
 
 

Reflective Supervision and Family Child Care Professionals 

 
Defining Reflective Practice  
 
Engaging in reflective practice means thoughtfully examining our work to keep on learning.  

In 1983, Donald Schön (philosopher, educator and jazz musician) described the three crucial elements of 
reflective practice this way:  

1. Reflection for action (planning ahead) 
2. Reflection on action (thinking back about what happened) 
3. Reflection in action (thinking in the moment, often the most challenging)  

Reflective practice helps us to grow and improve as ECE professionals. The more charged a situation is, 
the more likely we are to be reactive (acting before thinking) which can lead to unintended negative 
consequences for children, families and co-workers. Using a reflective approach is especially important 
for family child care providers because of the intensely emotional and important nature of our work—
promoting healthy development for young children.  

What is Reflective Supervision? 
 
Reflective supervision is a powerful tool for a family child care licensee to use with her/his employee(s) 
in the FCC home (e.g. assistants, regular substitutes). It differs from the traditional supervisory model as 
it involves talking together intentionally and regularly to explore the complex feelings, thoughts, and 
issues that arise when working with young children, families, and co-workers in a FCC program. 
 
The FCC licensee helps the assistant or substitute find answers to questions the staff person raises during 
these conversations. The FCC licensee adapts the manner in which s/he works with the employee being 
supervised based on a variety of factors. The supervisor’s approach will depend on the experience staff 
bring to the program, the style the staff person uses when interacting with others, and the particular 
situation in which services are provided to enrolled children and their families. (For example, the role of 
an assistant and a substitute are quite different.) 

One important goal of reflective supervision is to model healthy ways for managing conflict. By creating 
a safe and professional space where FCC assistants and substitutes can talk about conflict, you help the 
employee and yourself to understand the roots of problems better and to strategize about how to address 
them as they arise. 



Building and Maintaining Effective Reflective Supervisory Relationships: 
 
Keys to Reflective Supervision: 

• "Go slow to go fast;” it takes time to develop a trusting relationship—both parties need to work 
together for this to happen, but it is the supervisor’s role to take the lead  

• Respect each other 

• Maintain confidentiality about the content and process 

• Both the FCC licensee and assistant/substitute have the responsibility to tell others when they 
feel uncomfortable, if this happens 

Tips for the FCC supervisor: 

• Take time to identify and understand each staff member’s personal investment in the work. Ask 
about the challenges and rewards of the work.  

• Observe staff in action; it provides first hand information to discuss in a supervisory session.  

• Encourage the sharing of experiences and reactions to the work.  

• Celebrate professional development involvement and accomplishment. 

 
Reflection 
 
Reflection means stepping back from the immediate, intense experience of hands-on work and taking 
the time to wonder what the experience really means.  What does it tell us about those we work 
with?  About ourselves?  Through reflection, we can examine our thoughts and feelings about the 
experience and identify the interventions that best meet the goals for growth and development. 
 
Reflection in a supervisory relationship requires a foundation of honesty and trust.  The goal is to create 
an environment in which people do their best thinking in an atmosphere of safety, calmness and 
support.  Generally, supervisees meet with supervisors on a regular basis, providing material (like notes, 
photos or videos) that will help stimulate dialogue about the work.  As a team, supervisor and supervisee 
explore the range of emotions (positive and negative) related to the children, families and issues the 
supervisee is managing.  As a team, they work to understand and identify appropriate next steps. 
   
Reflective supervision is not therapy.  It is focused on experiences, thoughts and feelings directly 
connected with the work.  Reflective supervision is characterized by active listening and thoughtful 
questioning by both parties. The role of the supervisor is to help the supervisee to answer her/his own 
questions, and to provide the support and knowledge necessary to guide decision-making.  In addition, 
the supervisor provides an empathetic, nonjudgmental ear to the supervisee.  Working through complex 
emotions in a “safe place” allows the supervisee to manage the stress s/he experiences on the job.  It also 
allows the staff person to experience the very sort of relationship that she is expected to develop with 
children and families. 



Supervisors can also support staff’s professional development by using supervisory meetings as an 
opportunity to scaffold, or support the acquisition of, new knowledge.  One way of doing this is to 
encourage supervisees to analyze their own work and its implications.  Reflection is important because it 
empowers staff to assess their own performance.  Awareness of one’s strengths, as well as one’s limits 
and vulnerabilities, allows individuals to make mid-course corrections in work performance that feel 
natural, unforced, and generated from within.  

Collaboration 
 
The concept of collaboration (or teamwork) emphasizes sharing the responsibility and control of 
power.  Power is derived from many sources, among them position in the program, the ability to lead 
and inspire, the sphere of influence and network of colleagues.  But most of all, power is derived from 
knowledge—about children and families, the field, and oneself in the work.  While sharing power is the 
goal of collaboration, it does not exempt supervisors from setting limits or exercising authority.  These 
responsibilities remain firmly within the supervisor’s domain.  Collaboration does, however, allow for a 
dialogue to occur on issues affecting the staff person and the program.  
 
Collaboration allows staff to express interest in taking on new tasks and challenges, as well as to 
exercise some control over the terms and conditions of their work.  It offers supervisors a chance to 
learn from, as well as teach, staff.  Collaboration also allows supervisors to recognize opportunities to 
share responsibility and decision-making and, in so doing, cultivate leadership talent from within. 

Collaborative supervisory relationships are characterized by a clear understanding of the reciprocal 
expectations of each partner.  An understanding is jointly developed and agreed upon by the supervisor 
and supervisee, and will vary in frequency, intensity and focus depending on each situation.  Key issues 
that should always be addressed, however, include logistical issues, such as when and where supervisory 
meetings will take place, and what will be discussed.  

Finally, true collaboration requires open communication, flowing freely in both directions, and protected 
from “outsiders.”  Both partners assume the best about each other.  The supervisory relationship is one 
characterized by a feeling of trust and safety, where difficult issues can be discussed without fear of 
judgment, disclosure, or ridicule.  Open communication implies curiosity and active listening.  Either 
partner can ask, “What were you thinking when you did that?” as a means of learning more about the 
motivations and thoughts of the other person.  

Regularity 
 
Neither reflection nor collaboration will occur without regular interactions.  Reflective supervision takes 
place according to a reliable schedule, and enough time must be provided for it to be effective.  This 
time, while precious and hard to come by, should be protected from cancellation, rescheduling, or 
procrastination.  
 
It takes time to build a trusting relationship, to collaborate, and to share ideas, thoughts, and 
emotions.  Supervisory meetings are an investment in the professional development of staff and in the 
quality of the FCC program.  Staff will take their cues from leaders: does the family child care licensee 
make time for engaging in reflective supervision?  In order to “walk the talk,” the answer needs to be 
“yes!” 
 
                           Adapted from Parlakian, R. (2001). Look, listen, and learn:  Reflective supervision and relationship-based work.  Washington, D.C:  ZERO TO THREE. 



Pair-Share Activity: Looking at Reflective Supervision 

[Reflective supervision] is the process of examining, with someone else, the thoughts, feelings, actions, and reactions 
evoked in the course of working closely with young children and their families.      (Eggbeer, Mann, and Seibel 2008) 
 
Part 1 – Positive employee-supervisor relationships 
 
• Have you ever had a job with a supervisor that you worked well with? 
• Share a couple of the positive qualities of a good supervisor and ask your partner to do the same.  
• Thinking back on the positive aspects of your relationship with that supervisor, how does this relate to   
   reflective practice? 
 
Part 2 – Reflection prompts  

Supervisors set the tone for reflection by the kinds of questions they ask employees. In addition to 
engaging a staff member in reflection, the questions provide models that can also be used with families. 
Instead of questions that have “right or wrong” answers, the supervisor invites the staff member to 
“wonder” about the events or interactions being described. Invitations to share information are open-
ended. Some examples:  

• Tell me what happened  
• How did you feel when …? 
• What was the baby doing while this happened …?  
• What did you say? What would you like to say, if he/she were here right now?  
• If you could wave a magic wand and change things, what would be different?  
• What could you do differently, if anything, to change how this relationship is going?  
• It sounds like you were …?  
• I wonder …?  
• What do you think was successful? 

Consider a challenging experience you had recently in your family child care program that you wish you 
had handled differently.  Talk with your partner about which question or questions above could be 
helpful as you think about how to respond to that difficult experience. 

 

Gibbs' model of reflection  


