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Qualitative career assessment as a learning process in the construction of a narrative identity
Introduction

This chapter explores qualitative career assessment as an identity learning process where meaning-oriented learning is essential and distinguished from conditioned or semantic types of learning. In order to construct a career identity in the form of a future-oriented narrative, it is essential that learners are helped through cognitive learning stages with the help of a dialogue about concrete experiences which aims to pay attention to emotions and broadens and deepens what is expressed.
LEARNING 

Since Parsons (1909) all theories about career development and all intervention strategies based on these theories presuppose learning, but not the same kind of learning. In the literature, three types of learning are distinguished: conditioned, semantic, and meaning-oriented learning (see Argyris 1999; Bateson, 1972). Conditioning is the process whereby reward and punishment are used to support or discourage behaviours. In semantic (or reproductive) learning, both the information shared and the assumed meaning of that information is transferred without questioning content or ascribed meanings. In meaning-oriented learning the individual is invited to learn in a dialogical way so that ‘information’ is transformed into knowledge that is personally meaningful. This transformative process is also referred to as identity learning (Meijers & Lengelle, 2012).    



Each type of learning has different effects (for an overview see Hill, 1977; Schunk, 2012) but only meaning-oriented learning can be considered effective in contributing to qualitative career assessment. Both are focused on stories rather than scores and are, in this context, aimed at uncovering “subjective careers and life themes” (McMahon, Patton & Watson, 2003, p. 196). Conditioned and semantic learning benefits may be more quickly achieved, but they are rarely transferable to other contexts, nor do they foster intrinsic motivation and an awareness of life patterns. Moreover, the learning accomplished in these ways does not provide answers to tomorrow’s problems. In contrast, the benefit of meaning-oriented learning is that knowledge and the accompanying behaviour are based on internalised learning. This type of learning promotes a growing understanding of the ‘subjective’ (personal) career and it is therefore able to facilitate change and is transferable to other contexts. 
LEARNING IN (UN)STABLE CAREER CONDITIONS

The trait-and-factor approach dominated thinking about career development well into the 20th century along with quantitative assessment models. Matching individuals’ skills and talents with specific jobs needing those skills and talents was at the heart of this model. The most well-known proponent of the trait-and-fact approach is Holland (1973). However, his theory has been criticised, as it does not clearly specify the cognitive mechanisms by which vocational interests actually develop. Ho​lland, as Brown (1990, p. 349) summarises "has not addressed the psychological processes invol​ved in choi​ce making, other than to indicate that persons with certain perso​nality types seek environ​ments in which they can im​plement values and perform tasks that will result in rewards". The social cognitive career theory (SCCT) of Lent, Brown and Hackett (1994; see also Lent & Brown, 1996 and Brown & Lent, 1996) and the career learning theory of Krumboltz (1996; Krumboltz & Worthington 1999) do specify the cognitive mechanisms that lead to vocational/occupational choices. In both theories, based on Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory, the choice of an occupation or occupational direction is the result of an interaction between career-oriented self-efficacy, outcome expectations, and goals. Indeed, as long as society and the occupational structures within it were stable, career-learning theories based on social cognitive theory were well able to explain choice processes. In stable situations, young people could make a career choice based on their experience in their first jobs, which were normally situated within the “zone of acceptable alternatives”, as described by Gottfredson (1981, p. 557). The process of career choice could for the most part be a process of institutionalised socialisation (Wijers & Meijers 1996), because stable communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) made vicarious learning as well as learning from success and failure possible.
By the mid- 1970s however, it became clear that the social context within which individuals lived was changing in such a way that most people could no longer expect to live out a so-called ‘standard’ biography (Brannen & Nilsen, 2005). 

Since then many professions have disappeared and along with that, the clear social roles that a profession represents and that people use as points of identification. In 1976, the Netherlands counted 5,500 professions and several thousand non-specific functions (e.g. data worker, policy analyst, computer specialist) (Wiegersma & Van Bochove 1976).  By 1998, there were only 1211 professions left and the number of non-specific functions had risen to around 23,000 (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, 1999). At the same time 21th century skills became important; as Schön (1987) expressed, one has to become a ‘reflective practitioner’ within the complexity of the current labour market.  
As a response to the rational models that assume that choice making is “methodical, systematic and doesn’t happen impulsively” (Phillips, 1997, p.276), the 1990s saw new non-rational models being introduced. Examples of these are Krieshok’s ‘anti-introspective perspective’ (Krieshok, 1998), the ‘positive uncertainty’ model of Gelatt (1989), the ‘planned happenstance’ theory of Mitchell, Levin, and Krumboltz (1999), the theory of ‘emergent qualities’ and ‘non-linear change’ of Leong (1996) as well as the chaos theory of careers of Pryor and Bright (2004). In these models it is assumed that due to the complexity of the current labour market, it is impossible for the individual to make an informed choice and in order to make a good choice, individuals must concentrate on the discovery and development of their own identity and potential to respond to unplanned events. All authors emphasise the importance of self-knowledge and the ability to respond to opportunities that arise. However, they are vague about how these competencies can be acquired.
In constructivist approaches to career counselling and career assessment, that also emerged as a response to more insecure conditions and the need for self-direction, the point of departure is that grand narratives – that formed the basis of socialisation processes – have to be replaced by individual narratives. Central to this is the idea that “narration can be used to form a subjective construction of meaning that emplots self as a main character in a career-defining story” (Cochran, 1997, p. 55). Career stories “tell how the self of yesterday became the self of today and will become the self of tomorrow” (Savickas, 2005, p. 58). In the construction of a career story a counsellor must have and know that “a poetic creativity is necessary to help turn scattered stories and emotions into experiential vignettes that reflects the students’ efforts to get a life” (Savickas, 2010, p.16). It remains unclear, however, what this poetic creativity is and how it can be enacted. It is clear however that career stories emerge as a result of interaction and negotiation – in dialogue in other words. A story can only be developed when its episodes are continually tested by reality and the only way to do so is by telling the story to relevant others. As Bakhtin (1981, p. 345) puts it succinctly: “the internally persuasive word is half-ours and half-someone else’s”. The development of a career story therefore is a joint exploratory and dialogical process that provides the individual with both cognitive and affective feedback that can be used in the appraisal of life experiences.  
CAREER LEARNING IN UNCERTAIN TIMES
Research about career decision-making under unstable conditions shows that emotions and intuition factor into the process strongly (Krieshok, Black & McKay, 2009). Choices based on intuition are mostly more stable than rational choices (Dijksterhuis & Nordgren, 2006), but they don’t necessarily lead to more agency or a career identity. The latter is precisely what is needed in uncertain times. Following Erikson (1968), one can assume that in uncertain times the development of a career story – and of a career identity that expresses itself as this story – occurs due to crises that form a demarcation point in the life course. Bühler (1935, p.43) refers to such a crisis as a “boundary experience”: an experience whereby an individual encounters the boundaries of his or her existing self-concept and cannot cope with the situation and its exigencies (Meijers & Wardekker, 2002). Individuals’ default response to a boundary experience is usually an unhelpful first story in which victimization, entitlement, rescue, and blame dominate (Baker & Stauth, 2003). In qualitative approaches to career assessment, the issues that arise when individuals experience a boundary experience (i.e., a personal crisis) can however lead to uncovering life themes (Savickas, 2011) and are necessary in articulating wishes, blocks, and meaningful influences. In order to create greater agency, problems underlying the life theme have to be named; as Robertson (2012, p. 283) puts it, “there can be no change without naming the problem.” ‘Naming the problem’, however, requires an internal as well as an external dialogue in which experiences that first result in ‘tacit knowledge’ (Jiang & Chun, 2001, Reber et al., 2003) have to be made explicit. Law (1996) developed a model that can be used to conceptualise how tacit knowledge is voiced. His model distinguishes four stages: sensing, sifting, focusing, and understanding. 

Sensing is the stage in which information is gathered (from various sources, in particular those that are emotionally compelling), but no explanation or perspective is yet developed. In this first stage emotions are explored and described; gaining an awareness of one’s feelings as they happen in the body is important (Cochran, 1997, p. 61). This way of learning relates to the concept of mindfulness, which can be described as bringing one’s complete attention to the present experience, deliberately observing one’s internal experiences in an accepting, non-elaborative and non-judgemental way (Baer, 2003). In this stage the main focus is on becoming aware of feelings (and the attached memories) so that the individual might ‘give them a voice’. 
Sifting is a sorting process, which moves a person “towards the issue of causality” (Law, 1996, p. 55). One compares one’s circumstances with those of others and starts to develop analogies and from those analogies, constructs and concepts start to emerge. Here a kind of sorting process takes place and the individual is no longer overwhelmed and bombarded by all the thoughts and feelings that are inherent to the boundary experience and the sensing phase. Note that the stages do overlap and that regressions are normal as well as leaps that lift the veil on what the ‘new‘story may eventually look like. 
In the focusing stage actual viewpoints are formulated. These viewpoints are still fragmented, but they are an attempt to string together feelings and ideas that arose during the sensing and sifting stages. The focusing stage ideally segues into the understanding stage and the insights and fragments start to become a new or ‘second story’ (Meijers & Lengelle, 2012). This process is referred to as episodic learning, which means the learner puts the events into sequence and clarifies the who, what, where, when, how, and why of what has happened. This process is usually a combination of ordering the material, articulating the ‘big picture’, and drawing conclusions. Because emotions drive attention (Frijda, 1989), which in its turn drives learning, understanding should be conceptualised “as an experience linking reason and feeling instead of an experience of controlling emotions” (Van Woerkom, 2010, p. 348). 
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Figure 1. Transformation Through Writing: A dialogical model in four steps











Figure 1 shows how qualitative career assessment can take the shape of a career dialogue leading to the construction of a narrative career identity through meaning-oriented learning. It is a process that starts with a boundary experience that is emotionally relevant but at the same time has no meaning and evokes a defensive ‘first story’. In order to attach meaning to the experience, the individual has to enter an internal and external dialogue. These dialogues make it possible for tacit knowledge to be voiced and through the four stages described above, a ‘second story’ takes shape.  
CHARACTERISTICS OF A CAREER DIALOGUE
Based on this model, there are several recommendations that can be made that can help professionals when they engage in career dialogues with clients or students. First, the professional should not speak about or ‘towards’ individuals but rather with them. This seems like common sense but research shows this rarely happens (Winters et al., 2009, 2012). A second recommendation is that the dialogue is about experiences relevant to the student or client; the latter becomes apparent when the student or client expresses emotion words. Frequently the presence of emotion words is a sign that a boundary experience is being touched on. The third recommendation is: let us put emotion into motion – in other words make good use of what is salient for students. This is only possible, as Doorewaard (2000, p. 44-45) suggests, when emotions are valued and treated with respect. They are often extremely powerful motives for the behaviour of individuals. When an emotion is ignored or even denied, it can be turned against others, which may result in paralysis affecting the individual and the environment. Emotions should be seen as potentially shedding light on underlying messages they carry (see also Ashforth & Humphrey 1995, p. 97).

That said, Rand (1984, p.42) aptly explains “Rationalization is a process of not perceiving reality, but of attempting to make reality fit one’s emotions”. To overcome this natural tendency – and this is the fourth recommendation – a client must be helped to talk about what happened concretely in the form of ‘small stories’. Once the small story is evident with its concrete and specific details, one should invite the client to broaden and deepen the story. Broadening is helping the client to look for similar occurrences in the present, while deepening it is looking for similar events that have happened in the past. Both broadening and deepening help the client to describe which happenings led them to the same reaction and in this way life themes are uncovered. By putting these small and related stories side by side, the client is able – through a process of comparing – to develop analogies and on that basis to name personal constructs. The stories that emerge have to be compared and it is imperative that clients are guided to make such comparisons. 
The final recommendation is that career counsellors must be aware of their own natural tendency to reduce insecurity by trying to speak for the client. Essential in helping someone with this meaning-oriented learning process (i.e., identity learning) is to go in search of the right words with the student, which is evident when the student says “Yes, this expresses what I really feel”. In this way, career learning can be a form of qualitative career assessment, where meaning-oriented learning happens in stages and a dialogue helps turn tacit knowledge into a new narrative. We think this is the core of the poetic creativity of which Savickas (2010) speaks. 
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