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ABSTRACT

Group work is a critical tool for school counselors. In this Consensual Qualitative Research, we used semistructured interviews

with 13 school counseling site supervisors to explore influences on their group work supervision. We found supervisors were

informed by historical backgrounds, school contexts, approaches to group work, and approaches to supervision.

1 | Introduction

Group counseling is one of the most effective tools to support K-12
students with similar needs (Springer et al. 2018; Donohue et al.
2024; Steen et al. 2022). Group counseling offers opportunities to
foster therapeutic factors like group cohesion, universality, and
socialization techniques that help students connect with each
other and practice interpersonal skills while serving multiple stu-
dents at once (Springer et al. 2022; Beasley et al. 2023; Steen et al.
2023; Steen et al. 2024; Yalom and Leszcz 2020). Furthermore,
groups are a prime tool school counselors may use to center
“healing engagement, antiracist education, and social emotional
learning” in K-12 schools (Ieva et al. 2022, p. 362). Despite their
value, multiple barriers challenge school counselors’ implemen-
tation of groups (Donohue et al. 2024). School counselors are
challenged to create or locate curricula, coordinate schedules,
and acquire permission for participation (Donohue et al. 2024;
Schimmel and Jacobs 2022). Beyond logistical barriers, school
counselors who do not feel confident in their ability to lead groups
may minimize or eliminate group work from their comprehensive
school counseling programs altogether (Springer 2016).

Practicum and internship provide key opportunities to support
school counseling students in developing group work skills

and building group leader self-efficacy (Atici 2015; Springer
2016). Indeed, in 2016, Springer found that group leader self-
efficacy in pre-service school counseling interns was supported by
group work experiences, observations, and supervisory practices.
Moreover, school counselors’ training specific to group work
contributed to the valuing of and motivation to facilitate groups
(Springer et al. 2018). In alignment with this notion, the Council
for the Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational
Programs (CACREP) has affirmed the importance of group work
experiences in clinical fieldwork for decades, with the inclusion
of Standard 4.E, which states that students “must lead or co-lead
acounseling or psychoeducational group” during their practicum
or internship experiences (CACREP 2024).

Similarly, the American School Counselor Association (ASCA)
School Counselor Professional Standards and Competencies
(2025) call for school counselors to use small groups to pro-
vide short-term counseling and to supervise school counseling
interns in corresponding areas. The Association for Specialists
in Group Work (ASGW) has called for counselors to receive
supervision specific to group work practice (see ASGW 2021).
However, individual counseling skills are often heavily prioritized
over group leadership skills in counselor preparation programs
(Ohrt et al. 2014; Yalom and Leszcz 2020). Without practice,
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school counseling students may be less likely to lead groups
in schools when they are school counselors (Springer et al.
2018).

Literature on the supervision of group work is scarce. For
example, though Luke and Goodrich (2011) offered an application
of Luke and Bernard’s (2006) school counselor supervision model
to group work, the efficacy of this model in supervision is
unknown. In the only recent found study about group work
supervision, Tessmer and Storlie (2025) conducted a phenomenol-
ogy of nine clinical mental health counseling supervisors and
found that participants perceived themselves as inadequate to
supervise group work and relied on their personal experiences to
inform their approaches. However, this study centered solely on
clinical mental health counselors rather than school counselors,
and to date, no researchers have explored school counseling
site supervisors’ supervision of small group counseling skills
among school counselors-in-training. Thus, a gap exists in
understanding the supervision of group work among school
counseling students. In this study, we sought to begin to fill
this gap by understanding factors that influence site super-
visors’ approaches to the supervision of group leadership in
schools.

1.1 | School Counseling Site Supervisors and Their
Training

The supervision of school counseling students in general is
an essential yet often overlooked practice in the counseling
profession (Merlin & Brendel 2017). CACREP requires gradu-
ate programs to provide “relevant training” to site supervisors
(CACREP 2024; Standard 4.P.4.), and the Association for Coun-
selor Education and Supervision (ACES) (2011) asserted that it
is best practice for supervisors to obtain comprehensive training
in supervision. Yet, such training opportunities appear limited
for school counseling site supervisors (DeKruyf and Pehrsson
2011; Smith and Koltz 2015). More than 15 years ago, Blakely
et al. (2009) described this limited access to supervision training
as a “carefully guarded truth,” noting that “for the most part,
professional school counselors have not received instruction in
supervisory practices for training school counselors” (p. 40-41).
Since that time, access to supervision training has not systemati-
cally increased, and most school counseling site supervisors rarely
receive sufficient supervision preparation (Chae and Backer
2024).

Training in the supervision of group work skills appears even less
available than general supervision training (Springer et al. 2018).
Although several models of school counseling site supervisor
training have been published in the last decade (see Merlin
and Brendel 2017; Merlin-Knoblich et al. 2018; Chae and Backer
2024), none of these models explicitly address the supervision of
small group counseling skills with school counselors-in-training.
Without training in how to supervise small group work skill
development, school counseling site supervisors may omit such
supervision or poorly supervise the small group work of their
supervisees. Research is needed to understand how site super-
visors navigate the supervision of school counselors in-training’
small group work skills.

1.2 | Present Study

We determined that a qualitative approach was necessary to
explore the topic inductively (Hays and Singh 2023) and give voice
to school counseling site supervisors. With recent researchers
calling for an increase in rigor to qualitative research surrounding
the practice of group work (Rubel and Okech 2017), we selected
Consensual Qualitative Research (CQR) as the methodology
to guide the study. CQR represents an integrative qualitative
methodology that combines a constructivist approach with a post-
positivist influence (Hill and Knox 2021). CQR offers a systematic,
rigorous process designed to explore and thoroughly understand
complex human experiences (Hill and Knox 2021).

We used Bandura’s (1986, 2018) social cognitive theory (SCT) as
the guiding framework for this study. SCT is a seminal theory
of psychology that holds that human behavior is guided through
a triadic interplay between intrapersonal influences, individuals’
behaviors, and environmental factors (Bandura 1986, 2018). Ban-
dura described these factors as three sets of key determinants:
personal, behavioral, and environmental. We sought to under-
stand a specific type of behavior—site supervisors’ approaches
to supervising school counseling students’ group leadership.
Thus, SCT was an appropriate theoretical framework to help us
understand such behavior. SCT would suggest that participants’
approaches may be influenced through their own personal deter-
minants, behavioral determinants, environmental determinants,
and interactions between the three determinants (Bandura 1986,
2018). We used SCT and considered these determinants when
drafting the study interview protocol, analyzing the data, and
making sense of the final findings and domains.

2 | Method

For the present study, we used CQR to understand how site super-
visors provide supervision to their school counseling students
regarding small group counseling leadership, including models
and challenges therein. Axiologically, we agreed that our own
values as researchers and former school counselors would likely
shape the research, and we embedded practices in the research
process to address this expectation.

2.1 | Researcher Description and Positionality

The first four authors comprised the primary research team for
this study, and the fifth author served as auditor. All authors were
school counselor educators who identified as White cisgender
women working in Southern and Northeastern universities at the
time of this study. The first four authors were former professional
school counselors in public schools with experience leading
counseling groups in schools. Three of the four researchers
previously served as site supervisors to school counselors-in-
training and provided supervision about group work. All authors
have experience interfacing with site supervisors, including
coordinating placements, providing supervision trainings, and
liaising to support students. All research team members have also
taught practicum or internship courses and provided supervision
of group work during those courses. The first and second authors
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have researched group work in school counseling at length, and
the third author has researched the training of school counseling
site supervisors.

Given our experiences, our positionality resulted in three identifi-
able beliefs: (1) group work is a valuable tool in school counseling,
(2) most school counseling site supervisors are not effectively
trained in supervision practices, and (3) many school counseling
site supervisors overlook the supervision of group work in
schools. These beliefs manifested during the analytic process
when research team members verbally named such beliefs as
biases when making sense of the data and seeking to identify
patterns. Team members regularly pointed out others’ beliefs
when they manifested and normalized a group process culture in
which we challenged one another regularly regarding when such
biases were influencing interpretations of data. We continually
returned to the data to guide our analysis. Our use of a study
auditor who did not participate in research team meetings but
did review data and confirm findings further allowed our data to
guide the findings rather than our beliefs or positionality.

2.2 | Participants

Thirteen school counseling site supervisors participated in this
study, consistent with recommendations by Hill and Knox (2021).
All 13 participants identified as cisgender women. Racially,
nine participants identified as White, two as Black, and two as
Latina. Participants served as school counseling site supervisors
in an array of settings (i.e., urban, suburban, and rural), levels
(elementary, middle, and high), and regions of the United States
(southern and northeastern). All participants self-identified as
possessing strengths in the area of supervision of group leadership
development, a requirement to participate in the study. In this
way, and per CQR norms, participants were “very knowledge-
able” about the study topic (Hays and Singh 2023, 128). Table 1
illustrates demographic data collected from each participant.

2.3 | Procedures

We followed CQR guidelines to create a semistructured interview
protocol (Hill 2012; Hill and Knox 2021) using a consensus group
process that reflected input from our own experiences with group
leadership in school counseling (Hays and Singh 2023) along
with tenets of SCT. Through this process, we developed nine
primary interview questions and potential sub-questions therein.
Examples of interview protocol items included: (a) describe
your graduate school experience related to group leadership, (b)
describe your graduate school experience related to supervision,
(c) discuss any trainings that you have completed specific to
group leadership/supervision, (d) describe your professional
school counseling experiences and the setting/structure of those
positions, (e) tell me about your approach to supervision as a
supervisor, and (f) explain how do you approach supervision of
group counseling. Final questions in the protocol were about
demographic characteristics.

After receiving IRB approval, we distributed a recruitment email
to current school counseling site supervisors affiliated with each
of our four respective institutions. Interested participants replied
to the email indicating their willingness to participate and con-

firming that they were a current or former school counseling site
supervisor who identified as being effective supervisors of school
counseling students’ group leader development. The first author
interviewed all participants via video conference or telephone call
lasting 50-90 min (M = 67 min). The first author recorded all
interviews and transcribed them for further analysis.

2.4 | Data Analysis

We analyzed interview transcripts and recordings using multiple
steps, including coding, categorizing, and identifying themes
or patterns in the data through a consensus process to ensure
reliability and validity (Hill and Knox 2021). Following CQR
best practices (Hill and Knox 2021), the lead researcher began by
choosing a data-rich transcript for the research team to analyze.
Then, each researcher independently segmented the data in this
transcript into preliminary domains (Hill 2012; Hill and Knox
2021) prior to convening to engage in consensus that resulted in
19 preliminary domains (Hill 2012; Hill and Knox 2021). We then
divided into two pairs, each coding a second transcript using the
preliminary domains. We convened again to discuss findings and
offer suggestions for domain application. These updated domains
were applied to two additional transcripts. After engaging in
a third consensus process, the 15 domains were solidified and
applied to the nine remaining transcripts. Then, we extracted
core ideas and collectively reviewed this summarized version of
the data (Hill 2012).

Next, we engaged in cross-analysis (Hill 2012) where we
rearranged coding pairs to offer a fresh perspective of the raw
data and to provide additional internal auditing. We each coded
half of the transcripts and placed data into preliminary categories
and subcategories by reflecting on the data across interviews
and discussing tentative findings with partners. These potential
categories were brought back to the group as a whole, discussed
at length, and refined until consensus was achieved on all final
categories.

A crucial step in achieving consensus was creating a spreadsheet
to organize all raw data into domains, categories, and subcate-
gories. We discussed this spreadsheet at length during 14 meetings
over the course of 1 year until we each agreed on the identification
of the domains, categories, and subcategories. This process
yielded the development of a table (Table 2) to illustrate the fre-
quency (general, typical, variant, or rare) of these categories based
on CQR guidelines (Hill 2012; Hill and Knox 2021). Lastly, we
interpreted the findings through the lens of SCT, making sense of
participants’ themes by identifying them as personal, behavioral,
or environmental determinants (Bandura 1986, 2018). We further
interpreted them through our experiences as school counselor
educators, former school counselors, and former supervisors,
identifying how the findings aligned with their determinants in
the contexts of US public schools and the landscapes of school
counseling, group work, and supervision as a whole.

2.5 | Trustworthiness

CQR emphasizes the importance of establishing trustworthiness
through techniques such as member checking, peer debrief-
ing, and maintaining an audit trail to ensure the credibility,
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TABLE 1 | Participant demographics.

Years of school Formal training in supervision
Racial School Current school counseling (beyond university training to
Participant identity setting counseling level experience meet CACREP requirements)
1 “Suzie” White Rural Elementary 20-29 None recalled
2 “Maria” Latina Urban Elementary 30+ None recalled
3 “Jane” White Middle 10-19 None recalled
Suburban
4 “Lisa” White High 5-10 None recalled
Suburban
5 “Lexi” White Urban High 20+ Supervision course in PhD in Social
Work program
6 “Sophia” Latina Urban Middle 20+ None recalled
7 “Laurie” White Urban Elementary 20+ None recalled
8 “Krista” White Middle 10-19 Supervision courses in Specialist and
Suburban PhD programs
9 “Jessie” White Middle 10-19 None recalled
Suburban
10 “Judy” White Urban High 10-19 None recalled
11 “Jenn” White Middle 10-19 None recalled
Suburban
12 “Harmony” Black Urban Elementary 5-10 Supervision course in PhD program
13 “Veronica” Black Urban Elementary 10-19 None recalled
TABLE 2 | Study domains and frequencies
Domain 1: Historical influencing factors 13/13 (general)
Past supervisory experiences 8/13 (typical)
Own internship group leader and supervision 10/13 (typical)
experience
Previous supervision and group training 13/13 (general)
Influencing figures 13/13 (general
Domain 2: Current influencing factors 12/13 (general)
Professional identity 13/13 (general)
Professional values 5/13 (variant)
Domain 3: Approach to group work 13/13 (general)
Initiative 3/13 (variant)
Impact 7/13 (typical)
Implementation of various groups 12/13 (general)
Intentionality 13/13 (general)
Domain 4: Approach to supervision 13/13 (general)
Supervision beliefs 13/13 (general)
Supervision behaviors 12/13 (general)
Modeling 4/13 (variant)
Providing opportunities/experiences 12/13 (general)
Open dialogue 8/13 (typical)

Note: The frequency label of “general” indicates that the idea was present in all or all but one of the participants. A frequency label of “typical” indicates that the
idea was present in at least half of the participants, and a frequency label of “variant” is used for themes present in at least two but up to half of the participants
(Hill & Knox 2021).
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dependability, and confirmability of findings (Hill and Knox
2021). Findings of this study are reported using a frequency
table to quantify prevalence as well as thick descriptions to
offer a detailed account of the ideas and experiences shared by
participants (Hays and Singh 2023; Hill and Knox 2021). We
conducted member checking by sending each participant a copy
of their coded transcript and the study findings table to verify
their perspectives. No participants requested changes or indicated
disagreement with their transcript or the study findings.

Recognizing, discussing, and mitigating researcher bias is a
fundamental aspect of the CQR process (Hill and Knox 2021).
We initially and routinely discussed past experiences with group
work and supervision, as well as opinions about group work and
supervision in clinical fieldwork. To minimize the influence of
biases on data collection and analysis, each author documented
their existing beliefs in the form of reflexive journaling before
commencing data collection. Additionally, we established norms
that promoted the acknowledgment and critical examination of
each other’s pre-existing beliefs at the outset of team meetings.

Lastly, we employed the fifth author as an auditor based on her
qualitative research experience and knowledge related to school
counseling. During initial data analysis, the auditor provided con-
sultation related to the development of domains and categories.
Subsequently, the auditor provided detailed written feedback,
which helped to clarify and simplify the domains and categories
to organize data in a way that held true to the perspective as
shared by participants. To further develop trustworthiness, we
reviewed the auditor’s notes and engaged in a consensus process
around her feedback when disagreements arose.

3 | Findings

We identified four overarching domains to answer the research
question, each of which contains several categories and subcat-
egories. Overall, participants described how various aspects of
their background and training (Domain 1) fostered a passion for
group work in schools and a drive to support school counseling
students in developing their own group counseling leadership
skills. They further identified current influencing factors, such
as professional identity and values (Domain 2), that impacted
their own practice of group work and supervision practices in
school counseling. Furthermore, both participants’ approaches
to group work (Domain 3) and their approaches to supervision
(Domain 4) intersected to inform their supervision of school
counseling students’ small group counseling skill development.
The four overarching domains are explained in detail below,
with corresponding categories and subcategories italicized and
explained. Table 2 includes an overview of all findings.

3.1 | Domain 1: Historical Influencing Factors

The initial domain captured influencing factors in participants’
school counseling and supervision histories, reflecting both
behavioral and environmental determinants in SCT (Bandura
1986). All participants shared that aspects of their school coun-
seling background and professional biography influenced their
practices as school counseling supervisors. Many participants

discussed how their past supervisory experiences or times serving
as school counseling site supervisors helped to shape them
into the supervisors they are currently. Additionally, supervisors
shared favorable and unfavorable aspects of their own internship
group leader experiences in K-12 schools as an inspirational source
related to their own site supervision practices. Furthermore,
participants shared that previous coursework or professional
development centered on supervision or group training often
helped shape their practices. Finally, participants indicated that
lessons they learned from influencing figures (e.g., their own site
supervisors, mentors, or professors) in their school counseling
journeys actively influenced their current work with school
counseling students and their group leader development. These
themes are evidenced through the following quote shared by
“Lisa,” who was reflecting on her own experience:

I definitely wasn’t prepared [to lead groups] until I had
my first project in my internship to run a group ... My
supervisor was like, “Do whatever you want,” and I did
a 9th-grade study skills group. But again, I feel like it’s
a very overlooked part of the program, and even with
my interns now, I say, “Let’s talk about what you want
to plan [for your group]!”

Participants relied heavily on their own graduate school studies
when communicating formative experiences they drew from to
form their group leadership and supervision practices. To that
end, when “Laurie” was asked to recall trainings or professional
development workshops that helped to inform her supervision
of group leadership, the participant replied, “Nothing is coming
off the top of my head in terms of supervision specifically for
group leadership—no. Now maybe some trainings about different
kinds of groups to run, but not how to supervise.” This response
was common across all but two participants, who noted they
were not initially trained in supervision related to group work
and only experienced professional development when they com-
pleted postgraduate studies for educational specialist or doctoral
degrees.

3.2 | Domain 2: Current Influencing Factors

Current influencing factors reflected participants’ professional
identity, which appeared to influence their beliefs about school
counselors leading group work and how they negotiated school
dynamics and context related to groups and supervision. This
domain aligned with Bandura’s (1986) environmental category
of determinants in SCT. For example, some participants’ group
leadership and supervision were informed by their engagement in
professional tasks and leadership development, such as pursuing
clinical licensure in addition to school counseling licensure,
participating in supervision groups, or engaging in professional
collaborations with colleagues. “Harmony” shared, “As part of my
internship for my doctoral degree, I created my internship plan
to incorporate supervision because that is something I feel is a
professional interest and strength of mine.”

Another subset of participants shared that their professional
values intersected with their intentionality in including group
work in their supervision of school counseling students. For
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instance, five participants cited the challenges surrounding
school dynamics and the practice of group work and discussed
their need to negotiate barriers during the supervision process;
contextual factors such as time constraints and unsupportive
school administrators or teachers were additional obstacles for
some in the development of small group counseling interventions
in schools. Without easy access to leading group work, the par-
ticipants explained that it was more difficult to supervise school
counseling students leading small group counseling experiences.
Notably, these participants did not conceptualize these barriers as
impervious, but rather explained that they required creativity and
persistence to work around.

3.3 | Domain 3: Approach to Group Work

Participants discussed their own approach to group work as a
means of supporting supervisees’ group leadership development.
This domain reflected both intrapersonal and behavioral determi-
nants of SCT (Bandura 1986). For many participants, this theme
seemed to spring from their passion for group work in school
counseling and the benefits they observed group interventions
bearing on their students. Participants described the implementa-
tion of various groups themselves, including those with teachers
and students. They consistently noted having to take initiative
for implementing and running groups in their schools, as well
as doing so with intentionality that involved specific group work
techniques and methods. Lastly, participants frequently spoke
about the impact of small counseling groups in comprehen-
sive school counseling programs, which motivated their own
programs and their supervision of students. This domain is well-
represented by the following quote from “Krista” who stated:

I am very passionate about [small groups] and feel like
they are such an important part of a comprehensive
school counseling program. I always implement groups
based on the needs of the school setting and population.
Of course, in figuring out what group I am going to
implement, it really boils down to the needs of the
school and looking at the school data and information

from teachers, parents, and administrators.

Additional participants echoed a similar passion for leading small
counseling groups in order to meet the needs of their students and
schools.

3.4 | Domain 4: Approach to Supervision

The final domain, approach to supervision, captured the vari-
ety of ways participants reported they provide supervision.
Like Domain 3, this domain also aligned with both behavioral
and intrapersonal determinants of SCT (Bandura 1986). All
participants discussed conceptual beliefs they had about the
supervision process. These beliefs, in some cases, influenced
observable behaviors they enacted to facilitate school counseling
site supervision. When describing their supervision beliefs, some
participants named specific models of supervision (i.e., “develop-
mental”), whereas many talked about their own original process.
“Harmony” said:

I don’t feel as if I had as many opportunities for
advocacy, which is what I definitely try to teach my
interns now, like trying to ensure that you know
you’re always taking opportunities to advocate for your
students and their families, and even advocating for
staff when needed.

This quote suggests that as they reflected on their own super-
vision experiences, they realized a need to intentionally discuss
the importance of advocacy across a variety of school partners.
Additionally, all but one participant named explicit behaviors,
they enacted to carry out the supervision process. Participants
consistently discussed modeling their own group leadership prac-
tice to school counseling students and then providing interns with
experiential opportunities to practice skills, with the intention of
interns integrating techniques into their own practice. “Krista”
used her previous experiences to guide the behaviors she modeled
for interns:

&supervision to me is, you know, yes, I'm gonna push
you to teach this lesson on your own or facilitate this
group on your own. But before you do it, I'm going to
model it for you. Then I'm gonna co-lead it with you.
Then you’re gonna do it on your own. ... that model
made most sense to me. I think honestly that’s what I
experienced from my own supervision as a counselor in
training, that’s kind of my personality as well in terms
of being supportive.

Participants also described providing opportunities and experi-
ences for supervisees to get school counseling group leader
experience. For example, “Suzie” described the flexibility she
offered to interns to create and incorporate their own ideas,
saying:

I try to give [my interns] a lot of freedom & to keep in
mind that everybody’s different and that while maybe
I would have done something different, it’s amazing
where they will go with [their group leadership] once
they get the kids in front of them & They are often able
to adjust. It’s nice to see them think on their feet, so I

try not to say, ‘no, don’t do this or that.’

Lastly, encouraging open dialogue with supervisees was a final
behavior that pointed to observable ways in which participants
supported their students’ small group counseling leader devel-
opment. Participants described facilitating open dialogue so that
feedback exchanges were productive moments for professional
growth across their practicum or internship processes. For exam-
ple, “Lexi,” who supervised interns from multiple universities,
described using the requirements of students’ institutions to
guide her open dialogue with interns. She said, “I just feel like
it’s my job to make sure they do what the sending university is
telling me they need todo ... and Imake sure they do it ethically...
as effectively as possible.” Likewise, “Harmony” shared their
value around helping the intern recognize their own strengths,
“ 1 think that’s really beneficial for interns because they get to
see themselves in how they’re growing and it kind of gives them
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something to take back and say, wow, like I really have grown in
this area.” In this way, the participant demonstrated the value she
placed on having open dialogue that nurtured her interns’ skills
and confidence.

35 | SCT

Using a classification system of behavioral, intrapersonal, and
environmental determinants consistent with SCT (Bandura 1986),
we were able to categorize some findings into clear types of
influencing factors. Participants’ emphasis on learned super-
vision skills through modeling and learned group work skills
through experience reflected the behavioral determinants in
SCT (Bandura 1986). They further demonstrated environmen-
tal determinants, including participants’ school counseling site
supervisors and internship sites, which shaped their approaches
(Bandura 1986). Moreover, they represented critical social mod-
eling as a source of influence, another aspect of SCT (Bandura
2018). As the participants observed their supervisors in their
own school counseling internships, as well as their own group
work experiences as school counselors, they benefited from the
social modeling they witnessed and shaped their approaches
to supervising school counseling students in group work based
on those experiences (Bandura 2018). Contrastingly, current
influencing factors reflected environmental determinants rather
than behavioral ones (Bandura 1986). In this domain, participants
explained how their school contexts shaped their approaches to
supervision about group work, highlighting the environmental
influence of such contexts.

The remaining domains did not align clearly with determinant
categories, but rather, with combinations of such determinants.
Participants’ approaches to group work reflected both intraper-
sonal and behavioral determinants. For example, participants’
personality predispositions like taking initiative, using intention-
ality, and being planful shaped their group work efforts in schools.
However, their work was behaviorally informed given their
history of leading groups for the benefit of students. Approaches
to supervision were similarly informed by intrapersonal and
behavioral determinants. Participants described how their innate
beliefs about how supervision ought to occur, as well as their
preferences for modeling and open dialogue given past experi-
ences informing such behaviors, again highlighted the influence
of social modeling as a source of influence (Bandura 2018).

4 | Discussion

When considering the theory and findings of this study, the
weight of social modeling stands out. Participants eagerly dis-
cussed their professional development backgrounds, citing them
as influential in how they developed passion, knowledge, and
skills around group work and supervision in school counsel-
ing. Participants’ experiences as supervisees and relationships
with their own supervisors and mentors were impactful in
their development as school counselors and site supervisors.
School counseling supervision literature mirrors these findings,
indicating that many school counselors who received clinical
supervision reported feeling more supported in their role, com-
petent, and empathetic with students (Bernard and Luke 2015;
Bledsoe et al. 2019; Randick et al. 2018). By contrast, most school

counselors do not receive frequent clinical supervision and are
often supervised by an administrator or peer rather than someone
who is intentionally positioned to offer pointed school counseling
supervision (Bernard and Luke 2015; Bledsoe et al. 2019; Randick
et al. 2018). Although participants in our study did not note
this occurrence, they did seem shaped as supervisors by their
positive experiences within their own supervisory relationships.
This notion mirrors one of Tessmer and Storlie’s (2025) central
findings, in which participants reported a frequent reliance on
their first-hand experiences as counselors and supervisees to
guide their individual supervision of counselors-in-training.

Participants also discussed challenges they perceived between
their values as school counselors and the priorities of their
schools specific to group work. Role ambiguity, a consequence
of some of these divergent priorities, reflects one similar barrier
to running groups discussed by Cox et al. (2024). This theme
reflects previous literature on school counselors navigating role
ambiguity or discrepancies in their schools (Burnham et al. 2024;
Lambie et al. 2019). For example, Blake (2023) explored how high
school counselors (N = 53) navigated bureaucratic environments
and their professional environments to carry out their jobs. Like
participants in the current study, Blake found that participants
sought to enact patterns of practice to negotiate the discrepancies
between their values and school priorities.

Many participants articulated how their own professional iden-
tities inspired them to work through barriers as they organized
and implemented group interventions. When school counseling
supervisors openly discuss and model the navigation of chal-
lenges (Blake 2023; Burnham et al. 2024; Lambie et al. 2019),
pre-service counselors have opportunities to witness resilience
and creativity that may support the development of their future
group leadership self-efficacy and advocacy skills. This practice
also has the potential to inspire motivation and future group work
implementation (Springer 2016). In this way, modeling of both
group leadership behaviors and the navigation of barriers com-
monly experienced by practicing school counselors provides both
a template for group leadership skills and a sense of collegiality
around important professional dispositions (e.g., resilience) and
priorities.

Notably, only three participants, all of whom were pursuing
postgraduate study, described recent training experiences that
influenced their current practice as school counseling site
supervisors, highlighting previous research that most school
counselors do not receive ongoing clinical supervision (Bernard
and Luke 2015; Bledsoe et al. 2019; Goodman-Scott et al. 2020).
Site supervisor participants reported relying almost exclusively
on their own graduate training and the quality of their previous
site supervisory experiences as interns to inform their current
supervisory practices. Concerningly, the influential supervision
experiences that participants noted may have occurred many
years before they were supervising students. These experiences
highlight an ongoing concern in the school counseling profession
regarding the lack of clinical supervision provided to school
counselors in practice (Bernard and Luke 2015; Bledsoe et al. 2019;
Duffy and Finnerty 2022; Goodman-Scott et al. 2020). Without
clinical supervision, many practicing school counselors likely
suffer a decline in their clinical skills (Bernard and Luke 2015;
Bledsoe et al. 2019; Goodman-Scott et al. 2020). This decline may
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especially impact the practice of group work, given the additional
barriers discussed by participants in this study and others (e.g.,
Cox et al. 2024).

4.1 | Group Supervision Practice

Many participants highlighted the use of observation as a way
to help supervisees see group leadership skills in action. Several
participants also discussed formal and informal discussions with
interns throughout their field placement experiences. These
supervisory behaviors are consistent with the development of
group leader self-efficacy and best practices in supervision
(Author 2016), yet present a notable contrast with findings
from Tessmer and Storlie (2025), where participants reported
lacking readiness to serve as group work supervisors and desiring
more support in their supervision of group work. Strikingly, the
participants in the current study did not express such sentiments,
which could reflect differences among participants, given that
both studies were qualitative and findings cannot be generalized.

Although each participant articulated their own approach to
providing group leadership supervision, none of them shared a
specific group leader supervision model (e.g., Rubel and Okech
2006; Ohrt et al. 2016; Tessmer and Storlie 2021), and only one
participant (a current doctoral student) named a specific super-
vision model from the literature. This finding is consistent with
research indicating that most school counseling site supervisors
never learn about supervision models (Merlin-Knoblich et al.
2018). Rather, participants loosely discussed the developmental
needs of their supervisees, which aligns with aspects of the
Integrated Developmental Model (Stoltenberg and McNeill 2010).
This oversight may reflect a critical gap between the existence
of group leader supervision models and the use of such models
with counselors-in-training. It also could reflect a lack of focused
training for site supervisors that includes clear content regarding
supervision models. Indeed, although CACREP (2024) requires
site supervisors to be provided with relevant supervision training,
the nature of this training varies significantly from program to
program (Merlin and Brendel 2017).

4.2 | Limitations

This study offers valuable insights into the practices of school
counseling site supervisors supervising group leader develop-
ment. However, several limitations should be noted in the inter-
pretation of these findings. All participants identified as women,
which may serve as a notable phenomenon in itself, given that
estimates indicate approximately 26% of school counselors in the
United States are men (Zippia 2025). Although participants rep-
resented a range of school levels, opportunities to conduct groups
may vary across school levels and by schools or school districts
(Brasfield et al. 2021). Thus, participants and their school coun-
seling students may have disparate opportunities to lead groups
in schools. Moreover, all participants self-identified as being
effective supervisors of school counseling students’ group leader
development, but we did not verify the quality of their supervision
of group work skills for school counselors-in-training. In addi-
tion, some participants knew us given their roles as university site
supervisors, and these dual relationships may have influenced
what they shared or did not share in their interviews.

Use of a single round of interviews via video conferencing or
phone may have impacted the rapport established, subsequent
openness of each participant, and depth of information pro-
vided. Additionally, we conducted all interviews prior to analysis
rather than seeking to use saturation, a method for ensuring
methodological rigor (Peters 2023). Lastly, the racial diversity of
the research team was limited and did not mirror participants’
characteristics. Our privileged identities as White, cisgender
academics may have blinded us to understanding the critical
implications for minoritized participants. Further research with
more racially diverse research teams may contribute different
perspectives and findings.

4.3 | Implications

The findings of this study illuminate implications for school
counselor educators and school counseling site supervisors. For
participants in this study, graduate training appears to be the
most consistent place where practitioners develop their group
leadership skills. School counselor educators should prioritize
opportunities for school counselors-in-training to experience,
observe, and receive feedback around group leadership through-
out both coursework and field placement. ASGW (2021) provided
a comprehensive document about best practices for group lead-
ership training. School counselor educators may incorporate
this document into their instructional choices and provide it
to students to learn from. They also may benefit from shar-
ing the document with school counseling site supervisors, so
they can grow in their own group work skills. We particularly
recommend that school counselor educators emphasize small
group counseling experiences during clinical fieldwork, keeping
in mind that opportunities to lead groups may vary by school
level or district (Brasfield et al. 2021). Such efforts could include
facilitating a peer supervision assignment in which practicum
or internship students provide peer supervision to students in a
group counseling class. In doing so, practicum and internship
students may then have opportunities to observe more group
work, practice supervision skills using a group leader supervision
model, and receive supervision on their group leadership peer
supervision from their internship instructor.

School counselor educators do not need to relegate training about
group work in schools solely to practicum and internship courses.
School counselor educators may use school counseling courses
to incorporate learning opportunities regarding group work.
For example, school counselors-in-training could benefit from
practicing large group work skills via sample classroom lessons in
an introductory school counseling course. Or, school counselors-
in-training could conduct a data and advocacy project based on a
small counseling group in an advanced school counseling course.

Given that most study participants did not receive formal, expan-
sive training in supervision, we recommend that school counselor
educators provide regular, accessible training in supervision to all
school counseling site supervisors (Merlin-Knoblich et al. 2018)
and incorporate group leader supervision models into such train-
ing. Training materials ought to include small group counseling
requirements for supervisees, as well as recommendations on
how to supervise school counselors-in-training as they develop
group leadership skills. School counselor educators can also
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incorporate specific group leadership assessment questions, such
as those offered in the Group Leader Feedback Form (GLFF)
(Ohrt 2022), into summative school counseling site supervisor
evaluations. In doing so, they can embed a group leadership
emphasis into fieldwork for all school counseling students.

Mentoring emerged as an important factor in how site supervisors
valued group leadership and supervision practices in the current
study. It seems particularly important for counseling students to
become involved with other passionate group workers. Thus, we
recommend that school counselor educators facilitate opportu-
nities for school counselors-in-training to interface with ASGW
leaders, counselor educators who research group work in schools,
and/or school counselors who specialize in group work. Similarly,
we recommend that school counseling students explore opportu-
nities to present class assignments about small group counseling
at the university level or at counseling conferences.

Findings also indicate implications for school counseling site
supervisors. Given that personal experiences in group work and
supervision played such a prominent role in the group work
supervision experiences of the participants, school counseling
site supervisors may benefit from reflecting on their own career
influences and whether such impacts are rooted in evidence-
based or quality best practices in supervision. Site supervisors
may ask: How do I approach the supervision of group work? Why?
Is my supervision approach in alignment with ASGW (2021) best
practices for group leadership or researched approaches to super-
vision? When needed, school counseling site supervisors would
benefit from accessing continued professional development on
both supervision practices and group work skills to ensure that
they are delivering quality, research-informed supervision to
school counseling students.

4.4 | Future Research

This study is unique in its focus on the supervision of small group
counseling skills among school counseling students. A larger
quantitative study could build on the experiences shared by the
participants in this study and examine the extent that a large
sample of school counseling site supervisors are trained in the
supervision of group work skills. Furthermore, researchers ought
to examine how the supervision of group work impacts both
school counseling students’ group work skills and the subsequent
outcomes of K-12 students. Additionally, scholars would benefit
from evaluating the application of group leadership supervision
models to the practice of school counseling supervision. Lastly,
we recommend that counselor educators implement and study
supervision training models, such as those proposed by Chae and
Backer (2024) or Merlin-Knoblich and colleagues (2018), with an
emphasis on supervising group leadership. Researchers would
benefit from understanding if these training models can enhance
the quality and frequency with which site supervisors supervise
the group work skills of school counseling students.

5 | Conclusion

This study provides valuable insight into factors that influence
how school counseling site supervisors supervise the group

leadership development of their supervisees. Findings suggest
that site supervisors enjoy and value leveraging the wisdom they
gained throughout their pre-service and career development
experiences to support school counseling students’ group leader
development. They further highlight how site supervisors’
personal approaches to group work and supervision intersect to
influence their supervision of supervisees, highlighting notable
gaps regarding the lack of site supervision training regarding
group work.
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