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Abstract

Progression into education and employment has been identified by practitioners, theorists and policy makers as one of the key outcomes of guidance intervention. Lifelong guidance is now inextricably linked with Lifelong Learning to achieve European public policy goals; learning, employment and social equity, ensuring mobility in a competitive economic environment (OECD, 2004a). However, it is argued here, the use of positivistic paradigms to measure outcomes (i.e. performance indicators) as part of an economic agenda may neglect the softer outcomes experienced by clients. 

This paper will discuss current research on measuring client progression in longitudinal tracking in the field of adult guidance in Ireland. It is informed by a previous quantitative study on service provision (www.regsa.org). Underpinned by a theoretical approach to client progression and standardised tracking systems in adult guidance contexts, grounded theory methodology is being used in the form of a case study of client progression from an adult guidance service.  The aim is to develop a quality assurance framework that is informed by guidance users which will benchmark future best practice in Ireland.

The need for interpretive paradigms in evidence-based research to evaluate the effectiveness of guidance is now a priority in guidance discourse and policy making (Kidd, 2006, Bimrose et al, 2004, Killeen, 1996,). Longitudinal research is seen as a means to achieve this which may result in methodological challenges for guidance practitioners in the future (Sultana, 2004). Therefore, this current research is significant as it seeks to address the gaps and tensions arising within current research and practice.

Introduction

Currently, evaluating the efficacy of guidance is a public policy issue both nationally and internationally (OECD, 2004a). The international review of career guidance policies indicates that policy-makers clearly regard career guidance as a public good as well as a private good (Sultana, 2004, Watts & Sultana, 2004).  Within the context of lifelong learning, quality lifelong guidance is viewed as an important mechanism for advancing active employment, welfare and social inclusion policies (Sultana, 2004). 
With the three public policy goals, i.e. learning, labour market and social equity, now underpinning adult guidance policy it is becoming essential that quality systems are implemented to meet the needs of citizens in highly mobile economies. Changes in work practice as a result of globalization, advances in technology, economic instability and shifting demographics are having a significant impact on the nature of working life.  The increasing contribution of career counseling to labour market processes has reinforced the role of career counseling and related interventions as sociopolitical instruments in the achievement of national goals (Herr, 2003a). 
Such achievements come at a price. There is concern that the current promotion of social justice in guidance and policy which assumes a neo-liberal economic rationalist rhetoric is only enabling those who have the ‘cultural capital’ to be flexible in their learning and employment to progress. Within this context, guidance has been seen as a lubricant to facilitate transitions from learning to working life based on the concepts of self-determination and choice. Consequently, guidance now has to prove its economic benefits with services becoming more accountable to their users and funders to secure public funding. (Irving and Malik, 2005, Plant, 2005,)

Despite this, there has been little progress made toward the development of accountability models in career guidance services (Sampson et al, 2004). However, this is changing rapidly with increasing pressure placed on adult guidance providers to account for their service provision for quality assurance.  The need for quality standards in the form of benchmarks and indicators to be implemented is paramount. Gaps and weaknesses exist in quality guidance provision with deficits in evidence-based research on the effectiveness of career guidance apparent (Sultana, 2004).  Nevertheless, assuring quality and measuring the impact of guidance interventions is multi-faceted and complex. Different models, methods of analysis, service level standards and performance measures exist in practice. In particular, the challenges for effective quality assurance of guidance services include inconsistent terminology, insufficient data on the positive impact of guidance on users and the need for training of guidance personnel gathering such data (Bimrose et al, 2006a). 
These findings are highly relevant within the context of the Irish adult guidance services and our current government policy to measure client progression in terms of prescribed outcomes.  Whilst progression into education and employment has been identified by practitioners, theorists and policy makers as one of the key outcomes of guidance intervention there is limited consensus on definitions and methods of measurement within the sector overall.  With increasing emphasis now placed on improving quality standards through ongoing evaluation and the tracking of longterm progression it is now necessary to consider the guidance user’s role in the process.  The contribution of the client to the development of quality systems in adult guidance through evidence-based research is the focus of this paper. The paper will examine European adult guidance policy, adult guidance provision in Ireland, methodological approaches to measure guidance outcomes and current empirical research in the field of adult guidance in Ireland.
European Adult Guidance Policy


In its vision to create the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based society in the world, the objectives of the European Council’s Lisbon Strategy (2010) is impacting significantly on the future of adult guidance. With the development of indicators and benchmarks as key elements of evidence-based policy making in guidance there is ongoing pressure for services to monitor client progression to achieve public policy goals (Commission of the European Communities, 2007). Therefore, the evaluation of the economic benefits of information, advice and guidance allied to the development of accountability models in career guidance services to justify current and future funding levels within the sector is paramount (Sampson et al, 2004, Hughes et al, 2002). However, the measurement of outcomes is beset by difficulties and lack of agreement on common methods and standards in practice with the improvement of quantitative and qualitative monitoring currently under examination (Hughes & Gration, 2006, Maguire, 2004, Maguire & Killeen, 2003, Hughes et al, 2002).
Despite international developments in the last decade, noting the US, Canada and Australia as reference points, progress is slow in Europe. There are still no European level indicators or benchmarks on guidance in existence with a lack of regular and systematic evaluation of the quality of career guidance services in most countries evident (OECD, 2004b).  In response to the need for such measures, a number of European reference tools in guidance have been developed which include common reference points for quality assurance systems. Significantly, guidance services are recommended to adopt a culture of continuous improvement through regular ‘citizen’ feedback to achieve and maintain quality standards (Wannan & McCarthy, 2005).  
Up to this point there has been insufficient research on involving guidance service users (i.e. clients) in the development of public policy. There are two sound reasons for involving users in policy discussions; the first relates to citizenship and the right to shape the development of public services, and the second relates to guidance policies and services meeting the needs of individuals and the community.  Furthermore, a major aspect of future policy formation and service development is the creation of effective mechanisms to capture and transmit the ‘voice of the user’ and non-users in guidance (McCarthy, 2007, Plant, 2005, Magnusson & Lalande, 2005). It is argued here that, in Ireland, as elsewhere, evaluation mechanisms in adult guidance services will need to adopt this underlying philosophy if it is to meet the needs of users in the future. 
Adult Guidance in Ireland
The formalized development of adult guidance provision is still relatively new in Ireland.  Reflecting European activities, the strategic development of the Adult Educational Guidance Initiative (AEGI, 1999-2006) under the Department of Education and Science (DES), is addressing the current guidance needs of adult learners in education and training contexts at a national level. While an international review on guidance concluded Ireland had a number of strengths in its career guidance provision it stressed specific weaknesses in linking policy making and practice through the absence of established systems to track client progression and monitor long-term service use (OECD, 2002). This is symptomatic of current deficits in the adult guidance services to implement formalized structures to track the longterm progression of clients.
Quality assurance is now a national priority for ongoing service delivery. Since the establishment of the AEGI in 1999, evaluation methods have been primarily on an ad-hoc basis at individual service level, in the style of customer satisfaction surveys, (Hearne, 2005).  However, for accountability purposes, the adult guidance services are required to regularly track and monitor client outcomes through the Adult Guidance Management System (AGMS) without any clear guidelines on how to achieve this. An interim report on Phases 1 to 3 finds, in relation to ‘client tracking activities and service use’, only 54% use the AGMS data base, 54% use ‘client surveys’, 17% use ‘informal tracking’ and there is ‘no client tracking’ done by 13% (SPSS Ireland Ltd, 2005). 
One of the limitations of this statistical survey is the lack of knowledge on how this tracking is to be achieved from both a human resource and administrative perspective.  It is understood, anecdotally, that evaluation procedures are tentatively being piloted nationally for quality assurance within the services.  While such developments are to be commended it remains to be seen what outcomes will be measured, how such structures will be implemented, and the longterm effects of evaluation on service provision within the sector.
Methodological Approaches to Measure Guidance Outcomes
Even though evaluating the efficacy of guidance has been discussed robustly since the early 1980’s (Oliver & Spokane, 1988, 1983) the current underlying drive of government policy to equate outcomes with public policy goals poses challenges for all stakeholders. Most importantly, it is crucial to understand and take account of the complex inter-relationships and variables that exist including; personal circumstances, individual contexts and type and duration of guidance intervention that impact on client outcomes (Bimrose et al, 2004, Maguire, 2004, Maguire & Killeen, 2003). 
In Ireland, the positivistic approach employed by the DES is synonymous with the pursuit of quantitative results to measure client progression in the evaluation of guidance internationally.  The emphasis on ‘hard’ outcomes based solely on education and employment readiness as performance indicators is proving inadequate as it neglects to capture the real experiences of client progression. Whilst practitioners, theorists and researchers acknowledge that these are highly relevant outcomes, consideration also needs to be given to a broader range of outcomes (i.e. ‘soft’) reflecting the personal and social progression of the individual which may be unquantifiable using positivistic analysis (Bimrose et al, 2006b, Herr, 2003b, McGivney, 2002, Savickas, 2001, Dewson et al, 2000, Killeen, 1996). Concerns about the theoretical limitations of positivistic paradigms and the use of quantitative methods that are informing current guidance and counseling policy practice have been expressed. A variety of methodological approaches, including interpretive approaches, that reflect the subjective nature of client’s experiences of guidance intervention are now required in research and practice (Kidd, 2006, Hearne, 2005, Bimrose, 2003, Savickas, 1997).
However, there are a number of key issues to be considered when assessing the efficacy of different methodological approaches in the measurement of outcomes for quality standards.  These include; terminology related to interventions and outcomes, appropriate timescales for adequate measurement, ethical use of control groups in research, and consideration of all stakeholders involved in outcome measurement (Bimrose et al, 2006b, Maguire, 2004, Maguire & Killeen 2003, McLeod, 2003, Hughes et al, 2002, Watt, 1998). 
The need for longitudinal tracking to assess the longterm outcomes of guidance interventions is now well supported in the field of guidance and education (Kidd, 2006, CICA, 2006, Hearne, 2005, Bimrose et al, 2004, Sultana, 2004, Maguire & Killeen 2003, McGivney, 2002, Hughes et al, 2002, Lynch 1999, Killeen, 1996, Spokane, 1991). Within an economic context, evidence for the ultimate goals required by policy makers relies heavily on demonstrations that effects on individuals eventually impact on labour market processes (Kidd, 2006, McGivney, 2002, Killeen 1996). This can only be achieved through the long-term tracking of client progression. 
Moreover, greater flexibility and diversity is required from service providers in the establishment of standards of verification of soft outcomes as performance indicators which may only be achieved through sufficient investment in tracking (McGivney, 2002, Dewson et al, 2000).  The current research study is seeking to address these issues. It is specifically addressing the gap of ‘user-led’ models in quality assurance through the examination of the client’s contribution to the design of longitudinal tracking systems to evaluate the efficacy of adult guidance intervention.
Research Topic: Measuring Client Progression in Longitudinal Tracking in Adult Guidance
Background to Current Research
The limitations of a positivistic approach to client tracking were found in a previous quantitative study (postal survey) conducted in an AEGI service (Hearne, 2005). The research focused on client’s experiences of receiving information, advice and guidance, and the tracking of their progression to determine longterm outcomes.  Findings showed that while the clients benefited enormously from guidance intervention, in terms of education and career outcomes, the ‘softer’ outcomes related to their personal and social development were extremely significant.  These outcomes were captured through qualitative data and highlighted the need for interpretive approaches in guidance research that capture the subjective experiences of clients. The current research is expanding this theme further. 
A number of key stages have been reached in the research to date. The secondary and primary methods include: (i) an extensive literature review, (ii) five qualitative interviews with clients, (iii) an examination of guidance practitioners perspectives on the topic, and (iv) a cursory examination of quality standards and quality assurance frameworks in practice nationally and internationally.
Research Methodology
Underpinned by a theoretical approach to the measurement of client progression in standardised tracking systems in guidance the research is employing an interpretive methodology which will be achieved through the application of grounded theory. Current research studies identify the need for evidence to inform public policy through client research to enable longer term analyses of key findings and trends. While quantitative methods produce immediate evidence it is recognized that qualitative methods are now required for a broader understanding of the issues involved (Bimrose et al, 2004, Hughes et al, 2002). 

One of the limitations of quantitative methods is the tendency to decontextualise the subtleties and complexities of the subject matter whereas qualitative methods offer a closer examination of social life with attention given to the broader context (Robson, 2002). The shift from objectivism to subjectivism is well supported at this juncture in guidance research (Kidd, 2006, Bimrose, 2003). In particular, constructivism, which has influenced career counseling in recent times, is being examined through the client’s abilities to construct and reconstruct reality through the use of language and dialogue in the guidance and research process (McMahon & Patton, 2006, Reid, 2006, Savickas, 1997). 

The primary research question seeks to determine whether progression can be adequately measured within longitudinal tracking systems in adult guidance. Whilst there are a number of anticipated outcomes from the research, the overall aim is to examine the concept of ‘progression’ for adult learners who have received guidance. This will then inform the development of a framework for quality assurance purposes and benchmark future best practice in Ireland. As noted by McGivney (2002) “progression is one of the (many) words used in education literature and policy documents which has no universally accepted definition”. Significantly, the data in the earlier study found that progression holds different meanings for clients based on their own experiences and expectations contrary to the definition espoused by stakeholders and funders of guidance to measure outcomes (Hearne, 2005). 
This need for a deeper understanding of the process of progression is currently under investigation. It is being examined through qualitative interviews with clients as part of a case study on the topic of measuring client progression through longitudinal tracking in and Irish adult guidance service. A case study is a strategy used in empirical research that investigates a contemporary phenomenon, cognisant of both context and social structure, in order to gain an understanding of a particular issue through thick description (Bimrose et al, 2004, Yin, 2003, Stake, 2000).  It is anticipated that the individual client cases will provide ‘vignettes’ of contemporary career profiles in our current economic climate which will be highly valuable in adult guidance practice.
Grounded Theory

The aim of grounded theory analysis is to generate a theory to explain what is central in the data through the use of systematic procedures to collect and analyse data. It is used widely in flexible design studies (Robson, 2002). In grounded theory, the researcher does not begin with a preconceived theory in mind unless it is the intention to elaborate and extend an existing theory.  Instead, the theory emerges from the data and is more likely to resemble ‘reality’ (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 
More recently, in response to the systematic procedures of the earlier theorists, constructivist methods have been introduced by researchers. These methods encourage grounded theorists to use flexible strategies, emphasize the meaning participants ascribe to situations, acknowledge the roles of the researcher and the individuals being researched, and expand philosophically beyond a quantitative orientation to research (Creswell, 2005, Charmaz, 2000).  While constructivist methods are being adhered to in the study, it is still too early at this point to provide a complete evaluation of the suitability of grounded theory in guidance research.
Secondary Research: Literature Review
Following grounded theory procedures an initial literature review was carried out early in the study with a more comprehensive review completed after the primary research was conducted.  Whilst the literature on guidance is vast, the study focuses specifically on measuring progression in the evaluation of adult guidance within the context of lifelong learning and lifelong guidance. Aside from the main literature accessed, recent relevant publications in the form of evaluations of current practice and reports of primary research studies on the demand and effectiveness of guidance have been identified and examined. Recent meta-analysis indicates the types of evidence available fall into three categories; opinion studies, outcome measurement studies and controlled studies, (Hughes et al, 2002).
Research methodologies include; purely quantitative, a combination of quantitative and qualitative, purely qualitative, meta-analytic and research reviews.
It is evident that the debate on evaluation in guidance is giving rise to convergence and divergence among the different informants in the field as it is controversial in its purpose, the power relationships it manifests, and the manner in which it should be conducted (Killeen, 1996). While there is a general consensus that evidence-based research is crucial for evaluating effectiveness and longitudinal tracking is a suitable method to measure outcomes, divergence occurs in relation to the rationale for measurement and the ability to measure adequately from the perspective of the client and the practitioner (Kidd, 2006, CICA, 2006, Hearne, 2005, Bimrose et al, 2004, Sultana, 2004, Maguire & Killeen 2003, Hughes et al, 2002, Killeen, 1996, Spokane, 1991).  

Moreover, there are deeper concerns that if ‘cost-benefit’ is the underlying principle of evaluation the future of guidance will be dependent on measuring suitable outcomes (economic) to ensure funding which will result in, if it has not already, a system of constant monitoring and governmentality (Brown, 2006, Douglas, 2005, Maguire & Killeen, 2003).  These tensions are reflected in the diffuseness of the economic and critical discourses used by evaluators, policy makers, theorists and practitioners in the engagement of the ‘clients’ or ‘customers’ or ‘consumers’ in the quality assurance process (Watts & Dent, 2006, Watts, Hughes & Wood 2005, Plant, 2005, Henderson et al, 2004, McCarthy, 2004, Mayston, 2002, Watts, 1995). In the endeavour to ensure quality assurance the use of marketing and manufacturing terminology in guidance, which reflects an economist model, is disquieting and may result in distancing the client in the evaluation process.  
Primary Research: Data Collection Methods
The underlying principle of grounded theory emphasises the importance of field research and the development of theory from the perspective of the participant. This has been strictly adhered to through the selection of participants and the data collection in the qualitative interviews conducted. During the summer of 2006 five clients who had engaged with the adult guidance service at different periods during 2001 and 2003 were interviewed.  Using grounded theory procedures of ‘constant comparison’ the research questions were continuously revised following cursory data analysis after each interview. At this stage, for the purposes of theory generation, a number of major categories have emerged which require a more in-depth analysis for the development of a central phenomenon (Strauss & Corbin, 1988).
While the client interviews are the main source of the primary data, triangulation in the research was achieved through an investigation of practitioner’s perspectives on the topic of progression in two recent workshops. Through this forum an insight was gained into the perceptions and opinions of a diverse range of professionals on definitions and systems currently in operation in the United Kingdom. While a number of key themes emerged in the data, interestingly, there was no clear consensus on a specific definition of the concept of progression. It was felt that the vast majority of stakeholders and policy makers still considered progression in terms of ‘hard outcomes’ and the ‘soft’ outcomes experienced by clients were not being considered for evaluation in current systems.  Furthermore, it was evident that the ongoing changes in the sector in the UK were giving rise to tensions and unease within the profession.
Finally, a cursory examination has been undertaken of a number quality standard systems and quality assurance frameworks in guidance contexts in Ireland and abroad.  This includes experiencing at first-hand a caseload management system used by Fas, the Irish national training and employment authority, which has similarities to adult guidance in its requirements to manage clients and track their progress for the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment.
The next stage in the research requires an in-depth analysis of the client interviews. So far, a number of major categories have emerged, including: client’s definitions of progression; intrinsic and extrinsic barriers experienced; impact of guidance; client’s contribution to service delivery and the designs of longitudinal tracking surveys; performance indicators prescribed by the DES and the terminology used by stakeholders and policy makers in guidance evaluation.  Analysis of these major categories needs to be undertaken to gain a true understanding of the concept of progression and its measurement in longitudinal tracking systems in adult guidance contexts.
Conclusion
The current focus of measuring the economic benefits of guidance to satisfy public policy goals is causing tensions amongst all the key informants in guidance, including practitioners.  Nowhere is this more evident than in adult guidance which serves a number of masters, i.e. individuals, education and training providers, employers and governments. Whilst policy makers are concerned with ‘macro-economic issues’ of employment, labour productivity, marginalisation of certain groups, effective use of resources and social justice, practitioners are more concerned with ‘micro-economic issues’ related to the achievement of learning and employment goals by individual clients (Herr, 2001 in Maguire & Killeen, 2003). However, this present focus on quality issues is linked with a number of broader societal trends including; new public management, value for money policies and professionalisation (Watts & Dent, 2006, Plant, 2004, Herr, 2003a). Public funded services, including guidance, are now under greater pressure to ensure that money invested in service delivery produces valuable outcomes for the economy and society at large. 
Whilst it is evident that measuring the longterm effects of guidance intervention poses enormous challenges for all stakeholders involved in adult guidance, it is now essential.  In Ireland, as in other countries, adult guidance services are currently facing the same challenges to account for their provision through service evaluation for quality assurance.  The services are attempting to achieve this with inadequate structures in place to support them and an increasing demand by clients for their services. 

There is no doubt that evaluation has a major role to play in quality assurance in adult guidance.  In particular, outcome evaluation has the capacity to assess a range of ultimate outcomes for the client related to participation, attainment, work performance and progression. However, the ultimate outcomes at system level seek to address three main categories of public policy goals; learning, employment and social equity.  Evidence for these ultimate goals will rely heavily on demonstrations that effects on individuals eventually impact on labour market processes (Kidd, 2006). This can only be achieved through evidence-based research which involves a range of methodologies to measure outcomes in order to account for the broader outcomes experienced by clients. If this is to be achieved it will take time, funding and skilled human resources which will involve dialogue, agreement and compromise from all stakeholders.

Midway through the current research some relevant issues are emerging that have implications for future research and practice. The competing discourses in the field, i.e. clients, practitioners and policy-makers, highlight the tensions that exist among all the stakeholders to measure outcomes adequately.  The rationale of current policy makers to equate outcomes with public policy goals in the development of benchmarks and performance indicators has major implications for service delivery. In particular, consensus needs to be reached on specific performance indicators and benchmarks that reflect the nature and effectiveness of guidance. The focus on ‘tangible’ outcomes is reductionist. Consideration of the broader range of outcomes reflecting the personal and social progression of the individual is also required in evaluation

Increasingly, longitudinal tracking is viewed as a suitable method to track outcomes longterm and clients have a valuable contribution to make in the design of such quality assurance systems. However, as stated earlier, the previous study highlights some of the difficulties involved in client tracking and the limitations of employing a purely positivistic approach to measure outcomes (Hearne, 2005). As the current research shows, the need for interpretive approaches, such as case studies, to capture the ‘voice of the user’ are required in guidance research and practice. Within this context, the research is providing a new insight by means of evaluating outcomes experienced by the clients themselves and not the outcomes determined by others who seek to measure and quantify them.
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