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Abstract
An active collaboration with teachers is a  prerequisite of system based 
approach to school counselling. Th e objective of the research was examining 
the experiences of school counsellors regarding collaboration with teachers in 
the domain of student counselling in the school setting in Serbia. Th is research 
applied a pragmatist qualitative approach using a semi-structured interview. 
Participants were 81 elementary school counsellors (pedagogues). Th e results 
show that teachers are generally open for collaboration during student counsel-
ling. Teachers’ acceptance of advice depends on their personality and classroom 
management style. Conclusions off er recommendations for improving the 
partnership relations as a basis for eff ective student counselling.
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Introduction

Ecosystem theory of personality development is a basis of school counselling 
philosophy, which implies that it is necessary to acknowledge and take care of 

1  Th e research plan was designed for the wider research on school counselling. For the pur-
poses of this paper, a segment related to the collaboration with teachers in student counselling 
was used. Th e fi ndings of this particular research were presented at 2ⁿd International conference 
on Advanced Research in Education, Teaching and Learning held in Berlin, Germany from 
20–22ⁿd March, 2020.
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the surroundings in which a child is developing in order to adequately infl uence 
their physical and psychological development. General school climate, school 
policies, as well as an understanding of the school’s role in student development, 
has the crucial infl uence on the overall organization and content of school coun-
selling. Drawing from this systemic view, school counsellors have a responsibility 
to bring a  collaborative and holistic wellness perspective to their counselling 
practice (Arthur & Collins, 2010, as cited in Dixon & Chiang, 2019). Th erefore, 
in order to maximize the eff ects of school counselling, it is necessary to achieve 
participatory action by all subjects in a particular school context, which implies 
their close cooperation and supportive relationship (Zuković, 2017). In fact, 
teamwork, based on collegiality (Bovbjerg, 2006; Shah, 2012) enriches everyone 
who participate in it, creates opportunities for learning and information exchange, 
and enables illumination of the problem and analysis of specifi c situations from 
a number of diff erent professional fi elds and points of view. Th is means that school 
counselling should be understood as the process that permeates all spheres of the 
educational work (Zuković, 2017), and involves collaboration with teachers which 
is essential for providing the best services for students (Clark & Amatea, 2004). 
Th e competencies of school counsellors for the development of the pedagogical 
relationships with students, parents and colleagues are crucial for counselling to 
truly be a helping and understanding relationship (Juul & Jensen, 2017; Zuković 
& Slijepčević, 2019). Such an approach allows the development of partnership as 
a collaborative relationship based on trust as well as shared responsibility in the 
counselling (Vernon & Kottman, 2009).

Th e literature (Zuković, 2017) points out that school counselling is made up of 
three processes that are very oft en intertwined – direct counselling with students, 
consulting, and coordinating. Th ese processes imply that the counselling program 
should be an integral part of the school curriculum. Th is includes addressing both 
the needs of the school as a whole, and of all the schools’ subjects individually. 
However, the fact is that school counselling in Serbia is a very broad area of activity 
for which there is no well-defi ned work program (Zuković & Slijepčević, 2020). It 
is mainly based on general theoretical concepts and guidelines on effi  cient coun-
selling. Th is oft en results in diff erent practices. Th ey may be eff ective on their own 
but they oft en do not fi t into the contemporary concept of school development. 
Th us, for example, the “traditional ethos of school counselling” is oft en present 
in our schools. It is an individual model of counselling based on the concept that 
a problem “resides within the individual” (Bor et al., 2002). Th e application of 
such a model causes the individual to be the main focus without paying enough 
attention to the importance of involving signifi cant others. Also, such practice 
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does not provide suffi  cient opportunities to refl ect the eff ects of counselling work 
on improving the educational work and school climate. Th erefore, it is preferable 
to gravitate towards a model that is characterized by the “ethos of systemic school 
counselling” (Bor et al., 2002). An integrative model in which a particular prob-
lem is viewed as part of a broader context, counselling is directed to the system 
as a whole and to the relationships in a particular system environment. Such 
approach contributes to the understanding of relationships, that could potentially 
be a source of a problem, on diff erent levels (family-school, school-student, fam-
ily-child) and to directing specifi c interventions towards aff ecting those levels. 
In these cases, an adequate reaction of school staff , especially teachers who have 
direct contact with students on a daily basis, is very important.

Since some new roles of teachers require them to react to diff erent needs and 
situations (Przybylska, 2011), they are expected to be the initiators of diff erent 
preventative and interventional activities. It is important to note that one of the 
diffi  culties in school counselling resides in the wrong or inadequately formed 
beliefs of teaching staff  about the purposes of counselling. Specifi cally, teachers 
sometimes perceive counselling negatively, believing that students use it as a way 
to leave classroom and avoid some teaching activities. On the other hand, there 
is a phenomenon that teachers expect school counsellors to solve their problems 
in establishing relationships with students (especially when it comes to discipline 
in class) (Zuković, 2017). In spite of the fact that working on changing students 
behavior generally requires a change in teachers behavior, teachers oft en show 
resistance to active involvement in the counselling process. Such beliefs can pre-
vent a collaborative relationship between counsellors and teachers. Th at is why it 
is very important to educate teachers about counselling, the importance of collab-
oration, joint action, and their active participation in the process of counselling 
with students (Chan, 2000; Vernon & Kottman, 2009).

General Background of Research
Contemporary aspirations in pedagogical science are aimed at emphasizing the 

importance of establishing partnerships between all stakeholders relevant to the 
education, upbringing and overall development of the child’s personality (Bray, 
2001). Considering many benefi ts of collaboration during the counselling process, 
it seems important to examine the actual presence and the quality of this collabora-
tion. Although school counselling should strive for an integrative model, counselling 
practice oft en comes down to discussions between counsellors and students. Th ere-
fore the involvement of teachers is not suffi  ciently present in practice. Accordingly, 
a draft  of this research was developed to examine the practical experiences of school 
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counsellors on the frequency and quality of collaboration with teachers in the fi eld 
of student counselling. On this basis, the following research tasks were set:

1. To what extent and in which situations school counsellors involve teachers 
in the process of counselling with students?

2. What is the school counsellor’s opinion about the teacher’s openness to 
cooperation and willingness to accept potential suggestions?

Methodology of Research

A pragmatist qualitative research was applied. Th is phenomenological approach 
is aimed at understanding the phenomena under examination, as well as looking 
at the respondents’ self-perception about their own practice (Eatough & Smith, 
2008; Savin-Baden & Major, 2012). Th e data was collected using a semi-structured 
interview.

Sample and Research Instrument
Th e sample consisted of 81 primary school counsellors (47 participants from 

urban/suburban schools and 34 from rural schools) from Vojvodina, Serbia. It was 
a convenient sample.

Th e questions in the created Interviewing Protocol were formulated in advance 
in a way that ensures that the interview fl ow follows the assigned research tasks, but 
at the same time leaves room for the respondents to express their opinions freely. 
Th e respondents were asked the following questions: Do you involve teachers in 
the counselling process? How open are teachers to collaboration? How willing 
are the teachers to accept your suggestions regarding their relationship with the 
students (in cases where there is a problem between the teacher and the student)?

Procedures
Th e research was conducted in schools where fi nal year students of Pedagogy 

studies had their internship done. Th ey had the role of assistant researchers. Aft er 
a thorough preparation during which students received guidance on a professional 
approach to research and interviewing, they had the opportunity to talk with 
school counsellors about their practice. Data collection took place from 2015 to 
2018, and interviews were conducted at the time of student internship. In this way, 
students had the opportunity to become familiar with the practice of counselling 
work at school, which was otherwise prevented due to the protection of counsel-
lees’ privacy. Before starting, the interviewees were informed about the purpose of 
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the interview, the ethical standards of the research regarding the confi dentiality of 
the fi ndings and the voluntariness to participate in the interview. Th e duration of 
the interview was not limited given that the assistant researchers were taking the 
interview notes and the average interview duration was approximately 45 minutes. 
Respondents were given the opportunity to look at the veracity of the notes and, 
if they deemed it necessary, add some parts.

Data Analysis
Th e data obtained from the research were processed using qualitative thematic 

analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) which included: familiarizing with the material, 
generating initial codes, identifying topics and subtopics, recoding data and 
refi ning topics, fi nal naming of the topics, draft ing reports (fi nal analysis and 
interpretation, backed by some of the original responses for illustration).

Results of Research

Involvement of teachers in the counselling process
A wide range of answers was obtained during conversation about this topic. 

Most respondents point out that teachers are oft en part of the counselling with 
students and that the best interests of the student themselves are always the focus 
when engaging in this process. School counsellors also pointed out that each 
counselling situation is specifi c and it dictates whether and in which stage of 
the counselling the teacher will be involved. For better transparency of the data 
obtained, Table 1 presents answers to the questions of how oft en and in which 
cases teachers were involved in this process.

Table 1. Involvement of teachers in the counselling process

Do you involve 
teachers in the 

counselling 
process?

f In which cases do you involve teachers in the counselling process?

Yes, always 21 – when they are class teachers
– when I need information about the student from the teacher
– always, except in cases that require discretion

Yes 25 – counselling regarding conducting lessons
– learning diffi  culties
–  the need for intensive pedagogical work with certain students or 

entire class
– when they are teacher trainees
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Do you involve 
teachers in the 

counselling 
process?

f In which cases do you involve teachers in the counselling process?

It depends on the 
situation

24 – problems between student(s) and teacher
– problematic behavior and/or learning diffi  culties
– complaints on teacher’s performance
– planning and conducting workshops within group counselling
– working with students with disabilities

In most cases 10 –  at the beginning of counselling work and during subsequent moni-
toring of student behavior

– planning and implementing various school projects
Rarely 1 –  „Rarely. If the case is related to the subject teacher (and most oft en it 

is not)”

 

Teachers‘ openness for cooperation
Th e interview was deepened through the question about teachers’ openness 

to cooperation and willingness to accept the educators’ suggestions. Almost all 
respondents said that teachers are ready to cooperate always or in most cases, 
while some pedagogues pointed out that teachers are initially less open, but that 
“aft er a couple of conversations the situation changes”. An interesting observation 
was made by several respondents who claim that lower grade teachers are more 
willing to cooperate than teachers that teach in higher grades. Despite the fact that 
almost all the respondents indicated that teachers are willing to cooperate, there 
were several factors that determined whether they were really ready to accept the 
counsellor’s suggestion:

1. Teachers’ personality. According to the respondents, the authoritarian type 
of teacher tends to accept suggestions with more diffi  culty. (e.g.: “A teacher 
with an authoritarian upbringing style will oft en, despite my suggestions, still 
come from a position of power, criticizing and condemning while not giving 
adequate support to the child”.). Some respondents stated that the willingness 
to accept what is suggested also depends on his/her vanity, and that some 
teachers even get off ended if counsellors suggest something to them.

2. Teachers’ professional orientation. Respondents stated that teachers from 
lower grades, teachers of social groups of subjects, as well as novice teach-
ers are more willing to accept suggestions. Particularly interesting is the 
observation of one respondent who stated: “In my experience, there is a big 
diff erence in the pedagogical preparedness of lower grade teachers and subject 
teachers. Th e former quickly understand the proposed measures and imple-
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ment the plan more successfully. Since they work with students in all classes 
during the entire school day, they know them much better”.

3. Th e counsellors’ skills and the content of the suggestions they make. Accord-
ing to the respondents, “suggestions and advice must be precise and concise 
without unnecessary words, professional”, focused on actions and not on 
personality, and related to a specifi c problem. Some respondents said that 
the infl uence of school counsellors also depends on their position and 
experience (e.g.: “Approach to every teacher is diff erent, that way I try to win 
them over for establishing collaboration.”).

4. Lack of teacher’s perseverance in honoring the agreement. A  group of 
respondents indicated that the teachers readily accepted the suggestions, but 
the problem lies in the realization of the agreement. Th e reasons for the lack 
of persistence in the implementation of what is agreed range from the fact 
that teachers do not recognize the problem, implement the agreement “to 
the extent suitable to them” or “don’t understand the essence, they are putting 
in the eff ort but they do not have the capacity to carry it out appropriately”.

Discussion

Given the many benefi ts of collaboration with diff erent relevant subjects during 
the counselling process, this research was aimed to examine the actual presence 
and quality of collaboration between counsellors and teachers. Results of this 
study show that teachers are generally involved in counselling work, which is 
also supported by some previous research which indicate that school counsel-
lors perceive that it is most important to collaborate with teachers because they 
most directly impact student education (Gibbson, Diambra & Buchanan, 2010). 
However, the results have shown that the intensity of their involvement varies 
depending on the teacher’s role and the specifi c nature of the situation at hand. 
Teachers who serve as class teachers are oft en an indispensable part of counselling 
with students. Given that it is important to collect as much relevant information 
about the student as possible in order to carry out the advisory work eff ectively 
(Zuković, 2017), class teachers, as those who collaborate with students the most, 
represent a very valuable asset to the counsellor.

In this research, participants did recognize teachers as a valuable source of 
information about counsellees especially at the beginning of the counselling 
process, as well as a great resource for following up on students’ progress aft er 
the counselling process. Other authors (Sink, 2003), recognized that involving 
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teachers, as well as other relevant subjects, in the counselling process can have 
a positive eff ect on academic achievement of students. Th is is also confi rmed 
by some earlier research that examined the implementation of a comprehensive 
school counselling program, related to multisystemic guidance in counselling, 
which is such practice where counsellors must know and respect the various inter-
connected student-related subsystems (Keys & Bemak, 1997). According to some 
authors (Dixon et al., 2008), the benefi ts of collaboration between counsellors 
and teachers can: increase teacher competencies in working with students from 
vulnerable groups, strengthen the connection between relevant subjects in the 
school environment, support parental involvement in school life and maximize 
use of limited school resources.

Respondents noted that teachers’ openness to accepting suggestions from coun-
sellors depends on several factors. As the most frequent response, the respondents 
stated that openness is highly dependent on the teacher’s personality. Some 
respondents pointed out that in this domain the greatest obstacle to successful 
cooperation and acceptance of constructive criticism is teachers’ vanity. It is inter-
esting to note that social science subject teachers and teachers in lower grades 
of elementary school are more open to cooperation than teachers of the natural 
science group of subjects. A potential explanation for this research fi nding may 
lie in the characteristics of initial preparation of teachers in Serbia. Th e teachers 
who teach social science subjects in their initial education take more pedagogical, 
psychological and didactic courses, in comparison to teachers of natural science 
group of subjects.

Although the presented research results show the presence of collaboration 
between school counsellors and teachers, it is necessary to highlight certain meth-
odological limitations and implications for further research. Th e main limitation 
of this study is caused by the use of a convenience sample considering that partic-
ipants are exclusively from Northern Serbia, which prevents generalization. Also, 
in order to explore this phenomenon further, it would be important to examine 
teachers’ experiences regarding this topic.

Conclusions

Th e obtained fi ndings on the cooperation between school counsellors and 
teachers can be viewed as a contribution to the postulate on the importance of 
developing eff ective partnership so that school counselling will become more 
comprehensive and directed to the entire development of students and school as 
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a whole (Zuković, 2017). Th e role of the school counsellor is crucial and unique 
in the process of promoting and facilitating collaboration between all partici-
pants of school life (American School Counselor Association, 2012), and these 
professionals serve as a “bridge” between all those participants (Bryan & Henry, 
2012). Th erefore, counsellors are expected to utilize their competencies in order 
to win the cooperation of those individuals in the school who initially refuse to 
do so. Specifi cally, promoting teamwork with teachers allows for a higher level of 
commitment to achieve set goals and make shared decisions, create a climate of 
support, understanding and trust, as well as increasing the morale among staff  
which then contributes to eff ective schooling (Hernández & Seem, 2004). Also, the 
role of the school counsellor should be focused on helping the teacher know how 
to work, and not what to do (Zuković, 2017). In line with this approach, taking 
a role of “critical friend” is a good way for the counsellor to collaborate eff ectively 
with the teaching staff . School counsellors, considering their expertise, can even 
impart services such as developing, leading, and maintaining peer support groups 
for teachers, in which they can discuss any problems they have in their practice and 
refl ect on the work they’ve been doing (Pathirana, 2015). Th at way the counsellor 
helps his or her colleagues become “refl exive practitioners”, but also to overcome 
certain situations that can lead to “professional burnout” syndrome (Hanley, 2017), 
which is oft en present among professionals working in schools. Considering all of 
the above, developing partnership with the teachers, who have the most intense 
contacts with the student, can possibly increase the quality of the counselling itself.
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