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Supervision and Coaching

What is supervision, and what is distinctive about supervision for coaches?

This book has a dual purpose: to explore the value of supervision to both giver and receiver in a transformative relationship, and to offer practical guidance for both beginning and experienced supervisors.

In Supervision and Coaching, Hilary Cochrane and Trudi Newton create a story of supervision, beginning with a challenge: how can we find an understanding of what happens in supervision, and what is it that we do that enables learning in this relationship to be both a source of professional growth and personal development? The authors identify what goes on in the process of supervision, whatever the field of application, and look at the role of being a supervisor as separate and different from being a master practitioner or mentor. With clarity and through real-life examples, the book explores the relationship and the developmental impact of supervision, using transactional analysis and other models to understand and discuss its psychological basis. Supervision and Coaching includes current theories of adult learning and sections on creating effective contracts, supervision with groups and working as an external supervisor for internal coaches.

Combining practical guidance for both beginning and more experienced supervisors with reflection on the underpinning ‘roots’ of supervision, Supervision and Coaching will be an essential resource for coaches in practice and in training, coach supervisors and other professionals working in a supervisory role.

Hilary Cochrane has been a leader in the field of coaching and coach supervision for more than 20 years. She supervises, coaches and develops individuals, groups and teams both in organisations and working independently.

Trudi Newton is an educational trainer and supervisor in transactional analysis with a passion for supervision as a resource and means of co-created learning. She works worldwide in a wide range of learning contexts, including as a coach supervisor.
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Introduction
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Learning is a meeting point between intentionality and surprise.1

What makes supervision special? Why is it different from other relationships? And what is particularly distinctive about coach supervision?

These are the questions we were asking ourselves in a kitchen in Portugal, as we prepared supper with a group of coach supervisors taking part in a residential workshop in the spring of 2015. The group had been working together for nearly five years, teasing out the issues we encountered in our practice and learning. Being together for a few days as a small community, sharing the same space and ethos, cooking and eating together in a fresh, peaceful and beautiful environment, we had lots of time to pool our discoveries as we asked, ‘What are we talking about when we talk about supervision?’

We began to realise that our practice as coaches was changing: the experience of becoming a coach supervisor meant becoming a better coach – the reflective approach involved in supervising others is valuable for the supervisor as well. And we wanted to explore more than simply, ‘how to do supervision and how to be effective’. As we talked about what we were learning and how we were learning it, bringing together our resourcefulness and experience, we found we were creating something new and significant for ourselves, for the coaches we work with and for their clients.

We are all creating a new paradigm as we go: ‘We make the road by walking’.2

Coaching is a relatively new field of ‘people work’, and supervision within the coaching profession is even more recent. Understandings of coach supervision are still very varied (in one recent survey, nearly half of respondents claimed to use a peer arrangement for their supervision; the same study showed that in the USA less than half of coaches have any form of supervision on their work3).

Professional supervision for coaches has often been a choice between business consultancy and psychotherapy-based models. Both of these have their value, but our intention in our work and in our writing is to develop something different: first by answering the general question of what supervision is, and then by identifying what goes on in the process of supervision – in all its fields of application. We also consider the role of supervision to be distinct from being a master practitioner or mentor.

So this book is not just about coaching and supervision in practice; it is about the internal changes that happen, for ourselves and others, and how we deal with them. It is not only about the ‘function’ of being a supervisor, but about the process of becoming a supervisor; not just the learning involved, but the internal growth, the shift in focus, that enables the supervision relationship to be a resource, a model, or even sometimes a refuge and a safe haven for others.

We have a dual purpose: to go beyond a sociology of supervision to explore its ethos, the ‘story behind the story’, and to offer practical guidance for both beginning and experienced supervisors: a philosophy of supervision with practical guidance embedded within it. At the same time it will become, we hope, a biography of a profession in development.

Where are we coming from?

Part of this ‘biography’ lies in thinking about what we have learnt since we became engaged in training coach supervisors. All that follows has been developed out of training courses and professional development groups that we have designed and delivered in the UK, Portugal and South Africa over the last ten years.

Our own practice as supervisors, the ideas we developed for use with coaches as well as other people-work professionals, led us in 2011 to self-publish a resource manual for coach supervisors.4 Further thinking, more practice (and the many reflective responses of our students and supervisees) has resulted in us deciding to move beyond the ‘how’ of coach supervision to ‘why we do it – and why this way’.

The two of us come from very different professional backgrounds. To introduce ourselves: Hilary works widely in the corporate arena as a coach and as a supervisor with individuals, groups and teams. Trudi is an educational transactional analysis supervisor and trainer, working worldwide in a wide range of learning contexts, including as a coach supervisor, while focusing on writing and research. We met on the first coach supervisor training programme that Trudi ran, and have worked together in many different ways since then. Both of us are passionate about working co-creatively to develop what we see as the power for change and beneficence in supervision.

Increasingly, the good news of the last few years is that supervision for coaches has been much more widely thought about, debated and accepted. There is now quite a lot of development going on in the field; this is a reason for us continuing to develop our thinking, co-creating with each other and with those we’ve trained, getting stuff back ‘into the system’ for an immediate and positive impact.

Where are we heading?

As we ‘make the road by walking’, we have found a few signposts on the way:

How we work is who we are

This is important for our thinking: what we can most powerfully offer our supervisees is a relationship with a real person; someone who is present, alive, responding emotionally and intellectually, using themselves in the service of the work … very firmly and clearly working out current and real issues in as straight, effective, honest and caring a relationship as is possible (Shmuckler 2010).5

The more clearly we can be ourselves, the more we can bring this quality to the relationship; a relationship in which we can assume that this is a place

•of possibility and safety, without personal judgement; where learning is noticed and recognised and competence is brought into awareness;

•where both partners can be truthful; where there is joy in learning and no shame of disclosure;

•where there is an authentic collegial relationship, a balance of power, and both parties are absolutely accepted.

The dialogue between courage and vulnerability

Supervision means developing as a professional within a learning relationship that has at its heart courage and vulnerability, in equal measure on both sides. The truth of this understanding emerges from the responses we’ve had: ‘I can learn without feeling bruised’, ‘I’ve learnt so much, but haven’t gone away feeling ashamed’, ‘it was such fun – we laughed a lot – how amazing is that!’ … and so on.

The value of not saying much

A more recent signpost shows us how much we’ve learnt about not saying much – and the impact of silence on self and other. Recognising that we are highly skilled and professional doesn’t mean we have to have all the answers!

Sometimes we need to be asking ourselves:

•What am I doing?

•By what right?

•How am I doing it?

•And why?

Be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart and try to love the questions themselves …6

Relational learning

This interrogation of experience and learning leads to an exploration of ‘what goes on’ in supervision when it is seen as relational learning – as a connectedness, beneficial not only to participants but to the wider context: a positive approach that demonstrates a belief in people and persons, and – beyond self – a dynamic that ultimately ignites, sustains and gives meaning to the work that we do.

Supervision demands a shift from isolation and stasis to connectedness and development; a process of continual, shared, spiritual reflection.7 We want this approach to permeate all we do, teach and write about while staying aware that people sometimes need information, guidance and protection.

As you will see in the chapters that follow, we believe in supervision as an equal (not a top-down) relationship: in itself, the term ‘supervision’ is questionable – it can imply control or management. Some writers prefer the term ‘consultation’, emphasising a peer relationship where both parties bring their own observations and skills to the process, reflecting the desirability of ongoing professional learning, questioning and support (Cornell & Shadbolt 2007).8

While this is close to our own thinking, we still call both the process and the relationship we are describing ‘supervision’: first, because the term is in general use in the coaching world, but also because we want to address ‘beginning’ as well as more experienced supervisors – and those engaged in the development of less experienced coaches.

Understanding supervision

In this book we are looking at the philosophy, the theory and the working practices of a profession which is still in a highly volatile developmental phase. For example, there is not, as yet, any agreement between the major professional bodies which represent supervisors on the definition of what a supervisor is or what supervisors do. We therefore invite you to enter into a dialogue with us: to accept the challenge to think about what we want to achieve in this emerging profession, what our hopes and expectations are for its continuing development.

Having said that, we are clear that the particular path we are on has some fundamental, underpinning beliefs. Our view of supervision can be described in several ways, which are also a collection of the principles that we adopt:

A co-creative approach

We have learnt a lot from an approach that is present-focused, that engages all parties in the exchange and development of ideas, and understands that, in doing this, we are together making something new – a truly co-creative practice. It is the opposite of the deterministic attitude that says, ‘This is how it has to be.’

In ‘What is supervision?’ (Chapter 1), we give an overview of supervision: our own perspectives and ways of working. We consider supervision in different fields with a focus on coach supervision, its particular context and requirements. This offers a practical approach to the ‘why and how’ of co-creative supervision and the person of the supervisor, and sets the scene for the chapters that follow.

We will distinguish supervision from mentoring, mentor coaching, counselling, consultancy and practice analysis, looking at their similarities and differences; each of them has an important place in the coaching world, but in this book we consider the role of supervision in locating how and where ‘the personal intrudes into the professional’ – and how this relates to a supervisee’s growth and needs.

A psychological base

All kinds of ‘people-work’ can benefit from a framework for understanding what goes on for us and between us and others – how we communicate (or maybe fail to), what drives us, and how various interactions impact us. We can call this psychologising or mentalising – or simply think of it as discovering what makes us tick, or ‘figuring it out’.

The International Coach Federation considers that the following are essential features of professional supervision: that it

•provides an opportunity to better understand self, the client, the client’s system and the choices made within the engagement;

•raises awareness of personal reactions to the client and/or the system and provides a safe place for exploring these;

•serves a restorative and iterative function.9

In ‘Ways of looking, ways of seeing’ (Chapter 2), we explore ways of seeing and ways of being with others. Our key framework is Transactional Analysis (TA), which we describe along with examples and illustrations from practice. We explore how beliefs and philosophies influence what each practitioner does, the range of how we choose to work and relate to our supervisees, including a description of some familiar and current models of supervision and a number of TA concepts – some widely known and others more recently developed.

A focus on context and task

However we understand what we are doing in supervision; the starting place is that there is a job to be done. We need to be aware of the potential power of what we do, and maintain an appropriate mind-set for our practice. Two chapters are useful here:

In ‘Relational needs: the supervision triangle’ (Chapter 3), we discuss what supervision is for, introducing a model that has become a cornerstone in our training along with an overview of what we are doing as supervisors, and how we balance out the essential tasks of supervision. The ‘three functions of supervision’ are well known, but this triangle model helps to illustrate the importance of keeping a balance between the three functions – providing a useful check for experienced supervisors as well as a guide for those who are just beginning.

In ‘Creating effective contracts: empathy and rigour’ (Chapter 5), we introduce another key concept: contracting is the basis of all good work – we build on this foundation to clarify how the supervisor recognises, understands and does what they are there for. We discuss how the contract varies between different contexts, and how empathy and rigour inform our approach. We also describe one-to-one, three-way and multiple contracts; levels of contracting (including the social, professional and psychological), ways of working with groups, and organisational contracts.

Reflective practice, relational style, narrative and storytelling

Supervision is a supreme opportunity for learning – by reflecting on lived experience. This ‘reflective method’ enhances mutual learning for supervisee and supervisor, and, at the same time, turns the work into a kind of action research where data and findings build into a continuing cycle through which everyone can grow and change. This approach is closely linked to the ‘relational turn’10 in adult learning: it seeks integration and meaning rather than pre-set answers or solutions. As we are all storytellers, a narrative way of thinking, linked to new ideas about life-scripts and how we can change them, opens up the prospect of fresh stories and insights.

We use stories a lot throughout this book, telling stories from our own experience and from that of our colleagues – and sometimes suggesting you join in with the story by asking how it might be different. At the end of some of the chapters, we relate longer stories to demonstrate something we have learnt about ourselves and our work.

In ‘Learning in relationship’ (Chapter 4), we investigate how learning happens in supervision; the theories that underpin our training and the connections between script theory, learning, relational and co-creative approaches.

An ethical attitude

The values that underpin and inform all that we do, that hold us all to account, are the reason why we want to do this work: why we are concerned to challenge, to bother grappling with the ethical concerns, to live with our inadequacies and frustrations, to confront fear and shame – and to find courage and compassion for ourselves and for others.

In ‘Success and safety: the context and ethics of supervision’ (Chapter 6) we define the territory, identify some of its potential minefields, and suggest ways of relating values, principles and practices, boundaries and responsibilities. This chapter covers the legal aspects of supervision, the ‘mores’, cultural differences in our ethical assumptions, and links these to insights from egostate and script theory.

Practical implications

What do supervisors actually do? In Chapter 7, we review methods of supervision; how our practice varies when we work one-to-one, with groups and teams, in organisations. A major part of this chapter is to consider the impact of topics discussed in the preceding chapters on working practice. There are sections on leading groups, methods for group supervision and the job of the supervisee.

And, a key point – a positive stance

In this book, and in our practice, we focus particularly on the supervision of coaches – whether they work with their clients in an organisational or a personal context.

However, our way of working lends itself to working with almost anyone who uses their coaching skills in business, schools and hospitals, therapy centres, etc. Our requirement is that supervisors should be continually aware of the one-to-one relationships (where the majority of the initial scrutiny will take place), the one-to-many relationships, and the broader social contexts in which they sit.

What you will find

Each chapter includes the theoretical base, together with an analysis – often from TA concepts and principles – and illustrations from real-life case studies to demonstrate the connection between approach, practice and outcome. Chapters are in the order that made sense to us, but you may want to read ‘Learning in relationship’ first to follow up on what we have said here about our view of supervision. Or again, you might prefer to go straight to Chapter 7 for some hands-on input. Whatever you choose, we have aimed to make connections between the chapters and to follow our key themes throughout.

At the beginning of each chapter, there is a mind-map of its content. At the end of each chapter, there are notes for those who want to follow up the ideas, plus some information about the sources we have drawn on. We have chosen to add these as notes rather than include academic references within the text – though we will sometimes do that when it seems important.

Overall, we want to create a ‘story’ of supervision: there is a specific location for supervision set in the landscape of the human relations field, especially coaching; and there are many characters in the story – including you and us in dialogue.

The story begins with a challenge: how can we find an understanding – create a unique vision – of what happens in supervision? All of us, supervisors, coaches, clients, join in exploring the meaning of the relational process and the complexity of personal-to-professional interactions. We will discover tools and skills that can bring resolution, new learning, encouragement to go on growing.

So, our invitation is to engage in an adventure, believing in the possibility of change, being fully present, honest, courageous – and to be vulnerable, to tolerate uncertainty, to be open to learning, to be excited and stimulated, seeking challenge and enjoying it – and to be in a relationship, working co-creatively together.

We write from our own perception, which we want to share with you, hoping it is something that we can all develop and grow together. It is grounded in our own experience, in the myriad influences and inspirations of our personal histories of doing and teaching supervision.

This book is a practical guide to doing supervision in the coaching world, together with reflections on supporting theories, but it is not a comprehensive overview of coaching supervision covering all current approaches; at the end, in Further Reading, we recommend some books that do this.

We do, however, want this book to be the basis of a forum for everyone interested in developing the profession and its competences; a body of practical thinking that can be added to, enhanced and updated, by us and others as the profession grows and develops.

At the end, you will find a reflective discussion of ‘What next?’ where we share our ideas and hopes about the future of coach supervision – and supervision in general – and repeat our invitation to you to engage in this discourse.

Notes

We say ‘we’ when we write about our own thinking and what we have learnt from our work, even though it may be just one of us writing – so you may notice different voices in this text.

Sometimes, for instance in stories about supervision, the ‘we’ becomes an ‘I’ – most often meaning one of us, but sometimes another supervisor who has shared a story with us.

The stories we tell are from our own supervision work or that of our colleagues. Some are amalgams of several situations we have encountered. We use them to illustrate and to trigger thinking. All contexts have been disguised and proper names changed.

Since we are writing about coach supervision, we use ‘coach’ and ‘supervisee’ for the person being supervised, according to context. ‘Client’ always means the coach’s client – whether they are an individual or an organisation.

Notes

1Thanks to Cesare Fregola for this idea.

2The radical Brazilian educator, Paulo Freire, and his colleague, Mike Horton, chose the title, ‘We make the road by walking’ for their book published in 1991. It is a record of their conversations about the project of radical education and community development, and includes the passage – significant for us:

I didn’t want the expert to tell (the group) what to do. I wanted the expert to give them the facts and let them decide what to do. There’s a big difference in giving information and telling people how to use it.

(Horton & Freire 1991 p. 129)

3Figures on supervision statistics are from www.business.brookes.ac.uk/.../coaching-supervision.../Eve-Turner-slides-5th-Int-Coaching..,.11 Jul 2015. Accessed 17 February 2017.

4Many of the diagrams and ideas in the following chapters were first put forward in the manual Supervision for Coaches: A guide to thoughtful work and have since been revised, extended and generally tussled with between us and our colleagues.

5The phrase, ‘How we work is who we are’ is taken from a keynote address delivered by Diana Shmukler, psychotherapist and professor of psychology, at a conference of IARTA in 2010. The full text can be found in Relational Transactional Analysis: Principles in practice (Fowlie & Sills 2011). We find it inspiring, and a concise summary of our approach. Although Diana was speaking as a therapist to therapists, we feel that the same premise can apply to supervision, and that this accounts for the therapeutic effect supervision often has.

6Rilke, R. M., Letters to a Young Poet, p. 21.

7Michael Carroll writes about spirituality and supervision in Chapter 6 of Integrative Approaches to Supervision (2001), suggesting similarities between supervision and spirituality – in sharing a shift from isolation and stasis to connectedness and development, and from individual to communal, through a process of continual reflection. He ends his chapter by quoting R. D. Laing, ‘There is nothing to be afraid of’.

8Carole Shadbolt and William Cornell discuss the ‘terminology’ of supervision or consultancy in a TAJ article which is part of a special issue on Supervision (Cornell & Shadbolt 2007).

9Source for the characteristics of supervision is the ICF chart ‘Differences between supervision, mentoring and coaching’, Oct. 2015.

10‘Relational turn’ – this expression is taken from Fowlie and Sills (2011).
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