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In this Essay I will be looking at how effective supervision, leadership and management of youth workers plays a vital role in ensuring top quality youth work with young people. I will be making links and references to theory, along with my own practice and knowledge I have gained through supervising a trainee youth worker in my own work setting. 

As youth workers we play a crucial role in providing support and guidance to young people through our many ways of collaborating with them during their transition into adulthood. This module explores the significant role supervision plays in youth work, along with highlighting how good practice promotes accountability, reflective practice, and continuous professional and personal development, which is needed to create supportive environments that empowers both youth workers and the young people that they support. To ensure best practice in our day to day working in a youth club setting regular supervision should be a core and important part of a managerial role. In a youth work setting, supervision ensures youth workers are supported in being able to manage the sometimes emotional and stressful demands of their role when working frontline with young people, and to maintain professional boundaries and relationships. Having regular supervision allows youth workers to reflect on their own working practice, discuss barriers and challenges along with receiving feedback on their performance. Without opportunities like this we would not be able to manage performance and ensure that we are providing a quality service to young people. By offering sufficient supervision opportunities it is hoped that it will contribute to the confidence, growth, and competency of youth workers, which will lead to better outcomes for the young people that they support. 

There are three key functions of supervision for it to become a beneficial tool to both the supervisor and the supervisee. According to proctor (1986), supervision serves three key functions: formative, normative and restorative. 



Formative
This function focuses on the learning and development of the supervisee  ( youth worker)  helping them to build skills and to be able to reflect on their own working practice, alongside applying theory to front line working with young people. 

Normative
The normative function of supervision ensures the supervisee understands their role as a youth worker and their obligation to follow any of their workplace policies and procedures, risk assessments and workplace standards. 

Restorative 
This is when the supervisee receives emotional support, to help them manage the sometimes challenging and complex experiences of the role in youth work. This is also an opportunity to discuss barriers to engagement and to build confidence and resilience in the supervisee in a role that can sometimes be challenging to navigate. 

Collectively when these three functions are put into practice during regular supervision sessions, it is hoped that they can improve performance and practice while also maintaining the wellbeing of the youth workers, which will lead to benefitting the young people. During my role as a supervisor I found that using Proctor’s (1986) three core functions of supervision: allowed me to support the professional development of my supervisee by being able to guide them in to linking what they have learnt in their theory practice to develop their confidence in taking this into our youth clubs and implementing this through various ways, such as taking the lead in planning activities. I was also able to review their own reflection reports and used these to address any issues in relation to safeguarding and ensured that they fully understood their own accountability to risk and safeguarding when they were developing activities for the youth group sessions. I ensured that I created a space that was safe and free from judgement, where they could openly  speak about any concerns or worries, they were feeling during their placement, which ensured they were able to express any frustrations they were feeling , and other difficult topics such as relationship building with the young people in club. On occasions during our supervisions we tackled difficult conversations around how the supervisee felt that they were not respected/ liked by the young people, which I felt was a testament on how I had been supervising them, as they felt comfortable sharing this anxiety with me and that they felt confidence in myself as a supervisor to help them work through this. 

Along with the core functions there are other ways in which my role as a supervisor meant I also had to reflect on my own practice and supervisory skills to ensure I was able to provide the best support I could to the supervisee. These included various things such as creating a confidential and safe space for us to have our sessions. This means I would book out ample time for us to have in depth supervisions where they were not hurried and we had a space where I was not distracted. We used the room in our centre which is known as “ the quiet room” which is a tranquil space away from the centre which gives the feeling of being secluded away from the main building and a confidential space to speak freely and minimise distractions from the busy day to day going’s on of our centre. I felt that this was an important aspect of creating an environment that the supervisee and I felt comfortable and relaxed in. Along side providing a suitable environment I also made sure that I was always fully engaged and approachable during our sessions by means of ensuring I was adapting a few key skills in my own practice. 
Non -verbal communication is key to providing a successful supervision session because it helps to develop a strong relationship between the supervisor and the supervisee which is vital to professional growth. According to Hawkins and Shohet (2012), effective supervision relies on both verbal and non-verbal communication to create a relational space where supervisees feel heard, respected, and supported. Some of the ways in which I implanted nonverbal communication  during my time as a supervisor was to have an open body language, nod when I was being spoken to by the supervisee, and to have good eye contact. By adapting open body language, it shows the supervisee that I am interested and that I am actively listening to what they are telling me, which is a key role as their supervisor.
 In my own experience of implementing active listening, it enabled me to also identify the supervisees unspoken ques as well as my own. By adapting this approach with the supervisee, I could sense that they may be feeling apprehensive and anxious due to their own body language, without them having to verbally tell me. For example, fidgeting, not being able to make eye contact and looking uncomfortable were ques for me to respond with greater empathy and understanding that what they were about to discuss with me was something they may have felt difficult to speak about. By using this approach in my practice, I felt that I could enhance the quality of our supervision sessions and by being able to identify these non-verbal ques ensured we could continue the sessions when they became difficult for the supervisee to find the words, and allowed me to be prepared to offer more in-depth support. 


Another important aspect of conducting supervisions, is to ensure they are not just used as a tick box exercise and as something that must be done just as part of a managerial role. Basing your supervision practice around legislation and frameworks that also link into youth work practice is crucial to providing a supervision that is beneficial to all. One of the documents I used to base my supervision practice on were the Code of occupational ethics for the youth service in Wales. While using this as resource I was able to link some of the principles of the codes into my supervision practice by making the  youth worker aware of their  duty of care and responsibility they have to the young people they support.

The Five areas of the code of ethics are.
1. Occupational intervention
2. Responsibility for young people
3. Responsibility to colleagues
4. Responsibility to employers
5. Responsibility to the occupation 

Using these as an outline to base my supervision on meant I was able to reinforce our role as  youth works  and how to support the supervisee to take these into their day-to-day practice. We were able to discuss how we need to create a  safe space for young people where they can be themselves, and how we work in a youth led way, which promotes participation and empowerment. A key part of supervision is to reflect on work practice and interactions with the young people and looking to see if there were ways in which this can be improved. One of the ways we decided to do this was to create a reflection report, that the supervisee would fill out after each youth club session, where we would then discuss at our next supervision. This report included information such as how many young people attended, date and time of session and what staff members were present, along with a reflection section where we could see how well the session went, what we could have changed and feedback from the young people. We took time in our supervisions to analyse the report and used this as a base for making improvements for the next session. 
Upon completing one of these reflection reports we received feedback from one of our youth panel members, who asked us if  they could be given the opportunity to  plan and run a session for the group as appose of the youth workers. The supervisee then asked for support in how to ensure that the activity was age appropriate and of suitable content  for the group along with letting them have their say on what they wanted to do. We then collaborated with the young person to help make their activity fun, educative and suitable for all who attend youth, while ensuring we gave the young person ownership of the task and allowed them to express themselves to the group. We also used the reflection report method with the young person so they could also reflect on their practice, which showed that this method was transferable to not only a supervisor to a supervisee, but also a great tool  to help a young person reflect on their own practice. Giving the young person the opportunity to lead a session like this would not have been identified as something they would have liked to do, should we not have had the reflection report as part of our supervision session. By having this type of reflective supervision practice, we ensured that our practice is grounded in the right of young people, based on the United Nations convention of the rights of the child ( UNCRC), which is legally embedded in Wales. As a result of our supervision, we encouraged a young person to participate and feel empowered and confident enough to run their own activity for their peers. As the national youth agency explains,
“ Supervision enables youth workers to reflect on their practice, develop professionally and ensure that the services they provide are safe, ethical, and effective for young people.” ( National youth agency,2023,p.15)
By supporting the supervisee in this way, supervision contributes to better outcomes for all those involved, not just for the young people. By promoting a youth work practice that is informed, accountable and responsive to each young person’s individual needs. 

Supervision is a critical part of effective and positive youth work practice, where we can provide a space for reflection, professional development, and Ethical accountability. At the start of my Supervision period with the supervisee we discussed and decided on a two-way contract where each of us established clear and consistent expectations from each other. For example, some of ours were, to come prepared with notes, or a reflection report, to prioritize supervision in our weekly schedule, and  any other ground rules that were important to us. 
“ Establishing a contract at the outset of a supervisory relationship is a particularly useful way of discussing and recording the expectations, ground rules and practical arrangements” Sapin (2009, p123)
Along with the Code of Occupational Ethics for the Youth Service in Wales, I also referred to various other legislations and acts to create a supervision template to ensure I could provide the best supervision experience to the supervisee. Below are some of these acts and legislations that I used to underpin my approach to supervision. 

Social services and well – being ( Wales) Act 2014 – This act focuses on safeguarding, well-being, and integrated care. This relevant in youth work practice as youth workers must be able to safeguard young people in their care and be able to work with multi agency teams to reach the best outcomes for the young people. 

Rights of children and young persons ( Wales) measure 2011 – This ensures that the UNCRC is embedded into Welsh law. By relating to this ensures our work with young people is rights based and promotes the voice of young people. 

Well – being of future generations ( Wales) act 2015 – This act promotes sustainable development that will have a positive impact on the youth of today. As youth workers we can help to contribute to a healthier, equal, and cohesive society for young people to grow up in. 

Equality act 2010 – This is a vital act that prevents discrimination and promotes equality withing the youth club setting. This ensures youth workers provide services and activities that are inclusive and anti – discriminatory. 

Along with legislation and acts there are also frameworks supervisors can follow to deliver effective and positive supervision in a management capacity. One of these frameworks is the McKinsey 7’S’. This framework is a model that is designed to help managers/ supervisors of an organisation to analyse and improve performance within the staff team. This can also be a helpful tool in managing change. The model’s seven elements are:
Strategy – This could be the organisation’s long-term plans/goals. We could use this in our youth work plan to increase clubs/ helping to break down barriers for engagement or addressing the young people’s needs, such as mental health support. 
Structure – This is the organisational structure, and how each member of staff has their own roles and responsibilities to ensure the organisation is run to a high standard with positive outcomes. In our setting this is fed through from the Centre manager to the Senior youth worker who then supervises the trainee youth workers. 
Systems – These are the policies and procedures the setting has in place to ensure that the right protocols are followed such as safeguarding, referral or whistle blowing polices. Supervision will also fall into this category. 
Shared values – These are the core values or the mission statement of the organisation. In my setting some of these values are  inclusion, youth voice and empowerment, inclusion, and youth participation. 
Style – This is the organisations management style. Each organisation has a different approach to leadership and management. My approach in supervision is collaborative. 
Staff – These are the people who make up the organisation. My organisation is currently made up of Trustees, a centre manager, Accommodation manager, Senior youth worker, Trainee youth workers and a team of night support staff. Each staff member has their own role, responsibilities, strength, and capabilities. 
Skills – This is the skill set of the members of staff in the organisation. Some of the key skills in our setting include communication, group facilitation, and youth engagement. 

For this framework to be successful and to deliver a well-structured youth service, all seven elements must be aligned and interconnected. When thinking of my own setting this means all aspects of the youth service working in harmony and having the same goals for the young people we support. The model highlights and suggests that success is not only based on one sole feature such as structure and strategy, but also on different elements such as leadership style, different staffing strengths and capabilities and shared values in youth work. By using a model like this it is hoped that we can improve youth work provisions holistically. 

As a youth club setting in Wales  our youth work is underpinned by five core principles ( pillars) which we use as a baseline to achieve good youthwork practice. The five pillars are: Educative, Empowering, Participative, Inclusive and Expressive. Together these five pillars are essential points in youth work supervision as it gives us an opportunity to see if our own practice aligns with the pillars. Some examples of this are, if we as youth workers are creating opportunities for participation and is our practice leading to young people feeling empowered. Supervision also helps the supervisee to navigate challenges that may sometimes arise while trying to incorporate the five pillars, such as young people not wanting to take ownership or use their voices for what matters to them and instead rely on youth workers to speak on their behalf. Embedding the five pillars in supervision ensures that the core purpose of youth work remains central even in times of difficulty and change. As noted by Torfaen County Borough Council (2022), Through supervision youth workers are encouraged to reflect on whether their methods and interventions uphold these core values, ensuring that their practice remains responsive, ethical, and grounded in young people’s needs and rights. 

One of the most important aspects of my role as a supervisor was making sure I was seen as a trustworthy person to my supervisee. As confidentiality is a fundamental part of the supervision process it was important to me that I fostered a space where we could engage in open and honest conversations as this would be more likely to create a trustful relationship between myself and the supervisee. I did this by ensuring confidentiality throughout my time supervising them and gave examples of when I may have to break this. For example, if something were brought to my attention in supervision which was considered a safeguarding risk/ issue to either the staff or young people, I would then have broken our confidentiality agreement to keep people safe. This was explained at the start of every supervision session, so it was always fresh in both our minds before we started the session. Balancing privacy with a duty of care and adhering to safeguarding procedures, ensured our supervision remained ethical and protective of young people’s welfare, but also a safe space to discuss sensitive matters in a relaxed environment. Sapin (2012,p.143) also emphasis that “ confidentiality enables a trusting relationship between supervisor and supervisee, which is essential for reflective practice and professional development.”

To conclude, supervision is a vital tool in youth work that not only supports the development of youth workers but also upholds the ethical foundations of the youth work sector. During my time as a supervisor, I have realised that supervision is not only used as a tool for management, but also as crucial part of  the development of youth workers. Through the three functions of supervision ( formative, normative and explorative) I have learnt that supervision helps youth workers to grow, keep up to date with practice, stay accountable for their own work practice, and be able to manage the emotional impact of their work with young people. 
Some of the key parts to effective supervision I have learnt are core communication skills of active listening, and the non-verbal communication ques. By being in tune with these non-verbal communication ques I have been able to create a trusting, and respectful supervisory relationship with the supervisee. I found reflecting on my own active listening skills, to be a fantastic way to ensure that the supervisee feels heard and valued and I have realised the importance of encouraging open ended communication. I have been able to work on my tone, which I have since realised upon my own reflection as a supervisor may have needed to be more empathetic to support the emotional dynamic of my supervisory interactions. 
Another crucial aspect I found was  to create an inclusive, values led, confidential supervision environment. A place where both the supervisee and I could feel relaxed, and a space where we would not be interrupted as this, I learnt was a key part of the supervisee feeling listened to. By creating a space where we could have open and honest discussions meant we could concentrate on supervision being not just a tick box exercise that all managers should complete, but rather something that could be rooted in real practice, where we can share new ideas, and learning with each other. Having a confidential space where one to one supervision sessions take place was a critical for growth and performance evaluation, something that may not have been achieved in group supervision sessions such as team meetings and de brief sessions. Although group supervision is a valuable tool, the one-on-one supervisions are essential for building and maintaining high standards and to ensure we are enhancing our delivery of work for young people. 

Finally, working in the youth work sector in today’s climate can be an extremely challenging role, for managers, leaders, and youth workers. There are constant worries and barriers for youth workers to overcome to ensure that they can deliver high quality youth work. Managers are likely to be juggling various issues such as budget, young people’s needs along side keeping staff morale high and positive well-being. Having a set of guidelines and principles in place has helped me to be adaptable, creative and to ensure the supervisee is getting the best out of our sessions, which leads to the best outcomes for the young people we support. Being able to deliver high quality supervisions has ensured my time as a supervisor has lead to ethical, youth lead and compassionate youth work in my setting, while creating a professional yet approachable  relationship with the supervisee, so that I have been able to form a bond with my supervisee which sees us being able to discuss any issues and concerns even if they may lead to uncomfortable conversations. I feel that I have given and had a positive and reflective supervision journey the past 12 weeks in this role. 
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