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Abstract: Fresh graduates often face significant challenges in preparing for entry into the 

professional workforce. The transition from academic life to the workplace is particularly 

important for final-year students, as it signifies a pivotal stage in their personal and 

professional development. To investigate this transitional period, a phenomenological 

approach was adopted to explore the challenges experienced by final-year undergraduates 

during their internships. In-depth interviews were conducted with four female students from a 

Public Institution of Higher Education (PIHE) located in Klang Valley, Kuala Lumpur, 

Malaysia. The data collected were analysed using thematic analysis, which identified five 

distinct categories of challenges faced by the participants: adjustment to the school 

environment, unsupportive working environment, professional issues, struggling with main 

duties and additional duties. 
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___________________________________________________________________________ 

1. Introduction 

 

Fresh graduates are currently struggling to find a full-time and permanent basis job, although 

official labour statistics show a decrease in unemployment. This is because they are competing 

with retrenched workers who lost their jobs during the pandemic due to limited job 

opportunities (Morden, 2022). Based on the statistics from the Human Resources Ministry, it 

was reported that 227,300 from a pool of 711,000 unemployed workers in the country are from 

the age group of 20 to 24 years old, followed by 160,800 individuals from those aged 25 to 29 

years old. Furthermore, many fresh graduates work on a part-time basis while waiting to secure 

a full-time job. 

 

On 25th May 2022, the Higher Education Minister, Datuk Seri Noraini Ahmad, announced five 

initiatives to address the declining marketability of graduates. Among the initiatives are the 

KPT-Career Advancement Programme (KPT-CAP), Teaching Factory Programme, TVET 

Transformation Programme, flexible and micro-credential programmes, and mobility 

programmes. Based on the Graduate Tracer Study 2020, the marketability of Malaysian 

graduates declined by 1.8 per cent to 84.4 per cent compared to 86.2 per cent in 2019. This was 

attributed to the Covid-19 pandemic (Bernama, 2022).  

 

Despite all the initiatives proposed by the Ministry of Higher Education, the preparedness of 

Malaysian fresh graduates to enter the workforce is often debated. In a survey conducted by 

Talentbank in 2020, many employers considered local fresh graduates as not prepared to enter 
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the job market (Wong, 2021). This phenomenon is not limited to Malaysian fresh graduates 

only. A study entitled “Graduate work-readiness in the Asia-Pacific region” was conducted to 

discover perceptions of employers towards fresh graduates in Malaysia, Indonesia, and 

Australia. The study findings show that employers in the three countries generally perceived 

fresh graduates as lacking in career-preparedness. As such, they have difficulties hiring fresh 

graduates who have qualifications, skills, and personal capabilities. 

 

In light of this issue, many studies have been conducted on factors that influence career 

preparedness among graduates, such as field attachment, clinical laboratory experiences, 

mentoring support, peer mentoring and self-leadership (Baynit & Ngussa, 2021; Chang et al., 

2021; Flagge & Estis, 2022; Moon & Kim, 2017). However, only a small number of studies 

have ventured into the lived experiences of university students in preparing themselves to enter 

the workforce (Cameron, 2021; Krishnan et al., 2020). Hence, the focus of the present study is 

to explore the lived experiences of final-year university students in preparing themselves to 

enter the world of work and the challenges that they face.  

 

2. Literature Review 

 

2.1 The Importance of Career Preparedness among Adolescents 

Young adults need to develop career preparedness or employability skills to achieve a 

successful transition process from tertiary education to a fulfilling career. Significant years of 

life are spent in education, thus critical attention should be given to young adults’ career 

preparedness within a college or university context. Much literature revealed that young adults 

must satisfy the expectations of employers in terms of knowledge, skills, and attitudes as a 

strategy to embrace career-related challenges. Indeed, tertiary graduates are anticipated to enter 

the workforce with a work-ready attitude and acquire demonstrable levels of employability to 

remain relevant and become more competitive in their profession (Clarke, 2018). Similarly, 

several scholars believe that work-ready graduates would experience positive potential career 

performance, career success, and career growth (Atlay & Harris, 2000; Casner-Lotto & 

Barrington, 2006; Hart, 2008). 

 

One of the primary aspects of career preparedness is the acquisition of relevant skills and 

knowledge. Graduates’ competency within their disciplinary fields and transferable skills 

mastery are needed to thrive in dynamic and endless changes in the labour market due to rapid 

economic and technological changes (Barrie, 2006; O’Brien et al., 2013; Schweinsberg et al., 

2021). Correspondingly, Moon and Kim (2017) discovered a positive relationship between the 

level of career preparedness and self-leadership. In other words, this correlation suggests that 

enhancing self-leadership skills could potentially improve one's career preparedness behaviour.  

Other than that, environmental and trait factors play a significant role in inspiring career 

preparedness behaviours. Based on a study conducted by Kendricks et al. (2019), a supportive 

family environment significantly enhances students' readiness for their careers. Moreover, Kim 

(2018) reported that conscientiousness and career decision self-efficacy have a statistically 

significant influence on career preparation behaviour. Meanwhile, Kim (2018) emphasised the 

importance of identifying the psychological factors in determining the strategies taken by 

individuals to prepare for their careers, therefore highlighting the impact of personality traits 

and self-belief on the career preparation process.  

 

Furthermore, career preparedness is notably related to career satisfaction and psychological 

well-being. Individuals with higher levels of career preparedness may experience higher levels 

of career satisfaction, work engagement, and a comprehensive state of well-being (Biju et al., 
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2021; Marciniak et al., 2021). In addition, having a sense of preparedness is helpful to reduce 

career anxiety and indecisiveness. Researchers highlighted that higher levels of career decision 

self-efficacy significantly reduce anxiety levels (Deer et al., 2018; Işik, 2012). Meanwhile, 

career indecision positively correlates with anxiety (Campagna & Curtis, 2007; Miller & 

Rottinghaus, 2014).  

 

In addition, young adults must be prepared to deal with unforeseen circumstances, a common 

theme in personal development and career planning. Lent (2013) mentioned that individuals 

are gradually confronting sudden possibilities and obstacles, and planning is essential, but it is 

equally crucial to be open to unexpected opportunities and to have the ability to adjust one's 

plans when necessary. Therefore, Super and Hall (1978) agreed that ensuring young adults are 

sufficiently prepared for their careers and occupied with various skills is critical, as their early 

work experience profoundly affects their future career goals. The study by Skorikov (2007) 

suggested that a lack of work readiness skills can result in various career-related difficulties 

such as burnout, workplace conflict, and reduced job satisfaction. 

 

2.2 Challenges Faced by Trainee Counsellors During Field Placement 

Counsellors-in-training (CITs) or trainee counsellors are undergraduate counselling students 

who are required to complete their formal training (practicum and internship experience) at 

schools as part of graduation requirements. CITs receive supervision from counselling lecturers 

and school counsellors. Certainly, field placement courses are vital for counsellors-in-training 

as they offer a dynamic learning environment where theoretical knowledge is transformed into 

practical skills as preparation to enter the professional setting. Through direct client 

interactions, CITs can refine their counselling techniques, learn to adapt interventions to 

individual client needs and gain confidence in their abilities. This hands-on experience is 

essential for the development of a strong professional identity as it allows CITs to see 

themselves as competent and effective future counsellors. 

 

Furthermore, internships facilitate the development of professional identity through the process 

of professional socialisation. As noted by Rønnestad and Skovholt (2003), engagement in the 

day-to-day realities of counselling practice allows interns to adapt to the norms, values, and 

expectations of the profession. This includes learning to communicate effectively with 

colleagues and clients, understanding the importance of self-care and professional boundaries, 

and embracing a commitment to lifelong learning and professional development. Apart from 

that, a study conducted by Mansor and Yusoff (2013) revealed that internship programs are 

helpful as they provide opportunities for CITs to strengthen their skills and techniques to 

become professional counsellors. In fact, the journey to become a counsellor is demanding, 

both intellectually and emotionally. Engaging in consistent self-reflection and practising self-

care is not only essential for counsellors’ well-being but also fundamental in delivering 

effective, compassionate, and ethical counselling services to others. Hence, these experiences 

are essential in shaping a competent, compassionate, and skilled professional counsellor. 

 

Nonetheless, challenges faced by CITs during professional training can vary, but several 

common themes emerge from the literature. One of the challenges is the struggle to align 

perceived views with the realities of counselling practice (Moss et al., 2014). According to 

Moss et al. (2014), trainee counsellors often enter the workforce unprepared and experience 

discouragement from their graduate training. Eventually, this will possibly lead to self-doubt 

and anxiety as they work to fill in the gap between their expectations and the realities of 

counselling (Aten et al., 2008; Moss et al., 2014). Generally, anxiety is associated with the 

desire to meet high standards and a fear of making mistakes.  
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Indeed, being mental health professionals may lead to intense stress and anxiety as they have 

to embrace the persistent struggle to develop trust, build a rapport and set goals with clients, 

which, over time, can lead to feelings of helplessness (Rønnestad & Skovholt, 2003). Arifin et 

al. (2019) found that trainee counsellors often feel anxious as they strive to demonstrate good 

performance and provide adequate services to clients. Thus, this research implies that 

supervision plays an important role in supporting trainee counsellors and helping them navigate 

anxiety. Trainees can benefit from developing coping strategies for managing anxiety, such as 

mindfulness techniques, self-care practices, and seeking support from peers and supervisors 

(Arifin et al., 2021). 

 

Over the years, a number of studies on stress and burnout reported by counsellors-in-training 

have been conducted, revealing insightful findings about the issue. Counsellors-in-training may 

feel overwhelmed and experience psychological distress or burnout due to the demands of 

balancing academic performance, professional identity, and personal obligations (Pierce, 2016; 

Thompson et al., 2012). Similarly, Barnett et al. (2007) revealed that emotional fatigue is 

commonly known as a potential threat for burnout. Hence, counsellors-in-training require 

resilience to protect their mental health, ensure professional fitness, and navigate professional 

growth (Gibson et al., 2010; Tyre et al., 2016). In a study by Suarez et al. (2022), counsellors-

in-training exemplified several approaches to enhance their resilience, including adaptability 

and sustaining focus on their professional goals. Further, Thompson et al. (2012) highlighted 

the significance of the role of supervision to engage in constructive discussions with 

counsellors-in-training about various aspects related to burnout, including early identification 

of burnout signs and effective strategies for addressing and preventing burnout. Researchers 

believe that this proactive approach helps in nurturing resilience as a self-care approach against 

burnout among counsellors-in-training.  

 

3. Method 

 

This study adopted a phenomenological approach to explore and understand the challenges 

encountered by final-year university students in their journey to becoming school counsellors. 

This methodological choice is particularly suitable, as phenomenology centres on the meaning 

of individuals’ lived experiences related to a specific phenomenon. As highlighted by 

Moustakas (1994) and supported by Creswell and Poth (2024) and Marshall et al. (2021), this 

approach not only captures the essence of the phenomenon as experienced by participants but 

also examines how they navigate and make sense of those experiences. In the present study, 

the researchers sought to describe the study participants’ career-prepared experiences and the 

challenges they faced during their internship training. 

 

Participants included four final-year female students majoring in Guidance and Counselling 

who had completed their counselling internship. They were selected using purposeful sampling 

based on six inclusion criteria: (a) enrolment as a final-year student at KOED, (b) specialisation 

in Guidance and Counselling, (c) completion of the internship, (d) experience of challenges 

during the internship, (e) successful overcoming of those challenges, and (f) voluntary 

participation. According to Creswell and Poth (2018), criterion sampling is appropriate for 

phenomenological research, as it ensures that all participants have directly experienced the 

phenomenon under investigation. 

 

The participant recruitment process involved two main steps. Initially, the researchers sent a 

formal request to the coordinator of the Teaching Practice and Practicum Unit (TPPU) to obtain 

permission for data collection and to access a list of students who had completed their 
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internship in Semester 2, 2023/2024. Emails were then sent to potential participants, followed 

by phone calls to arrange interview appointments with those who expressed interest. 

 

Despite these efforts, the researchers faced challenges in recruiting participants. Out of nine 

potential participants contacted via email and WhatsApp, only four agreed to take part in the 

study. Time constraints and work commitments were the most common reasons for declining 

participation. Initially, the study aimed to include five participants—two males and three 

females. However, due to rejections and non-responses, particularly among male students, the 

final sample comprised only female participants, reflecting the voluntary nature of 

participation. 

 

Data collection was conducted virtually through Google Meet, using semi-structured 

interviews with open-ended questions. Each session lasted between one to two hours. Prior to 

the main interviews, a pilot interview was conducted with a student from a private university, 

which helped refine the interview questions for clarity and relevance. 

 

All interviews were audio recorded and later transcribed by the researchers, following the 

procedures outlined by Creswell and Creswell (2017). Immediately after each interview, 

analytic memos were written to document reflections, emerging themes, and initial 

interpretations, consistent with the guidance of Bogdan and Biklen (2007). Transcribing the 

interviews themselves allowed the researchers to remain intimately engaged with the data while 

also enabling continuous analytic reflection through memo writing. 

 

From the transcriptions, significant statements and quotes were identified to capture insights 

into the participants’ experiences of anxiety during their internships. These statements were 

then grouped into thematic clusters, which formed the basis for a narrative account of the 

participants' experiences. Finally, a composite description was developed to encapsulate the 

essence of the phenomenon, emphasising shared elements of the participants' journeys. The 

entire process of data analysis was guided by the phenomenological framework proposed by 

Moustakas (1994). 

 

4. Findings 

 

Study findings indicate that participants in the study experienced five types of challenges, 

which are discussed below. 

 

4.1 Adjustment to School Environment 

Adjusting or getting familiar with the school environment during a counselling internship can 

be significantly challenging. Each school has unique norms, values, and operating methods that 

shape its working culture. Besides, this gradual process of adjustment involves observation, 

adaptation, and a willingness to integrate into the norms and values of the school. Participant 

1 shared that:  

 

“It is challenging because it is difficult for me to get to know and adapt to new people unless 

they approach me first. Thus, I try to make the first move by approaching teachers in the 

teacher's room. If there are school events, I try to communicate with other teachers. Thus, they 

acknowledge our presence at the school”. 
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As for participant 2, she indicated the importance of observing and examining the appropriate 

approach while working with school administrators. This is to strengthen the quality and 

productivity of work. For instance, she said: 

  

“When I did reflection … as a trainee counsellor, we must observe the situation around us. So, 

I take that experience as a lesson for me. When coming into others’ place (internship site), try 

to observe the surroundings and the school administration.” 

 

Next, participant 4 mentioned that her first two weeks of internship were hectic because she 

needed to adjust to the school setting. She unexpectedly found herself involved in managing a 

disciplinary issue, which is a counsellor’s responsibility. She said:  

 

“The second week, I jumped into a hectic week because suddenly, there was a case at the 

school. That case involves discipline and indirectly involves counselling as well. So, it was 

hectic because we had to handle the disciplinary issue. We need to conduct individual sessions 

for 24 to 25 students within three days. That is why my internship was hectic.” 

 

4.2 Unsupportive Working Environment 

Completing counselling hours in a school setting with a limited number of students is a 

disadvantage for counsellors-in-training. Among the four participants, participant 3 expressed 

that she had a very challenging internship experience because she chose the wrong school to 

complete her internship. She said: 

  

“I think I chose the wrong school because the school only has one session. Then, the school 

has 600 students only. So, we are struggling to get clients there. Because the counsellor also 

must conduct counselling sessions with clients as she needs to complete her counselling hours. 

Therefore, all of us engage with the same clients. So difficult. For me, finding clients is very 

challenging.” 

 

Furthermore, the study participants encountered challenges while working with teachers who 

imposed strict restrictions and would only allow them to call students for sessions outside their 

class times. The situation hinders the participant from executing her counselling activities. 

 

“Some teachers would not allow it. She wanted us to call the students during other teachers' 

time. So, it is quite difficult to bring the student out from classes.” 

 

In addition, she also disclosed that the school has poor counselling facilities, and she must 

conduct sessions in other places, such as the library. Inadequate access to counselling facilities 

posed challenges in executing her counselling services. For example:  

 

“The counselling facilities at the school are inadequate. The school only has one room for 

counselling sessions. Individual and group sessions are conducted in the same room.” 

 

Next, the conflict was continuous as she had to fight for that counselling room with her 

internship buddy. Although they created a schedule to ensure both had equal time to use that 

room, her internship buddy never followed it. Hence, she had to embrace her intolerant partner 

throughout this internship journey. She stated: 

  

“We prepared a schedule to use the counselling room. I cannot do a session in the counselling 

room, although it is my turn to use the room. My internship buddy never follows the schedule. 
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What is the point of having a schedule if she does not follow it? When she wants to use the 

room, I must give in.” 

 

4.3 Professional Issues 

Transitioning from theoretical learning to real-life practice can be a significant challenge for 

students entering their initial placement in counselling. Working with real clients means facing 

the complexities of human emotions, diverse backgrounds, and unpredictable situations, which 

are different from the theoretical knowledge learned in a classroom. For instance, participant 4 

commented: 

   

“When we learned about counselling in a classroom, we did not have the experience of dealing 

with real clients. We just listened to those lecturers’ experiences. However, when we face a 

real situation, to some extent, it helps me act according to the situation.” 

 

The conflicts of professional practices include difficulty approaching clients, handling difficult 

clients, such as resistant and manipulative clients, working with different genders and language 

barriers, and struggling to trace clients’ issues. Some of the participants admitted that they 

faced difficulty working with opposite-gender clients due to a lack of interpersonal skills, 

which limited their competency. Besides, feelings of inadequacy while working with different 

genders caused self-doubts about the effectiveness of their counselling services.  

 

For example, Participant 1 disclosed that: 

  

“I have no idea how to handle male clients. I always overlook the opportunity. It can be a 

valuable experience for me to handle male clients and their cases. Because if I only conduct 

sessions with female clients, my experience is limited.” 

 

Similarly, participant 3 said: 

  

“I only conducted sessions with female students because I will pass male clients to my 

internship buddy. I cannot handle it and feel awkward with them.”  

 

4.4 Struggling with Main Duties 

The study participants encountered various challenges in fulfilling their main duties as trainee 

counsellors. Among the challenges are struggling to prepare counselling documentation, 

searching for clients, conducting counselling sessions, and organising counselling programs. 

Hence, they were stressed on preparing the documentation and fulfilling the required number 

of clients’ contact hours. For example, participant 1 commented: 

  

“Because the hours to be completed are a lot, we must go to relief classes. Then, we must 

conduct sessions to complete the counselling hours and search for clients.” 

 

Participant 3 remarked that having organised initial planning is crucial to avoid insufficient 

counselling hours. 

 

“We must target how many clients to be counselled and how many sessions to be conducted. 

So, we really need to plan what we need to do to complete the counselling hours. Otherwise, 

we will be in trouble and will not have sufficient counselling hours.” 
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The study participants also faced financial challenges related to expenses associated with their 

internship training. The financial burden affected those with limited financial resources and 

created financial stress. As for participant 2, she mentioned the struggle and feeling 

overwhelmed to complete all the counselling documentation and financial problems. 

  

“Initially, I was keen to do the documentation, but only counselling students know the reality. 

It is very difficult. I am running out of tears, I do not know what to say, and running out of 

money. We were not paid. Oh God! It is hard to prepare. My body was tired. I worked hard for 

the first two weeks to update. It was hard to prepare the whole document. Printing and binding 

required lots of money. Many things need to be prepared.” 

  

4.5 Additional Duties 

As justified by the study participants, they were also occupied with additional duties aside from 

their primary duties. The duties include going to relief classes and attending meetings, being 

actively involved in school programs, escorting students to programs outside school, and 

fulfilling the requests of other teachers. The mentioned duties can be either a burden and a 

challenge for them or positively impact their learning and professional development. 

Sometimes, this may lead to an excessive workload and distract them from their primary duties 

and responsibilities as a counsellor in training. All participants shared their experiences and 

concerns in doing jobs unrelated to counselling. Participant 1 shared her experiences in 

handling students during relief classes: 

  

“Handling relief classes is challenging. We do not know what to do. When we entered the relief 

classes, the students were too noisy. How to handle them? Handling relief classes where 

students like to sleep, be noisy, play in class, fight, and so on. So that was a challenge for us.” 

 

Apart from that, engaging in non-counselling tasks reduced the study participants’ time to 

practice their counselling skills and do counselling reflection, which is essential. Participant 3 

mentioned that she had to handle many relief classes, which was a burden to her, and this 

created additional stress as she had to balance with her counselling work. She said:  

 

“There were too many relief classes that we must handle. We must inform the school 

administrators that we have counselling sessions or programs. This is to ensure that we can 

conduct the counselling sessions and programs to fulfil our internship requirements. Otherwise, 

if we do not inform them, they will allocate us with many relief classes to be handled.” 

 

Participant 2 shared the dilemma in fulfilling the requests of teachers at the internship site. The 

dilemma happened because the advice she received from her site supervisor contradicted her 

university supervisor’s advice. It was challenging for her to choose which advice to follow. 

She stated: 

 

“Teachers at my internship site usually give tasks. They know I’m good at making videos. They 

asked me, can you help us to make a video for a language competition? It is not related to 

counselling. Should I take it or reject it? They also asked, can I be the mentor for a student to 

enter a competition? My site supervisor advised me not to say no. However, in supervision 

class, our lecturer said if it is not your job, do not do it. It is a dilemma. What should I do? The 

site supervisor is the one who will give marks for the internship.” 
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5. Discussion 

 

Study participants perceived that adjusting to the school environment during a counselling 

internship is challenging (Arrieta et al., 2021). Besides, this continuous process requires 

observation, adaptation, and willingness to assimilate into the school’s norms and values 

throughout the internship journey. Even though study participants found it challenging to 

approach new people, they managed to face the challenges since they were aware of the essence 

of establishing rapport with the teachers at school. Furthermore, using an appropriate approach 

while working with higher authority in a school setting is crucial to maximising the quality and 

efficiency of tasks and preserving a good and healthy relationship with the school community.  

 

Next, adjustment is also challenging when it involves unexpected events that require the study 

participants to adjust quickly so that they can engage with the school community and meet their 

expectations (Abdul Rahim et al., 2021). Therefore, a study by Moss et al. (2014) revealed that 

counsellor trainees often face difficulty reconciling perceived expectations with the realities of 

practice. As proposed by Arrieta et al. (2021) and Lent (2013), trainees should constantly be 

mindful of and be prepared for uncertainties. Addressing this struggle through supportive 

training environments, realistic expectations, and continuous professional growth is crucial for 

developing competent counsellors. As adjustment progressed, trainees stated that they 

experienced struggles and burnout throughout the internships, yet this experience improved 

their professional growth and identity as school counsellors. As highlighted in the literature, 

emotional fatigue is a significant factor of burnout that threatens their psychological well-being 

(Sharma et al., 2023) and the self-efficacy of trainees (Bardhoshi et al., 2022). Certainly, 

supportive supervision, self-care practices, peer support, and professional development are 

essential for fostering resilience and ensuring the success and well-being of future counsellors. 

 

The research findings also revealed that a participant was more significantly impacted during 

the internship compared to the other three. She described her experience as extremely 

challenging due to her mistake in selecting a school with an unsupportive work environment. 

She admitted that doing a site visit before applying for an internship placement is essential to 

prepare for the uncertainties. The challenges that she had to encounter in her internship setting 

included a limited number of students at school to fulfil client contact hours, working with 

certain teachers who imposed strict restrictions and an intolerant partner, and inadequate access 

to counselling facilities to conduct counselling sessions, constraint the trainee from performing 

her counselling activities well (Kassim & Rais, 2021). On the other hand, Ku Johari and Amat 

(2019) revealed that comfortable and conducive counselling facilities, including the right room 

size for individual and group sessions, play a significant role in job satisfaction for counsellors 

to support effective counselling practices, contributing to a professional environment, and 

positively impact both client outcomes and counsellors’ well-being.  

 

6. Conclusion  

 

This phenomenological study supplemented existing contemporary literature on counselling 

students' lived experiences as they prepare themselves to enter the workforce. Considering that 

the concept of preparedness for practice is vital to the proficiency and credibility of higher 

education programs in professional fields, career preparedness has been described as important 

since it allows graduates to experience positive potential career performance, career success, 

and career growth. Study participants emphasised the significance of internship placement 

courses for trainee counsellors as they offer a dynamic learning environment where theoretical 

knowledge is transformed into practical skills in preparation for entering the workforce. Apart 
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from that, this training curriculum serves as a platform for trainee counsellors to enhance their 

knowledge, skills, and techniques to become professional counsellors. Indeed, the findings 

strongly indicate the benefits of career preparedness for trainee counsellors, and sufficient 

preparation will assist them in overcoming career-related challenges.  
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