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1 Introduction

School leadership is a complex and dynamic role. The daily interplay of

sustaining vision and values while navigating multiple systemic needs requires

a diverse ever-expanding portfolio of skills and dispositions. While many

leaders thrive in this dynamism, underpinned by a passionate commitment to

quality education and service, performance is often framed by institutional

priorities for compliance, accountability, and improvement. Expectations on

school leaders are high in this regard and continue to grow: from pressures to

improve student results on nationally standardised tests, to fostering positive

behaviour, to enacting the reform needed for futures-oriented education in

a climate-ravaged world. Underlying the challenges of this role, principals

additionally find themselves at the interface of one of the most critical educa-

tional dilemmas of our time: how to both lead and learn in uncertainty.

Within this contemporary context, principals’ wellbeing is diminishing.

Critically high rates of stress, violence, and career-impacting burnout continue

to rise, and speak to the very real challenges for individuals, as well as to the

future of the profession. How can school leaders not only be supported in the

technicalities of their role, but to think well, lead well, and be well with

enervating and evolving demands?

This question is not new, of course. There is an extensive body of education

leadership literature that seeks to address it and, in countries like Australia,

a plethora of executive support services in coaching, mentoring, and counsel-

ling available. These services play a vital role in developing principals’ capaci-

ties to manage their workflow and the associated compliances of school

leadership. But while the question is not new, the context and expectations of

school leaders are. Their professional oversight and responsibilities are intensi-

fied and in flux. More so than ever before, principals are expected to be prepared

for, and lead for, unknown futures; so much so that the tasks of evidencing

standards, complying with policy, managing people, leading learning, and

directing projects may soon feel like only the beginning of the principal’s

tasks and not their completion.

Leaders’ experiences during the global COVID-19 pandemic provided

a sense of what it means to lead with greater uncertainty and to try to sustain

professional agency, without being fully in control. The expectations and

urgency of school principal roles changed globally overnight and were continu-

ally intensified by ongoing uncertainty. How does one prepare for the unknown?

What helps resource and sustain leadership in such contexts? Our attention here,

however, is not onwhat these pressures are or could be into the future, but on the

question of how leaders are supported to cultivate purpose and agency in their

1Professional Supervision for Principals
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work as they face continuing change. How are they actively enabled to navigate

the relational, systems-focused, and affective-oriented dance required to resource

and sustain themselves and their school communities through the flows and

tensions of the everyday, as well as in the wider remit of their educational

leadership in a changing world?

Professional Supervision is an approach to reflective practice that is a

respected standard, and even a mandatory requirement, across many clinical,

social work, and pastoral professions in Australia, New Zealand, and the UK.

It is based on facilitated dialogue (conversational or creative) between

a supervisee or group of supervisees and an independent supervisor who

importantly is not the supervisee’s line manager. The term ‘supervision’ in

the education sector is problematic because it often suggests line management

supervision, which focuses on competency, compliance and performance.

This contrasts with the type of Professional Supervision we practise and

discuss here, which orients towards reflective learning, ethics and vocational

wellbeing. We explain this important distinction further by demonstrating

how Professional Supervision effectively fosters clarity, agency, confidence,

and agility, especially in roles demanding high autonomy and leadership.

What makes Professional Supervision distinctive from other means of support

such as coaching, mentoring, or counselling in the education sector is that

it purposefully shifts the reflective lens beyond the technocratic aspects of

professional life (reporting, assessing, strategising, for example) to matters of

relationality, purpose, ethics, and value. In so doing, Professional Supervision

necessarily interrupts practice, rather than merely reports on, interprets, or

judges it.

A skilled professional supervisor facilitates this interruption by assisting

a supervisee to notice the habits and assumptions they may be bringing – or

fostering – in the entanglements of professional life. Supervisors invite multiple

lenses on situations, events, issues, or relationships to enable critical insights to

emerge, all with an orientation towards deep learning and ethical action. As

a reflective practice, Professional Supervision recognises that leadership (or any

professional role) is a relational process of ever-becoming: leaders are already

and always affecting and being affected by change – in individuals, systems,

cultures, and environments. Professional Supervision is therefore a practical

on-the-ground response to the challenges of both leading and being entangled

in a school’s dynamic flows. In the place, presence, practices, and purpose of

Professional Supervision, we hope to show how principals can actively navi-

gate the competing and conflicting demands of their context, their role and

their ‘soul’ (or vocational calling). Perhaps the most important contribution of

an emerging practice of Professional Supervision to quality education is to

2 Critical Issues in Teacher Education
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support school leaders to move beyond merely doing reflection to identify or

chart change, to being reflexive in the questions of how and why.

This Elements text aims to contribute to the education sector’s growing

understanding of Professional Supervision. As a primer, we hope to convey the

value of reflective practice in education, introduce you to existing approaches of

Professional Supervision in other professional sectors, and offer a schema for

understanding what Professional Supervision could offer leaders in education, in

this case school principals. We, the authors, are deeply immersed in the work of

supervising, being supervised, and educating new supervisors as we write. We

therefore situate ourselves and our writing as practitioners first and foremost.

Drawing on the contours of the Elements format, we aim to share the frameworks

we use for readers’ practical understanding of what Professional Supervision

is, in addition to our own testing and reflecting on relevant paradigms for its

practice in education. While empirical evidence on the impacts of Professional

Supervision is just beginning to emerge in scholarly research, this primer seeks

less to prove Professional Supervision’s worth, than bring light to the values,

conceptual frameworks, and contemporary practice issues that underpin it at this

time.We offer this as participant-observers informed by literature on Professional

Supervision in other sectors, and the ongoing evolution (and tensions) of inte-

grating reflective practice more broadly in school-based cultures and professions.

We view Professional Supervision as a mode of professional learning in and of

itself: a pedagogy that invites being reflexive with systems-thinking and affect-

informed enquiry that goes beyond the sector norm of doing reflection. Being

reflexive means noticing and realising – with curiosity as a guide – our own

thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and doings, and the entangled impacts and influences

they have.

Professional Supervision, it must be said, has had a slow uptake in the school

sector and there are a few reasons for this. Firstly, the term ‘supervision’ itself

has negative connotations of judgemental managerial supervision and, for

teachers, may remind them of rather less-than-agentic experiences of being

supervised on practicums or for the purpose of performance management. The

legacy of school inspection processes and validation exercises is that supervi-

sion is assumed to be a process of evaluation and promotion. While not

dismissing the important role of managerial supervision and reporting, this is

not what Professional Supervision is about. Secondly, we believe there are

complicated tensions within the education sector, in Australia at least, that

have eroded educators’ sense of their own professional agency. The growing

demands for reporting and compliance are hindering the core values and goals

of teachers’ and leaders’ professionalism. In this primer, we consider these and

other factors that have led to Professional Supervision being under-recognised

3Professional Supervision for Principals
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and under-realised as a support mechanism for change, before turning to

emergent findings about its processes and outcomes in pilot projects that are

exploring its relevance and effectiveness in this field.

Professional Supervision for Principals is written for school leaders, systems

leaders, educators, and researchers. It aims to:

• identify the role and inhibitors of reflective practice in the field of education;

• describe key frameworks and leading pioneers in Professional Supervision as

it has developed in other professional fields; and

• introduce a conceptual schema for the integration of Professional Supervision

in education.

In presenting the case for Professional Supervision in education, we anchor our

writing in our lived experience of its practice. There is limited existing literature in

education studies on the approach we advocate here, so it is important to acknow-

ledge the limitations of our claims regarding Professional Supervision. It is not the

panacea for the ills of contemporary schooling, nor is it the only way to support

education leaders’wellbeing or performance at this time.We hope this publication

not only provides an introduction, but also a clarion call to deepen and expand its

further reach and research. For instance, later in this text we comment on the need

to consider how Professional Supervision can be more explicitly attuned and

resonant with culture and place. As non-Indigenous practitioners working within

the colonising systems of school and tertiary education in Australia, we seek to

learn fromandwith First Nations supervisor colleagues in this continuing enquiry.

What do decolonising practices of Professional Supervision look like, for

example, once supervisors begin questioning the implicit values and assumptions

behind the very idea of ‘dialogue’ as a culturally inscribed construct?

This text, while unapologetically making the case for Professional Supervision,

is by necessity partial, exploratory, and invitational, rather than conclusive. We are

cognizant of the impact that our own values and blind spots bring to its writing.

Geoff has practised, researched, and taught in pastoral supervision for many years.

He brings a theological worldview, extensive church leadership experience,

and a strong social justice lens to valuing the power of transformation that

Professional Supervision brings across many sectors and contexts. As a queer

educator, researcher, and facilitator experienced in education leadership herself,

Mary Ann first engaged with Professional Supervision as a student of Geoff’s. She

now supervises educators of all levels, experiencing Professional Supervision’s

relational, disruptive and creative potential in cultivating agency to counter the

disquiet of business-as-usual in a rapidly changing world. Together, we have

enjoyed jousting on the possibilities for new frames of reference for Professional

Supervision and have sought to practise humility and activate responsibility in

4 Critical Issues in Teacher Education
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re-imagining supervision practices ultimately for more collaborative, just and

sustainable futures.

In Section 2, we consider the place of Professional Supervision in education.

We identify the enablers and inhibitors of reflective practice in schools to date,

with an understanding of the increasingly complex roles that educators and

leaders now have. We place the idea of ‘professional’ under the spotlight with

specific reference to school leadership, and draw attention to the distinctions

between Professional Supervision, mentoring, and coaching. In doing so, we

seek to reclaim and re-align the terminology ‘Professional Supervision’, mak-

ing its definition clearly distinct from outdated associations with management

supervision, surveillance, or monitoring. Drawing on a small but growing body

of research and our own experience leading a pilot course in Professional

Supervision for school principals, we consider the value of this work in navi-

gating uncertainty and supporting leaders to develop confidence and clarity in

taking wise action.

Section 3 turns to the theory that underpins Professional Supervision. Beginning

with the core concept of reflexivity, the section surveys the clinical, social work and

pastoral sectors’ contributions to the practice of Professional Supervision. Here, we

adopt the practical approach of a primer to describe and bring a critical practi-

tioner’s lens to what matters most in the extensive training literature. We close the

section with reference to Geoff’s experience in a group supervision with a school’s

senior executive team as a way to exemplify theory in practice.

In Section 4, we deepen and expand the possibilities of Professional

Supervision in education by drawing attention to the value of curiosity, unlearn-

ing, resonance, and attunement as conditions for practice. We explore this as

a proposed schema, identifying how these conditions can be found in the place,

presence, practice, and purpose of Professional Supervision in schools. Here we

integrate our lived experience with contemporary theorisation about futures

learning and leading. In this culminating section, we offer insights into the

practical ways we see Professional Supervision making a difference in how

leaders, educators, and, ultimately, learners become more agentic and open to

finding clarity and critical hope in times of change.

As mentioned, we write from a practice-based perspective, integrating

and applying our understandings not only of Professional Supervision lit-

erature, but to research on neurobiology, philosophy and contemplative

care, as well as in contemporary sociology and education theory. While we

do not take a unified methodology to the writing of this text, we do engage

auto-ethnographically and creatively as we integrate practical insights with

broader conceptual and theoretical frameworks and imaginings. In doing so,

5Professional Supervision for Principals
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we draw on our current recollections of past experiences, recounting specific

moments and recreating conversations to highlight certain points or ideas.

This is most evident in our use of vignettes in this Element. These vignettes

are not formal case-studies but are creative amalgamations of people,

places, and encounters in supervision. These are therefore true to life but

are not attributable to identifiable individuals or contexts. They are used

here in the spirit of creative illustrative points.

We acknowledge the many people we have learned with, taught, and super-

vised over our combined years of practice. We are grateful to our own super-

visors, BobbyMoore (Geoff) and NoelaMaletz (MaryAnn), and to our colleague

and friend, Michael Anderson. His vision and energy for supporting school

leaders has led to initiatives that are increasing the awareness and practice of

Professional Supervision in education as a force for critical hope.

2 ‘Nice But Not Necessary’: The Vexed Place of Reflective
Practice in Education

In this section, we:

• consider the vexed place of reflective practice in today’s schooling sector

• draw attention to cultures of compliance that have given rise to overtly

performance-oriented agendas for doing reflection

• show how this contrasts with the intention and role of professional supervi-

sion as being reflexive

• identify supervision as professional learning and contrast it with other mech-

anisms for performance-management and wellbeing

• draw on emerging research and evaluation of early implementation initiatives

‘But I need to let you know, I’m very solutions focused. I don’t have time for

fluff – I’m not the fluffy type. I wasn’t convinced I got what I needed with

coaching, but I’m willing to give this a go. Will this really be for me?’

I (Mary Ann) am on a car speaker phone with a regional public school

principal, Lee.1 We’ve managed to schedule a moment to talk about profes-

sional supervision. I’m hurtling down a highway, and she’s similarly on the

move – on foot across her school’s playground. The weather’s looking dodgy

and she’s concerned about the prospect of flood, again. The need to inform

parents is front of mind, as is her noticing of the already sunken school

driveway. She checks in with the groundsperson as we speak about emptying

1 Lee is a fictional character, a creative amalgam of encounters and conversations in Mary Ann’s
recollections of supervisory experiences. Names and characteristics have been changed, events
have been compressed, and dialogue has been recreated but not attributed to single persons. The
purpose of the vignettes is to provide insights into actual practice.

6 Critical Issues in Teacher Education
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the oval shed of sports equipment . . . which, she sighs, is only newly purchased

following last year’s string of so-called ‘once in 100 year’ floods. Ironically,

a year before that, bushfires had threatened the school for weeks. Half-way

through the call, she happens to remark the school’s Strategic Improvement

Plan (a working document required for all NSW government schools and re-

developed every four years) is due in two days.

Well, the focus will be on what you choose to bring. I won’t be setting the

agenda, you will. If it’s a solution you’re trying to tease out, then that’s what

we’ll focus on. As a professional, you’re the expert of your own practice. I won’t

have the answers, but I’ll bring the skills of holding space for your enquiry,

offering an outside eye, and nudging you with the kinds of questions that others

around you may not be in a position to ask. Sometimes you might want to test or

better understand an idea or your stance on something – I’ll be there to support

you widen your lens of understanding, and help consider blindspots or the

effects on others. Sometimes, a session might simply be an opportunity to stop

serving everyone else’s needs for a bit and choose to resource yourself.

Sometimes, we will play with the ‘what is’ and the ‘what if’ of your situation

or issue to find better clarity of purpose. Some people call it making the

‘familiar strange’ . . . just as your flooding oval may look right now.

She laughs. She’s going to give it a go.

Lee’s wariness to invest time in reflective practice may sound familiar.

During our short conversation, it was evident Lee was navigating multiple

demands on her attention and time. She was tasked with making wise action

on the run, alongside the background mental chatter related to her State

Department’s reporting deadline and, of course, the immediate and existential

threat of the bewildering weather that day. By operating so many bandwidths at

once, it is unsurprising that principals like Lee struggle to prioritise time for

reflection – a practice which is oft-times assumed to be passive and voluntary, in

contrast to the multiple layers of urgency when on the job (Baxter, Southall, &

Gardner, 2021). In an overt culture of compliance (Sahlberg, 2016; Garver,

2020), taking time to reflect can be difficult to justify. It can seem nice but not

necessary.

Yet, taking time for reflective practice is, we argue, a professional responsi-

bility for educators and education leaders. Reflection has long been valued in

scholarship of the learning process itself: reflection is the means that learners

both sense and make sense of new knowledge and experience. This take on

learning has strong resonance with leaders’ needs to be both analytical and

pragmatic on the run. Brookfield describes these as traditions:

7Professional Supervision for Principals
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• an analytical tradition that values reflective practice as ‘a process of thinking

better . . . to recognise logical fallacies, think laterally and detect weak rungs

on a ladder of inference’ to enable better decision-making; and

• a tradition of pragmatism that ‘sees reflection primarily as the analysis of

experience’ . . . that seeks out ‘new information, new understandings of exist-

ing practices, and new perspectives, so that they [the practitioner] can identify

their blindspots’ and revise their assumptions.

(Adapted from Brookfield, 2016, p. 13, emphasis added)

Our principal, Lee, is continuously engaged in cycles of discernment, deeply

rooted in these traditions, as she makes numerous professional decisions

each day. Of course, education writers prior to Brookfield have attended to

the value of reflection both in action and on action. Dewey (1925), for example,

is famously quoted as saying, ‘We do not learn from experience . . . we learn

from reflecting on experience’; and further, Meziro (1990) and Schön (1984) are

oft-cited for their contributions to the ways that critical reflection in, on, and for

action contribute to improved self-knowledge and professional insight.

Drawing on the theoretical underpinnings that situate reflection as learning,

a recent interdisciplinary exploration on reflective practice in the fields of educa-

tion and social work determined a set of eighteen characteristics that span these

analytic and pragmatic approaches. These include reflective practice as: ‘a

deliberate and purposeful activity that requires allocated time and discipline’; a

‘reframing/reconstructing/reconsidering [of] decisions, behaviour, actions, reac-

tions, responses, feelings, interactions, relationships, events, experiences, [and]

perspectives of both self and others’; a process not always as ‘necessarily con-

cerned with ‘solving-a-problem’; and an experience that ‘can often be unsettling/

uncomfortable/challenging/confronting’ (Ewing, Waugh, & Smith, 2022, p. 6–7).

Moreover, in examining reflective practice across a spectrum of professional

applications, Ewing, Waugh, and Smith highlight that, by necessity, reflective

practice itself ‘is different in style and character according to purpose’ (2022, p. 6).

Thismultitude of characteristics and purposes of reflective practice points, in part,

to the reason principals like Lee find the idea of Professional Supervision as nice but

not necessary. For in the education sector, reflective practice is not clearly defined or

valued and is mostly experienced as doing reflection on evidence or experience,

rather than being reflexive with it. As found by Ewing, Waugh, and Smith (2022),

and affirmed by our own encounters in the education sector, leaders often associate

reflective practice with the purposes of giving feedback to others, assessing compli-

ance with professional standards and objectives, or as a component of debriefing

after a critical event. These assumptions about reflective practice derive from an

8 Critical Issues in Teacher Education
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analytic and somewhat rationalist tradition where ascertaining the what, how, and

why is the instrumental means to determining ‘where to next’. It is well suited to

a technocratic view of school leadership – a view that is prominent in the current

climate of accountability and standardisation in education (Holloway, 2021).

We argue, however, that the contemporary and complex demands on educa-

tors to navigate multiple systems at once while cultivating futures-focused

curriculum and dispositions (Larsen et al., 2023) in sustainable ways, calls on

leaders to be reflexive, not just do reflection. In other words, our contemporary

context asks leaders to consider ‘the often unexamined nature of that which may

lie behind the formation of ideas and beliefs that may be deeply embodied’

(Groundwater-Smith, 2022, p. 136). To be the change-agents that many educa-

tional leaders were initially drawn to the profession of teaching to be (Perryman

& Calvert, 2020), means taking up a responsibility to engage with the personal,

organisational, societal, ethical, and cultural ecologies at play in their profes-

sional world. To our minds, the truism that ‘the future starts here’ in schools – as

learning communities of children and young people who are and will lead the

future – make this need for reflexivity on the part of principals and educational

leaders urgent and necessary.

From Doing to Being: Hyper-Accountability and Burn-Out

Frameworks for this more reflexive-oriented practice have been established in

sectors such psychology, social work, therapy, and pastoral care for some time,

under the name of Professional Supervision. In some sectors, regular Professional

Supervision has become a condition for ongoing professional registration or

employment. While doing reflection is required for accountability and the neces-

sary upholding of standards in these helping professions (Carroll, 2014; Hawkins

&McMahon, 2020), being reflexive is critical to sustaining agency and autonomy

within roles that have a strong ethical imperative. Yet, we wonder, as do many of

the principals we currently workwith, whether entrenched cultures of compliance

in schools, and society’s low esteem and trust for teachers (Dadvand, 2022), have

eroded faith in the professionalism of educators, as well as in educators’ own

beliefs and assumptions about their agency. For principals, their work both affects

and is affected by organisational priorities, professional standards, policy proced-

ures, and curriculum mandates, as well as expectations of multiple stakeholders,

including learners, teachers, other systems leaders, parents, and society.

Recognition of this complex assemblage of practices and affects sheds light

on why the role and growth of reflective practice in education has become

vexed. For within the terrain of contemporary schooling, the purpose and

9Professional Supervision for Principals
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limited time for reflection can easily default to a performativity focus on how to

achieve outcomes and find the least complicated and most time-efficient way to

do so. While coaching as reflective practice has become commonplace for

school leaders, we are noticing an increasing disquiet, particularly among mid-

career principals, about the limits to the executive, performance-management

prerogative that characterises coaching and, by default, can overly individualise

and instrumentalise the paths to achievement. Similarly, traditional approaches

to mentoring can be effective in cases whereby sharing advice about known or

previously experienced aspects of the role can provide critical support. But this

again can fall short of the kinds of assumption-challenging processes that

a more explicitly reflexive approach invites. As Thompson (2022) notes, reflec-

tion without reflexivity can have the impact of driving effort towards evidence-

building rather than towards thinking deeply about the professional role. To

Thompson’s point, we suggest that school principals, when navigating futures-

focused leadership, are called upon to not only consider their professional role

and purpose, but to recognise the growing necessity to think differently and

creatively in these ‘polarized, post-truth times’ (Strom et al., 2018, p. 259).

While the benefits of educators engaging in instructional-style supervision

have long been acknowledged (Zepeda, 2016), educators’ degree of autonomy

and agency in their everyday work can differ substantially from those in other

helping professions in which Professional Supervision has become common-

place. Similar to the education sector, the nursing sector faced systemic tensions

during the adoption of Professional Supervision. There were concerns that it

might become a tool for surveillance rather than support (Northcott, 2000;

Beddoe, 2010). Due to nurses’ generally negative experiences with compliance

and appraisal culture (vis-a-vis doing reflection for managerial supervision), the

introduction of Professional Supervision to the sector was viewed with ‘a flurry

of interest, uncertainty and suspicion . . . Was clinical supervision yet another

attempt to control nurses?’ (Northcott, 2000, p. 16). The wariness of nurse

leaders at the time arose from perceptions of over-governmentality of the

profession. Suspicions about Professional Supervision as an extra layer of

organisational oversight and compliance thwarted the more optimistic views

of its opportunity to engage with the need for both clinical feedback and critical

reflexivity. The fear was that Professional Supervision, if implemented without

due consideration of the systems in which it was to operate, was at risk of

‘becoming another technology of surveillance and . . . an opportunity to shape

the practitioner into organisationally preferred ways of practice, even whilst

veiled as being in the practitioner’s best interests’ (Johns, 2001, p. 140).

While this might not directly align with the experience of teachers as yet,

Beddoe (2010) raises important considerations about the framing of Professional

10 Critical Issues in Teacher Education
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Supervision as surveillance or support. Regardless of how effective the inter-

active and interpersonal processes of Professional Supervision are as professional

learning itself, how can we foster and respect the value of professional agency

within organisational and systemic contexts that are constrained by economic

pressures and dominated by accountability and performativity agendas?

In our supervisory practices to date, we are noticing similar initial concerns

about the co-option of Professional Supervision in the education sector, operat-

ing as most schools do within larger organisational power structures. This

suspicion, tethered to a current collective sense of a lack of agency among

school educators, is reflected in the work of the Global Education Reform

Movement (Sahlberg, 2016) which is attempting to challenge the ‘global

orthodoxy of standardisation, narrow curricula, low-risk pedagogies, manager-

ialism and test-based accountability’ that underpin the culture of contemporary

schooling (Cunningham, 2019). School leaders often find themselves at the

mercy of this orthodoxy, working within increasingly complex systems and

changing demands. As Andrews and Munro (2018) observe:

In an era of hyper-accountability for schools and teachers, locating a dimension
of teacher work that is not subject to some form of surveillance, performance
rating or judgement is problematic. Usually connected to some larger system or
school-level process of improving . . . outcomes, these demands call into
question the perceived value placed on professional agency and trust. (p.1)

Moreover, ‘teachers’ thinking and work is at risk of being reduced to applying

‘interventions’ and ‘treatments’ and extracting any risk of deviation from ‘what

works’’ (Andrews & Munro, 2018, p. 2).

More recently, following the urgencies and uncertainties of principalship during

the global pandemic, Cary (2023) cites philosopher Gert Biesta in warning that:

the rise of top-down prescription of both the content and the form of education
has significantly diminished the opportunities for teachers to exert judgement –
both individually and collectively – and has rather put them under a regime of
constant measurement of educational ‘outcomes’. (p. 209)

It is therefore unsurprising that in this contemporary context, rates of burnout

and attrition of principals and teachers continue to rise. In The Australian

Principal Occupational Health, Safety and Wellbeing Survey (IPPE Report):

2022 Data (See et al., 2023), completed by 2,500 principals annually since

2016, it was reported that one in two principals have serious mental health

concerns and are at risk of stress and burnout; that 44 per cent experienced

physical violence from students or families in the preceding year; and that

the number of principals seeking to quit or retire early had tripled in twelve

months.

11Professional Supervision for Principals
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While Professional Supervision is not the panacea, our experiences and

observations point to the potential of this work to strengthen leaders’ vocational

commitment, voice, and agency within a professional learning context, so that it

is not left to an individual’s responsibility for maintaining one’s own health and

wellbeing. In this, the Principal Survey data shows how less than 10 per cent of

educational leaders identify their Department or employer as a source of support

for managing the stress and challenges of their work, compared to relying on their

partners (76 per cent) and personal friends (67 per cent) as their primary means of

support. This data speaks of the increasing risk placed on principals’ personal

relationships to bear the weight of work stress. We urge the use of this data to

instead draw attention to the wider responsibilities – and significant opportunity –

for schools and school systems to better address their leaders’ wellbeing with

trusted long-term professional supervisory relationships which could ultimately

help stem the departure of knowledge, skills, and wisdom from the field.

Cultivating Professionalism: Developing Clarity beyond
Compliance

The issue of professional agency in the education sector has been a persistent

concern for many years. In a 1975 publication titled Professional Supervision for

Professional Teachers, it was argued that supervision ‘is a neglected art in need of

revival’ (Sergiovanni et al., 1975, p. 1). It was thought necessary to break the

entrenched divisions among agendas of accountability, improvement, and innov-

ation in schools and the resultant negative impact on teachers’ agency and

motivation. The call at the time was to employ Professional Supervision practice

as a way to enact change, arguing that any meaningful change in education or

education systems was reliant on teachers, for ‘[i]n the final analysis it is what the

teacher decides to do day by day . . . that really matters and this daily encounter

needs to be the focus of change’ (p. 6).

Almost fifty years later, an understanding of compromised teacher agencymotiv-

ates our similar call for attending to the art of reflexive-oriented Professional

Supervision. Importantly, this is a call for professional, notmanagerial, supervision,

and this is where nomenclature matters: for the term ‘professional’ positions

a supervisee as an agent of their professional practice. Reframing and reclaiming

the term ‘professional’ in Professional Supervision assumes a respect and trust of

practice-knowledge and associated competencies. It offers a counterpoint to the

legacy of surveillance and inspection, without losing the important role of quality

assurance and accountability of conduct in a professionally codedand regulated role.

Using the term ‘Professional Supervision’ also enables the sector to learn from

12 Critical Issues in Teacher Education
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models of Professional Supervision that havebeendeveloped andnuancedover time

in other clinical and pastoral care settings.

How then can professional knowledge be valued to the extent that teachers and

principals feel that they have, and can exercise, professional agency? Here we

return to the importance of being reflexive over simply doing reflection. Billett

and Newton (2010) draw on a long line of reflective practice proponents to argue

that professional and occupational knowledge is generated and informed by

continual acts of reflection and reflexivity. This knowledge, they argue, is formed

and reshaped as a result of immersion in practice and a reflective focus on those

who are ultimately the beneficiaries of that practice: in our case, students or

learners. The purpose of being reflexive then, is to enable and embody meaning-

making, identity-forming, and order-producing in work activities (Nicolini,

2013), in the service of others. The mark of professionalism, as we suggest

here, is the capacity and commitment to be reflexive as a foundation for meaning-

making, and to find the clarity needed to take wise action as a result.

Baxter, Southall, and Gardner (2021) further argue for the ethical imperative

for reflexivity in education. Educational leaders’ proactive decision-making is

not just in their best interests as individuals performing a role but needs to

account for the people, policies, and paradigms that both affect and are affected

by those decisions. The skills and dispositions required to make ethical calls in

such dynamic, multi-systems work environments require more than an instru-

mental or technical rationality (Schön, 1984). Taking wise action requires the

kind of thinking awareness (McNiff, 2013) of an action-researcher, integrated

with a commitment of care for the people, places, and cultures served.

In discussing the role of Professional Supervision in nursing and social work,

Beddoe (2010) gestures towards active learning as a hallmark of professional

agency, whereby the ‘ideal supervision process would create a safe environment

for people to “discover their learning edge”’ (p. 1286). The call is to avoid an

instrumentalist tethering of supervision to compliance, and instead towards

a process of orienting practice and searching for saliences (Kemmis, 2005).

Central to both these understandings is a belief that effective reflective practice

should be primarily ‘a vehicle for developing curiosity’ (Thompson, 2022, p. 55).

Here, we invoke Flessner, Miller, Patrizio, and Horwitz’s definition of profes-

sional agency as working ‘beyond notions of empowerment to living spaces of

thought, tension and discovery’ (Flessner et al., 2012, p. 6). This, we propose, is

one of the core opportunities and purposes for Professional Supervision in

education: it is an invitation to cultivate agency through conversation in ‘living

spaces’ that draw upon educators’ agentic and ‘adaptive expertise’ (Zeichner,

2018, p. 29) to generate wise action and change.

13Professional Supervision for Principals
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What the Research Suggests

What do we know from the research literature about Professional Supervision in

education? How has it been implemented in education contexts to date, and

what does this tell us about how it might work best into the future?

Although there is a rich field of scholarship on reflective practice, including

journals dedicated to its exploration, research on Professional Supervision in

school contexts is nascent. As Bainbridge, Reid, and Del Negro (2022) note,

research on ‘supervision in education [to date] has an instrumental and therefore

performative, directional focus’ and its measure of effectiveness has centred on

‘the impact on standardised professional practice’ (p. 547). Internationally,

research with school educators point to conjecture about supervision’s definition

(Cornforth & Claiborne, 2008), and many variations of purpose and practice are

referenced. For instance, supervision in schools in the United States is described

as ‘instructional’ supervision and relates mostly to a practice of ‘instructional

leadership’ (Glanz, 2022). Other supervisory research focuses on in-class super-

vision of pre-service educators (Bates & Burbank, 2019).

More recently, there has been a growing resonance between what we describe

and practise as Professional Supervision (informed by the texts of Carroll, 2014,

and Hawkins & McMahon, 2020), and explorations in education coaching

(Andrews & Munro, 2018), futures-focused mentoring (Larsen et al., 2023),

and teacher visioning (Vaughn et al., 2021). While the cross-pollination among

these areas of practice offers a rich seam for further enquiry, here we cite a small

number of evaluated practice-based projects that align most closely with the

definition of Professional Supervision as we’ve experienced it in Australian

settings. In addition to this, we report on the commissioned evaluation of a pilot

course in Professional Supervision for principals that we recently co-facilitated

in Sydney, Australia.

In a small-scale study in the UK, seven school-based Special Education

Needs Coordinators (SENCOs) participated in twelve professional supervisions

over a period of two years. Using Hawkins and Shohet’s (2006) schema for

Professional Supervision – focusing on supervision’s developmental, qualita-

tive and resourcing functions – the researchers sought the supervisees’ feedback

and insights as they engaged in ‘working alliances’ with trained supervisors

(Reid & Soan, 2018, p. 64). The findings related to both the process and the

impact of supervisory practice with these education leaders, with participants

self-reporting that they felt re-energised in their work and that their professional

resilience had improved. They perceived the impact of supervision as helping

them avoid burnout, manage stress, and realise their vocational values (Reid &

Soan, 2018). The researchers also observed participants’ increased capacity

14 Critical Issues in Teacher Education
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over the life of the project to find their own solutions to issues and problems

raised. The participants conveyed that they felt better at strategic thinking and

believed that the supervision experience had enhanced their leadership devel-

opment. In terms of the process, the participants felt that professional safety was

vital to the effectiveness of the supervision, describing this as the provision of

confidential and ‘safe space’ in a non-judgemental environment. It was reported

that the supervision process’ effectiveness was also a result of it being con-

ducted outside the managerial gaze of the participants’ schools’ governmental

authority.

Bainbridge, Reid, and Del Negro (2022) extended this small UK study to

a further phase, conducting in-depth interviews with four of the original partici-

pants. Here, the researchers took awider theoretical lens to thefindings, referring to

the ‘contested nature of supervision in education settings’ (p. 547), and explicitly

commenting on the manifestations of a culture of governmentality in teachers’

‘self-disciplining practice’ (p. 548). The researchers found synergy between the

aims of Professional Supervision and Biesta’s concept of ‘pedagogies of interrup-

tion’ (p. 547). Their findings on the benefits of Professional Supervision were

summarised as:

• Professional learning:
* Enhanced critical reflection and processing complex thoughts
* Better strategic management and delegation
* Encouraging autonomy
* Listening to and anticipating staff needs

• Health and well-being:
* Reduced stress and anxiety
* Better work/life balance
* Improved ability to care for oneself.

(Adapted fromBainbridge, Reid, &Del Negro, 2022)

The research also suggested that the school cultures of some participants had

shifted, with the case study of one of the participants, a principal of ten years,

identifying that the time given to organise his thoughts during supervision had

made himmore aware of the importance for him and his staff to takemore time to

make decisions (p. 553). The researchers saw this as enabling a reconnection with

the teachers’ ‘understanding of the purpose of education’, such that ‘headteachers

can think and speak without judgement, therefore encounter[ing] . . . ideas

beyond established practice and discourse to imagine and offer solutions particu-

lar to their settings’ (p. 555). Here again, Bainbridge, Reid, and Del Negro refer to

Biesta’s call for educators’ orientation to ‘virtuosity’, whereby a ‘risky and open

15Professional Supervision for Principals
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dialogue [can be] entered into, enabling the educational leader to make ‘concrete

situated judgements about what is educationally desirable’ (Bainbridge, Reid, &

Del Negro, 2022, p. 555, citing Biesta, 2012).

In another evaluation project, Elliot and Hollingsworth (2020) similarly invoke

Biesta’s concept of agentic virtuosity in reporting on the impact of the Menzies

School Leader Fellowship Programwhich focused on cultivating leaders’ capacity

to build collective efficacy with others. While not referring to Professional

Supervision by name, the project is worthwhile mentioning as it relied on partici-

pants engaging in reflective practice that sought to help disassemble the ‘shady

façade of the autonomous individual leader’ (Bainbridge, Reid,&DelNegro, 2022,

p. 547). This approach aligns with Professional Supervision’s central concern with

the ‘unseen others’ impacted by a professional’s practice and reflects purposeful

multi-lensed and systems-thinking approaches to facilitated leadership support.

Biesta and Tedder’s distinction between ecological and egological thinking is

referred to here, whereby eco refers to the agentic and co-agentic impulse across

systems and processes, as distinct from the primarily autonomous and individual-

ised egocentric approach to thinking and leading (Biesta&Tedder, 2007). As Elliot

and Hollingsworth’s evaluation of the Menzies’ programme attests,

Efficacy involves more than thinking positively or being optimistic. It is
not a generalised trait, but rather it encompasses a diverse set of movable
beliefs, tied to action and agency, which constitutes the ability to make
things happen (p. 33, citing Bandura, 2012).

In this project, the relationship between reflective practice and efficacy to ‘make

things happen’ was shown to be strong.

A Pilot in Professional Supervision Learning with Principals

The empirical and theoretical findings of the aforementioned studies are consistent

with our own experience as co-facilitators of, and supervisors for, a pilot course in

Professional Supervision for public school principals and principal coaches in New

South Wales (NSW), Australia. This was initiated as a response to the developing

crisis of principalship in Australia: with principals experiencing burnout, signifi-

cant mental health issues, and violence leading tomany leaving the profession (See

et al., 2023). This coursewas introduced as an opportunity for principals to not only

learn about reflective supervision and how to lead it with others, but to also

experience it as supervisees themselves. Drawing on Geoff’s decade of experience

in supervision and training across various disciplines, andMary Ann’s background

in educational and creative leadership, mentoring, and research, the course was

tailored specifically for the education sector. The sixteen school principals and

principal support workers (such as coaches and systems leaders) involved in the
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pilot were invited to engage in ongoing conversation and feedback as to the

relevance of this application of Professional Supervision to their work as principals.

The course was evaluated by Paul Kidson, a former principal and the co-

investigator of the annual Australian Principal Occupational Health, Safety and

Wellbeing Survey. Over four months, the participants engaged in eight days of

practical intensives in addition to twenty ‘clinical’ hours of giving and receiving

supervision, and submitted six written assignments ranging from reflections on

their own supervisory practice to an essay on ethics. This enabled them to meet the

minimum requirements for registration as associate supervisors with the cross-

disciplinary professional body, the Australasian Association of Supervision.

Although the scope of the course evaluation did not include researching or

validating the claims of supervision’s impact itself, participants expressed that

they perceived supervision as a valuable and essential practice for supporting

principals’ professionalism and wellbeing. Kidson’s (2023) interim report

determined that:

Reflective supervision is seen [by the participants] as a more sophisticated
and effective process than coaching and mentoring; it is much better suited to
the nature of the transformational work required by contemporary educa-
tional leaders. (p. 1)

Participants expressed deep appreciation for the opportunity to reflect on the

more ‘spiritual’ aspects of educational leadership, noting that this is rarely

addressed in public education-endorsed professional development. They valued

Professional Supervision for allowing them to consider the vocational, ethical,

and motivational dimensions of being an educational leader, which are often

overlooked in other support mechanisms. ‘Given the challenging work of

educational leaders, there is deep appreciation that the course addressed exist-

ential and spiritual elements of their lives’ (Kidson, 2023, p. 1).

It was reported that the course’s focus on Professional Supervision had

‘changed some participants significantly’. In his final report, Kidson found

that ‘some, who started as “disillusioned with the system”, have transformed

themselves and now articulate their renewed desire to lead wider change’ (2024,

p. 5). While it’s important to differentiate the impacts of the course experience

from the broader claims about Professional Supervision, it’s worth noting that

the experiential learning programme provided significant insights into the

overall value of professional supervision as a practice.

Overwhelmingly, participants rated the program as one of the best professional
learning experiences they had encountered. The emphasis on trust, relation-
ships, ‘seeing the big picture’, and having freedom to use the language of ‘soul’
was refreshing. It was noted that, despite ‘spiritual’ being language in both the
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Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Declaration and the NSW Department Wellbeing
Framework, participants reflected this was the first time they felt it present and
respected in professional learning for educational leaders.

(Kidson, 2024, p. 7)

These remarks on the course’s relevance and effectiveness highlight what we

believe to be the unique value and potential for Professional Supervision in the

education sector. The role of principal often involves instrumental and per-

formative practices that are largely and increasingly tied to regulatory frame-

works for planning, measuring, and assessing student and staff achievements.

However, Professional Supervision recognises the human spirit and its abilities

for reflexivity, creativity, and ethical maturity in this. Ultimately, this is

a relational profession focused on people and their capacities to learn.

Inhibitors and Enablers of Professional Supervision in Education

Many of the principals we work with find it somewhat ironic that, for many of

the allied professionals who work in their school environments (social workers,

psychologists, chaplains, pastoral care workers), Professional Supervision is

commonplace. Yet, teachers and school leaders often are the first-responders to

the personal, social, and systemic crises in a school, and the associated com-

plexities that arise. Principals and teachers affect, and are affected by, the ethical

and relational dynamism of school life and are always already entangled in

multiple systems at once as they provide learning guidance and duty of care for

others. The demands on teachers and principals to report, evidence, assess, and

comply are increasing, without reflexive recourse to what is at stake for them

professionally and personally when trying to access their agency in a world of

complexities. Early research and our experiences in Professional Supervision

indicate that having professionally facilitated spaces to clarify purpose, roles,

and actions is crucial for sustainably navigating complex, multi-systemic envir-

onments. Although principals naturally strive to serve others and lead with

conviction, there is minimal support or resources for these vital aspects, often

referred to as the ‘soul’ of their work. Evidence is mounting that the costs are

becoming too high for many principals to continue business-as-usual in their

leadership. Climbing rates of stress, conflict, violence towards them, and

burnout are making schools increasingly harmful and risky places to be, for

leaders and learners alike.

In this section, we’ve argued that the increasing hyper-accountability agenda

in schools has diminished the role of reflective practice for leaders. While

leaders may engage in doing reflection, they rarely have the supported oppor-

tunity to be reflexive. We advocate for support processes that enable this
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reflexivity by reconnecting school leaders with a more agentic and sustainable

sense of their core purpose. These processes should also recognise and nurture

the conviction that initially drewmany leaders to the teaching profession – to be

change-agents in young people’s learning lives.

From our experience, the practice of Professional Supervision, which acknow-

ledges the interplay of ‘soul’, role, and context (Paterson, 2019), provides a

confidential space and generative processes to explore the systemic and ethical

entanglements of principals’ working lives. Emerging research findings and evalu-

ations of these initiatives in educational settings in Australia and internationally

confirm their positive impact on wellbeing.

The Offer of Professional Supervision

While the term ‘supervision’ might evoke outdated inspection methods and the

risk of being associated with surveillance and compliance cultures, Professional

Supervision offers significant benefits to the school sector. Just as it has in other

professions dealing with complex relational and systemically regulated tasks, it

can greatly support the work of principals and educators. The development of

Professional Supervision in the settings of clinical and pastoral care, as docu-

mented and theorised since the 1980s, suggests that it generates most impact

when approached as a professional co-learning endeavour and when its purpose

is for the supervisor and supervisee to be reflexive rather than do reflection. The

kind of supervisory practice we discuss here brings explorative, agentic adult

learning precepts to the fore, and acknowledges that the richest and most

relevant outcomes can arise from contextualised reflexivity in and of action.

Although we focus on the impact for school leaders here, the potential

remains for multiple purposes and impacts across the entire education sector.

Research with supervisees internationally is showing promising findings, and

we as ‘pracademics’ (Campbell, Hollweck, & Netolicky, 2023) seek to identify

in our own approaches, the conceptual frameworks that are emerging for us, as

we further discuss in Section 4.

Thus, the case for Professional Supervision in education is growing, yet still

speculative. We bring our lived observation that supervision can cultivate educa-

tors’ sense of agency by enabling self-determining professional growth in

a supportive alliance that builds relationality, autonomy, and competence (Ryan

& Deci, 2017; Bates & Burbank, 2019). We believe leaders and educators have

a responsibility to be reflexive, and to cultivate reflexivity among others, as a core

competence for society’s necessary ‘reworlding’ (Chrulew & De Vos, 2019) in

times of change. It is a practice that can be used to support systems thinking,

critical reflection, and trustworthiness in the speculative and imaginary. In the
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futurewe are facing and creating, educational leaders’ agency and co-agencywith

others is critical to the task of visioning a practical and potentially pluriversal

politics of the possible (Escobar, 2020). We suggest that in this, quality

Professional Supervision has a distinctive role to play.

In the next section, we bring the speculative to the realm of the possible and

practical, by focusing on the how of Professional Supervision. We explore key

practice frameworks and show how existing models and processes generate

dialogic opportunities to engage safely with uncertainty (Mason, 2022) and

cultivate a thinking awareness (McNiff, 2013). In outlining Professional

Supervision as a pedagogy of and for change, we consider the practical appli-

cations of Beddoe’s call to create the ideal supervision process as ‘a safe

environment for people to “discover their learning edge”, build competence

and utilise the energy generated by excitement and challenges in practice’

(Beddoe, 2010, p. 1286).

3 Frameworks and Practices of Professional Supervision

In this section, we:

• further extend the focus of Professional Supervision as being reflexive beyond

doing reflection

• identify significant conceptual frameworks and practices of Professional

Supervision

• examine the key contributions of key proponents and writers in various

disciplines and practice contexts

• consider a vignette example of group supervision in practice

We open and close this section with real-world supervision experiences. Some

readers may be keen to skip ahead to the frameworks that follow, then return to

this opening story. This is invited, as the writing of this section is the fruit of an

iterative process of thinking with supervision theory and practice. It is our way

of introducing a key approach to Professional Supervision called the Seven-

Eyed Model devised by Peter Hawkins (1985) and detailed in a key influential

text for cross disciplinary supervisor training, Supervision in the Helping

Professions (Hawkins & McMahon, 2020). Within these vignettes, we capture

a short precis of Professional Supervision’s history and key tenants. Following

this, we return to a central theme of this text: Professional Supervision’s

capacity to support participants to be reflexive rather do reflection. We do so

by drawing on recent scholarship on ‘thinking about thinking’, and bringing

attention to supervision’s expanded focus on exploring questions of purpose and

belief in professional life. In the third part of the section, we turn to the work of
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significant Professional Supervision proponents and their contribution to the

developing conceptual frameworks and practices in clinical and pastoral set-

tings: Michael Carroll (with Maria Gilbert), Joyce Scaife, Daphne Hewson, and

Neil Millar. Bringing together this collection of contributions shows how

supervision has developed beyond instrumentalism and a critique of practice,

towards its value as a process of learning. These contributions have led to more

recent understandings in today’s practice of Professional Supervision: that it can

be imaginal and ontological, not merely technocratic in approach.

Finally, we comment on the ways in which contemporary practice has been

shaped by broader academic disciplines and discourses: for example, in clinical

supervision where presence and partnering has been critical; in social work

where advocacy and agency are key; and, in pastoral supervision which prior-

ities vision and vocation. Here, I (Geoff) am indebted to two colleagues at the

Institute for Pastoral Supervision and Reflective Practice: Institute director and

writer, Michael Paterson, and my own supervisor for many years, Bobby

Moore, a leading exponent of cross disciplinary supervision. Their writing –

and the work of the Institute – has been an indispensable resource for the

emerging practice of supervision in Australia.

An Emerging Model for Critical Reflexive Conversations

I (Geoff) am meeting with the senior leaders of an independent school, on the

morning of one of their internal leadership conferences. The group comprises the

principal, senior deputy principal, three other deputy principals, the chief oper-

ations officer, and the chief of staff. To begin, I provide a brief overview of the

Process Framework for reflexive conversations. Following Bobby Moore’s

approach, I suggest to the assembled group that each participant would need

three key resources to bring to our supervisory conversations: their emotional,

theoretical, and practical intelligence. Short guided reflections lasting only

60–90 seconds follow as a way to prepare and help establish a hospitable space.

Each participant is asked to pay attention firstly to their breathing and then to their

body. Participants are invited to make any adjustments to their seating, the room

temperature, the lighting, and so forth before continuing. Several turn off their

phones, one asks for the lighting to be lowered, and one changes chairs. The group

is now attuned to their own breath, bodies, each other, and the environment, and

are ready for the next step.

The group are invited to share their hopes over two horizons. The first is the

immediate horizon: their after-lunch session when another twenty school

colleagues will join them. What is their intention for the next three and

a half hours together before this happens? The second horizon is our last
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scheduled meeting for the end of the year. What is their intention for our work

together over the next ten months? As each participant shares their hopes and

intentions it is apparent that emotional, theoretical, and practical intelligence

is gently and generously offered. They together bring a clarity of purpose to

our time together, and we now have a group working agreement. As facilitator

I am confident this group has the resources of the three intelligences necessary

for our work together.

This first session continues with an exploration of the process framework

utilising Moore’s three rubrics: reflexive awareness, critical reflexivity, and

practical reflexivity. A single page summary of the process framework is given

to the participants which evokes a simple question from one of the new partici-

pants that proves to be a pivotal moment. The question is for a definition of

reflexivity.

Fortunately, I catch my own reflexive response before launching into

a definition. I am aware of my desire for two new participants to like and trust

me. If I am able to provide a clear definition of reflexivity from the supervision

literature my academic skills will be on display. But can I remember one? More

significantly, is quoting a definition the most important thing to say? I share,

instead, my own hesitation and uncertainty. Can I remember a good definition?

Will that help? I notice my assumption (intuition) that I want to be an expert

facilitator by providing good, academically rigorous answers. Attending to that

assumption – bringing it to mind in the here-and-now – I make it available for

collective critical reflection and deeper examination. My transparency regarding

my own reflexive response demonstrates reflexivity, rather thanmerely defines it. In

the discussion that follows, I feel it is a good call. In the words ofMoore, the level to

which supervisees will trust supervisors is directly related to how ‘they experience

the supervisors’ credibility, reliability, and intimacy as collectively exceeding their

self-interest’ (Moore, 2017, p. 36).

I apply a further aspect of the process framework to this – given it is a group

supervision and noting that the primary role is relational – and seek to cultivate

an ‘open heart and mind for empathic resonance’ where the ‘focus [is] on the

emotional narrative’ (Moore, 2017, p. 112). The process framework insists that

emotional intelligence – characterised by vulnerability, empathy, and trust – is

our starting point, not our end point, for the group’s work.

I introduce the group to Nancy Kline’s framework for ‘listening to ignite’,

prior to beginning our group conversations. Kline states,

The quality of everything we do depends on the quality of the thinking we do
first. The quality of our thinking depends on the way we treat each other while
we are thinking. The ten behaviours or conditions that generate the best kind
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of thinking are: Attention, Equality, Ease, Appreciation, Encouragement,
Information, Feelings, Diversity, Incisive Questions, Place.

(Kline, 1999, p. 17, 35)

By considering Kline’s words, the assembled group of senior school leaders is

beginning their supervisory journey with reflexivity by considering together the

kind of thinking, listening and conversation needed. Perhaps this captures what

we mean when we say ‘thinking about thinking’, and what Dan Siegel has in

mind when he uses the phrase, ‘reflective intelligence’.

From Doing Reflection to Being Reflexive:
Thinking about Thinking

In many contemporary workplaces, professional leadership requires adaptabil-

ity and agility (Heifetz, Grashow, & Linsky, 2009). There is a growing body of

literature, confirmed by the lived experience of many school leaders we work

with, that older, less flexible leadership styles are no longer suited to contem-

porary contexts (Kaldor, Nash, & Paterson, 2017). Recent developments in

‘thinking about thinking’ alert us to the value of being reflexive in such contexts

and in the wider social environment of uncertainty and change. Research

advances in neuroscience appear to confirm some and challenge other widely

held assumptions about how we think. In certain instances, these discoveries

have highlighted and examined our use of commonplace phrases such as

‘trusting your instincts’ (Polanyi, 2009); ‘I need some time to think’ (Kline,

1999); ‘that was quick thinking’ (Kahneman, 2011); and, ‘think again’ (Grant,

2021). Similarly, other writers have alluded to the importance of reflective

practice in contemporary working life by referring to the mindful brain

(Siegel, 2007) or the organised mind (Levitin, 2014). In this section, we

consider the implications that flow from these insights to support our explor-

ation of quality Professional Supervision as a process for harnessing thinking,

encouraging reflexivity, and choosing considered wise action.

Gut Instincts: Friend or Foe?

More than generation ago, philosopherMichael Polanyi asserted that most people

‘can knowmore than they can tell’ (Polanyi, 2009, p. 4). In a landmark book titled

The Tacit Dimension, he calls our gut instincts ‘tacit knowing’. Many experienced

professionals and leaders learn to trust their instincts over time. Yet, honest

professionals and leaders will also admit they don’t always get it right. Herein

lies a paradox for instinctive thinking, decision-making, and practice: how can

you know the difference? More recent research by psychologist Daniel
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Kahneman reveals the question is quite complex. The more experienced the

practitioner, the more likely they are to believe their instincts are right, even

when substantial evidence shows they are wrong. Kahneman’s conclusion is

sobering for those who prefer to rely on their instincts:

the confidence that people have in their intuitions is not a reliable guide to
their validity. In other words, do not trust anyone – including yourself – to tell
you how much you should trust their judgment . . . If subjective confidence is
not to be trusted, how can we evaluate the probable validity of an intuitive
judgment? When do judgments reflect true expertise? When do they display
an illusion of validity? (Kahneman, 2011, pp. 239–40)

In recognising this tendency in ourselves as well as in the school leaders we

supervise, we notice the ways that Professional Supervision provides frame-

works to discern whether gut instincts are friend or foe. Moore’s process

framework for supervision, for instance, invites a multi-lens approach that

includes a focus on the absent or unseen other (Moore, 2010). In the case of

Professional Supervision with school principals, this means bringing light to

nuanced impacts on students, parents, or colleagues for situations or actions

when they might not initially be the main focus of attention. The value of guided

conversation using multiple lenses for reflection is further highlighted by

Kahneman’s distinction between thinking fast and slow.

Fast and Slow Thinking: Is Quick Thinking a Virtue or Vice?

Quick thinking and gut instincts are related but not identical facets of thought

and decision-making. Kahneman distinguishes quick thinking as ‘System 1’

and slow thinking as ‘System 2’ whereby:

System 1 operates automatically and quickly, with little or no effort and no
sense of voluntary control. System 2 allocates attention to the effortful mental
activities that demand it, including complex computations. The operations of
System 2 are often associated with the subjective experience of agency,
choice, and concentration (Kahneman, 2011, pp. 20–21).

Agency and choice. Attention and concentration. Complexity. These, according

to Kahneman, exist in the realm of slow (not fast) thinking. Having provided

Professional Supervision to senior leaders in church contexts, armed services, and

now schools for over ten years, I (Geoff) am no longer surprised at just how

critical it is to slow down the conversation (and thinking) in sessions, so leaders

can regain their sense of agency and discover they have choices – not merely

decisions – to make. The ability to think quickly, a trait of most senior leaders in
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time-pressured complex roles, must be considered a virtue but also, if unchecked,

a vice that can potentially diminish agency, choice, attention, and concentration.

Time to Think: Listening to Ignite Thinking for Wise Practice

Nancy Kline makes explicit the link between the quality of thinking and

listening in our relationships: ‘the quality of everything we do depends on the

quality of the thinking we do first. The quality of our thinking depends on the

way we treat each other while we are thinking’ (Kline, 1999, p. 17). Listening

and thinking are therefore entwined as a relational act – evident in the purpose

and context of Professional Supervision which seeks to ignite reflexivity and

thinking in choices towards wise action. As noted previously, Kline suggests

there are three types of listening: listening to interrupt, listening to understand,

and listening to ignite (Kline, 1999). In a noisy and competitive environment,

fuelled by the 24/7 media cycle, contemporary society is plagued by interrup-

tions to listening, thinking, and reflecting. It is therefore unsurprising that

school leaders, operating in large and complex ecosystems with busy, over-

crowded timetables, often listen to interrupt with the intention to respond or fix

quickly. It can become an efficiency default leading to an overall preferred way

to interact. While quick thinking has its benefits in the more technocratic aspects

of school management, curiosity, and reflexivity can often be displaced by time

pressures and a culture of continual crisis management. As many of our school

leader supervisees have confided, too few opportunities exist for taking

a reflexive rather than reactive route to dealing with things that trouble them.

Thinking Again: Unlearning for Wise Practice

At the centre of organisational psychologist Adam Grant’s thesis in Think Again:

The Power of Knowing What You Don’t Know is the simple idea, and incredibly

difficult activity, of unlearning. While we consider unlearning as one of four core

conditions of quality supervision in Section 4, it is important to note here that Grant

stereotypes the leader who is unwilling to ‘think again’ (in effect, to unlearn)

categorically as either a preacher, a prosecutor, or a politician. Leaders who refuse

to unlearn become trapped in ‘overconfidence cycles’ whereby they ‘form an

opinion that feels right, seek information to support that opinion, feel validated

and proudly express opinions’ (Grant, 2021, pp. 3–4).While the preachers, prosecu-

tors or politicians in our midst might feel unfairly maligned byGrant’s characterisa-

tion (I, Geoff, was a preacher for a couple of decades), many leaders might squirm

uncomfortably in recognition of Grant’s claims. Busy schedules, constant interrup-

tions, the pressures from various stakeholders with their competing, irreconcilable
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demands – no aspect of this environment supports the acts of thinking slow,

taking time to think, or thinking again. In the context of education, neurosci-

entist Dan Siegel suggests that reflection should be the fourth R of education

(Siegel, 2007), not only for students but, we argue, for educators and education

leaders as well. For while doing reflection is expected in the case of assessing

job performance or evidencing system standards or improvement plans, reflex-

ivity as deep learning – ‘thinking about thinking’ to notice beliefs and biases

that inform everyday thinking – should be critical across all aspects of con-

temporary school life.

Before returning to the vignette of Geoff’s senior executive team in group

supervision, it is worth acknowledging the broader themes from Siegel’s research

that relate to the underpinning quality of intention in Professional Supervision.

Deeper Thinking for Intention and Fidelity in Practice

In his discussion of the mindful brain, Siegel draws on the perspective of

interpersonal neurobiology to acknowledge and embrace the wide array of

ways to know: ‘from the broad spectrum of scientific disciplines to the expres-

sive arts and contemplative practice’ (Siegel, 2007, p. xvii). Like many of the

writers surveyed here, the importance of paying attention – ‘focusing awareness

on a very specific mental process: our own intentional state’ – is crucial for

Siegel:

Intentions tie a given moment of life together, link actions now with actions
of immediate next moment, creating the underlying ‘glue’ that directs atten-
tion, motivates action, and processes the nature of our actions.

(Siegel, 2007, p. 178)

The implication for how effective school leaders could be supported to think

well, lead well, and be well via attention to their intentions is significant here.

As a kind of diagnostic for quality supervisory practice itself, we can draw on

Siegel’s identification of the seven functions of the middle prefrontal cortex that

are associated with ‘attending to intention’: ‘body regulation, attuned commu-

nication, emotional balance, response flexibility, empathy, self-knowing aware-

ness, and fear modulation’ (Siegel, 2007, p. 191).

Wewill return to Siegel’s work in our discussion of attunement and resonance

in Section 4. However, it is important here to recognise the ways in which

Professional Supervision, as exemplified in our case of the school’s executive

team, invited attention to intention; and, in doing so, enabled participants to

engage in processes of dialogue and embodied noticing that made the workings

of these seven functions explicit.
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Frameworks for Learning in Professional Supervision

While understandings of neuroscience strengthen the rationale for Professional

Supervision, what are the conceptual frameworks for its practice? What underpins

and distinguishes quality reflexive practice in supervision? What actually happens

and why?

There are many accessible in-depth handbooks on Professional Supervision

that explain its practice in detail and have guided its introduction and training in

clinical and pastoral settings since the 1980s (Hewson & Carroll, 2016; Davys

& Beddoe, 2020; Hawkins & McMahon, 2020). Rather than replicate the detail

and intent of these texts, we turn to the work of those who have made significant

contributions towards our own understandings of practice, relevant to supervi-

sion in the school sector. Here, we refer to the what of supervision through

Michael Carroll’s five point overview, before turning to Carroll and Maria

Gilbert’s categorisation of different levels of reflection, Moore’s process frame-

work, and finally to the Seven-Eyed Model (Hawkins, 2011; Hawkins &

McMahon, 2020) as a predominant approach in contemporary practice.

Professional Supervision Is Learning through Reflection
(Michael Carroll with Maria Gilbert)

Michael Carroll’s five-point summary of Professional Supervision is one of the

clearest expressions of the what of supervision:

1. The focus of supervision is practice.

2. The end result of supervision is learning (the deepest form of which is

transformational learning).

3. The method used in supervision is reflection (reflection, reflexivity, critical

reflection, and critical self-reflection).

4. Supervisors facilitate that process by creating an environment and relation-

ship that mediate learning.

5. The supervisory relationship is the engine room.

(Carroll, 2014, p. 18)

Carroll’s middle point here is key.We understand reflection as the method and we

argue in the case of supervision in education that reflexivity is the most generative

and the most needed in the current context of contemporary school leadership.

With Gilbert, Carroll later categorised six levels of reflection, from the discon-

nection of no reflection to the universal connections of a more transcendental

stance (Carroll & Gilbert, 2011, p. 220). Before reviewing these levels and their

applicability to Professional Supervision, it is worth noting that the levels are

designed as incremental, developing fromwhat Carroll calls a level of ‘me-stance’

27Professional Supervision for Principals

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/9

78
10

09
43

06
85

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009430685


reflection, through to reflection that embraces relationality with systems of greater

complexity. The Seven-Eyed Model of Supervision (Hawkins, 2011; Hawkins &

McMahon, 2020), as noted already, captures an activation of this relational and

systemic approach, but does not preferentially categorise these ‘eyes’ (herein

referred to as Modes) as similarly graduated. Rather, in the Seven-Eyed Model,

the supervisory experience is like a dance among these modes as they focus

variously on:

• the situation the supervisee brings and their strategies and interventions

(Modes One and Two)

• the supervisee’s relationship with others they serve (Mode Three)

• the supervisee themself (Mode Four)

• the supervisory relationship itself (Mode Five)

• the supervisor’s own experiences (Mode Six)

• the wider contexts and systems in which the work happens (Mode Seven).

(Adapted from Hawkins & McMahon, 2020, p. 85)

It is important to note here, that these latter modes (Five, Six, and Seven), and

the intentional integration of all modes can be described as characteristic of

Professional Supervision, and has made it distinct in the past from conventional

traditions of coaching and mentoring.

Professional Supervision therefore invites multiple modes of reflection that

enable reflexivity: in other words, it gives rise to ‘thinking about thinking’ that

draws attention to underlying beliefs, attitudes and assumptions, and can therefore

engage with a more ethically mature and potentially transformative ‘seeing

beyond’ (Carroll & Gilbert, 2011, p. 222). Carroll and Gilbert refer to this as

‘what makes meaning and what gives meaning to life’, thereby inviting ‘higher or

larger perspective(s) that help . . . make sense of life and purpose’ (Carroll &

Gilbert, 2011, p. 222). Elsewhere, this meaning-making perspective is aligned with

inner-life and ‘soul’ work. As a scholar-priest in a Judeo-Christian tradition,

I (Geoff) have been pleasantly surprised that this spiritually inflected language

has resonated strongly in Professional Supervision teaching with people of other

faiths and no faith (Kidson, 2024); and I (Mary Ann), as a contemplative practi-

tioner oriented by non-Christian traditions, have recognised supervisees’ yearning

to get to the ‘real heart and soul’ of matters intimating their resonance with bigger

pictures of purpose in role and life, beyond simplified cause-and-effect or wholly

anthropocentric ways of seeing-and-sensing. This more expansive level of reflec-

tion, Gilbert and Carroll note, ‘transcends any particular relationship, person or

situation, opening into a larger construct that is inherent in all relationships, people

or situations’ (Carroll & Gilbert, 2011, p. 222). Rather than making this attention
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abstract or arbitrary, the guided conversations of Professional Supervision invite

supervisees ‘to live [their] current situation through expanded perspective, and

recognise [their] own personal limitations of perception.’ Carroll and Gilbert

describe it as the opportunity to ‘expand my ‘little self’ and embody qualities . . .

that guide, teach and inspire me’ (Carroll & Gilbert, 2011, p. 222).

At another end of the spectrum, reflection can often be dismissed as superfi-

cially or singularly navel-gazing. Professional Supervision inherently avoids

this by consciously applying frameworks that require multiple modes and lenses

of reflection. It is an affective and metacognitive dance of thinking, feeling,

talking, and doing: a sensing as well as a making sense, a thinking about

thinking, and an invitation to questions about what drives beliefs, values, biases,

and blind spots. For example, ‘How are the unseen others in this situation

impacted?’ In Carroll and Gilbert’s description of the level of ‘zero reflection’,

a supervisee may find it ‘difficult to go internal, or to look at wider pictures or

bigger systems’ (Carroll & Gilbert 2011, p. 220). This lack of reflection – or

rather, capacity for reflection – inevitably leads to a ‘black-and-white stance to

making sense of events and is based on a theory of causality and reporting that is

very simplistic, such as “this caused that to happen”’ (Carroll & Gilbert 2011,

p. 220, emphasis added). Leaders who are unwilling to engage beyond this basic

level of reflection might therefore characterise reflective practice as navel

gazing if the connection to action is not made. Unfortunately, this can lead to

a default shaming or blaming of others, because ‘there is little consideration for

how [they, the supervisee] might be part of the problem or contribute to it’

(Carroll & Gilbert, 2011, p. 220).

Quality supervision enables the supervisee to slow down, pause, and reflect on

practice for the purpose of taking wise action. For this to happen, Carroll and

Gilbert describe the early stages of creating the supervisory alliance as empathic.

With an observer stance, a supervisor can offer ‘a more compassionate interpret-

ation [that] allows for insights into what is happening to the other’ (Carroll &

Gilbert, 2011, p. 220). A collaborative and relational reflective stance can then be

developed when personal connection is made, ‘shared space’ is cultivated, and

the awareness that through dialogue ‘we create a relational dilemma for which we

both have some responsibility’ (Carroll & Gilbert, 2011, p. 220).

The systems-perspective of the Seven-Eyed Model of supervision is, we

believe, crucial to quality supervision in education. In addition to the benefit of

offering multiple initial entry points into reflection and dialogue, its systemic

reflective modes acknowledge the dynamics of the various systems and contexts

that school leaders navigate, asking ‘how is it all connected and how can we see

and reflect from these multiple perspectives?’ Supervisors often invoke the image

of a helicopter (or satellite), as a way to describe the ‘ability to see the various
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small and large systems that affect our lives and our behaviour’ (Carroll &

Gilbert, 2011, p. 221). The art of supervision is to realise that the bigger picture

is not separated from the necessary internal self-reflection: systems influence and

affect people, just as people influence and affect systems. Gilbert and Carrol

observe that, when held together, the supervisee often realises, ‘Gosh!, it’s

actually about me!’, because insight on ways of working and meaning-making

emerge from taking integrated perspectives.

Being reflexive, or taking a reflexive stance, captures this integration. It is the

opportunity for a supervisee, in our case a school leader, to think systemically and

relationally, while also ‘thinking about their thinking’. In so doing, they are invited

to see their part, their movement, their resonance in a bigger dynamic, a bigger

whole. In the Seven-EyedModel, this integrated perspective is critically explicit in

Mode Five whereby, in the relationship between supervisor and supervisee, the

reflection on the there-and-then enters the here-and-now (Hawkins & McMahon,

2020, p. 88).

Modes Six and Seven in the model weave together both the inner perspective

(the reflexive stance of the supervisee) with the wider, systems perspective,

aligning back to Gilbert and Carroll’s highest levels of reflection:

This is the reflective stance that sees ‘beyond’ to what makes meaning and
what gives meaning to life. I am willing to adopt this expanded view/state of
being, even though it may require me to enter a space of ‘not knowing’, and
may engender a profound restructuring of my mental constructs.

(Carroll & Gilbert, 2011, p. 222)

Carroll and Gilbert’s significant contribution to our understanding of Professional

Supervision is that it invites and engenders ‘not knowing’. While Buddhist

traditions refer to this as beginner’s mind, educators have long known that all

true learning begins at the edge of not knowing. Carroll has more recently

articulated this as ‘uncertainty’: ‘ask me what I do as a supervisor and I will

reply that I have become a facilitator of reflection and that I manufacture uncer-

tainty. It was allowingmyself to be uncertain that first introducedme to reflection’

(Hewson&Carroll, 2016, p. x). How, then, does learning through uncertainty and

not-knowing shape supervisory practice? That is addressed in Joyce Scaife’s

approach to reflexivity in practice.

Professional Supervision Is a Relational Act, Cultivating
Conditions for Reflexivity (Joyce Scaife)

In the context of professional practice I understand the term reflexivity to describe
any process that includes itself within its own imperative . . . If, as a teacher or
supervisor, I prevail upon students and supervisees to adopt a curious and
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questioning attitude, and I exemplify this in my own teaching and supervisory
practice then I am adopting a reflexive stance . . . From a reflexive perspective we
include ourselves in our thinking about our work because the accounts that we give
cannot be independent of the observer. (Scaife, 2010, p. 8)

For Joyce Scaife, a supervisor, writer, and researcher in mental health supervi-

sion, keeping reflexivity in mind, ‘allows me to check that an opportunity for

congruence between my beliefs and my actions has not been missed’ (Scaife,

2010, p. 9). The contribution of Scaife’s work is the understanding that the

Professional Supervision experience itself is a process of co-constructing

meaning. This is present in questions such as ‘How is this process going?’

and ‘How are we doing?’ (Scaife, 2010, p. 9). Resonant with Brookfield (2016)

and Schön (1984), Scaife identifies five challenges or obstacles to quality

reflective practice in supervision. These include:

• persistence of traditional values,
• organisational culture,
• impossibility of standing outside context,
• fear of appearing incompetent, and
• fear of opening oneself to scrutiny and of emotional connectedness

(Scaife, 2010, p. 18).

Quality practice in Professional Supervision is therefore reliant on the devel-

opment of trusting relationships whereby supervisors can hold and not judge

supervisees’ vulnerabilities. This is particularly important for leaders such as

school principals who regularly say they ‘just get on with it’ and rarely acknow-

ledge, let alone express feelings of vulnerability in the working day. The most

effective kind of relationship in Professional Supervision to develop this trust,

Scaife suggests, is one premised on ‘strong supervisory alliance’, whereby super-

visees can reveal ‘their insecurities, their successes, and their innermost thoughts

and feelings in order to critically review how these are impacting on their work’

(Scaife, 2010, p. 24).

In these ways, Scaife foregrounds Professional Supervision as a relational

act: one of walking with supervisees as they draw on diverse ways of knowing

themselves, others, and the contexts in which they work. Scaife describes these

diverse ways of knowing as important and present (in varying degrees) in all

supervisory encounters. They include:

• aesthetic ways of knowing: ‘grasping, interpreting, envisioning what is to
be achieved’;

• personal ways of knowing: ‘in terms of the practitioner’s [supervisee’s] own
mental models, vision, attitudes, feelings, concerns and ignorance’;
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• ethical ways of knowing: ‘what is judged to be the best or right action or non-
action’; and

• empiric ways of knowing: ‘what is accessible through the senses that can be
observed and measured in some kind of way’

(Scaife, 2010, p. 31).

In the supervisory alliance, ideally the supervisor is alert to the diverse ways of

knowing available to the supervisee’s own reflexive process and is able to direct

and facilitate attention to them and between them as needed.

So far, through the work of Paterson, Gilbert, and Scaife, we have described

Professional Supervision as reflexive learning and as a relational act that draws

on diverse ways of knowing. Next, we consider the key processes within the

supervision encounter with Hewson and Carroll’s framework of noticing,

considering and consolidating, before again expanding our view to the types

and functions of Professional Supervision as they are relevant to educational

leadership.

Supervision Is a Process of Noticing, Considering, and Consolidating
(Daphne Hewson with Michael Carroll)

I (Geoff) have been supervising and teaching professional supervision for more

than decade, and one of the assessment tasks I regularly set is for students to

search for, select, and precis an article on supervision theory that connects to

their own practice. Often, the works of Carroll and Paterson come up. This is

partly because of the volume of writing they have published, but also because of

their ability to succinctly capture the heart of supervision in pithy, practical

terms: for example, Paterson’s description of supervision as noticing, wonder-

ing and realising (Leach & Paterson, 2015).

Similarly, Daphne Hewson and Carroll provide a summary of the supervisory

process as ‘noticing, considering and consolidating’ (Hewson & Carroll, 2016,

p. vi). They articulate how reflective practice within Professional Supervision

comprises both reflection on practice and reflection for practice, arguing that

Schön’s concept of reflection in action (or practice) can be really difficult, even

for the most practised professionals (Hewson & Carroll, 2016, p. 40). They

instead distil the process of a supervisory session as: ‘learning how to notice

what’s happening, learning how to analyse it and unpack the assumptions that

underpin it, and learning how to put this into practice, so that it becomes routine’

(Hewson & Carroll, 2016, p. vi).

Carroll’s long experience as a leading theorist and practitioner of supervision

has taught him two essential truths: ‘supervision is first and foremost for

supervisees’ and ‘supervision is primarily a reflective conversation’ (Hewson
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& Carroll, 2016, p. x). If supervision is primarily a reflective conversation, then

‘it is with reflection-on-practice and reflection-for-practice that supervision

finds its true home’ (Hewson & Carroll, 2016, p. x). Noticing, considering

and consolidating are key to this process, as they enable the entanglements of

past, present, and future to ignite discussion. Carroll is fond of quoting

Kierkegaard, ‘you live life forwards, you understand it backwards’ (Carroll,

2011, p. 15), such that supervision ‘meditates on the past in the present to

prepare the future’ (Carroll, 2011, p. 27). Therefore, noticing involves ‘pausing

and noticing to become fully aware’; considering involves ‘making sense of

what you’ve noticed by careful exploration and analysis, particularly of the

assumptions and values that underpin it’; and consolidating ‘translates new

learning into practice’ (Hewson & Carroll, 2016, p. 41–45).

This scaffold for Profession Supervision offers a simple harness for conver-

sations on the complexities of everyday professional life. In our experience,

senior leaders across various professions often report that, once introduced to it

through supervision, they utilise this same scaffold for other aspects of their

own leadership and teaching and find it a useful way of bringing the there-and-

then into the here-and-now to inform future action.

Professional Supervision Moves beyond the Instrumental and Critical,
to the Imaginal and Ontological (Neil Millar)

In his recent doctoral studies, supervisor and researcher, Neil Millar, makes the

case that Professional Supervision attends to matters beyond the instrumental

and critical, towards the imaginal and ontological. In other words, Millar’s work

attests to the value of maintaining integrity in being reflexive, beyond the act of

doing reflection as a means of compliance or evaluation. It is worth considering

in more detail here what Millar means by these types of reflection, so the

distinctive purpose and value of Professional Supervision compared with

other professional support mechanisms for leaders can be realised.

Instrumental Reflection

Similar to the graduated levels of reflection described by Carroll, Millar refers

to instrumental reflection as ‘simple problem-solving’, focusing on the ‘nuts

and bolts of past action and usually involves such things as reviewing, diagnos-

ing, analysing, strategising and deciding’ (Millar, 2018, p. 46). Many leaders,

by necessity, must employ instrumental approaches to enable and enhance their

team or organisation’s effectiveness and efficiency. This is particularly true of

leaders operating in complex systems like schools. Without instrumental reflec-

tion and accountability to standards, students and teachers would suffer the
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consequences of ineffectual practices or inefficient processes of education. Yet,

narrowing all reflective practice in school leadership to a sole focus on instru-

mental reflection would generate only ‘technical and behavioural knowledge –

that is, knowledge to do with means and ends, with the what, when, where and

how of action’, rather than the critical or ‘ethical dimensions of practice’

(Millar, 2018, p. 46) – the why.

Instrumental reflection is usually management-driven and compliance-oriented

and, as Millar suggests, is often rife when there is organisational restructuring,

streamlining, and cost-cutting – thereby leaving little agency for reflection on

values. Often, when consultants or coaches are employed by organisations to foster

better and improved practices, compliance rather than fidelity becomes the goal.

And while attending to matters of compliance may be one aspect of Professional

Supervision’s normative function, when instrumental reflection is disconnected

from a consideration of values, ethics, and sense of deeper purpose, its capacities

for genuine reflexivity and new insights are limited.

Critical Reflection

Teachers and school leaders will be familiar with the processes of critical reflec-

tion in their education studies. In theory and practice, critical reflection entwines

two main emphases: the personal and cultural. Both require uncovering and

evaluating the taken-for-granted assumptions, norms, beliefs, and embedded

power relations that can constrain practice. Millar offers a compelling description

of critical reflection as

more difficult than instrumental reflection, not only because it calls on
complex ways of thinking but also because the focus moves from external
practical issues to the consideration of internal values and beliefs, as well as
of broader historical, socio-political and cultural issues. [Yet] Critical
reflection . . . tends to privilege rational thinking over and against embodi-
ment, emotion, transformative learning. (Millar, 2018, p. 49)

The importance of critical reflection within Professional Supervision is to engage

with questions of power and the underlying effectiveness of their practice: what

values or beliefs do I hold that enable me to do this work well? What of these

values and beliefs are also inhibiting or blinding me from doing it well by others?

Other supportive modalities such as coaching and mentoring can and do invite

critical reflection on practice, and this can be effective in certain contexts or

circumstances: for example, in the mentoring of early career teachers (Long et al.,

2012) or in the coaching of new school leaders (Van Nieuwerburgh et al., 2020).

As we have suggested, however, Professional Supervision is uniquely placed to

engage with a broader range and diversity of affective ways of knowing and
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recognising of the dynamic flows of complex systems, people, and practices. As

such, critical reflection is an important part, but not the whole, of the intention of

Professional Supervision.

Imaginal Reflection

Millar’s depiction of imaginal reflection attends to ‘personal interaction, imagin-

ation, intuition, emotion and serendipity in practitioner experience’ (Millar, 2018,

p. 55). It evokes a reflexive turn beyond the rationality of critical reflection in that

it ‘includes noticing and appreciating evocative moments during the time of

reflection itself – how one turns up in reflection’. It includes the ‘personal

impressions, images, thoughts, feelings, memories and fantasies and temptations

that arise in the [actual] process of reflection’ (Millar, 2018, p. 55). This kind of

reflection demands more of the supervisee, in terms of recognising how and why

they inhabit their practice. It draws attention to supervisees’ capacities to work

‘more as an intuitive experiencer than a detached observer and analyst’ of their

experience (Millar 2018, p. 56). Millar further explains that the ‘purpose of

attending to these experiences is to develop self-understanding, integrity and

authenticity in our work which is important if practitioners [supervisees] are to

nurture their sense of vocation’ (Millar 2018, p. 57). He also cautions that

imaginal reflection, if unchecked, ‘can dissolve into personal truth/knowledge

claims and even narcissistic self-absorption, raising the crucial question of what

counts as rigour in imaginal reflection’ (Millar 2018, p. 58).

Expanding beyond the essential questions of practice (what should I do?) and

questions of effectiveness (what enables me to do it well?), imaginal reflection

can draw school leaders to more existential reflections: what do I really want to

do? These questions can risk becoming indulgent (navel-gazing), even coun-

terproductive, if exercised without necessary rigour. Which brings us to

Millar’s fourth type of reflection for supervision purposes: ontological reflec-

tion which traditionally refers to philosophical or theological inquiry into the

nature of being.

Ontological Reflection

Ontological reflection gets to the heart of vocation and helps to signify world-

views and ways of being not just in professional contexts, but in life.

Ontological reflection pays careful attention to the particularities and nuances
of a practitioner’s ways of being in practice (their words, actions and reac-
tions) and to what these reveal about who they are and how they perceive the
world, as well as about the nature of their context and the work of their
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profession. Ontological reflection’s purpose is to support practitioners to
grow in their practical wisdom or phronesis. (Millar, 2018, p. 65)

This kind of reflection can be the most demanding as it asks questions of true

purpose and vocation. It leads the supervisee to consider: what is worth doing?

In the case of school leaders, this kind of question is rarely asked of them. It can

be vulnerable territory as it invites reflection on the connections and conversa-

tions between ‘soul’, role, and context in their lives (Paterson, 2019).

Each of the fourmodes of reflection identified byMillar is valid in Professional

Supervision, depending on the context. Problems emerge, however, when com-

pliance or competence cultures restrict the purpose of reflection solely to instru-

mental problem-fixing, performance management, or critique of critical events.

Similarly, reflection ‘concerned primarily with how we can access, reconcile and

emancipate our ways of knowing’ (Millar 2018, p. 65) can miss key opportunities

to widen our lenses of understanding. It can dismiss, or worse avoid, the phases of

discomfit that genuine deep learning sometimes require. Professional Supervision

can, and must, be reflexive, drawing on the oft-neglected reflective intelligences

which ironically are often latent in education spaces. Ontological reflection, as

part of being reflexive, engages with ‘our being in the world andwithwhat we can

and need to become if we are to be faithful to the people with whom we work,

to the profession to which we belong and to ourselves as practitioners’ (Millar,

2018, p. 65).

How Professional Supervision Has Developed

To support the case for Professional Supervision in education, it is important to

recognise its genealogy with respect to its purpose, key conceptual frameworks,

and signature practices. The widespread consensus is that it was first established

in the ‘helping’ professions: that is, professions in human services and support,

whether that be clinical in terms of physical and mental health care settings or

pastoral in terms of spiritual care (Hawkins & McMahon, 2020). As a theory-

informed practice, Professional Supervision is now widely accepted as a key

registration and/or professional learning requirement in many clinical, health,

and pastoral leadership professions. Moore describes the ways in which it was

initially developed within the psychoanalysis field before being quickly adapted

in various counselling and therapeutic sectors to support professionals in those

fields. A third movement in the development of Professional Supervision more

broadly, Moore writes, ‘involved the incorporation of developmental models of

how supervisor and supervisee learn, including the various social roles assumed

in the supervisory relationship’ (Moore, 2010, p. 167).
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For the last decade, particularly in Australia, other disciplines – such as

theology – have integrated Professional Supervision in support of the profes-

sional practice of leaders (Broughton, 2021). Contemporary understandings and

practices of Professional Supervision have therefore been informed by, and at

times emerged distinctively across, three broad disciplines: clinical, social

work, and pastoral. Each contribution is distinct and contributes to the present

integrated and transdisciplinary practice of Professional Supervision. We iden-

tify these contributions before returning to our own imaginal schema for

Professional Supervision in education in Section 4.

Presence and Partnering: A Clinical Focus
on Professional Relationships Being Protective

People meeting in the spirit of presence and partnership, is at the heart of super-

vision’s intent in clinical settings. Detailed accounts of the contribution of clinical

and counselling disciplines to the relational and ethical practices of Professional

Supervision are provided by others, such as Liz Beddoe (2016) and Heather

Fowlie (2016). In particular, Fowlie captures the essence of the clinical discip-

lines’ contributions to supervision with her aptly titled chapter, ‘Relational

Supervision – ATwo-Person Approach’ (Fowlie, 2016).

The clinical emphasis on relationships that are safe, ethical, and protective (i.e.

not abusive, manipulative, harmful, or coercive) is foundational to contemporary

Professional Supervision. The importance of psychological safety at work has

now become explicit in Australia’s Workplace Health and Safety Act (Safe Work

Australia, 2023), and is particularly important in those sectors in which profes-

sionals are dealing with institutional cultures of historical abuse or toxicity. No

professional can flourish in an unsafe work environment, and too many work-

places (such as churches and faith-based organisations) remain unsafe and have

failed as yet to reckon with toxic and abusive cultures and histories. The common

phrase, ‘you cannot be what you cannot see’, is apt for many practitioners in

pastoral contexts, for example, and is partly the reason behind the recommenda-

tion in parliamentary enquiries into institutional responses to sexual abuse

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2017) that Professional Supervision be mandated

for people in religious leadership roles. The clinical emphasis and contributions

of Professional Supervision, both as a space for attending to the topic of safe and

ethical practices, and as a process of modelling what safe and ethical practices

look like in a relational encounter, has been critical to Professional Supervision’s

effectiveness and development across many disciplines. A safe environment is

first seen and experienced in the supervision space. Carroll has been an important

voice in bringing attention to the clinical field’s contributions of presence and
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partnership into the supervision room of pastoral professions. He lists the super-

visor’s responsibilities to create a safe environment as:

1. Build in structure.
2. Contract clearly.
3. Provide rapport, warmth and openness.
4. Go slowly and tentatively (too much challenge too soon can destroy).
5. Begin to take small risks to show that it is safe.
6. Model appropriate self-disclosure and risk-taking.
7. Provide a lot of support.
8. Normalise what is happening.

(Carroll, 2014, p. 30)

Normalising reflexivity here is key. Supervisors are responsible for building

trust and psychological safety so that deep learning –which can entail phases of

vulnerability, honesty and discomfit – can occur. In the context of supervisor

training, this is critical. Supervisor and psychotherapist Jack Finnegan, for

example, interrogates the metaphor of space in clinical supervision, by employ-

ing Mikhail Bakhtin’s dialogic theory to ensure supervisors become aware in

their pedagogy and practice: ‘What voice am I hearing? Whose voice am

I hearing?What is really happening in this narration . . .How is it reconstructing

my supervisee in the telling? How will it reconstruct me as I enter it in

dialogue?’ (Finnegan, 2010, p. 135). In these questions, the vital contributions

of clinical practice to Professional Supervision practice are evident.

Questioning becomes central to cultivating presence and embracing partnership

in the effort to broaden supervisees’ frames of reference. Other contributions

from clinical fields include the important understandings and considerations of

transference and other relational dynamics of learning-centred supervisory

alliance.

Agency and Advocacy: A Social Work Focus on Agency
within Professional Systems

If the contribution of clinical professions’ knowledge underscores the need for

psychological safety as both a practice and a purpose of supervision, this has not

always meant an extension to questions of power with and within systems and

cultures. Social work perspectives have sharpened this lens in Professional

Supervision’s development, with a focus on the potential of supervision to cultivate

agency and advocacy in organisational life. For Karvinen-Niinikoski, Beddoe,

Ruch, and Tsui (2017), the enduring value of Professional Supervision in social

work contexts is the clear emphasis on critical reflection and ‘helping to recognise

and manage the fine balance between support and surveillance or managerial

organisational dimensions’ (Karvinen-Niinikoski et al., 2017, p. 53). Policy
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advocate Len Baglow refers to this function as both advocacy and mediation

‘between the worker and the various systems that the worker needs to engage

with’ (Baglow, 2009, p. 355). In the Seven-Eyed Model supervision we practise,

this awareness becomes explicit in Mode Seven of the supervisory conversation.

The supervisor-as-ally facilitates not just awareness of the system and context, but

awareness of the intention tomaintain and develop professional agency in them.As

such, the legacy and learnings of quality Professional Supervision from its practice

in social workmeans ‘supervision has been an importantmedium for strengthening

professional identity, identifying coping strategies for personal survival and

growth . . . [and] securing both the quality of professional work and the wellbeing

of practitioners’ (Karvinen-Niinikoski et al., 2017, p. 64).

Vision and Vocation: A Pastoral World Focus on Professional Callings

The significant contribution of various practices of Professional Supervision

within pastoral care and theology contexts has been a focus on purposeful

calling. Supporting clarity of vision (looking again) and vocations of conviction

(living again) is where supervisors in the pastoral sectors excel (Broughton,

2024). In my (Geoff’s) initial contracting conversation with supervisees,

I caution that I am liable to make every conversation a conversation about

vocation. I am not surprised when the response is ‘bring it on’, even when

I work outside the pastoral sector, for example with school principals. In

professional contexts of such complexity and pressure, supervisees must (re)

discover theirwhy: their sense of vocational calling or purpose or, as I relate it to

them, they simply won’t last the distance. While key contemporary writers in

education, like Biesta, may discuss the ‘beautiful risk’ of education (Biesta,

2013) from a philosophical perspective, the beautiful risk of educational lead-

ership is similarly a compelling vocational call that Professional Supervision

helps to both honour and unpack. From a similarly pastoral angle in the Quaker

tradition, Parker J. Palmer writes of the need to align ‘soul’ and role in education

vocation (Palmer, 2004). Professional Supervision takes Biesta’s and Palmer’s

calls one step further to consider the exploration of soul and role in context.

Where Is Professional Supervision Now?

Back with the school leadership team, and my (Geoff’s) own reflexive turn is

instructive – for me as the supervisory facilitator, and for the group of super-

visees as co-agents of their own professional learning. Critical reflection, it

could be said, is natural and normal for educators. They enquire to understand.

And we now know that good learning environments must provide psychological

safety for that to happen in the first place. However, my initial instinct, along
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with many educators impacted by the complexities of their roles and the time

pressures of their day, is to fast-track towards deciphering assumptions. Indeed,

the principal admits her impatience with the opening reflections. Yet, my own

awareness that a good, concise and academically rigorous definition wasn’t

what the group needed, occurred after the introductory pause and silence for

breathing, body awareness, and sharing their twin horizons of intention.

My understanding of my own supervisor Bobby Moore’s process framework

assists in interpreting what is happening for the group: in choosing ‘how I want

to be’ (or, ‘what I commit my time and effort to’) involves ‘wearing your theory

lightly’ in order to discern which intuitions are actually resourcing my practice.

We shift phase in the session, and the role of the group is to be conversational

about what they wish to focus on in this time together. They bring their own

critical capacities for making meaning and making decisions about their focus –

what Moore describes as think feelingly or feel thinkingly. This resonance

between emotional and theoretical intelligences is critical because we easily

choose one to the exclusion of the other.

The seduction for educators is that we can instinctively move into teaching

mode (providing good definitions) without first reflecting on how we want to be.

The initial personal reflection, therefore, invited the participants to be curious

about their curiosity. Were they committed to the kind of listening that ignites the

mind and expands each other’s professional perspective in their work together?

Or were they present only to instrumental reflection – intent on critiquing past

successes and failures as data to plan the future.

An important phase of Moore’s process framework anchors on learning that

is transformational, not merely informational. Perhaps this provokes apprehen-

sion and anxiety among educators? The focus on future action is as essential as

it is elusive – Moore asks ‘what I am going to do differently as a result of my

new, critical awareness?’ Educators feel this tension at the end of every class or

lecture, the end of every school year or semester, and particularly when students

are graduating: what are my students going to do with their new, critical

awareness? At this moment, the reflexive turn is critical.

Moore proposes three elements in practically fostering reflexivity in supervision:

noticing assumptions (intuitions), bringing them to mind (intention), and making

them available for critical reflection (investigation). The task of fostering curiosity

then becomes central: which intentions are resourcingmy practice/work?; choosing

how I want to be (i.e. what I commit my time and effort to); and translate thought

into action. Practical reflexivity therefore enables transformational learning and

action: what I am going to do differently as a result of my new, critical awareness?

(Moore, 2017).
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How a supervisor facilitates this reflexivity is dependent on the quality of

their listening. Are they listening primarily to interrupt – the default of quick-

thinking leaders with a problem-solving mindset? Are they listening to under-

stand – and thereby prioritising their own curiosity and learning above that of

the supervisee they are they to serve? Or are they genuinely there to listen to

ignite – to facilitate the supervisee’s own thinking about their thinking; their

own assumptions, intuitions, intentions, and actions?

Together, we (Geoff and the school executive team) move through levels of

robust, respectful, and resonant conversation.

Initially our conversation is robust in its controlled discussion whereby

people are listening to interrupt. Teachers are familiar with these types of

discussions in the classroom (and staffroom) and clearly enjoy the energy and

creativity of these energised and increasingly fast flows of thought, critique, and

ideas. But as the work of Kline and Moore reminds us, the value of this can

diminish over time. How is this replicating usual patterns of thinking fast, on the

run? How is it potentially diminishing the deeper insight that processes of

Professional Supervision affords?

Our second level of conversation is respectful. It is skilful conversation

whereby people are listening to understand. Most school leaders already

practise this respectful listening with colleagues, students, parents, and other

key stakeholders, but again both Kline and Moore acknowledge the limiting

nature of listening to understand for becoming reflexive. As crucial as empathy

and emotional resonance are for school leaders professionally, it is not the goal

of Professional Supervision to merely empathise and understand each other. Of

course, conversations that go beyond doing reflection to being reflexive should

never fall below the skilful ‘respectful listening’ needed to understand, but they

must aspire towards next level ‘listening to ignite’: listening that enables

attention to the ‘what else?’, ‘what’s missing?’, ‘what’s my assumption/role/

intention in that?’, ‘what’s the worth in that?’. This quality of conversation,

arising from ‘listening to ignite’, is one of deep resonance. It brings forth

generative interaction, where people are listening to ignite each other’s minds.

Continuing Legacies

Whatwe know now as Professional Supervision has been around for over 40 years,

and its current frameworks have evolved and been influenced by the diverse

professional contexts in which it has been practised. As a learning endeavour,

Professional Supervision simultaneously evolves through entanglements of inner

discernment (‘soul’) with relational acts (‘role’ and ‘context’). Reflexivity arises in

conversational and creative encounters of noticing, considering, and consolidating.
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At its quality best, Professional Supervision engages ontological ways of knowing

that invite supervisees to be reflexive rather than merely do reflection solely for

instrumentalist means and ends. This capacity is reliant on the qualities of presence

and partnering derived from relational practices of clinical supervision, agency

and advocacy from contextual social work approaches, and attention to vocation

and calling as experienced in pastoral settings of supervision. How might

Professional Supervision in the field of education both inform and be informed

by ongoing developments such as these?

In the next section, we draw on the richness of Professional Supervision’s

cross disciplinary practice to date, contemporary paradigms of assemblage-

thinking and emergence in education, and our own experience of supervising

and teaching educational leaders, to offer a schema for Professional Supervision

in education. As much as possible, we anchor this thinking in the practical and

preamble it with the following testimony of sorts; one that gets to the simplicity

beyond the complexity of Professional Supervision:

Beyond what I do
(the practice of leading a school),
how I think about what I do

(critical reflection on practice to lead a school well),
lies a way of being in my profession

(how I show up as a school leader in everything I do).

4 CURA for Education Leaders: A Schema for Professional
Supervision in Education

So far, we have:

• considered the role and challenges of reflective practice in education

• made a case for educational leaders to be reflexive rather than just do

reflection

• provided an overview of the key practice concepts and frameworks for

reflexive Professional Supervision in and across disciplines

In this section, we:

• propose a schema of Professional Supervision in education anchored in four

key conditions for quality practice:
* Curiosity
* Unlearning
* Attunement
* Resonance
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• establish a systems-thinking approach that regards schools as dynamic

assemblages, and focus our attention on the work of education leaders

In this text, our experiences of leading, learning, and supervising in complex,

multidimensional contexts have informed our writing. Our interests in

Professional Supervision derive from its effectiveness in such settings, particu-

larly as a process-oriented, multi-lensed framework for being reflexive not just

doing reflection. As we have argued in Section 2, Professional Supervision

creates space for engaging with matters of purpose, vision, and ethical respon-

sibility that take educational leaders beyond reflection that is solely instrumen-

tal or technical in intent. This opportunity to attend to the role and ‘soul’ in

context via a trusted supervisory alliance appears to us to be enhancing and

sustaining a sense of professional agency, vocation, and wellbeing with the

principals we supervise and teach.

Professional Supervision has been shown to be beneficial in a range of human

service and ‘helping’ professions that require complex navigation of people,

projects, professional standards, and systems. As Section 3 has outlined, super-

vision’s integration in three professional fields in particular has informed the

evolution of its ongoing practice in others. The clinical sector has sharpened

Professional Supervision’s relational pedagogy as interpersonal interaction; the

social work field’s foundations in questions of agency and power have added new

lenses for thinking and dialogue; and the pastoral community’s attention to

matters of vocation and calling has contributed to ongoing understandings of

how to engage with ethics and bigger questions of purpose and value in supervis-

ory encounters.

We have two entwined aims for this final section. Firstly, we seek to

contribute to the continuing development of Professional Supervision by

making explicit the integration of contemporary educational thinking on our

practice. Secondly, we distil four key conditions for quality Professional

Supervision in educational leadership specifically, and in the education sector

more broadly. These are curiosity, unlearning, attunement, and resonance. You

will note we call these conditions, rather than principles, although in some

cases they are both and could be used interchangeably. We choose to refer to

them as conditions to highlight their value – for we could not practise quality

supervision with educational leaders without them. Why? For us, as practi-

tioners, it is important to recognise that Professional Supervision with school

leaders means engaging with supervisees who are leading context-specific

learning within an educational organisation: they are themselves learning

professionals. Expectations and assumptions about what constitute good
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learning are therefore a little more entrenched (including sometimes being

narrower) than in other professional contexts. This alerts us to a responsibility

to ensure Professional Supervision is entered into with integrity and authenti-

city to its ontologically oriented intentions. For us, this means being explicit in

our preparation and contracting with supervisees that we will be reflexive (not

just reporting or recalling) together in our sessions and that this calls on

conversation born of curiosity (not just compliance) and a willingness to

unlearn (not just affirm). Furthermore, schools are sites of multiple and

multi-directional flows of effect and affect. Personal, social, and emotional

interactions are constantly in flow among the people, places, policies, and

procedures of a school community. Leaders’ everyday decisions, choices, and

responsibilities, without exception, have an ethical imperative. The effective-

ness of Professional Supervision with educational leaders is therefore condi-

tional upon their attunement and resonance with these flows, so that reflexive

processes can be ignited. We propose that only then can Professional

Supervision enhance practice and counter the habits of business-as-usual

and its quick-fix tendencies which, as our supervisees note and our own

experience testifies, are not always in service of wise action or sustainable

leadership.

Our writing takes a more speculative turn here as we offer insights about

how the conditions of curiosity, unlearning, resonance, and attunement could

be cultivated. In taking an imaginal and reflexive stance ourselves, we invite

you to join us in contemplating questions of what is and what if, rather than

what’s (as yet) proven. We consider how these conditions show up in super-

vision’s places, presence, practices, and purpose in school contexts. To offer

this as a schema fulfils our intention to draw on our own capacities for

reflective intelligence to organise and communicate the ideas that excite and

stretch us at this point in time. It also invites us to be open and somewhat

vulnerable in serving a new field of endeavour, and we do so in the hope it may

inspire further research and development of supervision in the education

sector.

Before launching into our prospective play with this schema – CURA for

Educational Leaders –we provide an important preamble to define our context:

the school. We do not refer to schools as sites, a set of buildings, or even as

communities for the purpose of this exploration, but as assemblages. We then

draw on writings from a range of disciplines and sources that have informed

and inspired us to consider the conditions of curiosity, unlearning, resonance,

and attunement as the basis for Professional Supervision in educational

leadership.
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Schools as Assemblages

As many before us have argued, we are living a ‘VUCA’ world: one of volatility,

uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (Bennett & Lemoine, 2014; Bawany,

2016; Taguma & Gabriel, 2018; Panthalookaran 2022). While each era in

recorded human history could make similar claims, and while it is undeniable

that marginalised communities and those in resource-impoverished and violent

contexts live with VUCAdaily, the planetary trajectory of climate emergency and

the associated threat of political, social, and financial systems collapse make this

current situation at scale for humanity particularly challenging. Previously perva-

sive modernist narratives born of the industrial complex that celebrate individ-

uals’ quest to ever-improve, ever-progress, and ever-accumulate are becoming

increasingly hollow and violently troubling. While more critically hopeful plur-

iversal and regenerative thought and action are spreading (Brown, 2017;

Wheatley & Frieze, 2018; Escobar, 2020; Macy, 2021), the current situation

raises questions about the purpose and value of schooling. How do we define,

chart, and measure learning when the future is unknown? What should the

experience of school or being schooled be for? These questions may seem

alarmist to those with the fortune to live in communities where the importance

of a good education is a given and schools are resourced adequately to do so. But

the broader remit of these questions are ontological, with practical implications

for the work and wellbeing of school principals now and into the future. For as the

uncertain impacts of a VUCAworld – and a responsive ‘reworlding’ of the ways

we know and learn together – begin to manifest locally, schools are sites where

the tensions about future-readiness are magnifying. Schools are prime intergen-

erational sites of meaning-making and for holding the educational paradox of

addressing the human urge for certainty while developing the knowledge and

skills to live without it.

This situation calls for an important rethink about how leaders lead for and with

agency in complex and uncertain times – and how they are supported to do so. As

Strom, Haas, Danzig, Martinez, and McConnell have argued, with respect to the

role of school leadership in ‘post-truth’ times, it requires a shift to ‘viewing the

world/their work as interactive assemblages, rather than as something done by

individual actors with absolute agency’ (Strom et al., 2018, p. 271). School leaders

have already experienced aspects of this altered view of agencywith the COVID-19

pandemic, whereby they ‘navigated multiple tensions simultaneously, between

autonomy and accountability, well-being, and workload’ (Torrance et al., 2023,

p. 1108 citing Netolicky, 2020). In finding ways to lead that were not business-as-

usual, principals relied on co-action and co-agency with others to manage the

uncertainty and affective load (Anderson & Weiner, 2023; Da-as, Oadach, &
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Schechter, 2023; Thomson & Greany, 2024). Onward from the peak of that crisis,

much has been learnt about the need to cultivate school leaders’ expanded sense of

co-agency in navigating social, political, organisational, and personal aspects

(Chen-Levi et al., 2024) of leadership, but we’ve yet to learn how. School principals

still report that they find themselves professionally lonely and ill-supported by the

systems they serve (Gorrell & De Nobile, 2023), despite the significant learnings

from the pandemic. Systemic priorities for supporting leadership life cycles appear

to be more front-ended with concentrated attention on principals’ initial manage-

ment of the procedural and technocratic parts of their work (likened to proficiencies

in knowing what decisions need to be made, when, and to what ends). Yet, for mid

and late career leaders, it appears hands-on support is less available for grappling

with the complexities, and potentiallymore vocationally intensive questions, of how

decisions are made, for whom, and why.

In working with established school leaders, we as supervisors are finding that

Professional Supervision is offering opportunities for reflexivity on the entwined

effective and affective flows of work: that is, a desired opportunity to move beyond

reflection on the necessary instrumental aspects of their role towards engagement

with the less tangible and extrinsically measurable (Kidson, 2024). Embracing this

noticing, we adopt Strom et al.’s call to utilise assemblage-thinking as a generative

frame of reference that acknowledges the ways in which professional and personal

beliefs, standards, practices, and ethics entangle.We suggest this frame is necessary

to honour the interactive flows of affect and effect, feeling and meaning, sensing

and making sense, that influence and are influenced by the work of principals.

Linear causality is impossible to identify or justify in thework of school leadership,

despite political, bureaucratic and curricula remits in the education sector that

presume otherwise. The quality of principals’ understanding and navigation of

the everyday inter- and intra-actions with these flows not only impacts their own

sense of agency, value, and wellbeing, but the agency, value, and wellbeing of the

teachers, students and communities they serve.

While the language of assemblages may not as yet be commonplace in the

sector, for many principals what’s at stake without this recognition of the

multiple and multi-directional flows of school life, is the self-described ‘soul’

of their work: not defined in religious or esoteric terms, but as an identification

with their vocational commitment, sustenance, and sense of purpose as they

navigate these assemblages. Many come to realise that their choices and actions

as leaders can activate, resist or impact the many and various dynamic flows of

the school. Like an ecology, everything influences, in some way, everything

else. Nothing is unidirectional and nothing is the sole work of an individual.
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As noted in previous sections, Professional Supervision seeks to ‘interrupt

practice’ (Ryan, 2004, p. 44) and, in doing so, we argue it acknowledges the

more ‘emergent, collectivist, systems-level’ perspectives (Strom et al., 2018,

p. 271) called for at this time. In the models of supervisory practice we’ve

experienced and that we discuss here, Professional Supervision works explicitly

with the idea that a supervisee’s professional practice is composed of a ‘variety

of people, things, ideas, and power flows’ (Strom et al., 2018, p. 271).

Therefore, agency relies not on exercising power individually, but in cultivating

leaders’ capacities to ‘analyze the ways that the multiple moving parts of the

educational organization they lead work together to produce particular condi-

tions’ (Strom et al., 2018, p. 271). It is in finding the smooth spaces (Deleuze &

Guattari, 1988) – and the knowing that these multiple moving parts have

generative influence and impact on each other – that enables more flexibility

and opportunity to disrupt the status quo and potentially ‘do things differently’

(Strom et al., 2018, p. 271).

For us, the Seven-Eyed Model of Professional Supervision aligns with

assemblage-thinking. Rather than perceiving professional practice as defined

or constrained by the system, leaders are invited to examine their own and

other’s fluid positionalities and perspectives. In the process of facilitated con-

versation, they are encouraged to realise their capacity to be professionally

agentic – and thereby co-agentic – in guiding certain flows of effect and affect

with and for others. Cultivating and activating agency this way, through being

reflexive, is how we come to notice and value Professional Supervision as

a pedagogy for and of change.

With assemblage-thinking underpinning our own ways of knowing practic-

ally and theoretically in this text, we now turn to our prospective schema for

Professional Supervision in the education sector. While our focus here is on

school principals, we see saliences for all levels and roles of teaching and

leadership in education systems. Drawing on our current experience working

intensively with principals, both in supervision and in teaching about supervi-

sion, we attend to four conditions we see as necessary for quality Professional

Supervision. These are not necessarily pre-conditions – we acknowledge that

they are always already in play, so to speak, in supervisory practice. Rather, our

aim is to discuss them as crucial to supervision practice in education. Our

conceptual experiment here is to attend to each condition in relation to the

place, presence, practice, and purpose of Professional Supervision and see how

they land.

We begin – reflexively of course – with why CURA? What is the intention?
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CURA for Leaders of Education

‘CURA’
Latin – to help, care (also: cura te ipsum ‘take care of yourself’ and cura et valeas
‘take care of your health’. Here in Australia, mihi cura futture ‘mine is the care of
the future’)
Spanish – healing (also for priest/pastor)
Slang – to have fun
Urban dictionary – a ‘fix’ (usually heroin)

Our teaching and supervisory sessions with educators over the last two years

have been deeply affecting. More so than in any other sectors we have worked,

the relief expressed by principals about having found a process that seems to

address their individual needs and collective concerns at this time has been often

visceral.

If there is one thing that a deep learning and practice in supervision has taught

us, it is that there are many and diverse ways of knowing. Here, our experiential

way of knowing counts and this is captured in our wordplay with the acronym

CURA. For us, curiosity, unlearning, resonance, and attunement are the condi-

tions for quality supervision in the education sector. But, more than that, the

spirit of supervision is captured in the etymology of the word CURA. We’ve

read and heard principals’ deep commitment to care (Latin origin of CURA):

they care for others as leaders, they recognise the need to care for themselves,

and ultimately we recognise our collectivised view of the teaching profession in

the saying, ‘mihi cura futture’ (‘mine is the care of the future’). The intention to

care is what brings so many to the profession of teaching in the first place and

here we see this projected onto Professional Supervision, particularly for

educational leaders as a way to care for peers and others.

In supervision, we’ve been witness-bearers to stories where people have

found the act of talking a kind of healing (Spanish use of CURA) of difficult

experience. Through facilitated processes of supervision that widen the lens of

understanding, the aha moments for supervisees can sometimes be profound,

and also fun (CURA is slang for fun). Sharing in the laughter and relief of seeing

something differently, or seeing oneself anew, is not uncommon in Professional

Supervision. Neither are tears – of recognition, unlearning, or release. And, yes,

this can feel loosely like a fix (urban use of word) – an affective turn or frame

that is rarely given space and time in the professional movement of the day.

We take care not to proselytise in our playfulness here. The empirical

evidence will in time accumulate and accommodate the needs of those wanting

proof that Professional Supervision ‘works’ before they try. But we write in

a phase of emergence and creativity of this practice in school settings. This

affords us certain freedoms to be authentic to supervision’s reflexive intent.
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Condition #1: Curiosity

Many educators will be aware of the role curiosity plays in educational engage-

ment and motivation. What may be less known is that curiosity has multiple

dimensions and, therefore, can have multiple flows of thought and action.

Ultimately, curiosity can be leveraged in generative ways for engaged learning.

Building on our foundational understanding of Professional Supervision as

a learning endeavour, the first condition we propose here is curiosity for both

supervisor and supervisee. As Carroll affirms, ‘Curiosity is our starting point in

supervision. As curious beings, we wonder and ask why. . . .We ask questions of

ourselves and of our practice in order to learn’ (Carroll, 2014, p. 140). The key

challenge for school leaders enculturated in ‘thinking fast’ is, ‘Can we move

from instant evaluation to contemplative curiosity?’ (Carroll, 2014, p. 140).

With hyper-accountability and measurement imperatives impacting the cul-

ture of contemporary schools, it is unsurprising that the art of curiosity is more

often mired, rather than partnered, by the science of evaluation. In an instru-

mentalist paradigm of learning, what is measurable is what by default gets

valued. Teachers, leaders, researchers, and learners know this, for better or

worse, and can become preoccupied with evidence and evaluation: ‘What

worked before – it will work again’. ‘How well did that work?’ ‘What do we

need to do to improve?’ ‘What’s next?’ For some aspects of school life,

evaluative data-lead reflection and analysis are necessary. What we are hearing

established school principals say, though, is that the demands of performative

and improvement agendas are leaving little time and energy for the curiosity-

fuelled questions that are more pertinent to them and their role. They express the

yearning to consider ‘Why?’ ‘What else?’ ‘What if?’

Hence, seasoned principals can find themselves in default habits of premature

cognitive commitment (Langer, 1989) when it comes to beginning Professional

Supervision, due to working so long within systems that privilege counting over

curiosity. A tendency to expedite solutions-thinking serves the effective flow of

work but does little for the affective dimensions of what it means to lead and learn.

Value in the alignments of ‘soul’, role, and context in leadership diminishes.

Yet humans’ impetus to learn – a survival strategy we learn as infants – derives

from processes of information-seeking and experience-seeking. In studies of curi-

osity, these processes are known as epistemic curiosity (a cognitive drive and

exploration to know, evoked by realising there’s an unknown); and perceptual

curiosity (a seeking or encounter with new sensory stimuli leading to an exploratory

drive to experience and to feel) (Berlyne, 1954, 1960; McNary, 2023). While there

is scholarly debate on whether curiosity is a state or trait, we consider it here as

a condition for supervisory practice. Whether it is a psychological or philosophical
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underpinning to understandings of curiosity that is taken, it is universally accepted

that humans are motivated not only by a want to cognitively know an unknown, but

to also experience new stimuli for learning. Curiosity isn’t only fuelled by the want

of an answer to a question, but humans require and seek new, diverse, intense, and

complex sensations, experiences, andways of thinking to grow (Reio et al., 2006). It

can be lively and can enlarge a field of vision, while at the same time avoid or

redirect reductive thinking (Zuss, 2011). Furthermore, a critical curiosity, like

critical reflection, becomes ‘a name for the experience of futurity . . . an opening

without determination, a becoming different, resisting representation and fixed

subjectivity’ (Zuss, 2011, p. 84). As such, curiosity can be a ‘restless force’

(2011, p. x), requiring ‘pedagogical encounter with an unfinished, open-ended

totality of the possible’ (2011, p. x). How, then, to harness and direct this restless

force for good, and not be overwhelmed with potential open-endedness? How to

find and sustain curiosity and clarity in equal partnership?

Professional Supervision both invites and ignites curiosity. An understanding

of the different types of curiosity can enable Professional Supervision to meet

school leaders at their own learning edges. The practices of supervision can offer

opportunities for an urge to need to know and make sense of something, at the

same time as acknowledging and bringing focus to the affect-oriented sensing of

things. Supervisees can be encouraged to tap into their perceptual and sensory

curiosity – ‘what this looked and felt like’, ‘what did I make of this?’ – rather than

rush with the assessment impulse – ‘what was good and bad?’, ‘what will make it

better?’ This alerts us to the distinction, once again, between doing reflection as

an exercise of assessing and being reflexive as process of learning. Professional

Supervision urges supervisees to become curious about their knowledge and

experience, and onwards to curiously explore the frames of reference they cage

these in. To invite contemplation and questioning of not just ‘the truth’, but the

potential for ‘many truths’ is conditional upon curiosity.

It’s our fourth session, I (Mary Ann) ask Lee what she’d like to bring to

supervision today. She’s having a difficult time with two of her executive team

who ‘just don’t get on’. ‘It’s frustrating, I’m so exhausted by their pettiness and

conflict’. Attuning to Lee’s affective flows of frustration and exhaustion,

I acknowledge this as a challenge. She replies she just wants to fix the problem

but then she hesitates, takes a breath. After numerous sessions together, she’s

remembering that we’re not here to find quick-fixes or share tried and true

strategies, but we’re here to be curious, to ‘think on our thinking’. ‘Weeell,

I can’t make them besties, but I need to make them work better together’. ‘That

sounds like a really strong need.’ I pause for a moment. ‘Lee, that frustration and

exhaustion – what toll is that taking?’ Lee jumps in: ‘A massive toll – I’m

becoming short with them and taking on the jobs myself that they can’t manage
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to do together’. ‘So, I’m curious –what’s the toll on them?’ ‘Well, none really. I’m

picking up the pieces all the time’. There is a bit of an ahamoment – for both of us.

‘Where might the frustration be really sitting?’ As our session continues, we get

more curious together about where the seeds of frustration lie and Lee shares that

she’s getting frustrated with herself in not finding a solution to their interpersonal

tension which is, ultimately, beyond her control. Lee comes to the insight herself,

that maybe her way of dealing with it by redirecting their work tasks to herself to

get things done is not wise action. ‘What’s the real need here?’ There’s a long

silence. Quietly, Lee says ‘To feel respected’. We take a moment to check in and

re-contract with each other. ‘How is that landing for you? Is it something you’d

like to continue exploring in the context of your professional role here with me?

Or are you sensing it’s a bigger piece of more personal work that might be best

engaged with with a close friend or the skills of a counsellor?’ Lee elects to use

the new noticing as a lens on her experience of chairing meetings with her team

over the next while. It’s not a solution, but it’s a learning. Clarity has emerged for

Lee on a vital part of her professional practice which may have been missed in

a race to make things better, without first being curious about why.

Exploring Lee’s dilemma with her under the condition of curiosity, invited

her to formulate her own question-seeking questions. Here, curiosity was not

a state or trait to be attained or developed, but an underpinning to help access,

articulate, and generate new meaning of experience and in experience for Lee.

As such, it became something akin to an enquiry-based pedagogy of and for

change in her professional practice. Zuss suggests that in education, ‘theoretical

and conceptual growth can only occur in the flows, turns, and circuits of thought

and becoming’ (p. 140). Curiosity is therefore ‘kindling’ for ‘intensities of

thinking’ to occur (Zuss, 2011, p. 140).

As Carroll attests in relation to Professional Supervision, the ability to be

curious in times of uncertainty ‘is in itself a creative process’ (2014, p. 89). By

offering a trusted and confidential relationship, and invitation to contemplative

curiosity across experience and time, Professional Supervision can serve to

interrupt practice and ignite creativity, not just assessment, in the face of

professional challenge. The case of Lee shows us it is important not to mistake

a quick solution for clarity. For while solution-finding can be the initial impetus

for seeking professional support like supervision, clarity arrived for Lee under

the condition of curiosity: the lesson here being that short-cutting to solutions

may also short-circuit the reflexivity that honours the rich, complex and multi-

dimensional qualities of professional practice and leadership. What makes

professional supervision so enabling as a contemporary approach to supporting

school leaders, is this opportunity to interrupt business-as-usual’s assessment of

good or bad:
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We can evaluate later. For now we stop and wonder. And we do that with
kindness and compassion. Not a kindness and compassion that denies what
has happened, or becomes overly optimistic, but one that allows for human-
ity, frailty, understanding and acceptance (Carroll, 2014, p. 140).

Condition #2: Unlearning

As we’ve seen, curiosity is not just a cognitive act. It engages the parts of us that

‘sense’ things, as much as the part that wants to ‘make sense’ of things. If

quality Professional Supervision is therefore conditional upon curiosity, then

affective dimensions of being disoriented (‘I’ve never looked at it this way

before’) or discomforted (‘Gosh, I don’t know what I was thinking’) need also

to be welcomed. These affects of the learning labour of supervision are just as

important as the choice of wise action that may follow. This is where our second

condition of unlearning comes into play. This is not to suggest Professional

Supervision is about making problems, but it is recognition that getting to the

edges of our own knowledge and understanding can come with some challenge

and some disorientation. Our condition #2 is therefore that all learning invites

unlearning.

Professional Supervision is often described as a process of widening the lens

of understanding. In doing so, supervisees can experience some disquiet in

themselves when entrenched cultures, habits, or business-as-usual practices

come under the condition of curiosity. Arrival at new insights can mean that

established expertise, knowledge, or familiar frames of reference are tested.

As Carroll reminds us, ‘Learning from experience can cause disequilibrium’

(2014, p. 126).

At its simplest, unlearning can be described as the process of letting go of

assumptions, beliefs, or learned practices that no longer serve or open the way for

new paradigms of knowledge or new lenses on experience to emerge

(Macdonald, 2002; McWilliam, 2008; Tlostanova & Mignolo, 2012; Grisold &

Kaiser, 2017). In Professional Supervision, unlearning can work as both

a condition for, and result of, genuinely and vulnerably engaging in processes

of being reflexive. It can have affective implications for a supervisee’s view of

themselves as a learner, and as a professional. It can challenge, expand, and invite

deep noticings of self and personal identity: for to see a long-held belief or way of

knowing for its limitations and biases can be confronting and disorienting.

Some years ago, I (Mary Ann) led an interdisciplinary team of colleagues

teaching in the fields of education, social work, philosophy, sociology, and the

arts in a project to explore what it means to be a mentor. Our initial goal was to
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create a mentoring programme that might be supportive and creatively interest-

ing for early career social workers and teachers. We began with a commitment

to being reflexive ourselves – that is, being curious together about what men-

toring had looked like in the past for us and what we could each bring to this

practical endeavour. Our own reflective practice as a team led us to unexpected

places, however. We found ourselves engaged with questions of expertise and

knowledge: how they were culturally inflected and valued differently in differ-

ent contexts, and how they emerged individually for us in response to experi-

ences of culture, self-efficacy, belonging, and professional challenge. We soon

came to realise we had become more interested in the reflexive challenges of

unravelling what was assumed to be so good about ‘expertise and experience’ in

workplaces and how it was valued. We came to many shared moments of

discomfit and disorientation as we reconsidered our project’s goals and found

ourselves far more engaged in processes of unlearning what is good teaching

and effective mentoring, and how it relates to professional growth. Much of this

sat outside the regulatory and performative focus of the systems and sectors we

and our imagined mentoring programme were working in. In our troubled but

generative ‘thinking about thinking’, we came to realise that

while there are aspects of our knowledge, beliefs and practices that we can
reimagine and reenvision in unlearning, we need to also recognise that our
own disruptions will surface in relation to external impositions that might be
concrete and unbending. The scope for change co-existing with the param-
eters of context, is an important insight for managing fluid but sustainable
professional identities (McLeod et al., 2020, p. 193).

On considering the many modes of mentoring as learning, we forewent our

original aim of creating a programme, instead to explore how unlearning might

be supported as a means of sustaining ongoing professional practice whereby

there are external rigidities but also contexts of constant flux (Gupta, Boland, &

Aron, 2017). As the inspiration of the teachings of thirteenth-century Zen

Buddhist writer Dōgen offered us, unlearning can be the practice of awakening,
and in many ways, we came to value that the two (unlearning and awakening)

are the same (Dōgen, 2007).
Fast forward some years, and I (Mary Ann) find myself engaged in

Professional Supervision, as a practice that proactively and explicitly invites

unlearning for supervisors as well as supervisees. For me, it’s a condition – or

perhaps more so a gateway – to resonance and attunement. A threshold to

engaging with the discomfits of the heart and ‘soul’ of what we do in sustaining

vocational integrity and commitment.
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Condition #3: Resonance

I (Geoff) know when things resonate. A good supervisor knows when something

resonates for their supervisee and, in response, will slow the pace of the conversa-

tion, pause, and invite consideration of the resonancemore deeply. Herewe argue it

can be both a condition for, and outcome of, quality Professional Supervision. But

what do we mean when we use the language of resonance in supervision and

everyday language, such as ‘that resonates’?

The concept of resonance, emerging frommusic and the arts, suggests connec-

tions, reverberations, and a creative response. In English, resonate finds its

etymological root in Latin, resonare, meaning sound again. Sociologist

Hartmut Rosa proposes the antidote to contemporary life’s experience of alien-

ation and acceleration is not merely slowing down but finding resonance.

Resonant relationships, he argues, ‘presuppose a kind of mutual, rhythmic oscil-

lation’ (Rosa, 2019, p. 26). This relationship can happen between a supervisor and

supervisee, but more interestingly here, it can be resonance with an idea or

another person or a way of seeing and sensing. Resonance can only happen

with deep noticing and, while slowing down may offer better opportunities for

deep noticing, it is not reliant on it.

This is useful for busy and pressured school leaders to know. For while

supervision is an invitation to slow down, pause, notice, and reflect – and

therefore be attractive as a life-giving oasis in the middle of back-to-back

appointments – time pressure and multi-tasking are unavoidable in school

leadership. Real and sustained slowing down is not compatible with the life

and calling of a principal. So, what does resonance offer? How does it help?

In Rosa’s more recent work, provocatively engaging with the ‘uncontrollability’

of the world, he deepens an understanding of resonance by highlighting the

difference between self-efficacy and control. In large systems that prioritise com-

pliance and control, Rose offers an alternative whereby ‘the basic mode of vibrant

human existence consists not in exerting control over things but in resonating with

them, making them respond to us – thus experiencing self-efficacy – and respond-

ing to them in turn’ (Rosa, 2020, p. 31).

In professional supervision conversations with senior leaders across a range

of professions, the very idea of the difference between control and self-efficacy

(dare I say it?), resonates.

For Rosa, resonance transcends itself as a metaphor to become a mode of

relationship, with four exemplary characteristics: being affected; self-efficacy;

adaptive transformation; and uncontrollability (Rosa, 2020, p. 32–49). These

characteristics suggest the four practices that Professional Supervision offers
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school leaders: listening to ignite, leaning into agency, learning reflexively, and

leading in and through complexity. These practices will be further developed next.

In the world of the arts, where resonance also finds a home, prominent theatre

director Anne Bogart observes that ‘clutter in the theatre space . . . prevent[s]

resonance’ (Bogart, 2021, p. 4). Bogart argues that resonance is essential to the

creative encounter because it is the ‘thread that evokes a response and, in

general, is understood as a quality that makes something personally meaningful

and valuable’ (Bogart, 2021, p. 5).Wryly, Bogart also notes ‘that the decrease of

resonance . . . is called dullness’ (Bogart, 2021, p. 6). Experienced school

leaders may again resonate with the dullness of a busy routine and take heart

fromBogart’s creative proposals for igniting resonance: for example, in creative

experiments with transforming and combining; adding, reshaping, and remixing

(Bogart, 2021, pp.77–78).

Resonance in supervision can and must be characterised by reciprocity and

mutual transformation. Although the demands of school leadership can sound

more like a cacophony of competing cries and crises, can we find deeper reson-

ance with and between them? To find ‘mutual, rhythmic oscillation’ with the

assemblage of flows, choices, and actions that comprises a principal’s day, the

fourth co-condition of attunement also matters.

Condition #4: Attunement

Attunement can be described fundamentally as a neurobiological process that

starts in mirror neurons (Siegel, 2007). Mirror neurons are central to the develop-

ment of empathy and affect our emotions: if I observe someone crying, I myself

will probably experience sadness. This attunement, according to Siegel, can be

sensed by another person, thereby also creating resonance. For Siegel,

‘resonance . . . is the functional outcome of attunement that allows us to feel

felt by another person’ (Siegel, 2007, p. 167). The importance of intention is

striking, and again has strong implications for supervision. Intention, and the

capacity to attune to intention, ‘form “the underlying ‘glue” that directs attention,

motivates action, and processes the nature of our actions’ (Siegel, 2007, p. 178).

As discussed in earlier sections, the act of doing reflection involves noticing

and considering. To deepen and extend this to being reflexive requires attune-

ment to self and to others. This, Siegel argues, ‘creates coherence in the mind’

(Siegel, 2007, p. 193). Whereas much literature on reflective practice in educa-

tion following Dewey prioritises the reflective intelligence needed for doing

reflection, Siegel’s research suggests that greater coherence and clarity are

found through attunement, thereby proving itself to be an indispensable
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condition for reflexivity. Furthermore, Siegel’s findings show that ‘such attuned

relationships promote resilience and longevity’ (Siegel, 2007, p. xiv).

As we indicated in Section 3, attunement is evidenced in ‘body regulation,

attuned communication, emotional balance, response flexibility, empathy, self-

knowing awareness, and fear modulation’ (Siegel, 2007, p. 191). These bear

a resemblance to the philosophical and artistic framings of resonance and offer us

deeper insights about the connections that exist beyond semantics. It could

reasonably be argued on the back of this evidence that attunement and resonance

between people in supervision helpmodify each person’s internal state (including

their affective experience) towards wellbeing.

To cultivate attunement requires a degree of curiosity, humility, and unknow-

ing. It can mean unlearning assumptions and beliefs that may have solidified

perceptions of oneself, others, or even what an ideal learning encounter might

look like. How then is resonance and attunement to be practically understood and

cultivated in Professional Supervision? Alongside curiosity and unlearning, how

do they show up in the places, presence, practices, and purpose of Professional

Supervision for school leaders?

The sheer complexity of school leadership can subvert or distract from the

deeper work of supervision as CURA, particularly in group supervision. One of

the school executiveswas grapplingwith a range of issues across the schoolwhich

impacted on the executive to different degrees. A common thread began to emerge

for the leaders as they reflected together: when to lean in (with capable, yet near-

capacity staff) and when to step back. The principal was last in the group to reflect

and brought to the group a range of threats to the school. Internally, a recent on-

site crisis had turbo-charged the school’s need for higher risk management.

Externally, a funding crunch posed as an existential threat to the school’s continu-

ing viability. These were just two of the issues named by the principal as pressing

in on her as school leader. Would the group lean in or step back?

The group’s curiosity, however, revealed the executive members (who were

well aware of each threat) had under-appreciated the cumulative impact on the

principal. While each and every issue needed further reflection (and eventually

real-world solutions), the experienced school leaders had already begun

unlearning the ingrained habit of problem solving for each other. A surprising

and powerful resonance emerged for the principal in this reflective space. The

leader realised she must remain courageous in the face of the multiple threats.

The single, greatest (and most immediate) risk to the school – and where group

was most empowered to act purposively – was the principal’s courage. The

group was attuned to the principal’s vulnerability, and through empathy,

encouragement and recommitment to solidarity with, and support of, the prin-

cipal, the session ended with a surprisingly hopeful mood.
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The CURA of supervision for school leaders is not a cure all. CURA, as we

have experienced many times, facilitates the supervision conversation between

soul, role, and context. As illustrated earlier, many school leaders face com-

plexities that challenge their commitment to the role. CURA provides a way to

integrate both soul (e.g. courage) and context (e.g. internal and external threats)

into the supervision conversation.

CURA Places for Supervision

Following Rosa’s invitation to see resonance as the antidote to busyness and

acceleration, we propose that supervision be primarily considered as a place,

rather than a time. Here, we are influenced by First Nations’ perspectives,

rather than Western constructs of linear time (and linear progression towards

ends): in other words, the place of energy, attention, movement, and abiding.

Over the last decade I (Geoff) have been privileged to work alongside several

Arrernte elders and traditional custodians in central Australia, bearing witness

to the primacy of place in their law, culture, and spirituality. One of those

elders, Margaret Kemarre Turner (‘MK’), expresses this ‘connection’ alterna-

tively as a ‘root’ and a ‘tie’ and ‘it holds all of us’ (Turner, 2010, p. 115).

Recently, Mary Ann and I both sat at the feet of elder Kathleen Kemarre

Wallace who autobiographically captures the primacy of place more so than

time:

My birth certificate says ‘Place of Birth: Unknown’, but I know where I was
born – I was born in front of the cave at Uyetye. We don’t know exactly when
I was born, but my mother and grandparents told me it was just before winter,
when Arralkwe, the Seven Sisters, was just going down in the sky towards the
horizon (Wallace, 2009, p. 55).

While Indigenousways of life are commonly described as timeless, or beyond time,

Arrernte elders from Central Australia such as Turner and Wallace challenge this

idea. The well-known anthropologist W.E.H. Stanner suggested that ‘abidingness’

(which he defined as ‘a very special value on things remaining unchangingly

themselves’) is more central than ‘timelessness’ (1987). This notion of abidingness

is a fertile one for places called supervision. Drawing on thework of recently passed

and respected lawman of the Dhurii clan of north-east Arnhem Land, Rev

Dr Djiniyini Gondarra, Tony Swain documented how primacy of place, more so

than time, is crucial in Indigenous perspectives (Swain, 1993). What if professional

supervision for school leaders is primarily a place for reflexivity, rather

a compartmentalised and commodified amount of time for reflection? For this to

be meaningful, Swain’s distinction between ‘abiding events’ and ‘rhythmic events’

requires a brief explanation. Challenging the use of ‘dreamtime’ (and, ‘dreaming’)
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as a simplified interpretation of Jukurrpa (Walpiri) or Altjira (Arrernte) from the

central and western deserts of Australia, Swain writes that (ancestral) ‘Abiding

Events’ are rather a realm, a location of source and energy (Swain, 1993, p. 33).

Kemarre Wallace in her testimony earlier locates her birth in relation to the

song(line)s of the Seven Sisters (Arralkwe), not to a specific month or year.

Abiding events are co-joined, even coterminous with, the rhythmic events of

everyday life. As important an implication for place is the shape of events. Place

emerges,moves and establishes an abode. Sites have energy: intention,movement

and abiding (Swain, 1993, p. 33). This written description – albeit by a non-

Indigenous researcher – resonates with the first-hand testimony of the elders

I (Geoff)walkwith: places have energy, intention, and abidingness, not just people

or recent events. What if the place called supervision learnt from these First

Nations’ perspectives, to become a place of energy, intention, movement, and

abiding?

We respect (and have discovered) that some school leaders need time to recover

the inner motivation of their work through remembering abiding events that are

sources of their own knowledge, cultural wisdom, intention, and own movement.

The busyness of school leadership and the incessant demands of its rhythms force

most school leaders into thinking primarily about ‘all that I need to do’, rushing

headstrong along time-bound linear trajectories for completion, solution, resolution.

Questions of deeper coherence – and resonance – with the affective and effective

flowsof ‘things to do’might generate a different conceptualisation of place and time.

Professional Supervision is an appropriate place to find and feel such reson-

ance with a curiosity and unlearning with what it means to be present to the

place of reflexivity rather than the time. Otherwise, in my (Geoff’s) experience

of more than a decade of supervising with senior leaders, fidelity to a calling

(an abiding notion underlying vocation) is often displaced by the sheer effort

required to get the job done.

Across various professions, burnout and resignation among leaders has

become more frequent. Slowing down may help up to a point, but doing less

work is often not an option. Supervision is a place where more enduring

questions aboutwhat is worth doing are considered. It is created with conditions

of resonance and attunement towards Rosa’s ‘rhythmic oscillation’ such that

interconnected flows within complex school environments can be realised.

CURA Presence in Supervision

What kind of presence is evoked in supervision – in these places of resonance

and attunement? It remains true that the focus of supervision is on learning and

professional practice. But it is the presence of mind of the supervisor and
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supervisee(s) in the room that makes this an embodied practice (even on zoom).

Recently, Paterson conveyed the idea ‘we don’t take cases to supervision . . .

we are the case’ (2019, p. 14), owing this insight to theologian John Patton

(Patton, 2012). A simple application of this idea is the question, ‘how will

I show up?’ ‘How do I intend to be?’

In terms of the supervisor’s role, Carroll famously quipped that ‘I knew I wanted

to become a spontaneous reflective supervisor by forgetting technique – but first

I needed to learn the technique that I intend to forget’ (Hewson&Carroll, 2016, p. 1).

This reminds us that presence in supervision must always be accompanied by

a theoretical framework, intention, and skill. Further, as Moore suggests, it relies

onwearing your theory lightly but not going out without it (Moore, 2017). Showing

up with presence, unencumbered by thoughts of other matters and without

preoccupationwith themodels, theories, and anxieties of ‘getting it right’or ‘making

it work’ is important.

Attunement and resonance remain inextricably linked to the quality of pres-

ence in Professional Supervision. Moore counsels supervisees hoping to bring

reflexive awareness to their work, to have ‘an open mind and heart for empathic

resonance’ (Moore, 2017, p. 112). Empathic resonance is the emotional (rather

than verbal) narrative which is attuned first to the supervisee’s emotions, and

then – in the case of group supervision – interacts through an emotional resonance

with other group members. Attuned presence in supervision means noticing both

‘familiar and unfamiliar emotions’ and considering ‘what might be communi-

cated through the unfamiliar emotion’ (Moore, 2017, p. 112). It would be

a mistake, however, to think that attunement in supervision is merely emotional

awareness and empathy. Moore’s quote earlier about wearing theory lightly

conveys the importance of working with a theoretical framework to guide

practice. This supervisory attunement – which might be colloquially referred to

as the work of the head and the heart – is what Moore refers to as ‘thinking,

feelingly’ and ‘feeling, thinkingly’. It is from these entanglements that new

meaning and insights are made (Moore, 2017, p. 112). Attuning to oneself in

supervising must be accompanied by attuning to the unseen (or, absent) others in

a supervisee’s storying. Attuning to those outside the place of supervision

prepares the supervisee for how they can engage differently in their practice.

CURA Practices of Supervision

I (Geoff) am a keen kayaker and have been for a couple of decades. During

COVID lockdowns, I discovered kayaking documentaries and one of my

favourites is called River Runner (Sturgess, 2021) featuring Scott Lindgren.

Scott became a world-class kayaker before the age of thirty but during a hiatus
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from the gruelling mental and physical demands of his chosen profession, he

was diagnosed with a brain tumour. The documentary is a deeply human story,

with some fantastic mountain and river scenery (making it perfect for lockdown

bingeing). But it is also a surprisingly common story. Prior to his diagnosis, we

see Scott finding success by avoiding weakness and vulnerability, using sheer

force of will and unrelenting determination, becoming the best, only associating

with a very small circle of the best kayakers, using addiction as the only way to

relax, experiencing relationship disasters and so on. In the final scene, however,

there is Scott’s voiceover as he rides the biggest rapid of his life, thereby

completing a lifelong dream of kayaking the four major Himalayan rivers. On

this, he reflects:

I tried to control everything in my life. Once I realized, with my tumor, that
I had no control over that, I just surrendered to the flow of life. And I no
longer try to control the outcome of anything. I just show up with my heart
and it gave me so much freedom. (Sturgess, 2021)

Not being in control can be a fear of leaders and high achievers. Yet, resonant

and attuned practices of Professional Supervision enable us to show up with our

heart, adapt, and lean into the uncontrollability of school leadership, and find

a deeper freedom. Here we draw on Rosa and describe them as: listening to

ignite (Rosa’s ‘Being affected’); leaning into agency (Rosa’s ‘Self-efficacy’);

learning reflexively (Rosa’s ‘Adaptive transformation’); and, leading in and

through complexity (Rosa’s ‘Uncontrollability’).

Listening to Ignite

In a reflexive place where the abiding and rhythmic events of school leadership

can collide and converge, both supervisor and supervisee will be mutually

affected if they are listening to ignite. This includes, yet goes beyond, emotional

intelligence in that it is ‘characterized by reciprocity and mutual transformation:

the subject’s experience of some other calling upon it which requires understand-

ing or answering, but that also has the ability to change the subject’ (Lijster,

Celikates, & Rosa, 2019, p. 64). More simply, it is the call and response of

genuine human interaction via the vital role of mirror neurons. Often working in

and with high functioning teams in schools, principals can nevertheless experi-

ence isolation in leadership, demanding a lot of intuitive knowledge and experi-

ence. A growing consensus from scholars (Kahneman, 2011; Grant, 2021) speaks

to the illusory nature of supposed expertise which is sometimes merely habit or

overconfidence. Unless we can attune to our own inner life, Siegel argues that we

can never successfully attune with another. Being affected, therefore, is vastly

different to being alone – and listening to ignite, we suggest, bridges that divide in
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the life of school leaders. Being open to being vulnerable makes it possible to be

affected by another (Brown, 2021), and is a foundational practice of supervision.

Leaning into Agency

The second practice enabling resonance and attunement in the supervision of

school leaders is agency, also described as self-efficacy, and active response.

This might appear obvious, yet we have lost count of the conversations with

senior leaders across different professions who have lost a sense of their own

agency, or sense of self-efficacy in their actions. Rosa’s insight that control and

self-efficacy are not the same is crucial for leaders working with and across

complex, even uncontrollable, systems. Most policies and procedures in con-

temporary schooling, and the compliance and regulatory regimes attached to

them appear as methods to tame the uncontrollable. There are, of course,

policies and procedures that provide the necessary control for a range of non-

negotiables such as having secure premises and procedures to make schools

safe. But beyond that, schools remain assemblages of effective and affective

flow. To cultivate self-efficacy in these flows, what if fidelity to profession

(school leadership and/or teaching) served to support motivated and ethical

actions beyond the reporting and compliance? Many leaders are drawn to

education to serve and make a difference, beyond the baseline mandates

to keep students safe and improving their test results. Enabling school leaders

to make a real difference via their active engagement and understanding of how

their actions influence and impact themselves and others in the assemblage of

school life, defines this second, crucial practice of supervision.

Learning Reflexively

The third practice is the reflexive learning (referred to as ‘adaptive transformation’

by Rosa). Echoing philosopher Martin Buber’s concept of I-Thou, Rosa believes

‘when we resonate with the world, we are no longer the same afterwards.

Experiencing resonance transforms us, and it is precisely this transformation that

makes us feel alive’ (Rosa, 2020, p. 34). His distinction between adaptive trans-

formation and appropriation offers insight into the genuine exchange of supervisor

and supervisee at the heart of supervision practice. Learning reflexively ‘wemust be

open enough to be affected or changed,while at the same timewemust be closed off

enough to respond effectively with our own voice’ (Rosa, 2020, p. 35). These are

the ‘mutually reinforcing outcomes’ identified by Siegel who calls this ‘adaptive

self-regulation’ (Siegel, 2007, p. 190). This is why reflexivity is fundamental in

supervision and school leadership. The higher performance accelerated by good

coaching does not require the same kind of reflexivity because excellence is more

61Professional Supervision for Principals

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/9

78
10

09
43

06
85

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009430685


easily appropriated from one expert to another. In supervision practice, where the

school leader always remains the expert, excellence cannot be divorced from

fidelity. Resonance, according to Rosa, and attunement, according to Siegel, are

grounded in trusting one’s own ability to affect and be affected. It is the capacity for

‘touching others and eliciting from them an accommodating response’ (Rosa, 2020,

p. 36). Coaching practices, emerging from the world of competitive sports and

business, focus on achieving results. Supervision practices focus on learning

reflexively and require resonance, somethingwe associatemorewith the connective

and affective worlds of creative expression and meaning-making.

Leading in and through Complexity

Resonance, by definition, cannot be manufactured or engineered by the will of

the individual, no matter their expertise or excellence. Resonance can never be

reduced to a method. We have been careful to use the language of finding (or

fostering) resonance. For Rosa, ‘resonance is inherently uncontrollable . . . it is

a peculiar characteristic of resonance that it can be neither forced nor prevented

with absolute certainty’ (Rosa, 2020, p. 36).

I [Geoff] am writing this paragraph in the afterglow of a poignant and

powerful demonstration of professional supervision with a new cohort of school

principals learning to become supervisors. The demonstration is not a role

play – it’s for real – and the supervisee (a principal recently completing the

same training) brings a live topic. Over more than a decade, I have held these

demonstrations countless times, knowing that what I am demonstrating cannot

be reduced to a generalisable method. The uncontrollability of the live,

unscripted and unrehearsed demonstration is conditional upon resonance and

attunement. Novice supervisors in training are tempted to look at my skill and

experience as a master craftsman of supervision practice. I invite them to look

beyond method and technique to the dance of supervision instead.

Rosa notes ‘the transformative effects of a resonant relationship always and

inevitably elude any planning on the part of the subjects. They can neither be

predicted nor controlled’ (Rosa, 2020, p. 36). They are qualities that we have

seen emerge in good supervision demonstrations. But this is too neat and

we remain suspicious of attempts by writers to contain and control resonance

and attunement with a formula. As Siegel more appropriately observes, ‘attune-

ment creates coherence in the mind’:

When we sense that resonance, when we become aware of being attuned we
feel the state of our relational resonance. In this way, the resonance circuitry . . .
participates in creating a coherent state of mind. (Siegel, 2007, p. 169)
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These four practices of resonance and attunement in supervision further reson-

ate with my (Mary Ann’s) colleagues’ collaborative insights about unlearning.

We saw these as practical principles to underpin reflective practice that seeks to

invite curiosity and the potential for unlearning in complex contexts. These

principles are aligned with what I now know and practise in Professional

Supervision:

• to anticipate the discomfit of disruption
• to make small acts towards contexts that matter
• to shift attention to unlearning encounters
• to attune to the potential of the new
• to accept the ongoing mix of un/learning (Adapted from McLeod et al., 2020).

These explorations of CURA in the places, presence, and practices of supervi-

sion return us full circle in some ways to the purpose and intent of Professional

Supervision, particularly for school leaders.

What happens when the group supervision of school leaders experiences

a critical rupture? The school principal had announced her resignation almost

a year in advance to allow for a smooth transition to a new principal. Two

members of the executive seized the opportunity to take accrued long service

leave for an entire school term. The principal then stepped aside from the group

supervision for a period of time leaving younger, highly capable, yet less

experienced, school leaders acting in senior roles of deputy principal. Each

faced new challenges in these acting roles that were exciting and daunting. How

would the group reflect together in the absence of the three, wise and experi-

enced elders who were mentors and role models?

The roller coaster of emotions experienced by one school leader was

demonstrated in my invitation that she physically move between two

chairs. As she sat in one chair, she named the exciting highs of the new

role (‘deep down I know I’ve got this’). When she moved to the other chair

the daunting lows were given voice (‘everything has gone to shit’). In the

acting principal role, she noticed how often she moved between these

chairs each day. The other school leaders resonated with her experience

and initially wondered if she needed their encouragement to sit in the chair

called, ‘I’ve got this’? She remained curious and would not permit this

easy resolution to her roller-coaster of emotions in the new role. Attuned

to her need to be able to confide in trusted colleagues when ‘everything

had gone to shit’ she confidently asserted she needed permission to sit in

the chair of lows, but not to remain there.

This school leader had moved beyond reflexive awareness (‘my new role is

a roller coaster of emotions’) to a deeper, critical reflexivity (‘in this new role
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I need to be able to throw my hands up and vent to trusted colleagues’). Now she

glimpsed the practical reflexivity of doing it differently (‘I must not remain in

that chair too long in this acting role’). Her brave, honest and vulnerable

reflections concluded with tears of a different kind: new and surprising tears.

These tears were neither exasperation (‘everything has gone to shit’) nor

exhilaration (‘deep down I know I’ve got this’) but an epiphany. This school

leader was neither confined to one chair, nor the other, but had personal agency

and professional encouragement from her colleagues to be in one chair, then the

other, as the roller coaster of her new role unfolded.

Perhaps it was the absence of the elders that enabled this deeper, nuanced

reflection to occur? One observation seemed to confirm this. The three absent

leaders, it was surmised, would each have insisted the young school leader,

who they had mentored and nurtured, remain in the ‘I’ve got this’ chair, with

their well-intentioned cheerleading, ‘you’ve got this’. If present, the absent

elders would eliminate the other chair. The gathered leaders, younger and less

experienced than their elders, intuitively accepted the reality of both chairs, as

the roller coaster of emerging school leadership. Courageous school leader-

ship, it appeared, requires both resilience and reflexivity, determination and

doubt.

The facilitator concluded by noticing that the leader had remained seated in

the ‘I’ve got this’ chair for some time and imagined a future – perhaps in

another decade – when she would be a school principal and not need the other

chair. The radiant smile – through the tears – confirmed she already knew this

to be true.

CURA Purpose of Supervision

Returning to the question of purpose –with the conditions of curiosity, unlearn-

ing, resonance, and attunement in play – here we reframe and distil our discus-

sion in a series of question-making questions. We are experimenting with this

set of questions as a practical scaffold to invite an application of our CURA

musings to real contexts.

Each question, as consecutively ordered here, requires resonance and

attunement to be honestly explored, as well as reserves for curiosity and

unlearning. A discordant or rushed supervision will rarely progress beyond

the initial question. Whereas a supervision with all conditions present will

invite and enable quality practice and a sense of purpose and value. These are

merely questions. They are not a script for practice, but an invitation to

a creative and reflective flow of enquiry as we ‘think with’ the idea of

supervision in education.
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What Should I Do?

Encultured by school systems and the busyness of the everyday, educational

leaders might be expected to usually begin their own reflective practice with the

essential question: what should I do? While this might be a question of and for

all novices in any professional context, it reappears in the demands and life

cycles of school leadership. It is a forceful question in the assemblage of

complex systems and competing priorities that vie for attention in a typical

school day. In situations where it is impossible to do everything, the question

launches curiosity – and is essential to bringing the other conditions into play.

What Enables Me to Do It Well?

Second is a question on effectiveness: what enables me to do it well? The desire

for effectiveness and quality is a common trait among leaders, and a range of

strategies may come to light in supervision conversations. Coaching, consult-

ancy, more structured professional learning, and peer communities of practice

are all ways to find and assess effective quality strategies. But this can also limit

thinking to instrumental aims and impacts. So, let's lean in on the ‘enabling’ part

of this question instead: How am I/my colleagues/the system being resourced

and also resourcing others to ‘do it well’? Supervision then becomes attuned to

recognising and realising agency and self-efficacy in knowing what to do, and

how to do it well.

What Do I Really Want to Do?

Third is a more existential reflection: what do I really want to do? Most honest

school leaders, at the end of a toughweek or exhausting term, will find themselves

contemplating, ‘is this what I really want to do?’ It can activate generative

questions about vocation that we ignore at our peril. It is also an introspective

question about what we value. The purpose of supervision is to become curious

and find resonance with inner knowing. Coupled with this, is the potential for

unlearning what you thought you believed or most wanted to be true.

What Is Worth Doing?

Which leads us to the fourth and most enduring question, which is rarely asked.

What is worth doing?Over-busy and over-committed leaders are more willing to

begin with a slightly different ask: what is not worth doing? There is usually

a long list of responsibilities that, with a moment’s pause, reveals a litany of ‘tasks

I wished weren’t mine’. Sometimes leaders need gentle reminding that the

question is actually ‘what isworth doing’? A number of leaders we deeply admire

fall silent at the question. Others respond quietly ‘no-one has ever asked me that
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question’. The most surprising and revealing response was from an experienced

school leader: ‘I have been waiting ten years to have this conversation’.

While the intention of supervision may be to explore all four questions, our

abiding movement is always oriented towards the fourth. Here is the place to

resonate and attune to what really matters. It’s the place where curiosity and

unlearning come to fruition in wise action.

5 Closing

The significance of being reflexive, rather than merely doing reflection, emerged

as a key insight as we co-authored this text. Being reflexive is essential but not

necessarily easy for school leaders. Becoming reflexive may be relatively easeful

to write about but, as we close this primer, it is essential that we attempt to write

reflexively about our practice ourselves. How were we being affected through

engaging with school leaders through supervision, through co-facilitating profes-

sional learning in supervision, and through writing this Element?

I (Geoff) spent most of yesterday with school leaders, reminded again of the

challenges, complexities, and uncontrollability of school assemblages. Last

night I heard myself say out loud ‘I couldn’t be a school principal’. This is not

a flippant comment but a reflection of the descending heaviness I felt at the end

of a long day. The day began in supervision with the head of a private school

who was feeling the weight of public attention on all school leaders that

inevitably follows media investigations of wrongdoing by others. Then I sat

with the principal of a large public secondary school where I foolishly col-

luded in their joke about how easy it would be to be a primary school

principal. The very next supervision session was with the principal of one of

the larger primary schools in the State, where I had to confess (without

disclosing details of course) of my earlier joking, as I felt the weight of

responsibility on this primary principal’s shoulders, which was surely no

laughing matter. The day finished with the particular challenges of another

principal in a school with a rapidly growing and diverse population in

a region struggling economically and socially. My words, ‘I couldn’t be

a school principal’ came from a deep sense of admiration for the grit,

grace, and passion of the school leaders I had spent the day with. I know

that if we spent time with the other school leaders who might read this primer,

we would be bearing witness to the same qualities of grit, grace, and passion.

(If this is you, thank you for what you do.)

Each of the leaders that day exhibited the four conditions of CURA: self-

curiosity (‘am I showing up as I intend to be?’); the willingness to unlearn (‘I

don’t have to control or fix everything and everyone’ is a common unlearning);
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finding resonance (as an alternative to acceleration and alienation); and being

attuned (particularly attuned to one’s own ‘soul’ in the work as well as the needs

of others). Each of yesterday’s school leaders was bearing a load. The act of

sharing that load in a supervisory alliance – or partnership – lightened the

burden, even if temporarily. In one instance, the principal was also able to share

the load with the other senior leaders in their school team and sent through the

following message after our session: ‘Thank you. Today in exec we all shared

what self care looks like’. Our primer on Professional Supervision for school

leaders advocates for such load-sharing conversations as a crucial antidote to

what is sometimes described by the principals we’ve worked with as a kind of

isolation, even with brilliant teams by their sides.

We, as supervisors, share the privilege of bearing witness to school leaders’

commitment, determination, and perseverance on behalf of their students and

communities. The sustainable wellbeing of school leaders must remain a key

priority for resourcing education and the systemic changes required. Professional

Supervision, however, is not merely about support and wellbeing. Being reflexive

invites more difficult questions on the other side of isolation and loneliness in

principalship. Effective leadership in complex organisations demands profes-

sionals who are highly skilled, capable, and responsible. However, many leaders,

regardless of their profession or discipline, can become confined by their expertise.

The skills and abilities that helped them ascend to senior positions don’t always

translate seamlessly to the demands of leadership.

Yesterday, as each school leader leaned into the collaboration of the supervi-

sion session, they were awakened to the seductive myths of their professional role.

These myths had been internalised: ‘I, alone, can fix this’; ‘I, alone, am capable’;

and ‘I, alone, am responsible’. Each of the school leaders I (Geoff) talked with

that day were burdened with the weight of these (impossible) demands as well as

the weight of the expectations of the role. The self-expectations and isolation had

become entangled in a vicious cycle that was unmasked by my simple question to

the principal who had sent a deputy home (for a mental health day) for the

deputy’s own wellbeing. I inquired, ‘who gets to tell you to go home?’ (The real

possibility that this school leader might walk away from the role due to its

demands had already emerged as a key focus of our supervision conversation).

We paused to allow the obvious answer to my question sink in (‘no-one’).

Eventually I asked if we could re-negotiate our working agreement: that

I might be one person the principal could allow to ‘send them home’. This request

could be made because a degree of empathetic resonance and emotional attune-

ment was already evident in the supervision relationship. Agreement was reached

and there was palpable relief on the principal’s face: ‘I am less alone and not

solely responsible [for my own wellbeing]’.
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The ethical dimension to being reflexive (or, leaning into moral purpose) is easily

co-opted by regulation and compliance and becomes something done to, rather

than done with, another person. Reflexively, I acknowledge that my background in

the Anglican Church and academic theology brings with it a long and chequered

history of heavy-handed (even abusive) enforcement ofmorality and ethics. Perhaps

most large institutions resort to enforcing compliance instead of enabling fidelity to

role? In supervision, however, the school leader was empowered – had regained

a sense of agency and efficacy – by inviting a trusted supervisor to share responsi-

bility for their wellbeing. My experience with senior leaders suggests that the result

of this sharing means it is far less likely I’ll ever have to ‘send this principal home’

from school (although the inner adolescent in me may regret writing this conclu-

sion). ‘I couldn’t be a school principal’ was an honest reflection of both my awe for

those I had been with throughout the day and a deeper ache as I bore witness to

what they carried, often alone.

*
It was the second week in the new school year for Lee. She’d decided to zoom in

from home a little later than usual rather than pressure herself with thoughts of

tackling the traffic home. It meant I (Mary Ann) got to (virtually) meet her dog.

I smiled at the nuance behind Lee’s initial insistence that she wasn’t ‘the fluffy

type’ – when her four-legged kin most definitely was.

Lee wanted to talk about the plans for the year, and the increasing commit-

ment to the school vision among her staff to whom she was clearly very

dedicated. She spoke in glowing terms about the children and families, praising

their resilience. She acknowledged her tough love in keeping learning expect-

ations high, especially since the students she most frequently encountered in her

office were those facing devastating challenges or just ‘in trouble’.

The vision she shared for the year was strong, so I asked what’s on the mid-

horizon –what did she want to be seeing and experiencing by the end of Term 2?

I was taken by the vibrancy in her voice and the lightness of being she brought to

her description.

‘Ah, Lee, there’s so much clarity in that. I’m imagining I’m standing on that

horizon now and looking back at the landscape you’ve had to traverse to get

here. I wonder if you were to look back from this horizon too – what advice

would you give yourself? What would you want to say back to the principal

sitting here, Week 2, Term 1?’

Lee’s overarching vision for herself as a leader, shared when we first began

supervision, was to be ‘visionary, courageous, and passionate’. We’d been

meeting regularly over the past year, which had been an immensely difficult

one for the school community on so many counts.
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‘Advice? Ok. Be kind.’

‘What else?’ I asked. A pause. She looked at me under her brow, thinking

wasn’t that enough?

‘Hmmm. Back yourself,’ she responded.

‘Let’s see if we can make it to three. What are three things you want to tell Lee

sitting here with the fluffy beast of a dog sitting on her lap, at the beginning

of Term 1?’

Lee fake-grumbled, remembering that, yes, we do work hard together in this

supervision thing. She takes a long breath.

‘Take the good in.’

A moment. We sat in a slightly stunned, companionable silence. Both a little

in awe of what she’d just uttered. It was so wise. It was something that Lee

very rarely permitted herself to do.

There’s nothing more affecting as a supervisor, than to experience a genuine co-

learning with another. Something that resonates in and beyond the moment. It’s

humbling to hold that moment for another person. It’s also a privilege and

a responsibility – not just for moments like these, but for the moments of

discomfit and unlearning and reorientation which can feel so shaky and uncertain.

My gratitude for my own supervisor looms large. Her capacity to do the same for

me – to hold a moment to help reveal insight, be it a tough one, a wise one,

a celebratory one, or an ‘I just don’t know’ one – is integral to my own ongoing

professional practice and learning, It reminds me of the saying ‘it takes a village’

when I think of us all walking alongside each other in this education gig.

‘That sounds like really valuable advice. I wonder if you could say those three

things again, so you can really hear them.’

‘Lee, back yourself.

Lee, be kind.

Lee, take it in.’

Another moment. We didn’t need any words after that. We smiled. I think we

beamed. I think the fluff-dog beamed also. There may have been a shared

tear or two.

‘Till next time’ and we closed the zoom.

*
What is really worth doing? We share a growing sense of purpose to make

a difference for school leaders. It began with some small experiments in super-

vising school leaders and training principals to supervise others. We were caught

by surprise by the enthusiasm generated as a response. Collectively, the grit and
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grace of the 30+ principals we’ve now worked with so far inspired us to write

this primer. Now we arrive here ourselves, reflexive but attuned to the poten-

tial of Professional Supervision for school leaders. A journey together begun

in curiosity, with lots of unlearning, buoyed and sustained by experience, and

the process of finding resonance with each other and those we’ve shared ideas

with along the way. We reached some outer edges of our own learning and are

grateful for the dozens of colleagues who have joined us in conversation and

practice on this. We are now also grateful for you, a wider circle of readers

who have remained curious until the final page and encourage you to embark

on further exploration of Professional Supervision for school leaders. That, we

firmly believe, is worth doing.
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