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Time To Think Supervision

This article assumes that you have read the book “Time To Think”, that you know about Thinking Partnerships, Thinking Sessions and the Thinking Environment. Hopefully it will make sense even if you have not read it - and you can refer to the Ten Components that create a Thinking Environment at the end of this article (though it will be necessary to refer to the book for a full explanation of the principles behind them). 

Most of this article is in addition to what you will find in the book published in 2000, but may be in the new book to be published in 2009. This is because the work is constantly being refined and improved and Time To Think Supervision is a recent development. Please note that much of Nancy Kline’s work is under copyright and Trademark, so if you wish to reproduce anything, please contact me so I can inform you of the limitations and how to get permission if necessary.

Supervision in a Thinking Environment begins with the assumption that there is no process more powerful, no intervention more accurate, no set of questions more penetrating than the depth and quality of attention offered in Part One of the Thinking Session Model.

Truly excellent supervision allows for the fact that this Part One process could be all that is needed for a fully satisfactory, even superb session. The Thinking Environment Supervisor does not rush this first part, nor consider it merely background, pace-setting or introduction. The attention-only part of the supervision session is in itself a complex, efficient, results-rich process.

The Thinking Environment (TE) Supervisor maintains the dynamic during other parts of the supervision session as well. The questions the TE supervisor will ask themselves are: 

· If I ask a question here or make an observation, will the supervisee continue to think for her/himself?

· Am I in any way trying to think for the supervisee?

· Am I at all infantalising the supervisee by what I am doing?
· Am I making them dependent on me?

· Am I setting myself up as the expert?

· Am I pulling them towards my areas of interest, knowledge or comfort?

· Am I attempting to seem on the ball, alert, proficient, ahead of them?

A Time To Think (TTT) Supervision contract includes:

· my role as Supervisor is to help you think for yourself

· my role as Supervisor is not to do your thinking for you

· the issues and questions you bring to sessions are best addressed and explored by you, not by my interpretation of you or your situation, nor by my knowledge of supervision, coaching, human beings and/or organizations

· I will offer you my insights and perspectives only after you have had sufficient time to come up with your own ideas thoroughly, if you request it

· The session is successful if your ideas, directions, insights, questions and feelings are all better then mine would have been had I offered them through advice, directive questions or reactions

· My expertise is a process of behaving with you in ten ways that will keep you thinking for yourself: through a particular quality of attention and carefully constructed specific questions.

· Often it is in the silence that the best ideas emerge

· The key obstacles in your work/life emerge from the key obstacles in your thinking. These obstacles are nearly always untrue limiting assumptions. When appropriate we will find and remove these assumptions

The power of the Thinking Environment Session, between a Thinker and a Thinking Partner, lies in our desire to experience the unknowable. We do this in order that the unknowable can become known. As the Thinking Partner (Supervisor/Coach) I cannot know what the Thinker (Coachee /Supervisee) is thinking or will say. And neither can they. When we recognise this fact, both of us can begin truly to discover, and thus to know, precisely what the Thinker thinks. We then, for a few moments, know the unknowable.
As ‘helpers’, professional and otherwise, we are instilled with the opposite message. We are often told that real expertise lies in listening only long enough to be able to predict what the client is thinking and will say next and in pre-empting that (saving time, making progress) with our questions or comments. Some coaches-in-training have even been ‘graded down’ for ‘listening too much, waiting too long to come in and really “coach.”’

As supervisors the desire to use our knowledge and expertise in order to help our supervisees can also be very strong. A key is being aware what “help” is most useful – and knowing the ultimate goal that you might wish for your supervisees. Do you want them to leave their supervision thinking you are brilliant … or that they are?

As ‘Thinkers’ we often believe we already know what we think about something, before we think out loud about it. In fact, until we think with Attention, we don’t know what we think. That is because we use the generative nature of the Partner’s Attention (and of the sequence of questions) to discover and develop what we think. Some people find that their inner thinking can be self-defeating and even dangerous when reflecting alone. And so the decision not to have a Thinking Session/ Coaching/ Supervision because we ‘already know what we think and will say’ is self-defeating. And the decision to ‘help’ by interrupting or entering with a question - because we are assuming we already know what the Thinker is going to think and is going to say - is also self-defeating. 

It is the decision to want to know because we don’t know, to be, deep in our bones, interested in what the Thinker thinks that distinguishes ‘listening to ignite’ in true Time To Think style, from ‘listening to reply.’ 

There may not be adequate words to say how different from usual listening this kind of presence is, this profound interest in what the Thinker will think and say next, this savouring the unknowable. And when we interrupt or tap our mental toes/fingers, we have lost it. When we sustain it, we catalyse transformation, almost always. 

Part One of any Time To Think session – with a Time To Think Coach or TE Supervisor or as Thinking Partners - is a time of free exploration. In the quiet presence of attention, respect and ease important things can happen for the person thinking. Fresh ideas can emerge; confusion can dissipate; creativity can explode; feelings can subside. 

The attitude and general behaviour of the Thinking Partner/Supervisor toward the Thinker/Supervisee are:

- Settle back

- Keep your eyes on the eyes of the person throughout

- Adopt an attitude of respect for the person as a thinking human being
- Let your face and posture communicate interest and understanding

- Do not interrupt

- Trust that not uttering a word is one of the most effective things you can do

- Know your job is to help people think for themselves, not to think for them

- Cultivate fascination with where the person will go with their thinking 

- Attempt to achieve a composure that is wildly dynamic

- Disengage from any emotional investment in the outcome of their thinking

- Remember that the expression of feelings is often a part of the thinking process

- Be aware that much of what you will hear is a result of your effect on them

- Be drivingly more interested in what is real and true for the person than you are  

  frightened of being proved wrong

TTT supervisors enjoy their role – it is subtle but powerful.

A supervision session is different from a thinking session in 2 major ways. Firstly there is a period of contracting at the beginning of the supervision session often before the supervisee has a full sense of what they want to think about. The TTT supervisors will still use all the philosophy and skills required to be a TE Coach or Consultant. 

Then the purpose of the session is to think about coaching work, so this means the operating question is more “What aspect of your coaching work would you like to think about?” rather than the opening question in a Thinking Partnership “What would you like to think about?” A TTT Supervision session will usually start with this focused thinking session … and often at the start of each specifically different topic that arises during the supervision as well. There is an additional piece after the supervisee has had some thinking time, to allow for further questions for insight, learning and information.

Please do not assume that as TE supervisors we do not give information. Withholding or denying information results in intellectual vandalism - information is one of the Ten Components of a Thinking Environment. It is the appropriateness and timeliness of giving information that we need to be mindful of.  Am I certain that the supervisee does not already know the information I wish to impart?  Even if they do not, is this exactly what the supervisee needs right now and is best for them? How much information can this person take? If someone is a new coach, overwhelming them with masses of new facts could have a negative effect on confidence – is knowledge or confidence more important at that point?  A suggestion is to find the one thing that would make the most difference to the supervisee’s effectiveness and limit your input to that.

TTT proposes that does not matter if you already know what the person is about to say before they have completed saying it – what matters is what happens for them because they say it. This is a major difference in style and process for often at this point that thinking is interrupted or stopped – yet when allowed to continue with attention of this quality, it is transformative.

The Thinking Partner’s attention is on three streams simultaneously – the first stream is on what the Thinker is saying; the second is on their own response to what the Thinker is saying and the third is on creating a Thinking Environment for the Thinker. For the Thinker to be at their best, the three streams must be in balance. Sometimes the Thinking Partner can have an investment in the outcome … and that will ensure the second stream will start to dominate and the quality of the thinking will be compromised. When the streams are in balance the Thinker will be able to sense the quality of the attention and ideas will be generated.

Keeping your attention 100% on what your clients are saying and 100% on whether or not your behaviour is creating a thinking environment for them is a paradox. You may note a few other paradoxes – like “being still yet wildly dynamic” and to achieve more, do less.

Some of the goals of TTT supervision you will recognize and agree with. Many will be familiar and include:
· To support the coach or consultant in their work so that they feel they are able to follow their true direction and be courageous and honest
· To give them the time to think about the key dimensions and subtleties of their work so that they have more clarity and comfort
· To offer reassurance and further learning and exploration so that coaches can be more confident about their interventions and client relationships
· To regularly revisit ethical questions in the coaching and organizational relationships so that they feel the profession of coaching is upholding their values

Personally when being supervised I prefer working with someone who believes that my experience as a coach, as a supervisor will allow me to find the solutions that will work best for me, in my life and work.  I value the fact that I am considered the expert about me – even though I do, of course, have blind spots,  I enjoy my intelligence, thinking, wisdom and all being valued. Even though I appreciate being offered new approaches, new ways to work, and love to learn,  it is so much more respectful to be asked how I would like to work, what I would like and need. It is also so much easier to receive when we are ready to do so … waiting till the person is ready, only giving when they ask, means this approach is an energy-saver too.

This article will probably be different in a years time, with a year of  TE supervision sessions and experiences to add … and perhaps with your comments and points of view in addition. Please do get back to me to give me your thoughts.

The Ten Components that create a Thinking Environment

1. Attention

Listening with palpable respect and without interruption

· the quality of the thinking is affected by the quality of the attention

· knowing you will not be interrupted frees you to think for yourself

2. Equality

Treating each other as thinking peers

Keeping agreements and boundaries

3. Ease

Offering freedom from internal rush or urgency

4.Appreciation

Offering genuine acknowledgement of a person’s qualities

5. Encouragement

Giving courage to go to the cutting edge of ideas by moving beyond competition

6. Feelings

Allowing sufficient emotional release to restore thinking 

7. Information

Supplying facts

Dismantling denial

8. Diversity

Welcoming divergent thinking and diverse group identities

9. Incisive Questions

Removing assumptions that limit our ability to think for ourselves clearly and creatively

10.Place 

Creating a physical environment that says to people “You matter” Part One behaviours
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