
Mantle of  the Expert
What I have learnt so far



It’s usually better to mantle than not: pt I

During the past year there have been times when I haven’t 
wanted to teach through mantle due to my lack of  experience 
and generally being unsure of  how to approach a given topic. 
However, I seem to have found myself  doing mantle anyway. The 
first time was when we were given the task of  teaching a bit 
about WW1 to my KS1 children – I didn’t really want to teach 
the topic so I thought I’d get it ‘over and done with’. However, 
not knowing where to start with such a topic and such young 
children, I began with a story which led into mantle techniques 
which led to a short mantle project. It turned into a much more 
accessible and meaningful subject for the children than I could 
have imagined; it actually ended with the children learning about 
The Christmas Truce, something that I would never have 
considered teaching to KS1 children before I came across Mantle 
of  the Expert. 



It’s usually better to mantle than not: pt II

The second time I learnt that I just should have done mantle in 
the first place was when carrying out a week-long ‘Willy Wonka’ 
project. It was supposed to be a largely maths and D.T.-focussed 
project so I thought that I didn’t ‘need’ to use mantle. However, 
we started with a mantle hook (co-creating the factory wall) and 
for the rest of  the week, when we used mantle/drama techniques 
the sessions were much more effective than when we didn’t – the 
children were more invested and the work was of  a higher quality. 



Ownership is everything

One of  the most powerful features of  Mantle of  the Expert is 
that it gives children so much more ownership over their learning. 
They become co-creators with the teacher and the teacher and 
children are on a journey together, rather than the teacher leading 
it. I’ve found it difficult to strike the right balance but I have 
found that the more ownership the children have, the more 
invested they are, the more purposeful their learning is. Giving 
children ownership can be done in lots of  different ways – both 
big and small. My more successful mantle projects have involved 
the children having one small aspect that is ‘theirs’  - such as 
when they named, tagged and tracked their own turtles using a 
range of  iconic representations, or when they met the owner of  a 
bear sanctuary and took charge of  naming, giving a story to and 
re-homing one of  the bears. The children feel passionately about 
anything that they have had ownership over. 



Ownership helps with investment. 

One of  the teacher tools I return to again and again and again is 
the ‘Continuum of  Engagement’. Whenever the children don’t 
seem quite ‘there’ or with me during a session, it’s usually because 
they are not sufficiently invested; either in the current problem, 
the mantle as a whole or something else. When investment and 
concern has been successfully generated, the learning takes on a 
whole new meaning and children don’t want to leave it; during 
one short mantle project about bears, the children kept asking 
‘when are we going to see the bears again?’ or ‘what has 
happened to our bears?’ – and it was often ‘our’ bears, not ‘the’ 
bears. Building investment takes time and some creative thinking 
but it always results in more powerful learning.

For the most powerful and deep learning to take place, the 
children need something to care about. 



The more co-creation, the better

One of  the best ways to achieve that sense of  ownership and 
investment is through co-creation. I’m learning how to allow the 
children to co-create the fiction as often as possible. This might 
be an iconic representation of  a tree or a mountain. It might be 
giving people or bears or a tree their own back-story. It might be 
working together to decide on where the story is going next (for 
example, using the ‘Troll Hunters’ planning by Tim Taylor from 
the website, I took children on a journey and asked them at each 
stage what they thought we should do next). 

It can be tricky to hand over control so much – as a teacher I like 
to plan and I like to know what’s going to happen next. However, 
a balance can be achieved whereby children have a real say in the 
fiction but, broadly speaking, the learning goes where the teacher 
needs it to. 



Real choice and impact is important

Leading on from co-creation is the fact that the children must have 
real power within the fiction; they must make choices that actually have 
an impact. Mantle of  the Expert is a powerful way to help children to 
see the consequences of  actions – both positive and negative. Children 
can feel when something is authentic and when it isn’t; and when it 
isn’t, they are much less likely to listen, care or learn. One example is 
recently when the children had discovered a mountain in Australia; 
they became very militant and decided they’d need a security fence 
around it including poison and automatic weapons. This surprised me, 
but I let them go ahead, showing them the negative consequences of  
their actions the following session through the viewpoint of  the 
mountain. This was much more effective than just using my teacher 
voice to say ‘No, we’re not having a fence.’

However, this doesn’t mean that the teacher goes wherever the 
children want to; part of  the magic of  Mantle is the weaving of  the 
story, using children’s decisions and the 33 conventions to ensure that 
the learning that needs to take place does take place. 



Developing children as learners and people

One of  the reasons I like Mantle of  the Expert is that it’s about so much more than 
curriculum teaching. It’s about developing children into active and curious learners; people 
who want to learn more, see a purpose for their learning and can learn independently of  
teachers. It’s also about developing them as people who care for the world and for others. 
Something I need to get better at is introducing children to a wide range of  viewpoints within 
a fiction, so that they learn to consider others’ needs and feelings. This element of  ‘grace’ 
enables them to look beyond just their own agenda. There was one time when I introduced 
them to a tree surgeon whose job was going to be to cut down the King of  the Oaks. The 
initial response was ‘Let’s set a trap!’ and ‘Let’s put guns around!’ until they met the tree 
surgeon through the use of  role – only then did they begin to see a different viewpoint and 
that the situation was not quite as straight forward as they thought. 



Quality, not quantity: the National Curriculum

When I started using Mantle of  the Expert, a constant question in 
the back of  my mind was, ‘but what will the curriculum outcome 
be?’ Since then I’ve learnt that the curriculum does happen – but 
it’s not the sole purpose of  Mantle of  the Expert. The children 
learn much more than they’d learn in a traditional lesson – it just 
isn’t always ‘curriculum’ learning. The 2014 curriculum is, in fact, 
an incidental part of  Mantle of  the Expert. There definitely isn’t 
the ‘one lesson, one or two curriculum outcomes’ approach that 
there is in a more formal/traditional  classroom. However, the 
curriculum (and other knowledge/skills-based ) learning that does 
occur is deep and will stick. I noticed this most during my ‘Turtle 
Watch’ mantle. One of  the daily activities the children did was to 
track their turtles and record their position in a log. The children 
used the names of  the oceans and compass directions to do this; 
and because they revisited this purposefully over the course of  the 
5 weeks, the learning stuck. 



There can be as many outcomes 
as there are children

Sometimes I mistake a lack of  talking for a lack of  participation. 
There are always children that have louder opinions and are more 
obviously involved. However, I have learnt that, most of  the time, 
most children are involved, somehow. The outcomes won’t be the 
same for each child, because each child will approach the fiction, 
the problem, the current task (etc) in their own way. Mantle of  the 
Expert allows children’s different personalities and priorities to be 
expressed, and this is a good thing. Even when there is a particular 
curriculum task in mind, the children’s individual responses can 
often be broad and show where their concern lies. This means that 
the outcomes are more varied,  interesting and meaningful. I’ve 
learnt to let the louder children have their say (within reason and 
still politely) and then, when children disperse, to approach the 
quieter ones and talk to them on a more 1:1 basis. 



Slow and steady.

The most effective mantle episodes are the slow ones. The ones 
where I let go of  ideas about ‘we must get this done then’ and take 
the time to explore with the children or to help them to 
understand something. I’ll plan five or seven steps into a fiction 
and assume they’ll get done in a couple of  afternoons…. Only for 
them to take a week. What I’ve noticed is that the slower things go 
and the more time is taken, the deeper the investment and the 
learning is. For example, rather than deciding that one day the 
children should become a team of  tree experts and telling them so, 
I should instead take the time to build up the story: make the oak 
tree with the children, give it a story, learn about trees, and 
anything else that crops up along the way. The investment of  time 
is always worth it because it leads to investment in the fiction and 
the accompanying learning. 



Be deliberate

It is quite okay to step in and out of  the fiction, to stop something that isn’t 
working and to take the time to prepare children before stepping into the 
fiction. 

The more deliberate I am when getting children ready for a session, the 
more productive and meaningful a session tends to be. While once upon a 
time I would expect the children to ‘dive in’ to an exciting or interesting 
hook, and do so successfully, I now know that they need to be ‘warmed up’. 
By treading softly and reading the class, I can ensure that they ease into the 
fiction or the activity and the whole session runs more smoothly. An 
example was when I spent time preparing children for the fact they were 
about to ‘enter’ a cave and see some ancient art work; by discussing the 
sanctity of  the cave we established the appropriate way to enter and explore 
it. 

Similarly, when something isn’t working or the children are not adhering to 
behaviour expectations, it’s okay to stop. The fiction won’t be ruined; 
instead, it will take on a higher status. 



‘We’ and ‘us’ rather than ‘me’ and ‘them’

Something I’m trying hard to do is to see myself  as learning and 
making decisions alongside the children, rather than leading them or 
leaving them to it without me. It’s definitely challenging and 
something I think I’ll spend a long time working on. It is so 
tempting to say things like, ‘No, that won’t work,’ or ‘I don’t think 
we should…’. Something I’ve tried to do is ask questions/make 
statements starting with ‘I wonder what….’ and ‘If  we….’ – where 
there is no right answer and where the children know this. Mantle 
needs to be a genuine collaboration, not a pretend one, where the 
children know they have more power and control over what 
happens – their ideas and opinions truly matter. I also try and use 
my positioning to do this – rather than me a the front, we will sit in 
a circle, or sometimes I’ll sit behind the children. 



The 33 conventions are my friend

There seems to be no problem that a careful use of  the 33 
conventions can’t solve. When I’m trying to find a way in to a 
session, the conventions are there. When something has gone quite 
badly wrong, the conventions are there to help me to find a way. 
The conventions have a way of  shaping sessions, setting the tone, 
creating calm when calm is needed and tension when tension is 
needed. While it is tempting to stick to a few well-loved and well-
rehearsed conventions, I’ve found that using some new ones can 
bring a freshness to the class and promote curiosity and intrigue. 



What will the children be doing?

A question I have been taught by Luke and Tim to ask myself  
when planning is: ‘what will the children be doing?’. There are 
times when, during a mantle session, I’ve found the atmosphere 
beginning to drag and the children’s attention wandering (aside 
from the few who are talking at that time). This can be avoided by 
carefully thinking through the use of  the different forms of  
representation, how they will be used at each stage, and how the 
children will be involved. Every aspect of  a mantle session can be 
carried out in a range of  different ways using the forms of  
representation and the conventions; the challenge is to get used to 
using a range of  methods with the aim of  increasing children’s 
involvement and investment. 



Mantle of  the Expert can transform a class

I started investigating Mantle of  the Expert because of  one 
particular class. They weren’t especially tricky – there were no 
extreme behaviours. They just…. weren’t with me. The large 
majority of  them just wouldn’t try anything that wasn’t on their 
agenda; and this was particularly true of  writing. Teaching 
children to write is one of  my favourite things, but this class just 
didn’t want to despite my usual methods. I started researching 
Mantle of  the Expert, gave them a client (King Brannagan) and a 
commission (to help him to re-build his kingdom) and they were 
off; almost immediately I had a group of  children that wanted to 
write to the King, wanted to help the King and generally wanted 
to get involved. 

Since then, I have learnt that Mantle is about much more than 
giving children a reason to write – but that is one of  it’s most 
useful features when it comes to being a KS1 teacher. 

There is a certain ‘feel’ to a Mantle of  the Expert class – they 
approach things in a different way and take on projects/tasks at a 
different level. They ‘think outside of  the box’ much more readily; 
they question and give their opinions. Generally, they are more aware 
that there is not a ‘right answer’ to be found, but a problem to be 
explored. During a mantle session there is a sense of  purpose –
beyond ‘achieve the learning objective’ – and children can be seen 
working together, discussing things, making things and generally being 
completely absorbed in what they are doing. 

Largely because of  all of  this, there is no going back for me. The more 
I’m discovering about Mantle of  the Expert the more I know that I 
can’t return to my previous methods of  teaching. It’s not that there 
was anything particularly wrong with them – it’s just that Mantle is 
teaching in an entirely different, engaging and meaningful way. 


