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MENTORING AND CREATIVITY

Partnership Working with Whitworth Art Gallery and Museum

Report by Julie Howse, Whitworth Art Gallery and Museum working in partnership with University of Manchester

Enable student teachers’ to identify and reflect upon creative approaches to teaching and learning

The initial session with the two teacher mentors and the creative practitioner explored creativity.  What creativity is, what creative teaching and learning looks like, their own personal freedoms and boundaries to work creatively as a teacher etc. This set the general focus for the placement. In working through the activities with the creative practitioner and discussing ideas and personal experiences the teachers were aware that this was the focus of the placement. They were also asked to develop a specific project with the students that could be the main focus of developing creative teaching and learning. They were encourage to deliberately concentrate on areas of the curriculum they found difficult to be creative in and developed approaches alongside the creative practitioner.

They also developed a creative planning process to use with the students on this project that used mind mapping initially then making choices from that mind mapping to develop a unit of work. The teachers would use a set of prompts for the students to consider as they planned that help them develop more creative approaches.  (See creative planning process - page 14 of case study.)

“I have many more ideas now for how to take a creative approach in lesson planning.  For example, before being a part of this Creative Partnership I didn't think that all curriculum subjects could easily be taught creatively.  I now realise that every subject in the curriculum can be approached in a creative way.”  (Student)

 “Throughout my placement my creative mentor was very supportive in identifying different creative approaches that I could use in my teaching. The feedback that I received from my mentor was also extremely useful when it came to reflecting upon the different creative approaches used and how they could be altered in order to support the children’s learning better.” (Student.)

“Whilst we are often introduced to different ways of accessing and delivering the curriculum, through training or networking with colleagues, it is rare that we are given time to reflect upon these techniques. During the course of my being a mentor, I was able to consider the impact creativity currently makes upon my teaching and my pupils’ learning. Mentoring also afforded me the opportunity to actively seek a range of creative methods within and outside of the classroom context. During both of these processes there was continuous dialogue between the student teacher and me. Whilst initially, and somewhat inevitably, this had to be led by me, it progressed through a more equal division of ideas and planning and culminated in his being able to plan and deliver a topic of work using a range of creative approaches.”

(Teacher Mentor)

“In tandem with reflection, there was a continual and explicit emphasis on elicitation, which both assisted the student teacher’s understanding of the children’s knowledge and enhanced their relationship with both him and me. Whilst it is always necessary to explore and take account of children’s existing knowledge, this is often in the form of a cursory glance rather than a thorough inspection.” (Teacher Mentor)

Enabling student teachers’ to identify and reflect upon innovation and risk taking

An important part of the initial session exploring creativity gave rise to how we can create a learning environment where children can feel confident and comfortable to be innovative, challenged and take risks. The teachers were aware that they needed to model innovation and risk taking and give the students other opportunities to observe other teachers who showed good practise in this way, especially as this was the students’ first practise. The statements in the planning process enabled students too identify if and where there was innovation and risk taking in their planning.  The evaluation aspect of the planning process allowed them time to reflect and think of alternatives.

 “I am more confident about trying out new and innovative ideas in lessons.  In a Literacy lesson on Love poetry for example, I introduced real onions into the session because we had been looking at a poem, which repeatedly used the image of an 'onion' as an extended metaphor for love.  The onions served as an effective stimulus for helping the children to understand and apply linguistic features such as metaphor and personification. “ (Student)

The planning process that had been created by the teachers included evaluation that encourage the students to consider the intent of the session, identify what parts were successful and what were not. To use ‘what went wrong’ as a positive, in the same way teachers do with children. And then think about any amendments to further planning. 


“When I first started my placement with my creative mentor I was wary of taking risks with my teaching for fear of getting something wrong but during the first few days my mentor encouraged me to take risks and not be too concerned about embarrassing myself!” (Student)

“The programme promotes reflection at every stage and level, from the rigour of the University Tutor’s visits to informal discussions at the end of a lesson. We continuously found ourselves questioning whether we had explored every facet of a situation, whether we had struck a balance between guiding the children to the creative opportunities, without inhibiting them and letting them explore, whilst still reaching our expected outcomes. In short, whether we had allowed purposeful risk taking.” (Teacher Mentor)

The planning process that was developed and used with the students was always to be flexible. This was a very important point that came out of the initial session exploring creativity that creative teaching and learning can not follow a scheme, that although their are outcomes to be reached the journey to these out comes can be very varied and what occurs in one session will effect the planning of the next. 

We also had to experience the sensation of taking risks. We began with a clear, shared objective but without a definite learning map or planning. We were able to chart what we needed to achieve week by week but could not accurately gauge the pace at which the children would work. Regular consideration of the children’s output was crucial in informing our next session. (Teacher Mentor)

Supporting the development the student teachers’ understanding of creative learning

Mentors achieved this by modelling good practise, and through the constant questioning and analysing of their own and the students planning through the creative planning process. The school sessions at the gallery delivered by the creative practitioner also provided good examples of creative learning for the students to discuss further with the mentor and respond to when developing further sessions back in school. 

“I can see that creative learning has fantastic potential for being a means in which to create enjoyable lessons and encourage children to learn concepts or ideas that they otherwise might not be so interested in.”  (Student) 
 


“At the beginning of my placement I wasn’t completely sure of how a creative approach could be used within school to support the children’s learning. However as the placement developed I became more aware of the importance of creative learning within the classroom and my mentor was always readily approachable in helping to develop my understanding of creative learning.”  (Student)

In the second part of the project the students will also use a planning document that requires them to think about the activities they have planned from different perspectives which may help them develop an understanding of creative learning from the point of view of the children, other adults and from different perspectives as a teacher. (Thinking from different perspectives – page 17 of the case study)
Discussing creativity with the student teachers as a concept in school-based training

We did not consciously discuss the concept of creativity in school-based training but at points it must have been discussed in response to sessions, activities etc. but I have no specific evidence or quotes for this.

Helping the student teachers to understand creative learning contexts and setting

By developing the project through sessions out of school and by using these approaches to all different areas of the curriculum the students were aware of how creative teaching and learning is a holistic approach, that it can be applied to all learning experiences. That is not limited to what is traditional known as creative subjects. Or even limited to the academic aspects of school but also the social and personal aspects of a child’s development.

“I understand now that creative learning can take place in all manner of different contexts and settings.  I can see though, that whatever the context or setting, it is particularly important with creative learning to consider all the practical implications to ensure the lesson runs smoothly.”  (Student)
Issues, challenges and considerations

An important consideration of the project was the relationship between the mentor and the student. This became apparent whenThe two teachers met with Ian Barker from the University of Manchester to feedback on the initial practice. 

Three of the points that came out of this discussion were:

· That the teacher has a strong relationship with a class and that they are investing a lot to let someone else come in a take control of their learning and their social development. Do trainees realise what this means for a teacher? Issues of letting a trainee impose their personality on the class. The need to be very honest and also very flexible but also demanding. In this part of the discussion both teachers also referred to other trainees they had had in the past. One where there were problems with the trainee’s class management and it had been difficult to make the trainee understand that there was a problem, and in another case the trainee was so good, ways to extend the practice. 

· How do you trust someone you don’t really know? How do you build a trusting relationship in such a short space of time? 

· What is a mentor?  Do teachers know what their roles are as a mentor? Do trainees fully understand what their role is a mentee. The feeling was that ideas about this would vary considerably. People may have different ways of mentoring but the role is the same. That some kind of guideline or understanding about both roles needs to be set up from the first meeting.

The University of Manchester mentor-training day includes an hour and a half for the student to meet their teacher mentor and gather information. From observation of this session on the mentor-training day for the first wave of teachers this was very much a fact-finding mission on both sides. There was little or no interaction that could address the first two points above. In the mentor training for the second wave of teachers involved in the project both the mentors and students involved in the project were asked to approach their first meeting in a different way. Rather than start with the facts about the school and the class, trainee and tutor find out about each other. Through the questions the trainee should have a better idea of how their mentor works as a teacher and the relationship they have with them. The tutor will have more idea form the onset where the trainee might need more encouragement and support and know where they can extend their experiences. It also relates strongly to the part of the mentor as a friend. Outcomes of answers could then inform the way the tutor and mentor work together, when and how they set meetings etc. The mentor’s role as friend and councilor rests on an open and understanding relationship from the onset. We do not always like or agree with another person but there is a profession friendship that can exist through honesty and empathy.

(Examples of questioning on pages 11 and 12 of the case study.)

“The personal questions really gave a great insight into the psyche of the person you'd be working with and in this way was probably more useful than the usual factual questions, which you tend to find out the answers to soon enough anyway.” 
(Student)

“When meeting my creative mentor for the first time I found it really useful focusing on personal questions about what they thought about themselves as teachers, what they considered to be their strengths and weaknesses and how they sure themselves within the classroom. I also feel that being asked similar questions by my creative mentor enabled me to reflect on how I saw myself as a teacher after my first placement and this would give my creative a useful insight in areas that I may need supporting with during the second placement.” (Student)

An interesting and different way to meet trainee for the first time.  A

good idea to let the trainees question the teachers first, so they could

get an insight about us as a person and a teacher and like wise with the

trainees.

Personal questions meant a more personal approach and we learnt more about each other as a person and what we like and dislike about the teaching

profession. It was easy to slip into a factual approach, but you (the creative facilitator) were there to keep us on task! (Teacher Mentor)

It was interesting to have some background knowledge of Sarah and

her personality, as this tailored how I approached talking about

the placement and her needs. This process of elicitation made it a

more comfortable and therefore more productive situation where we

were both able to be more honest about our aims and targets for

the placement. (Teacher Mentor)
The mentors involved in this training will be working with the students in their second placement and because personal relationships have been formed straight away it is hope that this will impact even more on providing the students with an even greater confident to develop creative teaching approaches and be more comfortable to be innovative and take risks.

Although I am aware that to some extent the context of this mentoring experience is contrived, and I am not sure that a single teacher could sustain the effort of working in that way for more than the time period of a placement, I am in no doubt it will have a positive effect upon any work I undertake with trainees in the future. (Teacher Mentor)
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