Identifying the attributes of effective Initial Teacher Training (ITT) mentors

Aims of the project

· To identify the attributes, qualities and behaviours of highly effective mentors.
· To identify training implications for mentors.
· To compare a School Centred Initial Teacher Training (SCITT) based course with a university based course (as part of a Sports College consortium project).
Context
The study involved two PGCE (Physical Education) courses: North East Partnership SCITT and Durham University. Study participants included twenty-seven SCITT mentors, twenty-two SCITT trainees, six Durham University mentors and twenty Durham University trainees. 

Summary of the main findings

· Four key attributes of an effective mentor were identified by both mentors and trainees: providing constructive feedback, having good communication skills, being approachable and having good subject knowledge.
· Trainees generally rated the importance of receiving constructive feedback more highly than mentors.
· SCITT trainees/mentors tended to focus much more on the mentor relationship as a business-like arrangement with the emphasis on quality feedback whereas the university based trainees/mentors tended to value a more supportive and caring relationship. 
· The attributes of ‘encouraging independence’ and ‘allowing for self discovery’ were not highly rated in terms of importance. 
Background 

The North East Partnership School Centred Initial Teacher Training (SCITT) started life as a Physical Education SCITT in September 2001.  As a new training provider, an Ofsted inspection was carried out in each of the first two years of operation. The first Ofsted inspection was considered to be a supportive and consultative process to aid progress and development.  Initial findings from this suggested that there were inconsistencies in the performance and effectiveness of school based mentors.  The project was designed to provide a direct response to this situation.  

The North East Partnership consists of a partnership with three key institutions:

· Northumbria University (managing agents)

· Ashington Community High School Sports College (lead base school); and

· Churchill Community Sports College (lead base school)

In addition there are sixteen secondary schools within the partnership catering for up to twenty-five physical education trainees.  The schools are largely based around the two base schools, in Northumberland and North Tyneside.  Recent additions to the partnership have seen the group extend to Durham and Stockton on Tees.  The schools offer a mixture of 11-16, 11-18 and 13-18 year schools and include five specialist Sports Colleges.  The number of trained mentors within the partnership is currently thirty.

Findings
Table 1 below indicates the percentage of mentors/trainees identifying the key attribute for an effective mentor.  Only the top five attributes are listed for each group of participants.

	Durham Mentors 
	%
	Durham trainees 
	%
	SCITT Mentors 
	%
	SCITT trainees 
	%

	Supportive 
	33% 
	Good communication skills 
	25% 
	Provides constructive feedback 
	15% 
	Provides constructive feedback 
	41%

	Approachable 
	17% 
	Provides constructive feedback 
	20%
	Good communication skills
	15% 
	Good communication skills 
	18% 

	Provides constructive feedback 
	17% 
	Supportive 
	15% 
	Good subject knowledge 

	15% 
	Good subject knowledge 
	14% 

	Good communication skills 
	17% 
	Approachable 
	15% 
	Approachable 
	15% 
	Approachable 
	9% 

	Recognises achievement 
	17% 
	Good subject knowledge 
	10% 
	Role model 
	11% 
	Consistent 
	9%


Table 2 below gives the average score for the top five attributes for each group of mentors/trainees.

	Durham Mentors 
	Ave
	Durham trainees 
	Ave
	SCITT Mentors 
	Ave
	SCITT trainees 
	Ave

	Approachable 

	7.3 
	Provides constructive feedback 
	7.3 
	Provides constructive feedback 
	7.6 
	Provides constructive feedback 
	8.5 

	Provides constructive feedback 
	5.3 
	Good communication skills 
	5.8 
	Good communication skills 
	5.1 
	Good communication skills 
	4.9 

	Supportive 
	5.0 
	Supportive 
	5.7 
	Approachable 
	4.7 
	Approachable 
	4.8 

	Good subject knowledge 
	4.6 
	Approachable 

	5.6 
	Good subject knowledge 
	4.4 
	Honest 
	4.6 

	Good communication skills 
	4.5 
	Knowledge of ITT training 
	4.9 
	Good listening skills 
	3.4 
	Good subject knowledge 

	4.2 


Both Table 1 and Table 2 indicate a good level of agreement between SCITT trainees and mentors with regard to the important mentor attributes.  Specifically, these related to the key skills of giving feedback, demonstrating good communication skills, subject knowledge, and being approachable.  Whilst acknowledging a level of agreement it is noticeable that trainees placed more importance on the aspect of feedback than mentors did (41% as opposed to 15% and an average score of 8.5 as opposed to 7.6).  

The results for the university based course were similar in that the same attributes appeared, however, one key difference emerged: the university based mentors placed a high value on developing a nurturing relationship and taking on a supportive and approachable role.  This was evident in comments by mentors such as, “trainees need to have confidence that you will help them” and “trainees need to know that you are behind them.”  This was commendable but did not satisfy the trainees desire to focus on communication skills and constructive feedback.  One reason for this mismatch may be the low numbers of university based mentor participants giving an unbalanced view. 

Furlong (2000) indicates that trainees go through stages of development during their training year.  As they progress they will, at some point, reach a plateau and this will remain the case unless the mentor actively intervenes to ensure a continual improvement in the development of the trainee.  For this reason it was expected that the attributes of ‘encouraging independence’ and ‘allowing for self-discovery’ would be rated highly by mentors.  Neither SCITT nor university based mentors rated either of these as a number one attribute.  The average scores for these attributes also indicated the lack of importance attached to them (see Table 3 below).

	Attribute
	SCITT mentor
	University mentor

	Encourages independence 
	1.9
	0.8 

	Allows for self-discovery 
	0.4
	2.1 


Research methods

A review of existing literature helped to identify the types of attributes associated with effective mentoring.  A list of twenty attributes was identified and these formed the basis of the research tool.  The research involved each mentor and trainee identifying his or her ten most valued attributes from a list and ranking these in terms of importance.  Each participant was then asked to justify/explain their top five choices in the form of a written comment.  There was also an opportunity for participants to add their own attributes to the list presented if they felt it was necessary. 
The research involving the SCITT trainees and mentors was carried out in person by staff from the lead schools.  This was conducted at either a lecture session or a mentor training session.  The research involving Durham University mentors and trainees was carried out via the ITT Programme Director following consultation with SCITT staff.  Durham University trainees were given the assessment tool in a face-to-face session whilst the mentors were contacted by post which may account for the small sample group involved. 

In analysing the results two main areas were considered. Firstly, a cumulative score was calculated for the various attributes: an attribute ranked as number one was awarded ten points; an attribute ranked as number ten was awarded one point. Secondly the attribute(s) most commonly identified as the most important in the list were noted. In addition we identified attributes that we felt were important (‘encouraging independence’ and ‘allowing for self discovery’) but did not feature highly in the results and investigated some reasons for this.  This took the form of discussions with SCITT mentors during a training session that involved sharing the information provided by the research.  The focus for the training was effectively challenging the most able trainees.
Conclusion

Four key attributes for mentors were found by the study.
Two of these attributes, 'to be able to provide constructive feedback' and ' good communication skills' have clear implications for mentor training.  It would be unwise to assume that mentors have the appropriate skills to provide quality feedback to trainees based purely on their teaching experience as the nature and technical detail of the feedback required will be hugely different.  It may be beneficial for mentors to practice giving the type of feedback necessary for trainee teachers and be observed doing so either in person or by video.  This level of reflection on the process, and skills involved, may help accelerate mentor development. 

The other two attributes, ' good subject knowledge' and 'approachability' have implications for the choice of mentor within a department and school.  The mentor needs to have a good level of subject knowledge (which may preclude new entrants to the profession) whilst at the same time being approachable.  Approachability may be an issue for a head of department due to the demands on their time but they should have the necessary subject knowledge.  Ultimately, the choice of mentor needs to balance these two demands in the best interests of the trainee. 

The lack of importance attached to the encouragement of independence or self-discovery (by either trainee or mentor) is a cause for some concern although not altogether surprising.  Research indicates that even the best trainees will reach a plateau and may require planned intervention to move them on to the next stage of their development (Furlong, 2000).  Some mentors may just be content to have a trainee who is doing reasonably well and not having major problems or mentors may not recognise trainees requiring additional support to fully extend them.  Either way there seems to be a need for mentor training to address both the issue of recognising ‘coasting’ trainees and that of developing them through active intervention.  Identification of appropriate interventionist strategies for this type of trainee might provide a focus for the sharing of best practice within initial teacher training partnerships. 
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