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When a trainee makes insufficient progress in a counselor education program, the 

supervisor faces the dilemma of determining appropriate educational, ethical, and legal 

responses. When lack of progress is not academic in nature, the issue may present a 

complex and emotionally stressful problem for both supervisee and supervisor. Johnson 

et al. (2008) maintain it is “…difficult to actively foster growth and development, to be 

compassionate, to be supportive, and to engage students as a mentor while 

simultaneously rendering objective and accurate summative evaluations” (p. 590). During 

our years of experience supervising counselor interns and doctoral student supervisors, 

we and our doctoral student supervisors have explored and grappled with what seems at 
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times to be dual roles of student supervisor/mentor and gatekeeper of the profession. The 

purpose of this article is to present the results of those conversations and the related 

research as we learn to more competently assist supervisees as they strive to meet the 

standards for entering the field of counseling. 

 

Gatekeeping Review 

 

 Research of related literature reveals that much attention has been directed to 

issues of gatekeeping, retention, remediation, and dismissal. In 1995, Frame and Stevens-

Smith recommended a dismissal process that begins with individual faculty evaluation at 

both mid term and end of semester. In contrast, Baldo and Softas-Nall (1997) suggested a 

student review and retention policy based on judgment by the whole faculty followed by 

feedback to the student, opportunity for student response to faculty, and obtaining the 

student signature on both the feedback and remediation plan. Lumadue and Duffey 

(1999) discussed legal and ethical issues in gatekeeping, due process, and a model for 

gatekeeping procedures that included an assessment designed to evaluate specific 

behaviors deemed necessary for becoming a counselor. 

McAdams, Foster, and Ward (2007) describe what a counselor education program 

learned when their remediation and dismissal process was challenged in federal court. 

Their dismissal decision was upheld after a jury trial. In a second publication, McAdams 

and Foster (2007) elaborated on their policy of remediation and dismissal and offered 

guidance to other programs in developing a just and fair process for students found 

deficient in professional performance. In a third publication, Foster and McAdams (2009) 

offer specific guidelines for making the process of professional performance evaluation 

open and transparent to students, thus ensuring students are informed and understand the 

need for such a process. One suggestion is an emphasis on both “top-down 

communication” and “bottom-up communication” to gain student trust, mitigate feelings 

that performance evaluation is pejorative, and obtain student commitment to protect 

future clients and the public. 

 

Multiple Roles in Supervision 

 

 The American Counseling Association Code of Ethics (ACA, 2005) clearly 

describes the professional and ethical role of counselor supervisors. In addition to 

supervision, supervisors are required to provide periodic evaluation and feedback to the 

supervisee. Supervisors seek remedial assistance as well as appropriate counseling 

referrals when needed for the supervisee. Supervisors are required to avoid the role of 

counselor in the supervisor/supervisee relationship. Besides effectively supervising the 

supervisee, perhaps the most important role supervisors have is considering how 

supervisee interpersonal competencies impact their clients. The ACA Code of Ethics 

mandates that supervisors act as gatekeepers when they deem supervisees do not meet 

standards for entry into the counseling profession. These multiple supervisor roles may 

present a supervisory or ethical dilemma when working with problematic supervisees. 

 Enochs and Etzbach (2004) remind us that while supervisors are responsible for 

training and gatekeeping, they are also responsible for protecting the client and the 

public. Finally, supervisors must adequately assist students in meeting standards 
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necessary for entry into the profession. Ungar (2006) addresses the blurring of boundaries 

that can transpire among these multiple supervisor roles. Todd and Storm (1997) 

maintain that supervisors are tempted to emphasize supervision contracts, theories, and 

techniques as opposed to the risks and unpredictability of the supervisor/supervisee 

relationship. Similarly, Kaiser (1997) believes that as supervisors have dealt with dual 

roles and power issues, they have come to depend on making rules to regulate behavior 

instead of dealing with the discomfort and ambiguity involved in making difficult 

decisions in the context of supervisory relationships. Supervisors have struggled with 

these roles. Bernard (2005) shares that she became so sensitive about ethics, rules, and 

the possibility of dual relationships that she placed too much distance between herself 

and her supervisees. She suggests a return to normalcy. 

 Supervisees also have issues and concerns which can be impacted by supervisor’s 

multiple roles. Worthington, Tan, and Poulin (2002) present one example in their 

discussion of supervisee ethical issues. At times, supervisees may not share crucial case 

information, information that could present problems in counseling and increase the 

liability of the supervisor. Ladany, Hill, Corbett, and Nutt (1996) explored supervisee 

nondisclosure in a survey of counselor interns and reported that many supervisees 

omitted disclosing a number of issues to their supervisors. Reasons for not disclosing 

ranged from feelings of shame, embarrassment, and discomfort to being concerned that 

the supervisor might form a negative impression of the supervisee. 

If the multiple roles of gatekeeper, supervisor/mentor, and evaluator are inherent 

to the supervisor/supervisee process, how does a supervisor grapple with these roles in 

the event of a difficult supervisee? How can a supervisor do her best, perhaps 

successfully intervening and avoiding the remediation process? Bernard (2005) 

recommends early and ongoing assessment in order to identify troubled trainees early. 

Forrest, Elman, Gizara, and Vacha-Haase (1999) report that the most common problems 

that supervisees have are poor academic performance, poor clinical performance, poor 

interpersonal skills, and unethical behavior. Understanding the causes of problematic 

behavior are paramount to successful intervention, and the authors provide a possible 

assessment to determine such causes. Problematic behavior could be a result of 

competence never achieved, diminished functioning, or willful disregard. Bernard and 

Goodyear (2004) also stress early assessment of supervisee needs and issues. 

Professional development plans are discussed by Kress and Protivnak (2009) who 

propose specific and concrete processes to work with problematic behaviors. Problematic 

behaviors are diverse in nature as evidenced by the variety of labels used to describe 

difficult students in the literature, such as inadequate, unsuitable, unfit, deficient, and 

impaired, which may indicate a decrease in functioning. Kress and Protivnak advise 

educators to use the term “impaired” with caution due to possible legal issues related to 

the American Disabilities Act. A decrease in ability to function is different than 

incompetence which could indicate that competence was never achieved. Kress and 

Protivnak prefer the term problematic to describe functioning that interferes with 

academic or counseling competence to the point that remediation is required. Early 

assessment of supervisee assets and challenges are key to developing effective 

supervisory interventions and, if necessary, remediation plans.   
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Supervisory Interventions 

 

Bernard and Goodyear (2004) identify a number of issues that point to the need 

for supervisory intervention. Specific behaviors that could point to resistance on the part 

of supervisees are identified and discussed. The authors also concentrate on supervisor 

behaviors that sometimes elicit resistance and related interventions that could enhance 

supervisor effectiveness when supervisees are resistant. Supervision is described as an 

attachment process initially involving the development of an effective bond that is 

gradually loosened toward the end of supervision. The authors expand on problematic 

attachment styles related to anxious attachment and compulsive self reliance or 

caregiving.  

Similarly, the role of supervisee shame (Bernard & Goodyear, 2004; Kaiser, 

1997) can have a detrimental effect on the supervision process. Problematic students may 

feel diminished, exposed, or inadequate, and may respond in ways that inhibit their 

progress. Prominent among suggested supervisor responses is the creation of a trusting 

and safe environment. Again, this may be a supervisory challenge when a student is 

receiving feedback that their skills and behavior are subpar, and yet the supervisor must 

search for ways to assist these students in meeting standards. Normalizing and talking 

about mistakes, learning how to give feedback, presenting criticism with gentle respect, 

and supporting supervisee strengths while frankly addressing unmet standards are among 

possible supervision strategies (Bernard & Goodyear, 2001; Kaiser, 1997).  

Other supervisee issues that Bernard and Goodyear (2004) include in their 

discussions are supervisee anxiety that interferes with learning and performance and a 

supervisee’s need to feel and appear competent that becomes an obstacle in acquiring 

skills necessary to meet standards. Suitable supervisor interventions are suggested. Kaiser 

(1997) asserts that the use of power and authority and the development of shared meaning 

are ever present in supervision and can be a factor when problems arise. Liddle (1988) 

stresses that supervisors should articulate a training epistemology and suggests 

supervisors reflect on: what they are doing to increase the probability of supervisee 

success, the degree to which the supervisor believes that counseling skills are inherent, 

and finally the degree to which the supervisor believes that counseling skills can be 

acquired through education and training. The common thread woven throughout the 

literature review is that in order for the supervisee to feel free to talk about their work as a 

counselor, they need a safe and respectful atmosphere. This can be a challenge for 

supervisors and supervisees when problematic supervisees may require remediation and 

possible dismissal. 

Another source of information to be considered when exploring how to balance 

the roles of supervisor and gatekeeper is found in the work of Binder and Strupp (1997), 

who offer a detailed description of characteristics trainees must possess such as openness 

to learning, self reflection, and the capacity to relate. They also talk about personal issues 

of the trainee and the importance of supervisor sensitivity to the learning needs and 

experiences of the trainee.  Characteristics of a good teacher/supervisor are explained as 

well, with the authors focusing on supervisor flexibility, respect, thoughtfulness, support, 

curiosity, patience, and collaboration among other important attributes.  

In the same vein, Bradley and Ladany (2001) emphasize that supervisors must 

form a relationship alliance before evaluating the supervisee’s counseling performance. 
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They stipulate that evaluation coming from a supportive source strengthens the 

therapeutic alliance, facilitates supervisee self-disclosure, and decreases supervisee role 

conflict and ambiguity. They state that such feedback is probably perceived quite 

differently than confrontive and directive feedback. Much of the supervision literature 

contains helpful information about establishing the strong supervisory alliance so 

necessary for effective supervision (Binder & Strupp, 1997; Bradley, & Ladany, 2001; 

Borders & Brown, 2005; Bernard & Goodyear, 2004; Kaiser, 1997; Liddle, 1988; 

Shulman, 2005).  

In addition to establishing a positive environment, Borders and Brown (2005) 

present a variety of supervisor strategies for preventing supervisee resistance from 

becoming an issue as supervision progresses. Basic skills are discussed, and guidelines 

for giving feedback are offered which focus on positively stated learning goals, concrete 

statements about counselor behavior, pointing out client responses to the supervisee, 

proposing optional behaviors, breaking goal behaviors down into smaller steps, 

identifying and using supervisee strengths as a foundation for making desired changes, 

and minimizing the supervisor role as expert. Haley (1988) was skilled in dealing with 

resistance and recommended that supervisors avoid focusing on personal issues of the 

supervisee and instead emphasize constructive suggestions for what the supervisee can 

do.  

Shulman (2005) advises the consideration of parallel process and maintains that 

supervisees learn more about counseling from the way we supervise them than from what 

we tell them about counseling. Borders and Brown (2005) expound on remedial methods 

that supervisors can reply upon when it appears that supervisees are exhibiting resistance.  

Suggested supervisory methods include the use of good natured humor, identifying and 

refuting destructive beliefs and thoughts, confrontation, nondefensive interpretation and 

immediacy statements, self disclosure, interpersonal processing recall, and addressing 

underlying concerns. 

The work of Bradley and Ladany (2001) includes another potential resource for 

supervisory interventions. After a review of the literature, they identified 25 strategies 

and constructed a table to visually depict how they sorted and organized the strategies.  

Each of the strategies was categorized as teaching, counseling, or consulting according to 

the three supervisory functions delineated by Borders and Brown (2005). In addition, 

each of the 25 strategies is also identified as being a basic or an advanced strategy. 

 

Supervisory Stance 

 

When we began our exploration of the literature, our goal was to identify the best 

practices for working with difficult or problematic supervisees. As we proceeded with 

our research and conversations, we became aware of something we already knew. It was 

not so much supervisory techniques or strategies but a therapeutic supervisory stance that 

seemed to be most important in working with difficult supervisees. Several theoretical 

perspectives are helpful for supervisors to consider. Murray Bowen’s (1978) 

conceptualization of differentiation of self and Friedman’s (1985) extension of Bowen’s 

ideas to maintaining a nonanxious presence in the midst of anxiety have been considered 

a constructive position for individuals as well as counselors and supervisors. 

Differentiation of self infers knowledge of how to manage and define oneself in 
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relationship and is a measure of emotional maturity. The concept includes taking 

responsibility for one’s own emotional well-being, not taking responsibility for another’s 

emotional well-being, and thinking for oneself. This ability to differentiate, according to 

Bowen and Friedman, allows for clarity of thought and reduction of anxiety. The ability 

to maintain one’s sense of self, to think clearly in the middle of difficult and sometimes 

emotional circumstances, and to remain nonanxious are all qualities that enable 

supervisors to respond to difficult supervisees in a way that is balanced and that respects 

the supervisee and the relationship.  

The theory of object constancy (Mahler, Pine, Pine, & Bergman, 1973) presents 

another viable option for supervisors to consider when working with a difficult 

supervisee who has the potential to elicit supervisory reactivity. Cohen and Sherwood 

(1991) discuss the importance of becoming a constant object when working with some 

psychotherapy clients and describe the stance that must be taken by the counselor in order 

to become that object. In a similar way, the supervisor’s capacity to be a constant object 

for supervisees who demonstrate difficulty approaching the supervisor as an ally in 

learning depends on being able to take and maintain a stance of being present. 

Additionally, object constancy theory as translated into supervisory process encourages 

the supervisor to be aware of countertransference issues that may impact the ability to 

maintain an appropriate supervisory stance. Cohen and Sherwood’s model cannot be 

applied to supervision uncritically, as the supervisor, because of responsibility to the 

client as well as the supervisee, cannot remain inactive as healthy attachment unfolds. 

However, understanding the importance of object constancy and being able to provide an 

environment where healthy attachment can develop is an essential skill for supervisors 

working with difficult supervisees.  

In a very different approach to working with the same type of issues in 

psychotherapy,  Marsha Linehan (1993) also discusses the importance of therapeutic 

stance in working with difficult clients and emphasizes the role of remaining grounded 

and centered when working with people who often draw emotional reactivity from their 

counselors. While the work of Cohen and Sherwood (1991) is analytic in its theoretical 

base and Linehan’s is cognitive-behavioral in its theoretical base, they share the 

conviction that therapeutic stance with difficult clients is crucial for treatment. We 

believe that ideas presented in both theoretical presentations are clinically useful beyond 

the populations identified in the works cited. In addition, while we do not imply in any 

way that difficult supervisees share the diagnostic labels of the client populations written 

about by these authors, we do maintain that understanding therapeutic stance from both 

perspectives provides useful information about working with difficult supervisees.  

We also found the work of Keim (2000) to be relevant to supervisor stance. Keim 

(2000) enhanced the concept of hierarchy in structural family therapy to develop the 

concepts of soft and hard sides of hierarchy in his work with children diagnosed with 

oppositional defiant disorder and their parents. He theorized that children who were 

difficult to handle tend to attract the hard side of hierarchy from parents, teachers, and 

other adults in their lives. He described the hard side of hierarchy as being responsible for 

rules, regulation, and discipline, while the soft side of hierarchy is focused on being 

responsible for nurturing, caring, and an environment that promotes good feelings. He 

maintained that difficult children need both hard and the soft sides of hierarchy but were 

less likely to get the soft side from authority figures. With a background in family 
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counseling, we were familiar with this concept and found it quite useful in our work with 

difficult supervisees.  

Keeping a sense of balance when a supervisee could easily elicit strong feelings is 

basic to the process. Johnson (2002) indicates that as the supervisor/supervisee alliance 

strengthens, it may be harder to balance supportive and evaluative roles. The notion of 

balance is core to supervision. Employing the appropriate balance between structure and 

process, cognition and emotion, and directive and nondirective interventions for the 

unique needs of each supervisee can be difficult. Supervisees sometimes need instruction 

and other times need to explore thoughts and/or feelings about the counseling, the client, 

the supervision, parallel process, and clinical material.  

 

Recommendations 

 

We recommend that supervisors continue to utilize consultation, especially when 

working with difficult supervisees. We maintain that is imperative that supervisors 

engage in ongoing reflection and processing of the conflicts that emerge between the 

roles of trainer and gatekeeper. We also recommend that supervisors carefully define 

what it means to have a successful outcome in the supervision of difficult supervisees. 

We recommend that supervisors consider counseling theories, particularly those which 

have relevance to difficult treatment populations, as vehicles for better understanding and 

identifying ways of being that foster early intervention before formal remediation and 

possible dismissal are reached. Research on what has been successful in working with 

problematic or difficult supervisees is a distinct need in the counseling profession. 

Specific research concerning supervisory stance from a variety of theoretical perspectives 

may also further inform the work of supervisors. Finally, research on the role of personal 

counseling in averting remediation or assisting supervisees in working with remediation 

action plans could provide the field of supervision with valuable information. 
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