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ABSTRACT

Objective: Given that one of the most critical roles in schools is that of the school counselor, and the
method of training counselors at Farhangian University holds great importance, the aim of this study was
to identify the challenges and issues of the counseling and guidance field based on the lived experiences of
professors and student-teachers in this discipline.

Method: This research was conducted using a qualitative and phenomenological approach, employing
semi-structured interviews. Purposeful sampling was used, and data saturation was reached after
interviewing 10 student-teachers and 10 professors in the counseling field. The data were coded using
method of Strauss and Corbin (1990). The findings included 152 open codes, 10 axial codes, and 4 selective
codes, which were extracted as the main challenges of the counseling field in the education system and at
Farhangian University.

Results: The results revealed that the primary and significant challenges in the counseling and guidance
field at Farhangian University and within the education system are categorized as individual challenges,
academic challenges, organizational challenges, and cultural and local challenges.Individual challenges
involve personal issues faced by counseling student-teachers. Academic challenges pertain to the
theoretical and practical coursework of the student-teachers. Organizational challenges relate to undefined
or ambiguous structures in this field.

Conclusion: The findings of this study indicate that the curriculum planning of the counseling field at
Farhangian University, especially in the areas of internships, needs to be revised. Also, education and
training need to create appropriate organizational and cultural structures to determine the necessary
professional identity for this important and vital field in schools.
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Introduction
Guidance and counseling have emerged as critical

domains within the broader field of humanities, with a
professional scope focused on aiding individuals in
personal growth, decision-making, and coping with
familial, educational, and social challenges. In the
context of modern schools, where children and
adolescents experience significant developmental
milestones, the importance of professional counseling
for psychological, familial, and educational issues
cannot be overstated (Shafiabadi, 2008; Nice et al,
2023; Dashti et al., 2024). Rapid technological
advancements and the dynamic flow of information
further necessitate the integration of counseling
services in schools to prepare students for the
complexities of contemporary life (Goh et al, 2007;
Baker & Gerler, 2016; Popov & Spasenovi¢, 2020).
Globally, the role of school counselors is multifaceted,
encompassing support for students’ psychological,
educational, and social growth, conflict resolution,
career guidance, and collaboration with parents and
educators (Lewis et al 2022). While there are universal
aspects to this role, regional and national differences
often exist in terms of job definitions, responsibilities,
and counselor-to-student ratios (Collins,2014; Popov
& Spasenovic¢, 2020). For example, in countries like the
U.S., the American School Counseling Association
(ASCA) sets comprehensive standards for school
counseling, whereas in decentralized systems, such as
those in the UK and Ireland, guidelines are often
developed at local or municipal levels (ASCA, 2022;
British ~ Association  for  Counselling  and
Psychotherapy, 2022). In Iran, the structured
implementation of counseling and guidance services
began in 1953. Over the decades, the profession has
undergone numerous changes, including the
integration of counselors in various educational stages
and the development of specific undergraduate
programs in teacher training universities. The
Bachelor's degree in Counseling and Guidance offered
by Farhangian University seeks to train competent
counselors equipped to address the needs of

elementary, middle, and high school students.
However, consistent evaluation of these academic
programs is essential to ensure alignment with societal
needs and challenges (DeKruyf, 2013; Ebrahimi, 2015;
Shahmoradi et al., 2011). This study investigates the
challenges faced by student counselors in Farhangian
University and the educational system, based on the
lived experiences of both students and faculty

The study employed a qualitative,
phenomenological approach to explore the experiences
of student counselors and faculty members in the
Counseling program at Farhangian University. This
method allows for an in-depth examination of
participants' perspectives to describe the essence and
structure of the challenges they face.

Method
Sample and Data Collection

Using purposive sampling, 20 participants (10
student counselors and 10 faculty members) were
selected. Semi-structured interviews were conducted to
capture their insights. A key question guiding the
interviews was: "What challenges have you
encountered in the Counseling program at Farhangian
University or within the broader educational system?"
The interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed
verbatim, and subjected to coding.

Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using Strauss and Corbin’s
three-step coding process:

1. Open Coding: Identifying and categorizing
recurring themes and issues.

2. Axial Coding: Linking related codes to form
broader categories.

3. Selective Coding: Synthesizing the core themes
into overarching constructs.

To ensure credibility, findings were validated
through member checking, where participants
reviewed the coded data and final themes for accuracy.

Results
The analysis revealed 152 open codes, which were

synthesized into 10 axial codes and further grouped
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into four core themes representing the primary
challenges in the Counseling program at Farhangian
University and the educational system. These
challenges are detailed below:

1. Individual Challenges

Intrapersonal: Many student counselors reported a
lack of interest in the field and insufficient motivation
to pursue a counseling career. Faculty members
observed that some students lacked essential personal
attributes, such as empathy, resilience, and
adaptability, which are critical for effective counseling.

Interpersonal: Deficiencies in communication
skills, social anxiety, and inadequate problem-solving
and teamwork abilities were common issues.

2. University-Level Challenges

Educational: Limited coverage of theoretical
topics, particularly those addressing student-specific
issues like anxiety and behavioral disorders, was
identified. Faculty acknowledged constraints in course
durations and gaps in their own training.

Skill  Development: Practical training and
workshops were inadequate. Students felt unprepared
to handle real-life scenarios due to a lack of hands-on
experiences.

Internships: Internship structures were misaligned
with the complexities of school-based counseling,
offering limited exposure to real-world challenges.

3. Organizational Challenges

Structural: Schools often lacked sufficient
resources and infrastructure to support counseling
services. Many institutions did not employ enough
specialized counselors, and non-experts were
sometimes assigned counseling roles.

Professional Identity: The role of school
counselors was often poorly defined, leading to role
ambiguity and unrealistic expectations.

4. Cultural and Contextual Challenges

Staff Attitudes: A lack of awareness among school
staff regarding the importance of counseling hindered
collaboration.

Parental Attitudes: Cultural taboos around mental
health often prevented parents from engaging with
counselors or acknowledging their children’s issues.

Conclusions
The Purpose of This Study and Identified

Challenges in the Counseling and Guidance Discipline
The aim of this study was to identify the challenges in
the field of counseling and guidance within the context
of Farhangian University and the broader education
system, based on the lived experiences of faculty
members and student teachers. After conducting
interviews with relevant faculty members and students
and coding the data using Strauss and Corbin’s
methodology, 52 open codes, 10 axial codes, and 4
selective codes were extracted as the main challenges
of the counseling field in the education system and
Farhangian University. The four selective codes were
identified as individual challenges, academic
challenges, organizational challenges, and cultural and
local challenges.

Individual Challenges; One of the main
expectations of school counselors is to develop their
personal and interpersonal skills in areas such as a
passion for understanding human nature, problem-
solving abilities, resolving personal and psychological
conflicts, and acquiring essential life skills, such as
emotional management, communication skills, and
public speaking. These competencies are expected to
be used for the personal development of students and
for effective interaction with parents and other
teachers. However, according to the insights of faculty
members, students, and this study's findings, personal
development is inadequately addressed at the
university level. Counseling students do not acquire the
necessary personal and interpersonal competencies.
These findings align with the research of Kimber and
Campbell (2014).

Academic Challenges; Academic challenges were
categorized into three domains: education, skill
development, and internships, based on the views of
counseling students and faculty. School counselors are
expected to address a wide range of issues related to
students, such as academic, behavioral, psychological,
familial, and other challenges. These issues can vary
significantly depending on the students' ages.
However, the curriculum and defined courses for the
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counseling discipline at Farhangian University do not
adequately cover this broad spectrum. For example,
while appropriate courses are offered for identifying
and diagnosing various problems and disorders, the
courses on counseling and intervention strategies are
insufficient. This challenge is also evident in other
countries (Popov & Spasenovi¢, 2020; Goh et al.,
2007). Moreover, counseling is not just a body of
knowledge to be learned; it is also an art and a skill.
While acquiring counseling knowledge can be
relatively straightforward, developing counseling skills
requires time, practice, and effort. Practical courses in
universities aim to address this, but the number,
duration, and quality of these courses fail to meet the
necessary  expectations for skill acquisition.
Furthermore, internships at Farhangian University are
designed around the teacher's role in schools, whereas
the counselor's role is distinct and demands tailored
internship experiences.

Organizational  Challenges; Two  major
organizational challenges were identified: unsuitable
structures for the counseling discipline and ambiguity
in the independent professional identity of counseling.
Inadequate recruitment and selection of sufficient
human resources for school counseling roles are
significant issues. This creates numerous challenges, as
students' issues and problems are not adequately
assessed and diagnosed, causing them to carry their
unresolved issues to higher grades and other schools.
Over time, these problems become more complex,

damaging, and difficult to resolve. Additionally, in
schools where counselors are present, their specialized
roles are often not clearly defined. Counselors are
sometimes expected to perform tasks unrelated to their
expertise. This lack of specialized personnel,
particularly in primary schools, or the employment of
non-specialists as counselors, is corroborated by
findings from Shahmoradi, Nagavi, and Jafarali (2011)
and Ebrahimi (2018).

Cultural and Local Challenges; Faculty members
and students highlighted that, especially in smaller
cities, there is often a lack of proper understanding of
counseling and psychological services, as well as
psychological issues. Neither school staff nor parents
are sufficiently aware of the importance of
psychological issues. When a problem arises, they may
fail to cooperate adequately with the school counselor
to address it. Some cultural taboos and local beliefs,
such as the stigma of seeking help from a counselor or
psychologist, perpetuate the notion that doing so
implies madness or social rejection. These challenges
disrupt students' progress and align with the findings of
Ebrahimi (2018).

Recommendations It is recommended that
Farhangian University addresses the challenges
identified in this study to resolve these issues. This
would ensure that all students in the country have
access to capable, specialized, experienced, committed,
and professional counselors who can provide quality
services in schools.
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