Overview of On-Site Supervision Module 

Overview OF on-site supervision 
	Purpose:
	To provide participants with a general overview of on-site supervision 


	Learning objectives:
	At the end of this module, participants will be able to:

· Define the purpose of on-site supervision
· Describe the advantages and disadvantages of on-site supervision
· Describe two categories of field visits – by laboratory professionals and TB supervisors
· Use standard checklists during on-site visits


	Content Outline:
	· What is on-site supervision?
· Advantages and disadvantages of on-site supervision

· Organization of supervision

· Who should supervise microscopy laboratories?

· When to supervise?

· What to supervise: laboratory operational elements to be evaluated during field visits.
· Checklists
· Feedback and corrective actions

· Key Messages



	Handout and exercises:
	Group exercise: On-site observations
On-site supervision checklist exercise


	Appendix:
	Check lists:
· Comprehensive (for laboratory supervisors)

· Short (for TB supervisors)



What is on-site supervision?
On-site supervision is an essential component of an External Quality Assurance (EQA) program since it is the best method to obtain a realistic picture of the conditions and practices in the laboratory.
The main purpose of on-site supervision is to perform a direct assessment of a peripheral microscopy laboratory under normal working conditions in order to check that it is operating in accordance with standards established by the NTP, NRL, and/or a NLS if one exists in the country
. Observations made during on-site supervision must be broad in context, covering administrative as well as technical aspects. On-site supervision should be seen by peripheral staff as a standard component of modern laboratory management. 
Advantages and disadvantages of on-site supervision
A major advantage of on-site supervision by properly trained personnel is the ability to identify sources of errors detected by panel testing and blinded rechecking, and to initiate prompt corrective actions to resolve problems. Additionally, direct contact between the supervisor and the technicians motivates staff to improve performance.
However, on-site supervision can be expensive and labor intensive, making it challenging to implement properly. In many countries supervision of smear laboratories is seldom done due to lack of resources. The NRL cannot do this alone, however, the personnel, transport, and expertise are often absent at the intermediary level. Thus, the need for substantial resources is the main disadvantage of on-site supervision.
Organization of supervision
Who should supervise microscopy laboratories?
On-site supervision visits help ensure that the laboratories run smoothly, and motivate peripheral technicians to improve or maintain good performance, helping them to feel more connected to the work of the NTP. Optimally, on-site supervision should be performed by personnel from a higher-level laboratory at least once a year.  However, it may not be feasible to only use laboratory professionals to conduct regular visits to laboratories. TB supervisors, if properly trained, can confidently conduct on-site supervision. Each country will need to determine the proper scope of work for TB supervisors when they conduct on-site visits to laboratories. They can ensure that proper equipment and supplies are available, that internal QC is performed, reports are properly completed; they can collect samples for rechecking and provide routine feedback to the staff. With some training and practice, they may also be able to check the quality of smears and staining. 

Any laboratory personnel conducting detailed on-site supervisions must be well experienced in sputum smear microscopy and demonstrate skills in trouble-shooting critical areas such as performance of the Ziehl-Neelsen and fluorochrome staining. The NTP/NRL should be responsible for training and supervision of laboratory professionals as well as TB supervisors who conduct regular field visits for on-site supervision of laboratory performance.
When to supervise?
The frequency of conducting on-site visits can be limited by resources. An annual visit by a laboratory professional is considered to be sufficient and can be supplemented by quarterly routine visits of TB supervisors or laboratory professionals, depending on the training provided to the TB supervisors and the performance of the smear laboratories. More frequent or urgent visits by trained laboratory professionals to laboratories suspected of having serious problems, i.e. because of poor rechecking and/or panel testing results, will be required.

As summarized in the table below, different types of supervisory visits may be conducted depending on the available resources and the purpose of the field evaluation. 
	Who can conduct on-site visits
	Frequency of on-site visits


	Purpose / Remarks

	TB supervisor
	Quarterly 
	· General lab check

· Supplies inventory / microscopes check

· Collection of slides for blinded rechecking

· Distribution of panels
 

	A professional laboratory specialist from a higher level laboratory
	Preferably annually
	· Comprehensive assessment

· Implementation of corrective actions

Training.

	
	Upon identification of very poor performance based on results of panel testing or blinded rechecking
	

	
	In the context of surveys
	


When possible, quarterly supervision can be performed using teams that include intermediate laboratory staff and a TB supervisor. Obviously, EQA by on-site supervision will be implemented more readily in countries (or regions) where DOTS is well established and supported by a structured laboratory network.
What to supervise: laboratory operational elements to be evaluated during field visits.
The EQA consensus document defines the laboratory elements that should be evaluated during field visits. The on-site visit by both properly trained laboratory specialists and TB supervisors should make sure that:
· Written standard operating procedures (SOPs) are available.

· An adequate supply of reagents within expiration dates is available.

· Proper, well functioning equipment and an adequate supply of consumables are available.

· Internal QC is performed at the required intervals.

· Laboratory safety practices are observed.

· Record keeping is accurate and consistent with requirements of NTP.

· Results are promptly reported to treatment centers or physicians.

· A functional microscope is available. At a minimum, TB supervisors must be familiar with simple microscope function, and be able to visualize a clear image through the microscope lens. 
· Patient slides are available and properly stored when EQA includes rechecking. Supervisors will collect an appropriate sample to be forwarded to controllers.

· Staff has received adequate training with refresher courses or corrective actions are recommended when appropriate.

· Workload and proportion of positive smears are evaluated.

· Suspects recorded as smear positive in the laboratory register are recorded in the TB district register.

· The findings and need for corrective action or additional resources are reported to the NTP.

On-site supervision of the technical practices in the laboratory performed by properly trained laboratory staff from a higher-level laboratory includes all of the operational elements listed above, as well as:

· Evaluating sputum collection procedures.

· Observing and evaluating procedures for smear preparation, staining, and reading.

· Rechecking several positive and negative smears to evaluate staining, smear thickness, smear size, and results.

· Reviewing results of panel testing and/or rechecking. 
· Providing suggestions for corrective action or implementing corrective action as needed.

Checklists
In order to ensure that on-site supervision is carried out in a consistent and structured manner, NTP should develop standard check-lists to assist both laboratory and TB supervisors during their field visits. Checklists are useful to improve the efficiency of on-site supervision, avoid a subjective opinion from a supervisor, and provide the means for reporting back to both laboratory staff and the NTP. Checklists will prompt supervisors to evaluate all laboratory procedures and areas related to AFB smear microscopy. To assure consistency, each NTP should not only develop a standard checklist but also establish a standard definition of what is acceptable for each checklist item, based on the guidelines established by WHO and IUATLD and resources available in the area. When assessing laboratory facilities and workflow, supervisors should keep in mind the rationale for each item on the checklist. 

On-site supervision is an important part of continuous laboratory quality improvement if the NTP can ensure that standard requirements are observed and if the NTP has the capability and capacity to implement any necessary corrective measures. The NTP should ensure sufficient training for using standard checklists and that on-site supervisors have an understanding of checklist items and the consequences of not adhering to the standards in that checklist. One practical approach to aid on-site supervisors is to provide standard definitions of what is acceptable for each checklist item as a separate appendix to the checklist. Consecutively completed on-site supervision checklists should show a trend over time and can be expected to demonstrate improved performance, or continuing acceptable performance, by participating laboratories.
The preferred format for a checklist is simple, objective “Yes/No” evaluation criteria, yielding data that can easily be entered into a database for long term tracking and comparing performance. Although the checklist will guide the supervisor in conducting the evaluation, the “yes/no” information should be supplemented by observation of the laboratory’s operations and workflow. By using non-leading questions as well as direct observation of daily practices, the supervisor can assess how well the technician understands procedures, and is not just providing the expected “yes” response. 

However, there are several considerations with regard to the practical use of checklists. It is clear that supervision by laboratory professionals can be exhaustive when systematically examining each step of the process. A comprehensive checklist could be followed, but this often is too time-consuming. Comprehensive checklists are often very useful at initial stages, but once the on-site supervisor has gained experience with the peripheral laboratory, a less-detailed checklist can be used as there is familiarity with frequent problem areas. The laboratory program should then focus on reviewing those areas where problems are frequently found. This is termed “problem oriented supervision” and represents a more effective and efficient use of supervisory visits. Problem oriented supervision is developed by condensing the checklist into key questions and observations through country experience. The program should consider that the checklists are tools that can undergo evolutionary changes with time, when needed.
Appendices to this Module contain examples of checklists that are included into the EQA consensus document – a comprehensive checklist for laboratory supervisors and a simple checklist - for TB supervisors. These should be considered as templates that may be adapted to meet the specific needs of EQA in each country
.
Feedback and corrective actions
Observations made by the supervisor must form the basis for verbal feedback to staff. While negative findings are obviously the most important, staff should also be informed of positive observations to improve motivation. Where appropriate, the supervisor should offer suggestions that address the problems identified. Major recommendations should be recorded on the checklist. Therefore, the checklist will also serve as documentation of the visit and a record of current conditions and actions needed. When considering the resources necessary to implement on-site supervision, the NTP will need to consider the capacity to implement necessary quality improvement measures. If indicated, the supervisor should be able to make arrangements to return to the laboratory for a follow-up visit as needed. At the end of the supervision and after findings have been discussed, a concise report should be prepared. The report could be a part of a checklist, summarizing the main findings and providing recommendations. The original report should be forwarded to the district NTP coordinator. The regional laboratory (and NRL) must also be aware of all significant findings. A copy of the checklist/report should be kept in the peripheral laboratory for reference.
Key messages
· On-site supervision is an essential component of AFB smear microscopy external quality assessment. 

· There are two categories of a supervisory visit – by a laboratory professional and by a TB supervisor.
· Implementing on-site supervision should require proper training of supervisors and evaluation of their work: good supervision needs highly proficient supervisors.
· Standard checklists should be developed to help ensure that assessments are carried out in a consistent and structured format provided that supervisors are properly trained. 

� It may be recommended to do this exercise after learning more about laboratory indicators (please refer to the Laboratory Indicators’ section in the Problem-Oriented Supervision Module).


� Establishing a National Laboratory System (NLS) is subject to country customization. 


� Country customization issue.
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