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Where are we coming from?

 Different backgrounds, similar objectives in the education process

 Developing students‟ strong professional identity that encompasses:

◦ Deep reflective practice;

◦ A culture even passion for supervision;

◦ An on-going commitment for life-long learning in this field.

Reflection: 

How do we develop through the curriculum, a sense of professional 
identity, build-up the various levels of reflexivity, prepare students to 
„embrace‟ and take ownership of supervision as a invaluable component 
of practice and on-going professional development? Also give post-
graduate practitioners the right training to become effective supervisors 
in their practice settings?



Aim of presentation

To explore supervision as a continuum in social work education 

highlighting issues and challenges facing students and educators.

Underlying themes

The role of supervision as:

 a process; 

 a relationship; 

 a way to enhance reflective practice, and 

 to promote professional development 



Yet as Michael Carroll points out:

“…There is relatively little (in the literature) to help individuals 

and small groups learn how to be reflective.  Too much 

depends on reflection for it to be left to chance or the hope 

that it might be picked up during the journey of life.  Rather, 

it seems wiser to teach or facilitate how to reflect,  so that 

individuals and groups can be assured of having such a 

precious commodity”.

– Psychotherapy in Australia, 2009 15(4)) 



The tricks of reflective practice

Wondering who is most at a disadvantage?



Assumptions

Beginning  with these assumptions:

 Educators  understand  the purpose and nature of 
supervision in social work practice; 

 An understanding of what students need in order to be 
able to engage in professional social work supervision; and

 Educators can prepare students for engaging in 
supervision, and eventually becoming supervisors;

 Posses a theoretical understanding of reflective practice 
and related concepts;

 Practice experience of reflective practice;

 Deep learning approaches.



Central concepts

 Professional social work supervision

 Reflective practice, critical reflection and 

reflexivity

 Internal supervisor

 Learning theory

 Higher education theory and social work

 Knowledge of student experiences



The reflective-supervision continuum

Reflective about action and 
then in action (initial 

recognition of need to develop 
a new awareness of self)

Reflexivity

Using reflective capacity to 
generate learning (for 

supervisor and supervisees)

1stYear undergraduate

Transitioning to 
employment/graduation

Becoming a supervisor



Theoretical understandings of building level of 

reflective capacity

Undergraduate

Pre - placement 

Challenges and issues

Placement experiences(1 and 2)

Challenges and issues

Becoming a supervisor

Challenges and  issues

Scrutinizing values /beliefs and values

Developing self awareness in interaction

Skills and tools( e.g. Journaling, debriefing, self-
observation, openness to feedback

Application of reflective skills to produce  
(journal, learning goals, agreement, supervision, mid-

placement)

Openness to continued learning

Experience of supervision relationship; Developing 
ownership of supervision process

Understanding  supervision as a process and as a 
relationship

Enhancing supervisee and own reflective practice

Developing coherent PPM for supervision

Act as a champion for supervision

Pre-
supervision 

Supervisee

Supervisor



The education pathway

From an educational perspective the supervision continuum is 
divided into three main phases:

1. Undergraduate social work education in the classroom

2. Field education

3. Postgraduate  education



UNDERGRADUATE LEARNING 

FOR SUPERVISION



So what do students need?

To build their preparedness and capacity to use 
supervision, focus is given to:

 Developing an awareness of self ( in relation to interaction 
with others)

 Developing awareness of own learning style

 Encouragement and opportunities to scrutinize own values, 
beliefs and biases

 Building skills and tools to develop reflective capacity

 Developing capacity for critical reflection about 
knowledge and theory



In the classroom

Providing experiential learning opportunities for:

 Giving and receiving feedback,  making and experiencing 

a „safe‟ learning environment

 Using skills and tools to foster development of 

reflective capacity,  e.g. responding in groups to case 

scenarios, providing small reflective tasks and reflective 

assignments

 Examining their values, beliefs and biases (case studies, 

discussions, values walks)

 Developing self-awareness especially in relation to 

interaction with others (tutorials, feedback exercises)



Placement learning

 Application of reflection skills to practice 

context

 Fostering of reflective capacity through 

supervision learning (placement reports

 First experience of being engaged in real social 

work supervision as a learning relationship, 

supervisee role

 Developing ownership of supervision process

 Beginnings of emergence of professional identity



Challenges and issues

 Students have individual learning styles

 Students have individual value orientations, 

personalities

 The concept of reflective practice is 

nebulous

 Difficult practice for some students 

 Preparing them for different supervision 

experiences  



For instance

 Attitude after first placement: “I‟ve done all 

the learning”

 Supervision still seen as a punitive and 

assessment experience on placement

 Matching field supervisor and student

 Managing relationships between supervisor 

and supervisee (role of the liaison visitor)

 Opportunity to understand elements of PPM 

and develop their own not consistent



Challenges

 Graduating to more sophisticated level of 

reflective practice (reflection about action and 

beyond…the „observer‟) 

 Blocks to reflection in supervision:  „Premature 

cognitive commitment‟,  lack of creativity, fear, 

anxiety and shame (Carroll 2009) 

 Lack of emotional intelligence for instance 

holding on to old ways and blind spots, 

resistance to feedback

 Not becoming a self-regulated learner



POSTGRADUATE 

DEVELOPMENT OF 

SUPERVISION CAPACITY



Back to the learning cycle

 Variety of students 

and supervision 

experiences

 Challenging shift from 

practitioner to 

supervisor 

 Importance of training,  

developing a 

theoretical basis and 

emphasis on practice 

skills



Educating and training supervisors to:

 Facilitate or foster supervisee on-going 

professional development

 Enhance supervisee competencies and 

ensure his/her professional well-being

 Ensure ethical and accountable 

practices.



Development of supervision 

capacity requires
 Understanding  multiples roles as 

supervisor

 Integrating theory

 Developing a practice model for 

supervision

 Understanding and doing supervision as 

a process;  attending to tasks and 

maintenance functions

 Various settings and modalities



Training focuses on…

 Placing emphasis on PD rather than 
„management‟/assessment

 Development of a collaborative learning 
relationship which acts as a support mechanism for 
workers

 Encouraging supervisees to take ownership and 
responsibility of the process

 Using a strengths perspective and developing 
supervisee‟s sense of self-competence and a strong 
professional identity;

 Supervisors being cognizant of power issues

 Supervisors‟ ability to draw clear boundaries 
between personal Self and professional Self

 Supervisors endorsing ethical responsibility



Developing the “helicopter ability” 

for „super-vision‟
 The ability to shift 

perspectives, broaden 
the field of enquiry and 
develop a wider multi-
level view (client 
description, processes in 
the supervisee/client 
relationship, competencies, 
supervisory relationship, 
contextual issues, 
organisational and 
systemic issues and ethics). 



Knowledge and skills practice

 Training includes:

◦ Theoretical content and presentation of an 

array of supervision models (suitable for 

various settings)

◦ Skills practice (role-play, discussions, case 

study, reflections, classic and creative 

techniques)

◦ Progressively developing a personal practice 

model for supervision



Challenges

 Taking into account the developmental stages of 
the supervisee;

 Adapting to supervisee‟s different learning styles 
requires creativity;

 Conceptualizing and helping supervisee 
conceptualize and formulate supervision issues;

 Promoting diversity of thinking;

 Balancing effectively line management and 
supervision role; critically evaluating boundaries 
and the mediation function

 Attending to both tasks and processes.



Developing supervisors critical stance 

on supervision‟s current structure and 

practices
 „Refocusing supervision‟; „Juggling with‟ or re-

balancing the functions of supervision;

 Promoting structural changes to enhance 
supervision practice (practice model, training);

 Promoting a positive culture of supervision or 
„Championing‟ supervision;

 Recognizing the responsibility of all stakeholders, 
supervisees, supervisors and organization;

 Acting as a mentor to developing supervisors;

 Practice and communicate the „passion‟ for 
supervision‟.



And of course…back to reflective 

practice

 Research indicates that commonly missing 
element of practice– the use of reflexivity.

 Yet, „essence of good supervision‟ (reflective 
supervisory practices generates new insights and 
ideas; challenge of learning how to teach and 
model reflective practice through supervision in 
the current context). 

 Greater emphasis on critical reflection in the 
supervision process, encouragement to challenge  
„managerialism‟ (contextual reflexivity). 

 Through supervision promote the  „internal 
supervisor‟.



But it doesn‟t end there…on-going training 

and reflexivity for supervisors. …
 Review and continue to 

develop own supervision 
practice model

 What do you embrace/avoid 
in your practice of 
supervision?

 How do you avoid getting 
stale, manage boredom and 
exhaustion, stay informed?

 Continue to work on deaf, 
dumb and blind spots 
(supervisee‟s and 
supervisor‟s)

 Supervision of the Supervisor



STAYING ALIVE!é

OR

KEEP ON KEEPING ON!



The complexity of reflective practice and 

supervision



In spite of stumbling blocks:
 Lack of access to supervision (structural or 

geographical reasons)

 Lack of reflectivity content in supervision (poor quality, 
uninformed or supervision on the run)

 Lack of or insufficient training for supervisors

A way forward?
 Promoting peer and group supervision in Social Work?

 Encouraging SW to seek external supervision?

 Compulsory training of supervisors?

 Positive and effective supervision embedded in 
organisational culture? (Initiatives)

 Is there a role for tertiary social work education?  


