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Support Notes on Mentoring

In what follows, the word participant refers to any member of staff enrolled on the university’s Teaching & Learning in Higher Education (TLHE) programme.  They may be a new lecturer, a lecturer of some years standing, or a researcher seeking to gain guidance on teaching and learning matters.

The Mentor Role
Why Use Subject-Based Mentors?
Subject-based mentors are used in the programme for a number of reasons:

· to integrate the programme as far as possible within the normal support and guidance provided by the participant’s ‘Senior Colleagues’ so that the experience becomes more systematic and structured;
· to provide an important source of support and guidance for the development of a participant’s subject-based teaching within the realistic context of the departmental setting;

· to help the participant relate and contextualise the generic teaching and learning issues addressed in the programme to subject-related and departmental cultures and practices;

· to provide more focused support and guidance for the participant’s learning, development and progress through the programme;

· to engender a culture where mentor and department feel that they have a genuine stake in programme and participant, and in the development of both; 

· to promote a collegiate approach to departmental learning and development in the common endeavour of enhancing students’ learning experiences.

Many similar programmes in UK universities use subject-based mentors.  The Bristol programme seeks to integrate them rather more as part of the programme team.  Mentors are encouraged to feed back to the programme Steering Committee and also to act as second assessors to the portfolio.  While this presents challenges, it seems a proper position to adopt if a genuine partnership is to be established to support the development of the participant and to value it.  The arrangement is also likely to lead to more informed development and innovation with respect to teaching within departments as the number of those experiencing the programme grows over time.

Role and Functions of the Mentor
Mentoring on the TLHE programme is viewed as a natural extension of the existing mentoring function of the ‘Senior Colleague’ role within the induction arrangements in departments.  It can be seen as a professional relationship in which an experienced member of staff provides support and guidance to assist in the integration and career development of new or less experienced members of staff.  The specific functions of the mentor in the TLHE programme are:
· to support the participant’s learning, development and progress through the programme by providing guidance, advice and feedback on tasks, activities and subject-based approaches and practices;

· to undertake the specified teaching observations and to provide helpful feedback and guidance on practice;

· to hold the specified Annual Review Tutorials and other tutorials with the participant;

· to review and formally assess the participant’s portfolio, to agree the assessment outcome with a TLHE programme Tutor acting as first assessor, and to make an agreed recommendation to the TLHE Programme Steering Committee;

· to act as advisor to the TLHE Programme Steering Committee.
Mentors will be supported in their role by TLHE programme tutors.  Regular mentor workshops will be the forum for developing and sharing good practice.  Programme materials for mentors will be made available on the TLHE programme website which will also be used as a means of communicating with mentors and participants.  TLHE programme tutors are also available to provide advice, guidance and support to mentors on request.

The following observations and notes should be particularly relevant to the role of mentors:

· The mentoring role is viewed as an integral part of the normal arrangements for supporting new colleagues and mentors are encouraged to draw upon this wider context.

· The formal mentor tutorials are the minimum requirement for mentoring support and serve specific purposes.  Mentors and participants would be expected to meet more often, and where and when these occur should be negotiated at the first mentor tutorial.

· The second and subsequent mentor tutorials will focus on progress and review.
· Tutorials are expected to help in the development of the participant’s teaching portfolio.  The portfolio load is likely to be the heaviest just before submission so the more that can be done to assemble elements as participants move through the modules, the better.  The developing portfolio provides a focus at meetings and allows more opportunity for review and discussion.
· The assessment process involves both mentors and TLHE programme tutors with the latter acting as first assessors.  TLHE programme tutors will review and assess the portfolios first and then arrange to have them sent to mentors.

· Where possible, mentors are encouraged to help participants to source literature and other material relevant to the teaching of their subject.  TLHE programme tutors will provide pointers to the subject-based literature but are not likely to be able to provide detailed references.

· Mentors are welcome to seek advice from other departmental colleagues in undertaking their role.  Lists of current and past participants and their mentors can be obtained from the programme administrator (Liz.Hankinson@bris.ac.uk).
Notes to Support Mentoring
The following are some general notes on the nature of mentoring drawn form various sources which both mentors and participants might find helpful.  They have been prepared so that communications between mentor - mentee and the TLHE Programme are clear and transparent.
The Role of the Mentor

Mentoring is the process of helping another to learn and develop their professional role.  It is not simply being a model for newcomers to imitate or an administrator or a management supervisor responsible for the newcomer or a counsellor whose main task is to follow the beginner’s agenda.  Mentoring may involve any or all of the following activities:
· induction;
· observation of participant;
· being observed by participant;
· arranging observations with participant;
· negotiation of observation targets;
· providing feedback on sessions observed;
· providing written records of observation;
· arranging meetings with the participant;
· holding tutorials with participant - regular one to one meetings;
· informal contacts;
· sharing experiences with other mentors;
· collaborative working;
· subject development- course development;
· joint planning;
· advising.
Mentoring is above all about supporting participants, encouraging them, helping them to keep going, and helping them to deal with obstacles and problems.  This might involve doing some or all of the following:
Motivating, supporting and enthusing
· Being available for an informal talk.
· Being encouraging and optimistic about progress.
· Helping participants feel good about what they have achieved.
· Helping participants clarify tasks and outcomes (particularly in relation to the assignments related to the TLHE modules).
· Helping participants keep to deadlines and schedules.
· Helping participants overcome blocks.
· Helping participants to plan their work.
· Providing informal feedback and helping participants to get the most from this feedback, and from advice from other colleagues and students.
· Creating appropriate learning opportunities, e.g. by providing more time, space and facilities.
· Helping to maintain motivation, especially when participants are going through difficult patches.
Listening and questioning
· Hear what the participant is seeking to achieve, or what problems he/she is seeking to resolve.
· Using clarifying questions to enable participants to articulate the problem or issue for themselves, e.g. “Are you saying…....”
· Using open-ended questions that create space for exploration of issues rather than closed questions inviting ‘yes/no’ answers that can foreclose discussion.
· Ensuring that the outcome of the discussion is defined and accepted by the participant.
Reviewing
· Helping the participant to reflect on recent and present experience, and the requirements of the programme.
· Helping the participant in exploring options and strategies.
· Looking at previously agreed targets in order to gauge progress in those areas.
· Agreeing new targets.
Assessing
· Observing the specified number of teaching observations.
· Making judgments about the participants’ strengths and areas for development.
· Comparing these with the participant’s own judgments.
· Using these judgments to make formative assessment statements of progress at each review point.
· Acting as a second assessor of the participant’s teaching portfolio at the end of the induction/probation period.
Administrative
· Completing the feedback form resulting from each formal observation of teaching (the frequency of these observations will vary; once a term or once a semester should allow observation of a range of teaching methods in a range of contexts).
· Completing the review of progress form at each review point (once per year).
· Returning these to the programme administrator as appropriate.
Skills of Mentoring
Communication
The following questions are intended to help you structure your mentoring arrangements:
a) Frequency of meetings – times and timings

How often will you meet?  When?  For how long?

b) Venue – space and area

Where will you hold your meetings?  What messages does that space convey?

c) Agenda

Who will set the agenda?  What procedure will you adopt?  How will you review it?

d) Conversation

How will each encourage contributions from the other?

e) Preparation for meetings

What can each expect the other to prepare and bring?

f) Outside the meeting

Who can say what to whom?  How do you make contact at other times?

g) Ground rules

e.g. confidentiality; monthly meetings; agreed office; participant sets agenda; mentor adds to it; etc.
Clarifying goals and expectations
· Clarify from the outset so that there are no misinterpretations as to what is being attempted and what can be offered.
What do you want to achieve?  Do you share the priorities?  How do you know?
· Share goals, expectations and needs.
How will each party know the other’s?  How can you meet goals without being overloaded?  What can be delegated to others (including the new lecturer)?

Try to avoid:
· developing a list of goals which does not have mutual consent;
· agreeing goals or expectations without considering how they can be met;
· forgetting to refer back to goals at later meetings.

Clarifying roles
· This is important to reduce dependency and stress.
Who initiates what?  Who takes responsibility for what?  Who is accountable for what?
· Both mentor and the participant need to be open to challenge without feeling threatened.
Building the agenda
Meetings can be short and rushed as there are many other demands upon time.
· Start by reviewing experience since the last meeting but within a time limit so that this does not absorb too much of the time available.
· Work to an agenda devised via the agreed ground rules.
At the first meeting
As a minimum you will need to discuss:
a) issues of confidentiality;
b) what the participant wants from mentoring;
c) how often mentor and participant should meet (e.g. once a month, once a term?);
d) when and where the next meeting will be;
e) who should arrange future meetings;
f) any actions for next meeting;
g) agenda for next meeting.
Supporting a Learner in a Practical Context
Many people in the position of learning to teach may not have consciously experienced action (or experiential) learning which is the basis of the process of mentoring.  They may display a tendency to want to be told how to do things.  The problem with tips or recipes is that there needs to be a clear understanding of their scope and purpose.  If this is lacking, they may simply be abandoned on the basis that they did not work the first time.
Some new lecturers may simply want to be left to get on with teaching on their own.  The problem with this is, once again, that it can lead to a trial and error approach through which any successful teaching strategies are seized upon and used repeatedly whilst potentially good ideas are rejected if they do not show immediate results.
Contrasted to either of these approaches is the active learning spiral characterised by: 

planning - implementation - review and evaluation - reconsideration, reworking and extending – implementation, etc.

Setting targets
The meetings between mentor and the participant can be given more impact if they lead to both parties asking questions such as, “So where do we go from here?”  Try to end each session with a few minutes talking about what targets could be set up as a result of the meeting.  Think about setting targets which are:
· achievable - within the present constraints on you both;
· believable - i.e. they can realistically happen within your department or this university;
· controllable - within your joint control;
· measurable - how will we know when we’ve got there?
Questions to be asked include “By when?”, “What are the implications of this?”
Reviewing progress
A process which aids diagnosis and reflection.

· Avoid moving too quickly to discussion and allow time for remembering and recollecting.

· Use a review framework since without it review may be anecdotal and ineffective.

Records of past activities in, for example, a journal or log, will be helpful.

· Review and reflection is a two-way process involving the mentor as well as the participant.

The mentor will automatically begin to deconstruct his or her own practice.  There is also the question of review of the mentoring process itself.
Assessment by the mentor

Some argue against an assessment role in mentoring citing such reasons as:
· support and counselling are incompatible with an assessment role;

· the desire to offer guidance without judgement, and to avoid prescription;
· it’s hard to assess an adult colleague within a close working relationship;
· the assessment role strains the relationship.
Counter arguments emphasise that an assessment role is essential since:

· judgement is required in order to determine appropriate guidance;
· there is a need to assess development in order to decide the mentoring strategy;
· research at FE level has shown that participants prefer to be assessed by a mentor rather than by a stranger.

The assessment ought to be formative (see below) and not simply a measure of competence.
Forms of assessment vary as does its purpose:

· formative – assessment leading to feedback that is developmental for the participant;

· summative – assessment made to define standard of competence.

Perhaps the key argument in favour of an assessment role is the tension between supporting and challenging the participant.  If only support is given it is likely that the participant soon settles at a plateau of performance where he/she merely recycles ideas or approaches which give immediate success - progress and growth then falls off sharply.  If only challenge or criticism is offered the participant may retreat into a defensive shell.  For maximum growth, both challenge and support are required.
Providing observation and feedback of teaching
Below is one way through the whole process (italics indicate suggested occasional extensions).  Refinement, variation and experimentation with different approaches are essential.

Participant plans sessions

· A preliminary meeting between the mentor and the participant is held to discuss the session to be observed.  Normally, this would occur at least 24 hours before observed session to discuss what is to be taught, and allow the participant to incorporate any changes suggested by mentor, if appropriate.

· Agree observation criteria - there may be specific points that concern the participant, e.g. content or aspects thereof, presence, etc.  The mentor will endeavour to focus his/her observation on these points but will give any feedback on other aspects as well as an overview of the session.

· The participant will deliver session - and the mentor will observe the session.  The accompanying observation pro-forma might help in the guiding and recording of feedback, especially against previously agreed criteria.  It is helpful if the mentor is given photocopies of any plan or notes that the participant is working from as well as any handouts or course materials used during the session.

Debrief

This may be held immediately after the session.  However, this is not always the best time since the participant may be less receptive at this point.  There may also be insufficient time then.  Provided the mentor has taken detailed notes, feedback can be deferred until later.
Mentors should:
· ask questions rather than make judgements;
· refer to specific incidents rather than generalise;
· be descriptive rather than evaluative;
· refer to things which can be changed rather than those which cannot;
· facilitate self-evaluation;
· balance positive and negative comments;
· support and challenge;
· offer advice and alternatives;
· acknowledge explicitly that the feedback is from the mentor’s perspective;
· take time to verify what the participant has understood the mentor to be saying.
Participants should:
· listen and respond;

· ask for clarification and examples;

· consider what action to take;

· be prepared to act upon advice.
The mentor’s written notes on the observation pro-forma are kept by the participant.  It will be useful for these to be re-read under less pressured circumstances when they may be better absorbed.

Outcomes
Action plan for the participant - ideas, changes, criteria for next observation
A written reflection on the process of being observed is evidence of ongoing development, shows the quality of thinking in the area of learning and teaching and will contribute to the participant’s Teaching and Learning Portfolio.
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Observation pro-forma


Content


Is it accurate?



Is it at the right level?



Are there links to the syllabus?

Presentation



Presentation techniques?



Presence, body language, movement, voice



Clear explanations


Use of resources



OHP


Video



Handouts


Flip-chart

Planning



aims and objectives



beginning



structure



end


Management



self-organisation



organisation of students


learning environment


Learning



Outcomes?



Is student learning supported?



How is learning monitored?


Interest



Is it interesting?



Balance of activity?



Are students able to engage?



Attention

Evaluation



strengths



areas for consideration



reflection



self-awareness


Equal opportunities



gender



race



religion



disability



sexual orientation


Overview



review of progress


areas for consideration


strategies


action planning / target setting
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