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Study of school counselors’ perceptions on their professional role
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Abstract

Despite the developed movement of guidance and counseling programs in
Iranian schools over the past 50 years, the professional status of counselors in
schools is not optimal. This study aimed to investigate was conducted the
perception of school counselors from their professional role, using qualitative
method and theme analysis of type. In this study, 9 school counselors were
selected using purposives and snow ball sampling method. Data collected
from semi-structured interviews were analyzed, using Brown and Clark
theme analysis method. According to the results obtained, four main themes
were obtained which include; professional role functions, role facilitators,
role ambiguity and role confusion. The correct and effective perception of
school counselors from their professional role will lead to their greater
effectiveness and comprehensive cooperation with teachers, principals and
families in order to promote the development of students. The result of this
awareness will be achieved successfully in the areas of academic,
professional and personal/social development areas of students.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Worldwide school counseling services are growing rapidly. At present,
many Asian countries are investing in this area and have been called for more
focus and activity on the health and mental and social well-being of children
and young people at all levels of the school system (Kee Low, 2015). The
continued presence of counselors in Iranian schools has taking shape for more
than two decades, but this presence manifests mainly by focusing the activities
of counselors on the subject of education and academic guidance and
regardless of students' developmental, preventive and mental health issues.
(Fouladi, 2016).While school counseling as an inseparable and essential part
of students' educational experiences (Gallant & Zhao, 2011), is the provision
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of professional activity by a qualified person in school (Cooper, 2013).

A school counseling program focuses on the belief that education provides a
chain of meaningful learning experiences and is a service that prepares students
for survive and immunity, grow and sublimity, success in an exciting and
challenging situation, and to change the world (Nelson, 2011). Therefore, school
counseling activities applicable to all students, classes, teachers, other school staff
and in general, the school education system and school-related problems
(Ebrahimi, 2018) and on that basis, school counselors needs to explain and
understand their professional role in the education system and school.

Research in the field of school counseling reveals the prevalence of non-
counseling tasks and shows how non-counseling tasks affect perceptions and
practice (Chandler et al., 2018). The study in the field of identifying the
barriers and professional problems of counselors and their role too indicates
that counselors do not have a clear and common definition of their profession,
which that's the subject leads to different functions or sometimes inconsistent
in them (Kaviani et al., 2002), and this trend continues after years.

Regarding to the perceptual nature of the phenomena associated with
participants professional role and their unique perceptions, we studied how
school counselors perceive of role definition and career activities to achieve
to lived experiences and their perception of professional roles.

Method

The present study was a qualitative study that has been done using thematic
analysis method. Thematic analysis can be used in different theoretical
frameworks and for different matters; because this method provides basic skills in
qualitative analysis. Participants in this study were junior high school counselors
who were selected purposive and using snowball method. Criterion for entering
sample group were at least 5 years of experience working as a school counselor,
having a master's degree in school counseling, counseling or school psychology®,
and participants' consent to collaborate and participate in the research. In total, 9
people participated in the interview, 5 women and 4 men, the mean age of women
was 35 years and their average work experience as a school counselor was about 9
years. Three of them worked in a public school and two people in a non-public
school. Two people of the four men were employed in public schools and two
people in non- public schools as school counselors. One of them, 55 years old, has
15 years of school counseling experience and the average age of the three other
men was about 34 years. Also, the average work experience of these three as a
school counselor have been about 7 years and three months. Then Colaizzi
method was used for data analysis.

Data collection method

In the present study, a semi-structured interview was used to examine and
analyze school counselors' perceptions of their professional role. The
purpose of using this type of interview was to obtain detailed and cohesive

1. In Iran, graduates of school counseling, counseling and school psychology are employed in
the organizational position of "school counselor"
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data taken from scattered textual data obtained from interviews with
participants. For this purpose, the questions were asked to the participants
both centrally and openly.

Research trend

This research was conducted in three stages as follows:

Pre-interview: After introducing the researchers to each of the participants,
the consent of each of them was obtained. Interviews with them take place at the
time set by them, in the schools of their place of work (their suggested place).
All interviews were recorded with the permission of the participants.

Interview: In this interview, all participants were asked similar and
central questions. While the overall structure of the interview was the same
for all participants, according to the probe method, interviewers asked other
guestions when necessary to gain a deeper understanding of participants'
perceptions and experiences.

Post- interview: The average interview time was about 61 minutes. Due
to the fact that the research was qualitative and citation of the content of the
interviews was required, if necessary, a number or code was used instead of
the names of the participants. At the end of each interview, the audio file
was transcribed on paper.

The analyses of data

To analyze the data from the interviews, the researchers used the six steps of
Brown and Clarke (2006, 2012). These six steps include: 1) familiarity with the
text and review of data, 2) creation of raw codes, 3) search for themes or themes,
4) checking hidden and deeper themes and controlling the compatibility of
themes with extracted codes, 5) definition and naming Themes and 6) preparing
a report and linking the results with the research question.

Findings

In reviewing the data obtained from the interviews, we present our main
findings in four main themes: professional role functions, role facilitators,
role ambiguity and role confusion. We fell this four main themes into two
categories of role awareness and role challenge, that although, somewhat
reflects the awareness of school counselors about their professional roles and
duties and facilitating their role in school, but on the other hand, role
ambiguity and confusion have been identified as the main challenge for
school counselors in their professional roles.

Professional role functions reflected the counselors' correct understanding of
their professional role. Role facilitators contribute to the originality of counselors
‘performance and adherence to professional ethics, and are also effective in the
optimal performance of counselors' duties at school. Role ambiguity indicated the
focus of the school and even the counselors themselves on traditional maps as well
as non-counseling expectations from the principal, the higher education
organization, and the lack of a clear definition of the professional role of school
counselors in the instructions. Role confusion indicated the incompatibility of
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counselors ‘perceptions with the perceptions of principals, parents, or teachers
about the functions of counselors' role in school.

Discussion

The results of the data analysis reveal four main themes: professional role
functions, role facilitators, role ambiguity and role confusion. These main
themes indicate that school counselors, although somewhat aware of they are
related to the main functions and tasks related to their role, but due to the
various reasons and circumstances that they mentioned, they are constantly
challenged to play their professional role. Each of the main themes contains
several sub-themes that illustrate how the counselors ponder about their role.

The awareness of school staff, including principals and teachers, of the
professional functions of counselors and in particular the counselors' own
awareness of their role in guidance and counseling program and asking of
their colleagues to intraction and participate in counseling activities in order
to change and student development is amongst effective components of the
effectiveness of school counseling activities and the educational system in
order to achieve to educational goals and to help to students development.
That doing these activities needs to capable and knowledgeable professional
man power (Jafari, 2008). the school counselor, as one of the influential
members in the plans of the current educational system in schools, can
imagine different roles for himself/herself or to expect him. Although
sometimes may be school counselors skeptical about the important their role
in student development due to the variety of tasks that they are expected to
do (Brigman & Campbell, 2003).

It can be acknowledged that these challenges are partly related to
irrelevant expectations to the role from school principals, and some are
related to the lack of personal influence or the lack of professional authority
of the counselors themselves. In addition, the lack of a comprehensive
professional program for school counselors in the Iranian education system
may reduce counselors' efforts to play their professional role.
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