The Skilful Art of the Educational Supervisor

INTRODUCTION
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Do you remember the very first time you took a history or examination from a patient as a medical student?  Remember asking “Have you had any vomiting” and then desperately trying to think of what to say next with the joy of relief spreading all over you as you remembered to ask about the presence of blood and even more so if they responded in the affirmative?   And do you also remember taking around an hour to just take that basic history?  
What about now?  We consult effectively in just 15 minutes and in that time we don’t spend so long about thinking what to say.   Most of us start with a general discussion in which we don’t appear to spend vast amounts of effort in thinking what to say next.  Yet somehow that ‘free and fluid’ discussion seems to incorporate every section of a more structured approach.  This demonstrates how effortless and speedier we become if we invest time in practising.  
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The same goes for Educational Supervision.  Your first session will probably take around 2-3 hours and feel clunky.  There is no doubt that you’ll  find detailed guidance checklists like The Bradford ES Checklist extremely helpful just like the way you did with McCleod’s Clinical Examination  as a medical student.   But as you become more unconsciously competent in the ‘art’, you’ll find that you no longer need to rely on detailed checklists and that somehow your natural discussion just seems cover all the ES requirements and takes half the time!  
So, don’t get flustered if you find that at first you’re approach appears a bit time consuming and ‘mechanical’.  Be reassured that with practise, it will become effortless and speedier whilst maintaining comprehensiveness.
	Golden Rule 1: The standard against which the GP trainee is judged is always the level of competence expected of a doctor who is certified to practise independently as a general practitioner.


PREPARING FOR THE SUPERVISION SESSION
First of all make contact with the trainee – most prefer to use emails as it’s less intrusive than a phone call.  If this is the first time you’re going to meet the trainee, be warm and be inviting.  Arrange a suitable time and venue for both of you to meet.  Choose a place that is quiet, comfortable and free from interruptions for the meeting; perhaps even somewhere away from the clinical setting (it’s nice and refreshing to meet somewhere different for a change).   Expect the meeting to last around 2-3 hours (depending on how well prepared both of you are). 
Set them some homework too.  Setting the trainee some homework can make your life tonnes easier.  If this is the first time you are meeting them (i.e. they’re an ST1 in post 1), it’s important that we train them up about the whole GP training process and pathway so that there are no misunderstandings later.  Misunderstandings and a misalignment of ideas and expectations will cause chaos for both of you (and a headache!).  So, start by asking them to write about two log entries about clinical encounters in their current post before they meet you.  This write-up will provide the baseline experiential material which you will use to help them understand what is reflection, how to write a good learning log entry and so on.  You will help the trainee to analyse these log entries to identify good elements but also to work out how they can be written in a more reflective and educationally useful way.   To be able to do this though, you need to be familiar with what reflection is yourself.  The document Levels of Reflection & Learning Log Entries will help you.  Also ask them to read:

1. E-Portfolio Pearls – getting the ePortfolio to work for you!

2. Getting your e-Portolio ES-ARCP ready
	All the documents referenced in this article are available on www.bradfordvts.co.uk 

(click the Ed Sup/ARCP link).


If this is not the first time you are seeing the trainee, again, there is still some homework for them to do (which will make both of your lives easier).   Simply refer them to the document Getting your e-Portolio ES-ARCP ready and ask them to follow it through and satisfy all the requirements.  You may want to read this document too.
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Then there is homework that you, as Educational Supervisor, need to do!  Log into the ePortfolio to familiarise yourself with its layout and all its buttons.  In that way, you won’t look like such a newbie on the day of the actual meeting.   There’s nothing worse than a trainee meeting up with an Educational Supervisor who they expect to be guiding them but instead encounter someone who’s caught up with the technical aspects of the ePortfolio.  

Also consider reading some of the trainee’s log entries and the Clinical Supervisor’s Report (CSR) – just to get a feel for things and what the trainee is like.  Also read the following two documents…
1. The Bradford ES Checklist

2. Guidance Notes for Educational Supervisors

This groundwork won’t just speed up the meeting but will also make it feel effortless as it prevents it from being dominated by checking the ePortfolio.  You can then spend time on important matters like educating the trainee about good reflection.  As a result, both of you will hopefully enjoy the process.
AT THE START OF THE MEETING
· Remember, if this is the first time you’re ever meeting the trainee, spend some time trying to make them feel relaxed and getting to know each other.  It’s likely that they’ll be feeling a bit nervous.
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Particularly with ST1s who have probably never experienced Educational Supervision before, explore the purpose of it.  Begin with their starting point by asking about their ideas, concerns and expectations.
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This discussion about the purpose of Educational Supervision (ES) is important because a trainee’s starting point is probably ‘Oh, it’s just another one of those quick meeting things – a hoop we have to jump through’.   However, we need to get over the message that ES is an important meeting because it is the glue that holds everything together.  It is for them, for their best interests, keeping them on track and about helping them to get the most of their training programme.  It also provides a snapshot to others (like TPDs and ARCP panels) about how well they are doing and whether extra help is required.  In essence, Educational Supervision brings everything together and you need to ‘hook’ trainees into it so that they see how important it is and how it will help keep them right.  
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Set some ground rules: they remind everyone what is acceptable and what is not.   In this way, you’re both clear of what is expected – you’re on the same wavelength.    A little time spent here can be very prophylactic!
· [image: image7.jpg]


You might also want to think about having a discussion on the principles of giving and receiving feedback (especially if the trainee is unfamiliar with these – usually the case with ST1s).  
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	Receiving feedback

We would hope trainees will be receptive to feedback and see it as helpful.  The purpose of feedback is to help you become better than you already are.  But whether that happens really depends on you; only the individual receiving feedback has the choice of whether or not to accept what he or she is told.  
Some advice:

· You may need to ask for feedback
· Listen carefully to what is said
· Ask for clarification, examples and alternative suggestions
If some of the feedback is not what you had hoped:

· Try not to feel devastated by small criticisms

· Try not to be defensive and make excuses

· Give it time to sink in and get into perspective
· Think about your relationship with the giver: remember, Trainers and Educational Supervisors want trainees to do well!  

· Acknowledge the giver of feedback and show your appreciation: the feedback may not have been easy for the Trainer or Educational Supervisor to give.

And try not to be blasé about any positive feedback you get either.  A person gives you positive feedback because they truly mean it and because you’ve deserved it.  So value yourself and accept it; otherwise focusing just on the small criticisms can eat you all up.


· When you’re ready to start looking at the e-portfolio, consider asking the trainee where they’d like to start.  Did they have any particular areas they wanted to discuss with you?  Are there any bits of the home preparation work (and the document ‘Getting your ePortfolio ES-ARCP ready’) that they didn’t quite get?  Any bits they would like help with.
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DURING THE ES MEETING
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It’s worthwhile (especially with ST1s) exploring the trainee’s definition of the competency grades: Insufficient Evidence, Needs Further Development (NFD), Competent and Excellent.  
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By doing all of this, you’re actually getting the trainee at an early stage to reflect objectively by subliminally scoring themselves (against competence descriptors) rather than subjectively (on feelings and thoughts). 
· As you review the e-portfolio, highlight things they did well and things they need to improve on.  Be specific and descriptive (which are the essential ingredients of giving good feedback). 
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· Facilitation is the key to effective educational supervision.   Please familiarise yourself with the key principles for effective facilitation.  You probably know a lot of them already: the skills are very similar to those required for effectively consulting with patients.  So, despite feeling apprehensive about doing ES for the first time, be reassured that you have some of the skills to do this, and to do it well!
· More detailed facilitation guidance is provided towards the end of this document.

TOWARDS THE END OF THE MEETING
· Ask the trainee if they agree with the plan (which it is hoped that you have formulated together).  Anything they’re not comfortable with or need clarification?
· Summarise (like you would do in a consultation with a patient): ePortfolio highlights and areas to work on before the next meeting.  A balance of positive and negative.
· If there are any concerns you need to share with others, please inform the trainee:

‘Do you mind if I share the difficulties you are experiencing with the post with the Programme Directors?   The thing is that if we don’t involve people who can make a difference, then things won’t change either for you or your future colleagues.’
· Ask how they’re feeling now the meeting is nearly over.  If they say: ‘Thanks for that.  At first I was a little apprehensive, but I didn’t really expect it to be so relaxed and useful - it really was helpful’ – pat yourself on the back.
[image: image13.png]


AFTER THE MEETING

· If you have any concerns about the trainee please discuss share these with your Programme Director EARLY.  Do the same if you have any feedback or concerns about the post.  Programme Directors can only make things better if they are ‘in the know’. 
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Finally, reflect on your own performance as an Educational Supervisor.  Do this under three headings: structure, process and content.
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Finally, if you’ve got the energy, ask the trainee for either formal or informal feedback on the session.   If you’re starting off as a new ES or even if you’re an established one, I’d strongly recommend doing this because it will open up that blind spot of Johari’s window (the things you don’t know about yourself) and bring it into the open arena; from there, you can only improve. 
TIPS ON EFFECTIVE FACILITATION
The following guidance has been from a few different resources:

1. An article by Jennifer King in the BMJ called “Effective Facilitation”

2. An article by Russell Steele in 2004 in Education in Primary Care called “A Simple Model for Facilitating Small Groups” 
3. A few tips I’ve thought along the way.
What is effective facilitation? 
Facilitation is to aid or help, not to spoon feed or provide.  Going back to the old medical student lecture days, do you remember those lecturers who came in, expected you to shut up and listen, did their bit and only then allowed questions at the end before dashing back out again?  In that capacity, they were behaving as experts, not facilitators.  An expert only imparts information and usually delivers what is on their agenda rather than tailoring it to that of the learner.  In contrast, a facilitator helps someone to find the information they need.  Often, there is some imparting of information too, but the balance is more skewed towards process rather than content.  Facilitation is demanding and requires considerable skill, but it can be immensely rewarding on all sides.

What are you trying to do?

There are three main areas you need to focus on as a facilitator (after Adair) are…
1. The task 
· planning ES objectives

· reviewing bits of the e-portfolio as required

2. The process 

· creating an ES climate of personal value, integrity and respect

· ensuring you & trainee structure yourselves to actively work together

· making sense of what is going on at any one particular time
3. The individual (re: thoughts and feeling).

· handling emotions you or the trainee might be feeling
· dealing with (and possibly even confronting) difficult issues

· In Belbin terms, a good facilitator is a monitor/evaluator: continuously monitoring and evaluating the session (+ the trainee + your own performance) to determine how it is going and change track if necessary.

· In MBTI terms, a good facilitator is Sensing, Thinking and Judging (STJ) – observing and analysing information quickly to decide on the next approach.

· In Transactional Analysis terms, a good facilitator is always using his/her Adult ego state.
Good facilitator attitudes
1. Be neutral (= be objective more than judgemental; level playing field; more below)

2. Be positive

3. Show respect for others.  Treat them as your equal.
Some starting tips 
· Trainees engage best when they have a good reason to be involved and it’s for that reason why exploring the purpose of Educational Supervision right from the start is important.  

· Try adding more structure than intervention and by that I mean getting the trainee to think and come up with suggestions rather than you always imparting solutions and trying to ‘fix’ things.  It’s less demanding and you don’t become exhausted if you try and get the trainee to do most of the work.  And in this way, you help them to master the skill of problem-solving for themselves.

· Don’t forget group rules: a lot of problems that occur with facilitation happen because of failing to set and agree on these at the start.     The list below is quite long but the overarching message is to LOOK-LISTEN-REFLECT.
Preparing to facilitate:
· Make sure you read any briefing or background material and are sufficiently familiar with the subject of Educational Supervision, the ePortfolio and the ins and outs of the MRCGP (esp WPBA). Despite what you might first think, it often helps if you are not an expert in the subject as this prevents you from becoming bogged down in detail, and helps you retain focus on the key issues.

· Greet the trainee and talk to them as much as you can before the meeting starts. This helps to build a relationship and some trust.  Be especially appreciative of a person's first contribution to the discussion (however long or hesitant).

· Clarify your role: remind the trainee that your main role is to manage the process. 

The art of facilitating:

· Listen carefully to what the trainee says.  It will help develop understanding and tell you what to do next and what approach to take. 

· Don’t talk too much.   You’re there to facilitate not to dominate.   If you notice yourself talking too much, shut up!  Involving the trainee as much as possible will make the session more interactive, add colour (i.e. less monotonous and boring) and add more relevance for them.

· When you ask a question, allow time for them to respond.  Don’t jump in and answer your own question.  Get them to think.   Count to 10 in your head; any longer and that period of silence transforms into discomfort.  Likewise, encourage the trainee to problem-solve him or herself first.

· If a trainee asks you a question you don’t know the answer, sometimes throwing it back to them works:

“That’s an interesting question.  What’s your view on it?  What do you think?”

· Watch for non-verbal cues – and verbalise them back to the trainee.  
‘Am I right in sensing you’re still a bit confused about that?  What is it that you’re confused about?  How can I help you best understand it further?’

· Use your intuition: if you have a dilemma share it with them. If you feel stuck, tense, or confused it is almost certain that the trainee feels this too and neither of you can progress until the problem is dealt with.

"It feels like we have got stuck on this issue - I wonder why that might be?  Have you any ideas?"

· If a person seems quiet or lacks confidence ("I'm not sure I'm putting this very well") provide encouragement by reinforcing what he or she has said ("That's a helpful point - can you expand on it?”; “Actually, I think you’ve put that across very well”). 

· Provide a combination of support ("That's a very important point you have made") with challenge ("I'm hearing some very mixed messages here" or "You seem to be getting bogged down in detail - I wonder if this is helpful?"). Above all, look, listen, and reflect.
· Be objective – don’t put judgemental value statements on what the trainee says, instead, explore in more detail.  This approach also helps maintain rapport and prevent conflict.  They are more likely to adopt a change in attitude if they like you!
‘You say you don’t like using the PDP because it’s a waste of time.  Can you help me understand in what way?’ rather than ‘The PDP is an important educational tool and you’ll realise how useful it is if you just start to use it!’.
· Summarise themes as you go along to keep the meeting focussed: and capture these in the e-portfolio’s ES form. But as you summarise and write things down, check things back with the trainee to make sure they agree.  The final plan should be one which has been formulated collaboratively (because this increases the likelihood of it being acted upon). 
“So we’ve talked about the need to use the PDP and what makes a good PDP entry.  Can you remember what we said?”.... “Great, shall we move onto the assessments?”

· Finally, don’t forget to protect individuals and ideas: it’s important that the trainee goes away feeling positive about the changes suggested and not demoralised or made to feel small.  Check how they’re feeling before they go away.
The observe-interpret-intervene-response approach

If you find all these facilitation tips a bit too much to take in, try this simple and easy to remember approach.  
Observe: 

Educational Supervisor: ‘Mmm... you look puzzled by that’  (Having talked about Log Entries)
Interpret: 

Educational Supervisor: ‘Am I right in thinking that you’re still not sure how to write a good log entry?’
Intervene:

Educational Supervisor: ‘Well, a good log entry has to show some sort of analysis and reflection on the experience rather than just describing it.  A good way to do this is to analyse it in terms of thoughts, feelings and lives.   Thoughts – what were you thinking at the time?   Feelings – what feelings did it conjure up inside of you or others?  Lives – how did it affect you or others as a result?’  ‘So, look at this log entry here, how would you write that up now having heard what I’ve just said?’

Response:

Trainee: ‘Well, what I wrote was “patient came in demanding abx for her chest.  I said no and she walked out.  You can’t please all of the people all of the time!” It sounds like I’m just simply blaming the patient, which is actually what I did.  Instead could have said “Patient came in demanding abx for her chest.  I said no and she walked out before even giving me a chance to explain.  Perhaps if I had explored her health belief system first and her reason for wanting abx, I would have had the chance to explain it differently and she might have been more receptive as a result (and the consultation have gone well for both of us)?”  Would that have been better?

Educational Supervisor: ‘Yes, I think so.  Compared to the first log entry, in that second one there’s something in it for you too - a learning point!   Learning points help make us better than we already are.  Wouldn’t you agree?’
Some special points
Keeping track of time

It takes courage and confidence to cut off a discussion when a trainee is in full swing-especially if they are a forceful character. And yet the same trainee won't thank you for letting the discussion run off the rails or for keeping them late on a Friday afternoon. Say something like: "We can spend longer on this, but I’m conscious of time and wondered if we should spend our energy on where it will make a bigger difference?”.  Seek permission to interrupt or cut off the discussion when you feel it is necessary: "You'll forgive me if I seem to be pushing you along at certain points-this is because I know you want to keep to time".
Be aware of yours and the trainee’s energy level

Attention spans vary in meetings, but most people lose focus after an hour. Participants yawning and showing signs of agitation: these all indicate that people are becoming tired, losing interest, or feeling that they are not being heard. Rather than ploughing on, it is best to acknowledge these responses directly. Breaks are important for physical comfort, but also they can have a remarkable effect when emotions start running high. Revisiting a thorny issue after taking some time out often defuses the emotion and allows the discussion to become much more productive.  "I can see your eyes closing - I think it's time for a break”;  "This is obviously a difficult issue-I suggest we come back to it after a short break"
Long silences

This can indicate that the discussion has run its natural course, in which case move on. It can also be a sign of tension. If so, acknowledge it.  The trainee may have lost the plot somewhere and may need to be refocused.  It's useful to summarise at this point:  "We seem to have lost some direction-let's just summarise where we have got to and then agree how we should move things forward."
Getting bogged down in detail

Again, this is a sure sign that the trainee has lost focus. As soon as you see this happening cut in and remind the trainee what the key issue is (or ask him/her).

Aggression directed towards the facilitator

Above all, remain calm and don't become defensive or take it personally. Acknowledge the anger and inquire what is behind it. Consider verbalising what you’re sensing.
Games facilitators play – common pitfalls that lead to disaster

1. Failing to agree on a contract with the trainee at the outset

2. Over controlling the process (for example, forcing the pace and not allowing enough time for the trainee to contribute)

3. Being too passive (such as allowing a dominant and vocal trainee to take over)

4. Dominating with your own ideas or expertise (slipping into lecture or tutorial mode)

5. Solving the trainee’s problems ("What you really should do is...")
6. Dismissing or belittling the trainee’s concerns ("Let's not waste time on this-it seems trivial to me")
7. Colluding ("You're right, it’s probably out of your control")
8. Using your own words to summarise the trainee’s views.  We should use the trainee’s own words in the summary just as we do with using the patient’s own words to check, explain and summarise things in the consultation.
Want more on facilitation?  There’s an excellent chapter on Facilitation with practical advice and tips in ‘The Essential Handbook for GP Training & Education’ by Ramesh Mehay (i.e. me!).  Okay, so I had to get that one in – but it’s true!  Anyway, good luck with your journey as Educational Supervisor and I hope you enjoy it as much as I do.  When done well, trainees are really appreciative, and that makes you feel good because you know you’re contributing to the world of General Practice and making a difference.
Ramesh Mehay
Programme Director (Bradford GP Training Scheme). 
The purpose of ES


ENSURE THE TRAINEE IS ON TRACK FOR TRAINING


To assess and provide feedback on progress with WPBA and provide support along the way.


HELP THEM DEVELOP GOOD REFLECTION/ANALYTICAL SKILLS


For example, by looking at their log entries and exploring what they’ve written, their level of reflection and how they might improve on it.


EDUCATIONAL/CAREER PLANNING


To provide support and guidance with educational planning (PDP, study leave etc) & career planning.  


PICK UP TRAINEES IN DIFFICULTY


And provide the necessary support or signpost referral to remedy the issue.  Where there are concerns about performance and/or educational progress please discuss with a Programme Director.


TO COMMUNICATE TO OTHERS THAT THE TRAINEE IS OKAY (or not)


The structured ES report can be very helpful for ARCP panels, trainers and other clinical supervisors.





Educational Supervision should clearly be of benefit to the trainee but it’s also of benefit to other stakeholders in GP training.   For the Deanery it ensures their trainees are being monitored and helped with achieving certain standards, and for society it ensures we’re producing safe and competent doctors.








Examples of Ground Rules


Be open and honest - tell them, that it’s okay to reveal fears, concerns and mistakes; after all, we’re all human and we all have or make them!


Both Educational Supervisor and trainee should respect each other


Both of you will do the preparation work beforehand and that you will both devote time to it rather than doing a last minute half-baked job (commitment).


Where criticism is given, it will be constructive and supportive.  


Ask the trainee to be mindful of the fact that you (the ES) have a life outside of work too.   Remind them that you can’t drop things at the drop of a hat and to also remember that there are times when you will be on holiday or away and cannot meet if they have left things until the eleventh hour.


Arranging Educational Supervision is the responsibility of the trainee.








Definition (Feedback): Information about performance or behaviour which leads to action to affirm or develop performance or behaviour, i.e. to affirm what you do well AND to help you develop in areas you do less well.





‘Feedback forms a prominent feature of GP training and you will receive it throughout your time with us.  Therefore, it’s important that you understand what it’s all about.   Feedback is much more than marks and grades – it’s an essential part of your learning process.  In essence, feedback helps you to develop and become better than you already are.   So try and view feedback as being constructive, even if it appears critical of your performance at times.’





Important messages to get across:


The key thing to get across is that Needs Further Development is not a failure.   The wording isn’t great and should be seen as ‘Partially Competent’.  Show them the RCGP definition of NFD – all the markers are positive good features to have indicating that a person with that grade isn’t bad.  


The definition of Competent is the person who is capable of independent general practice.  In other words, when assessing competence, explain that as their Educational Supervisor, the benchmark that you are comparing them to is someone who is ready to go out into the GP world and practise on their own.   It is not comparing them to their peers at the same level.   By making this point, hopefully they’ll be more accepting of NFD grades.  


Excellent grades are rarely awarded: and again show them the descriptors that define when they should be awarded.


Finally, point out to ST1s/ST2s that if you gave them mostly Competent and Excellent grades (which is what most of them want), this would imply that they are ready to practise as GPs and that them being on a GP training scheme would be pointless.  Can they now see why the expected ‘grade’ for most ST1s and ST2s is NFD?  If they don’t – you’ve got problems!








Useful feedback should:


 be well timed: enough time, full attention/no interruptions, both people feeling calm (no acute life upsetting events) & ideally the receiver should feel prepared


involve mutual goodwill: receiver should feel that the giver isn’t their enemy the giver has to want to help the receiver develop





The giver should ensure feedback:


is balanced - positive and negative


is specific - with clear facts and examples


is descriptive (not evaluative) - how the receiver behaves (and not who they are)


If ‘developmental’, refers to something the receiver can change - and offers an idea of how to change.








Reflecting on your ES session


Structure: How well you do you think you structured your session?  Did it seem a bit fuzz, chaotic or messy?  If so, the trainee probably felt the same.  Consider how you could add more structure in future meetings (for example, signposting & summarising). 


Process: How comfortable was the session for both of you?  If there was discomfort, what was the root cause?  For example, if you sensed an anxious trainee throughout the session, that might mean that you need to pay more attention to setting a safe and comfortable climate.  Feel you didn’t help the trainee much?  Did you do most of the talking?  Both of these might mean you need to work on your facilitation skills.


Content: How comfortable did you feel with using the ePortfolio?  How comfortable did you feel with the various components of Educational Supervision and giving advice on each bit?  Does this mean you need to familiarise yourself with the content a bit more?  Whilst you’re not expected to be an ‘expert’, facilitation is made difficult if you’re rusty about the subject matter.  Look at the ES section on � HYPERLINK "http://www.bradfordvts.co.uk" �www.bradfordvts.co.uk� if you want to become more knowledgeable.











 Dr. Ramesh Mehay, Programme Director (Bradford VTS) 2007, updated May 2014

