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Counselor education doctoral students are influenced by many factors as they train to become supervisors. One 
of these factors, self-efficacy beliefs, plays an important role in supervisor development. In this phenomenological, 
qualitative research, 16 counselor education doctoral students participated in focus groups and discussed their 
experiences and perceptions of self-efficacy as supervisors. Data analyses revealed four themes associated with 
self-efficacy beliefs: ambivalence in the middle tier of supervision, influential people, receiving performance 
feedback, and conducting evaluations. Recommendations for counselor education and supervision, as well as 
future research, are provided.
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     Counselor education programs accredited by the Council for Accreditation and Related Educational 
Programs (CACREP) require doctoral students to learn supervision theories and practices (CACREP, 2009). 
Professional literature highlights information on supervision theories (e.g., Bernard & Goodyear, 2009), 
supervising counselors-in-training (e.g., Woodside, Oberman, Cole, & Carruth, 2007), and effective supervision 
interventions and styles (e.g., Fernando & Hulse-Killacky, 2005) that assist with supervisor training and 
development. Until recently, however, few researchers have studied the experiences of counselor education 
doctoral students as they prepare to become supervisors (Hughes & Kleist, 2005; Limberg et al., 2013; 
Protivnak & Foss, 2011) or “the transition from supervisee to supervisor” (Rapisarda, Desmond, & Nelson, 
2011, p. 121). Specifically, an exploration of factors associated with the self-efficacy beliefs of counselor 
education doctoral student supervisors is warranted to expand this topic and enhance counselor education 
training of supervisor development.

     Bernard and Goodyear (2009) described supervisor development as a process shaped by changes in self-
perceptions and roles, much like counselors-in-training experience in their developmental stages. Researchers 
have examined factors that may influence supervisors’ development (e.g., experiential learning and the 
influence of feedback). For example, Nelson, Oliver, and Capps (2006) explored the training experiences of 
21 doctoral students in two cohorts of the same counseling program and reported that experiential learning, 
the use of role-plays, and receiving feedback from both professors and peers were equally as helpful 
in learning supervision skills as the actual practice of supervising counselors-in-training. Conversely, a 
supervisor’s development may be negatively influenced by unclear expectations of the supervision process 
or dual relationships with supervisees, which may lead to role ambiguity (Bernard & Goodyear, 2009). For 
example, Nilsson and Duan (2007) examined the relationship between role ambiguity and self-efficacy with 
69 psychology doctoral student supervisors and found that when participants received clear supervision 
expectations, they reported higher rates of self-efficacy.
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     Self-efficacy is one of the self-regulation functions in Bandura’s social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) 
and is a factor in Larson’s (1998) social cognitive model of counselor training (SCMCT). Self-efficacy, the 
differentiated beliefs held by individuals about their capabilities to perform (Bandura, 2006), plays an important 
role in counselor and supervisor development (Barnes, 2004; Cashwell & Dooley, 2001) and is influenced 
by many factors (Schunk, 2004). Along with the counselor’s training environment, self-efficacy beliefs may 
influence a counselor’s learning process and resulting counseling performance (Larson, 1998). Daniels and 
Larson (2001) conducted a quantitative study with 45 counseling graduate students and found that performance 
feedback influenced counselors’ self-efficacy beliefs; self-efficacy increased with positive feedback and 
decreased with negative feedback. Steward (1998), however, identified missing components in the SCMCT, 
such as the role and level of self-efficacy of the supervisor, the possible influence of a faculty supervisor, and 
doctoral students giving and receiving feedback to supervisees and members of their cohort. For example, 
results of both quantitative studies (e.g., Hollingsworth & Fassinger, 2002) and qualitative studies (e.g., Majcher 
& Daniluk, 2009; Nelson et al., 2006) indicate the importance of mentoring experiences and relationships with 
faculty supervisors to the development of doctoral students and self-efficacy in their supervisory skills.

     During their supervision training, doctoral students are in a unique position of supervising counselors-
in-training while also being supervised by faculty. For the purpose of this study, the term middle tier will be 
used to describe this position. This term is not often used in the counseling literature, but may be compared to 
the position of middle managers in the business field—people who are subordinate to upper managers while 
having the responsibility of managing subordinates (Agnes, 2003). Similar to middle managers, doctoral 
student supervisors tend to have increased responsibility for supervising future counselors, albeit with limited 
authority in supervisory decisions, and may have experiences similar to middle managers in other disciplines. 
For example, performance-related feedback as perceived by middle managers appears to influence their role 
satisfaction and self-efficacy (Reynolds, 2006). In Reynolds’s (2006) study, 353 participants who represented 
four levels of management in a company in the United States reported that receiving positive feedback from 
supervisors had an affirming or encouraging effect on their self-efficacy, and that their self-efficacy was reduced 
after they received negative supervisory feedback. Translated to the field of counselor supervision, these 
findings suggest that doctoral students who participate in tiered supervision and receive positive performance 
feedback may have higher self-efficacy.

     Findings to date illuminate factors that influence self-efficacy beliefs, such as performance feedback, clear 
supervisor expectations and mentoring relations. There is a need, however, to examine what other factors 
enhance or detract from the self-efficacy beliefs of counselor education doctoral student supervisors to ensure 
effective supervisor development and training. The purpose of this study, therefore, was to build on previous 
research and further examine the experiences of doctoral students as they train to become supervisors in a 
tiered supervision model. The overarching research questions that guided this study included: (a) What are 
the experiences of counselor education doctoral students who work within a tiered supervision training model 
as they train to become supervisors? and (b) What experiences influenced their sense of self-efficacy as 
supervisors?

Method

Design
     A phenomenological research approach was selected to explore how counselor education doctoral 
students experience and make meaning of their reality (Merriam, 2009), and to provide richer descriptions 
of the experiences of doctoral student supervisors-in-training, which a quantitative study may not afford. A 
qualitative design using a constructivist-interpretivist method provided the opportunity to interact with doctoral 
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students via focus groups and follow-up questionnaires to explore their self-constructed realities as counselor 
supervisors-in-training, and the meaning they placed on their experiences as they supervised master’s-level 
students while being supervised by faculty supervisors. Focus groups were chosen as part of the design, as 
they are often used in qualitative research (Kress & Shoffner, 2007; Limberg et al., 2013), and multiple-case 
sampling increases confidence and robustness in findings (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

Participants
     Sixteen doctoral students from three CACREP-accredited counselor education programs in the southeastern 
United States volunteered to participate in this study. These programs were selected due to similarity in 
supervision training among participants (e.g., all were CACREP-accredited, required students to take at 
least one supervision course, utilized a full-time cohort design), and were in close proximity to the principal 
investigator. None of the participants attended the first author’s university or had any relationships with the 
authors. Criterion sampling was used to select participants that met the criteria of providing supervision to 
master’s-level counselors-in-training and receiving supervision by faculty supervisors at the time of their 
participation. The ages of the participants ranged from 27–61 years with a mean age of 36 years (SD = 1.56). 
Fourteen of the participants were women and two were men; two participants described their race as African-
American (12.5%), one participant as Asian-American (6.25%), 12 participants as Caucasian (75%), and one 
participant as “more than one ethnicity” (6.25%). Seven of the 16 participants reported having 4 months to 
12 years of work experience as counselor supervisors (M = 2.5 years, SD = 3.9 years) before beginning their 
doctoral studies. At the time of this study, all participants had completed a supervision course as part of their 
doctoral program, were supervising two to six master’s students in the same program (M = 4, SD = 1.2), and 
received weekly supervision with faculty supervisors in their respective programs.

Researcher Positionality
     In presenting results of phenomenological research, it is critical to discuss the authors’ characteristics as 
researchers, as such characteristics influence data collection and analysis. The authors have experience as 
counselors, counselor educators, and clinical supervisors. Both authors share an interest in understanding how 
doctoral students move from the role of student to the role of supervisor, especially when providing supervision 
to master’s students who may experience critical incidents (with their clients or in their own development). The 
first author became engaged when she saw the different emotional reactions of her cohort when faced with the 
gatekeeping process, whether the reactions were based on personality, prior supervision experience, or stressors 
from inside and outside of the counselor education program. She wondered how doctoral students in other 
programs experienced the aforementioned situations, what kind of structure other programs used to work with 
critical incidents that involve remediation plans, and if there were ways to improve supervision training. It was 
critical to account for personal and professional biases throughout the research process to minimize biases in 
the collection or interpretation of data. Bracketing, therefore, was an important step during analysis (Moustakas, 
1994) to reduce researcher biases. The first author accomplished this by meeting with her dissertation 
committee and with the second author throughout the study, as well as using peer reviewers to assess researcher 
bias in the design of the study, research questions, and theme development. 

Quality and Trustworthiness
     To strengthen the rigor of this study, the authors addressed credibility, dependability, transferability and 
confirmability (Merriam, 2009). One way to reinforce credibility is to have prolonged and persistent contact 
with participants (Hunt, 2011). The first author contacted participants before each focus group to convey 
the nature, scope and reasons for the study. She facilitated 90-minute focus group discussions and allowed 
participants to add or change the summary provided at the end of each focus group. Further, information was 
gathered from each participant through a follow-up questionnaire and afforded the opportunity for participants 
to contact her through e-mail with additional questions or thoughts.
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     By keeping an ongoing reflexive journal and analytical memos, the first author addressed dependability by 
keeping a detailed account throughout the research study, indicating how data were collected and analyzed and 
how decisions were made (Merriam, 2009). The first author included information on how data were reduced 
and themes and displays were constructed, and the second author conducted an audit trail on items such as 
transcripts, analytic memos, reflection notes, and process notes connecting findings to existing literature.

     Through the use of rich, thick description of the information provided by participants, the authors made 
efforts to increase transferability. In addition, they offered a clear account of each stage of the process as well as 
the demographics of the participants (Hunt, 2011) to promote transferability.

     Finally, the first author strengthened confirmability by examining her role as a research instrument. Selected 
colleagues chosen as peer reviewers (Kline, 2008), along with the first author’s dissertation committee 
members, had access to the audit trail and discussed and questioned the authors’ decisions, further increasing 
the integrity of the design. Two doctoral students who had provided supervision and had completed courses in 
qualitative research, but who had no connection to the research study, volunteered to serve as peer reviewers. 
They reviewed the focus group protocol for researcher bias, read the focus group transcripts (with pseudonyms 
inserted) and questionnaires, and the emergent themes, to confirm or contest the interpretation of the data. 
Further, they reviewed the quotes chosen to support themes for richness of description and provided feedback 
regarding the textural-structural descriptions as they were being developed. Their recommendations, such as not 
having emotional reactions to participants’ comments, guided the authors in data collection and analysis.

Data Collection
     Upon receiving approval from the university’s Institutional Review Board, the first author contacted the 
directors of three CACREP-accredited counselor education programs and discussed the purpose of the study, 
participants’ rights, and logistical needs. Program directors disseminated an e-mail about this study to their 
doctoral students, instructing volunteer participants to contact the first author about participating in the focus 
groups.

     Within a two-week period, she conducted three focus groups—one at each counselor education program 
site. Each focus group included five to six participants and lasted approximately 90 minutes. She employed a 
semi-structured interview protocol consisting of 17 questions (see Appendix). The questions were based on an 
extensive literature review on counselor and supervisor self-efficacy studies (e.g., Bandura, 2006; Cashwell 
& Dooley, 2001; Corrigan & Schmidt, 1983; Fernando & Hulse-Killacky, 2005; Gore, 2006; Israelashvili & 
Socher, 2007; Steward, 1998; Tang et al., 2004). The initial questions were open and general at first, so as to 
not lead or bias the participants in their responses. As the focus groups continued, the first author explored more 
specific information about participants’ experiences as doctoral student supervisors, focusing questions around 
their responses (Kline, 2008). Conducting a semi-structured interview with participants ensured that she asked 
specific questions and addressed predetermined topics related to the focus of the study, while also allowing for 
freedom to follow up on relevant information provided by participants during the focus groups.

     Approximately six to eight weeks after each focus group, participants received a follow-up questionnaire 
consisting of four questions: (a) What factors (inside and outside of the program) influence your perceptions 
of your abilities as a supervisor? (b) How do you feel about working in the middle tier of supervision (i.e., 
working between a faculty supervisor and the counselors-in-training that you supervise)? (c) What, if anything, 
could help you feel more competent as a supervisor? (d) How can your supervision training be improved? The 
purpose of the follow-up questions was to explore participants’ responses after they gained more experiences 
as supervisors and to provide a means for them to respond to questions about their supervisory experiences 
privately, without concern of peer judgment.
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Data Analysis

     Data analysis began during the transcription process, with analysis occurring simultaneously with the 
collection of the data. The first author transcribed, verbatim, the recording of each focus group and changed 
participant names to protect their anonymity. Data analysis was then conducted in three stages: first, data were 
analyzed to identify significant issues within each focus group; second, data were cross-analyzed to identify 
common themes across all three focus groups; and third, follow-up questionnaires were analyzed to corroborate 
established themes and to identify additional, or different themes.

     During data analysis, a Miles and Huberman (1994) approach was employed by using initial codes from 
focus-group question themes. Inductive analysis occurred with immersion in the data by reading and rereading 
focus group transcripts. It was during this immersion process that the first author began to identify core ideas and 
differentiate meanings and emergent themes for each focus group. She accomplished data reduction by identifying 
themes in participants’ answers to the interview protocol and focus group discussions until saturation was reached, 
and displayed narrative data in a figure to organize and compare developed themes. Finally, she used deductive 
verification of findings with previous research literature. During within-group analysis, she identified themes 
if more than half (i.e., more than three participants) of a focus group reported similar experiences, feelings or 
beliefs. Likewise, in across-group analyses, she confirmed themes if statements made by more than half (more 
than eight) of the participants matched. There were three cases in which the peer reviewers and the first author had 
differences of opinion on theme development. In those cases, she made changes guided by the suggestions of the 
peer reviewers. In addition, she sent the final list of themes related to the research questions to the second author 
and other members of the dissertation committee for purposes of confirmability.

Results

     Results of this phenomenological study revealed several themes associated with doctoral students’ perceptions 
of self-efficacy as supervisors (see Figure 1). Cross-group analyses are provided with participant quotes that 
are most relevant to each theme being discussed. Considerable overlap of four themes emerged across groups: 
ambivalence in the middle tier of supervision, influential people, receiving feedback, and conducting evaluations.

Figure 1. Emergent themes of doctoral student supervisors’ self-efficacy beliefs. Factors identified by doctoral 
student as affecting their self-efficacy as supervisors are represented with directional, bold-case arrows from each 
theme toward supervisor self-efficacy; below themes are sub-themes in each group connected with non-directional 
lines.
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Ambivalence in the Middle Tier of Supervision
     All participants noted how working in the middle tier of supervision brought up issues about their roles 
and perceptions about their capabilities as supervisors. All 16 participants reported feeling ambivalent about 
working in the middle tier, especially in relation to their role as supervisors and about dealing with critical 
incidents with supervisees involving the need for remediation. What follows is a presentation of representative 
quotations from one or two participants in the emergent sub-themes of role uncertainty and critical incidents/
remediation.

     Role Uncertainty. Participants raised the issue of role uncertainty in all three focus groups. For example, 
one participant described how it felt to be in the middle tier by stating the following:

I think that’s exactly how it feels [to be in the middle] sometimes....not really knowing how much 
you know, what does my voice really mean? How much of a say do we have if we have big concerns? 
And is what I recognize really a big concern? So I think kind of knowing that we have this piece of 
responsibility but then not really knowing how much authority or how much say-so we have in things, 
or even do I have the knowledge and experience to have much say-so? 

Further, another participant expressed uncertainty regarding her middle-tier supervisory role as follows:  

[I feel a] lack of power, not having real and true authority over what is happening or if something does 
happen, being able to make those concrete decisions...Where do I really fit in here? What am I really 
able to do with this supervisee?...kind of a little middle child, you know really not knowing where your 
identity really and truly is.  You’re trying to figure out who you really are. 

Participants also indicated difficulty discerning their role when supervising counselors-in-training who were 
from different specialty areas such as college counseling, mental health counseling, and school counseling. 
All participants stated that they had not had any specific counseling or supervision training in different tracks, 
which was bothersome for nine participants who supervised students in specialties other than their own. For 
example, one participant stated the following:  

I’m a mental health counselor and worked in the community and I have two school counselor interns, 
and so it was one of my very first questions was like, what do I do with these people? ’Cause I’m not 
aware of the differences and what I should be guiding them on anything. 

Another participant noted how having more information on the different counseling tracks (e.g., mental health, 
school, college) would be helpful: 

 We’re going to be counselor educators. We may find ourselves having to supervise people in various  
 tracks and I could see how it would be helpful for us to all have a little bit more information on a variety  
 of tracks so that we could know what to offer, or how things are a little bit different. 

Working in the middle tier of supervision appeared to be vexing for focus group participants. They 
expressed feelings of uncertainty, especially in dealing with critical incidents or remediation of supervisees. 
In addition to defining their roles as supervisors in the middle tier, another sub-theme emerged in which 
participants identified how they wanted to have a better understanding of how remediation plans work and have 
the opportunity to collaborate with faculty supervisors in addressing critical incidents with supervisees.
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     Critical Incidents/Remediation. Part of the focus group discussion centered on what critical incidents 
participants had with their supervisees and how comfortable they were, or would be, in implementing 
remediation plans with their supervisees. All participants expressed concerns about their roles as supervisors 
when remediation plans were required for master’s students in their respective programs and were uncertain of 
how the remediation process worked in their programs. Thirteen of the 16 participants expressed a desire to be 
a part of the remediation process of their supervisees in collaboration with faculty supervisors. They discussed 
seeing this as an important way to learn from the process, assuming that as future supervisors and counselor 
educators they will need to be the ones to implement such remediation plans. For example, one participant 
explained the following: 

If we are in the position to provide supervision and we’re doing this to enhance our professional 
development so in the hopes that one day we’re going to be in the position of counselor educators, 
let’s say faculty supervisors, my concern with that is how are we going to know what to do unless we 
are involved [in the remediation process] now? And so I feel like that should be something that we’re 
provided that opportunity to do it. 

Another participant indicated that she felt not being part of the remediation process took away the doctoral 
student supervisors’ credibility: 

I don’t have my license yet, and I’m not sure how that plays into when there is an issue with a 
supervisee, but I know when there is an issue, there is something we have to do if you have a supervisee 
who is not performing as well, then that’s kind of taken out of your hands and given to a faculty. So 
they’re like, ‘Yeah you are capable of providing supervision,’ but when there’s an issue it seems like 
you’re no longer capable. 

Another participant noted wanting “to see us do more of the cases where we need to do remediation” in order 
to be better prepared in identifying critical incidents, thus feeling more capable in the role as supervisor. 
Discussion on the middle tier proved to be a topic participants both related to and had concerns about. In 
addition to talking about critical incidents and the remediation process, another emergent theme included people 
within the participants’ training programs who were influential to their self-efficacy beliefs as supervisors.

Influential People
     When asked about influences they had from inside and outside of their training programs, all participants 
identified people and things (e.g., previous work experience, support of significant others, conferences, spiritual 
meditation, supervision literature) as factors that affected their perceived abilities as supervisors. The specific 
factors most often identified by more than half of the participants, however, were the influence of supervisors 
and supervisees in their training programs.

     Supervisors. All participants indicated that interactions with current and previous supervisors influenced 
their self-efficacy as supervisors. Ten participants reported supervisors modeling their supervision style and 
techniques as influential. For example, in regard to watching supervision tapes of the faculty supervisors, one 
participant stated that it has “been helpful for me to see the stance that they [faculty supervisors] take and the 
model that they use” when developing her own supervision skills. Seven participants also indicated having the 
space to grow as supervisors as a positive influence on their self-efficacy. One participant explained as follows:  
 
 I know people at other universities and it’s like boot camp, they [faculty supervisors] break them  down 
 and build them up in their own image like they’re gods. And I don’t feel that here. I feel like I’m  able to 
 be who I am and they’re supportive and helping me  develop who I am.
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     In addition to the information provided during the focus groups, 11 focus group participants reiterated on 
their follow-up questionnaires that faculty supervisors had a positive influence on the development of their 
self-efficacy. For example, for one participant, “a lot of support from faculty supervisors in terms of their 
accessibility and willingness to answer questions” was a factor in strengthening her perception of her abilities 
as a counselor supervisor. Participants also noted the importance of working with their supervisees as beneficial 
and influential to their perceptions of self-efficacy as supervisors.

     Supervisees. All participants in the focus groups discussed supervising counselors-in-training as having both 
direct and vicarious influences on their self-efficacy. One participant stated that having the direct experience of 
supervising counselors-in-training at different levels of training (e.g., pre-practicum, practicum, internship) was 
something that “really helped me to develop my ability as a supervisor.” In addition, one participant described 
a supervision session that influenced him as a supervisor: “When there are those ‘aha’ moments that either you 
both experience or they experience. That usually feels pretty good. So that’s when I feel the most competent, 
I think as a supervisor.” Further, another participant described a time when she felt competent as a supervisor: 
“When [the supervisees] reflect that they have taken what we’ve talked about and actually tried to implement 
it or it’s influenced their work, that’s when I have felt closest to competence.” In addition to working relations 
with supervisors and supervisees, receiving feedback was noted as an emergent theme and influential to the 
growth of the doctoral student supervisors.

Receiving Feedback
     Of all of the emergent themes, performance feedback appeared to have the most overlap across focus groups. 
The authors asked participants how they felt about receiving feedback on their supervisory skills. Sub-themes 
emerged when participants identified receiving feedback from their supervisors, supervisees and peers as 
shaping to their self-efficacy beliefs as supervisors.

     Supervisors. Fifteen participants discussed the process of receiving performance feedback from faculty 
as an important factor in their self-efficacy. Overall, participants reported receiving constructive feedback as 
critical to their learning, albeit with mixed reactions. One participant noted that “at the time it feels kind of 
crappy, but you learn something from it and you’re a better supervisor.” Some participants indicated how they 
valued their supervisors’ feedback and they preferred specific feedback over vague feedback. For example, as 
one participant explained, “I kind of just hang on her every word....it is important. I anticipate and look forward 
to that and am even somewhat disappointed if she kind of dances around an issue.” Constructive feedback 
was most preferred across all participants. In addition to the impact of receiving feedback from supervisors, 
participants commented on being influenced by the feedback they received from their supervisees.

     Supervisees. Thirteen focus group participants reported that receiving performance evaluations from 
supervisees affected their sense of self-efficacy as supervisors and appeared to be beneficial to all participants. 
Participants indicated that they were more influenced by specific rather than general feedback, and they 
preferred receiving written feedback from their supervisees rather than having supervisees subjectively rate 
their performance with a number. One participant commented that “it’s more helpful for me when [supervisees] 
include written feedback versus just doing the number [rating]...something that’s more constructive.” Further, 
a participant described how receiving constructive feedback from supervisees influenced his self-efficacy as a 
supervisor:

I’d say it affects me a little bit. I’m thinking of some evaluations that I have received and some of them 
make me feel like I have that self-efficacy that I can do this. And then the other side, there have been 
some constructive comments as well, and some of those I think do influence me and help me develop.
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     Similar to feedback received from supervisors and supervisees, participants reiterated their preference in 
receiving clear and constructive feedback. Focus group participants also described receiving feedback from 
their peers as being influential in the development of their supervision skills.

     Peers. Eleven participants shared that feedback received from peers was influential in shaping the perception 
of their skills and how they conducted supervision sessions. Participants described viewing videotapes of 
supervision sessions in group supervision and receiving feedback from peers on their taped supervision sessions 
as positive influences. For example, one participant stated that “there was one point in one of our classes when 
I’d shown a tape and I got some very… specific positive feedback [from peers] that made me feel really good, 
like made me feel more competent.” Another participant noted how much peers had helped her increase her 
comfort level in evaluating her supervisees: “I had a huge problem with evaluation when we started out….in 
supervision, my group really worked on that issue with me and I feel like I’m in a much better place.”

     Performance feedback from faculty supervisors, supervisees, and peers was a common theme in all three 
focus groups and instrumental in the development of supervisory style and self-efficacy as supervisors. 
Constructive and specific feedback appeared to more positively influence participants’ self-efficacy than vague 
or unclear subjective rating scales. In addition to receiving performance feedback, another theme emerged when 
participants identified issues with providing supervisees’ performance evaluations.

Conducting Evaluations
     Participants viewed evaluating supervisees with mixed emotions and believed that this process affected their 
self-efficacy beliefs as supervisors. Thirteen participants reported having difficulty providing supervisees with 
evaluative feedback. For example, one participant stated the following: 

I had a huge problem with evaluation when we started out. It’s something I don’t like. I feel like I’m 
judging someone....And after, I guess, my fifth semester....I don’t feel like I’m judging them so much 
as it is a necessity of what we have to do, and as a gatekeeper we have to do this. And I see it more as a 
way of helping them grow now. 

Conversely, one participant, who had experience as a supervisor before starting the doctoral counselor 
education program stated, “I didn’t really have too much discomfort with evaluating supervisees because of the 
fact that I was a previous supervisor before I got into this program.” Other participants, who either had previous 
experience with supervisory positions or who had been in the program for a longer period of time, confirmed 
this sentiment—that with more experience the anxiety-provoking feelings subsided.

     All focus group participants, however, reported a lack of adequate instruction on how to conduct evaluations 
of supervisee performance. For example, participants indicated a lack of training on evaluating supervisees’ 
tapes of counseling sessions and in providing formal summative evaluations. One participant addressed how 
receiving more specific training in evaluating supervisees would have helped her feel more competent as a 
supervisor: 

 I felt like I had different experiences with different supervisors of how supervision was given, but I 
 still felt like I didn’t know how to give the feedback or what all my options were, it would have  
 just helped my confidence... to get that sort of encouragement that I’m on the right track or, so maybe 
 more modeling specifically of how to do an evaluation and how to do a tape review. 

All focus group participants raised the issue of using Likert-type questions as part of the evaluation process, 
specifically the subjectivity of interpretation of the scales in relation to supervisee performance and how 
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supervisors used them differently. For example, a participant stated, “I wish there had been a little bit more 
concrete training in how to do an evaluation.” A second participant expanded this notion:

I would say about that scale it’s not only subjective but then our students, I think, talk to each other and 
then we’ve all evaluated them sometimes using the same form and given them a different number ’cause 
we interpret it differently.... It seems like another thing that sets us up for this weird ‘in the middle’ 
relationship because we’re not faculty.

     Discussions about providing performance evaluations seemed to be one of the most vibrant parts of 
focus group discussions. Thus, it appears that having the support of influential people (e.g., supervisors and 
supervisees) and feedback from supervisors, supervisees and peers was helpful. Having more instruction on 
conducting evaluations and clarifying their role identity and expectations, however, would increase their sense 
of self as supervisors in the middle tier of supervision.

Discussion

     The purpose of this study was to explore what counselor education doctoral students experienced working 
in the middle tier of supervision and how their experiences related to their sense of self-efficacy as beginning 
supervisors. Data analysis revealed alignment with previous research that self-efficacy of an individual or 
group is influenced by extrinsic and intrinsic factors, direct and vicarious experiences, incentives, performance 
achievements, and verbal persuasion (Bandura, 1986), and that a person’s self-efficacy may increase from four 
experiential sources: mastery, modeling, social persuasion, and affective arousal (Larson, 1998). For example, 
participants identified factors that influence their self-efficacy as supervisors such as the direct experience of 
supervising counselors-in-training (mastery) as “shaping,” and how they learned vicariously from others in 
supervision classes. Participants also noted the positive influence of observing faculty supervision sessions 
(modeling) and receiving constructive feedback by supervisors, supervisees, and peers (verbal persuasion). 
In addition, participants described competent moments with their supervisees as empowering performance 
achievements, especially when they observed growth of their supervisees resulting from exchanges in their 
supervision sessions. Further, participants indicated social persuasion via support from their peers and future 
careers as counselor supervisors and counselor educators were incentives that influenced their learning 
experiences. Finally, participants discussed how feelings of anxiety and self-doubt (affective arousal) when 
giving performance evaluations to supervisees influenced their self-efficacy as supervisors.

     Results from this study also support previous research on receiving constructive feedback, structural support, 
role ambiguity, and clear supervision goals from supervisors as influential factors on self-efficacy beliefs 
(Bernard & Goodyear, 2009; Nilsson & Duan, 2007; Reynolds, 2006). In addition, participants’ difficulty 
in conducting evaluations due to feeling judgmental and having a lack of clear instructions on evaluation 
methods are congruent with supervision literature (e.g., Corey, Haynes, Moulton, & Muratori, 2010; Falender 
& Shafranske, 2004). Finally, participants’ responses bolster previous research findings that receiving support 
from mentoring relationships and having trusting relationships with peers positively influence self-efficacy 
(Hollingsworth & Fassinger, 2002; Wong-Wylie, 2007).

Implications for Practice
     The comments from participants across the three focus groups underscore the importance of receiving 
constructive and specific feedback from their faculty supervisors. Providing specific feedback requires that 
faculty supervisors employ methods of direct observation of the doctoral student’s work with supervisees (e.g., 
live observation, recorded sessions) rather than relying solely on self-report. Participants also wanted more 
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information on how to effectively and consistently evaluate supervisee performance, especially those involving 
Likert-type questions, and how to effectively supervise master’s students who are studying in different areas 
of concentration (e.g., mental health, school counseling, and college counseling). Counselor educators could 
include modules addressing these topics before or during the time that doctoral supervisors work with master’s 
students, providing both information and opportunities to practice or role-play specific scenarios.

     In response to questions about dealing with critical incidents in supervision, participants across groups 
discussed the importance of being prepared in handling remediation issues and wanting specific examples of 
remediation cases as well as clarity regarding their role in remediation processes. Previous research findings 
indicate teaching about critical incidents prior to engaging in job requirements as effective (Collins & Pieterse, 
2007; Halpern, Gurevich, Schwartz, & Brazeau, 2009). As such, faculty supervisors may consider providing 
opportunities to role-play and share tapes of supervision sessions with master’s students in which faculty (or 
other doctoral students) effectively address critical incidents. In addition, faculty could share strategies with 
doctoral student supervisors on the design and implementation of remediation plans, responsibilities of faculty 
and school administrators, the extent to which doctoral student supervisors may be involved in the remediation 
process (e.g., no involvement, co-supervise with faculty, or full responsibility), and the ethical and legal factors 
that may impact the supervisors’ involvement. Participants viewed being included in the development and 
implementation of remediation plans for master’s supervisees as important for their development even though 
some participants experienced initial discomfort in evaluating supervisees. This further indicates the importance 
of fostering supportive working relationships that promote students’ growth and satisfaction in supervision 
training.

Limitations
     Findings from this study are beneficial to counselor doctoral students, counselor supervisors, and supervisors 
in various fields.  Limitations, however, exist in this study. The first is researcher perspective. The authors’ 
collective experiences influenced the inclusion of questions related to critical incidents and working in the 
middle tier of supervision. However, the first author made efforts to discern researcher bias by first examining 
her role as a research instrument before and throughout conducting this study, by triangulating sources, and 
by processing the interview protocol and analysis with peer reviewers and dissertation committee members. 
A second limitation is participant bias. Participants’ responses were based on their perceptions of events and 
recall. Situations participants experienced could have been colored or exaggerated and participants may have 
chosen safe responses in order to save face in front of their peers or in fear that faculty would be privy to their 
responses—an occurrence that may happen when using focus groups. The first author addressed this limitation 
by using follow-up questionnaires to provide participants an opportunity to express their views without their 
peers’ knowledge, and she reinforced confidentiality at the beginning of each focus group.

Recommendations for Future Research
     Findings from this study suggest possible directions for future research. The first recommendation is to 
expand to a more diverse sample. The participants in this study were predominantly White (75%) and female 
(87.5%) from one region in the United States. As with all qualitative research, the findings from this study are 
not meant to be generalized to a wider group, and increasing the number of focus groups may offer a greater 
understanding as to the applicability of the current findings to doctoral student supervisors not represented in the 
current study. A second recommendation is to conduct a longitudinal study by following one or more cohorts of 
doctoral student supervisors throughout their supervision training to identify stages of growth and transition as 
supervisors, focusing on those factors that influence participants’ self-efficacy and supervisor development.
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Conclusion

     The purpose of this phenomenological study was to expand previous research on counselor supervision 
and to provide a view of doctoral student supervisors’ experiences as they train in a tiered supervision model. 
Findings revealed factors that may be associated with self-efficacy beliefs of doctoral students as they prepare 
to become counseling supervisors. Recommendations may assist faculty supervisors when considering training 
protocols and doctoral students as they develop their identities as supervisors.
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Appendix

Focus Group Protocol

1. How is your program designed to provide supervision training?
2. What factors influence your perceptions of your abilities as supervisors? 
      Prompt: colleagues, professors, equipment, schedules, age, cultural factors such as gender,  
      ethnicity, social class, whether you have had prior or no prior experience as supervisors.
3. How does it feel to evaluate the supervisees’ performance?
4. How, if at all, do your supervisees provide you with feedback about your performance?
5. How do you feel about evaluations from your supervisees? 
      Prompt: How, if at all, do you think or feel supervisees’ evaluations influence how you perceive your    
      skills as a supervisor?
6. How, if at all, do your supervisors provide you with feedback about your performance?
7. How do you feel about evaluations from your faculty supervisor? 
      Prompt: In what ways, if any, do evaluations from your faculty supervisor influence how you perceive  
      your skills as a supervisor?
8. What strengths or supports do you have in your program that guide you as a supervisor? 
9. What barriers or obstacles do you experience as a supervisor?
10. What influences do you have from outside of the program that affect how you feel in your role as a 

supervisor?
11. How does it feel to be in the middle tier of supervision: working between a faculty supervisor and master’s-

level supervisee? 
      Prompt: Empowered, stuck in the middle, neutral, powerless.
12. What, if any, critical incidents have you encountered in supervision? 
      Prompt: Supervisee that has a client who was suicidal or it becomes clear to you that a supervisee has 
      not developed basic skills needed to work with current clients. 
13. If a critical incident occurred, or would occur in the future, what procedures did you or would you follow? 

How comfortable do you feel in having the responsibility of dealing with critical incidents?
14. If not already mentioned by participants, ask if they have been faced with a situation in which their 

supervisee was not performing adequately/up to program expectations. If yes, ask them to describe their role 
in any remediation plan that was developed. If no, ask what concerns come to mind when they think about 
the possibility of dealing with such a situation.

15. Describe a time when you felt least competent as a supervisor.
16. Describe a time when you felt the most competent as a supervisor.
17. How could supervision training be improved, especially in terms of anything that could help you feel more 

competent as a supervisor?


