Unit 4: Working with school-based colleagues

Outline of this unit

4.1 Roles and responsibilities: the place of the school-based subject mentor in ITT

4.2 What makes a good mentor?

4.3 Assessing trainee teachers: the mentor’s role

4.4 Selecting mentors

4.5 Training mentors

4.1 Roles and responsibilities: the place of the school mentor in ITT
Trainees have always learnt to teach in schools.  But the old model which regarded schools simply as the arena in which to practise what had been learnt in the university has thankfully gone.  In its place is a model of partnership between the two
 and an understanding that the kinds of learning which go on in each are both distinctive and overlapping.  This unit is addressed primarily to teacher educators in higher education institutions who are working in partnership with school-based mentors.  However, much of what it has to say about the characteristics, selection and training of good mentors is equally applicable to those working in SCITT schemes with little or no input from higher education.
In universities, trainee teachers explore a wider range of ideas, strategies and rationales than they could ever hope to gain from two school placements, in an environment that actively encourages analysis and critique.  The experience in schools is naturally more contextualised and the emphasis more heavily practical, requiring trainees to select from a range of strategies those most appropriate to very particular contexts.  But just as the ‘theory’ that trainees learn in universities should be heavily practical, so their practical experience in schools should be highly theoretical.  Ensuring this is one of the subject mentor’s key functions.

The role of the mentor

In 1992, the emphasis of initial teacher training shifted to schools.  Schools and universities work in partnership and share responsibility for training and assessing trainee teachers.  The key person in school for any trainee is their subject mentor.  This is the person who oversees everything to do with their subject training in school and who is the primary source of advice and support.  The roles of a subject mentor fall primarily into three categories: 

· organisation (e.g. constructing a timetable, planning ahead for training opportunities)

· training (e.g. observing lessons and giving feedback, conducting weekly mentor meetings, reflecting on own practice and sharing expertise)

· assessment

These roles can sometimes be in tension with one another.  The provision of quality training depends on developing a relationship of trust and encouragement, but a mentor also has the primary responsibility to assess a trainee against the Standards for QTS.  If a trainee is failing, this tension can become acute.  It is therefore important to ensure that the relationship is a fully professional one, in which support is balanced by careful regard for the trainees’ learning and the standards to be met. 

Distinctive but complementary experiences

It is helpful to clarify in your own mind how the training in university and school settings might be distinctive but complementary.  One of the biggest challenges facing any teacher trainer – and one that OFSTED is always keen to monitor – is to develop a relationship between university-based and school-based training so that one builds on the other.  In practice, this can be difficult.  School-based mentors may have relatively little direct contact with the university in a typical year and it takes time for university tutors to build relationships with mentors, especially new ones.  Schools are busy places and however important your trainees are to their mentors, they will be only one demand competing against many.  

You will find other references to this important issue in unit 1 (see, especially, activities 1.2.1 and 1.2.2) and unit 3.

Activities

4.1.1
How can mentors help to create complementary experiences?

Building a team

One of the ways in which you can build a successful working relationship with mentors is to regard them – and yourself – as part of a team.  This means, crucially, that mentors should feel a sense of ownership of the course.  This is not ‘your’ course, of which the mentors deliver a part.  Their role is much more important than that.

How you go about creating this sense of a team is up to you, but here are some initial suggestions:

· Run subject-specific mentor training 
· Establish a mentor panel to review aspects of the course 
· Communicate with the mentor team regularly
· Invite a different mentor each year to help you run a university-based session 
· Interview prospective candidates with a school mentor 
· Involve mentors in university-based assignments
· Invite outside speakers to run joint sessions with trainees and mentors
4.2
What makes a good mentor?
Just as trainees will have different strengths and weaknesses, so will mentors.  We don’t want our trainees to become clones of their mentors, and you won’t want mentors to become clones of you.  However, just as there are common characteristics of good teaching, so there are of good mentoring.  

A good mentor is someone who…

Is able to share their expertise 

This sounds straightforward.  Experienced teachers, by definition, have expertise to share.  In practice, however, most need support and training to make it accessible to others. Sharing expertise is partly about reflecting on one’s own practice.

There are two potential problems here:

1. Expertise is often ‘invisible’.  The way an experienced teacher leads a question and answer sequence at the beginning of a lesson might seem prohibitively difficult for a trainee.  For experienced teachers, however, it is probably second nature.  Unless mentors can reflect on how they achieve what they do in the classroom , they will not be able to help the trainee. School-based training becomes training simply ‘by exposure’.   

2. Mentors need to open up their own practice for scrutiny.   For confident teachers, this should not be a problem, but it might be harder for others.  You will need to give careful thought about how to foster a culture of open reflection.

Activities

4.2.1
Unpacking the complexity of teaching

4.2.2
Opening up your own practice for analysis

Strikes a good balance between support and challenge

Unit 2 has already explored the importance of combining support and challenge.  Too much of one without the other can lead to ineffective mentoring.

A supportive mentor will be sensitive to individual needs, will try to understand the different preconceptions trainees bring with them and will resist the common urge to clone.  They will  understand and accept that good teachers come in different forms (see Unit 2, section 2.2) and they will recognise trainees’ need to be valued and praised.  Trainee teachers take an enormous risk when they embark on a teacher-training course.  In a classroom full of teenagers they are exposed.  The importance of positive reinforcement and acknowledgement of risk and effort cannot be underestimated.

Supportive mentors will also, crucially, provide opportunities for their trainee to succeed rather than setting up conditions likely to lead to failure. There is research evidence to suggest that trainees need a relatively protected environment, especially early on, in order to make progress and experiment with a range of ideas and strategies (Burn, K. ‘Collaborative teaching’ in Wilkin, M. (ed.) (1992) Mentoring in Schools, London: Kogan Page and Burn, K. ‘Collaborative teaching’ in McIntyre, D. (ed.) (1997) Teacher Education Research in a New Context, London: Paul Chapman).  This runs counter to the argument that trainees simply need to learn to ‘survive’ in the classroom.   

Crucial to a mentor’s ability to challenge trainees and move them forward is their ability to identify underlying factors which are hindering progress.  Often the symptom of a problem masks the cause (see Unit 1, section 1.4 (i)).  This is not something you can assume mentors will get better at with experience.  The related activity provides materials that you might find useful to use with mentors.  Your own school visits/observations will also be crucial here, because they allow you to model the process of analysing the roots of problems.

Activities

4.2.3
Challenge and progression
4.2.4
Identifying the causes, not the symptoms

Understands that there are different ways of learning to teach

Schools provide almost limitless forms of training opportunities and a good mentor will draw on a wide range of strategies to meet particular trainees’ needs.  It is important to stress with mentors that whilst the trainee’s experience of whole-class teaching and subsequent evaluation forms a central part of learning to teach, it is by no means the only way.  Once an area for development or a problem has been identified, diverse learning opportunities can be provided to address them.

These learning opportunities can occur both inside and outside the classroom.  Inside the classroom, for example, it might be profitable to explore collaborative teaching (link to unit 2, section 2.4) or to provide trainees with a clear focus when observing their mentors.  Outside the classroom, mentors may wish to carry out some joint planning or ask their trainee to update a tired resource or carry out some joint marking.

Activities

4.2.5
A creative approach to training

Manages the training in a structured way

On one level, this is about being well organised.  Like it or not, there is a certain amount of paperwork involved.  Ask yourself the question ‘what evidence do I need to monitor the quality of the training being provided?’  This need not be an onerous task, but is one that needs communicating.

On another level, however, this is about taking a professional, structured approach to training, drawing on mentors’ knowledge about progression during the PGCE year (link to Unit 1), their knowledge of the school and of history, and their knowledge of the particular trainee.  Certain opportunities need planning well in advance; others may emerge naturally during the placement.  Having a structure must not, however, stifle flexibility.  Most trainees experience dips in their progress or encounter certain issues that they find especially problematic.  All training experiences must take account of this.  

4.3 Assessing the trainees: the mentor’s role
Using the Standards

Mentors need to be familiar with the Standards for QTS.  Two problems need addressing here.  First, there are 42 Standards in total which can appear daunting to the new mentor.  Second, the Standards themselves are not the definitive guide to good teaching.  They are not subject-specific and can be satisfied in a variety of ways.  Moreover, mentors, however much they recognise that good teachers come in different shapes and sizes, will tend to lay greater emphasis on some aspects over others.  This is inevitable, which is precisely why the Standards can be useful in establishing some common parameters. They can lend a degree of objectivity to assessment.  It is only a degree, however.  The Standards themselves are open to interpretation!

The Standards can also be useful in a more formative way.  They can provide a helpful vocabulary for mentors in discussion with their trainees.  Imagine, for example, that a trainee’s lessons lack focus and only about half the teaching time is used effectively.  A mentor might refer to Standard 3.3.1 - ‘a purposeful learning environment’ - or 3.3.7 – ‘organise and manage teaching and learning time effectively’.  The use of the Standards in this case makes the mentor’s judgement less personal.  A useful discussion could then focus on what would constitute evidence of meeting these Standards, and a trainee’s next steps in the light of this.  Other Standards might then provide further help in identifying root causes (might Standard 3.1.1 – ‘set challenging teaching and learning objectives’ – be part of the problem?).

Activities

4.3.1 Helping mentors to find their way around the Standards

Observation and feedback

One of the mentor’s most important roles is to observe their trainee teach and to provide feedback.  Problems commonly arise here if the mentor:
· focuses on what the trainee did wrong and does not pay enough attention to positive elements

· focuses on too many different things, ignoring the agreed focus

· focuses on symptoms and not causes (often leading to over-emphasis on classroom management)

· provides neither space nor prompts to enable trainees to explore issues for themselves; feedback becomes a monologue by the mentor, not a two-way discussion

· does not end the feedback with practical, tangible next steps

How often should trainees be observed?  This is something you will need to establish with mentors.  You may wish to distinguish between formal observations which require written as well as verbal feedback (and a minimum of once a week would be a starting point for this) and observation which is more ‘informal’.  Informal observation may not last the whole lesson, or might involve the mentor teaching part of the lesson and observing the other half.  Even when a decision has been made not to write up the feedback formally, it is good practice always to provide some verbal feedback to the trainee, however brief.  You may wish to recommend that trainees record such ‘informal’ feedback themselves in a notebook.  

See the resource entitled ‘Effective observation and feedback’ [link to resource 4.3.2] for more detailed guidance.

Activities

4.3.2
Effective observation and feedback

4.3.3
Putting it all together

Target-setting

Hundreds of targets will be generated for any single trainee during a typical year.  These will range from ongoing, weekly targets to longer-term objectives arising from key assessment or transition points.  As with any good targets, these should be specific and attainable, drawing on the principles of support and challenge already discussed.

One of the danger points for trainees is transition to a different school.  Insufficiently detailed, specific and accurate assessment at this point can hinder the next mentor’s ability to carry out a proper needs analysis and to plan ahead.  It is worth spending time with mentors ensuring that you have an agreed definition of what constitutes helpful assessment and target-setting at such key points.

Activities 

4.3.4
Forward planning to help Kevin Keen make progress

Helping trainees to self-assess

Mentors are not the only people who should be engaged in assessment.  Trainees themselves must learn to evaluate their own practice effectively if they are to continue to learn and make progress beyond their training year.

Trainees’ evaluations are often too descriptive and they may be inclined to make superficial judgements – it was ‘fine’ or it was ‘terrible’ - or attribute problems to factors other than themselves (see Pendry, A. & Husbands, C. with Arthur, J. & Davison, J. (1998) History Teachers in the Making, Buckingham: Open University Press and Lacey, C. (1977) The Socialisation of Teachers, London: Methuen).
Mentors need to support trainees in their ability to evaluate.  They can do this by:

· Prompting the trainee to ask certain questions (‘Do you think the third lesson objective was met?  Do you think the higher attaining pupils were sufficiently challenged?)

· Challenging trainees to substantiate their conclusions (‘Why do they think the pupils understood that concept.  What is their evidence?’)

· Pointing out the data they might otherwise overlook (‘Did you realise that 75% of the questions were answered by boys?’  ‘Does the homework suggest they understood the task properly?’)

· Encouraging trainees to recognise the implications of their answers (‘So how could you explain that idea differently?’  ‘How will you structure a debate differently next time?’) (based on Hagger, H., Burn, K. & McIntyre, D. (1993) The School Mentor Handbook, London: Kogan Page)


4.4 Selecting mentors
Not all good history teachers make good mentors.  Nor do mentors need to be the most outstanding teachers (though they certainly need to be competent and effective).  You will need to consider carefully how you select mentors.  

· Does it matter how much teaching experience they have?

· Will you watch them teach?

· What can you find out about the whole department?  

· Where can you gain information (OFSTED?  LEA advisors?  Other colleagues?)

· Do some schools provide more suitable environments for training than others?

At the very least, a preliminary visit to the school and a meeting with a prospective mentor is essential.  

Working with the whole department

The mentor will not be the only person in a department to have regular contact with a trainee. It is the mentor’s responsibility to ensure that everyone involved understands the principles of the school-based experience and is briefed, for example, in observation and feedback techniques.  The mentor should also maintain an oversight of their trainee’s whole experience.  This might mean, for example, that they arrange a schedule of formal lesson observations conducted by all relevant members of the department.
 

Further suggestions can be found in the resource entitled ‘Working with other school-based colleagues’ [insert resource 4.4.1].
4.5 Training mentors
What, when and who

Mentors need training in the different aspects of their role and the various skills and attitudes outlined in this unit. Some trainers also see their role partly as developing mentors’ own practice, but opinion on this differs.  In practice, the amount of time you have to train mentors and your perception of your primary role and expertise will determine your approach here.

Opportunities to train mentors collectively will probably be prescribed by the course as whole, with induction days or scheduled mentor meetings interspersed across the year. . Such events are of critical importance and anything to encourage full participation should be encouraged.  There are other training opportunities too.  Visits by university tutors are not simply to asses trainees – they are also opportunities to support the mentors and develop mentoring expertise.  Arranging  joint observations and feedback sessions is invaluable in this respect.  It not only establishes how typical the lesson is, but also allows you to model effective lesson analysis and feedback, and acts as a  moderation exercise.

Finally, a mentor handbook and regular communication throughout the year can provide further ‘training’.

Differentiation and progression in mentor training

If you are establishing a course from scratch, you can work on the assumption that most mentors will be operating from similar starting points, in terms of mentoring at least.  However, more typically, you will be working with mentors who have a wide range of experiences.  In both cases, issues of progression and differentiation are relevant.

It is likely that you will wish to offer additional – and separate – training to  teachers who have never mentored before for your institution.  But when you have all the mentors together, it is worth thinking about how you might draw on expertise around the room.   By keeping a close eye out for examples of outstanding mentoring or for innovative mentoring strategies during your school visits, you will soon establish number of mentors whom you can invite – in advance – to share their good practice in mentor training.  

The issue of progression also needs consideration.  How might you expect the mentor training in your third year as course leader to differ from mentor training in your first year?  On the one hand, there are themes you will want – and need – to revisit.  On the other, you will want to feel that you are offering something fresh.  This might occur naturally as your course itself evolves and changes over time.  

You should also consider who else might need some form of training. Other members of host  departments might not be able to attend partnership meetings, but specific guidance and appropriate resources should certainly be made available to them. 

Activities

4.5.1
Helping mentors help their trainees

4.5.2
Overcoming common obstacles to effective mentoring
�I know that we are gnerally assumed to be writing for university based tutors, but we need to include SCITT co-ordinators as part of our target audience. Given that your whole unit assumes that school-based colleagues are something separate, then it may be worth some kind of acknowledgement of that fact, along with recognition that some school-based trainers are not working in partnership with HEIs. I think perhaps it should come right at the beginning in the outline of the unit. Something like: 





�I’ve not done brilliantly here – and I’ve certainly added to the words. Basically I was trying to get away from the implication of a balance between support and professionalism – they are not opposites – support is professional too. (But feel free to ignore me on this.) 


�I know I’ve queried this before. I don’t think the question marks fit here. You use lists elsewhere to suggest possibilities and I think your introduction to the list makes it clear that they are only suggestions. The activities would be where we invite them directly to consider ‘what might you do’. 


�I find this slightly confusing. I think it’s the use of oversight and observation which seems to imply that the mentor is observing their colleagues’ work with trainees, when presumably you mean that the colleagues are conducting the lesson observations. 


�Excuse the wholesale changes here. The end seemed very abrupt – and finishing with a question left a rather unresolved feel to the unit (underselling it, I felt!) 





