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Social Conditioning and 
Students' Perceptions of 
Counselling 

The process of counselling is essentially a relationship be
tween two individuals. As such, each of these individuals 
brings to the relationship his perceptions of what the nature 
of that relationship will he. Since the burden of initiating the 
relationship frequently rests with the client, he will initiate 
only those counselling contacts which he perceives as legiti
mate roles performed by the counsellor. As these counselling 
relationships may occur through circumstances other than 
client initiation, it is reasonable to assume that the client
initiated relationship will he limited by his perceptions of the 
counsellor and the process of counselling. In other words, the 
client will seek the aid of the counsellor only in those areas 
in which he sees the counsellor playing a legitimate role. Fur
thermore, it is this writer's contention that the student's per
ceptions of the counsellor's role determines, in large part, his 
expectations in the counselling process. 

related research 

Related research points out the fact that students in sec
ondary schools and colleges tended to perceive the counsellor 
and the role that he is fulfilling in varying ways. That is, coun
sellors were perceived as being of assistance to students large
ly in the areas of educational and vocational planning, but not 
with problems of a personal, emotional or social nature. Thus 
students so predisposed and oriented will more than likely, as 
McGowan and Schmidt relate, see the counsellor 
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... as a person who will be able to help them select the correct test 
and who will interpret their scores to them during subsequent inter-
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views. Such clients enter into a counse1ing relationship with the gen
eral idea that the counseling process will he basically informational, 
and that little or no personal involvement will be required, since they 
do not anticipate that any major changes will take place in them.1 

From a slightly different perspective, the results of Heil-
fron's studyl suggested that students felt that those who were 
performing weIl academically and socially hardly needed coun
selling. The findings indicated that weIl performing students 
expected little help from counsellors. Further, in order to rid 
students of the notion that counsellors deal only with extreme 
forms of mental and emotional problems, much more education 
is needed regarding the function of counselling and the serv
ices counsellors render. 

Similarly, Shertzer and StoneS hypothesized that individual 
behavior within a role is determined by expectancies or de
mands of the role. They contend that much of the current dif
ficulty and confusion surrounding the school counsellor's role 
stems from the contradictory and conflicting expectancies of 
his publics. They conc1uded that students do not view the coun
sellor as being an effective source of help except in educational 
and vocational planning and decision making. They also noted 
that Most of the students felt that personal counselling should 
be reserved for students with character disorders, indicating 
that they felt counselling might be a risky situation and they 
themselves would not seek it. 

From a completely different perspective, other research··' ·•·T 

indicated that parents, teachers and school administrators per
ceived school counsellors to be more helpful to students with 
educational and vocational problems than with problems of a 
personal, emotional and social nature. 

In a follow-up of their 1961 study, Bergstein and Grant 
asked parents in the same community to imagine that their 
children were faced, in turn, with six problem situations and, 
in each case, to nominate people whom they conceive to be 
of Most help to the child. Once again, 

School counselors were conceived most frequently as being helpers 
with problems of an educational and vocational nature and much less 
frequently as helpers with aspects of personal-emotional-social ad
justment. . . . It is evident that many parents did not spontaneously 
conceive of him as the one to provide above averagehelp to youngsters 
experiencing various types of problems typically described in the 
domain of counselor competencies. In liglit of these findings, educators 
should continue to examine the role of the counselors as helper of 
children and should explore means of demonstrating the concept of 
counselor to the student population and the community.s 
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the social conditioning process 

It would appear because this area of guidance and coun
selling is still relatively new, that the public at large generally 
has a hazy and somewhat distorted orientation as to what the 
purpose of guidance and counselling is, and particularly what 
the role of the counsellor is within that program. In other 
words, why do students perceive the role of counsellors as the 
above research indicates they do, and what factors in our 
society lead students to form these differing and confused 
perceptions? 

Patterson has suggested that, "The expectations .and 
preferences of clients in counselling and psychotherapy are 
learned, that they are socially and culturally determined or 
conditioned."· If P'atterson's suggestion has any credence, and 
this writer believes that it has, then on the basis of the above 
cited research it is safe to assume that societal attitudes to a 
large extent influence students' perceptions of the counsellor's 
role. Concomitantly, most students expect the counselling 
situation to be helpful only in problems relating to educational 
and vocation al planning. Further, Sonne and Goldman sug
gested that client expectations and preferences in the counsel
ling situation are conditioned by society, for in 

· .. our culture in general, or in the particular subculture from which 
the subjects were drawn, a relatively dependent relationship between 
a psychological helper (whether a profession al counselor or not) and 
a counselor may he the norm .... thus their preferences may be an in
dication of a learned standard of counseling. 'O 

If, as this writer has been suggesting, societal attitudes play 
a large part in influencing students' views of the counselling 
process, why is it that the public entertains attitudes in which 
the counsellor is seen as being helpful in educational and voca
tional problems, but not in problems dealing with personal
emotional-social aspects - the latter - which by their very 
nature may be at the root of the former problems? Patterson 
indicated that the student's expectations for the kind of de
pendent relationship that Sonne and Goldman infer students 
desire, 
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· .. has its origin and development in the attitude towards specialists 
in out society. The doctor, the lawyer, the engineer, and the teacher 
are people who do things to us or for us, or who tell us what to do and/ 
or how to do it. In other words, the relationship is one of dependency, 
of reliance on authority figures - to counselors and psychotherapists. 
· .. Because of experiences with the teacher, the counselor-client rela-
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tionship is the signal for the assumption of a student pattern. The 
client expects to be told, to he informed, to be led, to be questioned, to 
speak only in response to the counselor - in othe!' words, to be depen
dent on the lead of the counselor who takes the responsibility for the 
relationship.ll 

Similarly, Bordin has pointed out that "most frequently 
clients approach counselling with the orientation of receiving 
help regarding a particular decision."" He further suggested 
that client expectations are to sorne extent dependent upon the 
type of problem that led the client to the counsellor. That is, 
clients with problems of a personal-emotional-social nature 
had different expectations about the counsellor's role than did 
those clients with educational and vocation al problems re
quiring a specific decision. The latter type of client more so 
than the former, visualized the counsellor as an information 
source and expected, as part of the counselling proCeSS, to be 
given information by the counsellor. 

If this is the case, why do the majority of students expect 
help mostly in reference to educational and vocational prob
lems? Are there factors other than the social conditioning 
process which would reinforce students' perceptions, and ul
timately, expectations of the counsellor's role? For example, 
could the personnel composition of the guidance and counsel
ling services per 8e be responsible in sorne way for reinforcing 
the prior social conditioning? 

Ivey raises an interesting point in this connection: 

Role theory proposes that clearly defined (i.e., unambiguous) expecta
tions are necessary for positive interaction in a situation. Students 
have certain expectations for the behavior of classroom teachers (lec
tures, discipline, marking, etc.). Similarly, students have expectations 
for the behavior of counselors (permissive, holds confidences, non
judgmental, etc.). When a counselor also meets his clients in the 
classroom, the se clients are likely to experience conflict, and hence 
hold back confidences because of the divergences of roles ordinarily 
associated with teacher and counselor roles.13 

If, as Ivey suggested, full-time counsellors are in a better 
position to handle problems of a personal-emotional-social 
nature than part-time teacher-counsellors, then, by the very 
nature of the guidance and counselling department's personnel 
composition, students' perceptions and expectations may be 
further conditioned as the majority of counsellors also perform 
teaching and quasi-administrative duties. For as Goodstein and 
Grigg point out: 
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If counseling is seen by the client as a learning or educational ex
perience, then one of the expectations of the client will he for the 
counselor to assume the role of the teacher. This expectation is 
heightened by the fact that counseling is most frequently carried 
on under the aegis of educational institutions and counselors fre
quently also have a formai teaching role in these institutions in 
addition to their role as counselors.14 

Recent research by Hart and Prince15 and Arbuckle18 indi
cated that the role of the counsellor as it is presented by coun
sellor educators is basically much different than that expected 
by school administrators. Counsellors are trained to assist stu
dents in the process of self-discovery either through individual 
or group counselling, to maintain the confidentiality of student 
communications, and to encourage self-adjustment rather than 
adjustment to the system. On the other hand, school adminis
trators perceive the counsellor as an extension of the school's 
authority, and as one who will persuade the student to adjust 
to the reality of the school. Further, school administrators per
ceive the counsellor as one who deals with educational and 
vocation al planning, and as an informational source concern
ing students. 

This discrepancy between counsellor training and practice is 
not only perceived by school administrators and school coun
sellors, but unfortunately by students, for 

Student concepts of the roles counselors seem to serve in the school 
environment indicate that they see the counselor variously as one who 
is an administrator, a disciplinarian, an activity director, a part
time librarian, etc. In fact, interviews indicated that many students 
did not recognize the counseling function as a major dut y of the sec
ondary school guidance worker.l1 

conclusion 

The implication is clear that the counsellor's role must be 
clearly differentiated from that of the teacher or adminis
trator if the counselling process is to be meaningful in helping 
the students to deal effectively with his problems. AIso, it is 
necessary for this differentiation of roI es to exist and more 
importantly, to be made known to society in general and stu
dents in particular, if the students' expectations are to be 
changed in such a way as to make the counselling process a 
situation to be desired rather than shunned in the solution of 
their problems - personal-emotional-social, as weIl as educa
tional and vocational. For 
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... part of the process of dealing with oneself involves differentiating 
oneself from others. As an administrator of social policy, the coun
selor would become identified with "the other" from whom the indi
vidual is seeking to differentiate himself. Thus, it seems probable that 
a counselor seen in that light by a client would lose some of his poten
tialities for ai ding the client to delve deeply into his problem.18 

Although client expectations are subjected to many variables 
prior to the initial counselling session, i.e., type of referral, 
client's perceptions regarding broad groups of people, age and 
sex differential between counsellee and counsellor, and the per
sonality and attitudes of the counsellor, it appears to this 
writer that the social conditioning process mentioned above is 
the underlying variable most responsible for the student's 
orientation and expectations to be so ridiculously distorted and 
biased. We as professional counsellor educators and counsellors 
must be responsible, along with aid from aU educators, for 
educating society as to the importance, meaning, and functions 
of guidance and counselling within the educational setting -
unique and differentiated as it is from aIl other roles of 
education in general. Until this is accomplished, this writer 
contends that counsellors will continue to be viewed as people 
with a hodge-podge conglomeration of roles and duties; in
adequate in most, and proficient only in the administration 
and interpretation of tests and measurements as they pertain 
to educational and vocational planning. 

references 

1. J. F. McGowan and L. D. Schmidt (eds.), Counseling: Readings in 
Theory and Practice, New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1962, 
p.243. 

2. M. Heilfron, "The Function of Counseling as Perceived by High 
School Students," Per80nnel and Guidance Journal, Vol. 39 (1960), 
pp. 133-136. 

3. B. Shertzer and S. Stone, "The School Counselor and His Publics: A 
ProbIem in RoIe Definition," Personnel and Guidance Journal, Vol. 
41 (1963), pp. 687-693. 

4. H. B. Bergstein and C. W. Grant, "How Parents Perceive the Coun
selor's Role," Personnel and Guidance Journal, Vol. 30 (1961), pp. 
698-903. 

5. C. W. Grant, "The Counselor's Role," Personnel and Guidance Jour
nal, Vol. 33 (1954), pp. 74-77. 

6. R. L. Gibson, "Teacher Opinions of High SOOool Guidance Pro-

27 



Social Conditioning and Counselling 

grams," Personnel and Guidance Journal, Vol. 43 (196)5), pp. 416-
422. 

7. J. W. Martin, "Suburban Parents Evaluate Counselors," New York 
State Personnel and Guidance Journal, Vol. 6 (1971), pp. 51-55. 

8. H. B. Bergstein and C. W. Grant, "Who Helps Children? Parents' 
Conceptions," Personnel and Guidance Journal, Vol. 42 (1964), pp. 
67-72. 

9. C. H. Patterson, "Client Expectations and Social Conditioning." In 
J. F. McGowan and L. D. Schmidt (eds.), Counseling: Readings in 
TkeO'ry and Practice, New York: HoIt, Rinehart & Winston, 1962, 
pp. 252-255. 

10. T. R. Sonne and L. Goldman, "Preferences of Authoritarian and 
Equalitarian Personalities for Client-Centered and Ec1ectic Coun
seIing," Journal of Counseling Psychology, Vol. 4 (1957), p. 134. 

11. C. H. Patterson, Op. Cit., p. 254. 

12. E. S. Bordin, "The Implications of Client Expectations for the Coun
seIing Process." In J. F. McGowan and L. D. Schmidt (eds.), Op. 
Cit., p. 248. 

13. A. Ivey, "Role Conflict in Counseling: Its Effect on College Student 
Attitudes," Journal of Counseling Psychology, Vol. 9 (19)6.2), p. 139. 

14. L. D. Goodstein and A. E. Grigg, "Client Satisfaction, Counselors, 
and the CounseIing Process," In J. F. McGowan and L. D. Schmidt 
(eds.), Op. Cit., p. 532. 

15. D. H. Hart and D. J. Prince, "Role Conflict for School Counselors: 
Training Versus Job Demands," Personnel and Guidance Journal, 
Vol. 48 (1970), pp. 374-380. 

16. D. S. Arbuckle, "Educating Who For What," Counselor Education 
and Supervision, Vol. 11 (1971), p. 43. 

17. R. L. Gibson, "Pupil Opinions of High School Guidance Programs", 
Personnel and Guidance Journal, Vol. 29 (1962), p. 456. 

16. E. S. Bordin, Psyckological Counseling, New York: Appleton-Cen
tury-Crofts, 1955, p. 28. 

28 




