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Abstract

The introduction of learning mentors into the secondary schools in 1999, as part
of the Excellence in Cities initiative, was viewed within two years as a successful
strategy for aiding pupils in inner city schools to develop positive attitudes towards
school. As a result, the provision of learning mentors was extended to the primary
sector. Although guidance on this new workforce was provided to schools it was
expected that schools develop learning mentorship responsive to their own needs.

This thesis begins with an overview of the introduction of learning mentors into
the primary school and leads onto a consideration of one school’s interpretation of the
role in practice. An evaluation of this interpretation led to a case study, carried out
over one academic year, into the evolution of the role, leading to improved practice in
the primary school at the heart of the research.

The case study explored how the school’s provision of learning mentorship
evolved over one academic year, from the introduction of a team approach based on
the ideals of a nurture group, through an interim review and onto a final evaluation of
practice and effectiveness. The case study was carried out with respect to the feminist
approach to research, resulting in the collection and consideration of a wide range of
data, including contextual data, to tell the story of the setting; indeed this notion of
telling the story led to the research being reported as a narrative. Due regard was
given to the researcher also being the acting headteacher of the school; the report
acknowledges how the potential impact of this familiarity was addressed within the
research.

Due to the changing nature of the school as a society, the socialisation of
children became the focus for the development of effective learning mentorship.

Through this, conclusions were drawn that considered how staff, particularly senior
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staff, influenced the school society and how children may need the specialist support
of trained learning mentors to adapt to the new society. The delivery of this specialist
support was then outlined, with suggestions made for how the results of this case
study could be used within other primary schools.

A final consideration was given to the timing of learning mentorship for the
individual child and the process needed to withdraw this specialist support from the

child.
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Overview

Chapter one begins with an overview of the introduction of learning mentors
into the primary school. It acknowledges that there are many misconceptions about
the role, from why it was introduced into schools to what the role encompasses, from
understanding what defines mentorship to how the role works in practice. This
overview establishes the rationale for learning mentorship, within one primary school,
to be the focus for research and begins to consider the research methodology to be
used. Following a brief description of the institution in which the research took place
the stages of the research are presented.

Chapter two sets the research in the context of both the background to the
learning mentor initiative and to the school in which the research was to be carried
out. It therefore builds on the overviews given in chapter one and, consequently, sets
out the framework in which the study was carried out. The chapter looks at learning
mentorship and, indeed, mentoring as a process in much more detail and considers the
context of the school in terms of both its environment and the circumstances in which
it operates.

Chapter three expands further on the context of the school, focusing specifically
on one key event that led to the research into the development of learning mentorship
within the school. The key event, the sudden departure of the headteacher at the
school, had a profound effect on the staff, pupils and parents and was fundamental to
the identification of the parameters of the research. The initial analysis stage of the
research is described within this chapter. The adult participants in the research are
identified, together with a discussion of how the school used learning mentors at that
time, and a consideration of the next steps to be taken. Through this the research

problem, and then the research plan, were identified. At this stage the research centred
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on the development of a more effective provision of learning mentorship through the
use of the nurture group ethos within a team approach.

Chapter four considers how the approach identified in chapter three would be
put into practice. The chapter explores further the nurture group ideals and how the
learning mentor provision within the school could be based upon them. It is within
this chapter that the pupil participants in the research are introduced and data
collection methods considered. Special consideration is given here to the collection of
data from children.

Chapter five begins with the research aims, leading on to a discussion of the
theoretical perspective and how this both influenced the theory and the practice of the
research. The feminist perspective is discussed before the research is categorised as a
case study telling the story of a setting. Data collection methods are then explored,
together with the instruments to be used, followed by a consideration of the analysis
of the resulting data.

Chapter six reports two of the three periods of data collection carried out within
the research period. It explores how the informal and formal reviews of the learning
mentor provision, together with the contextual data, forms the initial period of data
collection. This was followed by changes to the provision and then the collection, and
analysis, of interim data collected from all the participants in the research.

Chapter seven centres on a discussion about the school as a society. This was
indicated by both the data collected, and its analysis, and by the reference to published
sources. A consideration of the school as a community or society in its own right led
onto an exploration of socialisation.

Chapter eight uses the exploration of school as a society and relates it to the

research. It justifies that socialisation is a fundamental characteristic of learning
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mentorship and considers a re-focusing of the research to continue felling the story of
the development of learning mentorship through an investigation into the role of the
learning mentor in the socialisation of the child. The chapter presents the final data
collected from all participants in the research and analyses it with respect to the
effects of the learning mentorship provision on the socialisation of the child.

Chapter nine both evaluates the results of the research and draws a range of
conclusions from it. A reflection of the research process itself is also carried out, in
order to establish the validity and generalisability of the research. Recommendations
are then made, both to the school in which the research was carried out and to other
primary schools, for developing an effective approach to learning mentorship. Finally,

a consideration of further research indicated by the findings is carried out.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

Learning mentors were first introduced as a new workforce into schools in 1999
through the Excellence in Cities (EiC) initiative (DfES, undated a) by the then
Education Secretary David Blunkett, who stated that he wanted to address the culture
of low expectations in England’s inner-city comprehensive schools (BBC, 1999a).
Blunkett announced a package of measures totalling £350m, with the introduction of
learning mentors as one of three main strands of the Excellence in Cities programme.
By 2001 the School Standards Minister, Estelle Morris, was acknowledging the
success of the initiative, stating that ‘...mentors are helping to change inner city
pupils’ attitudes to schooling.” (BBC, 2001) and announcing an extension to the
initiative — that 900 learning mentors would be recruited to work in primary schools.
In view of the success of the strand, and the intention to introduce it into the primary
sector, it could be expected that the role of the learning mentor was one that was both
easily definable and easy to implement and yet in the same year (2001) the DfES
accepted that the role in practice was not clearly understood and that this lack of
understanding of the role of the learning mentor was one of the key barriers to its
successful implementation in schools (Hayward, 2001). This would appear
contradictory to Morris’ views above and questions the decision to extend the
provision into primary schools at this time.

A lack of understanding of the role may also be considered surprising in view of
the amount of money dedicated to developing learning mentorship in schools - £100m
in 2003/2004 (BBC, 2001) — and indeed the long tradition of mentoring as a technique
for developing skills and knowledge (Klasen & Clutterbuck, 2001). It is reported that
mentoring has its origins in Greek mythology (National Mentoring Network,

undated), arising from Homer’s classic The Odyssey, when Odysseus chose Mentor to



protect and advise his son. From these origins the dictionary definition has become
‘.... experienced and trusted advisor.” (Sykes, 1982). There is a seemingly endless
supply of published material regarding mentorship in practice in various fields, from
business (Clutterbuck & Megginson, 1999) and health care (Morton-Cooper &
Palmer, 1999) to youth programmes (DuBois & Karcher, 2005) and the restaurant
business (Parsa & Kwansa, 2002), together with the reported established practice of
the use of mentoring within education (Maclntyre, 1996; Miller, 2002). Indeed it is
used most successfully in Initial Teacher Training (Hobson, 2002; Tomlinson, 1995;
Brooks & Sikes, 1997) and yet, despite the myriad of information available, Roberts
(2000, p162) asserts that there is generally a ‘...lack of consensus as to what
constitutes mentoring...” and concludes that it is best described as a process. It may
therefore not be so surprising that the specific role of a learning mentor is also not
either easily definable or plainly understood, but merely reflects the general lack of
understanding regarding the role of the mentor. It is therefore interesting that
Malderez (2001, p57), when considering the role of the mentor in initial teacher

training, suggests a description of the mentoring process rather than a definition of it,

by stating that mentoring is

...the support given by one person for the growth and
learning of another...and the.... integration into and

acceptance by a specific community

Indeed it is Malderez’ description of mentoring that is key to this piece of
research, as it reflects clearly my own classification of mentoring in practice within
the primary school; the addition of /earning to the title of mentor merely emphasises

for me the importance of facilitating learning through the mentorship.



The research described here is an exploration of the learning mentor role in
theory and in practice, prompted by the statement from Hayward (2001) noted earlier,
that a lack of understanding of the role is a key barrier to its successful
implementation, and a later statement from Morris (2003, pl) that the impact of
learning mentors in schools °...has exceeded all our expectations.” and is a °...key

2

element...” in providing both inclusive schools and enabling all children to achieve
their full potential. These published comments represent well the confusion
surrounding the role that was evident in the school in which the research was carried
out, as illustrated in the teacher questionnaires used in the research. It was this
confusion that first prompted an exploration of the role in theory and practice,
involving the development of further understanding of the role; an evaluation of the
role within the school in which the research would be carried out and, ultimately, to
the development of the practice of the Learning Mentors within the school through an
informed approach. Bassey (1995, p6) defines such research as an enquiry to be
‘...carried out, in order to understand, evaluate and change.” thus describing the
exploration indicated at this early stage of the research process. Using Bassey’s
model, the change stage was considered to be the establishing of a system of learning
mentorship that reflects Morris’ views above; learning mentorship that would support
the inclusion agenda, by enabling children to engage in school life and, in turn, to
contribute to children reaching their potential.

The research proposed was therefore school-specific, it would explore fully how
learning mentorship was delivered in one school and if, and consequently how, it
could be improved. Bryman (2001, p48) would classify the research as a case study,

3

as the methodology of case study enables a researcher to conduct an °...intensive

examination...’ of a setting, indeed much is written about the use of case study within



educational settings (Bassey, 1999; Merriam, 1988; Hammersley, Foster & Gomm,
2000) indicating the appropriateness of the approach to the research proposed. Bassey
(1999) builds on the research model described earlier, by detailing three categories of
case study, one related to testing or seeking theories, one related to telling the story of
a social setting and one that evaluates a setting. The research proposed here was not
concerned with testing or seeking theories; it was aimed at evaluating and developing
practice. It was therefore to be an open-ended piece of research whereby the natural
evolution of the role in practice would be documented rather than a system imposed
that would then be tested to ascertain its worth. As it was to be concerned with much
more than an evaluation of what was already in place, indeed such an evaluation
formed only a small part of the research in its initial stages, the research certainly falls
into the second category, that of telling the story of a setting, in that it tells the story of
how the learning mentorship approach was developed in the school, how it is evolving
and how it works in practice.

The telling of the story of the setting indicated clearly the need to collect data
from various sources, with background and contextual data being as important to
building up a picture of the role as data to be collected from the participants in the
research. Therefore, the collection of specific data, using specific data collection
methods, was not easily identifiable. However, this lack of clarity regarding data
collection is recognised as a feature of case study (Bryman, 2001; Hithcock &
Hughes, 1995), thus reinforcing the fact that case study was appropriate to the
research. It was also at this early stage that the use of the feminist perspective to carry
out and analyse the research was considered, due to my own inherent beliefs
regarding research and my relationships with the participants in the research (Beasley,

1999; Stanley and Wise, 1993; Robson, 1993). In turn, this perspective would



influence the choice of data collection methods. Raghuram, Madge & Skelton (1998)
and Dam and Volman (1995) suggest that the major advantage of the feminist
perspective is that the researcher is not bound by a conventional, traditional
methodology and is not only allowed but also indeed expected to push back the
boundaries of data collection and analysis, in order to fully explore the setting, thus
allowing for the research to use a range of data from which to draw conclusions. The
use of case study, together with the feminist perspective, would consequently ensure
an in-depth look at both the context of the research and the effects of the learning
mentor approach in practice (Greig & Taylor, 1999), thus meeting the aims of the
research.

The data collection would hence centre on two sets of related data, one
involving a range of contextual data regarding the role of the learning mentor in
theory, both locally and nationally, and one regarding the role in practice within the
school. As noted above, the data would be used to tell the story of this particular
social setting (Bassey 1999) and so, in order to provide as full a picture as possible, an
extensive range of data collection methods was considered, involving the use of
documents and data collected from both adults and children. Indeed much guidance is
given regarding data collection (Bryman, 2001; Yin, 2003; Burns, 2000) however;
specific guidance for researching with children was also needed. Greig & Taylor
(1999), West, Hailes & Sammons (1997) and Watts & Ebbutt (1987) provided
direction here in order to devise data collection instruments that would yield data
useful to the story being told. Alongside these considerations regarding the data
collection methods and instruments, the timing of the collection and the data analyses
to be carried out were also considered, indeed it is recognised that the analysis of data

is an essential part of the research process (Crotty 1998; Bryman & Cramer, 1999)



and that the form of the analyses should be addressed at this stage of the research
design. However, in keeping with the feminist perspective, the data analysis was not

bound by conventions and was carried out when relevant to the story being told.

The institution in which the research was carried out is a large primary school in
an area of high social deprivation in the north of England. Due to its location and size
it was funded, through the Excellence in Cities initiative, for the equivalent of two
full-time learning mentors, although this allocation was later supplemented by the
school’s budget and resulted in the employment in 2002 of four part-time learning
mentors, each working within specific year groups. At the end of the academic year
2002-2003 1 carried out a review of the learning mentor practice, in the position of
acting head at the school, as I believed that the role in practice could be more
effective in the school at the heart of the research than it had been. This was an almost
instinctive belief as, at this time, my knowledge of the role of the learning mentor was
not based in theory, but solely on the previous head’s interpretation of the role. I
found it quite difficult at this stage to articulate all my concerns and it was this
disquiet that prompted a review with the learning mentors and the Local Education
Authority (LEA) Link Learning Mentor and, in turn, to the identification of the
research focus. It was this review that enabled me to verbalise and clarify my
thoughts.

Although I recognised the need to develop my knowledge of learning
mentorship in theory and in practice, my uneasiness at this time centred on the
allocation of individual learning mentors to specific year groups. My main concerns
were two-fold; firstly the present system did not allow for equal access for children

who may develop a need for mentorship but who may not be in the targeted year



groups, and secondly a belief that the role could be carried out more effectively if
there was further cooperation and sharing between the learning mentors themselves.
During the review, the LEA Link Learning Mentor aided me in identifying a different
approach to learning mentorship - based on the team approach used in many
secondary schools but much less common in primary schools — that would address my
main concerns. The identification of this approach was the critical incident that led to
the recognition that research into the role of the learning mentor within the school was
both indicated and necessary to the development of the role in practice.

At the time of the identification of the research there was little published
information about the role of the learning mentor, which added to the lack of clarity
about the role. However, this is being addressed by the collation of case studies on the
DfES standards web site (DfES, undated b); dedicated mentoring websites (the
National Mentoring Network (undated) and the publication of new books (Cruddas,
2005; Roberts & Constable, 2003). What is now established are professional
standards for the role; a recognised training programme and an acceptance that many
skills and attributes are needed for carrying out this predominantly pastoral role in
school (DfES, undated c). There are lists of responsibilities of the learning mentor
provided within the guidance, together with notes regarding which responsibilities are
not part of the role. Again this is not an aid to clarifying the role of the learning
mentor but, what is helpful, the identification of two overriding areas of
responsibility: to raise standards by overcoming barriers to learning and by improving
attendance. Without providing the reader with a copy of the extensive list of
responsibilities that learning mentors may carry out, it can be appreciated that these
two overriding areas encompass a great deal including the need to work with teaching

and support staff to identify, assess and interact with pupils who need help to



overcome their specific barriers to learning or improve attendance. The barriers to
learning may include behavioural problems, difficulties at home or problems within
school; the expected results of the barriers to learning, without intervention, may
include the failure to become engaged in school life as a whole and a failure to meet
expected attainment levels within the curriculum. These failures relate well to the
expected outcomes of poor attendance and so the dual areas of responsibility of the
learning mentor do indeed sit well together. Additionally, Webb & Vulliamy (2002,
p165) believe that the remit of the learning mentor to deal with barriers to learning

3

and issues around attendance consequently removes much of the ‘...social work
dimension of the primary teacher’s role’. In other words, the responsibilities of the
learning mentors enable the teacher to concentrate on their core purpose of teaching
and learning, although it must be noted that what constitutes teaching is itself the
subject of much debate (Day, 2000; Cullingford, 1989). It can thus be appreciated
how the role of the learning mentor could be interpreted and, as a result, begins to
bring some clarity to the role. Although it must be acknowledged that the role will
inevitably vary from both child to child and from school to school, the information
provided above begins to indicate how wide the role is in practice. For that reason, in
order to make this research manageable, one area of the learning mentor role needed
to be identified for study.

When carrying out the review of learning mentorship within the school, one
particular barrier to learning being displayed by a significant minority of pupils at the
time was that of difficulty in engaging in school life. The reasons for this shared
barrier to learning were considered, both at the review stage and throughout the

research period, and will be discussed later in the research report. At this stage, it

influenced the decision to introduce the use of the nurture group ethos (Bennathan &



Boxall, 2000) within the team approach to learning mentorship as it was considered to
be an appropriate approach to support targeted children to engage more fully in school
life and, in turn, to engage in their learning. Through the reflections carried out
throughout the research period, Malderez’ description of mentoring (2001, p57) as the
‘...integration into and acceptance by a specific community.” became key to the
research and to its development. Malderez’ description not only reinforces what the
role of the mentor involves but also began to point towards the notion of socialisation
within the school community; that the identified barrier to learning of engaging in
school life is actually that of socialisation of the child. This discovery is supported by
the dictionary definition of socialisation as °....the adoption of the behaviour patterns
of the surrounding culture;” (The People’s Dictionary, undated). The fundamental
theme of the case study therefore developed throughout the research period, moving
from considering the effects of the use of the nurture group ethos within the team
approach to learning mentorship to exploring the wider role of the learning mentor in
the socialisation of the child, whilst centring throughout on developing the

engagement in school life of the mentored pupils.

This piece of research therefore arose following a critical incident, the review of
the delivery of learning mentorship within one primary school. In turn, this prompted
an enquiry — as described by Bassey (1995) - that would increase understanding of
learning mentorship, evaluate the learning mentor approach developing within the
school setting and lead to further change, if indicated by the research findings. It is
stated (Hayward, 2001) that the learning mentor role is intended to be flexible so that
it can be adapted to the needs of individual schools and individual pupils; the research

was thus well-founded at this time, as it was intended to examine closely the school’s



adaptation of the role and to further develop practice within the school. The case
study, using Bassey’s definition (1999), would hence tell the story of developing the
team approach to learning mentorship in a primary school - how the approach was
introduced, how it worked in practice and what the effects on the children were. In
turn, the research would consequently aid the school in continuing to develop its
commitment to effective learning mentorship.

The taking of Bassey’s definition of case study (1999) as the telling of the story
of a social setting also provided the basis for the organisation of the research report.
The report is written as a narrative, with each event in the story reported in
chronological order, the order in which it occurred during the carrying out of the
research. Table 1.1 (overleaf) sets out clearly the stages of the research as they were

carried out and how they will be discussed within this report.
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Table 1:1 — Stages of Research

Stage 1 Collection of background information

Stage 2 Initial analysis
Defining the research problem
Writing the research plan

Stage 3 Clarifying the scope of the research
Outlining the provision of Learning Mentorship
within the school

Stage 4 Identifying the data collection methodology

Stage 5 Carrying out the research — initial period of data
collection

Stage 6 Carrying out the research — the second and third
periods of data collection

Stage 7 Analysing the data
Evaluating the results

Stage 8 Drawing conclusions

Making recommendations
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Chapter 2 — The Context

It is important to the story of the research setting (Bassey 1999) that a range of
contextual data regarding the role of the learning mentor in theory, both locally and
nationally, is used to set out the framework in which the study was to be carried out.
This context was consequently two-fold; the background to the learning mentor
initiative and to the school in which the research was to be carried out. Indeed it is
through the consideration of the background information that it will be appreciated
how the learning mentor initiative, albeit a national initiative that is monitored by the
DFES, is a flexible role that is to be tailored to each individual school’s needs
(Hayward, 2001) and that the initiative cannot be considered in practice without an in-
depth exploration of the school at the heart of the research. The background to the
initiative is itself multi-faceted, from identifying why the initiative was introduced to
where the term learning mentor originated, from the decision to use education monies
on training and developing the practitioners to determining the parameters of the role
in practice. The exploration of the school setting will focus on both the physical
environment, which I believe to be relevant to the research due to its limited space

and facilities, and on the circumstances under which the school is operating.

The Learning Mentor Initiative

It was noted in chapter one that the national learning mentor initiative began in
secondary schools initially, in 1999, and was expanded to include specific primary
schools in 2001. When introducing the initiative in 1999 (BBC, 1999a) Blunkett, the
then education secretary, merely stated that mentoring ‘...in which an adult offers
individual pupils advice and guidance...” would be used more widely °...to encourage

young people to stay in education.” My starting point for the context of the research
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was therefore to seek out documentation regarding the background to the initiative, as
I considered it central to the success of the project to consider the reasoning and the
research base behind the introduction of the learning mentor role into the primary
school. I believe it to be essential to know the rationale behind the introduction and
the criteria for success, in order to lead to an informed interpretation of the role in
practice. In addition, my initial feeling about the funding of the learning mentors in
the school at the heart of the research was that the impact of the role should reflect the
financial investment being put into it. Indeed Smith (2000) reported that the
Excellence in Cities initial three-year plan for introducing learning mentors into
selected schools would involve spending approximately seventeen million pounds;
this level of funding was extended at the end of the three-year plan and continues
beyond 2008. However, I have not yet found documentary evidence setting out the
background to the initiative or readily available information about the advice on
which the level of funding was based. At this stage I could only speculate on the
reasons for this lack of information, that it may not be written about; that it may not
be available or that it may not even exist. Following an extended period of reading
and trying to locate the information needed I contacted the DfES to request the
information that I considered to be essential at this time, that regarding the
introduction of the learning mentor strand of the Excellence in Cities initiative and
specifically the research base or the thinking behind the role, but even this direct
approach has proved to be fruitless. I was informed that such information was not
available within the DfES and was directed to consult my Local Education Authority
and my own leaning mentors. Unfortunately these two sources also could not provide
me with the information I required and so I could only continue my search for the

relevant background information whilst exploring for myself the general concept of
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mentoring, in order to reflect on why the approach may have been considered
appropriate to pupils in the primary school, and to speculate why the title learning
mentor was deemed fitting to this new workforce. Colley (2003, p523) shares my
disquiet about the lack of evidence of the successful use of mentoring, albeit with
disaffected young people when preparing for the world of work, by reporting that
‘...there is an irony...’ that a government so ‘...overtly committed to evidence-based
practice...’ should devote so much funding to a scheme that had not been proven to
be effective. Colley (2003, p523) then refers to Skinner & Fleming (1999) by stating
overtly that there is °...little evidence to support the use of mentoring...” on a wide
scale; thus mirroring my concerns about the lack of information regarding the
reasoning behind the introduction of the learning mentor role into the primary school.
It can therefore be appreciated that an exploration of mentoring, although clearly
indicated as being necessary to the study, is not as simple as it may first appear — as
noted in chapter one.

As noted earlier, there is an accepted confusion about the definition of
mentoring (Roberts, 2000), although much is written about mentoring in practice
(Wilkin, 1992; Zachary & Daloz, 2000; Fletcher, 2000). The confusion regarding an
accepted definition of mentoring is most clearly explained by the National Mentoring
Network (undated), which states that the lack of a universally accepted definition is
due to the range of activities that mentoring may encompass, that it is responsive to
need and is thus dependant on why mentoring is being used, where it is being used
and with whom it is being used. This explanation may appear to suggest that a
definition of mentoring and, in turn, learning mentoring, may never be arrived at, but
it actually aids in defining the role in individual schools. If it is accepted that the

definition is based on why, where and with whom it is being used, it can begin to be
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appreciated why the term learning mentor was used, in that the initiative was
introduced to enable all pupils to access the curriculum, in other words, to learn. The
function of the learning mentor would thus be to support identified children to engage
in their learning, yet this may be considered to be the role of teaching assistants; thus
how the role of the learning mentor differs from that of a teaching assistant needed to
be explored.

The role of the teaching assistant was also not clearly defined at this stage of the
research, although this was addressed though the Workforce Reform Agenda (TDA,
undated a) with the introduction of different grades of teaching assistant. What was
accepted at the time of the introduction into schools of the learning mentor initiative
was that teaching assistants work alongside teachers, supporting both teachers and
pupils (Lee, 2002; O’Brien & Garner, 2001; Motion, 2002). Further guidance was
considered at this time - Birkett (2001), Watkinson (2003) and O'Brien & Garner
(2001), each providing direction for distinguishing between the roles of the teaching
assistant and the learning mentor. Birkett (2001) suggested that the role of the
teaching assistant was a formal role often associated with special educational needs;
Watkinson (2003) considered that her observations of teaching assistants at work
revealed them to be increasingly involved in supporting the curriculum through
contributing to the planning, delivery and feedback of the curriculum, whereas
O'Brien & Garner (2001) describe the role as that of educator, instructor or teacher.
The learning mentor role is further described by the DfES (undated d) as providing
support for children, listening to them, encouraging them and facilitating cooperation
between the pupil and the school.

The references support the interpretation of the teaching assistant role as one

that is concerned with the curriculum itself, whereas previous references point to the
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learning mentor being concerned with enabling the learner to learn. The roles of the
support staff are thus simply indicated by their title, that a teaching assistant is
concerned with teaching and a learning mentor is concerned with the learning process.
Although simply stated, it can be appreciated that the work encompassed by each role
continues to be the subject of much debate, looking at what actions are supportive of
teaching and what actions are supportive of learning. Smith (2005, p2) is mindful of

3

this debate and so stresses that the learning mentor provides a °...complementary
service to other professionals in school and beyond.’ thus indicating that the role is to
be carried out alongside that of others, including teachers and teaching assistants.
Smith (2000, p2) also describes a fundamental responsibility of the learning
mentor is to aid learning by working to ‘...remove barriers to individual learning, in
school and beyond.’ It is therefore important to the context of the study to explore the
term barrier to learning, in order to later explore how such barriers can be addressed
and, ultimately, removed (chapters four and seven). The DfES (undated d) provides
the definition that barriers to learning are problems that a pupil faces, that may be due
to difficulties at home, bullying issues or general disaffection. Such problems could

3

be considered to be pastoral issues, issues relating to the ... mental and physical
welfare of pupils...” (Teachernet, undated), indeed this is the interpretation that the
school in which the study was carried out used to determine which pupils would have
the targeted support of the learning mentors; again this will be discussed in more
detail in chapter seven. The views of Goleman (1995) must be noted here, that the
effects on learning of such barriers to learning are undeniable, that pupils who display

feelings such as anxiety, depression or anger are unable to learn as they are powerless

to concentrate or take in new information and so a workforce that specifically
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concentrates on removing such barriers will inevitably improve the conditions for

learning.

The exploration into the role thus far indicates clearly what the expected
outcome of learning mentor intervention is to be without dictating exactly how the
outcome is to be achieved. This then enables schools to use the initiative in response
to individual needs, rather than it being a restrictive, prescriptive approach. Smith
again (2000 p2) describes this as the specifics of the role, and that this is ‘...a matter
for individual schools.’ to determine, although it is clear that there is a requirement for
each mentor to °...devote the majority of their time to those needing extra support to
realise their full potential,” This reference to realising full potential is important to the
school being studied, as this is cited as one of the aims of the school within the School
Improvement Plan, and is thus a validation for the work of the learning mentors
within the school. The requirement to ensure that the learning mentor role in practice
was a complementary role within the school was also a major concern in the school in
which the study was carried out. I believed strongly that the opportunities presented to
the school by this new, fully funded, role could be exciting and beneficial to the
whole school community and, in order to fulfil this potential, needed to be established
as a separate and unique role whilst complimenting the work already being carried out
within the school; indeed this belief formed a major part of the discussion during the
initial review (chapter three).

This exploration of the role of the learning mentor, with reference to the limited
published material, has considered how the DfES may have developed the initiative
and how it can be interpreted in practice in different settings. Although it has not yet

been possible to identify the full, official background to the initiative, various
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references have been used to investigate the concept of mentoring and how this can be
applied to learners in the primary school, specifically to learners who are experiencing
difficulties in accessing the school curriculum. The lack of background information
has therefore not unduly restricted the exploration of the identified first part of the
context of the research and has set the scene for how the school is expected to
individualise the initiative. Although the discussion may make the initiative appear
difficult to put into practice, conversely it does allow each school to interpret it within
the specific context of the individual school. A description of the school at the heart of
this research is hence necessary, in order to set out the specific environment in which

the initiative is to be put into practice and the needs of the school and its pupils.

The Primary School

The institution in which the research was carried out is a large primary school in
the North of England, in an area designated by the Local Education Authority as one
of high social deprivation. As noted earlier, the Excellence in Cities initiative funded
the equivalent of two full-time learning mentors, later supplemented by the school’s
budget to employ four part-time learning mentors, each working within specific year
groups. The initial allocation, made through the Local Education Authority, was based
on the school’s location, the school’s size (noted overleaf as being double the size of
an average primary school) and on its allocation of free school meals, which hovers
around 35%. It was on this basis that it was expected that a significant number of
pupils would require specific help to both access the school and its curriculum and
achieve their true potential.

The Local Education Authority assists the school in interpreting its end of key

stage assessment data, using the outcomes from the teacher assessments made at the
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end of the Foundation Stage and teacher assessments and formal testing at the end of
key stages one and two. The interpretation of the data includes a comparison to other
data, both national and local, and considering similar schools and all schools. Such a
comparison is deemed necessary as the Authority state that pupil background factors
such as gender, entitlement to free school meals and ethnicity can influence
educational achievement. The most recent data at the time the research was carried
out concluded that:
e The school is much larger than the Authority average, having over 100%
more children throughout school — 420 from age five to eleven.
e Eligibility for free school meals at 34.1% (as noted earlier) is also greater
than the Authority average of 20.2% and the National average of 17.3%.
e The percentage of EAL pupils, 9.7%, is more than double that of the

Authority average but slightly below the National average of 11%.

The chart overleaf (Table 2.1 — End of Key Stage Attainment Data) summarises
the attainment data for the end of each key stage, thus providing more contextual
information about the school; it can be appreciated from the figures above why the

school’s average attainment is lower than the national average.
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Table 2:1 — End of Key Stage Attainment Data

Foundation Stage Key Stage 1 Key Stage 2

* Attainment in the | *Attainment  again  is | *There is a significant gap
Foundation Stage is below | below  the  Authority | between the attainments of
the Authority average in | average. the pupils, at levels 4 and

all areas, from a difference

of 13 in  Physical
Development, to a small
difference of 0.2 in

Numbers as Labels for
Counting.

*A large percentage of the
cohort continue to progress
towards the early learning
goals, rather than having
achieved the required
standard.

*Using the school ranking
within the Local Education
Authority, the  school
actually outperforms what
is expected of it.

* The girls outperformed
the boys in almost all areas
of the Profile, although
this mirrored the Authority
average, where girls also
outperformed boys in all
areas.

*A  comparison of the
different ethnic groups
indicates that a greater
percentage of white British
children achieve L2+ than
all other ethnic groups.

*Mobility of pupils had a
marked effect on the
attainment of the cohort,
with 11% achieving below
the national average in
reading and 12.5%
achieving  below  the
national average in both
writing and maths.

* The boys out-performed
the girls in school by an
average of 17%. This is a
different trend to the
Authority, where the girls
outperform the boys in all
areas and at all levels,
although the differences
tend to be less than the
school differences.

*The gap between the
boys’ attainment in school
and the Authority average
is much smaller than that
of the girls.

* 50% of the cohort made
above average or well
above average progress
from Baseline to the end of
Key Stage 1.

5, compared with
attainment locally and
nationally.

* A comparison of average
point scores for the school
cohort and the Authority
average indicates only
slight differences — 2.7 in
English, 3.5 in maths and
2.0 in science.

*Pupil mobility data shows
that 13% of the cohort
joined the school
throughout the key stage,
with half of these pupils
achieving  below  the
National Average (L4).

*The cohort made average
and above average
improvement in English
throughout the Key Stage.

*There is little difference
in attainment between the
boys and the girls. The
differences between the
cohort were broadly in line
with both the Authority
and Nationally.

*Pupils within the school
cohort registered on the

SEN register achieved
lower than the LEA
average in all areas.

*The under-performance

of the cohort compared to
the Authority average was
broadly mirrored in the
ethnicity breakdown.
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The school building is a large, rambling Victorian building with many small
teaching areas and classrooms; many of the teaching areas are open-plan, with all staff
supporting each other in their teaching and management of the children. There are
sixteen classes in total, each with less than thirty children but with almost full-time
teaching assistant support. The curriculum is delivered within a topic-based approach
and there is an emphasis within the whole curriculum on pastoral issues, including
building self-esteem. (This aspect of the school will be discussed in more detail in
chapter six.)

The internal environment is enhanced by attractive displays but there is an
awareness by the Local Education Authority, and the school staff, that the building is
inadequate for education in the twenty first century; in view of this the school was to
be rebuilt in 2006 as part of the PFI (Private Finance Initiative). Externally the school
is also inadequate in that there is no school field and only two small, uneven
playgrounds for outdoor play to take place. The relevance of the building to the
context of the school is that the restricted space inside and outside the school can lead
to inappropriate behaviours in a small but significant minority of pupils. The effects
on the pupils displaying a reluctance to engage in the curriculum could only be
speculative, indeed the impact of this on pupils displaying barriers to learning will be
considered in more detail in chapter six.

The school’s intake is mainly from local authority-owned housing, although
there is some private housing in the area. The make up of each family is also
considered to be a vital part of the context of the school, as many of the families have
an above-average number of siblings within either non-nuclear families or single
parent families. There are often low aspirations for the children; this may be due to

the area experiencing third generation unemployment or the lack of education of the
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parents - it is recorded by the Authority that 43.4% of the adult population in the
school’s traditional catchment area have no formal qualifications. Although the school
operates an open-door policy for parents, many are reluctant to engage in their child’s
school life; this is an area that is currently being addressed by both the school and the
Local Authority who is promoting family learning within its schools. The designation
of the area that the school serves as socially deprived reflects well the impoverished
nature of many of our pupils and their home lives; the current school building
unfortunately reinforces some of the pupils’ (and their parents’) low aspirations and
expectations for behaviour. It can thus be accepted that the data regarding the locality
of the school and the analysis of the end of key stage assessment data together
reinforce the notion of the school as one where an emphasis on raising standards and
raising aspirations is appropriate. The introduction of the learning mentor initiative
into the school was therefore also appropriate, as it supports Morris’ view (2003) that
the initiative will ensure that schools are both inclusive and enable all pupils to
achieve their true potential; indeed it was noted earlier in the chapter how important
this is to this piece of research. Morris (2003) also states that the work of the learning
mentor is to be embedded into the on-going work of the school, thus ensuring that

practice is responsive to the context of school.

This section has therefore considered the context of the school in terms of its
environment and the circumstances in which it operates and has begun to set the scene
for the research to be carried out, and thus forms Stage 1 of the research (Table 1.1,
chapter one). Together with the broader analysis of the learning mentor initiative set
out at the beginning of the chapter, it has outlined why the learning mentor initiative

was considered to be an appropriate strategy for the school in question. Chapter three
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will now consider in more detail how the strategy in practice was to be the focus of a

piece of research.

23



Chapter 3 — Defining the Research

Chapters one and two have begun to identify the research to be carried out,
considering the parameters of learning mentorship and why it is a suitable area for
study. Chapter two in particular began to explore the context of the school in which
the study would take place; this context will be expanded upon in later chapters as the
research data is considered. However, in keeping with the narrative style of this
report, a further event that prompted the identification of the research focus must now
be introduced.

My acting headship, under which the review of learning mentorship in the
school at the heart of this study was carried out, arose through the unexpected
suspension and subsequent resignation of the headteacher of the school. The effects of
this suspension and resignation were immediate, with staff, parents and children
becoming unsettled and uncertain about the future. Behaviour across the school began
to decline and it was quickly realised the effect the headteacher had had on behaviour
management. It was clear that he had shouldered almost full responsibility for
behaviour management across the school, thus dissmpowering and deskilling many of
the staff and, perhaps more importantly, the children. For the overwhelming majority
of the pupils this was not an issue that could not be resolved, but for a significant
minority (around 5%) it proved to be a very de-stabilising event in their lives.

It was following the resignation of the headteacher that many members of the
school staff believed that the learning mentors should be used primarily to manage the
behaviour of the pupils. This belief continued well into the research period, as
evidenced by a later questionnaire for teachers into the role of the learning mentor.

One teacher recorded that:
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I spend a lot of time in my classroom refereeing behaviour
instead of teaching and I have never had any support from the

learning mentor team.

Another teacher also alluded to behaviour management as a role of the learning

mentor, stating:

In my class and year group there are many issues of
behaviour. It isn’t possible for one learning mentor to cover

all of them regularly.

It was however pleasing that a third teacher recorded that the learning mentors’
responsibility towards behaviour management was limiting the support she had for

other children in her class:

The children who exhibit barriers to learning due to
behaviour are well supported by the team. However, I have
other children who are identified for other reasons and are not

supported adequately.

It is clearly recorded that learning mentors should not be used merely to deal
with misbehaviour across the school (Hayward, 2001) and yet this was difficult to
convey to the staff when the needs of the school, with respect to behaviour
management, were being highlighted at this time. Although I understood the concerns
of the teaching staff, that they wanted additional adult support with behaviour issues, I
believed that there was much more than this to the learning mentor role and that, by
developing the role, it would impact positively on behaviour across the school.
Indeed, one of my major concerns was that the allocation of a learning mentor to a
specific year group, thus denying access to learning mentorship for vulnerable
children in other year groups, was reducing their influence across school and so my

aims for learning mentorship was the same as those of the staff. Where they differed
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was in how the aims could be achieved. The teaching staff believed that the year
group allocation of learning mentors was appropriate and requested that further
learning mentors were employed, as they stated that one per year group was not
sufficient to manage all the behaviour problems being presented. Although I was both
mindful and understanding of the staff’s views, the employment of more learning
mentors could not be funded and I retained the view that their role could not be
limited to that of responding to incidences of misbehaviour as they occurred. For this
reason, I continued to question the school’s interpretation of the role in practice and
believed that it could be improved, and indeed could more effectively address the
range of behaviour issues being presented through establishing a more structured,
proactive approach to learning mentorship, which included work on behaviour
management but was not used exclusively for this.

I had been involved with the learning mentor initiative prior to my appointment
as acting headteacher and believed I had developed a very good understanding of the
role, although with hindsight this was an instinctive understanding rather than one
grounded in theory. The headteacher had directed the learning mentors to work
exclusively in four specific year groups and, as noted above, it was this allocation that
disconcerted me the most. It was clear to me that the initiative was not being used to
meet the needs of all the pupils as children not in the identified year groups were
being denied access to learning mentorship. The added pressures that had arisen
within the school following the headteacher’s sudden resignation heightened this
concern. I wanted this relatively new workforce to provide the complementary service
noted in chapter two, to improve access to the curriculum for the pupils who were
displaying barriers to learning rather than be used to support teaching and learning in

specified year groups or, as the staff were expecting, to deal with all behaviour
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problems through school. Although it may be argued here that all pupils who display
poor behaviour must accordingly hold a barrier to learning, and thus need to access
the expertise of a learning mentor, a further consideration at this point for me was that
the learning mentors would be more effective in aiding the children to regain
responsibility for their own behaviour through the targeted use of their expertise in a
proactive way rather than in the reactive way in which the teachers were asking for.
This reactive nature of the role was emphasised by one teacher in the later

questionnaire who reported that the learning mentor team:

...will discuss issues arising in the classroom, e.g. acts of

aggression

and

Children who are ‘at risk’ [of misbehaving] are regularly

targeted within the classroom or removed.

It can be appreciated that this part of the chapter has added to the first stage of
the research, the collection of background information, as the school context at this
time was particularly relevant to the identification of the research problem. Indeed the
context required action to reverse the decline in behaviour and I, in my role as acting
headteacher, needed to provide the action. I firmly believed that the learning mentors
could be used more effectively in school and that, in turn, their role could impact
favourably on behaviour across school whilst meeting the needs of more children
exhibiting barriers to learning. By undertaking a piece of formal research, the success
(or otherwise) of changes to learning mentorship within the school would be
determined.

It was at this point in the development of the research that I contacted the Local

Authority Link Learning Mentor, thus beginning the second stage of the research
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(Table 1.1); the Link Learning Mentor was contacted as it is his (or her) responsibility
to ‘...play a key role in monitoring, evaluating and sharing good practice...’
(Hayward 2001, pl10). I therefore wanted his support in evaluating the school’s
current interpretation of the learning mentor initiative and to discuss my growing
unease regarding the effectiveness of this interpretation. As noted earlier, it was this
decision to carry out a formal review of the school’s interpretation of the learning
mentor initiative, and the results of the review, that led directly to the identification of
learning mentorship as a focus for research. In view of this, and for the purposes of
the research report, the review was acknowledged as the initial analysis stage of the

research.

Initial Analysis

The review of the school’s approach to learning mentorship, the initial analysis
stage of the research, took place during the summer term of the academic year 2002-
2003. The review involved myself, in the role of acting headteacher, the four learning
mentors employed within the school and the Authority Link Learning Mentor. The
current use of the learning mentors was discussed at length.

Firstly it was acknowledged that the specified year groups in which the learning
mentors were based were those that had the larger-sized classes with the learning
mentors used in a variety of ways, most noticeably in supporting teaching by assisting
pupils in completing their work, thereby carrying out the role of the teaching assistant
(as outlined in chapter two). This use of the learning mentors fulfilling the role of a
teaching assistant was also evidenced in the teacher questionnaire with comments

relating to how the learning mentors worked with pupils:
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...working to develop reading skills. Developing academic

skills

and

The learning mentors work on a regular basis with identified

children and support the class teacher when in class.

The teacher questionnaire was issued following the changes to the provision of
learning mentorship, to be outlined in chapter four, and demonstrate the
misconceptions about the role held by the teaching staff. Although the reporting of
some of the comments here are out of sequence with the chronology of this report,
they are relevant as they record the lack of understanding of the learning mentor role
by many of the teaching staff. Although some staff were beginning to develop an
understanding of the learning mentors’ responsibility for removing barriers to

learning, as evidenced by the response:

To support children who have problems in classroom

situations.

others were slower to accept what the role could encompass. Perhaps the most
disconcerting response, following staff input into the developing role of the learning

mentor, was:

I do not know what their role is supposed to be....

My disquiet at the review was hence manifold; I was concerned about the lack
of understanding of the learning mentor role by many of the teaching staff and that the
expertise of the learning mentors was not being used to its fullest extent because of
this lack of understanding and because of the previous headteacher’s interpretation of

the role. As noted earlier, I believed that the allocation of learning mentors to specific
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year groups had resulted in a significant number of children being denied the
expertise they needed to aid them in accessing school life. I also firmly believed that
the learning mentor role could be strengthened by being used proactively rather than
reactively. In simple terms, I was of the opinion that the role in practice could be
much more effective in the school at the heart of the research than it had been, and yet
at this point I continued to have difficulty in articulating these beliefs and, in turn, in
formulating a way forward. Discussions with the learning mentors indicated that they
themselves shared my concerns about their role and that they were eager to develop
the response to learning mentorship I was trying to arrive at. It was then the Link
Learning Mentor who identified for me the way forward I was trying to determine,
that the learning mentors could successfully operate as a team across school rather
than as individuals assigned to individual year groups, to facilitate the support
targeted where and when it was needed, rather than blanket support for four specified
year groups in school. He also agreed that, working as a team, programmes within
school could be set up to address a range of behaviour issues, which would ensure the
proactive action I considered essential to the development of behaviour management
in school.

Also at this time I was developing my knowledge about the learning mentor
initiative through reading the limited published resources available and was
influenced here by St James-Roberts & Singh (2001) who considered the use of
learning mentors to support pupils displaying behaviour problems in the primary
school to be an innovative approach, and accepts that behaviour that is related to
external issues may be designated as a barrier to learning and would therefore indicate
the involvement of a learning mentor. This reference justifies the expectation of the

staff that the learning mentors address behaviour problems and yet also reflects my
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thoughts that the behaviour issues that arose at this time due to extrinsic factors, either
home-related issues or related to the resignation of the previous headteacher, required
more from the learning mentors than merely aiding the children to complete their
work. I believed it was essential that the learning mentors worked with the children to
develop strategies both to control their behaviour and to access the curriculum
themselves. St James-Roberts & Singh (2001) therefore were key to identifying the
next steps in learning mentorship provision within the school to more effectively meet
targeted children’s needs and, in turn, the school’s needs by focusing on aiding
individual children to address the issues affecting their ability to learn.

The review discussed here therefore addressed how the learning mentors could
better support the children in managing their barriers to learning and, more
importantly at this stage, how the learning mentors could work more effectively
through a team approach, as suggested by the Authority Link Learning Mentor. In
turn, how this approach would support the teaching staff in behaviour management
was also discussed. It was noted that such an approach to learning mentorship was
already in use in many secondary schools (DfES, undated e) but was much less
common in primary schools. However, once identified and outlined by the Link
Learning Mentor, the introduction of a team approach was accepted at the review as
the natural next step in the evolution of learning mentorship at the school. It was this
decision to introduce the team approach to learning mentorship in the school that fully
identified research into the development of the approach within the school was
needed. Although Hayward (2001) states clearly that the learning mentor role is
intended to be flexible and adaptable to the needs of the individual school and the
individual pupil, it was acknowledged that this new approach might not prove to be

worthwhile within the primary school at the heart of the research, particularly in view
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of the current context of the school and the growing behaviour management issues
which needed to be addressed. Therefore, by carrying out a small-scale piece of
research into this approach to learning mentorship, its relevance to the primary school
would be formally documented and evaluated. The research would thus be used to
establish the effects of the approach and draw conclusions regarding its effectiveness

with regards to the individual pupils, the school and the needs of the teaching staff.

The Research Problem

It must be re-stated here that this report is a narrative of the research as it was
conducted. A narrative style is being used as it allows the story of the research to
unfold and enables the reader to fully understand the changes and choices made
throughout the research, at what point they were made and in response to which event
or piece of data. The research problem at this stage thus centred on the effectiveness
of the team approach to learning mentorship within the school; the relevance of the
approach to the primary school would thus be formally documented and evaluated,
leading to establishing the effects of the approach and drawing conclusions regarding
its effectiveness. The research problem hence could be identified with reference to
Bassey’s (1999) first category of case study, the testing of a theory, with the theory

being tested as:

The Team Approach to Learning Mentorship Within the

Primary School is More Effective than the Individual Approach.

However, the parameters of the learning mentor role (Smith 2000) are such that
the research needed to be more focused, although Anderson & Arsenault (1998) warn

that reducing a general research area to a focused-problem may lead to a study
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without significance. It was being mindful of this warning that the focus began to be
identified; this began to be addressed through a discussion about the practicalities of
the team approach. It was quickly agreed that a central area for a new learning mentor
team to be based was needed. A room within the school was easily identified as being
suitable; it was how the room would be presented and used that defined the focus of
the research at this juncture.

It was at this point in the discussion that I recalled an earlier visit to a nurture
group within a small primary school. I had been profoundly influenced by the work of
the group, identifying the ethos being promoted and the apparent benefits to the small
number of children within the group. At this particular school children were catered
for within the nurture group because they displayed profound difficulties in accessing
a mainstream classroom; the nurture group environment itself was used to promote
sharing and learning from each other. Cooper, Arnold & Boyd (2001) describe this
environment as not only a pleasant setting in which the children work, but a holistic
approach of ethos that is both important and effective. It was this holistic approach to
children’s needs that had influenced my thinking at the time and was recalled now. I
believed that an adapted use of the ethos would be of benefit to children with similar
difficulties in accessing the classroom within my own institution, although I had not
been in a position at the time of the visit to put this in place. However, during the
review being documented here, I could now visualise how the nurture group ethos
could be incorporated into the learning mentor base being established as part of the
team approach to learning mentorship within the school. Such an adaptation would be
acceptable to the principles of a nurture group, indeed Bennathan & Boxall (2000)
report that such groups are being established in many schools throughout England in

many forms. In response to the many forms being used Bennathan & Boxall (2000)
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provide a checklist of criteria for the effective nurture group; it will be explored in
chapter four how this checklist of criteria was used when the learning mentor base
was being established.

I therefore outlined my understanding of the ethos to the learning mentors and
the Link Learning Mentor and explained how I thought it could support the team
approach being developed, by providing a basis for the new pro-active and inclusive
work. I believed that the use of the ethos would emphasise their commitment to
promoting accessibility to the school and to the curriculum for all pupils. It was
accepted at the review that this could be an appropriate starting point for establishing
the team approach to learning mentorship but was also acknowledged that this would
entail quite a radical change to the school’s current approach to learning mentorship,
particularly in view of the current context of the school and the thoughts of the
teaching staff on how learning mentorship needed to be used at this time. It was
therefore anticipated that the approach being developed may not be welcomed and
embraced by the teaching staff and pupils and, more importantly, although exciting to
the reviewers in theory the changes may not necessarily lead to improvements in the
effectiveness of the learning mentors in practice. Again this confirmed the need for a

formal piece of research and the focus would be:

The use of the Nurture Group ethos within the Team Approach

to Learning Mentorship within one Primary School.

The Research Plan
The review (as outlined above) thus evaluated the school’s approach to learning
mentorship at this time and proposed changes that would be formally evaluated

through being the focus for a piece of research. However, it must be noted that I was
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not concerned with proving that a team approach was better than the previous
approach to learning mentorship; rather the research would be carried out to ensure
that the developing approach was effective in meeting the needs of staff and children
whilst establishing the team as a complementary workforce in the school. The
research plan thus needed to allow for the approach to evolve and respond to need
rather than be a rigid, scientific study, hence indicating that the research would lead
the development of the approach. A case study that simply tested a theory was
therefore not appropriate to the research aims. I was mindful here of previous reading
around the use of the feminist perspective within research where Beasley (1999) states
that the characteristics of feminist research provide a cautious, open-ended and wide-
ranging approach to research problems and Robson (1993, p.289) cites the
emphasising of commitment °...against detachment.” by researchers using a feminist
perspective. These references reflected my thoughts on the research I was proposing,
that the testing of a theory was not relevant to my needs by it being too restrictive, and
indeed may not yield the information I required regarding the effectiveness of
learning mentorship within the school. The research I required would need to be open-
ended, documenting and evaluating what was evolving in practice rather than that of a
system to be imposed and then tested to ascertain its worth. Mies (1993) would agree
with my growing assertion that this piece of research would be carried out with
respect to the feminist perspective as I accepted from the outset that the changes
proposed may not improve the effectiveness of learning mentorship within the school
and so I would be approaching the research from a value-free, non-judgemental
standpoint.

It is important to note here that my interpretation of the feminist perspective is

not limited to research carried out by women on women, but reflects the definition of
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Stanley and Wise (1993, p.31) who describe it as being concerned with “...all aspects
of social reality and all participants in it.” Lofland and Lofland (1995) add to my
interpretation by stating that the perspective pays due regard to both the objectives of
the research and the needs of the researched, both of which I clearly considered and
have outlined within the report. I thus believed that a case study that tested a theory
could not respond to the needs of the researched whereas a study that told the story of
the development of an initiative could indeed respond to the needs of the researched
by documenting changes made, why they were made and the effects of the changes.
Crotty (1998) describes this as the researcher’s standpoint, that the researcher accepts
their responsibility towards the researched. Mies (1993) develops this notion of
responsibility to the researched by describing the use of feminist methodology to
promote an equal power relationship between the researcher and the researched;
indeed Beasley (1999) regards an essential feature of the feminist perspective to be
the collection of a wide variety of data, gathering open-ended rather than fixed data,
the use of a qualitative approach rather than a quantitative approach and an open-
minded response to data interpretation. This mirrors exactly my proposed
methodology (chapter five). Oliver (1997, p.186) describes the use of such
methodology as an interpretive approach that places consi