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From 10th – 14th March, I was extremely privileged to spend a week as a guest of the National Centre for Guidance in Education (NCGE) in Dublin, Ireland. The exchange was organised by Careers Europe, based in Bradford, UK. They are the UK National Resource Centre for International Careers Information. They provide resources to Careers services, Connexions services and other information and advisory services throughout the UK.

The main contact who organised the trip was Shivaun Gallagher, Academia Programme Co-ordinator from the NCGE. Other people on the exchange were Barbara Salmon Spillner and Nathalie Schott from France, Isabel Magalló Albert and Milian Montserrat from Spain, Ulle Soonik and Riina Lepik from Estonia, Eva Poulsen  and Karen Dinesen from Denmark, Else Merethe Strande and Marit Kirilov from Norway and finally Mhairi Hodgart from Scotland.

Day One, Monday 10th March at the National Museum of Ireland, Collins Barracks, Dublin 7

We met at the National Museum of Ireland in the morning and after introductions, we were given a series of talks which lasted the morning. The timetable for the day is given below:-

	10:15 –10:45    
	Overview of the Education System In Ireland- presented by Hilary Lynch, Guidance Officer, Euroguidance Co-ordinator, NCGE



	10:45 –11:30
	Overview of the Guidance Provision In Ireland- presented by Eileen Fitzpatrick, Director for NCGE  and Hilary Lynch



	11:45 – 12:15
	Guidance Support at Post Primary Level Research, Development and Ongoing Projects- presented by Linda Darbey, Guidance Programme Coordinator (Acting), NCGE



	12:15-12:45
	Adult Guidance Initiative Research, Development and Ongoing Projects- presented by Jennifer McKenzie, National Co-ordinator, Adult Educational Guidance Initiative, NCGE



	14:00 to 16:00
	Group Session on supporting the individual’s ownership of the career development process.


A summary of each of the talks are given below:-

Overview of the Education System In Ireland

The Department of Education and Science(DES) is responsible for education in Ireland.  Education is compulsory in Ireland between the ages of six to fifteen although most Irish children begin education at four years of age. The curriculum was revised in 1999 and ensures all children are taught Irish as well as Maths, English, modern languages, Social environmental and scientific education (SESS), physical education, social, personal and health education and arts education including music, drama and art. There are several types of second level education schools in Ireland. The origins and management of each type of school differ, but they all provide a common compulsory curriculum and a broad range of academic and vocational subjects. Types of school include:-

     Secondary schools- privately owned by religious orders

     Vocational schools- managed by Vocational Education Committees

     Community and Comprehensive schools- managed by Boards of Management 

Secondary level education in Ireland lasts from age 12 through to 18 years of age. This consists of a Junior Cycle (3 years) which ends with the student taking the Junior Certificate Examination. The Junior Certificate is taken at approximately fifteen years old and covers a broad range of academic and vocational subjects.  It is offered at two levels of ability: Ordinary and Higher.  English, Irish and Mathematics are offered at three ability levels: Foundation, Ordinary and Higher. Next is the Transition Year which is entirely optional and lasts one year. It is interdisciplinary and emphasises interpersonal development and experiential learning rather than academic learning. This includes life skills, personal development and work experience and offers students a valuable opportunity to mature and find out what they enjoy. The Senior cycle lasts two years and the final examination is the Leaving Certificate. The Leaving Certificate examination is held at the end of the senior cycle in second-level schools when students are usually 17/18 years old.  It is the terminal examination of second-level education and is the basis for entry into higher education and training. Students following the established Leaving Certificate Programme must take at least five subjects.  These normally include English, Maths and Irish.  The majority of students in Ireland take the established Leaving Certificate. Other ways to take the certificate include:-

· Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme(academic and vocational orientations)

· Leaving Certificate Applied(vocational orientation)

Further education in Ireland includes education and training after second level schooling and consists of adult literacy and basic education programmes, adult education programmes e.g. evening classes(self funded), second chance education e.g. youthreach and post-leaving certificate courses and apprenticeships. 

Higher Education in Ireland involves the universities, Institutes of Technologies and Colleges of Education all of which are state funded.  Applications to third level education are through the Central Applications Office(www.cao.ie) Private colleges are funded by student fees and if a student does not obtain a good grade in their Leaving Certificate, it is possible to go to a private college to improve their grades. Courses can be researched on www.qualifax.ie, the Irish National courses database. This is the one stop shop for all courses information in any sector in Ireland.

Overview of the Guidance Provision In Ireland

The National Centre for Guidance in Education (NCGE) is an agency of the Department of Education and Science and is funded by the Government. The Centre supports and develops guidance practice in all areas of education and informs the policy of the Department of Education and Science in all areas of guidance including primary, post primary (secondary schools),third level (universities and Institutes of Technologies), adult and non formal education guidance activities. They also act as a centre for the exchange of information on guidance at national and international level. 

There is no formal guidance provision at primary school level, however there are elements of guidance in the primary school curriculum e.g. SPHE Programme. At the second level, the main difference between the English system of Guidance and the Irish system of Guidance is that to work in a post primary school, guidance practitioners need a teaching qualification and a guidance qualification. Four universities provide post graduate training courses in guidance which are two years part time or one year full time. The Government through the Department of Education and Science pay the salaries of Guidance Counsellors in post primary education. The Irish are very proud of their model of guidance which is holistic and focuses on the personal, social and educational aspects of a client’s development. There is a strong belief that all three aspects are fully integrated so to be an effective guidance counsellor, an individual will need training in personal counselling as well as educational and careers knowledge. Another key difference from the UK is that the provision of guidance in the school is determined by the number of students in a school. Guidance in post primary schools is a universal entitlement as per the Education Act, 1998.  Each school is granted an additional teaching resource to assist it with its guidance provision, ranging from approximately eight hours per week in small schools (<200 students), to approximately two full-time posts in schools >1000 students. Because of the size of the schools, guidance counsellors also have to undertake a teaching role. Guidance in secondary schools refers to a range of learning experiences that assist students to make choices about their lives (personal and social, educational and career) and to make transitions consequent in these choices. Typical activities include counselling, assessment, information and advice, careers education, referrals, placements and managing guidance activities.  

Guidance in third level is provided by the Careers Service established by and within each institution. Universities were traditionally more likely to be based in the big cities so Institutes of Technology were brought in to provide regional access to Higher Education.  Career services are based in Career Advisory/and Appointments Offices, and counselling services are offered through the Student Counselling Service. Typical guidance activities include teaching, counselling, advice, assessment, referral, advocacy, follow up including graduate destinations and employability skills.  The main aim is to enable students to have confidence in making their own career decisions and there is a big drive to try to drive careers education into third level curriculum. 

Guidance in non formal settings is best exampled by Youthreach. There are over 80 centres nationally and there is no formal provision but the youth receive 2.5 hours of guidance a week. The DES delivers Youthreach through Centres managed by Vocational Educational Committees and the programme is aimed at unemployed young early school leavers aged 15-20, who are offered a second chance at education through a flexible programme of integrated general education, vocational training and work experience that can help increase the young person’s self-esteem, skills, knowledge base and employability. 

The NCGE participates in many Euroguidance projects including Leonardo and Guidenet. Relevant websites for more information are http://www.euroguidance.net/ and http://www.europa.eu.int/ploteus/portal/ . Euroguidance promotes mobility, helping guidance counsellors and individuals to better understand the opportunities available to European citizens throughout Europe whilst PLOTEUS aims to help students, job seekers, workers, parents, guidance counsellors and teachers to find out information about studying in Europe. Useful publications by the NCGE include ‘The Guidance Counsellor’s Handbook’ , ‘NCGE News’ which covers many subjects relevant to the work of NCGE and Guidance practitioners in various sectors in Ireland as well as news of international and European policy and projects. They also produce useful factsheets that can be accessed on the website  http://www.ncge.ie/resources_info.htm. 

The National Guidance Forum exists to make recommendations to the DES and DETE (Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment) concerning the development and provision of lifelong and life-wide guidance in Ireland. It has 33 representatives from the education and labour market sectors and provides a framework for quality assurance for guidance services. An important initiative they run is the European Lifelong Guidance Policy Network which has been established by European Member states to enhance co-operation on lifelong guidance in the education and employment sectors. Its key aims are to promote European cooperation on lifelong guidance and provide added value to participating countries in the development and implementation of their lifelong guidance policies, systems and services. For more information, please see http:/elgpn.eu

Please note, the only level of guidance not described in this section is adult guidance which is described in more detail below under  ‘Adult Education Guidance Initiative Research, Development and Ongoing Projects’

Guidance Support at Post Primary Level Research, Development and Ongoing Projects

In 2006, the results of a comprehensive review of guidance in secondary level schools in Ireland was published. This report comprised the first comprehensive review of guidance services in second level schools (students aged 12 to 18 years) since the establishment of such services in the 1960s in Ireland. Questionnaires had been sent to all post primary schools, extensive case studies were undertaken and focus groups were formed consisting of parents, students, representatives from primary and post primary schools, 3rd level guidance, FAS (National Training and Employment Authority) and the business community. The results of the review (2006) found that many more resources were needed, more guidance time needed to be spent on junior cycle students, more guidance time spent on traditional career options and more guidance time needed to be spent on transitions e.g. from primary to post primary.  Positive findings from the study included 50% of students expressing satisfaction with the guidance programme, the value of career related activities and the approachability of the guidance counsellor. However, a  huge 80% majority of guidance counsellors reported that their current allocation was not sufficient for their guidance related activities and it was felt there was a tendency of bias in guidance towards traditional courses offered at 3rd level.
As a result of this review, the report ‘Guidelines for Second Level Schools on the Implications of Section 9 (c ) of the Education Act 1998, relating to student’ access to appropriate guidance’ was published. This document provides a reference point for schools in Ireland to help identify the minimum standards necessary to provide appropriate guidance for its students. Another result was the development of continuing professional guidelines for guidance counsellors working in schools. A system of support now exists for guidance counsellors working in schools who being supported by the NCGE, are able to gain access to workshops and resource materials vital to them performing effectively in their job roles. Guidance counsellors are now through training are better able to reflect and improve upon their practice/ gain professional accreditation for their hard work. 

Adult Education Guidance Initiative Research, Development and Ongoing Projects

The Adult Educational Guidance Initiative (AEGI) was initiated in 2000 with the aim of providing guidance to adults participating in VTOS (Vocational Training Opportunities Scheme-see page 9), literacy and other adult community education and BTEI programmes nationwide (Back to Education Initiative-see page 9.) The AEGI services were developed on a phased basis between the years of 2000 and 2006. The AEGI plan started with just 8 centres, now there are 41 centres and in 2007 an extra £1million pounds was offered which has resulted in an additional two guidance services and an additional guidance counsellor into 12 existing services. The aims of the service are to provide adult educational guidance for the key target groups and to build local capacity, to develop support structures and to encourage local partnerships. The roles within adult guidance involve the information officer who helps a member of the community find information such as the nearest university, the nearest IT/literacy course, the guidance counsellor who will give guidance on more complicated issues and the guidance co-ordinator who runs the service on a daily basis. NCGE coordinate and support the training of the Adult Guidance Initiative. Guidance counsellors are strategically deployed to areas where they are needed most and recent news has confirmed the AEGI will now be available to the target groups in all counties. Another advantage of the AEGI is the way the AEGI Advisory Body is set up. This body advises who should be doing what and how they are doing it and the meeting of the Advisory Body provides a rare chance for these different groups to keep up to date with each other on current initiatives. 

The afternoon was spent discussing the different types of guidance available in our own countries. The focus was on ‘Supporting the individual’s ownership of the career development process’.

Day Two, Tuesday 11th March with Peter Lewis, Dublin Institute of Technology(DIT), Aungier Street
Diary of Day’s events

	09:00 - 11:00  
	Introduction to third level guidance, styles and philosophy presented by Peter Lewis, Careers Advisor

	11:00 -1200  
	CV session with Laurence Whitson, Careers Advisor 

	12:00- 13:00
	Presentation on Interview Techniques presented by Marie Gonnelly, Careers Adviser

	
	LUNCH

	14:00 to 16:30
	Session on Career Decision Making Model used in DIT and products they have developed presented by Peter Lewis, Careers Advisor and Laurence Whitson, Careers Advisor.


Introduction to Dublin Institute of Technology Careers Service by Peter Lewis

The careers service in Dublin Institute of Technology helps its students in a number of ways including offering one to one careers guidance, careers workshops and career development skills sessions as well as having a comprehensive careers website (http://www.dit.ie/DIT/careers/index.html). The key principle behind the careers service is not to dictate to the students what they need but to anticipate ahead the questions they may ask.  The website has been designed to help answer the majority of students’ queries, leaving the counsellors more time to see the students who have more complex needs. Group sessions are advertised and promoted throughout the Institute. Information on permanent and summer jobs is delivered in a weekly vacancy bulletin, Graduate Jobscene. There is an interactive career planning resource available on the student intranet and students can learn of employment opportunities and employer talks by reading the careers noticeboards displayed around the Institute.The careers service has a statement of service which students can refer to  to understand how the service is run and what they can expect.

The careers service takes the developmental approach. Previously careers sessions were all about preparing a student for the next stage of the process i.e. preparing the student for their first job after college. The developmental approach takes the longer term view in that the process helps the student prepare themselves effectively for the whole career decision making process. This involves the students getting to know themselves well in terms of their strengths, what is important to them, what influences their decision in choosing a job and what their skills are. The careers sessions with the careers advisers are 45 minutes to 1 hour to reflect this approach. In other colleges and universities, quick careers appointments may be just used to provide short term fixes such as correcting a student’s CV or helping them find work experience. The majority of careers advisers’ interviews come about as a result of the group sessions they run or because a student has personally requested an interview.

The careers service are very proud of a careers decision making cycle they have designed which helps the student realise that career decision making is not a one-off event which happens in the final year of college but is a lifelong process beginning with getting to know yourself and your personality, your skills, your values, your interests and your learning style. All of the work the career service department does is focused on this career decision model which is frequently evaluated and adapted in order for it to be the best it can be and is used extensively by students and the careers service within the institute.  How do they teach what careers education involves and how does the careers department provide it?  DIT offer an award winning accredited One Day Career Planning Workshop, curriculum integrated programmes and series of bespoke workshops  on the following topics: 

· Decision making and career learning

· Self-awareness

· Occupational research 

· Employer contacts

 The careers service’s success is determined by a number of factors:-

· Strong links embedded with the academic departments- the careers service helps reach the majority of students by building strong relationships with the academic staff who play a vital role in emphasising the importance of  the career management process. They help the students build up their career management skills by encouraging them to develop knowledge of how the careers service can help them. A key difference from other third level institutions  is the way careers sessions are integrated within the subject timetable. The student has to attend these careers sessions as these sessions are counted as part of the whole assessment process and count as part of their final marks. The students get credits for attending workshops and going on work experience to test their ideas. 

· Marketing- a key role of the careers service is how they market themselves and getting the academic staff to see the value of the work they are involved in. The careers staff have to convince the academic tutors of the importance of preparing students adequately for the career management process and request their help and input in achieving this, especially as the careers advisers do not have the same access to the students as the academic tutors do. 

· Being positive and not being directive- the careers service emphasises  to students that they are not here to make decisions for them but rather to give them a range of options, helping the student work out for themselves what is right for them. This might involve helping them to anticipate when they should do a series of actions or counselling them if they feel they have gone down the wrong path. This involves reassuring them that no experience is ever wasted and that many individuals have many kinds of careers and different types of jobs in their lifetime.  

· Strong links with other support services help the students receive a holistic service and much referring is done between the other departments which include counselling, the chaplaincy, disability, support and the accommodation services. 

· Work with the retention department- The careers service work with this department to work out why people leave and identify those at risk of dropping out. The careers service work with other departments to try to put support systems in place by introducing the careers service early to the students when they join the institute. An example of how they help the student is that if a student decides to leave, the careers service will try to help them but will not force them to come to a session if they do not want to. Another common situation is that students in the first year realise they are on the wrong course and start to panic. This is because they aim for the most elite universities but have not given enough thought to the type of course that suits them. 

· Employers- are encouraged to come in and interview the students. This is a two-way process and the employers are expected to contribute to the process by giving presentations and sometimes writing their own adverts on the institute’s career jobsite (www.dit.ie/jobscene). The employers also help by giving feedback to the careers team. If they know students they are recruiting are lacking certain personal skills, the employers feed this back to the Institute so changes can be made in the curriculum. When interviewing students, each academic department puts dates out to the employers and these are taken up on a first come, first serve basis. 

Employers are able to get free advertising on the institute’s career jobsite (www.dit.ie/jobscene). DIT can help the employer by arranging to have their advert displayed in GradIreland(www.gradireland.com) where it gets national exposure. This site is the main source for jobs and careers information for graduates in Ireland. DIT encourages each employer to write their own adverts and the website gives instructions on how to do this. Employers get free inclusion in the milkround graduate vacancy listing available to all students and can participate in the annual Employer Fair.

The next part of the morning was spent observing a CV session with one of the students in the final year of her Retail and Service Management course. This was not a CV correction session. Instead, Laurence Whitson, the guidance counsellor, asked in depth questions to the student to help her think for herself how her CV could be improved. The career decision making cycle was used much in the session to help the student realise where she was in the cycle, and what she needed to do to develop her skills. This CV session was an example of how careers advisers are deliberately conducting in-depth holistic careers sessions in order to build up the skills of their students so they can manage their own career development. We then observed a lunch time PowerPoint presentation presented by Marie Gonnelly, another careers adviser in DIT, which focused on interview skills. Again, the career decision making cycle the careers service uses featured much in the PowerPoint presentation used. The interview session prepared the students for what the purpose of an interview is, what the employer is looking for and how the candidate should prepare for an interview. A list of common interview questions were given but the careers adviser asked the students to think why the interviewers were asking these particular interview questions and what information they were looking for from the candidate. Thinking like this would help the students to prepare adequately for interviews and  ensure their answers were relevant to the question being asked. The biggest reason why students fail was given as nerves and techniques were discussed on how to overcome this.

Our group was then taken down to the Institute’s canteen for lunch. The afternoon session was conducted by Peter Lewis and Laurence Whitson who explained to us the career decision making cycle they use in more detail. The reason why the career decision model is used so extensively is that it has been found to be the most effective way to reach the students in the shortest time period possible. Before, students were coming to careers in their final year with all sorts of problems. A strategy was devised to reach students and help them before they reached a crisis point. The career decision model not only helps large groups to be taught in one session but also helps reach the students early in their career development decision making process. This eases some of the future work the careers counsellors have to do as students are trained to manage more effectively their own career management and are less likely to have career crises. The one day careers workshop has been very successful and has been promoted by word of mouth so that after 4 years, there is now 100% attendance. The session also described careers resources that have been designed by the careers department. Apart from the website (www.dit.ie/careers),  the careers service have designed a range of products. The Careers Planning resources are divided into self assessment tools, occupational research tools, job hunting techniques and tools to help write CVs and covering letters and interview techniques. The employer resources describe what the employers can expect from the service, what campus visits will involve and how the employers can attend the annual DIT Employer Fair. 

 Day Three, Wednesday 12th March with Deirdre Johnston, Dun Laoghaire Adult Guidance and Community Education Based Education Support Services
The day started with a welcome from Deirdre Johnston.  

Diary of Day’s events. 

	09:45 – 10:00  
	Brief outline of service presented by Deirdre Johnston, Adult Guidance Service Co-ordinator

	11:00 -1200  
	The Adult Guidance Service presented by Deirdre Johnston, Adult Guidance Service Co-ordinator

	11:00 –11:30
	Tour of The Premises

	11:30-12:45
	Guidance in Practice – A Disability Perspective presented by Deirdre Johnston, Eoin Quinn and Laura Malone

	12:45 to 15:00
	Taxi to ‘Choices’ Carmona Services and lunch.

	14:00 to 15:00
	A Disability Perspective presented by Audrey Carroll, ‘Choices’ Centre Co-ordinator and visit to 

‘Choices’ employment support unit


The Adult Guidance Service

Vocational Education Committees(VECs) were established under the 1930 Vocational Education Act.  The role of the 33 VECs is defined in section 9 of the VEC Amendment Act (2001) as that of providing a range of educational services, which are approved, financed and regulated by the Department of Education & Science. The role of the VEC is constantly evolving, adapting to the needs of the community but the core purpose remains the same - to promote, foster and develop technical and continuing education, including the provision of schools and colleges and curriculum development.  This is delivered through a wide range of services, including second level education, adult and further education, community education, Senior Traveller Training Centres and support services such as childcare, student grants, school transport and Guidance, Counselling and Psychological services. The Dun Laoghire Vocational Educational Comittee (DLVEC) policy is directed at ensuring EU and National policy is applicable and relevant to the local area. The aim of the Adult Education Guidance and Counselling Service is to enable adults to make the best possible choices for learning, taking into account the wider issues of their daily lives. It provides adults with educational guidance, support and information on a confidential one-to-one and group basis. Although the guidance service works with adults, it partners with a variety of community support services such as the youth service and the support centre for adults with disabilities in order  to provide a holistic support service that meets all the client’s needs. The success of the service depends on understanding how the other support services work and breaking down the barriers in order to work effectively with them so the client receives the best service.  The key principles the DLVEC is underpinned by is the equality of opportunity and respect for the learners as they make choices and work towards their potential. This involves gaining the client’s trust and assuring the client that the issues they bring to guidance are confidential. They are assured they will be respected as an individual whatever their history or ability. The clients may be from groups with literacy or addictions needs, disabilities/ mental health problems, clients in low paid jobs seeking to improve their qualifications, clients with language needs or clients who may not have achieved their learning certificate for a variety of reasons.
A key issue the service faces is how to help their clients know where to go, whom to see, when to go and how to access the appropriate guidance, information and advice suitable for their needs.  The guidance service provides information on access, educational opportunities and progression and uses many local networks to promote their activities such as community resource centres or the national employment centre and the FAS.  They advertise their services regularly through a monthly e mail, newsletters and helpful information sheets. These factsheets cover topics such as  funding, going to college and computer courses.  There is a drop-in service for learners seeking help with reading, writing and maths, a free Discover Guidance directory of resources for the returning learner and an Information Resource Library amongst other services. One of the key issues the service faces is how to provide an efficient service with limited funding. Tutors working closely one to one with young people with disabilities has proven an effective method of promoting guidance. Guidance takes place in an informal setting that is focused around the subject that the client is studying. Especially with vulnerable clients with complex needs, the guidance needs of the client can be met well in this way as the client finds this kind of set up much less threatening than they might a proper guidance interview. Guidance is discussed in a much wider context  mentioned along with life issues such as study skills, managing time, decision making skills and job search skills.  For example, disabled students receive guidance not just on college subject options, but how to travel to the college and how to become self sufficient. Getting disabled students to be as self- sufficient as possible and able to integrate with society is one of the main aims of the service. 

A key programme running in DLVEC is the ‘Exploring Further Education Programme’. The aim of this programme is to offer progression opportunities for learners with (intellectual disabilities) in mainstream second level education who will be supported to transition to further mainstream educational, vocational and self directed yet supported life style options. This involves a  partnership between DLVEC, St John of God, Carmona Services and the Health Service Executive. Learners are encouraged to take part in courses on self advocacy, travel training, time planning and life management skills in order to help them cope with the outside world and progress. The EOP Pre-Development Programme is another development programme. This involves asking the young disabled person a series of questions so that a learner profile is built up on the client’s preferences, abilities and what they would like to do in the programme. Techniques are used such a story map which asks the client to describe themselves, what they want to do next and how to make it happen and their hopes and fears. Exercises such as ‘Window to my world exercises’ helps the client to focus on their feelings and helps them to learn what is guidance and how it can help them as individuals. These complex issues are dealt with very simply and in such a way that the client builds up their confidence. A key difficulty with working with such clients is helping them to build upon and remember what they learnt in previous sessions. Relaxation techniques are used which seem to help the client remember more effectively  what the previous session covered.

The afternoon involved a trip to Carmona Services. Carmona Services provides a range of day and residential services for children and adults with an intellectual disability. Our group was looked after by Audrey Caroll, ‘Choices’ Centre Co-ordinator. She had very strong beliefs in the way individuals with intellectual disabilities could be helped back into the community and gave numerous examples of how such individuals successfully integrated into society. The aim was for each individual to have a job where they could earn a salary and be of use in the community.  We were introduced to the ‘Choices’ employment support unit which tried to help the clients find employment.  The type of job the client is entered for is crucial so personal profiling plays a key part. The job will not work out if it is not what the young person wants or is not suitable for them. Clients were given an insight into what a job would involve by seeing videos such as ‘Working in an office’ or ‘Working in a supermarket’. These videos were simple effective methods that helped the clients to understand what a job entails and what is expected of them. The employment unit plays a vital role in helping individuals with disabilities feel that they are contributing to society and helps build up their confidence and self belief.  

Day Four, Thursday 13th March with Michael O’ Shea, County Meath Adult Guidance Services

Michael O’ Shea, Adult Guidance Co-ordinator met our group from the bus and took us by car to County Meath Guidance Services. Following refreshments, we were introduced to Michael’s colleagues Ellis Coyne, Information Officer and Michelle Magnier, Adult Guidance Counsellor. Our first meeting was an introduction to the service. 

Diary of Day’s events. 

	10:30 – 12:00  
	Outline of service presented by Michael O’ Shea, Adult Guidance Co-ordinator

	12:00 -1300  
	Meeting with BTEI group who are commencing a Pre-Leaving Certificate course in order to discuss options

	13:00-14:00
	Meeting with 4 participants from VTOS programme to discuss what they have learnt from the programme

	14:00-15:45
	Tour of the facilities


County Meath VEC Adult Education service provides a wide range of learning opportunities for adults which includes full time courses, part time courses and day and evening courses. These include work related, recreational, certified and personal development /life coaching skills courses.  Over 100 part – time tutors and nearly 3000 students participated in these courses last academic year.  Sixty clients from the centre applied to go onto Higher Education which is a huge accomplishment  including two places out of eight for social sciences courses and four people who applied for nursing and obtained a place. County Meath has a diverse range of clients to serve. They offer guidance services to adults participating in VTOS, BTEI, Community Education and Meath Adult Learning Courses. 

The Back to Education Initiative (BTEI) is a scheme that provides part-time courses for young people and adults, especially those who have not achieved their Leaving Certificate. The BTEI creates an opportunity to combine a return to learning with family, work and other responsibilities. Anyone who has left a full time education can take part in a course, but priority is given to those with less than upper second level education.  Michael led us into the BTEI class. We met with a range of individuals with very different backgrounds. Some of the students were international and were using the course to improve their language needs and acquire basic certification level. One was a mature student who after being in a nursing role for a long period of time was seeking in her later years to gain as much academic knowledge as she could. One student who had worked for several  graphic design companies had decided this career was not for her and was seeking a fresh start in another career field. She was very nervous about taking exams. Michael O’ Shea went around the room asking the reasons why people were taking the course and what emerged was a number of students all with different needs and hopes for the future. Michael whilst checking with the students they were happy to share their story, asked them the question, ‘If you could have done anything different with your life, what would you have done?’ Michael explained this question has proven to be a useful start for encouraging clients to start a dialogue with him. He can reassure the client that it is not always too late to makes changes in their lives and achieve what they want to do. 

The VTOS(Vocational Training Opportunities Scheme) is for adults over 21 who are receiving social welfare payment or credits for at least six months and this includes one parent families, those with disabilities, adult dependents, and those on job seekers allowance. The aim is to give the most educationally challenged adults a second chance in life, in order to enhance their employability and to empower students to explore their full potential by participating in a wide range of subject choices.   The VTOS scheme allows adults to re-enter education, revise the basics, develop new skills, learn to use computers, achieve certification at a range of levels and progress to third level education. We met three clients who were typical of this programme. One client had featured on a TV programme as a successful example of an older student returning to education. He had now finished his education and was now applying for university to become a teacher. One student was a young mother who was single and had childcare commitments, having previously worked in a factory, she felt she had little hope of getting an education. Her ambition was to work in education and she faced the difficulty of achieving this with her childcare commitments. Michael was working with her to see what was possible and one option she thought possible was that she could work towards her ambition by taking the first steps towards becoming a special needs assistant. The third person we saw who was a mature student who had been in a low paid job for many years and had felt  trapped as he had to be the main breadwinner for his family. He had recently been made redundant and was using the opportunity to re-skill himself. He had acquired a love of the classics and was now back in education often outperforming the classics teacher in class as he so loved the subject! All of these stories show how Michael and his team have played a vital role in helping these individuals acquire the confidence to return to education and as a result, the paths these individuals can take in life now have many more possibilities. Clients are often coloured by their past and carry immense personal baggage whether this be lack of confidence, anger and resentment or other such issues. Michael explained that mature students often lack confidence as they think that everyone else will be smarter than them, everyone else has better jobs and they have to put up with their situation. Through increasing their self esteem, the guidance team is helping clients to become more positive about themselves and what they can achieve in the future.

 The Meath Adult Guidance Education Service tries to reach a variety of clients with different needs using different techniques. Much of the guidance can take place in the hours between 09:15 to 11:00 when mothers are free and have dropped the children off. Many clients the guidance service sees are professionals who are looking to get local jobs as they are facing journey times of up to two hours to Dublin and back each day. Such individuals are willing to take much less well paid jobs in order to meet childcare commitments. Unfortunately, local jobs are very competitive and are hard to find so Michael O’Shea often sees such clients in the early morning as they have a two hour trip to Dublin and back each day. The guidance service runs Information Roadshows that are designed to tailor the educational service in accordance to the needs of the local population. Information sessions are held both in the morning and evening in order to fit with client need. Clients are able to seek financial advice such as funding available and childcare support here too. Local universities, colleges, and local employers also attend so information roadshows are proving to be a very useful promotion event where Meath Adult Guidance Education Service  can advertise its services and clients can find out useful information without travelling too far. 

In the afternoon, we were given a tour of the facilities including the Travelling Training Centre, VTOS Literacy unit, the Community Education Centre, the new Adult Education Centre and the Mobile IT unit. The mobile IT unit is a new initiative which is not only used by the team to give outreach 1-1 guidance sessions but  is also a state of the art mobile training facility. In addition to the mobile unit, there is a suite of tablet PCs which can be set up in any location in the county.  County Meath is very proud of two of its publications which are called ‘the Information Guide’ and ‘The Learning Toolkit’. Both of these have been produced as a result of Co. Meath’s efforts to address the needs of adult learners over many years. The one aim is to improve the pathways for adults who wish to return to further and higher education. The resources are hoped to provide a national example for those organisations who work with adults returning to learning.  Other initiatives which are under way is that Meath VEC’s services are now advertised in all libraries in the county, mouse-mats have been manufactured and are used in all libraries and schools again to promote the service and there are  plans to have free information computer stands in the county shopping centres.  An interactive, easy to use screen will encourage the general public to find out more about how the service can help them.

Thursday evening 

We were taken out by Shivaun Gallagher and Eileen Fitzpatrick from NCGE for an event called ‘The Irish House Party.’ The evening consisted of a delicious three course meal at Kitty's Bistro and then we were taken to a local Irish pub where we were entertained for several hours by a group teaching us Irish folk songs and an Irish tap dancer. 

Day Five, Friday 14th March Department of Science and Education, Dublin

We met for the last day to reflect and evaluate our experiences. We discussed the activities we had done, what we had enjoyed and valued most, what we had not enjoyed and general comments on the exchange as a whole. Everyone had felt the exchange was worthwhile and valuable.

Friday evening

We were taken out by Shivaun Gallagher to a family event called Pearl at the Docklands. This was an event where several blown up inflatable creatures took part in a staged show. 

CONCLUSIONS

Personal observations

Connexions services in England are going through tremendous changes at the moment. Local authorities are taking over the responsibility and funding for advice and guidance services from the Connexions board. The future of guidance services are under review and many changes are possible. Under the Connexions board, it was easier to provide a standardised, consistent guidance service for young people across the whole of West London. Being put under the local authorities means that the guidance service can now be adapted to suit the local needs of the borough, although the Connexions service will vary greatly between the different boroughs depending on how each local authority runs it. The uncertainties facing Connexions at the moment and that many of the placements I went on were not directly linked to my everyday job (working with young people from ages of 13-19 years of age), makes direct comparisons between my experience of the English guidance system and the Irish system more difficult. However, some very general conclusions of the differences between the English way of guidance and the Irish way of guidance are below:-

One of the biggest differences I observed between the English guidance system and the Irish guidance system is that in Ireland (as well as in many other European countries), guidance counsellors operate as personal counsellors as well as giving education and careers advice. In England, clients needing counselling are referred on to trained counsellors. This means that in Ireland, guidance counsellors offer guidance in a far wider context than just careers issues. When Connexions  was first introduced in 2001, they were a new service that was different from what had come before as they were able to offer a wider range of services. The idea was that a young person can see one personal adviser who can be a one stop source of advice on a range of issues including careers, training, health, housing and financial advice, rather then seeing a number of professionals and repeating the same story. Personal advisers in Connexions can be said to offer a wide range of guidance on many topics, but unlike guidance counsellors in Ireland, they will not counsel their clients as they are not qualified to. It would appear that Connexions is following the Irish guidance system in that gradually, guidance is being offered in a much wider context than just giving advice on careers and education. Another key difference is that in Ireland, guidance counsellors act as teachers in schools as well as giving one to one guidance. An advantage of the Irish system is that the guidance counsellors are able to become a key part of the school, able to build up close relations with students and staff being present at the school everyday. In my role, this is more difficult to achieve as you may only be at your school two days a week. A disadvantage in the Irish system is the conflicts of duty must occur when called to be a guidance counsellor and a teacher at the same time. One moment you may be giving one to one personal guidance to your client, the next second you could be telling them off as you are teaching them. This must surely affect the success of the relationship building between certain clients and guidance counsellors. 

One of the advantages of the Connexions Service is that being an independent service, not part of the school, it is able to give high quality, impartial advice based on the needs of the client. A guidance counsellor attached to part of the school as in Ireland, might be less able to give high quality impartial advice as their position is more dependent on the head teacher’s wishes and the  interests of the institution, not the needs of the client.  Guidance counsellors in Ireland appear more isolated. Another of the strengths of the Connexions service is the support the guidance counsellor can access in terms of their Lead Personal Adviser, their line manger and the organisation. The training a new guidance counsellor receives in my role at Connexions is excellent and there is a strong network in place to share knowledge and ideas and best practice. As discussed in this paper, guidance counsellors within schools in Ireland are having support, but whether this is to the same extent remains to be seen. 

It would seem that adults in Ireland are given far greater support in terms of guidance than in England. England did previously have an adult guidance service. In our local borough, Hounslow was an example of a very successful adult education service. Some of the Connexions services have had facilities to serve adults if they were willing to pay. In the mid 1990s, the decision was made by the government not to offer free guidance to adults hence there was a drastic cut in the availability of adult guidance services for the public. There is a key debate now going on in England as to whether the adult guidance service should be reintroduced. Another key difference is that the Irish system appears to be far less target driven than the Connexions service present in England. This enables much more quality time to be spent with individual clients, guidance counsellors  are not dictated to in terms of which clients they should prioritise; there is less need to prove the value of the service. In Connexions, the service is aimed at ensuring those not in education, employment or training (NEET) are moved into one of these areas as soon as possible. Much tracking of clients needs to be done and sometimes the clients resent being followed so closely. This can affect the relationship between the clients and the guidance counsellor who has to place much more resources on those clients who are more at risk of being NEET. The role of a guidance adviser has become more much administrative and many follows ups have to be done, leaving less time for clients to receive high quality guidance.

Social factors

Social factors are playing a key part in both countries. Like the UK, Ireland is seeing the continuing separation between the church and the state with the country becoming more secular.  Repeating the pattern in the UK,  Ireland has had mass immigration and the country is made up of an increasingly diverse population of varying ethnic groups with different values and identities. In the past, the role of the Catholic church was paramount in helping to establish Irish identity and values e.g. that all students should learn the Irish language. Some of the new arrivals have found it difficult to place their children in Catholic schools or not wanted their children to be in a school run by a religious institution. Guidance counsellors in both countries are increasingly having to provide guidance to many different groups of people who have different experiences, values and beliefs.

As mentioned earlier, Connexions services in England are going through tremendous changes at the moment. The role of a Connexions adviser is being reviewed and there are debates going on concerning how Connexions can best serve their young people in the future. As a result, the role of the Connexions service has become blurred and other professionals and clients have been unsure of how Connexions can help them. In Uxbridge Connexions, we have tried to address some of these issues by having two  types of personal adviser. An Educational adviser, based in schools, does advise on issues such as housing and benefits, but their main remit is education and they will generally refer on queries about housing and benefits to the Community Personal Adviser who is based in the Connexions main office. The Community PAs can help clients on a wide range of issues such as careers, training, health, housing and financial advice. Clients are able to visit the centre for help and advice from Monday to Friday and the centre is open late on Thursday evenings. With recent government changes,  Connexions, more than ever before,  has the challenge of more clearly defining what they do and their role and what is the role of other key agencies. With an increasingly diverse population, UK young people have a range of complex issues. Like the UK, Ireland faces the same challenges in defining the roles and boundaries of each service and how each caters for the needs of their clients most effectively. 

With the social changes mentioned above and the increasingly changing times we live in, it is clear that both the UK and Ireland are facing many similar issues. There are no easy answers as to how to provide an effective guidance service that meets all the needs of it clients if such a service is possible! All that can be done is to share best practice, exchange ideas and again shows the importance of projects like the Leonardo da Vinci Exchange Programme where guidance counsellors have the opportunity to see how other countries run guidance services. Only by joining together on a local, regional, national and international basis can knowledge be shared so that can each guidance practitioner, each guidance organisation and each country is able to understand, compare and implement an effective guidance service that meets the needs of their country and of individual groups and clients.
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