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The Relevance Of Early Developmental And Of Educational Experiences On Adult Learners
There are many popular models and approaches to this subject. Most of us can recognise that the ways we prefer to learn new things will largely be determined by what the subject matter is, where and when and with whom we are learning, and our motivations for doing so. We may change our ways as we grow older or not even be aware of our preferences when it comes down to it. Perhaps what influences our preferences has as much to do with our early development and educational experiences as almost anything else.

We have all been learners since infancy and progressed through school and further education, through vocational and other kinds of courses. We will have developed an approach and an attitude towards both ourselves, our fellow learners and our teachers, tutors and supervisors. It is important to become aware of our feelings and attitudes as both learners and supervisors because these will affect the ways we are able to work with each other.

In their book on supervision Gilbert & Evans write about the impact of a shame based learning experience on adults, and how this may become revealed in the supervision relationship. They argue that for supervision to be effective learners need to be able to take what they call ‘the third person perspective’. This perspective provides another view of what is happening in the situation under discussion in supervision. It allows for the ‘helicopter view’ that is an essential part of the supervision process. 

This key ability rests on the successful completion of an early developmental task of childhood. If the tiny infant has the good fortune to be looked upon with loving eyes she will see this reflected in her mother’s face. The child is dependent on this mirroring process for a view of herself. The quality of the mirror will give the child that perspective on herself. When another care giver’s view, perhaps father, is given, the child then has an additional one to affirm or challenge the original one, or has another perspective from which to see themselves and the world. Without the support of affirming adults a child is likely to develop feelings of worthlessness.

‘to gain an objective sense of self we need to see ourselves  through the eyes of another person; as we view ourselves from the outside, from the perspective of another we are able to see ourselves in relation to other people and objects. This capacity for a perception from outside of ourselves assists us in the process of developing an understanding and an empathy for how others may perceive us and leads to an appreciation of the multiplicity of narratives that may arise simultaneously for different observers.’ Gilbert&Evans
Naturally it would be rare for an infant to have had perfect parents. This means that many of us will have had to learn to take this third person perspective with the help of other adults, hopefully through school and further education experiences, which will build a more robust sense of self. However, it is a rare being that is not at some points plagued by self doubt and aware of an inner critic at their shoulder.

There are clearly implications for supervision as there is potential for shame in the process of revealing ones work to another. For the supervisee who has experienced a shame based educational or developmental experience, the supervisor will need to provide the missing third person perspective. Without this opportunity the supervisee may well stay under-functioning and unable to share the truth of their work, needing to protect their fragile sense of worth from the fear of criticism.

These factors will also have a bearing on the importance of giving feedback in ways that can be used creatively rather than as further evidence of the supervisee’s feelings of lack of worth.

To take any perspective that lends a wider view of the world is an essential skill in life, and to be able to support others to do so in supervision and indeed in coaching is essential for effectiveness in both endeavours. When supervisees experience the development of their own capacity to step outside their own view and take the wider one, they will naturally support clients who need this to do the same.
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