

NORDIC COOPERATION IN COURSE DEVELOPMENT

The impetus for the course emerged from the VALA Nordplus network. VALA is a 
network of Nordic and Baltic higher education institutions that train career guidance 
and counselling professionals in the Nordic and Baltic countries. The network’s 
purpose is to develop the curriculum and educational provisions for career and 
guidance counselling students, preparing them for work in diverse settings and 
with clients of all ages. The VALA network started off their work in 2012 by doing 
curricular comparison among training programmes (Andreassen & Einarsdóttir, 
2012). In the course of this analysis, it became evident that Nordic and Baltic 
programmes differ widely in their approaches to the role and use of ICT in guidance 
and counselling. A closer look revealed that most programmes do not address the use 
of ICT in professional practice (Andreassen & Einarsdóttir, 2012) and this finding 
motivated the development of the course described here. The course curriculum was 
jointly designed and delivered by the Finnish Institute for Educational Research (FI), 
Malmö University (SWE), eVejledning (DK) and the University of Iceland (IS). 
The partners have extensive experience of training and research in the use of ICT in 
guidance and counselling, and they support and work with practitioners in Nordic 
countries and internationally. Their complementary competences, experience, 
knowledge and skills encompass higher education (SWE/IS), practical applications 
(DK), research (FI) and independent work (SWE).
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Course Design

To enhance course participants’ understanding and use of ICT in guidance 
and counselling contexts, the aim of the course was to make them aware of the 
variation in the ways that technology interacts with professional practice and to 
provide opportunities to experiment and practice with ICT and social media in a 
broader way (Kettunen, 2017). The course is open to degree seeking students and 
experienced practitioners from various settings, exposing them to learning situations 
that challenge them to reflect and see the variation in terms of the potential uses 
of technology in career guidance and counselling. On completing the course, the 
students should be able to demonstrate increased ICT competency and to apply 
this in their professional practice. The course is a 5 ECTS course and workload is 
estimated to be 135 hours of work.

Content development for the course drew on the latest phenomenographic research 
exploring career practitioners’ conceptions of social media and competency for 
social media in career services (Kettunen, 2017; Kettunen, Sampson, & Vuorinen, 
2015). Phenomenographic studies help to improve practice by exploring variations 
in participants’ experiences of the phenomenon in question, which are revealed by 
the dimensions of variation which highlight the differences between the conceptions 
(e.g. Åkerlind, 2008; Kettunen & Tynjälä, 2017; Runesson, 2006). From an 
educational point of view, they also reveal what is needed to gain a more complex way 
of understanding (Marton & Booth, 1997, p. 111; Runesson, 2006). Kettunen’s study 
(2017) established an empirically derived, evidence-based foundation for the design 
of such training within a coherent career practice framework. The results revealed 
a qualitative variation in career practitioners’ conceptions of competency, ranging 
from the ability to use ICT and social media for information delivery to the ability 
to use ICT and social media for co-careering. The dimensions of variation highlight 
differences in conceptions, serving to identify critical features to be emphasised 
in training and curriculum development, and in creating learning objectives for 
the course. As an outcome of phenomenographic analysis (Marton, 1986, 1994;  
Marton & Booth, 1997), the variation theory of learning (Bowden & Marton, 1998; 
Marton & Booth, 1997; Marton & Tsui, 2004) informed the application of these 
dimensions to curriculum design (Åkerlind, McKenzie, & Lupton, 2014).

The course’s underlying teaching and learning philosophy is grounded in social 
constructivist (e.g. Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989) and socio-cultural theories 
(Säljö, 2001), employing a student-centred approach and problem-based or case-
based 21st century learning principles for professional education. From this view, 
learning is a situated process, promoting a community of mutually supportive 
learners. Research-based knowledge is linked to practice through hands-on training 
and empirical examples provided by instructors and also by participants. The course 
assigns great importance to student experiments and collaboration in interactive 
workshops that deepen knowhow in a goal-oriented manner, following the sequence 
theory-application-discussion.
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To facilitate the development of reflection and reflective learning, students 
write a reflective diary during the course. This reflexivity is considered crucial 
for professional education and training because it integrates theory and practice, 
transforming experience into new learning and developing new skills by building 
integrated knowledge bases (e.g. Mezirow, 1990). Mason (2002) characterises 
reflexivity as intentional learning from experience.

FROM DELIVERING INFORMATION TO CO-CAREERING

Kettunen’s (2017) evidence-based foundation for the design of pre-service and 
in-service training within a coherent framework of career practice emphasises a 
developmental approach to capacity building. It takes into account that ICT is used 
both on a self-help basis and as part of face-to-face and distance service delivery 
(e.g. Sampson & Makela, 2014). The results revealed five general approaches 
to social media and competency for social media (For details about the study’s 
results, see Kettunen, 2017). These encompass a passive approach and information-
centred, communication-centred, collaborative career exploration and co-careering 
approaches (Kettunen, 2017). This gives a basis and establishes a continuum to work 
with, thus resulting in the provision of training with opportunities to experiment 
and practice with ICT and social media in a broader way. Specific practitioner 
competencies addressed during the course include proficiency in locating, 
evaluating, and using online content; being a versatile and thoughtful writer; 
being able to generate and sustain engaging and constructive online discussion; 
and creating a visible and trusted online presence (Kettunen, 2017). Emphasis was 
also placed on interventions that foster collaborative learning among peer group 
members (Kettunen et al., 2015). Throughout the course, the use of information and 
communication technology in guidance and counselling was linked to ethical issues. 
Peterson, Sampson, Reardon, and Lenz’s (2008) cognitive information processing 
approach was used to illustrate how theory can be deployed to guide ICT-based 
career counselling and guidance practice.

Information

The most common use of ICT in career guidance is the dissemination of career 
information (Bimrose, Hughes, & Barnes, 2011; Hooley, Hutchinson, & Watts, 
2010; Watts, 2002). The course seeks to enhance students’ ability to identify and 
evaluate online career information and resources and the creative use of these tools 
to meet the client’s needs.

In general terms, career information is that which is specific to occupations or 
to the career development process (Osborn, 2012). It includes information about 
education and training and employment and work opportunities (e.g. Sampson & 
Osborn, 2014). The internet is the first contact point for many seeking to explore 
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new learning and work opportunities for themselves. When using web search 
features to find specific information on industries and occupations, the identified 
resources are likely to contain social media-based information. Social media-
based career information is occupational, educational, training, and employment 
information developed and disseminated by users of the information (Sampson, 
Osborn, Kettunen, Hou, Miller, & Makela, 2018).

The quality and validity of career information has been an issue for some time 
(e.g. Offer & Sampson, 1999) and remains so today (e.g. Kettunen & Makela, 2019; 
Sampson & Makela, 2014). Appropriately selecting and using career information is 
dependent on individuals and clients having skills in information literacy and digital 
literacy. Guidance practitioners have an important role in helping individuals and 
clients to evaluate and use career information as well as supporting the development 
of the literacy of their clients (Hooley et al., 2010). Information literacy involves the 
ability to identify one’s information needs and to locate, access, evaluate and use 
information efficiently. As defined by Martin (2008), digital literacy is the ability to 
use digital tools to find, sort, analyse and synthesise information and resources; to 
effectively communicate with others; and to construct new knowledge in the context 
of specific life situations involving reflection and social action. In the context of 
career guidance, Hooley (2012) characterised digital literacy as the capacity to 
critically (a) understand the nature of career information online, (b) analyse the 
origins of that information and (c) assess its utility.

During the course, students shared career information and online resources 
and described how these have been used or could best be used to meet the client’s 
need. The aim of these exercises was to illustrate the multiple types and sources 
of information that can be used to enhance career services. Additionally, examples 
of software evaluation criteria (NCDA, 1991) were distributed and discussed in 
small groups. Students reviewed the assigned sections and shared their observations 
with the rest of the group. Finally, students worked with case examples to develop 
their awareness of potential sources of invalidity in social media-based career 
information. The aim of these activities was to enhance students’ awareness of 
existing criteria and their ability to identify and evaluate online career information and  
resources.

Communication

Although ICT is increasingly used for communication, it remains relatively 
underutilised in career services (e.g. Bimrose, Kettunen, & Goddard, 2015), and the 
course aimed to enhance students’ ability to use ICT for one-to-one communication. 
This communication can be asynchronous (where receipt of a message involves a 
delay) or synchronous (where people communicate simultaneously in real time). 
Training was provided in text-based communication using email and chat, as these 
are currently most commonly used in guidance service provision.
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E-mail. Career practitioners increasingly use email when assisting clients. To 
enhance this capability, the course included guidance and counselling experiences 
from the Swedish eGuidance service (Vägledningsinfo.se). When eGuidance 
services first began in Sweden, social media was relatively new, and communication 
predominantly involved phone and e-mail. The course initiated discussion of the 
skills needed to use email to engage in a professional and ethical way with client 
concerns and explored guidance practitioners’ experiences of using email (Möller, 
2004) and how these were evaluated during the period 2005–2008 (Lindberg, 2008) 
and systematically applied in practice.

One key issue related to the exclusive use of text and writing is to develop a 
relationship that supports the client’s career process. A basic introduction to 
writing skills drew on Marcus Offer’s checklist entitled Using Information & 
Communications Technology Effectively in Guidance Service and Giving Guidance 
by Email (2004a, 2004b). Course participants also reviewed Career Counselling by 
email – Guidelines for practitioners (Brown, 2006) in order to discuss and reflect on 
how this knowledge might inform structured methods.

The course also examined how email communication differs from more traditional 
face-to-face meetings, using practical examples of how email allows people to use 
their own words in their own time, place and context rather than in a physical location 
at a specified time, where the career guidance counsellor is in control. In email 
communication issues are initiated by the client in their own words, and are not first 
filtered through guidance professional’s skilled use of active listening, empathy, and 
body language to prompt and probe (Egan, 2010). By working asynchronously, both 
client and counsellor can communicate at their own pace, giving them time to gather 
their thoughts without any pressure to share immediately. Course participants shared 
experiences and examples related to time management, email layout and different 
styles of response.

The course included e-mail activities. Examples of authentic and anonymized 
e-mail cases were distributed, and students analysed these in groups, discussing the 
emotions vocalised in writing and questions raised. They went on to discuss how 
to address the case and worked together to formulate an email response. The aim 
of the exercises was to point out the possibilities of using empathic responses and 
summarisation even in a written context. Furthermore, the cases and discussions 
provided opportunities for students to increase their understanding and enhance 
skills on how guidance and counselling by email can be practiced.

Chat. Chat is a relatively recent addition to guidance service, but has already 
shown great potential. To enhance students’ use and to broaden and deepen their 
knowledge of chat in professional practice, the course included an introduction to 
Danish eGuidance and their communication model.

When Danish eGuidance was formed in the beginning of 2011, career guidance 
counsellors had very limited experience of chatting in a professional context, and 
the massive user demand on the medium quickly triggered the need for a common 
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approach to this mode of guidance. For that reason, eGuidance developed a 
communications model (the 4C model) based on well-known theories such as Egan 
(1994, 2010), Rogers (1980) and Lindh (1997). The eGuidance 4C model involves 
four phases: contact-contract-communication-conclusion. The counsellor can jump 
between phases, each of which has different goals and content.

(a) The initial contact phase seeks to establish and maintain a good relationship 
with the client. The counsellor focuses on active listening to understand the client’s 
situation and to provide personalised advice while encouraging them to reflect on 
their own needs and interests.

(b) The contract phase seeks to co-define the focal issue of the virtual guidance 
session in collaboration with the client by asking targeted questions such as ‘What 
shall we talk about?’ or ‘What question would you like to address?’ Counsellors 
often return to this phase as the session progresses, and new questions or issues 
emerge on the basis of their interaction with the client.

(c) In the communication phase, the counsellor processes the information received 
from their client and tries to put their issue in perspective. To this end, eGuidance 
counsellors interact with their clients with questions or remarks such as ‘Is it okay if 
I offer you some links during the chat?’; ‘One moment please. I am just trying to find 
an answer’; or ‘Let me ask a colleague, and I will get back to you in a few minutes’.

(d) During the conclusion phase, the counsellor provides information and/or 
instructions regarding the focal issue defined during the contract phase and seeks to 
evaluate the client’s readiness to act. Instructions typically involve exploring directly 
a suggested education or career path and reflecting on different options.

During the course, students undertook activities related to their own knowledge 
and use of chat. The aim was to encourage reflection on chat as a medium for 
guidance and counselling and to acknowledge possible differences in how chat is 
used across the Nordic countries. They also worked with the 4C model; examples 
of authentic and anonymised chats were distributed, and students analysed the chats 
in small groups. They identified the different phases of the 4C model in the chat, 
noting parts that were functioning well or less well as a means of exploring the 
application of the 4C model and how chat functions in a guidance and guidance 
context. Secondly, students gained direct experience of chatting by working in pairs; 
one student played the client who contacted the other student (the counsellor) with 
a personal dilemma. The 4C model was used as a toolbox, providing the eGuidance 
counsellor with concrete proposals for questions and phrases in each phase. By 
switching roles, both gained experience as counsellor and client. The aim was to 
illustrate variations and to provide the students with opportunities to experiment and 
practice using chat in a professional context.

Collaborative Career Exploration

In collaborative career exploration, knowledge is shared in purposefully designed 
online space among individuals and practitioner as they work towards common 
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learning goals – for example, understanding the question at hand or solving 
a problem. Practitioners’ ability to design a space that integrates self-directed 
materials with interactive communication and knowledge of methods, techniques 
and activities that enhance participation and interaction in online discourse and 
foster collaborative processes in career learning among peer group members are 
highlighted (e.g. Kettunen, 2017). Learners are not passive recipients but active in 
their pursuit of knowledge as they participate in discussion, search for information 
and exchange opinions with their peers. The course aimed to enhance students’ skills 
and knowledge in devising interventions that foster collaborative career learning 
among peers.

During the course, the five-stage model of structured learning activities (Salmon, 
2005) was introduced and discussed as a means of creating interaction and 
participation. The first two stages of Salmon’s model seek to acclimatise the learner 
to the online environment and develop a supportive social context. The third stage 
is information exchange, in which learners interact with course materials and online 
activities, providing each other with further resources. In the fourth, stage, knowledge 
construction, learners work collaboratively, sharing ideas, posing problems and 
challenging each other in the spirit of inquiry. The final stage invites participants to 
take responsibility for their own learning and to reflect on it. Additionally, examples 
and experiences of online communities using synchronous communication in richer 
mediums like web-based video conferencing systems were shared. Throughout the 
course, students use an online learning platform that models the presented model to 
gain experience of collaborative career exploration.

Collaborative career exploration activities during the course included a task to 
be completed in a virtual meeting. Students were presented with a case scenario 
involving an ethical dilemma and were asked to work through it by defining ethical 
issues, identifying ideal resolutions and brainstorming strategies for practice in small 
groups in a virtual meeting room. Discussion and group reflection processes were 
recorded using audio and video. As well as its collaborative aspect, the aim of this 
exercise was to allow students to experience use of a virtual meeting room.

Co-Careering

In recent years, social media has gradually become part of daily practice for many 
career practitioners (e.g. Dyson, 2012; NACE, 2013; Osborn & LoFrisco, 2012), 
enabling co-careering in which shared expertise and meaningful co-construction 
on career issues take place with and among community members (Kettunen, 2017, 
p. 41). To enhance students’ co-careering skills and understanding, the training 
focuses on how to create and express a visible and trusted online presence, as well as 
questions pertaining to ethical practice in social media.

Social media enables individuals and groups to build common understandings and 
shared meanings based on content, community and Web 2.0 technology (Ahlqvist, 
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Bäck, Heinonen, & Halonen, 2010; Kolbitsch & Maurer, 2006). Thus, it primarily 
does not refer to a particular set of technologies but to types of practices (Bonderup 
Dohn, 2009). Each user has the opportunity to play an active, content-producing and 
interactive role, or serve as a bystander. The integration of social media into career 
services has prompted the redesign of service delivery, especially regarding the role 
of the practitioner. In guidance processes, one can discern an evolution in the locus 
and nature of control as the practitioner moves from controlling the process to being 
a participant. Today the client has the possibility to choose and decide how, when 
and where they would like to communicate. The client can even control the process; 
if one no longer wishes to participate, it is easy to exit online, making the client more 
independent. Barnes, La Gro, and Watts (2010, p. 30) described this paradigm shift as 
an evolution from ‘provider-led’ to ‘user-led’ career services. Successful integration 
of social media in career services depends not only on available skills or technical 
facilities but on practitioners’ willingness to accept the changes that new technology 
brings to service delivery (Kettunen, Vuorinen, & Sampson, 2013, 2015).

The key to success on social media is to establish clear goals and ensure that your 
actions work to achieve these goals (Rutledge, 2010). During the course examples 
and experiences of using social media (such as Facebook, LinkedIn, Youtube) in 
career services were shared. Activities during the course included group discussions 
about social media’s pros and cons. Furthermore, social media engagement tactics 
were explored and students practiced creating social media posts that encouraged 
people to interact. During the course, emphasis was also placed on more conscious 
involvement in online communities in which meanings and understandings are co-
constructed. To utilise social media for co-careering, the practitioner must become 
an active participant by acquiring the requisite skills and establishing a visible, 
approachable and trusted presence (Kettunen et al., 2015; Sampson et al., 2018). 
Building a reliable and authentic image of oneself within the relevant communities 
requires mindful online presence, monitoring and actively updating one’s online 
profiles; it also requires a practical understanding of the means by which this 
presence is conveyed to others online (Kettunen, 2017).

The course instructors referred to empirical examples of strategies for 
operationalising a visible and trusted online presence in professional practice. To 
begin, they distributed examples of how different clients might use social media for 
occupational, educational, and employment exploration. Students worked through 
the examples, identifying the phases in which co-careering occurred. The aim of this 
exercise was to give students examples of co-careering and offering a possibility to 
reflect on one’s own future practice.

DISCUSSION

Career practitioners’ capacity building is crucial for the successful integration of 
ICT in careers practice. This Nordic jointly developed international course provides 
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a concrete model for bridging the skills gap in career practitioners’ initial and 
continuing training, using a research-based framework (Kettunen, 2017) for ICT 
competency development. Members of the development team have gone to lengths 
to ensure that the course curriculum and material being developed are pedagogically 
and technically strong by incorporating relevant current research and methods 
into the overall course design. The team has challenged themselves and sought, 
and continue to seek, ways to develop the course and the activities that engage 
the students both in content and skill development by obtaining ideas for course 
improvements from course participants. Furthermore, the development of the course 
aligns with Åkerlind et al.’s (2014) view that phenomenographic studies can be used 
to improve the design and evaluation of services and the associated curriculum, and 
more studies of this kind can be expected to contribute to further advances in the 
field of guidance and counselling.
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