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Towards Understanding the 
Supervision Proces s 

Supervisors have always held sharp differences of opinion about schooling, teaching, curriculum, and the 
role of the supervisor These  differences mark the history of supervision, surfacing both in internal struggles 
over mission and a more external struggle for identity as a distinct field of practice.1 

Siens and Ebmeier (1996 , p. 299) 

At the outset, i t must be emphasized tha t supervision lies at the 
heart of most initial teacher education programmes. Supervision 
is an integral part of the teaching practice or teaching practicum 
undertaken in schools by part-time and full-time students seeking 
professional initia l teaching qualifications . 

We have engaged i n systematic research designed t o clarif y 
the practic e o f supervisio n an d t o collec t evidence o n which t o 
base framework s an d guideline s t o improv e futur e practice . 
Details o f th e researc h programm e ar e give n i n Appendi x 1 . 
Successful supervision is one of the most important keys to teacher 
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improvement, and with teacher improvement comes an improved 
education for school students. 

Throughout thi s handboo k w e mak e referenc e t o studen t 
teachers, an d i t i s importan t t o note tha t thi s ter m cover s bot h 
experienced teacher s on in-service programmes an d pre-servic e 
students studyin g part-time fo r postgraduat e o r undergraduat e 
teaching qualifications. Similarly, supervisors are either part-time 
or full-time staf f i n teacher education institutions . Our evidenc e 
has been draw n fro m supervisor s employe d i n two Hong Kong 
universities. We have acknowledged that some teacher education 
institutions ar e engage d i n experiment s tha t includ e th e 
involvement o f full-tim e teachers , sometime s calle d mentors , 
teacher-tutors or cooperating teachers, in aspects of supervision . 
Many o f our finding s an d recommendation s wil l be relevan t t o 
the work of these school teachers and senior staff i n schools who 
are in regular contact with student teachers . 

Although our research focus has been on the education an d 
training of student teachers on courses for secondary specialists , 
we anticipat e tha t thi s handboo k wil l be o f direc t relevanc e t o 
supervisors engage d i n teache r educatio n course s fo r primar y 
school specialists. The process of supervision, which is our focus, 
is the same in the training of primary or secondary specialists . 

DEFINING SUPERVISION 

Supervision is a term that covers a wide range of teacher education 
processes an d activities . I t begins befor e a  teachin g practicum , 
intensifies throug h th e practicum , an d continue s afte r th e 
practicum has been completed. It is distinguished from lecturing , 
teaching, engaging in seminars and tutorials in formal curriculum 
and educatio n theor y courses . I t include s aspect s o f advising , 
guiding, counselling , modelling , coaching , evaluatin g an d 
assessing. It is a form of systematic, purposeful behaviour having 

What i s you r presen t 
practice of supervision? 
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clear aims and distinctive content and activities. For the individual 
supervisor, ther e is considerable scop e to define operationall y a 
personal practic e o f supervision , eve n thoug h framework s fo r 
good practice may be defined formally or informally by the teacher 
education institution to which he or she belongs. Currently, there 
are few published guidelines for supervision, and this means that 
there is little general agreement on what constitutes good practice 
in fulfilling th e supervision role . This poses difficultie s fo r bot h 
supervisors and student teachers in determining the fairness an d 
equity o f th e supervisio n process . Fo r ne w supervisors , thi s i s 
particularly importan t whe n the y ma y quickl y fin d themselve s 
engaged in fulfilling th e supervision role without a  great deal of 
induction and preparation . 

There ar e n o qualification s i n supervisio n and , currently , 
supervisors appea r t o base thei r practice s largel y o n thei r ow n 
experience gaine d whe n the y wer e studen t teacher s an d fro m 
observing a small number of lessons alongside more experienced 
supervisors. Th e skill s o f supervisio n ar e currentl y caught , no t 
taught. 

While a supervisor may be responsible for a group of student 
teachers during teaching practice, the convention is generally for 
supervisors to engage with the whole group before and after th e 
practicum, bu*t during the teaching practice, supervisors observe 
a number of lessons taught by individual student teachers or pairs 
of teacher s —  the proces s o f supervisio n i s mainly base d o n a 
one-to-one relationship. However, in some cases supervisors hold 
part-time posts where their only responsibility is to observe lessons 
and engage in a restricted rang e of supervision activities . There 
have bee n recen t experiment s i n pee r coachin g an d grou p 
supervision, but the convention of one-to-one lesson supervision 
persists as the dominant practice . 

In Figure 1.1 (which has been adapted from the work of Waite, 
1994),2 we have draw n a  concept map tha t highlights the tasks , 
domains, relationship s an d trait s tha t characteriz e supervision . 

To wha t exten t i s th e 
present situatio n satisfac -
tory or unsatisfactory? 
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For each of these four themes , there are more detailed categorie s 
and all of these are closely interrelated. They will be referred to at 
appropriate points in this handbook. Here, they serve to illustrate 
the multifaceted characte r o f supervision an d indicat e why i t is 
that supervision, for both supervisors and student teachers, is often 
problematic. 

What element s i n Figur e 
1.1 d o yo u thin k ar e 
particularly important , an d 
for what reasons? 

STUDYING SUPERVISION 

From a strictly theoretical standpoint , i t is possible to draw on a 
number o f discipline s t o contribut e t o a n understandin g o f 
supervision. From the perspective of sociology, it is possible to focus 
on the role s an d interaction s o f th e superviso r an d th e studen t 
teacher. Thes e role s an d interaction s fin d expressio n i n th e 
symmetrical and asymmetrical power and authority relationships 
in th e huma n interactions . I n th e bod y languag e an d ora l an d 
written discourses , ther e i s evidence o f socia l decision-making . 
The intricate balances i n the exercisin g o f power an d authorit y 
are central to an understanding o f supervision . 

Insofar a s studen t teacher s ar e supervise d a s par t o f a n 
education and training curriculum, psychological perspectives are 
important. They generate such questions as: 
• Ho w d o student teachers , as adults, learn in an experientia l 

setting? 
• T o what extent does supervision promote or inhibit particular 

aspects of learning for student teachers ? 
• Ho w can the learning outcomes of supervision be described, 

measured, assessed and evaluated ? 

What answer s woul d yo u 
give to these questions? 

There are also anthropological and ecological  perspectives. For 
full-time studen t teachers , schoo l placemen t i s a  temporar y 
phenomenon. The y ar e require d t o understand , amon g othe r 
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things, th e cultur e o f th e schoo l i n it s communit y setting , th e 
culture o f th e classe s the y teach , th e culture s fro m whic h thei r 
students ar e drawn , th e cultur e o f the teachin g profession the y 
wish t o join , an d th e cultura l characteristic s o f th e ac t o f 
supervision. For the supervisor, these understandings are equally 
important and it is in trying to come to terms with the variety of 
cultures that many supervisors find majo r challenges . 

From a n ecological  perspective , supervisio n take s plac e i n 
different locations , each with their own distinctive environmental 
characteristics. Question s abou t th e 'Where? ' o f supervisio n 
deserve as much attention as those concerned with the 'How?' or 
'What?' 

Because supervisio n relate s specificall y t o th e teachin g 
practicum, and this is but one part o f a whole teacher educatio n 
programme, ther e i s a  teache r educatio n curriculum  design  and 
analysis perspective that includes such questions as: 
• Wher e is the teacher practice located in time and when is the 

optimum time for i t to occur? 
• Ho w doe s th e teachin g practicu m fi t int o th e whol e 

programme? 
• Ho w muc h tim e i s required fo r supervisio n t o be effectiv e 

and ho w shoul d thi s b e distribute d ove r th e perio d o f a 
teaching practicum ? 

• Further , i f supervisio n incorporate s severa l role s fo r a 
supervisor, ho w d o thes e role s var y ove r th e tim e o f a 
practicum? 

• Ho w far can contemporary information an d communicatio n 
technology contribute to the effectiveness o f supervision ? 

Why ar e ecologica l an d 
anthropological perspec -
tives helpful ? Wha t ca n 
they tell us? 

What answer s woul d yo u 
give to these questions? 

In designing our study on which the advice in this handbook 
is based, w e wer e awar e o f these perspectives an d the y wil l be 
returned t o a t appropriat e point s i n subsequent section s o f thi s 
handbook. 
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS 

1. T o what extent does our definition o f supervision match your own ? 
2. Wha t are the advantages and disadvantages for student teachers and supervisors of having 

sharply defined institutiona l definition s o f supervision? 
3. I n your experience, is your current supervision practice based on insights from a particular 

educational discipline, e.g. psychology o r sociology? 
4. Hav e you caught your supervision skill s or were you taught ? 

NOTES 

1. Siens , CM. an d Ebmeier , H . 'Developmental Supervisio n an d th e Reflective Thinkin g of 
Teachers.' Journal of Curriculum and Supervision 11 , 4 (1996), pp. 299-319. 

2. Waite , D. 'Understanding Supervision: An Exploration of Aspiring Supervisors' Definitions.' 
Journal of Curriculum and Supervision 10,1 (1994), pp. 60-76. 



CHAPTER 7 

Discussing Possibl e Failur e 

ISSUE 

If a student teacher is in danger of failing the teaching practice, 
• ho w should the matter be raised by the supervisor; an d 
• wha t forms of advice can be given? 

THE PROBLEM 

Both supervisor s an d studen t teacher s agreed tha t th e questio n 
of possible failure was one of the two most difficult of all to discuss. 
In one sense, the reason was obvious and was succinctly put b y 
this student teacher : 

Its a  miserable thing to talk about .. . Nobody wants to hear 
'You are no good'. 

(ST26) 
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However, i t i s no t simpl y a  matte r o f reluctanc e t o conve y suc h 
demoralizing news. There are many other factors involved whic h 
make the situation more complex. For instance, it is likely that th e 
supervisor has played the part of a supportive colleague, and eve n 
a friend, throug h the initial 'formative' visits . There may, therefore , 
exist a close relationship between the two, but when th e questio n 
of assessmen t arises , th e superviso r no w ha s t o tel l th e studen t 
teacher tha t he o r she has 'not made th e grade' . In addition, ther e 
is also the fact that the decision has to be made on a limited numbe r 
of visits , s o th e issu e o f 'fairness ' become s a  consideration . Th e 
following supervisors ' comment s illustrat e thes e dilemmas : 

My interpretation i s that colleague s ar e very reluctan t t o fai l I 
i T i . - i . - i : •  -i . Writte n an d practica l 

people. It is too serious for one visit. e x a m s a r e o f t e n £ a s e d o n 
(SUP8) a  single performance. Why 

shouldn't teaching ability be 
based on a single visit? 

I have met them [the student teachers] on so many occasions, I 
chatting to them more as a friend tha n as a supervisor so i ts a 
difficult decision . 

(SUP15) 

There i s a  tendenc y no t t o like t o use th e wor d 'failure' . Fo r 
supervisors, there is perhaps an element of guilt that they too have 
failed —  they have faile d th e studen t i n their hour o f need. In al l 
probability, on e i s saying t o tha t person , i f he o r sh e i s on a  pre -
service course , 'Find anothe r career , this is not for you. ' O n an in -
service course , supervisor s ar e face d wi t h a n eve n greate r 
difficulty. Th e teache r i s already a  par t o f th e professio n an d th e 
supervisor i s i n essenc e denyin g th e validit y o f appointin g thi s 
person i n the firs t place . 

http://iTi.-i.-i
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VIEWPOINTS AND ANALYSIS 

Constructive Support 

It appear s tha t th e reluctanc e t o fai l a  studen t teacher , bu t th e 
need t o d o s o i f required , lead s t o a  very supportiv e attitud e o n 
the par t o f th e supervisors . Th e studen t teacher s wer e als o ver y 
concerned tha t such support was necessary, but in addition mad e 
the poin t tha t th e dange r o f failur e shoul d no t b e hidde n an d 
should b e raise d a s earl y a s possibl e i n th e course . On e studen t 
teacher commented on the need for early  warning signals  and anothe r 
also made th e point : 

If it' s only hinted a t by the supervisor , th e student ma y 
the message. 

miss 

(ST8) 

The sam e poin t wa s perhap s reflecte d i n thi s supervisor' s 
comment: 

When I really saw the problem and th e plight, the danger of 
failing, then I thought T must get this message across to him7. 

(SUP15) 

The desir e t o provid e suppor t wa s clearl y indicate d b y th e 
following supervisors : 

When we identify potentia l failures , we try to help. We very 
seldom fail them unless we feel there is nothing we can do. 

(SUP1) 

How early is early? 

Should possibl e failure b e 
raised in formative supervi-
sion meetings? 

In m y case , I  woul d mak e a s man y visit s a s possible . Th e 
message is pretty clear — T will come and come until you make 
i t . 

(SUP15) 
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This latter comment appears to suggest that the supervisor woul d 
help th e studen t teache r pass , com e wha t may . However , i t wa s 
clear fro m a n earlie r commen t i n th e intervie w tha t h e will  fai l a 
student teacher i f necessary. The expression here is perhaps mor e 
indicative o f th e amoun t o f suppor t h e wa s prepare d t o provid e 
to help a  student i n danger . 

The studen t teacher s to o had definit e idea s abou t th e natur e 
of the required suppor t in possible failure situation s and the nee d 
to make thos e situation s clear . For example : 

I ts most important to find out where a problem lies ... To let a 
student teache r kno w th e reasons why he may be failing th e 
course so that the remedy can be made by the student teacher . 

(ST8) 

Another studen t teache r mad e a  similar point : 

[The supervisor must] help him realize his performance i s not 
satisfactory, this is the first step. Then probe the student teacher 
to point ou t his own weaknesses . It' s better tha n tellin g hi m 
what his shortcomings are . 

(ST26) 

However, i t i s not simpl y a  matter o f clearl y identifyin g th e 
problem areas . As th e sam e studen t teache r mad e clea r below, i t 
is the supervisor' s dut y t o give concrete suggestion s too : 

I ts no t enoug h .. . t o just tel l him wha t t o improv e on . Th e 
student teacher may want to correct these mistakes but doesn't 
know how. The tutor shoul d tel l him for exampl e 'Poin t one , 
you can do this .. . Point two, you can try this .../In tha t way 
the studen t teache r wouldn' t fee l overwhelme d b y al l th e 
requirements .. . It's like teaching pupils. How can you demand 

How far does this analogy 
carry ove r t o teachin g 
practice assessment? 

Does an y improvemen t 
constitute a  reaso n fo r 
passing? 

What par t shoul d a 
teacher's POTENTIA L 
play? 
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a one-step progress to ninety marks, if his mark i s only fort y 
this time? You can expect him to achieve only fifty nex t time. 

(ST26) 

The studen t teache r continue d i n simila r vei n an d mad e a 
final commen t tha t i s worth reflectin g on : 

Avoid putting too much demand on the student teacher. Do it 
gradually... first tell him those areas that can be corrected easily 
and let him think about them ... When the student is completely 
at a loss, you have to direct him to see the root of the problem. 
Otherwise he won't know where to start. I think there's a big 
difference betwee n a  lecturer' an d a 'tutor' . 

(ST26) 

What 'difference ' d o yo u 
think this student is getting 
at? 

The Manner of Discussion 

The need to alert student teachers early has been discussed above , 
but onc e tha t decisio n i s made , ther e i s stil l th e questio n o f th e 
way in which the matter should be raised. There appear to be som e 
differences expresse d by studen t teacher s ove r thi s and , i n som e 
cases, contradictory view s expressed by individua l students . O n 
the on e hand , som e student s state d categoricall y tha t a  direc t 
approach shoul d b e used, a s below : 

I think the more direct way is better .. . I know it' s difficult t o 
say it, but it's a fact so it's difficult t o avoid. 

(ST8) 

Just tell him frankly . 
(ST15) 

On th e othe r hand , a n indirec t approac h wa s favoure d b y som e 
student teacher s whereb y criticis m i s expresse d i n a  positive , 
rather tha n negative , manner : 

Which approac h d o yo u 
favour, direc t o r indirect ? 
Why? 
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It may be discouraging for the student teachers if supervisor s 
raise such issues directly . I think tha t supervisor s shoul d us e 
words like 'limitations' and 'areas for improvement instead of 
'weaknesses' and 'shortcomings' . 

(ST1) 

There was als o the recognition tha t the varying personalitie s 
of studen t teacher s need t o be take n into accoun t whe n advisin g 
them o f thei r perilou s position : 

[Supervisors should be direct and] the evaluation sheet seems 
to be the main communication channe l [although ] it depend s 
on the personalities of the student teacher and the supervisor . 

(ST1) 

The nee d fo r a  balance betwee n franknes s an d sensitivit y i s 
evident i n this supervisor' s comments : 

I said , 'Well , I'm afrai d ther e migh t be a  danger [o f failure] . 
Now this is what we expect of you but you are not quite there.' 
[I said this] very gently, but then no matter how I raised it the 
effect would be the same. 

(SUP15) 

Do yo u thin k 'th e effec t 
would be the same'? 

The sam e superviso r summarize d th e approac h adopte d i n 
the following words : 

I guess it has to be: apply the screw in a friendly wa y -
gently but becoming more direct [with time]. 

very 

(SUP15) 

Some supervisors perceived the value of a direct approach t o 
be that a 'warning' may in itself be sufficient t o stimulate a studen t 
to improve : 
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Usually, if you force them, if they know they are going to fail, 
then they will change. 

(SUP1) 

An example of such a change was recounted in the following : 

I told [th e student teacher ] I  was not happy wit h the way h e 
was performing . [ I told hi m I  would mak e anothe r visi t an d 
that he ] woul d reall y hav e t o thin k har d abou t it . Then, th e 
next time I went, he was completely different which the student 
teacher explained as being a reaction to being told that he was 
near to failure. 

(SUP1) 

However, a  differen t vie w wa s provide d b y th e followin g 
student teache r wh o wa s clearl y thinkin g i n term s o f th e 'self -
fulfilling prophecy ' syndrome : 

Nobody wants to hear 'You are no good'. If you tell a student 
that, then surely he will become no good. 

(ST26) 

Another aspec t abou t th e manne r o f discussin g failur e 
concerns th e environmen t i n whic h i t occurs , bot h i n term s o f 
place and time. The previous student teacher explained i t vividly: 

Also it depends on the location of discussion. If it is in a closed-
door situatio n wit h privacy , the n thing s ca n b e discusse d 
openly. But that is not always possible in some schools. If the 
discussion is conducted i n a staff roo m with a  teacher sittin g 
next to you eating his lunch box and behind you, pupils asking 
for thei r exercis e books , tha t woul d b e anothe r kin d o f 
experience .. . S o th e environmen t .. . i s important . Also , i t 
depends o n th e studen t teacher' s conditio n afte r th e 

Do yo u agre e wit h thi s 
student? 
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observation. If he is already in a sweat, and looks doubtful, th e 
situation may not allow the tutor to talk to him right there. .. . 
If th e situatio n ma y ge t to o harsh , th e tuto r ca n mak e a n 
appointment with the student teacher to talk to him later . 

(ST26) 

Here we se e again the concern with personalit y wit h the specifi c 
individual context , an d th e hop e tha t th e superviso r wil l b e 
sensitive t o it . 

Yet another aspec t o f th e manne r o f discussio n concern s th e 
forms o f evidenc e tha t shoul d b e used . O f course , by it s nature , 
most o f the interaction wil l be oral , but we have alread y quoted a 
student previousl y referrin g t o th e evaluatio n shee t a s the mai n 
communication channel . Thi s concer n wit h concrete  evidenc e i s 
apparent i n the comment s o f a  number o f studen t teachers : 

Supervisors shoul d writ e dow n thei r comment s an d 
suggestions in detail. Through the written comments, student 
teachers will get ideas about areas for improvement . 

(ST1) 

Use objective facts or incidents that are observed in the lesson 
so that the student teacher will acknowledge the supervisor' s 
comments and realize the problem. 

(ST8) 

Responsibility: The Gatekeeper Metaphor 

Supervisors ar e well aware o f the serious consequences o f failur e 
for a  student teache r but , a t the same time , are conscious o f thei r 
social responsibi l i t y i n be in g th e va l ida tor s o f a  teachin g 
qualification. I t is a  responsibilit y tha t supervisor s shir k a t thei r 
peril. Indeed , i n th e UK , i t ha s bee n suggeste d tha t i f a  teache r 
fails t o reach th e require d standar d o f performanc e durin g thei r 
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first year of teaching, then the institution that certified th e teache r 
should be held culpable . The interviews with supervisor s clearl y 
illustrate thei r awarenes s o f th e tas k an d als o thei r concer n fo r 
the consequences , i n term s o f effect s o n children , i f unsuitabl e 
teachers ar e allowed t o qualify : 

If a teacher deserves a failure and we say, 'Come on. Let's give 
him or her just a bare pass,' now this is not something we should 
do. Socia l responsibilit y i f yo u like . This teache r ma y caus e 
havoc for the remaining twenty to thirty years in his teaching 
career. [I f I have to fail the student] I  will do it because a t the 
end of the day, the buck stops here. 

(SUP15) 

Although I  wan t t o help the m [th e students] , I  stil l loo k a t 
myself a s a kind of 'gatekeeper' . 

(SUP1) 

P e r h a p s m o r e surpr i s ing ly , al l th e s t u d e n t t e ache r s 
interviewed o n thi s matte r hel d precisel y th e sam e view s a s th e 
supervisors and , in some cases, expressed these views even mor e 
strongly: 

People ma y thin k i t would b e to o harsh t o say , 'You ar e no t 
suitable to be a teacher.'... However, I think we need to consider 
the well-being of the pupils. Using teachers who are withou t 
the potentia l t o teac h wel l ma y tak e awa y pupils ' learnin g 
opportunities [Eve n if] a teacher is in fact a well-experienced 
one ... [if he is] not worthy of a teacher certificate, why not just 
tell him the truth? 

(ST15) 
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS 

1. T o what exten t doe s th e materia l i n thi s chapte r relat e t o you r ow n experienc e a s a 
supervisor? 

2. Ho w do you think the material in this chapter might influence or alter your future action s 
with regard to the issue? 

3. Wha t specific aspects relating to the context of your own institution or subject area need 
to be considered with regard to this issue? 

ACTION CHECKLIST 

• D o not avoid discussing failure, or possible failure, even if it is your instinct to do so. 
• Discus s the situation early so that something can be done (the problem may be just in one 

class). 
• Liste n to the student's views. 
• Hav e writte n evidenc e fro m lesson s yo u hav e observe d o n a  lesson evaluatio n shee t t o 

back up your opinion . 
• Whe n i t come s t o th e poin t o f tellin g th e studen t teacher , tel l i t gentl y bu t directly ; th e 

words used matter . 
• Us e a discreef an d conducive environment when discussing possible failure . 
• Awar d a failure i f that is what the situation demands — it is your dut y 
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