Mentoring GCSE students
Aim of the project 
To explore how the findings from research into the use of mentoring to support year 11 C/D borderline students prior to their GCSE examinations have led to more advanced models of mentoring being introduced to the college.

Context of the original study
Beauchamp College is a large, multi-ethnic 14-19 comprehensive school and community college.  It gained technology college status in 1997. In 1999, 55 C/D borderline GCSE students in year 11 were offered mentoring prior to their examinations.  The mentors were 18 adults, a mix of teachers and associate staff from the college.  

At the time of the project, mentoring was already being used in subject departments as part of the drive to improve teaching and learning.  It was one strategy adopted to help year 11 students achieve 5 C grades which would enable them to proceed to Sixth Form courses. Initially, mentoring had been carried out by teachers but at the start of the project, it was decided that associate staff would also be offered the opportunity to act as mentors. 

The project aimed to identify aspects of mentoring helpful to students and whether the scheme raised the GCSE performance of targeted students.

The findings have provided feedback to inform improvement of the scheme since 2000, which we report on in this summary.
Summary of findings from the original study
· Students benefited from the mentoring relationship with a trusted adult, as demonstrated by their gain in confidence, self-esteem and raised expectations of success.

· Students improved their study skills and autonomy by planning coursework and revision schedules more effectively.

· The quality of the relationship was important for success, so mentors and mentees needed the right attitude towards each other.  Both had to believe in the effectiveness of the process.

· Mentors enjoyed the mentoring process and understood the need for flexibility within it.

· There was an improvement in the GCSE results of mentored students compared with teacher-predicted and YELLIS grades.

· Mentoring worked best when students met mentors outside the usual learning situation.

· Mentoring was most effective when dedicated time was allocated.

· Being prepared to listen, recognising that different students had different needs and knowing when to intervene and when to pull back, were found to be essential skills for effective mentoring.  

Definition of mentoring
The definition of mentoring adopted for the project was:

“Facilitated mentoring is a structure and series of processes designed to create effective mentoring relationships, guide the desired behaviour change of those involved, and evaluate the results for the protégés, the mentors and the organisation.”









Murray and Owen (1991)

This definition stresses the processes involved in mentoring – the complexities of the interactions between mentor and student which have equally complex outcomes and the importance of evaluating these in terms of results for students and the college.

Previous research findings suggested that, although mentoring relationships are difficult to define, being dependent on the skills and talents of the particular mentor and the unique needs of the student being mentored, they do have some features in common:

· the relationship develops over a period of time;
· the relationship provides support, guidance and practical advice for the student;

· the advice provided is impartial and non-judgemental; and

· both participants gain satisfaction from the mentoring process.

Selection of students for mentoring
At the end of year 10, students expecting to gain four GCSE grades A-C and at least one grade on the C/D borderline were identified.  If students could ‘convert’ their C/D into a C grade they would be eligible for post-16 courses and would raise the school’s performance above 70 per cent A*-C grades at GCSE.

Introduction of the mentoring process
Volunteer teachers, associate staff mentors and students were offered very general advice about what was expected of them during the mentoring process.  This was to allow flexibility within the process and to highlight the most successful strategies.

Mentors were told that mentoring objectives were:

· to raise standards of student performance;

· to raise students’ self-esteem and aspirations; and

· to develop students’ social and interpersonal skills.

Students were informed of the purpose of mentoring and given a booklet explaining the process. They were:

· assured of confidentiality;

· given responsibility for keeping appointments with their mentors;

· given some simple exercises to help them identify any problems they might have with their work; and

· an outline action plan on which they could write short-term targets

Parents were contacted and the mentoring scheme explained.  In some cases, parents contacted the school to request that their son or daughter take part in the scheme.

Responses to the mentoring process
Student responses

Most students enjoyed having an interested adult to talk to on a one-to-one basis.  They thought the process had helped them to organise their coursework and revision more effectively and that it was helpful to have short-term targets for their work.  They reported that informal meetings with their mentor had given them more confidence.

Example:  One student said that he could talk to his mentor about anything – work or personal matters.  He enjoyed having a personal relationship with an adult who was concerned about his future and went on to achieve better GCSE results than expected.

Mentor responses

Most of the adults involved enjoyed the opportunity to talk to students on an individual basis.  They reported that they had helped mentees organise their coursework and revision.  Two-thirds of the mentors thought students had gained confidence in their study skills, mainly through being given help with organising their study by setting short-term targets.

Two issues of concern emerged:
· students needed to take more responsibility for keeping appointments; and

· mentors and students often found it difficult to find an appropriate time to meet.

The project identified skills needed to mentor successfully.  These included:

· flexibility of approach to meet individual student’s needs;

· early setting of ground rules including acknowledgement of confidentiality;

· willingness to listen; and

· knowing when to intervene and when to pull back.

Example of one mentor’s approach to the mentoring process: This teacher had been involved with mentoring for several years and was particularly interested in raising boys’ examination performance.  He believed that the key to effective mentoring was flexibility of approach, matching strategies to particular students’ needs.  His approach to the mentoring process was based on three stages:
· a  diagnostic meeting in which key barriers to the student’s progress were identified;

· an orientation meeting in which he and the student negotiated an action plan to solve the problems; and

· later, more informal meetings in which the student’s progress was monitored.

Other mentors adopted more informal approaches. This variation raised an important issue.

A more cogent model of mentoring was needed within the college because mentors varied in the extent to which they involved themselves with students.  Some concentrated on study skills or coaching, while others built more personal relationships.  So some thought mentoring meant extra teaching, while others thought it was an extra support mechanism.

What effects did mentoring have on GCSE performance?
· Comparisons were made of mentored students’ GCSE results against YELLIS profiles and teacher predictions. A small group of students who had been identified for mentoring but decided not to participate acted as a control group. When compared with YELLIS profiles and teacher predictions, two-thirds of a group of 29 mentored students gained five or more C grades, the same as a group of non-mentored students with similar YELLIS profiles but higher teacher predictions.
· Comparison of results of mentored students and students who chose not to participate in the mentoring scheme (but had matched YELLIS profiles), showed that six of eight students in the mentored group gained one C grade more than predicted by their teachers.  In the non-mentored group, four of eight gained one C grade more than predicted by their teachers.

NB. These findings should be treated with caution as the samples were very small and it is difficult to separate out the value added to YELLIS by the college, which is known to be high.

What did individual students gain from mentoring?
The findings also suggested that mentoring gave students strategies for more effective planning and revision; and provided an opportunity to talk to a different adult during the school day.

· One student referred by his parents was identified as having low esteem and was mentored throughout year 11.  He was helped to organise his work more effectively and gained in confidence.  

· A second student referred himself for the mentoring scheme as he was concerned about his year 10 report and his poor revision planning.

· Another student felt she was being pressured by the college to achieve academically but wanted to run her own hairdressing business.
· A fourth student was reluctant to participate in the scheme, preferring conversations with his mentor at the end of lessons.
· Another boy was reluctant to participate but, after help with organising his work and time management, went on to attend after-school classes and revision sessions during the Easter holidays.
· One girl needed extra coaching and somewhere quiet to go during the school day where she could talk to an interested adult.  

All six students in the sample achieved their aims.  The two students wishing to attend FE colleges gained places on their chosen courses. The other four went on to follow academic courses in the Sixth Form.

Research methods
Quantitative data was collected for the 55 students invited to participate in the mentoring scheme.  GCSE results were compared with YELLIS and teacher-predicted grades to see if mentoring had improved examination performance.

Qualitative data was collected to allow the identification of participants’ perceptions of the mentoring process.  Two similar questionnaires were designed - one for mentors and one for students – which enabled direct comparison of perceptions.  In addition, unstructured interviews were carried out with an experienced mentor, as well as with one student mentored by him and with a student who had declined to participate in the mentoring scheme.

During the mentoring process, group discussions were held with mentors to identify their concerns and perceptions, as well as to offer support.

Six case studies of specific mentoring situations were reported by means of mentor records.

Recommendations
For mentoring to become an integral part of the college support system the following recommendations were made:

· selection of students for mentoring should be done on the basis of need, as perceived by student, parents or teachers;

· mentoring should not be used as a tool solely for improving results;

· space is needed outside the classroom where mentoring can take place;

· time for mentoring needs to be allocated within the college day; 

· a wider variety of adults to act as mentors should be encouraged;

· training should be available for all those involved, following a specific mentoring model; and

· continuous evaluation of the scheme needs to be undertaken so that refinements can be made.

What happened next?
A more formalised system of mentoring was implemented as a further strategy to improve teaching and learning.  Initially, two full-time Learning Mentors were appointed, neither of whom were teachers.  Students were referred to the Learning Mentors through the pastoral team as advised by subject teachers, by students themselves or by parents.  Barriers to learning were identified in consultation with all involved with individual students.  Students met regularly with their Learning Mentor who liased with subject staff to assess the extent to which students were meeting short-term targets negotiated with their mentor. 

Learning Mentors were given a room in which to work with students on a one-to-one basis, or worked with them in lessons.  They also had the flexibility to visit students’ homes when necessary and worked with outside agencies when appropriate. This provided a small number of students with considerable extra support for their learning.

The next step was to increase the number of Learning Mentors so that more students were involved in the process.  To this end, four Learning Mentors were appointed.  All were given training and the mentoring scheme became embedded in the life of the college.  The new system met many of the recommendations outlined as the result of the initial project: in that:

· selection of students for mentoring should be done on the basis of need;

· mentoring should not be used solely as tool for improving results;

· space was needed outside the classroom where mentoring could take place;

· a wider variety of adults to act as mentors should be encouraged; and

· training should be available for them.

To support the mentoring process, referral meetings took place regularly, chaired by a vice-principal.  The meeting was attended by Year Co-ordinators, the SENCO, representatives from Connexions and college careers and the Learning Mentors.  When necessary, people from outside agencies were invited to the meeting, including an educational psychologist and the LEA drugs adviser.  Individual student’s needs were discussed and decisions taken as to possible strategies for further help or, if it was decided that a student had made sufficient progress, whether the student should be exited from the process.  New applications for mentoring were discussed and decisions made about the suitability of students for mentoring.

Latest developments
Evaluation of the mentoring scheme in its existing format concluded that students were being referred to Learning Mentors for reasons other than focusing on raising performance.   They were often referred in order to offer a one-to-one mentoring relationship because they had significant personal problems, rather than as a means of improving learning.  While acknowledging that this is an important support mechanism, it was clear that there had been a shift in the reasons for mentoring and numbers of students involved in the process were small.   At the same time, a small number of associate staff had continued to be involved in mentoring to help raise performance of GCSE C/D borderline students in some faculties.

Since the original aim of mentoring had been to raise standards of teaching and learning, the college recognised that academic mentoring may be more effective if it was carried out in faculties and departments.  Therefore, two Learning Mentors have been allocated to faculties; another is to work specifically with disaffected students and a fourth is to organise an Extended Mentoring Centre, to which students in danger of being excluded are referred.  All are to be managed by the SENCO who has overall responsibility for inclusion.

In addition, identified C/D borderline GCSE students will continue to be offered mentoring by Advanced Skills Teachers and associate staff within the college, as well as ‘unofficial’ mentoring by tutors and subject teachers.  

Conclusions
· Mentoring is now embedded in the college as an important means of raising standards of teaching and learning.
· Evaluation of the scheme implemented since its introduction has identified wide variations in what students need from mentoring.
· The college is continuing its search to find a model of mentoring which meets these needs at a number of different levels. 

· Each modification of the process helps move the college towards addressing the issue of personalised learning, which is directed towards helping all students achieve their potential. 
· Findings from the initial research project have been used to inform the skills required for effective mentoring, to encourage associate staff to become involved and to ascertain that mentoring is effective in raising students’ GCSE performance.

Suggestions for further reading
Gay, Brian, (1994) What is Mentoring?, Education and Training, Vol. 36, No. 5.

Green, R., (Winter 1998-9) Mentoring – a new initiative?, in Centre for the Study of Comprehensive Schools, All-in-Success, Vol. 10, No. 1.

Hylan, Ian and Postlethwaite, Keith, (September 1997) Mentoring: does it work?, Managing Schools Today.

Useful websites
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Author and contact details

Janet Waters

Curriculum Team Leader, Specialist Schools Trust

Tel: 0116 2676829

Email: JanetW@specialistschoolstrust.org.uk
Judith Hartland

Year 12 Co-ordinator

The Beauchamp College, Ridge Way, Oadby, Leicester, LE2 5TP

Tel: 0116 2729100

Email: hartland@stayfree.co.uk.

www.canteach.gov.uk
PAGE  
1

