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Mentoring and Creativity: Action Learning Sets 

The Process in Practice

Report by Allan Owens, University of Chester, with partnership mentors: Andy Clarkson (Bishop Bluecoat School), Emma Davies (Queens Park High School), Lyn Jones (The Alun School), Sean Moran (Wade Deacon School).

What is an Action Learning Set? 

An action learning set is a group of usually between four to seven people who get together for five or six meetings over a period of five to six months to discuss issues of professional mutual importance. They are designed to deal with the specific needs of the set members and require agreed actions by the end of each meeting. 

What is Action Learning? 

On one level action learning ‘is about solving problems and getting things done' (Fry et al, 2000). On another level it is a radical pedagogical approach that breaks with traditional notions of knowledge acquisition. Instead of individuals  being exposed by experts to large amounts of information with a view to applying this at a later stage, personal programmed knowledge (from the written ‘word and the world’, Freire, 1996) is questioned in a learning context where the search for what we don’t yet know is valued above what we already do know (Samuera, 

2006). Hallmarks of the approach are: the posing of insightful, non-judgemental, challenging, enabling questions, the avoidance of prefabricated answers and the ability to question understandings (Revans,1998). 

Why the focus on mentoring and creativity? 

The Action Learning Set on Mentoring and Creativity is one of a range of projects funded through the North West Pilot Programme on Creativity in Teacher Education (CITE) supported and funded by Heads of Education of North West Higher Education Institutions and Creative Partnerships. Given that PGCE (Secondary) trainees in England spend two thirds of their time in school working alongside mentors, the ways in which mentors understand and model creativity is likely to impact on trainees understanding and creative practice and so was identified as being  worthy of investigation. Studies and reports to date on creativity in initial teacher education in the UK (Barnes and Shirley, 2005), (Meadows, 2007) and internationally (Sharp and Le Metais, J., 2000), have tended to focus on trainees, teachers, university tutors and artists not specifically on the mentor as a key figure in training process. The Action Learning set was convened to focus on creativity as understood by subject mentors in their own work, and their mentoring work with trainees. 

The formation, constitution, organisation and life of the set: 

The Action Learning set facilitator asked University subject tutors on the PGCE (Secondary) Programme to nominate two subject mentors (the expectation was that one of them would be able to participate). The seven subjects were Art, Drama, Mathematics, Modern Foreign Languages, Physical Education, Religious Education and Science. Fourteen subject mentors were written to. There were expressions of interest from Mathematics, Science and PE mentors, but no take up by mentors from these subjects. After the first meeting the MFL mentor withdrew stating that she wanted to learn about mentoring and creativity, not “join a self-help group”. One of the drama mentors did not return as communications re subsequent meeting dates did not reach her.  The final set comprised of one teacher from each of the subjects; Drama, Art, RE, RE and History. Participants were from different schools, all had been teaching between 4-6 years and were in the position of Head of Subject and/or Head of Year. 

The set ran for five, three-hour sessions (9:15am-12:15pm) over a six month period from July 2007 to January 2008. The first session was used to outline the pedagogical assumptions under-lying the Action Learning approach, ground rules were agreed upon and the issues of two set members were presented. The facilitator presented the focus of the group as Mentoring and Creativity and a brief overview was given of current thinking on creativity particularly in relation to the CITE project. Subject mentors offered their ideas of what creativity meant across subject areas including what they saw as blocks to creativity in their role as mentor. 

The subsequent sessions ran to the following agreed format: group members checked in; a professional and/or personal triumph and trauma was shared; ground rules were read through with the option to emphasise or add others; action points agreed in the previous session were revisited and the group updated on progress by the person who had presented; each member then briefly outlined an issue of current significance to them; the set agreed on the order in which issues would be considered; the presenter of the issue then took five minutes to clarify or simply talk further about the issue; the presenter was then given a choice of either;

· being asked questions for ten minutes by members of the set without responding, one other member of the set acting as scribe to write down the questions and hand them to the presenter.

· being asked questions by the set to which s/he responded as they were asked.

· withdrawing to the edge of the group, forfeiting the right to speak in order to listen to set members talk to each other about what they would do if they were in that position. There was then the opportunity to comment or respond to this conversation.

This act of choice was intended to underline the fact that the presenters needs are at the centre of the action learning set process. Often they chose a combination of these modes of participation. The facilitator then asked the presenter to think of and share two or three possible actions that they would take as a result of participating in the set. The final stage involved the facilitator asking set members to reflect and comment on the process of participation, on the way the set was working in order that this remained transparent and so might continue to develop. The offer for members of the set to try out the role of facilitator was made each week and was taken up by one member in the penultimate session.

Data collection: Participants agreed that the set facilitator would keep ongoing field notes during the session including points made when reflecting on the process. In addition participants agreed to write a set of reflections as part of the final session that would be used as a basis for the final evaluation of the process. It was agreed that the set facilitator would write up a report and that this would be circulated to all participants for comment prior to being more widely circulated for discussion.

Understandings of creativity and issues presented: Mentors readily articulated what they understood as creativity; the ability to ‘think outside the box’, to ‘avoid stereotype’, to ‘think independently’, ‘not to take for granted’, ‘to question’, to ‘make connections’. They also supported definitions offered from current literature on the subject by the facilitator in the first session. The blocks to creativity identified by the mentors in the initial meeting were those of, ‘lack of time’, ‘pressures from other role responsibilities’ and the need to ‘get it right’ and to be accountable for the progress of the trainee. In subsequent sessions issues ranged from those focused directly on mentoring work with trainees, to relationships with colleagues, to the managerial, to the personal as this impacted on the professional. These were often translated into questions as the process unfolded and the issue became clearer, for example;

· My trainee has a lot of life experience, but not a lot of humility. How do I even begin to discuss creativity when there are so many other basic professional and teaching issues? 

· Another member of staff whose frequent absence from work is impacting on the level of creative work of the whole Department. How can I manage this situation?

· I am being challenged through a pastoral job share in ways that are draining energy and creativity from my work with pupils and trainees. How do I move forward? 

· How can I establish credibility with trainees after a period of absence during which the departmental NQT has assumed the mantle of quality and creativity, but whose own understandings of both is questionable?

· The glow of my initial years of teaching has faded. Should I give up administrative responsibilities or return to being a classroom teacher and the reasons I came into teaching for?

· How will my subject appear in the curriculum if reshaped by senior management and how it will it subsequently feature in the next inspection?

· What should be the level of my commitment to international work in school be and is this ethically the right direction for me to be moving in?

· What I used to love about my job was the two way process. There is less and less time to experience this-the walls are closing in. How might I change this? 

There was no compulsion to offer an issue and set members said that they felt comfortable in not always having to offer one. There was also no requirement to focus directly on notions of creativity. The pressing nature of the issue was the main criteria for offering it to the set.

Actions taken: the ‘steps into action’ identified by each presenter towards the close of their session were concrete and specific. To take the first three examples above; in the case of the trainee with ‘a lot of life experience, but not a lot of humility’ the presenter decided to arrange a meeting with the co-ordinating mentor to share her concerns and so remind herself that she did not have sole responsibility for the development of the trainee. She also set a number of   tasks for the trainee to complete which allowed for creativity, but involved working with and learning from a range of staff. 

In the case of the member of staff whose absence was effecting levels of creativity in the Department, the presenter decided to meet with the teacher concerned, not to discuss absence again , but to identify what he thought was going well in his teaching and how he might extend this. He also decided that he would offer the chance to work on a joint project together. In the case of ‘the pastoral job share’ the presenter decided to speak directly with her immediate line manager to check her perceptions, “Did she think she was doing a poor or a good job?” She also decided to check what the options might be for her to take up further study, something she had always enjoyed and realised she missed.

The steps into action at the close of each presenter’s session were not surprising or complex, but they were clearly and thoughtfully articulated. The report back at the start of each new session on planned steps into action was valued by all participants for the sense it provided of the developing situation, sometimes as a result of steps into action, sometimes because of external events. The actions taken were the central business of the set, but reflections on the approach suggested that the process itself holds much educational potential in terms of mentoring and creativity.

Reflections on the process: The majority of reflections are in line with reflections on the process from other Action Learning studies (Beaty et al 1997), (Salas and Doerk, 2006), (Kramer, 2007). For example, participants said that they valued the opportunity to have time away from the workplace, to learn from each other, engage in shared learning; learn more about other institutions/schools and their practices; allow time for reflection on current practice, but encourage action; deal with the kind of management problems which cannot easily resolved through meetings, lectures or seminars; give enough time to build up a type of relationships not readily available in school or elsewhere. 
Reflections particular to this set included; participants saying that they very much valued confidentiality and that they had ‘complete confidence that words spoken would not go beyond the four walls’ [Mentor B].  Anonymity was perceived to be crucial in allowing alternative viewpoints to be expressed in a ‘safe environment’ [Mentor A] removed from the influence of institutional politics. There was no need to discuss issues outside the space, which was cited as a liberating experience. It was felt that anonymity encouraged ‘a more in depth style of reflection’ [Mentor D]. For example;
‘The Action Learning Set ‘has freed me up as a practitioner from concerns hampering my creativity and allowed me to re-energise after the meetings. As time moved forward in meetings it became easier to reflect on my own practice as well as thinking about helping others’ [Mentor D]. 

Reference was also made to the ‘lack of hierarchy’, lack of ‘pressure for evidence or action’ [Mentor C] and the non-judgemental nature of the set [Mentor B] which ‘allowed for a temporary off-loading of a problem in a non judgemental context and prompted valuable questions which then fed back into my real situation’ [Mentor B]

All the participants agreed with the set member who commented on ‘the value of listening to others... placing ones self in an attitude of non-advice giving, helps the reflective process’ [Mentor C]. The skill in learning how to challenge through questions with sensitivity was acknowledged, as was ‘the ability to avoid making premature assumptions’ [Mentor D]. Being able to resist offering quick personal opinion was viewed as being, ‘rare in the fast moving world of education’ [Mentor D]. How to challenge the perception someone else has of an issue was seen as a high level skill in terms of engendering creativity, something that involved ‘more than just reflecting’; for example, 

‘It is time to listen to others and their experiences, to receive questions and help the thoughts of others. Being ‘listened to’ often can feel selfish, but returning that support allowed me to support others development as well as see the challenges they face’ [Mentor B]. 

Direct connections were made with mentoring and creativity , for example, 

‘I was able to reflect on my practice before challenging, questioning, contributing. The advantage of being outside a discussion improved how I listened and subsequently how I questioned [creatively and for creativity] - something I can use with trainees’ [Mentor A].

Participants commented on the sense of perspective the set offered particularly in ‘seeing where others are coming from’, for example; ‘On a bigger scale this creative approach allows an individual to step back and see the bigger picture, so initial issues are put into context and so acting on those issues seems more possible’ [Mentor D]. This was accompanied by comments that the set encouraged participants to,

‘Revisit core values, personal ideas and feelings which are vital in terms of confidence, self-belief and creativity.... Time away from the workplace to stop, think and reflect on issues that effect me and my way of life... which is particularly helpful when also having to train others wishing to join the profession’ [Mentor B].

Sessions were perceived to offer ‘a more concise way of getting to the heart of an issue’ [Mentor C], a place of challenge and analysis as distinct from the notion of a self-help group. In the words of Mentor D this was, ‘A process that develops a concise thought at the heart of an issue...concise, not a rant, very positive thinking, you become aware of the challenge and analysis so you want to make the issue clear’. Mentor D also stated that this allowed for ‘an intensity of response, of passion, of beliefs’ that would perhaps ‘be looked at strangely during the school day’.

The regularity of the session was commented favourably upon in the sense that issues were seen to change, to be replaced, giving ‘a sense of moving on’ [Mentor A]. 
Limitations: The project was limited in terms of scale and scope. Whilst a group of five people is ideal in terms of the action learning set approach the participants were all based in the arts and humanities and did not include the full range of mentors from all subjects. The group facilitator was also relatively inexperienced in action learning set facilitation, this being only the fourth set he had facilitated since being introduced to the approach one year ago. 

Implications:  

The 'cultural turn' in UK educational policy has been led in part by Creative Partnerships policy, New Labour's 'flagship programme in the cultural education field'. Critics have argued that ‘creativity’ has been located as lying outside mainstream school structures...in artists rather than in teachers’ (Hall and Thompson, 2007).This Action Learning Set Report on Mentoring and Creativity suggests that mentors can be key sources of creativity in schools if they are given the opportunity to be so.

The National Advisory Committee's report on Creativity, Culture and Education, (DfEE, 1999) states that ‘we are all, or can be, creative to a lesser or greater degree if we are given the opportunity’. This action learning set has thrown up the question ‘Where are mentors given the opportunity to be imaginative, inventive, to take risks and challenge convention, to be creative?’ 
Participants in this action learning set suggest that; asking mentors to absorb knowledge from experts about teaching and mentoring for creativity; to work alongside artists without considering the well-being of the individual mentor, is problematic. Feelings of well-being stemming from creative activities have been well documented (Csikszentmihalyi,1996) and claims have been made in terms of increased self-esteem and motivation (Morris, 2004).  Mentors need space to think, to consider, to listen, to revisit ambitions, aspirations, and talk about perceptions of self; not as an ongoing therapy session, but as a way of re-calibrating their professional and personal personas and of ‘replenishing their creativity’ (Sharp and Le Metais, 2000).  

The introduction of Teacher Training Agency standards (1998, 2002) has led to concern about the tension between Teacher Training and Teacher Education (Barnes and Shirley, 2005). One of the effects of conforming to various expectations in such documentation is the tendency towards standard driven mentoring at the expense of  mentors modelling themselves as lifelong learners, continually developing, aware of themselves as creative ‘human becomings’ (Neelands, 2004). In privileging education over training the Action Learning Set approach has the potential to draw out the unique qualities of each set member and rekindle their sense of their own well-being and creativity. This manifested itself in a form of ‘creative confidence’ for example, whilst set members did not underestimate the formal and judgemental dimension of their role they felt it was important to ‘show their own anxieties’ and the fact that they ‘often don’t know the answer’ [Mentor A]. Validating uncertainty was identified as being an important part of a creative mentors work though the tension between this and educational accountability was acknowledged.

Two of the participants referred to individual coaching sessions that were on offer to staff twice a year in their schools. Both said that this is a different process to that of the Action Learning Set as there is no reciprocity, a feature much valued by members of the set. In other words individual members felt that they were giving as well as receiving. It was felt that the quality of learning whereby we come to know ourselves through others, through focusing on the pressing issues of others, provides us with a perspective on our own issues that allows for new perspectives. Key to this process is the requirement to, in the words of one set member, ‘Listen rather than hear...to try and understand...to value listening, both in the classroom and with our trainee teachers’ [Mentor C].

In summary This project did not generate a snappy list of ways in which mentors can be creative or mentor for creativity. It engaged instead with the messy business of mentoring and critically reflecting on creativity in relation to this. QCA suggests that you can ‘spot creativity’ when you see pupils posing unusual questions and challenging as they ask “why?”, “how?”, “what if?”, responding to such questions in a surprising way, making connections and seeing relationships, envisaging what might be, exploring ideas, keeping options open, reflecting critically on ideas, actions and outcomes, challenging conventions and their own and others assumptions, and thinking independently’ (QCA, 2005). Such creativity was evident in the questions asked during life of this action learning set. The approach generated a series of steps into action that sometimes allowed movement through the blocks to creativity initially identified. We also suggest that the process provided mentors with the opportunity to re-visit core values and in doing so, to replenish their own creativity. 
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