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Flourishing Together: Students, Supervisors,  
and Sites in Field Education

Susan MacAlpine-Gillis

What leads to the mutual flourishing of student, supervisor, and 
site in an experience of supervised field education? For seminary 
coordinators of field education who are responsible for match-

ing students with supervisors and sites, is there a recipe that might be help-
ful? As an experienced supervisor who served a congregation that took se-
riously the formation of ministers and flourished in the process, I felt that 
understanding the ingredients that facilitate flourishing for all was worthy 
of investigation.

Matt Bloom, researcher with the Flourishing in Ministry project, 
writes, “Flourishing happens when ministry is a life-enriching rather than 
life-depleting experience.”1

He outlines four dimensions of flourishing in ministry:
• daily well-being—the quality of our daily lives;
• resilience—our capacity to adapt, change, and respond to life’s challeng-

es and also our capacity to grow, learn, and develop new capabilities and 
capacities;

• authenticity—our sense of self-integrity and dignity; and
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• thriving—the meaning and significance we experience in our lives; our 
sense of having values and beliefs that inspire us, create purpose, and 
provide moral guidance to our lives; experiencing deep and positive con-
nections with others.2

How are these dimensions of flourishing experienced in the context of 
field education?

Understanding the conditions that lead to mutual flourishing could 
result in better matches on the part of seminaries and the wider church. It 
is in the best interest of all to have everyone thrive in supervised ministry: 
students, supervisors, and sites.

To explore this question, I conducted a survey that invited participants 
to think about the ways in which they as student or supervisor and the site 
flourished, or did not, during an experience of field education. Invitations 
to participate went to twenty-four individuals, twelve students, and twelve 
supervisors. all connected to Atlantic School of Theology. Nine supervisors 
and five students participated, representing Anglican, United Church of 
Canada, and Presbyterian congregations. The majority of the supervisors 
were well experienced; 66% had been involved in the ministry of super-
vision for more than ten years, and all but one had more than five years’ 
experience.

When asked why supervisors chose to become a supervisor-mentor, 
the responses were varied. Although a few identified a sense of “duty” and 
wanting to support students in developing their skills in pastoral minis-
try, most identified a concrete benefit to themselves and their sites. One su-
pervisor said, “It forces me to keep abreast of theological thought and is a 
‘continuing education’ situation.” Others, who also identified their delight 
in learning new things and staying fresh, echoed this. Drawing on the im-
agery of Isaiah 43, one supervisor wrote, “The willingness of both students 
and congregations with a student to try new things is something that re-
news me, sometimes like water in the desert.” There was a strong sense 
in the responses that sharing in theological discussions, planning worship 
together, and the mutual learning that occurs in field education brought a 
level of daily happiness, or well-being, to the supervisor. 

Thinking about those supervisory experiences where all flourished, 
supervisors and students were asked three parallel questions. Each was 
asked to identify the qualities and commitments the supervisor, student, 
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and site brought to the relationship Independent of each other, supervisors 
and students identified remarkably similar characteristics for each other.

SuperviSor QualitieS and CommitmentS

In thinking about the qualities and commitments that the supervisor 
brought to the relationship, one dominant theme was the commitment to 
authenticity, both by the supervisor and by the student. It is easy for a stu-
dent to model themselves after a favourite pastor or a family member if 
they come from a clergy family. Some students have an idealized version of 
what a minister should look like or how they should preach. Being told that 
“the best” ministers preach without notes, some aspire to that style when 
it might not be right for them. Becoming comfortable in their own skin and 
finding their own path is a critical step in ministerial formation. One stu-
dent identified the importance of the supervisor’s “encouragement to let my 
gifts for ministry shine in my work.”

There is a wonderful story that comes from the Jewish tradition about 
a man named Simon. Simon wanted always to be more like Moses. That 
was his constant worry. And he kept going to the rabbi and saying, “Rabbi, 
I must lead my life so that I live more like Moses did.” The rabbi told him 
once, “Simon, God will not ask you why you were not more like Moses. God 
will ask you why you were not more like Simon.”3

Helping students be their authentic selves is an essential commitment 
for supervisors if students are to flourish. As one supervisor noted, “I be-
lieve I brought a love for authenticity to the relationships I had with stu-
dents. I encouraged them to find their own voice in preaching, to be them-
selves in their pastoral encounters, and to discover and share their passions 
in their teaching projects.” Another supervisor expressed similar senti-
ments, emphasizing the need to understand that “the student is not like me, 
and I need to support him/her/them to be the best him/her/them they can 
be.” To do that, students need a sense of freedom and a relationship of trust 
to risk failure. As one student noted, their supervisor demonstrated a “will-
ingness to allow me to make mistakes and learn.” Another student said, 
“The supervisor trusted me and was able to draw out my learning edges.”

One student commented on the various things that her supervisor did 
that helped her grow into and embody or “wear” her new role. By having 
the student wear a robe and sit on the platform to lead parts of worship and 
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by including her name in the bulletin, the supervisor affirmed for both the 
student and the congregation her “clergy status.” Another supervisor mir-
rored these actions and wrote of their “willingness to give the student loads 
of visibility, and commitment to publicly endorsing the student’s role as 
‘student minister.’” The supervisor went on to say this was “part of giving 
them (the student) a taste of the weird ‘authority’ of pastoral identity.” These 
actions were formational and led to a flourishing experience.

Many supervisors identified a commitment to engage students in all 
aspects of congregational life and to share with them in collaborative and 
collegial ways. One supervisor wrote, “I believe deeply in partnerships in 
ministry and so, where appropriate, I allowed some of the work to be more 
of a partnership rather than merely a supervisory relationship.” Students 
were quick to note the value “in being treated like a colleague” even as they 
were aware of the inherent supervisor/student power dynamic that exists 
just by nature of the relationship.

A final common theme identified by supervisors and confirmed by stu-
dents was the willingness to prioritize time for supervision, ask hard ques-
tions, give honest feedback, and engage in deep theological conversations.

Student QualitieS and CommitmentS

All five students and all nine supervisors identified two overarching 
and interconnected qualities or commitments brought by students which 
led to mutual flourishing: the willingness and eagerness to learn and the 
desire to engage and get to know the site.

This deep desire to learn was usually accompanied by strong learning 
goals and the willingness to step outside of their comfort zone. As one su-
pervisor said, “The students arrived with good learning goals, a lot of inter-
est in getting solid experience, and willingness to give things a try.” 

A student with multiple field education experiences identified an eager-
ness and determination to learn from each placement and each supervi-
sor; a chance to identify and explore those areas where I lacked breadth 
and depth of experience. I particularly appreciated those placements 
where I was encouraged to test my own learning edges, and then re-
ceived constructive feedback—both negative and positive, as the situa-
tion warranted.
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Another student identified their own “recognition of how much I 
needed to learn.”

Although it seems obvious that a student engaged in a period of con-
textual education would want to dive into learning and be excited about the 
possibilities being offered, that is not always the case. One supervisor, com-
paring experiences, wrote, “Of the three students I supervised; only one 
was ‘unteachable’ in that he grudgingly came to the work, had authority is-
sues with women and didn’t think there was anything I or the parishioners 
could teach him.” 

In my own experience of supervising more than twenty students over 
thirty years, the students who came with an open and teachable spirit and 
were able to recognize that every moment was a learning opportunity flour-
ished. As an on-site supervisor, able to easily observe the actions of a new 
student, it never took long to differentiate a student who was fully engaged 
in the process of learning and had a desire to engage the congregation and 
learn from the people from the student who was just “putting in time” or 
“jumping through hoops.” Supervisors in this survey who reported less 
than flourishing experiences identified two things, a lack of vocation and 
an attitude of already knowing everything. One supervisor contrasted their 
less than flourishing experience with a student who “knew everything” 
with two which flourished, saying, “The two other students were authentic, 
invited relationships without being overbearing or needy. They also recog-
nized and respected the gifts and life experiences parishioners offered.” 
Authenticity and respect emerge as key to flourishing.

Students in this survey who flourished identified their own “willing-
ness to dive into the life of the community” in addition to a “willingness to 
learn from the people in the church” and a “willingness to learn from my 
own mistakes” as key to their flourishing. This desire to engage the con-
gregation and then the taking of actions to make it so is critical in forming 
a pastoral relationship. This is true for pastors when called or appointed to 
new congregations, and it is true for students in field education. Even if the 
relationship is for a limited amount of time, as many field education or in-
ternship experiences are, the desire to get to know the people and quickly 
engage members of the congregation is supremely important. These experi-
ences contribute to the students’ development of their own pastoral identity.

Just as authenticity was cited as an important quality for supervisors, 
authenticity was also clearly at the heart of one supervisor’s reflection about 
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a student: “The student brought honesty and openness to the relationship, 
being themselves without trying to project a false front of what they thought 
a minister should be. They told me their stories and let the lessons of their 
life stories become gifts for ministry.” The ability of this student to integrate 
their life stories with an emerging pastoral identity and to flourish meshes 
with the research that Matt Bloom highlights around how self-identity is 
formed. “Our identities form as life stories, and our brains write them into 
an autobiography of our lives, what researchers call a life narrative.”4

Site QualitieS and CommitmentS

The third component of mutual flourishing is the location in which the 
student offers leadership. The congregation I served for twenty-six years 
saw itself as an educational site and took great joy in helping students learn 
and grow. The congregation flourished because of the many students it sup-
ported. They welcomed the unique gifts and passions each student brought 
and the ministry ideas that the students initiated. Some student-led pro-
grams only lasted while the student was present to lead, but others took on 
a life of their own and became part of the fabric of the congregation. The 
ability of members of the site to challenge and support were two key char-
acteristics that students and supervisors identified as critical. Equally im-
portant was a genuine interest in the gifts the student brought to the site, af-
firmed by the active participation of members in student-led events. “They 
showed up for the services and the programs the student was doing, and 
readily gave critical feedback, not just cheerleading.”

As one student noted about the two churches where she was placed, 
“They saw themselves as teachers and held within them the larger mission 
of ‘hatching a good minister.’ They wanted students to do well and offered 
good feedback that was helpful in terms of learning, the people were wel-
coming and always good to offer hospitality and feedback.” This same stu-
dent was also placed in a long-term care facility where her daily interactions 
were with seniors, many at the end of their lives. She wrote, 

My time at the nursing home brought a different kind of quality in that 
the seniors who were struggling were the teachers and they usually did 
not know it. Death and health struggles were always touchable on some 
level, as was depression, sorrow, and joy. Every one of them had some 
wisdom to share on the meaning of life and death (spoken and unspoken) 
for me as a student to gaze through with a theological lens.
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 This identity as teachers with wisdom to share on the part of the site is 
important and contributes to a flourishing reciprocal relationship between 
student and site. Each has something to give and something to receive. As 
one supervisor noted, “The most important quality, that I observed, is a 
willingness to be teachers/guides/mentors. One congregation did not real-
ize this at first, but as we worked together to prepare for the coming of the 
ministry student, they began to take on that identity and role and were ex-
cited about helping a student learn and grow.”

The opportunity to have a student can contribute to a congregation’s 
sense of worth. As one supervisor wrote, “The congregation was pleased to 
imagine they’d be useful and was ready to support the students by valuing 
their contribution and also participating in achieving the learning goals.” 
Another supervisor identified that having a student “raised the confidence 
of the two sites as a whole. Both were small congregations with a mostly 
elderly population. Being asked to be a learning site for ministry students 
was a huge boost.” 

Not every congregation is suited to be a learning site, so it is imperative 
that those with the responsibility of placing students are methodical in their 
choice. One off-site supervisor noted that the student she was supervising, 
who was in a team ministry, was in a very difficult situation because the 
student and the incumbent minister were not in a flourishing relationship. 
The supervisor wrote, “From the student’s perspective, the church council 
was dismissive of her ministry in favour of supporting the lead minister in 
his mistreatment of her.” It is unclear from the survey data what role, if any, 
the lay supervision team played in this situation or how much training the 
site had received as they embarked on this relationship. What is clear from 
the data is that a well-trained lay supervision team contributes to a flourish-
ing experience.5

The survey used the name “lay supervision team” to refer to the small 
group of lay people, usually three to five, mandated with the responsibil-
ity to work closely with the student. This group is designed to be a micro-
cosm of the congregation and is usually expected to meet with the student 
monthly. This is the term we use in our field education program. Over the 
years, and in other denominations, this group has also been called a lay 
support team and a lay resource team. The name of the group is important 
as it identifies the major focus of the team. There are distinct differences in 
the actions which accompany support, resources, and supervision. One of 
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the reasons for the shift from “support” to “supervision” was to capture the 
importance of offering constructive feedback on all aspects of the student’s 
work, in addition to support, even if that meant naming things that were not 
going well. One student captured this dual role by saying, “They were my 
cheerleaders; they engaged me in constructive criticism.” Being a resource 
to the student by sharing personal expertise congruent with the student’s 
learning goals is certainly something to keep in mind when a lay supervi-
sion team is formed. A student who has a learning goal around outreach 
will benefit greatly from a member of the lay supervision team involved in 
that ministry.

How a lay supervision team is formed and who serves is important. As 
one student wrote, “With the help of the supervisor, the right people were 
chosen for the job and covered a broad swath of the church demographics in 
terms of age. They took their role seriously. It was helpful to have a couple of 
younger people on my team as well as older folks who knew the traditions 
of the church family well.”

In responding to the question “What role did the lay supervision team 
play in supporting your learning?,“ all five students affirmed the team mem-
bers’ role in helping them flourish. One student, who out of five placements 
only had a lay supervision team in two, wrote, “The team was extremely 
helpful in giving more feedback, both from a congregational point of view 
and [as] a different ‘eyes’ on my development as a student minister.” An-
other student, reflecting on three terms of field education in the same site, 
wrote, “My LST was a large part of my experience. We seemed to click from 
the very start. They were open and participated willingly—brainstormed 
with me—gave me relevant feedback. The three terms at that congregation 
would have been sadly lessened if I had not had the assistance of the LST.” 

The ability of members of the lay supervision team to simultaneously 
offer support and constructive feedback in order that the student can learn 
is imperative. This comment from yet another student offers a clue for how 
that might happen best: “Our meetings were full of prayer, excellent conver-
sation, and mutual respect.” The naming of mutual respect as essential for 
flourishing is congruent with Bloom’s work in identifying the importance of 
respect in leading to dignity, which allows for authenticity.6

Although supervisors were not asked directly about the role of the 
lay supervision team, they were asked to identify structures that were in 
place to support flourishing. Some spoke of the framework provided by the 
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school around learning goals and the commitment to regular supervision, 
as well as opportunities to meet with other supervisors, but the most fre-
quent response was the importance of the lay supervision team. 

In the congregation I served for twenty-six years, members of the lay 
supervision team flourished as they experienced learning new things from 
the students and had the chance to reflect on their own faith development. 
More than one member of the lay supervision team experienced their own 
call to ministry through the process. Other supervisors have also noted the 
faith development that occurred in members of the lay supervision team. 
Specific research on the experience of members of a lay supervision team 
could be insightful.

Finally, supervisors were asked to recall a story that demonstrated or 
fostered mutual flourishing. Each story revolved around the student taking 
initiative to move forward on a specific learning goal even when that took 
courage on the part of the student or the supervisor had to “push” a little 
harder for the student to accomplish a task they were reluctant to undertake 
due to fear of failure. One story highlighted how risk and “failure” led to 
growth. 

The student and myself attempted to offer a ‘dialogue style sermon.’ It 
seemed really good in our minds but did not come off well. While there 
were some criticisms, there were also some good critiques and sugges-
tions to ‘make the next one better.’ It was not something that I, the student, 
or the community of faith had experience with before, yet the overall reac-
tion demonstrated a level of trust and engagement by the community of 
faith that allowed for it to be a learning and growth experience for us all.

These opportunities for learning and growth in a supportive environ-
ment are crucial to the development of resilience, which is essential if stu-
dents and supervisors are to thrive in ministry.

The survey data suggests that mutual flourishing of student, supervi-
sor, and site happens regularly in field education. Daily well-being, resil-
ience, authenticity, and thriving, which Bloom outlines in his work as essen-
tial for flourishing, are congruent with the experiences of the students and 
supervisors in this study. Of the four dimensions, authenticity was the one 
named most frequently. This commitment to authenticity allowed students 
and supervisors to enter a mutually beneficial relationship of exploration 
and learning in ways which allowed for mistakes and subsequent growth. 
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The deep desire on the part of the student, supervisor, and members of the 
lay supervision team to commit time and energy to the process was critical.

Based on the responses from students and supervisors, I would sug-
gest the following recipe for mutual flourishing in supervised ministry:

1. Take one student who embodies an authentic sense of self and enters the 
process with an open and teachable heart.

2. Add an eagerness to learn and goals which facilitate that learning as well 
as a willingness to risk.

3. Place gently in a site which recognizes that part of their vocation is to 
help form and train students for ministry by providing a safe and sup-
portive space for learning. 

4. Add in opportunities for the student to share their unique gifts and re-
ceive honest and helpful feedback. 

5. Mix regularly with a supervisor committed to authenticity and mutual-
ity in the relationship. 

6. Saturate the mixture with prayer. 
7. Allow ample time for the Holy Spirit to infuse the process. 
8. Enjoy together the fruits of your labour.
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