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Reflections on Leadership Mentoring and 

the Zone of Proximal Development

Abstract

This reflective presentation will explore the experiences of two leadership mentors working in the field of Integrated Children's Centres in the United Kingdom. The co-presenters will explore the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) in relation to both mentees and mentors and implications for practice. Areas to be explored include the mentor as: learner; leader; mirror; shoulder; ladder; critical friend and agent provocateur in facilitating the ZPD. The reflective discussion will be grounded in literature including the perspectives offered by (inter alia) Vygotsky, Friere; Goleman; Clutterbuck and Knowles. The discussion will aim to include aspects of concepts and themes such as: the praxis of mentoring; the influence of professional heritage on the leadership mentoring experience; the non-deficit approach to andragogy; the mutuality of the mentoring experience. The discussion leaders aim to promote dialogue which will enrich, develop and extend the understanding of participants of issues around leadership mentoring and how this knowledge may influence and be used in practice.
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Introduction - mentoring and the Zone of Proximal Development

When Lev Vygotsky (1896 -1934) first developed the Concept of the ZPD (fig i) he identified this as the gap between the actual development level of a learner and the potential development level, in the context of problem solving with more capable peers.  We would suggest that mentoring is about an equal partnership within the learning process and that as the mentee identifies their own capability and ZPD, rather than being coached into that understanding, the process becomes more effective. 

Fig i.

Mentoring has come to mean many things to many people. Megginson and Clutterbuck (1995) refer to:

‘Off-line help from one person to another in making significant transitions in knowledge, work or thinking’

Shea (1999) defines mentoring as:

‘A developmental caring, sharing and helping relationship where one person invests time, know how and effort in enhancing another persons growth, knowledge and skills.’

More importantly he identifies a mentor as:

‘One who offers knowledge, insight, perspective and wisdom that is helpful to another person in a relationship that goes beyond doing one’s duty, or fulfilling one’s obligations.’

In the context of our work in the leadership mentoring of integrated centre leaders, and particularly  within the National Professional Qualification in Integrated Centre Leadership (NPQICL), we mean an interaction which explores and encourages:

· A deeper understanding of the complexity of multi-agency work

· Application of the vision, values and principles of leadership

· Participants’ work practices and needs

· Assessment of participants’ effectiveness in the leadership role

· Confidence building activities

· Clarification of goals and action planning

· Greater work-life balance

· Authenticity through self-awareness and self-knowledge

· Recognition of their own and others’ reactions and responses in a range of situations

· Integration of theory and practice

Whalley et al (2004)

Mike Gasper has developed a set of mentoring values aims and principles for The Centre for Research in Early Childhood (CREC) (appendix 1) and these have helped underpin our practice in this field. We see the leadership mentor role as linking with what Schratz and Walker (1995) (fig ii) identified as the capability learning cycle which has been in the public domain since the 1960s. Leadership mentoring provides a pathway to explore the movement between areas of the capability continuum. Mentors encourage, support and challenge leaders to leave their ‘comfort zones’ and reflect on their thoughts, feelings and practice which helps them move and develop.


Fig ii.

We have learnt a lot about the value of leadership mentoring, not only in the learning communities of the NPQICL, but also in the day-to-day practice of multi-disciplinary leaders. We hope this paper will share some of that learning by exploring the following areas: the praxis of mentoring; the influence of professional heritage on the outcomes of the mentoring process; the use of the non-deficit approach to andragogy and the mutuality of mentoring.

The praxis of mentoring

In looking for definitions of praxis we found the following two quotations useful:

‘In praxis there can be no prior knowledge of the right means by which we realize the end in a particular situation. For the end itself is only specified in deliberating about the means appropriate to a particular situation’ 

(Bernstein 1983).

This clearly identifies that praxis is a dynamic concept and that as mentors we must start from where the mentee is, rather than where we feel they should be, or where we are. The need for this to be a non-deficit relationship is explored later in this paper.

· ‘We can now see the full quality of praxis. It is not simply action based on reflection. It is action which embodies certain qualities. These include a commitment to human well being and the search for truth, and respect for others. It is the action of people who are free, who are able to act for themselves. Moreover, praxis is always risky. It requires that a person 'makes a wise and prudent practical judgement about how to act in this situation' 

          (Carr and Kemmis 1986).
The role of the leadership mentor is to act as a catalyst to enable the mentee to engage with hidden as well as known factors. As Mentors we should ask pertinent and challenging questions to stimulate initial movement away from the ‘safe’ and ‘known’.  The active nature of this process is described by Smith (1999):

As Paul Taylor (1993) has written, we can say that word and action, action and reflection, theory and practice are all facets of the same idea. This action is not merely the doing of something, what Freire describes as activism and Aristotle as poiesis. Poiesis is about acting upon, doing to: it is about working with objects. Praxis, however, is creative: it is other-seeking and dialogic.’

This further emphasises the need for mentors to understand the dynamic in which they are engaged. Friere (1972) identifies the mutual needs of theory and practice and the interaction of those involved in the learning process. We would say in the same way as when learning to dance the teacher cannot solely use a didactic model but has to engage in a dialogue of thought, movement and action to achieve new learning and success.  Friere (1972) says:

‘The teacher is no longer merely the-one-who-teaches, but one who is himself taught in dialogue with students who in their turn while being taught also teach. They become jointly responsible for the process in which all grow.’

This is a basic principle of our approach to leadership mentoring: the mentor must be open to the learning that will come from the mentee, as much as the mentee must be open to the exploration encouraged by the mentor and both must be awake to the possibility of entirely new understanding and learning, that is the praxis which we strive for.

Influence of professional heritage

We feel that it is important to look at the role of professional heritage, meaning the professional background of the leader participating in leadership mentoring, as we initially felt that this had an impact on the value of the experience for the participant. Paul Watling used this as the basis for his MA dissertation. 

The aim of the dissertation was to explore the axiom:  “The value of the mentoring experience on the National Professional Qualification for Integrated Centre Leadership (NPQICL) is dependent on an individual’s professional heritage and therefore some professions value the approach used more than others”. The NPQICL is the first recognised national qualification for children’s centre leaders in multi-agency environments in England. The individual leadership mentoring process, within the programme, is seen as a way to help participants achieve greater self-awareness and personal and professional integration.  This axiom was developed as a consequence of Paul’s 20 years experience of working alongside other professional heritages as a community development worker and manager and for the last five years as a leader in children’s centres. It is also of interest to him as he is currently working as a tutor and mentor on the NPQICL.

 A mixture of expert witness evidence and evidence from semi-structured interviews with participants from the NPQICL, alongside Paul’s own experience was used to explore the validity of the axiom. 

Paul used expert witnesses who had a background in the field of mentoring and support to leaders in children’s centres. The evidence gained from these expert witnesses helped his understanding of the theories that have developed the mentoring programme on the NPQICL and also why the axiom could be seen as true. For example with Headteachers in the UK moving from being ‘teachers who led’ in the 1980’s to ‘school managers’ in the 1990’s to the ‘school leaders’ they are currently becoming.  

A thematic analysis of the evidence from the expert witnesses and the semi structured interviews explored issues including the influence of the Adlerian approach on the mentoring process. Paul found Adler’s approach to developmental issues and his advancement of the drive to feel equal theory, helpful in developing his understanding about how leadership mentoring can be useful in supporting leaders to move between different zones of development.

He also explored:

· ethical considerations in mentoring, 

· dilemmas for multi-disciplinary leadership, 

· emotional intelligence, 

· mental health and healthy leadership,  

· emotional intelligence and the pressures on head teachers, 

· gender and leadership issues, 

· participants previous experience of mentoring, 

· participants experience of the mentoring process on the NPQICL,

·  participants views of the benefit of the mentoring process on the NPQICL, 

· mentoring and leadership 

· influential theorists on mentoring. 

Vygotsky has been influential in the development of these areas directly in his original writings, but also indirectly in the influence he has had on other theorists in the field. 

The evidence gathered suggests that the axiom is not entirely true and that the experience and learning styles of the individual leaders are as important as the professional heritage.

Non - deficit approach to andragogy

Knowles (1984) identifies five aspects which are key to approaching andragogy, or adult learning. These are:

1. Self-concept: As a person matures his self concept moves from one of being a dependent personality toward one of being a self-directed human being
2. Experience: As a person matures he accumulates a growing reservoir of experience that becomes an increasing resource for learning.

3. Readiness to learn: As a person matures his readiness to learn becomes oriented increasingly to the developmental tasks of his social roles.
4. Orientation to learning: As a person matures his time perspective changes from one of postponed application of knowledge to immediacy of application, and accordingly his orientation toward learning shifts from one of subject-centeredness to one of problem centredness.
5. Motivation to learn: As a person matures the motivation to learn is internal 

As leadership mentors we seek to assist the mentee in raising their awareness of these aspects and increasing their ability to articulate where they have come from, where they are, and where they might progress to. This links clearly to Vygotsky and ZPD.

An example of this in practice would be the mentee who, whilst discussing a re-curring incident in their leadership journey, initially identifies that their reaction to a ‘type’ of co-worker in the team has been detrimental to their own progress, leading to a more detailed and deeper exploration of what this personal reaction is all about.  The mentee moves towards a deeper understanding achieved by a reflective process, prompted by the mentor’s timely and sensitive interventions. In Vygotsky’s terms the mentor provides a frame work or structure, described as ‘scaffolding’.

‘Vygotsky also discusses the use of what he calls scaffolding in learning. The use of objects as transitional support that is provided to learners to help them deal with tasks they could not manage on their own.’

 Watling, P. (2007).

Therefore we believe that leadership mentors can be rightly termed ‘scaffolders’ in their mentees’ learning and this is a key aspect of the non – deficit model.

Lew and Bettner (1996) in their discussion of parenting and child development refer to the four ‘Crucial C’s’ of: Capability, Connection, Counting and Courage. This reinforces Knowles’ five aspects and in fact provides a foundation for the non-deficit model of mentoring. This empowers the mentees to use the same processes in relation to themseleves and their own development as they do in relation to their teams and the families and children who use their Centres.

In practice this has worked well for leaders because of the confidentiality of the relationship between mentor and mentee, and the importance of the outsider perspective of the mentor which provides distance between mentor and line management.

Evidence in the UK from both the pilot and first year roll out evaluations of the NPQICL which were carried out by Henley Management College for the National College for School Leadership (NCSL) highlight the high regard that participants had for their mentors and the mentoring experience. 89% of respondents on the Pilot Programme identified the mentoring process as being either ‘a key element’ or ‘very important’ in enabling their learning. Respondents particularly identified that mentoring was an important factor in them being able to apply new learning from the programme in their practice (Williams, S. 2005). Mike Gasper’s survey of the mentor support provided by CREC in 2007 for Leaders of Birmingham Children’s Centres showed all respondents valued the mentor sessions highly, one specifically commenting:

‘I had a chance to off load when I felt overwhelmed, which helped me to regain calm - I was talking to someone who had experienced similar challenges and had overcome them successfully - I was able to improve my working methods by using my mentor's suggestions’

(CREC 2007) Review of Mentoring Support 

This clearly shows that the mentors succeeded with the non-deficit approach as the particpant had no difficulty in articulating their feelings and experience, linking the mentor experience directly with improvements to practice.

Mutuality and mentoring

‘It often occurs that the desire of the more experienced person … to pass on accumulated wisdom exceeds greatly the desire of the less experienced person to listen. Most people may have the instinct to be a mentor, but to do the role well requires a capacity to hold back and allow people to learn for themselves.’


(Clutterbuck, D. 2004)

The mentor is the pathway to enlightenment. As in Plato, and echoed in Friere (1996), the willingness of the client to move, or to recognise the new vision and celebrate new possibilities, is critical to success. Some of the process may not be comfortable. The mentor needs to be sensitive and prepared and to be able to pause or review discussion, reflecting and allowing time for recovery: the skill of the mentor lies in enabling a gradual journey, allowing adjustment to the new vision. Whether the new vision can be accepted or not is, of course, up to the participant.

The process aims to activate critical thinking (Brookfield D 1995), which is part of a wider conscientization (Friere 1996), who suggests that the process is in two parts:

‘…identifying and challenging assumptions, and imagining and exploring alternatives.’

Both parts must be undertaken if the process is to be done well. Friere goes on to propose that critical thinking is person specific, that emotions are central, that critical thought often occurs unexpectedly and that peer support is crucial to thinking critically. He also suggests that there is no standard model for facilitating critical thinking and that risk taking is important. All of these are echoed in our experience.
The process is often uncomfortable and difficult. While it is important to be positive it is also necessary to be realistic and honest, even if this hurts. How pleased a client is does not necessarily mean the process has reached its optimum level of success. Part of the mentor role is to challenge comfort zones and assist the client to acknowledge and address difficult areas which can be deliberately hidden. The intention is to facilitate client ownership of their own progression. The mentor provides the pathway by providing the bridge.

The outcomes involve change and development, a movement to new understandings and fresh possibilities and this can have profound implications for the client. Awareness on the part of the mentor of the destructive potential is essential, and a high degree of sensitivity, enhanced by the quality of the relationship with the client, must be employed, if the potential for constructive improvement is to be realised and for destructive forces to be overcome. ‘Risk’ becomes a factor: the mentor encourages an exploration of the potential gains through risk taking rather than security of comfort zones for the client. Ultimately it is for the client to choose their own pathway forward: they may cross the bridge or decide on a different route.

Conclusion

When they started to write this paper, the writers were aware of their shared understanding of the benefits of leadership mentoring, particularly in the context of multi-disciplinary Children’s Centres in England. What soon became apparent to them through their dialogue was that they have arrived at Their current understanding  by very different routes. Vygotskyian theory has been influential to both of us. 

Mike came to Vygotsky initially through pedagogy and used the principles of ZPD during his teaching career. Gradually moving towards a non deficit model which acknowledged the mutuality of the learning experience. This enabled a natural progression for Mike to develop his andragogical approach.     

Paul came later to Vygotsky’s theories, after initially being influenced by Friere and bringing the philosophy of education as a liberation into his career as a community development worker and leader, later making the connection between the mutuality of pedagogy, andragogy and life long learning. 

Their dialogue has affirmed their understanding of the importance of the ZPD within their field of leadership mentoring, particularly when linked with the principles of mutuality, scaffolding and non deficit approaches to problem solving. 

In using the principles of the ZPD in their practice as leadership mentors they have a clearer view of their role, which could be described in the following terms. “As leadership mentors we are scaffolders, rather than architects, of the learning experience during the mentoring process”.   
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Appendix 1. Centre for Research in Early Childhood Values, Aims, 

Principles for Leadership Mentors

Values

· A belief in the value of multi-agency working

· A belief in continuous professional development and improvement

· The use of approaches and strategies based in inclusive practice and focused on the clients needs

· An encouragement of exploration of situations, relationships and processes that is well supported 

· Appreciating the variety of human experience and culture

· The importance of approaches that encourage reflection and questioning to explore beliefs, values, practices and aspirations 

· The importance of approaches to clients that support self-worth, and confidence in themselves and their knowledge base

· The encouragement of positive motivation 
· Increasing personal effectiveness

· Sensitivity to areas which may be painful or emotional

· Confidentiality

· Mutual trust 

· Mutual respect

· Striving for the fair and adequate provision of mentoring support
Aims

· To establish a secure and trusting professional relationship 

· To establish constructive dialogue which is open, honest and non-judgemental

· To help the client to achieve a better understanding of their own and their colleagues professional strengths 

· To help the client in arriving at a better understanding of their own and their colleagues’ professional needs 

· To support the client in exploring their professional needs and associated issues in order to improve them

· To help the client achieve a better balance in their working life

· To provide a secure environment for discussing problematic and paradoxical issues

· Where appropriate to respectfully challenge the client

· Where appropriate to introduce a range of strategies and approaches to problem solving

Principles

· The details of the process will be negotiated 

· The client’s needs will be respected and kept to the fore

· The suggested framework will be as flexible as possible

· The focus will be on management and leadership as they relate to multi agency and integrated working

· Records kept will be agreed and be confidential between the client and mentor

· Awareness of the protocols to follow should the client’s needs be beyond the remit of the Mentor brief.

· The process is seen as a dialogue and a two – way learning experience

What do the mentors bring?

· Understanding and experience of multi-agency working

· Experience of work place support, supervision or counselling

· A commitment to continuing professional development

· Commitment to a clear set of aims, values and principles 

· An informed, outsider perspective

· Experience of using dialogue and problem solving skills to explore issues creatively

· Skills in a variety of approaches to problem solving

Schratz and Walker (1995) Capability Continuum
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