
   

  

   
   

                          

   

                    

     

   

Chapter 6 
  

Styles of Interpersonal 
Communication in Clinical 

Supervision 

Author’s Note   In this chapter we emphasize two fundamental personal styles: direct and indirect. They 
have been applied to many studies of teaching, supervising, and other forms of interper- 
sonal communication. There are numerous other ways to categorize personal styles. We 
mention some of them. What we supervisors and observers say to teachers is certainly 
important. How we say it is probably more important. 

- 
Think of doctors, dentists, counselors, teachers, administrators, parents, and others 

you have known. Some may have been very competent or skillful but you didn’t look for- 
ward (with pleasure) to interacting with them. Others had flaws you were willing to over- 
look because you believed you would gain something from being with them. Our 
effectiveness as supervisors, peer consultants, mentors, or colleagues can be enhanced by 
Trecognizing that we are not all the same in how we perceive what is going on. 

A recent “popular” book by a talented writer is titled What Really Matters 
(Schwartz, 1995). It looks at a number of organized activities that are based on differing 
theories and practices that explore ways to think about how our personal style interacts 
with someone else. 

We do not choose one system for analyzing styles over all others. We do not recom- 
mend trying to change your style that took a long time to develop. We do recommend that 
you respect others’ styles that also took a long time to develop. 

In the past decade there has been much progress made in research pertaining to per- 
sonality styles or traits. Over two decades and four previous publications, we have been 
aware of the work done by Bales,” Cattell,? Murray and Rorschach,’ Flanders,° 
Blumberg,” Hersey and Blanchard,’ Gregorc,* Myers-Briggs,? Kiersey and Bates,!° 
Kiersey'' and many others who have studied how personality styles and interaction styles 
affect what can happen when observers give feedback to those they observe. 

Some of the most intriguing findings in these fields of investigation have resulted in 
the Five-Factor Model or Big 5. The names of these factors are extraversion, conscien- 
tiousness, agreeableness, openness to experience, and emotional stability. A colleague at 
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the University of Oregon, Lewis R. Goldberg,’ has been a prominent researcher and 

writer in this field for many years. —KAA 

Take my advice: don’t give advice. 

—Anonymous 
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The techniques in the chapter on feedback conferences can be used by any supervisor or 

peer observer who has systematically collected observational data to analyze with a 

teacher or colleague. How the data are interpreted and what decisions are reached will de- 

pend to a considerable extent on the supervisor's or consultant’s style. Styles of consulta- 

tion can be described in many ways. A common distinction is direct versus indirect styles. 

Ned Flanders differentiates direct teaching styles (.e., lecturing, directing, criticiz- 

ing) from indirect styles (ie., accepting feelings, encouraging, acknowledging, using stu- 

dent ideas). Arthur Blumberg uses similar categories for supervisor behavior and has 

gathered some evidence that teachers prefer an indirect style of supervision. The direct 

and indirect behaviors an observer may record in a classroom can also be noted in a con- 

ference. They can be placed on a continuum, though no scale is intended. They are: 

expressing and accepting feelings; praising, acknowledging and using others’ ideas, ask- 

ing questions; lecturing or otherwise engaging in monologue, directing; criticizing, even 

antagonizing. 

Another range of possible conference behaviors on the teacher’s part can be con- 

structed using the work of Robert Spaulding.'? His words that follow can be used to clas- 

sify the behavior of young children in the classroom: escape, withdraw, respond to 

internal stimuli, respond to external stimuli, seek help, transact, share, self-direct, and at- 

tend. For an adult who is writing a term paper (or revising a book) the list can be read 

from right to left as predictable behaviors. Think of them as “coping” behaviors that one 

may also use to survive a one-on-one conference. 

The behavior of either conferee can be described with labels used by Everett 

Shostrom.'* His words are: warm, sensitive, dependent, supportive, controlling, critical, 

strong, aggressive’ These characteristics can be translated into verbs that describe a range 

of verbal behavior the supervisor or teacher can employ: care, guide, appreciate, em- 

pathize, respect, express, lead, and assert. 

One can also view the observer's actions as aversive (dominating, punishing) or sup- 

portive (approving, receptive). Setting limits and setting goals are actions that usually lie 

between these extremes but can be pushed toward one end or the other. 

Although teachers indicate a preference for observers who emphasize the supportive, 

caring style, these are not the only appropriate behaviors for an observer. Doing some- 

thing aversive (€.g., when a parent prevents a child from playing on the highway) may in- 

dicate a caring style at times. 

In the past decade, words such as those used above plus several thousand others that 

could describe personality traits or factors have been subjected to sophisticated factor 
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COMMUNICATION TECHNIQUE 3: ASK CLARIFYING QUESTIO 
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There is some possibility that an observer will reinforce more than was bargained for. 
A workshop leader received this comment from a participant on the postworkshop evalua- 
tion: “Stopping the tape recording to explain what was happening was really helpful.” So 
the leader stopped the tape about twenty times during their next workshop, until someone 
sent this note: “Why don’t you let the tape play long enough for us to hear what’s 
going on?” 

Again, an elderly lady who had never eaten apple pie remarked that when she was a 
girl, she turned down her first opportunity to do so and gained considerable attention: 
“Imagine that! Carrie doesn’t eat apple pie.” The attention was such that in subsequent sit- 
uations, she felt compelled to continue her refusal, although she confessed, “I always 
thought J might have liked it.” 

Yet in our experience, the possibility of too little reinforcement for teachers is.much 
more likely than too much. Teaching often seems a thankless task to those who toil in the 
schools of our nation. They seldom lack critics, however. 

COMMUNICATION TECHNIQUE 5: AVOID GIVING DIRECT ADVICE 

This does not say never give direct advice, just wait a while. Let teachers analyze and in- 
terpret. Often the decisions they reach will be very similar to yours. For most teachers, 
having their ideas for change reinforced by someone they respect is more likely to 
produce results than having to carry out someone else’s idea. On the other hand, there 
are times when it is better to say what we think rather than let indirectness become 
manipulative. 

Some people are naturally compliant, submissive, and obedient; perhaps they enjoy 
being told what to do. Nevertheless, our experience with teachers indicates that most of 
them prefer to feel responsible for their own actions. People who choose teaching as a 
career expect to be in charge of their classes; they expect to make professional decisions 
about goals, subject matter, materials, methodology, evaluation, and other aspécts of the 
educational process. _—s ~~ 

The line between “guided discovery” and “manipulation” is a fine one. The observer 
must decide when “‘Here’s the way it looks to me” is preferable to making the teacher feel 
that guessing games are being played. 

COMMUNICATION TECHNIQUE 6: PROVIDE VERBAL SUPPORT 
The emphasis of the observer is on helping the teacher identify professional goals relating 
to classroom performance, then obtaining valid feedback to assist in reaching those goals. 
It is often difficult for teachers to separate personal goals from professional goals, and it is 
especially difficult to separate emotional problems from professional ones. Many of the 
problems administrators identify as deterrents to instructional improvement by their 
teachers have their basis in personal aspects of the teacher’s life—for example, apathy, 
lack of organization, or emotional instability in the classroom. 

It would be convenient if we could exclude personal problems from a discussion of 
techniques to use in conducting conferences, but they often enter the discussion despite all 
efforts to stay on a professional level. Most observers have had the experience of a teacher
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the direct approach may say, “I know where she stands” or “He tells it like it is” or “I’m 
tired of people ‘bouncing everything off the wall.’” Those who like an indirect style may 
say, “I feel more comfortable with Mary; she doesn’t act like she has all the answers” or 
“Fred helps me do my own thinking and treats me like a colleague” or “I’ve had enough 
of the ‘hardsell’ approach.” 

The classroom observer is often cast in a double role: as a colleague helping to improve 
instruction and as an evaluator. It is sometimes awkward to deal with these two functions si- 
multaneously. For example, to say “I'll devote the first few visits to helping you improve and 
save the evaluating until later” does not reassure the teacher, nor can the observer forget what 
has been seen. With teachers who are doing reasonably well, this need not be a problem: “I’m 
expecting to write a favorable evaluation anyway, so let’s concentrate on some areas you'd like 
to work on” is one approach. Teachers on the borderline deserve to be informed of this fact, but 
the conference can still be positive and productive. Fair dismissal procedures also require that 
teachers be given early notice of deficiencies and assistance in attempting to overcome them. 

In a few cases, the teacher may be in an “intensive evaluation” situation. (Some 
school districts encourage such a teacher to have an attorney or teachers’ organization rep- 
resentative in attendance at any conferences with an evaluator.) Obviously, the tone of the 
conference will be different in the intensive case. Yet observers do not have to turn from 
Jekyll into Hyde. A skillful parent serves as both counselor and disciplinarian and can do 
so in a consistent style. Observers, too, should be able to fulfill both aspects of their role 
skillfully. 

Dissonance theory provides a rationale for changing teachers’ classroom behavior 
through observational feedback and teacher-centered conferences. The writings of Leon 
Festinger,”! Fritz Heider, and others supply powerful ‘insights into the dynamics of what 
Robert Burns expressed in poetic form as the gift of seeing ourselves as others see us. We 
each have an externally perceived self and an internally perceived self. We develop dis- 
comfort when we become aware of a discrepancy between what we believe to be “the real 
me” and what “the perceived me” seems to be doing in the eyes of others or in the infor- 
mation collected through systematic observation. For example, a teacher who believes 
that teachers should smile a lot feels that he smiles a lot; if he views videotapes of himself 
that show no smiles, he has dissonance. This dissonance can be reduced in several ways, 
such as 

1. “The videotape is wrong.” 

2. “Tt was a bad day, I was nervous.” 

3. “It isn’t really that important to smile so often.” 

In other words, he can (1) deny the information, (2) reduce the importance of the informa- 
tion, or (3) reduce the importance of the behavior. Another possibility is that he can re- 
solve to make the perceived self more like the “real” or ideal self. That requires changing 
his behavior. 

The goal of supervision for instructional improvement is to get teachers to change 
their behavior in ways that both they and their supervisors regard as desirable. In some 
cases only the observer (and not the teacher) sees.a suggested change as desirable. Now 
the observer experiences dissonance. Among the options for reducing this dissonance are 
the following:
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enjoying the responses you were getting” or “I shared your apprehension when Dickie 
volunteered” can have a desirable effect on the tone of the discussion. 

COUNSELING 

For many years we advised observers to avoid taking on a counseling role with teachers. 
We thought it best for observers to spend the limited available time helping teachers im- 
prove their instructional efforts rather than attempting to work on marital, financial, or 
psychological problems. We felt that the “amateur psychiatrist” would do more harm than 
good. In the case of serious problems, we still feel this way, but we have modified our po- 
sition somewhat. 

The more we work with observers, the more we recognize that it is impossible for 
them to separate teachers’ instructional problems from their personal problems. What is 
needed is an approach that avoids the pitfalls of inept amateur therapy yet deals honestly 
with problems expressed by the teacher that have significant impact on classroom 
performance. 

For example, if a teacher says, “I’m spending so much time fighting with my spouse 
that I just can’t get my lessons prepared,” the observer might do one of several things: 

* threaten to fire the teacher if work does not improve. 

* offer advice on how to improve a marriage. 

* concentrate on ways of handling schoolwork at school. 

* recommend a counselor. 

provide nondirective counseling. 

Any of the above might work, depending on the situation and the nature of the individuals 
involved. An objective approach consistent with other techniques in this chapter might be 
the following: 

OBSERVER: Here are some of the things you’ve mentioned that would be desirable. Let’s 
indicate them briefly in one column. Here are some things you have identified about 
your current situation. Let’s put them in another column. Now you can add or sub- 
tract from either list, but the essential problem is to ask what it takes to get from here 
to there. 

It is conceivable that a conscientious supervisor might perform all the tasks of plan- 
ning, observing, and giving feedback (as recorded and coded by reliable means) and still 
not be regarded as helpful by the teacher. We suspect that when this happens, other per- 
sonality factors or interpersonal dynamics account for the discrepancy. The data we have 
on what teachers want from an observer suggest a fairly open and democratic approach 
for most teachers. Yet we can use open and democratic procedures to communicate con- 
tent that is quite structured. Self-guided discovery, teacher-guided discovery, and didactic 
teaching are examples of procedures that lie along this continuum. 

Carl Rogers, who pioneered client-centered counseling in the 1940s, argues for 
“person-centered” approaches in a wide range of human activities.“ He contrasts our 
usual notions of power and control with another view of influence and impact.
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i sh. 
and mental effort in work is as natural as play or re 

1. The expenditure of physical ly means for bringing i the on 
2. External controls and the threat of punishment are not 

i i ise self- 
iectives. Human beings will exercise 

sof obi h they are committed. 
izational o t effort toward organiza s. n 

‘ineotion and self-control in the service of objectives to wh 
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3. Commitment to objectives is a function of the rewards associated with their achievement. 

4. The average human being learns, under proper conditions, not only to accept but also to seek responsibility, 
5. The capacity to exercise a relatively hi 

creativity in the solution of organizatio 
tributed in the population. 

6. Under the conditions of modern industrial life, th 
average human being are only partially utilized. 

gh degree of imagination, ingenuity, and 
nal problems is widely, not natrowly, dis- 

e intellectual potentialities of the 

McGregor saw these assumptions leading to superior—subordinate relationships in which the subordinate would have greater influence over the activities in his or her own work and also have influence on the Superior’s actions. Through participatory manage- Inent, greater creativity and productivity are expected, and also a greater sense of personal accomplishment and satisfaction by the workers. Chris Argyris,”° Warren Bennis,2” and Rensis Likert” cite evidence that a participatory system of management can be more ef- fective than traditional management. 
Likert’s studies showed that high production can be achieved by people- rather than production-oriented managers. Mor cover, these high-production managers were willing to delegate; to allow subordinates to participate in decisions; to be relatively nonpunitive; and to use open, two-way communication patterns. High morale and effective planning were also characteristic of these “person-centered” managers. The results may be applied to the supervisory relationship in education as well as to industry. 
There have been at least two theory Z candi 

broached in Abraham Maslow’s 
Nature.” The other dealt with 
when they were applied to pos 
circles, cooperative learning, 
influenced by those theories. 

dates in more recent years. One was 
posthumous publication, The Farther Reaches of Human 

the success of ideas from the 1930s in the United States 
twar Japan following WWII. Innovations such as quality 

participatory management, and shared decision making were 
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