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1
INTRODUCTION

Embedded in Vygotskian principles of social and collaborative learning, the vision of the PGCE Physical Education (PE) Course is to prepare excellent teachers ‘for the classroom’ who are passionate about their subject, have a thirst for knowledge, embrace critical enquiry,  love learning and totally committed to transforming the life chances of all children and young people in the 21st Century.

This Student Teacher Learning Pods Guidance Booklet provides helpful advice and support for student teachers, throughout the course of their PGCE year, as they prepare to be excellent teachers.  

2
AIMS OF THE STUDENT TEACHER LEARNING PODS GUIDANCE BOOKLET
The aims are:

1. To inform student teachers, course tutors and school-based lead mentors (LMs) of the definition, purposes and research informing this creative and innovative Learning Pod initiative and how it can be applied in practice.

2. To promote and support the physical, mental, social and emotional health and wellbeing of student teachers.
3. To ensure that student teachers are supported in developing and demonstrating competence in achieving the DfE (2011) Teachers’ Standards and meeting PGCE PE Course and wider Secondary PGCE programme expectations and requirements which are all central to the successful completion of the Secondary PGCE programme for intending teachers. 

4. To enable student teachers to make valued and selfless contributions to the ‘holistic’ development of their peers. 
5. To foster a collaborative, supportive and positive student teacher/learning pod member and Learning Pod Leader relationship.
6. To complement other parts of the PE Course and contribute to the wider student teacher profile, including the CEDP (Career Entry & Development Profile) for use beyond the scope of this PE Course.

3
DEFINITION OF LEARNING PODS
Learning Pod is a term used to describe precisely a small group of students (normally, a maximum of 4) learning together, working collaboratively, and supporting and protecting each other in a formal (contact time) and informal (non-contact time) way. Embedded in Vygotskian principles of social and collaborative learning (Vygotsky, 1978) and informed by Herbert’s (2005) view of collaborative practice, a learning pod is defined as the continuous interaction and dialogue of two or more people within and across disciplines, organised into a common effort, to share knowledge and expertise and solve or explore common issues. But at its core, collaborative learning has to do with breaking down barriers and making a philosophical shift from autonomy to interdependency or collaborative support. Individuals engaged in this collaborative process are mutually dependent on each other, are aware of each-others’ expertise and understand that power is shared among team members (Herbert, 2005).
4
RESEARCH INFORMING THE STUDENT TEACHER LEARNING PODS INITIATIVE

WHO (2014) define mental health as a state of wellbeing in which an individual realises his or her own abilities [and] can cope with the normal stresses of life. Poor mental health can be associated with change, stressful situations or lifestyle, as well as encompassing psychological or biological factors. The term ‘emotional well-being’ is synonymous with mental well-being (DoH, 2011). 

The growing prevalence of mental health and wellbeing difficulties across student populations in UK universities is an issue of significant concern (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2011; Macaskill, 2018). These researchers link the mental health and wellbeing disorders to the increasing financial pressures faced by students due to the introduction of student tuition fees and loans and the government agenda requiring universities to encourage more students from traditionally under-represented lower social class groups to attend university. Others (e.g. Scanlon et al., 2010) associate mental health and wellbeing issues to students being taught in much larger groups, therefore, making it difficult for them to develop a sense of belonging, make friends and have one-to-one contact with their academic tutors. Kessler et al (2007) and Baik et al (2017) link mental health and wellbeing difficulties of students to their age as these difficulties are most likely to occur before the age of 24 years. In a study of student mental health in one university in the UK, Macaskill (2012) found that anxiety and depression levels stayed constant in the first year, however, there was a notable increase in student anxiety levels in their second year. Although anxiety levels lessened in the third year of study, they were still higher than in the first year.  

Across the UK, universities have adopted a variety of approaches to reduce student mental health and wellbeing difficulties such as setting up student wellbeing online support services (Barrable et al., 2018) as well as face-to-face services and offering academic and professional staff the opportunity to train as higher education mental health first aid champions (University of Exeter, 2020).

Some researchers have found that student mental health and wellbeing and academic attainment can be strengthened by promoting a learning environment that actively fosters wellbeing protective factors such as finding activities that are intrinsically interesting for students, feeling accepted by others, building positive and trusting relationships between students (Rutter, 2007; Baik et al., 2017; Macaskill, 2018) and establishing positive relationships between academic staff and students (Coffield et al., 2009).

Given the challenges and opportunities surrounding student mental health and wellbeing (above), one innovative and relatively inexpensive intervention which we believe will minimise student mental health and wellbeing disorders and social isolation and maximise academic performance and social cohesion amongst university students following a one-year Postgraduate Certificate in Education (PGCE) course for intending secondary school teachers is a learning pod initiative.
5
HOW THE LEARNING POD INITIATIVE WORKS IN PRACTICE
Students will be involved in the Learning Pod initiative in the following ways:
1. During the first lecture, students will:

(a) be given a brief explanation about the purpose of the Learning Pod initiative.

(b) be told what learning pod they will be in (pods of 4 students, see Appendix A) and why. They will also be given time to ‘get-to-know-each-other’ – exchange personal details etc (NB Students are selected by me as Course Leader, according to set criteria/metrics such as age/sex/specialist sport/title of degree, degree classification, A Levels, GCSEs, BTECs etc).

(c) engage in a workshop about the learning pod initiative (e.g. rationale, research underpinning this innovative collaborative practice & how it works in practice such as expectations, role clarity, guidelines, checklists, dates & times of meetings etc).

(d) select a leader for their respective learning pods. Learning Pod leaders will then meet with me (Will Katene) to:
i- select a Convenor - who will chair/lead future Meetings & a Secretary who will send out the Agenda for these meetings, take the minutes & post them on ‘Google Drive’.
ii- confirm dates and times of these Meetings).

iii- understand the purpose of these Meetings and their roles as Convenor, Secretary and Learning Pod Leaders.

iv- discuss how to lead a Meeting including how to construct an ‘Agenda’ and ‘Minutes’ of these Meetings:

· The Agenda and Minutes will be posted on ‘Google Drive’ for the whole PE cohort & PE Course tutors to view.

· Items, for the Agenda, to be discussed at the Meeting, should be sent/emailed to the Secretary 5 days prior to the Learning Pod Leaders’ Meeting taking place.

· An example of an Agenda and Minutes can be found in Appendix B). 
· If in the unlikely event that Pod Leaders are unable to attend scheduled Meetings, they must send/email their apologies to the ‘Secretary’ and inform the Secretary that a member of his/her Learning Pod will attend on behalf of the Learning Pod Leader. 
(NB This ‘distributed’ approach to leadership is informed by researchers such as Jones et al., 2014).

2. During lecture sessions/formal/contact time (e.g. EPS sessions, SSKP KS5 PE & Biology sessions, SSKP Seminars etc), students will:

(a) sit and/or meet with their assigned Learning Pods’ – learning together, working collaboratively, developing a sense of belonging and building positive relationships in a non-threatening, non-judgmental and supportive way.

3. During subsequent informal/non-contact time, students will:


(a) in their respective Learning Pods, keep in regular contact with each other (online and/or F2F) (i.e. weekly during the Autumn term & fortnightly during the Spring & Summer Terms), led by the Pod Leader. 
4. The protocol to follow is that if students have any questions or concerns about the PE course and/or wider PGCE Secondary Programme, they are to ask their respective Pod members and Pod Leader. If they don’t know the answer then the Pod Leader will contact the Course Leader (ME) for help.

5. A FAQ (Frequently Asked Questions) Sheet about the Learning Pod initiative can be found in Appendix C.

6. For a list of roles and responsibilities of the Learning Pod Leader, Convenor and Secretary, see Appendix D.

7. The following people are aware that PE student teachers are undertaking this Learning Pod initiative this year: 

· Luke Graham (Director, Secondary PGCE Programme, University of Exeter).

· Tom Ralph (Head of ITE, University of Exeter).
6
FEEDBACK FROM STUDENT TEACHERS LAST YEAR ABOUT THE LEARNING POD 
INITIATIVE
The Learning pod system was successful last year and for three key reasons:

1. Academic attainment/subject knowledge: The learning pod system had supported the student teachers in developing and sharing new knowledge, expertise, skills, opinions, views and ideas about the teaching and learning of PE and other wider educational issues. 

	‘…the class really bonded through the collaborative learning and group activities in our learning pods which made a really nice atmosphere and enriched the learning’ (Postgraduate PE student teacher, 2022-2023)


	‘One activity which was particularly useful in developing my knowledge and understanding was the weekly face-to-ace and online/virtual writing sessions – a two-hour writing group session where as a learning pod we met and worked on our        assignments and related tasks’ (Postgraduate PE student teacher, 2022-2023)


2. Social cohesion: The learning pod system had also built student social cohesion, emotional support and positive relationships in smaller groups. 

	‘One of the best pod activities I participated in was the hang outs. It’s where we got together once a week as a pod and did things that weren’t related to academic work such as going to the movies or having dinner together. I really got to know other members of the pod in depth and we understood each other so well. When it came to the lectures, there was no one taking the lead, input was coming from both sides and we completed tasks together with shared opinions’                                                                                                                                                         (Postgraduate PE student teacher, 2022-2023)


	‘When you discussed the social and academic support provided through this learning pod idea at my PGCE interview, it was a real selling point for coming to Exeter’  (Postgraduate PE student teacher, 2022-2023)


3. Tutor-led selection of learning pods: The decision of the Course Leader to select the learning pods and at the beginning of the course was timely and well received. It was made clear what the metrics were for selecting the students into pods of 4 (e.g. mixed ability, mixed sex etc) and the students were happy with that. 

	‘Pre-determined learning pods really worked well because we had enough time to get to know each other. We all found a role and purpose and the group worked well together’ (Postgraduate PE student teacher, 2022-2023)


However, the learning pod system was less successful and less effective for the following reasons:

1. Unequal contributions: Some students, normally the MKO (more knowledgeable other) or expert in their respective learning pod tended to take charge, make the decisions and be more vocal while others just followed and/or stayed quiet.  For example, leaders of their learning pods took their role too seriously and tended to take charge of everything rather than delegating roles and responsibilities to other members of their Pod. 

2. FAQs sheet for learning pod leaders: Some leaders felt it would be helpful to have a FAQs sheet to better prepare and support them in their important role as leaders (e.g. How do you engage members of your learning pod who repeatedly fail to answer email messages and/or invitations to participate in planned learning pod activities?). A FAQ Sheet has been prepared by Learning Pod Leaders last year and can be found in Appendix C.
7
CONCLUSION
We believe that the Learning Pod initiative is a vital learning experience for student teachers throughout the course of their PGCE year and beyond. However, they must understand the research underpinning this novel learning experience and the importance of establishing a strong relationship between all four student teachers in their respective Learning Pods. As Henry Ford, the American industrialist and pioneer of the assembly line, succinctly puts it: ‘Coming together is a beginning, keeping together is progress, working together is success!’.
We also recognise that this Learning Pod initiative is certainly not sufficient in itself and should complement other learning practices in supporting student teachers in promoting their physical, social, emotional and mental health and wellbeing.  
Finally, the impact of this Learning Pod initiative on the student teachers themselves can be summed up by Ofsted (2020). In a recent Ofsted (Office for Standards in Education) Inspection of Initial Teacher Education (ITE) Postgraduate Primary and Secondary Programmes at University of Exeter (25-29 November, 2019), the leading Her Majesty’s Inspector (HMI) praised the PE learning pod initiative stating that ‘… it is an example of best practice and an excellent way of addressing student health and wellbeing needs early on in their training’ (HMI Ofsted Lead Inspector, 2019).

‘Better together, better performance, better people’
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   2023-2024
STUDENT TEACHER LEARNING PODS
	LEARNING POD 1

Pod Leader: Jazz Maclean
	LEARNING POD 2

Pod Leader & Secretary: Freya Clark 
	LEARNING POD 3

Pod Leader & Convenor: Alex Brown

	1. ATKINS, Leah 
	1. CLARK, Freya


	1. TEVERSHAM, Jessica 

	2. WONES, Louis (SD@Exeter)
	2. COOMBES Devin 


	2. LADD, Ben 

	3. MACLEAN, Jasmin 
	3. SHIPWAY, Chloe


	3. DIDON, Liv 

	4. COURT, Thomas 
	4. GRIZZLE-JOHNSON, Cameron


	4. BROWN, Alex 

	LEARNING POD 4

Pod Leader: Jack Warden 
	LEARNING POD 5

Pod Leader: Archie Hill
	LEARNING POD 6

Pod Leader: Aidan Windeatt

	1. HACKE-WOODS, Darcy 


	1. BERRY, Charlotte 
	1. VICKERY, Charlotte (SD@Exeter)

	2. SIMPSON, Levi 
	2. HILL, Archie 

	2. HORNE, Albert

	3. DODDS, Lydia (SD@Exeter)
	3. TAYLOR, Sophie

	3. WRIGHT, Ella-Mae

	4. WARDEN, Jack 
	4. MASVAURE, Tino 


	4. WINDEATT, Aidan 

	LEARNING POD 7
Pod Leader: James Richardson
	LEARNING POD 8

Pod Leader: Archie Osborne
	LEARNING POD 9
Pod Leader: Dan Goldsmith

	1. TUCKER, Katie 
	1. SMITH, Hannah, 
	1. SNAPE, Megan 



	2. MITCHELL, David 


	2. CRITCHELL, Cameron 
	2. GOLDSMITH, Dan 

	3. LEGRICE, Jennah (SD@Exeter)
	3. MONAGHAN, Bryony 

	3. WILLIAMS, Cerys

	4. RICHARDSON, James 


	4. OSBORNE, Archie 
	4. CRITCHELL, Connor 

	LEARNING POD 10
Pod Leader: Harry Jakes

	1. ROBERTS, Sophie (SD@Exeter)



	2. JAKES, Harry 



	3. CURTIS, Milly 



	4. STONE, Ben



	5. NETTLE, Sam 




APPENDIX B:     Agenda & Minutes (Example) 
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EDUM049 SSKP MODULE/PGCE PHYSICAL EDUCATION COURSE

   2023-2024
AGENDA AND MINUTES OF THE LEARNING POD LEADERS’ MEETING

AGENDA 
(Including date, time & venue of the Meeting)
1. Welcome and Apologies

2. Notes and actions from previous meeting (N/A)

3. Election of Convenor and Secretary

4. Student Teacher Learning Pod Guidance Booklet

5. Formal and Informal Meetings with your respective Learning Pods (Sharing good practice)

6. PE Student Research Conference (Saturday 07 October 2023)

7. Virtual Office Hours (Mondays & Wednesdays; 12noon – 1.00 p.m.)

8. Tutorial 1 (week beginning Monday 02 October 2023)

9. SSLC (Staff/Student Liaison Committee) Meeting (TBC)

10. Colin Christmas’s Introduction to Swimming Lecture ppt presentation slides are uploaded to the ELE2 PE web page

11. AOB

12. Date of the Next Meeting: Thursday 26 October 2023 at 3.30 p.m. (BC112)

MINUTES 

(Including date, time & venue of the PE Committee Meeting)

1. Welcome and Apologies

Attending: Will Katene (WK), 

2. Notes and actions from previous meeting (N/A)

ACTION:
3. Election of Convenor and Secretary
ACTION: 

4. Student Teacher Learning Pods Guidance Booklet
ACTION:
5. Formal and Informal Meetings with your respective Learning Pods (Sharing good practice)

ACTION:

6. PE Student Research Conference (Saturday 07 October 2023)
ACTION:

7. Virtual Office Hours (Mondays & Wednesdays; 12noon – 1.00 p.m.)

ACTION:

8. Tutorial 1 (week beginning Monday 02 October 2023)

ACTION:

9. SSLC (Staff/Student Liaison Committee) Meeting (TBC)

ACTION:

10. Colin Christmas’s Introduction to Swimming Lecture ppt presentation slides are uploaded to the ELE2 PE web page

ACTION:

11. AOB

ACTION:

      12. Date of the Next Meeting: Thursday 26 October 2023 at 3.30 p.m. (BC112)

Meeting ends: 5.00 p.m.
APPENDIX C:     FAQs SHEET 
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EDUM049 SSKP MODULE/PGCE PHYSICAL EDUCATION COURSE

   2023-2024
FAQs SHEET

Q: What is the role of a ‘Learning Pod leader’?

A: Each pod will nominate a ‘leader’, this individual will attend a weekly pod meeting, working as a contact point between Will (Katene) and other pod members. The pod leader will then provide feedback from this meeting answering any key questions/issues. Within pod leader meetings, individuals will take up the role of convener and secretary to organise these meetings. Additionally, the Subject Student Representative is asked to join the meetings too.
Q: How do you get someone in your Learning Pod to respond to messages and do work collaboratively?

A: Stay positive! Try and build a relationship with your pod members on university days and make the effort with them, it works both ways! Be persistent with your effort and hopefully the other pod members will also be able to help with getting them more involved. If you are really struggling and you cannot get through to them, speak to Will or John (Whitehead).

Q: I am the only person in my Learning Pod in Group 2, the rest of my Learning Pod are in Group 1. Will this be a disadvantage for me?

A: It should not be a disadvantage and it will probably prove really beneficial as you have a mixture of ideas from both groups. There is not a huge amount of the course that is separated into groups and when it is, it gives you the opportunity to work with people outside your Learning Pod and communicate with others.

Q: I sometimes feel as if I do not have regular communication with the Course Leader.

A: The Pod Leaders are in constant communication with Will, usually one meeting per week and regular phone calls and emails. We always share any information that has been discussed and will aim to communicate this in a clear and coherent method (i.e. WhatsApp or an MS Teams call).
Q: Do we always have to work in our Learning Pods, or will we get the chance to work with other people?

A: No - Some of the time, Will may get you to sit and work in Learning Pods, other times you will be able to choose the groups you work with – it’s a good balance.

Q: I am unhappy about my Learning Pod sometimes and our progress on particular tasks during formal/contact time. How can I change this?

A: Remember, you are the Pod Leader for a reason! You have a strong support network around you with fellow Pod Leaders, Student Rep. and fellow peers. Take time to plan your work, split up (if necessary) the tasks, work smartly or cleverly and set deadlines.

Q: Does being a Pod Leader involve lots of time and extra tasks?

A: No not really, it’s helpful to be organised so that you can help your Learning Pod if they have questions/don’t understand something. The main task is to involve your whole Learning Pod in communicating as regularly as possible – communication is key.

Advice from past Learning Pod Leaders:

1. Make a group chat (i.e. WhatsApp).
2. Sit with your Learning Pod in lectures when you are likely to need to complete a task together.

3. Check in with your Learning Pod, especially when on school placement in the spring and summer 

     Terms (e.g. a message once a week might make the difference for someone).

4. Encourage your Learning Pod to ask questions in your ‘Pod Group Chat’ about work before 
     messaging the whole PE Cohort as someone is likely to know the answer.

5. Take on board what is said in Learning Pod Leaders’ Meetings and share the key points with your 
     Learning Pod – they are unlikely to read the meeting ‘minutes’ on ‘Google Drive’.
6. Do not feel you have to always lead, if there is a task which you are not as experienced,  

     knowledgeable and/or confident in, ask someone else in your Learning Pod to take the lead.

7. Communication is key – keep in contact and remember to check in on your Learning Pod’s 
     wellbeing, alongside their academic progress.

8. Share ideas and tips with each other - especially when it comes to Applying for your first 

     teaching posts and particularly interview techniques and ideas. 
APPENDIX C:     Roles and Responsibilities of the Learning Pod Leaders, Convenor and 

                           Secretary
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EDUM049 SSKP MODULE/PGCE PHYSICAL EDUCATION COURSE

   2023-2024
ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE LEARNING POD LEADERS, CONVENOR AND SECRETARY

Roles and Responsibilities of the ‘Learning Pod Leader’:
1. to form a positive relationship with pod members and care for all pod members, helping them with mental health and educational purposes.
2. ensure pod members are aware of deadlines, expectations and proceedings within the course. If sharing the workload, ensuring it is all accessible within the groups ‘OneDrive’.

3. to be the first point of contact for any questions/concerns regarding the course and lectures.
4. meet weekly for discussions about work and organise times to meet socially (face-to-face or online).
5. to voice the opinions of our group within the pod leader discussions.
6. help to provide resolutions to problems that arise within pod meetings.
7. inform pod members of what has been discussed at learning pod meetings.
8. be a contact point between pod members and Will.
9. Provide roles to members of the pod to ensure equal responsibility within our pods.
Roles and Responsibilities of the ‘Convenor’:

1. be the main point of contact between pod leaders and Will.
2. lead the learning pod leaders’ meetings.
3. share leadership out within the learning pod leaders.
4. listen to all points raised within learning pod leaders’ meetings.
5. collaboratively work alongside the secretary.
6. create positive relationships with pod leaders with a good balance of authority.
7. complete these roles alongside being a pod leader.
Roles and Responsibilities of the ‘Secretary’:

1. organise learning pod leaders’ meetings every three weeks (currently F2F/in-person)

2. create an agenda for the upcoming learning pod leaders’ meetings.
3. take minutes at every meeting and share these to all pod leaders, university principal tutors (John Whitehead & Will) and fellow PE student teachers after the meeting (via the PGCE PE Course ‘Google Drive’).
4. make the PE cohort aware of where the Agenda and Minutes of meetings can be found on the ‘Google Drive’ for reference.
5. collaboratively work alongside the Convenor.
6. be a second point of contact for Will.
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