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The EPOSTL in Iceland: Getting the mentors on board

1. Introduction
From the beginning of the project on the European Portfolio for Student Teachers of Languages a representative from the University of Iceland has participated in its activities and we have thus been able to closely follow the development of the project. After a workshop in Graz in June 2008, which launched the EPOSTL2 project, it was decided by the lecturers in the Department of Education at the University of Iceland to pilot the EPOSTL in a course entitled “The Teaching of Modern Languages,” which is part of our post-graduate certificate of education (PGCE) programme. In this chapter I will report the development of introducing the EPOSTL to our programme focusing on how school mentors were included and the possibilities it opens up to improve cooperation between university lecturers and the school mentors.

2. The teacher education programme in Iceland

The Teacher Education Programme for secondary school teachers at the University of Iceland follows a consecutive model and was at the time of the start of the EPOSTL project a one-year post-graduate programme offering teaching qualifications in one or two subjects at secondary level after the completion of a first university degree. Many courses in the programme are on general pedagogy, learning theories, curriculum theory etc. There are, however, in addition, subject-focused compulsory courses, one of which is the Teaching of Modern Languages (10 ETCS). Parallel with the course is a field-based component (another 10 ETCS) which is carried out in cooperation with our partnership schools. The emphasis in that course is on relating theory on teaching and learning languages to school practice. There are two practicum periods, one during the autumn semester and the other in the spring. One problem which has been encountered has been the nature of cooperation with our partnership schools: it has been felt that there was not enough communication between the university and the partnership schools and that more cohesion was needed. Whilst the mentors have been given an increased responsibility, this has not been accompanied by progress in narrowing the gap between university and the partnership schools. 
3. Theoretical background of mentoring

The importance of mentoring to optimise teacher education has expanded at considerable speed in many European countries. The mentor has always played an important role in various models of teacher education, for example in what Wallace (1991) refers to as ‘the craft model’, according to which “The master teacher told the students what to do, showed them how to do it and the students imitated the master’ (Stones & Morris 1972: 7, quoted in Wallace 1991: 6).

The fifties saw what is often called the ‘traditional model,’ i.e. a model of linking theory and practice: students learn theory at the university which they are then expected to put into practice in school. This model is dependent on students successfully mastering the skills, techniques and methods of teaching informed by theory (Zeichner 1983). This model has its roots in behaviouristic theory with the assumption that “following the recipe would ensure successful teaching in any school context” (Ewing & Le Cornu 2010: 33). The model is in its nature hierarchical with the university supervisors at the top, the student teacher at the bottom and the mentor in between, with not much liaison between the three. 

With the development of reflective approaches to teacher education, often attributed to Schön (1983), the conception of the role of both students and mentor changed radically. Schön’s work in which he describes teachers reflecting ‘in’ and ‘on’ action stems from his profound dissatisfaction with and reaction against what he has called ‘technical rationality,’ that is the application of conventional social science to the problems and tasks of professional practice. Schön claimed that a practitioner’s knowledge was embedded in action; he talked about knowing-in-action, reflecting-in-action, referring to these concepts as the core of an “epistemology of practice” (Schön 1992: 51). Reflection became the key word; instead of being told how to behave, students learn by reflecting on what they were doing and what they had been doing and why. 

Closely related to, or rather an added dimension to Schön’s ideas of the reflective practitioner is Handal and Lauvås’ construct of ‘practical theory,’ which they defined “as private, integrated but ever changing system of knowledge, experience and values which is relevant to teaching practice at any particular time.” (1987: 8). They claimed that “every teacher possesses a ‘practical theory’ of teaching which is subjectively the strongest determining factor in her educational practice (ibid.:86).” To make this personal, practical theory explicit the student teachers have to reflect on their actions. In Handal and Lauvås’ model of teachers’ practical theories, the theories are formed on three levels and the model is presented as a pyramid: At the top is the ethical/political justification emphasising the ethical implications for the teacher’s decisions. On the next level is theory, based on results, which have been established by empirical research and practice-based theories which refer to practical evidence about what works and what does not work and the bottom level represents the action which is influenced by the two upper levels. 
For teacher education the emphasis on reflection means that the mentor would play a different role, helping student teachers to reflect on their personal theories and make them explicit. There is recognition that student teachers are not blank slates but bring with them understanding and experience of school. (Ewing & Le Cornu, 2010). It is embedded in this notion that student teachers are capable of evaluating their own work through reflection. Helping the student teachers make their personal theories explicit is a challenging task, which mentors may not be prepared for. This is a new role and mentors may not, in many cases, have made their own personal theories explicit, which is the prerequisite for helping others. In my experience it takes time to teach student teachers to reflect but it can be done as the learning portfolios (based on the European Language Portfolio) my students have produced over the last decade have proved. However, I have gradually come to realise that if mentors are not included in the process an important piece is missing from the jigsaw. How this can be done is another matter.  

A further change in the development of mentoring centres on the notion of learning communities or communities of practice, CP (Lave & Wenger 1991). This concept has had a major influence on how we think about learning from practice. Wenger defines the formation of CP as follows: “Communities of practice grow out of convergent interplay of competence and experience that involves mutual engagement” (Wenger 2000: 229). Wenger also stresses that collegiality, reciprocity, expertise, and contribution to the practice are the hallmarks of the learning process and that the learning agenda is negotiated. In the learning community model the emphasis is on shared learning and new terms like collaborative mentoring emerge (Mullen 2000).

I have now briefly reported the major developments relating to the role of mentors in the practicum in teacher education at the risk of having simplified matters too much. It has to be stated that presenting the development in this way may lead the reader to believe this is a linear process. It therefore has to be emphasised that all the models discussed probably still exist and in many cases there will be a mixture of models in use. 

In the case of the programme at the University of Iceland we have been interested in working towards the concept of community of learning for some time. This includes all three partners, i.e. the mentor, the student teacher and the university lecturer. We have been looking for a platform from which to start. After piloting the EPOSTL we saw it open up mutual engagement and shared learning between all three partners. The EPOSTL could possibly create a common ground to discuss, negotiate, evaluate and share learning experiences working towards collaborative mentoring instead of being in a hierarchal pyramid as in the ‘traditional model’ previously mentioned. 
4. Piloting the EPOSTL
I shall now recount our experiences with the EPOSTL, focusing on steps taken to involve the mentors. At the same time, I shall attempt to answer the question whether the EPOSTL has in any way helped to reduce the gap between the university lecturers and the mentors.
4. 1 The first year of piloting

At the outset it was decided that the EPOSTL should be a part of the course “Teaching of Modern Languages”. It soon became apparent that it also needed to be used in the teaching practice to obtain its full potential. This meant introducing it to our mentors in our partnership schools. We introduced the EPOSTL to our students (15 that year) about two weeks into the course. We began by looking at the introduction and the various sections. Our working procedure when piloting the EPOSTL in the first year was to have students look at the self-evaluation descriptors relating to the relevant section in the EPOSTL which provide definitions of the terms according to which the self-assessment descriptors are organised – Methodology, Independent Learning, Assessment etc..
I will take reading comprehension, which is introduced in the first semester as an example. (Students meet weekly in this course on the Teaching of Modern Languages and the time is divided between interactive lectures, discussions and workshops, not necessarily on this order.) The procedure was as follows:

1. Looking at the descriptors on reading and estimating how proficient they were in this aspect of teaching. 

2. Theories on reading comprehension were read, followed by interactive lectures and discussions and finishing the session with a workshop 
3. First practicum period in schools.
4. After the practicum: re-evaluating their self-evaluation (EPOSTL) on the teaching of reading through their discussion with mentors/university lecturers

5. Discussion in class with the university lecturer, reflecting once again on their teaching which led to a revised version of the self evaluation which afterwards went into their learning-to-teach portfolios as an evidence of their progress. 

Students were always encouraged to discuss the descriptors in pairs as far as possible. During and after the discussion in class students sometimes made changes in filling in the descriptors; they became aware of the potential of the tool and began to take it more seriously. The student teachers could thus compare their expected proficiency with the self-evaluation which took place during and after the practicum period. This comparison helped them understand better the complexity of teaching reading comprehension and making their learning more transparent. The final assignment in relation to the EPOSTL was a written reflection on their experience of working with the self-evaluation descriptors, which became a part of their “learning-to-teach portfolio”. It has to be acknowledged that at the beginning the EPOSTL was received with scepticism and lack of enthusiasm by the students but this scepticism was gradually replaced by an acceptance of its usefulness for their learning, as we shall see. 

4.2 Students’ experiences
The main themes which emerged from students’ reflection were: 

· Doubts. Doubts about the usefulness of the EPOSTL which was expressed by almost everyone in their first reflections.

· Honesty. The importance of being honest towards oneself, realising when filling in the descriptors that they were cheating no one but themselves if they were not truthful.

· Awareness. Increased awareness of one’s own learning. Becoming more aware of the gaps in their own learning and competence. 
· Progress. Because of the procedure we used they could monitor their own progress. 

· Focus. There was a general consensus that the EPOSTL made their reflection more focused. 
To sum up: Students in general found the EPOSTL useful to get to know themselves better and to be able to look critically at their own learning. All in all, this first experience was positive. However, we felt that more was clearly needed if the EPOSTL was to fulfil its potential and more involvement by mentors was required. 

4.3 Involving the mentors

At the beginning of the autumn semester 2008 a meeting was held with all the mentors (eight in all, as each mentor usually has two students) in modern languages- Danish, English, French, German and Spanish this year - from our partnership schools where the EPOSTL was introduced. It needs to be stated at this point as it is relevant to the progress of the relationship between universities and schools that the mentors receive salaries which are based on the “Nellie model”. The university wants to change the payment arrangements, with the school receiving the payment. This would acknowledge that the school as a whole is the partner in teacher education rather than just the individual teacher, which is pertinent to the idea of the development of learning communities. This strategy is in line with a present philosophy of teacher education and the desired nature of cooperation between the universities, partnership schools and their mentors. 

At the meeting we discussed the purpose of the EPOSTL and went through the sections which particularly related to the school practicum, Lesson planning and Conducting a lesson, as we felt we had to be careful not to give them too much to concentrate on at one time. The mentors were quite positive and saw this as a useful tool to help students focus on important areas. We explained that we saw the possibilities of the EPOSTL not just as a tool for reflections and self-evaluation for students but as a very good platform for mentors and students to discuss students’ lessons in a more focused way and for making a bridge between the students, mentors and university lecturers. We therefore suggested that they used it in discussions with their student teachers. This, however, did not happen; a few mentors did so but others did not. 

The first year was thus not a success in terms of involving all three partners. When the mentors were asked how they had been using the descriptors, only a few of them had actually used them in the discussions. In most cases it turned out that mentors reminded students to fill in the descriptors but did not sit down with them to discuss the descriptors, as was our intention. Our original aim of having the students and their mentors learn together in this way had failed. With hindsight, we should have stated more clearly that we expected the mentors to refer to at least the two sections mentioned above in their mentor-student discussions. Another mistake we made was not to make it clear to students that we definitely expected them to work through these sections with their mentors. A third mistake was not to be consistent in discussing the use of the EPOSTL when university lecturers visited the schools. It the light of this experience it became apparent that we needed to work much more closely with our mentors in order to involve them in the thinking and principles behind the EPOSTL and to follow up our initial meeting. The EPOSTL needed to be added to the list of items to be discussed when visiting the schools. We also needed to take some time at the university to give students more support when starting to work with the EPOSTL.

5.1 Year two of piloting
Although the first year of using the EPOSTL proved to have given students positive experiences, there were a number of things we needed to improve. We started by introducing the EPOSTL to the students at the very beginning of the course (instead of two weeks into the course) and emphasized what kind of tool it was and why it was an important learning tool. We used the same procedure with the students as in the previous year but allowed more time for reflection in pairs on the various components. Prior to the practicum a meeting was held with all the mentors – who were nine this year, representing five languages as before (Danish, English, French, German, and Spanish). We explained in what we hoped was a much clearer way that we did not only see this as a tool for the students but also as common ground for all of us to discuss students’ progress. We did not make a suggestion as before, but a strong recommendation that they use the EPOSTL and that it would be the focus of our discussion when visiting the schools. We also invited them to contact us if there were any questions. Subsequently we sent all the mentors an electronic copy of the EPOSTL.

Just before the teaching practicum began we contacted the mentors by e-mail and reminded them of the EPOSTL and asked if there were any questions concerning its use. We also reminded the students of the two sections, Lesson planning and Conducting a lesson, and asked them to make a self-assessment of the descriptors in these sections according to their expectations before starting their practicum, as they had done in other sections of the EPOSTL during the course. When the university lecturers visited the schools, all three partners sat down to discuss students’ and mentor’s experiences of the practicum, as we always do. The difference this time was that in addition to the general discussion there was a common framework for evaluating and discussing progress that we could use. We learned that the mentors in many cases had used the EPOSTL when observing the students; the students who had already filled the descriptors in before the practicum now looked back after the experience; the university lecturer who was familiar with the framework had used it as a checklist when observing. As it turned out, in most cases we also looked at other relevant sections which were suggested by the mentors and occasionally by the students themselves. These sessions seemed to be creating an excellent opportunity to help student teachers make their personal theories explicit. I would maintain that it is on the basis of students’ personal theories that they set the criteria for their self- evaluation.

5.2 Feedback from year two

As there were only nine mentors I did not see the point of designing a questionnaire to obtain their opinions. Instead I asked the mentors to write about one or two pages about their experience with using the EPOSTL mentioning what were the important features in implementing the EPOSTL and, for those who had had students in the first year, the difference between the two year groups. Perhaps not surprisingly there were several issues that were commonly identified:

· It was important to understand the purpose behind the EPOSTL 

· It was important not to have too many sections to focus on at the beginning

· The EPOSTLE helped students to reach a better understanding of what was important 

· The EPOSTLE helped make the feedback sessions with the students more focused

· The EPOSTLE helped create a common focus in discussions with the university lecturers

The “experienced” mentors wrote about the message from the university being much clearer as how to use the EPOSTL in year two and also that the students seemed to be more aware of the usefulness and more aware that the EPOSTL was a tool they were expected to spend time on and pay attention to. A few mentors felt that the descriptors could be equally useful in in-service as in initial teacher education. 

6. Where we are now

We have now started our third year of using the EPOSTL. At the beginning of the course of the Teaching of Modern Languages we asked some of our former students to come and tell the new students about their experiences with the EPOSTL. This turned out to be a good idea as it helped the new students to overcome their scepticism. The former students also gave the new ones some good advice as how best to go about using the descriptors.

We also held a meeting with our mentors, some of whom now with two years’ experience, and some of whom are new in this role. We went through our experiences and both mentors and university lectures expressed their satisfaction with the use of the EPOSTL. There was a consensus that this was an awareness-raising tool which made the discussions more profound and gave all three partners a common framework and an equal voice and the discussion did not follow the previous hierarchical model. We also agreed that it was important to keep reminding students to use the EPOSTL continually and allow for time and space for them to reflect together both at the university and in school. 
We may not yet have reached our long-term goal of creating a learning community between university and schools; more than the EPOSTL is needed for that, for example, accepting that the partnership school as a whole has a role in teacher education and not just individual teachers. The EPOSTL has, however, undoubtedly brought the partners closer and has narrowed the gap between university and the partnership schools. After the two years of the pilot there is a general consensus between university lecturers and mentors that the EPOSTL is on its way to becoming an integral part of our programme. 
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