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2 Experience in professional training and development of psychological counsellors

Abstract

Experience is attributed a major role in the professional development of counselling psycholo

gists. Most clinical training programs are based on the assumption that (extensive) experience 

with a wide range of different cases will lead to highly competent counselling performance. In the 

literature, however, this assumption is called into question. Evidence is rare supporting the no

tion that practitioners possess “expertise”. Thus, many critics say that training and experience in 

counselling do not improve performance and outcomes, especially concerning accuracy and 

quality of clinical judgements and decisions made by counsellors. We argue that the critic is - at 

least partly - a consequence of “unreflected” concepts of experience and expertise in most stud

ies. Adapting design features and research issues from the literature on expertise (e. g., on medical 

diagnostic expertise) - which has been widely neglected by “clinical” researchers - promising per

spectives for research in the field of the development of counselling competence arise. This kind 

of research also implies consequences for the design of training programs.

Keywords: counselling; professional development; expertise

Zusammenfassung

Erfahrung wird gemeinhin eine groBe Bedeutung fur die berufliche Entwicklung von psychologi- 

schen Beratem zugesprochen. Die meisten klimschen Ausbildungsprogramme basieren auf der 

Annahme, dass extensive Erfahrung mit einer Vielzahl an Fallen zu hoher Beratungskompetenz 

fiihrt. Aus der vorliegenden Forschungliteratur lassen sich allerdings kaum Belege anfuhren, die 

diese Annahme stiitzen. Ein Befund der Kntiker unmet wieder dazu veranlaBt, den Beitrag von 

Ausbildung und Erfahrung zum Kompetenzerwerb in der Beratung in Frage zu stellen. In dem 

Beitrag wird argumentiert, dass derartige Kritik zu vorschnell ist. Sie ubersieht, dass bisherige 

Studien selten tatsachlich die domanenspezifische Expertise psychologischen Beratem erfassten. 

Ausgehend von Erkenntnissen der Expertiseforschung werden vielversprechende Perspektiven 

fur die weitere Forschung aufgezeigt. Eine expertiseorientierte Erforschung des Kompetenzer- 

werbs von Beratem legt zugleich das Fundament fur die Gestaltung von Ausbildungsprogram- 

men. Entsprechende Konsequenzen werden skizziert. ---- •;-------------
Univ.-Bfcliothek

Regtnsbung
Stichworte: Beratung; berufliche Entwicklung; Erfahrung 6
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The role of experience in professional training and development of 

psychological counsellors

Is experience helpful for professional development in such a complex domain like 

counselling? This question may seem surprising: What else, if not training and ex

perience, will lead to good quality performance? Usually, a major role in profes

sional development is attributed to experience. This holds true, in particular for 

counselling psychologists, as most clinical training programs are built upon this as

sumption.

The first part of this chapter presents an overview of research concerning the 

role of formal training and experience for counselling competence. One major con

clusion from this research is that experience does not make a significant difference. 

In the second part it is shown that this result might be due to theoretical short

comings. Research on expertise provides a different understanding of counselling 

competence and its growth through experience. This is illustrated in a study on the 

development of counsellors' professional knowledge. Finally, practical implications 

for the formal training of counsellors are explained.

Two lines of research have to be distinguished concerning research about coun

selling competence. The first focuses on the role of training that is of instruction 

and special qualification. The second pertains to professional experience and its 

influence on certain aspects of the profession.

Training

Training and effectiveness

Two groups of training studies can be differentiated: studies on training and effec

tiveness, and evaluation studies on clinical training programs. The main interest of 

research has been in investigating the relation between training and the effects of 

counselling. Some authors doubt that highly educated professionals in clinical do

mains are more effective than less educated staff (Dawes, 1994). Durlak (1979) 

concluded from a meta-analysis on 42 studies that laymen with no or litde specific
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training reached at least the same results as professional helpers. However, such 

effective lay helpers usually received much support and supervision by professional 

staff. Professionals show superior performance if the clients' problems increase in 

complexity (Gunzelmann, Schiepek, & Reinecker, 1987).

Evaluation of clinical training programs

Little reliable evidence exists concerning the influence of specific features of train

ing programs and their instructional design on counsellors' expertise and their ac

tion competence. The interest in systematic evaluation of clinical training programs 

arose only recendy, mainly stimulated by discussions about the quality of mental 

health services. The few existing evaluation studies, are mainly concerned with iso

lated elements of educational programs, not with programs as a whole. The main 

focus is on short-term effects. Long-term effects and implementation in "everyday 

counselling practice" are neglected. One explanation for this is that most training 

programs are tied to a particular theoretical orientation and therapy modality. 

Short-term evaluation studies primarily investigate whether the respective theoreti

cal knowledge and treatment techniques have been learned in the correct way. 

Knowledge application and integration in complex and fuzzy natural situations is 

rarely focused on (Alberts & Edelstein,l990).

Professional experience

General development of counsellors

There is little reliable information concerning professional experience. Some stud

ies describe general pathways of professional development of counsellors and psy

chologists (Auerbach & Johnson, 1977; Breuer, 1991). These studies show that be: 

ginners feel rather unsafe and uncomfortable with their professional role. They 

have difficulties in applying the theoretical and methodical knowledge they have 

acquired and thus express feelings of insufficiency. During counselling, beginners 

are primarily concerned with themselves and therefore pay little attention to the 

information clients present. They stick to "safe" interventions, which are rather
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simple and well established. With increasing experience, counsellors are able to su

pervise their own counselling activities more critically. Evaluation of one's own 

proceedings include criteria such as functionality and effectiveness instead of me

thodical exactness. Therefore the theoretical orientation becomes less important, 

action becomes increasingly eclectic, selecting clinical tools and intervention strate

gies from different approaches. Such flexibility helps to adapt treatment strategies 

to individual clients and develop a greater sensitivity to relevant facts, features and 

issues. Finally, a personal working style emerges that allows comfortable and satis

fying working practice.

Stage descriptions provide a first understanding of.the development of counsel

lors, but such global data based on interviews and self-reports neither predict actual 

performance nor explain the outcome of activities. In order to understand why ap

propriate or even superior or excellent results are reached, exact criteria must be de

fined for excellence and expertise of counsellors. This can be part of more detailed 

studies.

Professional experience and effectiveness

Studies on the effects of psychotherapy are usually concerned with comparing dif

ferent treatment modalities (e.g., psychoanalytic, cognitive-behavioural), but only 

rarely deal with the specific skills of individual counsellors. In a review of more 

than 350 psychotherapy outcome studies, Monchner and Prinz (1991) noticed that 

therapeutic competence as one possible effective factor had mostly been neglected. 

The few existing findings are not encouraging. It has been suggested that more ex

perienced counsellors are of a superior quality when confronted with more difficult 

cases and at the beginning of the counselling process. The advantages of experi

enced counsellors that could be observed, however, are far more modest than ex

pected (Beuder, Machado, & Neufeld, 1994).
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Professional experience and clinical decision-making

Among specific components of counsellors' competence, judgement and decision

making are the most prominent. However, few studies focus on counselling prefer

ring to view clinical judgement from a -wider perspective (Caspar, 1995; Garb, 

1989).

A number of studies revealed biased or faulty beliefs and attitudes about clients 

in trained and experienced counsellors. Biases are based on individuals' status as 

clients, on clients' minority status, on gender characteristics, or on the counsellors' 

theoretical orientation (Wierzbicki, 1993). Similarly, biases in cognitive processes 

that counsellors use to arrive at their judgements, were identified, for example con

firmatory biases or hindsight biases. These biases eventually decrease the accuracy 

of a counsellor's clinical judgement.

In general, reviews on the effect of training and experience on the accuracy of 

clinical judgement found little empirical evidence to support the claim that clinical 

training and experience actually enhance clinical judgement. Dawes (1994) culminates 

in the observation that "the empirical data suggest that mental health professionals' 

accuracy of judgement does not increase with increasing experience" (p. 106).

But why is this so? "If experience within a domain produces expertise in players of 

chess, restaurant servers, physicists, cabdrivers, and others, why not counsellors and 

therapists?" (Skovholt, Ronnestad, & Jennings, 1997, p. 362). A closer look at re

search on expertise reveals some methodological and conceptual shortcomings. 

These will be reflected upon in the next section.

The contribution of research on expertise

Models of expertise and its development "describe cognitive processes as funda

mental in expertise and include the more rational/analytical conceptualisations as 

well as more intuitive components. Perhaps the study of psychological expertise (e. g., 

in the practice of counselling and assessment) should be enriched by several models
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in order to achieve a more comprehensive and less restrictive view of the processes 

that experts develop." (Locke & Covell, 1997, p. 243)

The way of thinking about professional expertise has dramatically changed over 

the years. A few decades ago professional expertise was considered to be based on 

the amount of specific knowledge a person has accumulated during professional 

life. Recent approaches stress different dimensions, particularly the development of 

expertise through experience (Eraut, 1994; Gruber, 1999). Such models try to inte

grate cognitive aspects and social and cultural dimensions (Billett, 2001). Two 

seminal results from traditional expertise research play a major role in most recent 

approaches: the domain-specificity of expertise and the large amount of time 

needed to acquire expertise.

Domain-specificity of expertise

In many studies evidence demonstrated that expert performance is domain-specific, 

and expertise in one area cannot be applied generally to performance outside that 

specific domain. However, it is still an unresolved question under which conditions 

two domains are to be considered as completely different or related closely enough 

so that some components can be transferred (Gruber, 2003).

One cannot assume that an experienced counsellor is superior in all clinical tasks, 

because counselling might comprise several domains. For example, "drug counsel

ling" or "child guidance" deal with specific problem categories, client difficulties or 

"disorders". Attempts to define the scope of the domains must carefully examine 

particular requirements that counsellors meet in their everyday practice. Expertise is 

apparent when dealing with domain-specific tasks that are difficult and complex. 

Most studies on counselling expertise did not include tasks of sufficient specificity 

and difficulty and, thus, failed to uncover the abilities and skills of experienced coun

sellors. Counselling also consists to a large degree of routine work that can also be 

successfully managed by novices.
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If a computer program is geared low enough, then not just chess masters but 
chess beginners can match up well ... Differentiation in practitioner ability can 
be seen at the higher skill levels ... Outcome studies must examine the most 
complex and difficult cases; for example, severely traumatised clients who find 
the working alliance very difficult and constandy test and sabotage the thera
pist. Here we believe major novice-expert differences will be found ... For in
stance, novice practitioners can bond .well with clients who have positive rela
tionship histories. Expertise in this domain is the capacity tp bond well with 
clients who have poor relationship histories. (Skovholt et al., 1997, p. 364f.)

Time and experience

Acquiring superior domain-specific professional skills requires much time, at least 

10 years as suggested by expertise literature (Ericsson & Lehmann, 1996). In many 

training and practice approaches in the field of counselling, however, the assump

tion is made that expertise is reached briefly after graduate education. This is re

flected in many studies in which the time gap between novice and expert status is 

too small. Stein and Lambert's (1984) found that the average difference in studies 

of practitioner expertise was 2.9 years; similar data can be seen in more recent re

search (Fong, Borders, Ethington, & Pitts, 1997; Ladany, Marotta, & Muse-Burke, 

2001). The availability of samples of student counsellors may be a reason for this 

limitation of the experience continuum.

Correspondingly, descriptive models of counsellor development typically com

prise three or four stages, the last of which is completed round about graduation. 

In contrast, the model by Skovholt et al. (1997) regards counsellor development as 

a continual process across the professional life span, thus "expertise occurs when 

the practitioner has evolved to an internalised style after thousands of hours of 

practice and an average of 15 years of professional experience. At this point, the 

practitioner has internalised theory and research, found a comfortable working 

style, developed a method for judging success, and shed elements of the profes

sional role which are incongruent within the self' (Skovholt et al., 1997, p. 364).
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Contemporary conceptions of experience

Practice time is not the sole factor that defines the level of expertise and experi

ence, although most studies on counsellor expertise use this criterion (Lichtenberg, 

1997). A number of conceptions of experience are under discussion now, for ex

ample Ericssons' conception of deliberate practice (Ericsson, Krampe, & Tesch- 

Romer, 1993) and Gruber's (1999) notion of experience. Gruber (1999) conceives 

experience not quantitatively but primarily as subjective relevant learning. Apart 

from the acquisition and accumulation of declarative knowledge, individuals ac

quire'expertise as they participate in episodes of knowledge application that are 

personally meaningful to them. Thus, acquisition of expertise usually is embedded 

in natural situations of great relevance, that are closely related to subjects' knowl

edge, motivation, and emotions. Similarly, Ericsson et al. (1993) point out the role 

of deliberate practice, which comprises demanding activities over a long period of 

time designed to improve performance. Deliberate practice presupposes an active, 

exploratory attitude, high motivation as well as supportive working conditions that 

allow continuous training.

The key component of these contemporary concepts of experience is reflec
tion. "Continuous professional reflection consists of a focused inquiry aimed 
toward attaining a comprehensive understanding of the phenomena encoun
tered in one's professional work." (Skovholt et al, 1997, p. 365)

Experience as active and systematic reflection leads to changes in cognitive struc

tures. This may be the progressive encapsulation of declarative knowledge and the 

formation of narrative structures such as illness scripts in the domain of medical 

diagnosing (Boshuizen & Schmidt, 1992). Kolodner's (1983) dynamic memory 

model describes learning as changes in episodic memory structures through experi

ence. All these models refer to knowledge development and skill acquisition in pro- 

. fessional domains that are characterised by rather complex tasks and ill-defined 

problems.
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Counselling as ill-structured domain

As mentioned above, most studies on clinical decision-making focused on solving 

well-structured problems. The problems counsellors face in their everyday practice 

differ from such well-defined tasks. They usually are ill-structured problems. Prob

lem constraints are neither precisely defined, nor is there complete consensus on 

the correct interventions or even criteria that are applied when evaluating the out

come of a counselling process. Despite the development of manuals based on em

pirically identified effective, factors in counselling, the individual counsellor's ap

proach to clients' problems shows great variety.

When studying differences between experts and novices when approaching ill- 

structured problems in the social sciences, Voss, Greene, Post, and Penner (1983) 

found that experts were superior in building a coherent and persuasive explanation 

(a narrative story). The quality of argumentation, operationalised as connectedness 

and depth of arguments, increased with experience.

However, it is not easy to benefit from practice alone. It is difficult to initiate re

flective learning from experience in ill-structured domains. Thus many counsellors 

do benefit merely from practical experience. The specific characteristics of the ill- 

structured domain may account for this deficit:

(1) complex and often highly specific cases — similar cases occur often only af

ter a considerable period of time

(2) ill-structured tasks that require decisions that have to be made under the 

pressure of time

(3) the plenitude of theoretical and practical approaches

(4) components that can successfully be dealt with through routine and thus 

with little effort

(5) lacking or highly selective feedback

These characteristics often prevent reflection about phenomena of everyday coun

selling practice and relating them to theories acquired in training programs. Profes-
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sional activity thus is rarely perceived as occasion for learning and deliberate prac

tice.

Conclusions for research

Research on counselling can gain by taking up research issues and design features 

from studies on ill-structured domains. This includes the analysis of domain- 

specific cognitive aspects:

(1) mental representation of problems by experts

(2) reasoning processes when dealing with domain-specific problems

(3) structure and function of actually applied knowledge

(4) content, complexity and development of cognitive structures

(5) case-making and argumentation.

From a methodological point of view, studies on counselling should include a 

number of approaches:

(1) post-hoc methods to identify traces of knowledge previously activated (e.g., 

subjects are asked for explanation of underlying processes after working on 

a case)

(2) on-line methods to tap the knowledge applied during reasoning (e.g., "think 

aloud protocols" that allow the analysis of contents and propositional as

pects)

(3) expert-novice contrasts (which implies a "time difference" that is substan

tial enough for experience to unfold). Measures of "expertise" have to be 

developed that include advanced credentials, peer-nominations, or intensity 

and variety of experience. Using more than two groups (not only experts 

and novices) can help to achieve greater differentiation.

Research on these lines allows the inclusion aspects of the profession that are rele

vant for the everyday work of the counsellor. (One must keep in mind, however, 

that cognitive dimensions comprise only one part of expertise in 'counselling. Oth-
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ers such as interpersonal skills, emotional maturity and personal stability are im

portant as well, but are not discussed in this chapter.) This calls for the use of do

main-specific tasks, that are authentic, realistic and contain real life complexity. 

Methods have to be developed to guarantee this without neglecting general re

search desiderata such as inter-individual comparability or (quasi-)experimental 

control.

The development of psychological counsellors' professional knowledge and the 

role of episodic memory was investigated in a study that aimed to overcome as 

many of the mentioned shortcomings of existing research as possible.

Only one specific counselling domain was investigated: psychological counselling 

in educational and child guidance (domain-specificity). Content and development of 

cognitive structures are focused on by using relevant and authentic tasks of the domain. A 

differentiation of levels of expertise was provided by covering the whole professional 

span of counsellors, not only graduate students with varying degrees of internship 

experience.

A study about experience and the development of counsellors’ professional 

knowledge

Objectives

The main objective of the study was to investigate the role of episodes for the de

velopment of counsellors' knowledge in domain-specific problems. The following 

objectives were set:

(1) to investigate changes in the extent of counsellors' knowledge;

(2) to investigate changes concerning the relevance of (a) basic declarative and 

(b) experience-based knowledge of counsellors;

(3) to investigate the role of references to earlier experienced cases for the de

velopment of knowledge;

(4) to investigate in-so-far experience helps counsellors to integrate their own 

knowledge base further.
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Sample

The subjects were 31 counsellors with different levels of experience, their age 

ranging from 22 to 60 years (M — 39.1 years; s— 10.9 years) and experience ranging 

from six weeks to 33 years (M- 8.8 years; s— 9.6 years). Three groups were differ

entiated according to years of professional experience: novices (less than two 

years), semi-experts (more than two and less than ten years), experts (more than ten 

years). All participants worked in the domain of educational and child guidance at 

different counselling centres in southern Germany.

Procedure

Subjects had to think aloud concerning their knowledge of specific problems rele

vant to the counselling domain. In a pre-study, professional counsellors not in

volved in the main study helped to develop the material. From a pool of relevant 

situations, twenty problem categories were selected according to four criteria:

(1) . high relevance within the domain

(2) substantial variance in the seriousness of the occurring problems

(3) reasonable frequency of occurrence in counselling practice

(4) possibility to refer to theoretical concepts in the description of the prob

lems

The resulting domain-specific categories of clients' difficulties ranged from "lack of 

learning motivation" to "suicidal attempt". Labels of the twenty problems were pre

sented subsequently to subjects on a laptop screen. Subjects were asked to explain 

the problems and to supply all the relevant knowledge that came to mind. Addi

tionally subjects had to rate their experience with these problems. Participants were 

tested individually in their workplace. All narratives were audio-recorded. Verbatim 

protocols were produced.

Experience in professional training and development of psychological counsellors



14 Experience in professional training and development of psychologicalcounsellors

Analysis

Subjects' protocols were analysed with respect to quantitative and qualitative as

pects of knowledge structures: duration, number of experienced cases referred to, 

number of episodic statements (both case-related and non-case-related), number of 

recent cases, number of specific cases, number of experience-based connections. 

Group differences were tested for significance using analyses of variance and a 

posteriori Scheffe tests. An alpha of 5% was used throughout.

Duration of sessions provides a suggestion of the amount of available knowledge.

The number of experienced cases the subjects referred to in their problem description 

is a measure how often subjects referred to (concrete) cases they experienced in 

their practice in order to explain the problems.

The number of episodic statements assesses how many episodic statements the sub

jects produced. Statements that were included were those in the past tense using 

the first person ("I remember ...", "I had a ...", or "I experienced ..."). Episodic 

statements were divided into case-related statements and non-case-related state

ments. The first indicate statements in which the subjects recall a case they experi

enced in their practice, while the latter refers to mentioned episodes that were not 

based on an actual case. ' ■

Number of recent cases and Number of specific cases. Two kinds of concrete cases were 

differentiated. Recent cases are cases the counsellor refers to that are still in prog

ress or have only recently been completed. Specific cases are cases which the coun

sellor termed as being "particular", "specific", "unusual" or "severe".

The number of experience-based connections assesses how many connections between 

the single problems subjects can produce. Only those connections are counted that 

are not based on theoretical reasoning, but are based on the subject's experience.

Hypotheses

The following hypotheses were derived about the protocol variables from theories.

Duration. It was hypothesised that experienced counsellors need more time to 

solve the task, as their theoretical knowledge gets narratively enriched.
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Number of experienced cases. It was hypothesised that semi-experts refer to more 

concrete cases than experts and novices, as semi-experts are trying apply their theo

retical knowledge to their actual experiences.

Number of episodic statements. Analogous to the previous hypothesis it was hypothe

sised that semi-experts express the largest number of episodic statements.

Number of recent/specific cases. As novices and semi-experts have to struggle to. get 

along with their actual experiences, it was hypothesised that they report recent 

cases more often, while experts will remember specific cases.

Number of experience-based connections. It was hypothesised that experts, based on 

their experience, interlink problems more often.

Results and discussion • • .

Duration. The duration of sessions differed significandy between the groups. It was 

shortest for novices, both groups of experienced counsellors needed more time.

Number of experienced cases. Although they had some practical experience, the nov

ices rarely referred, to cases they had experienced. Semi-experts most often made 

use of cases they had experienced to explain their knowledge. In the group of ex

perts, the number of mentioned cases they had experienced was smaller that of the 

semi-expert group.

Number of episodic statements. A similar result was obtained by analysing the amount 

of episodic statements. Novices significantly differed from semi-experts and ex

perts, expressing less episodic statements. This difference also occurred regarding 

the number of non-case-related episodic statements.

Number of recentjspecific cases. The analysis of variance revealed that semi-experts 

mainly referred to recently experienced cases. They differed significantly from both 

novices and experts. Counter to expectations, no significant difference was ob

served between the groups concerning the number of specific cases. Figure 1 dem

onstrates the proportion of specific cases and actual (recently experienced) cases 

within the three groups. In the expert group the proportion of specific cases differs 

from the number of recent cases, while there is no difference in the other groups.
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Thus, specific cases are important for all'groups, but whilst for beginners all cases 

are specific, for experts specific cases are rarely recent ones.

Figure 1. Number of recent cases and of specific cases within the groups

Novices Semi-experts Experts

Level of expe rtis e

Number of experience-based connections. The largest differences between groups was ob

served in the connections subjects produced between the different problem catego

ries; all groups significantly differed from each other. Experts provided the most 

connections, novices the least number of connections.

The results confirm the suggested development of knowledge structures and 

highlight the progressive narrative enrichment of counsellors' professional knowl

edge. The proportion of statements in the subjects' verbal protocols differ in the 

amount of contextual and experiential information depending on the actual experi

ence with real-life cases (Strasser & Gruber, 2003). Thus, the individuals' profes

sional knowledge seems to be highly influenced by "case-based learning". The im

portance of dealing with a variety of different cases (varying in seriousness, com

plexity and difficulty) for evolving coherent and applicable knowledge structures, is 

indicated by the performance of counsellors at intermediate levels of professional 

experience. Referring to personally meaningful episodes helps them to integrate or 

re-integrate their declarative knowledge. It still remains to be explained, why semi

experts and experts do not differ more distinctly in the duration of sessions. Ac-
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cording to the illness script model, semi-experts are expected to need more time 

and to produce the largest number of statements, as their knowledge base is not yet 

coherently structured and they shift between fundamental and experiential knowl

edge. Clearly, experts produced not only fundamental and case-related statements. 

Assumptions about the nature of this additional information can be drawn from 

significant differences in experience-based connections: Increasing experience helps 

to recognise cross-connections and inter-relations between the different problem 

categories. The effect of experience on expert counsellors' knowledge thus can be 

seen in the increasing over-lapping of concepts. This development is probably due 

to an increase in reflection about one's experiences. The integrated knowledge base 

allows experienced counsellors to form a meta-perspective view and to reflect ex

tensively upon their work and the different conditions for the respective outcomes.

The results may promote the discussion on the nature and function of counsel

ling experience as they also imply consequences for designing training programs 

that take into account the need to deal with a variety of real life cases and the im

portance of narrative reflection.

Practical implications

When integrating the results of the study and the theoretical analyses, a number of 

practical implications for the instructional design of counsellor training programs 

seem plausible. The first two implications can be derived directly from the results 

of the study. These results underscore the importance of dealing with complex 

cases during instruction. Consequently, a number of further implications can be 

drawn.

The necessity of working with complex cases. Subjective relevant experiences with real 

life cases are usually the starting point for the development of applicable profes

sional knowledge. To close the gap between theoretical and experiential knowledge, 

trainee counsellors ought to gather practical experience early on in instruction. 

They should be given opportunities to take responsibility for a wide variety of cli

ents.
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The educational importance of difficult cases. The results indicate that expert counsel

lors' episodic knowledge mainly refers to specific, difficult and severe cases. Such 

cases stimulate reflective processes. Novices therefore should gradually learn to 

deal with difficult cases, after having acquired routines for dealing with everyday 

cases.

The importance of supervision. Ongoing support and supervision by experienced 

counsellors helps to avoid overstraining counselling novices (Zorga, 2002). Differ

ent degrees of supervision can be distinguished: experts serving as model (novices 

observe experts), experts serving as internal supporters (experts observe novices' 

counselling activities), and experts serving as external supporters and regular advi

sors. The experts task can be described as (1) providing informative feedback and 

(2) story-telling.

(1) Informative feedback. Deliberate practice requires ongoing feedback. In their 

daily work, counsellors do not automatically receive feedback, but rather irregular 

and highly selective feedback. For the development of powerful routines and 

knowledge structures regular informative feedback has to be provided. A part of 

counsellors' competence is to be able to decide whether feedback is accurate or bi

ased (Garb, 1989).

(2) Story-telling. Professional counselling does not only rely on available routines 

and knowledge - motivational and emotional issues are also at stake. In order to 

take advantage of the subjective experience of older counsellors when coping with 

"exhausting" counselling processes, informal ways of knowledge sharing, such as 

story-telling, are important. The study provided some suggestions concerning nar

rative enrichment of counsellors' knowledge structures. Narrative methods may be 

a fruitful tool to reflect one's own experiences as well as those of others (col

leagues, supervisors etc.) during professional development (Fairbairn, 2002).

The importance of teaching declarative knowledge. Although reflective experience is im

portant during instruction, the acquisition of basic declarative knowledge is central 

for a number of reasons. A rich conceptual knowledge base is a necessary starting 

point for the development of routines and also helps to reflect one's own practice.
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It can therefore be used when dealing with unexpected events and new situations. 

Declarative knowledge that helps novice counsellors to deal with new counselling 

situations has to be identified and integrated in training programs.

The importance of teaching problem-solving procedures. Applying declarative knowledge 

in complex situations requires the availability of highly automatised procedural 

knowledge and of routines. Routines for diagnosing and interacting with clients 

have to be systematically integrated in counselling training programs (O'Byrne, 

Clark, & Malakuti, 1997). Working on real life cases helps to embed routines in a 

context and prepares counselling novices for deliberate learning from experience.

Learning from experience as explicit learning strategy. Learning from experience does 

not happen spontaneously. Neither experts nor students spontaneously reflect on 

their experience in order to enhance their expertise. Wagenaar, Scherpbier, 

Boshuizen, and van der Yleuten (in press) investigated health care students' opin

ions on learning: They reported that during clerkship they mainly learned by doing, 

but only little through reflection. Authors like Kolb (1984) and Schon (1987) pro

pose an action-reflection-action cycle in order to foster learning from experience. 

Such systematic ways of reflection, however, need instruction. Learning from expe

rience is only considered worthwhile when it is seen as a learning strategy that must 

be acquired like other strategies (Boshuizen, 2003).

Training in an adequate context. Expertise develops in social contexts (Billett, 2001; 

Etelapelto & Collin, this volume). Thus, varying counselling contexts have to be 

taken into account in training programs. During training, counsellor novices have 

to become familiar with relevant contextual factors systematically, with a wide 

scope of contexts, arid with increasing complexity and ambiguity of contexts.

In the present chapter, both theoretical analyses and empirical evidence have 

contributed to a new perspective on the development of counsellors' expertise. The 

implementation of practical implications derived from this perspective into training 

programs looks promising. Pathways have been delineated that foster the elaborate 

use of one's own experience in counsellors' professional development.



20 Experience in professional training and development of psychological counsellors -

References

Alberts, G. M., & Edelstein, B. A. (1990). Therapist training: A critical review of skill 

training studies. Clinical Psychology Review, 10, 497-511.

Auerbach, A. H., & Johnson, M. (1977). Research on the therapist's level of 

experience. In A. S. Gurman & A. M. Razin (Eds.), Effective psychotherapy. A 

handbook of research (pp. 84-102). Oxford: Pergamon.

Bcutler, L. E., Machado, P. P. P., & Neufeld, S. A. (1994). Therapist variables. In A. 

E. Bergin & S. L. Garfield (Eds.), Handbook of psychotherapy and behavior change 

(4th ed., pp. 229-269). New York: Wiley.

Billett, S. (2001). Knowing in practice: Re-conceptualising vocational expertise. 

Teaming and Instruction, 11, 431-452.

Boshuizen, H. P. A. (2003). Expertise development: How to bridge the gap between 

school and work. In H. P. A. Boshuizen (Ed.), Expertise development: The 

transition between school and work (pp. 7-38). Heerlen: Open Universiteit 

Nederland.

Boshuizen, H. P. A., & Schmidt, H. G. (1992). On the role of biomedical knowledge 

in clinical reasoning by experts, intermediates and novices. Cognitive Science, 16, 

153-184.

Breuer, F. (1991). Analyse beraterisch-therapeutischer Tdtigkeit. Methoden %ur {Jntersuchung 

individueller Handlungssysteme klinisch-psychologischer Praktiker. [Analysis of 

counselling activity. Investigation of individual action systems of clinical 

psychologists] Munster: Aschendorff.

Caspar, F. (1995). Information processing in psychotherapy intake interviews. In B. 

Boothe, R. Hirsig, A. Helminger, B. Meier, & R. Volkart (Eds.), Perception — 

Evaluation —Interpretation (pp. 3-10). Bern: Huber.

Dawes, R. R. (1994). House of cards: Psychology and psychotherapy built on myth. New York: 

Free Press.

Durlak,J. A. (1979). Comparative effectiveness of paraprofessionals and professional 

helpers. Psychological Bulletin, 86, 80-92.

Eraut, M. (1994). Developing professional knowledge and competence. Washington: Falmer.



Experience in professional training and development of psychological counsellors 21

Ericsson, K. A., Krampe, R. T., & Tesch-Romer, C. (1993). The role of deliberate 

practice in the acquisition of expert performance. Psychological Review, 100, 363- 

406.

Ericsson, K. A., & Lehmann, A. C. (1996). Expert and exceptional performance: 

Evidence of maximal adaptation to task constraints. Annual Review of Psychology, 

47, 273-305.

Fairbaim, G. J. (2002). Ethics, empathy and storytelling in professional development. 

Learning in Health and Social Care, 1, 22-32.

Fong, M. L., Borders, L. D., Ethington, C. A., & Pitts, J. H. (1997). Becoming a 

counsellor: A longitudinal study of student cognitive development. Counsellor 

Education and Supervision, 37,100-114.

Garb, H. N. (1989). Clinical judgement, clinical training and professional experience. 

Psychological Bulletin, 105, 387-396.

Gruber, H. (1999). Erfahrung als Grundlage kompetenten Handelns. [Experience as basis 

for professional competence] Bern: Huber.

Gruber, H. (2003, August). Changes of expert knowledge during professional learning: Do and 

should we care about differences within domains or differences between domains? Paper 

presented at the expert panel "Professional learning in school and beyond: An 

expert view on emerging themes", 10th European Conference for Research 

on Learning and Instruction (EARLI), Padova, Italy.

Gunzelmann, T., Schiepek, G., & Reinecker, H. (1987). Laienhelfer in der 

psychosozialen Versorgung: Meta-Arialysen zur differentiellen Effektivitat von 

Laien und professionellen Helfem. [Lay helpers in mental health care. Meta

analysis on the differential effectiveness of laypersons and professional 

helpers] Gruppendynamik, 18, 361-384.

Kolb, D. A. (1984). Experiential learning. Experience as the source of learning and development. 

Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall.

Kolodner, J. L. (1983). Towards an understanding of the role of experience in the 

evolution from novice to expert. International Journal of Man-Machine Studies, 19, 

497-518.



22 Experience in professional training and development of psychological counsellors

Ladany, N., Marotta, S., & Muse-Burke, J. L. (2001). Counselor experience related to 

complexity of case conceptualization and supervision preference. Counselor 

Education and Supervision, 40, 203-219.

Lichtenberg, J. W. (1997). Expertise in counselling psychology: A concept in search 

of support. Educational Psychology Review, 9, 221-238.

Locke, T. F., & Covell, A. J. (1997). Characterizing expert psychologist behavior: 

Implications from selected expertise literature. Educational Psychology Review, 9, 

239-249.

Monchner, F. J., & Prinz, P. J. (1991). Treatment fidelity in outcome studies. Clinical 

Psychology Review, 11, 247-266.

O'Byrne, K., Clark, R. E., & Malakuti, R. (1997). Expert and novice performance: 

Implications for clinical training. Educational Psychology Review, 9, 321-332.

Schon, D. A. (1987). Educating the reflective practitioner. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Skovholt, T. M., Ronnestad, M. H., & Jennings, L. (1997). Searching for expertise in 

counselling, psychotherapy, and professional psychology. Educational Psychology 

■ Review, 9,361-369.

Stein, D. M., & Lambert, M. J. (1984). On the relationship between therapist 

experience and psychotherapy outcome. Clinical Psychology Review, 4,1-16.

Strasser, J., & Gruber, H. (2003, April). Counsellors' experience and the development of their 

professional knowledge. Paper presented at the 84th Annual Meeting of the 

American Educational Research Association (AERA), Chicago, USA.

Voss, J. F., Greene, T. R., Post, T. A., & Penner, B. C. (1983). Problem solving skill 

in the social sciences. In G. H. Bower (Ed.), The psychology of learning and 

motivation: Advances in research and theory (Vol. 17, pp. 165-213). New York: 

Academic Press.

Wagenaar, A., Scherpbier, A. J. J. A., Boshuizen, H. P. A., & van der Vleuten, C. P. 

P. (in press). The importance of active involvement in learning: A qualitative 

study on learning results and learning processes in different traineeships. 

Advances in Health Sciences Education.



Experience in professional training and development of psychological counsellors 23

Wierzbicki, M. (1993). Issues in clinical psychology: Subjective versus objective approaches. 

Boston: Allyn & Bacon.

Zorga, S. (2002). Professional supervision as a mean of learning and development of 

counselors. InternationalJournalfor the Advancement of Counselling 24,261-274.

Usk/.-SibftaM
Regensburg



Bisherige Foischungsberichte

Nr. 1 (Oktober 2002)
Strasser, J. & Gruber, H. Kompetengenverb in der 
Beratung. Eitie kritische Analyse des Forschungs- 

gegenstands.

Nr. 2 (November 2002)
Harteis, C, Bauer, J. & Coester H. Betriebliche 
Personal- und Organisationsentwicklung \wischen 

okonomischen undpadagogischen Uberlegungen.

Nr. 3 (Dezember 2002)
Bredl, K., Lehner, F., Gruber H. & Strasser,
J. Kompetengentwicklung von Untemebmensberatem.

Nr. 4 (Marz 2003)
Renkl, A., Gmber, H., Weber S'., Lerche T. & 
Schweizer, K. Cognitive Load beim Eemen aus 
Uisungsbeispielen.

Nr. 5 (Marz 2003)
Bauer, J., Festner, D., Harteis, C. & Gmber, 
H. Fehlerorientierung im betrieblichen Arbeitsalltag. 
Fin Vergleich gwischen Fiihrungskraften und Be- 

schaftigten ohne Fiihrungsfunktion. ,

Nr. 6 (Marz 2003)
Harteis, C., Bauer, J., Festner, D. & Gmber, 
H. Selbstbestimmung im Arbeitsalltag.

Nr. 7 (August 2003)
Gmber, H. & Rehrl, M. Bedingungen gur Stimu
lation von Kompetengenimcklung in derBerufsbil- 

dung.

Nr. 8 (November 2003)
Gmber, H., Rehrl, M. & Bagusat, M. Wie trag- 

fahig ist das Kongept des selbstgesteuerten Lemens in 

der beruflichen Ausbildung?

Nr. 9 (Oktober 2004)
Gmber, H., Harteis, C. & Rehrl, M. 
Wissensmanagement und Expertise.

Nr. 10 (Oktober 2004)
Harteis, C. & Gmber, H: Competence supporting 
working conditions.






