Mentoring in ITE

Oakdale School (Poole ) 

At Oakdale Middle School all teachers have experience of mentoring or of being mentored. The school believes that its teachers have become self-conscious learners. They measure their own practice against what the ITE students bring to school with them, such as more recent knowledge of national initiatives and new teaching strategies. Teachers and TAs have become more reflective practitioners, acquired greater openness to new ideas and developed their skills in listening and questioning. Among its comments about Poole SCITT, of which Oakdale is a part, OFSTED had this to say about mentors:  “Mentors provide very good models and extend and complement the centre-based work very effectively – they are very clear about their roles and responsibilities.” (OFSTED 2000)

The context

Oakdale South Road Middle school opened in September 1997, following a merger. There are 541 pupils on roll. Staffing consists of the head teacher, a deputy head (also responsible for CPD), an assistant head (also the senior mentor), 18 teachers, 24 TAs and office staff.

Why mentoring?

Mentoring and coaching activities are widespread in the school, partly as a result of the school’s long involvement with an HEI.  The school was originally involved with Exeter University and became not only a site for  placements but was used by the University as a venue for mentor training, which many members of the Oakdale school staff subsequently undertook, among whom was the present senior mentor Carol Currie. Three years ago Oakdale relinquished ITE ties with the University and explored the Borough of Poole SCITT which was gaining a good reputation among schools in the area.  Impressed by the high quality of the organisation and structure of the SCITT and the strong sense of local ownership, the school became a part of the SCITT three years ago.

How is mentoring used in the school?

The school uses mentoring mainly in support of trainees. This is a major commitment for the school and resonates throughout the staff.  Mentoring in support of SCITT trainees is supported by mentor training, a number of quality assurance processes and comprehensive direction from the SCITT coordinator. 
At other times, mentoring is used for a full year or more to support teachers new to the school or those who are undergoing a change of role such as becoming a head of year. It is also used to support teachers changing their orientation to their work, such as improving their organisational abilities, including prioritizing or time allocation, or other ‘whole person’ changes. The head teacher, Rob Sutcliffe, plays a key role in identifying needs for mentoring through school evaluation processes, including the systematic observation of all teaching staff.

For new heads of year, mentoring is concerned with induction into a management role. This means developing the skills and abilities to deal with staff, run meetings, listen, build on previous relevant experience, develop confidence and plan. The senior mentor emphasised that the mentor acted as a ‘sounding-board’ for new initiatives, giving new heads a chance to run things past an experienced peer in a safe environment in order to find out what is reasonable and not reasonable to ask of their year team and to identify what may and may not work.

NQTs are mentored by a teacher from her/his year group who has already undergone the process of being mentored.  

The school has a comprehensive programme of developing TAs which also involves mentoring.  The HLTAs have to have evidence of achievement relating to standards, similar to those of student teachers.  There is, however, a greater emphasis on developing professional values, such as meeting teachers they work with after school or taking holidays at the appropriate time.  The overall aim is to produce TAs who are well-qualified and who have a professional interest in the work.   

How is coaching used?

Although coaching is not the focus of this case study, the way it is used in the school is highlighted here to help illustrate the differences between the two sets of activities as they are used at Oakdale.

Coaching is used when there is a specific skill to be developed.  Trainees, other new staff and those adapting to new roles need to learn new skills which they may not have yet experienced.  Heads of year often need to be coached into specific management strategies – such as how to deal with staff/pupils/parents, prepare agendas and so on.  Staff may need support in a specific area such as literacy or numeracy, or class management, or in the development of new subject initiatives such as brain gym.  

Hence mentoring and coaching overlap in some key areas such as developing new heads of year and developing TAs.  In developing professional as opposed to specific teaching and learning related skills the mentor also acts as the coach.

What takes place in ITE mentoring?

At Oakdale, mentoring has a specific weekly focus which is accompanied either by mentor observation or class teacher observation, depending on the focus. This is followed by a debriefing session. A written feedback form is given to the student and (if the observer was not the mentor) to the mentor, and this may then become part of the focus for the next week’s activities.  Lesson observation is linked to standards and the focus is set the week before, based on a pre-arranged set of topics such as behaviour management, teaching strategies or group work, but also including inputs from the head teacher (professional values) and SENCO.

Another input comes from issues identified in a previous observation or issues recorded by the student on their weekly summary sheet. The focus of observation – for example, behaviour management or teaching and learning styles -  is agreed by the student and mentor.  Developing mutual trust is a major element of the work. Mentor and student set up an unwritten mutual commitment where the mentor offers her/his support and the student offers a willingness to respond.  The intention - and result - is that the mentor also learns. Video or audio recording is not used. 
Completed record sheets are sent to the SCITT coordinator and to the head teacher – there is a standard form for the SCITT - and the school has its own forms for recording observations. Students maintain a mentoring log to record the various activities which have been agreed with the mentor. There is a weekly summary sheet which SCITT students keep. 
An action plan is drawn up by the teacher with advice from the mentor (or coach) for further tackling of problems they identify together.   During observation the mentor makes notes such as ‘why did you do……?’  This is used to scaffold feedback. Mentors spend a prescribed amount of time with students each week but often go over this. During feedback the mentor helps the student form a new action plan.

To maximise success of the feedback the mentor/coach has to pay particular attention to ways of maintaining the motivation and self-esteem of mentee/coachee, including:

· accentuating the positive; 

· prompting a shared discussion about ways forward; and

· suggesting who the observed person might approach for advice and help. 

Students being mentored particularly valued:

· mentor observations, because of the quality of the feedback;

· class teacher observations, because they related to the particular class they taught; and

· specialist coaching where subject specialists modelled activities to help them address particular weaknesses.

They understood and appreciated the different types of mentoring and coaching activities and that these were associated with different people with different roles. 

What skills and attributes do mentors need?

The senior mentor at the school identified a range of skills which mentors needed to have or to develop, including:

· empathy;

· objectivity; 

· the ability to build confidence and trust – to act as a critical friend;

· the ability to use questioning skills effectively - ‘Have you ever thought of doing…..a different way?  How does what you learnt at Upton House (training centre) help?’ in order to be able to draw out longer and more detailed responses; 

· good communication skills;

· willingness to be able to tackle difficult issues;

· an ability to give good feedback which is practical and specific so it can be acted on; 

· good relations with other staff; 

· good knowledge of what the job entails;

· an ability to convey a sense of mentor learning at the same time; 

· an awareness of problems likely to face the mentee and an ability to judge when to involve somebody else, either for additional support or for coaching in specialist skills; 

· persistence and consistency – treating everybody the same way;

· an innovatory disposition which enables them to take on a new challenge, such as modelling use of interactive whiteboard; and

· an ability to develop in the mentee an appetite for lifelong learning.

For the more experienced teachers an important and valuable mentor attribute was what might be termed ‘street cred’ among the staff, expressed in relation to high quality teaching, detailed knowledge of the school’s systems and policies, a sound understanding of issues of appraisal and professional assessment, and an ability to lead professionals.  The mentor becomes a source of knowledge and a ‘broker’ for facilitating appropriate support (such as coaching) for the mentee.  

At Oakdale, students and mentors agree that mentoring and coaching work best when the mentee demonstrates:

· a willingness to use procedures;

· a willingness to ask for help;

· an appreciation of the role of mentor and themselves;

· good listening skills;

· a willingness to act on advice and to try things out;

· an ability to draw appropriately on her/his experience from the formally taught parts of the  training;

· an ability to admit/recognise her/his own mistakes;

· good interpersonal skills; and

· an ability to reflect on her/his experiences.

Many of these skills and attributes are also required by coaches, although there is the added need that they are a good practitioner of the specific skills sought by the coachee.    

The head teacher believes in openness, and giving teachers independence based on trust.  There is a “sharing and empowering” culture in the school as evidenced by an ‘open-doors’ attitude to observing others, and a universal willingness of teachers to help others when requested.  This is particularly the case with the ITT students and it makes than feel very much at home in the school. The school has an outward looking aspect too, and seeks to get an insight into new initiatives by visiting other schools. 

Resource needs and implications

No specific costs associated with ITE were identified as the mentors’ time in the school is paid for through the SCITT. For the 2/3 times per year when mentors meet with leaders and for two mentor training days per term, the supply cover costs for releasing staff are also met by the SCITT.

Other mentoring and coaching activities which are not SCITT related such as those involving new staff, staff taking on leadership roles, and TA mentoring and coaching are part of the senior mentor’s role and are paid for out of the school’s budget.
Challenges or obstacles

The mentor and head teacher identified a number of challenges to mentoring (and coaching) including:

· the age of the mentee/coachee – s/he can be older than mentor/coach;

· reluctance to be observed;

· some student teachers have already had experience in high-powered jobs and were not used to being mentored. In some cases the student teacher also had experience of leadership – e.g. in business or the armed forces. So induction into the profession became an important factor in which mentors help students adapt their previous experience to the demands of teaching, which may occasionally involve massaging egos!;

· occasional over self-criticism by the mentee/coachee; and

· sometimes over-critical comments by specialist staff.

The school continually aims to overcome such challenges by taking small steps and establishing reciprocity.

Outcome(s) of the coaching and mentoring

All teachers have experienced professional benefits through their involvement in coaching and mentoring related activities.  Teachers have become learners. In particular:

· they experience joint observations with other schools’ mentors and compare notes;

· mentors from Oakdale participate in initial interviews for student teachers and so become familiar with the quality standards;

· all mentors and other participants in the  process receive a handbook which gives details of the roles and responsibilities of all concerned; and

· they attend mentor training days at which mentors share experiences among themselves and with management.

New skills are transferred to others through mentoring meetings, interviews of new staff, heads of year meetings and meetings between heads of year and year staff. Teachers have learnt to evaluate their own practice. According to the senior mentor, everybody is now evaluating, assessing and reviewing what they and their pupils do.

As a testimony to the success of the process, four current staff at Oakdale were previously students of Poole SCITT.  There is a 100% pass rate for students who had their final teaching practice at the school. Oakdale was visited by OFSTED when they inspected the SCITT to which they awarded a grade A.  HMI has praised the school for its success in remodelling.  An OFSTED inspection in 2002 noted good and improving standards in attainment by the school’s pupils.
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