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ABSTRACT 

This study was an investigation of mentor teachers who work in a Master of Education 

teacher preparation program. It examined mentors’ who work with teacher candidates to 

understand their conceptualization of their purpose in teacher education. The teacher preparation 

program that was the site of this study placed teacher candidates in the classroom for a year-long 

field experience aligned with the actual teaching calendar in schools and reflective of the 

clinical-based preparation called for by the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher 

Education (NCATE, 2010). Attention to teacher preparation program outcomes has increased 

significantly in the past few years (Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation, 2013; 

Council of Chief State School Officers, 2013; Greenburg, Pomerance, & Walsh, NCTQ, 2011; 

NCATE, 2010). Within this focused interest on program outcomes and on the impact well-

prepared teachers make on school improvement, field placements are viewed as more essential in 

the preparation of teacher candidates (Bullough, Draper, Smith, & Birrell, 2004; Korthagen, 

2004; Valencia, Martin, Place, & Grossman, 2009; Zeichner, 2010). Therefore, because mentor 

teachers affect teacher candidates in the field, it is crucial to understand how mentor teachers 

conceive their role and purpose within teacher preparation, and how they can be supported prior 

to assuming this responsibility and throughout the time they spend with the teacher candidates.  

The dissertation research was divided into two major phases: Phase One was a survey 

administered to all mentor teachers who work with the program (n=54) early in spring, 2014. 

The analysis of the survey provided the data necessary to use purposeful sampling to select 

mentors who reported a commitment to diverse mentoring practices. Data was collected on the 

interview sample (n=6) in Phase Two through interviews and observations to document and 

analyze how mentors enacted practices that may or may not be consistent with their perceived 



MENTOR TEACHERS 9 

	  

purpose and role or with the existing literature on mentoring teacher candidates.  Considering the 

importance of this mentoring relationship on the teacher ’candidates’ preparation outcomes, 

identification of the approaches to mentoring that can be strengthened by preparation are 

important in order to emphasized these points as part of the development of partnerships that will 

strengthen the mentoring system. This research offered insight for teacher preparation programs 

relating to how mentors internalize their role and areas for development that may align 

mentoring practices with the educative functions that develop responsive teachers.  The findings 

of this study offered suggestions for preparation that target the mentors' professional growth 

through collaborative and ongoing instructional and personal support. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

This was a study of mentor teachers who work in a Master of Education teacher 

preparation program; it examined mentors’ conceptualization of their role and purpose in a 

teacher preparation program. The teacher preparation program that was the site of this study 

placed teacher candidates in the classroom for a year-long field experience aligned with the 

actual teaching calendar in schools and reflective of the clinical-based preparation called for by 

the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE, 2010). The curriculum 

for the teacher preparation in this program included a closely woven set of courses throughout 

this field experience, but the focal point was the time spent learning in a school setting with a 

mentor teacher. Although mentor teachers have been studied, the focus of that research has been 

primarily on mentoring for early career teachers, known as induction mentoring (Ingersoll, 

2004).  As an addition to this body of knowledge, this study focused on the mentor teachers who 

work with teacher candidates before they begin their careers and as they finish their education 

during their field placements.  

 Attention to teacher preparation program outcomes has increased significantly in the past 

few years (Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation, 2013; CCSSO, 2013; 

Greenburg et al., 2011; NCATE, 2010). Within this focused interest on program outcomes and 

the impact well-prepared teachers make on school improvement, field placements are viewed as 

more essential in the preparation of teacher candidates (Bullough, Draper, Smith, & Birrell, 

2004; Korthagen, 2004; Valencia, Martin, Place, & Grossman, 2009; Zeichner, 2010). Therefore, 

it is crucial to understand how mentor teachers conceive their purpose within teacher preparation, 

and how they can be supported prior to assuming this responsibility and throughout the time they 

spend with the teacher candidates. The field placement, which is often considered by the teacher 
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candidate as the most vital part of teacher preparation, includes the traditional student teaching 

practicum, but also classroom observations and gradual assumption of teaching responsibilities 

(Grimmett & Ratzlaff, 1986; Harlin, Edwards, & Briers, 2002). When teacher candidates 

transition from their university courses to their field placements, they work with a mentor 

teacher, who allows the teacher candidate to slowly assume responsibility for her or his 

classroom while providing feedback and guidance during this process. These mentor teachers 

must be skilled practitioners who effectively meet the needs of all learners, employ multiple and 

varied forms of assessment, and engage in critical evaluation of their own practice as it relates to 

student outcomes. Therefore, the preparation of mentor teachers—defined as classroom teachers 

who work with teacher candidates during their field placement—enables the mentors to better 

guide the growth and development of the teacher candidates toward meeting core teaching 

standards.  

Problem Statement 

 This study investigated mentor teachers who work with teacher candidates in a teacher 

preparation program to understand the mentors’ conceptualization of their role and essential 

function related to the teacher candidates’ learning and teaching. A mentor teacher’s mentoring 

behaviors are mediated by the cultural values, like their own background, the students they teach, 

and the values of the school, contextual to the development of their conceptualization; therefore, 

understanding how mentors conceptualized their role and how this conceptualization influenced 

mentors’ externalized practices is imperative to the development of learning partnerships that 

extend mentors’ knowledge base to include a repertoire of practices that are expand the 

candidates understanding beyond the practical aspects of learning to teach and include ways in 

which the new teachers can address diversity within their practice.  To assess relative 
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effectiveness of the mentoring practices, this study also examined how the mentor teachers’ 

conceptions of their role are aligned with existing literature on mentors.  The National Council 

on Teaching Quality (2011) estimates that two-thirds of all teacher preparation programs fail to 

assess a teacher's ability to mentor and do not require any mentor preparation. Additionally, the 

characteristics of a good teacher are not directly associated to those of a good mentor, leaving a 

gap in knowledge related to how mentors transform their teaching practices into mentoring 

strategies that include assessment approaches and interpersonal skills for building trust and 

communication with adult learners. This study explored how mentor teachers’ conceptualizations 

of mentoring were internalized to reflect their role through an analysis of their understanding of 

purpose and function and then this conceptualization was connected to their mentoring practices.   

Definitions 

 The word “mentor” is derived from the Greek language, and it means someone who 

imparts wisdom to and shares knowledge with a less experienced colleague.  While the term is 

used inconsistently across research and programs in the field of teacher education, for the 

purposes of this study, the term “mentor teacher” was used interchangeably with “mentor” to 

signify a classroom-based teacher who agreed to work with the university to facilitate the field 

experiences for teacher candidates enrolled in the teacher preparation program (Cornell, 2003).  

The teacher candidates were placed within the mentor teachers’ classrooms as a requirement of 

the teacher preparation program.   

 A “teacher candidate” was the term applied to the students who are enrolled in the teacher 

preparation program.  Throughout the school year, these teacher candidates were first considered 

interns because they begin the field experience by simple observing and maintaining field notes 

related to the classroom.  Gradually, the intern assumed responsibility in the classroom, such as 
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taking attendance and conducting mini-lessons, and eventually the intern assumed full 

responsibility of the classroom.  Once a student assumed full responsibility for daily classroom 

activities, there are a number of labels for their role across the literature, including “student 

teacher” or “co-teacher.” The distinctions between these labels remain unclear, so for the 

purposes of this study, the students enrolled in the teacher preparation program were referred to 

as teacher candidates regardless of her or his responsibility level in the program. This term 

encompassed all aspects of the teacher candidates’ field experience, and since the teacher 

candidates were not the subjects of this study, a reduction of terms that refer to them was 

justified. 

 The term “teacher educator” was used to describe a person who taught within the teacher 

preparation program, and this group included university-based faculty. This group of educators 

also included the directors of the program. Teacher educators had a variety of backgrounds; 

some come directly from the K-12 classroom and served as teachers-in-residence, while others 

were professors of practice, or tenure-track professors.  For the purposes of this study, there was 

no distinction placed on the teacher educators based on academic rank. 

 A key experience for teacher candidates took place in the classroom and was referred to as 

a field placement. The component of field placement in teacher preparation provided the teacher 

candidate with real experience in the classroom and ideally offered a place for experimentation 

and professional growth.  In the literature, the field placement was also referred to as student 

teaching or a practicum placement; in this study it was referred to as the field placement. The 

length of the field placement across the literature varied depending on the particular teacher 

preparation program and state requirements.  The program that was the focus of this study placed 

teacher candidates in their field placement for one full school year beginning in August and 
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ending in May.  Teacher candidates were in the same classroom with the same mentor teacher 

for the entire time and were expected to gradually assume responsibilities. 

Significance of Study  

 The findings in the literature related to mentoring roles and mentor preparation focus 

largely on mentor self-perceptions but do not examine the relationship between the 

internalization of the mentoring role, how mentors enact mentoring practices, and how 

preparation for the mentoring role might mediate the mentoring relationship with the teacher 

candidate. Being an effective mentor requires a clear understanding of the many facets of the 

role; therefore, the way in which a mentor internalizes the role is important to the outcome of the 

mentoring activity. This study used the mentor teachers’ self-perceptions to establish a sample of 

mentors who reported a commitment to diverse mentoring practices. Through interviews and 

observation, the sample mentors enacted practices that may or may not be consistent with their 

perceived purpose and role; these practices were documented and analyzed. Considering the 

importance of this mentoring relationship on the teacher ’candidates’ preparation outcomes, 

identification of the approaches to mentoring that can be strengthened by preparation are 

important in order to emphasized these points as part of the development of partnerships that will 

strengthen the mentoring system. This research offered insight for teacher preparation programs 

relating to how mentors internalized their role and areas that can be focused on aligning 

mentoring practices with the educative functions that develop responsive teachers.  The findings 

of this study offered suggestions for preparation that targets the mentors’ professional growth 

through collaborative and ongoing instructional and personal support.  

The contributions of this study were two-fold. First, the literature related to mentoring 

has largely focused on the mentoring of Newly Qualified Teachers (NQT) rather than teacher 
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candidates.  This gap in the literature is important to investigate because mentors of teacher 

candidates play a significant role in the development of the teacher candidates’ knowledge and 

practice, and conversely candidates who are successfully prepared for the classroom reflect 

successful teacher preparation programs.  Second, this study suggested ways to target the 

mentors’ professional growth in order to expand their enacted practices beyond those identified 

in the literature. Beyond the teacher preparation program investigated in this study, this research 

may be generalizable for other teacher preparation programs that are seeking to strengthen the 

mentoring system to improve program outcomes. 

Background Literature  

 Studies of mentor teachers have focused on the mentor teachers’ perception of their 

conceptualized purpose and how the mentors fit into the teacher education program (Cornell, 

2003; Hall, Draper, Smith, & Bullough, 2008).  Mentor teachers tend to recognize the 

importance of their role, and due to the length of field placements, which have increased from 

one semester to as many as four, the mentors have a greater impact on candidate learning 

(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; Feiman-Nemser, 1998; Korthagen, 2004). Although mentor 

teachers seem to recognize their importance and impact, most mentors do not express confidence 

in their preparation to take on the responsibility. 

 Teacher candidate field experiences provide a real classroom setting in which candidates 

should be encouraged to experiment with pedagogical practices, classroom and behavior 

management, building relationships (Feiman-Nemser, 1998; Leatham & Peterson, 2009), and 

explore cultural diversity within classroom contexts (Valencia, Martin, Place, & Grossman,  

2009). The experimentation may be difficult for mentor teachers to allow unless they have been 

prepared with the interpersonal, emotional, and coaching skills that help them guide the teacher 
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candidates (Hall et al., 2008). If the mentor teachers do not extend their own practices beyond 

the standard practices of traditional cooperation, they will not help novices learn to teach in 

innovative and culturally responsive ways that meet the diverse needs of students (Feiman-

Nemser, 1998).  

 Many mentor teachers struggle with their role (Feiman-Nemser, Parker, & Zeichner, 

1992; Gardiner, 2009; Santoli & Martin, 2012).  The shifting expectations and lack of training 

make it difficult to deal with the inherent challenges mentors face, especially if the 

internalization of their role has become a “fossilized behavior” which has gone through a “very 

long stage of historical development” and continues to be repeated without examination for 

growth and development (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 63). An example of this type of behavior would be 

the conceptualization that accepting a teacher candidate into their classroom is a favor to the 

teacher preparation program.  This does not suggest that the field placement is an educative part 

of the candidates’ process of learning to teach, but instead infers that the placement is as visit and 

the mentor is a hostess or host. This struggle to understand the importance of their role can 

preclude mentors from realizing the educative functions of mentoring, leaving the teacher 

candidate in a placement without intentional learning opportunities and practical learning 

experiences (Feiman-Nemser, Parker, & Zeichner, 1992; Feiman-Nemser, 1998; Tomlinson, 

1995).  Addressing the struggles inherent in mentoring teacher candidates by understanding the 

needs of mentor teachers can provide valuable insight for university programs to develop 

collaborative relationships that transform the role of mentoring though preparation and ongoing 

support. 

 Although most school districts have some sort of mentoring program for new teacher 

induction (Bullough, 2012), which includes ongoing professional development for the mentor 
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and new classroom teacher, teacher candidate mentor training still remains at a low level, with a 

little over half of teacher candidate mentors reporting not having any preparation (Hall et al., 

2008). This lack of preparation affects their relationship with the teacher candidates, who often 

pose challenging interpersonal and professional conflicts for the mentor teacher (Gardiner 2009; 

Hall et al., 2008; Korthagen, Loughran, & Russell, 2006; López Pastor, Monjas, & Manrique, 

2011; Norman, 2011). Although studies do suggest that training may result in more effective 

mentoring (Killian & Wilkins, 2009), the research is still often anecdotal and lacks empirical 

support (Dever, Hager, & Klein, 2003; Korthagen et al., 2006).  

Research Questions   

 The research question for this study focused on the role, needs, challenges, and types of 

preparation that mentors faced during the year-long field placement.  

• How do mentor teachers conceptualize their role within an established secondary teacher 

preparation program? 

• How are mentor teachers prepared for their role as a mentor? 

• What are the needs identified by the mentor teachers and what experiences do the mentor 

teachers perceive as best meeting their needs? 

• How do mentor teachers navigate the challenges with teacher candidates throughout the 

year-long field experience? 

• How does a year-long field experience influence a mentor’s relationship with teacher 

candidates? 
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Theoretical Framework 

 To understand the importance of mentor teacher’s conceptualization of their role, and the 

type of preparation necessary to effectively build and employ a repertoire of mentoring practices, 

a sociocultural perspective offers a lens through which to examine the development of mentors’ 

conceptualization of their role in teacher preparation. By focusing on the cultural values related 

to mentoring, including the context in which the mentoring occurred as well as the types of 

mentoring activities that are valued.  To understand the ways in which this conceptualization was 

enacted, mentoring practices with a teacher candidate were examined.  Unfortunately, an 

examination of the literature reveals that most mentoring practices conform to “fossilized” 

mentoring practices, which due to their long rooted historical grounding lead mentors to rely on 

an apprenticeship model (Lortie, 1975). These types of mentoring practices not only fail to 

generate new conceptions of mentoring that challenge, they fail to prepare new teacher who are 

able to address the diverse issues in contemporary school. This conformity to extant models of 

teacher candidate mentoring results in a reproduction of the status quo for mentoring, which 

maintain practices that do not challenge he development of the mentor or the teacher candidate.  

By examining the mediation of tools and artifacts, and applying Edwards’ (2005) concept of 

“relational agency,” ways in which mentor teachers mediate their conceptualization, can result in 

a strong alignment of their “thought and actions with those of others in order to interpret 

problems of practice and to respond to those interpretations” (p. 170). Through a joint 

interpretation of mentoring practices, strong partnerships may emerge. 

Higher Mental Processes. As sociocultural theorists remind us, human beings interact 

with their world primarily though meditational means. We make meaning through our social 

interactions with our world by accessing tool mediation - the use of artifacts, semiotic resources - 
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the use of signs and knowledge systems, and social relations – for the construction of meaning. 

Life activities, semiotic means and social relations are critical in the development of thinking 

(Vygotsky, 1978). When considering mentoring as a practice to construct meaning, an 

examination of how a mentor comes to understand his or her role toward a particular orientation 

affects the outcome for the teacher candidate. For teacher preparation programs, the mentors 

influence on teacher candidates help determine program outcomes, and therefore the 

development of clearly defined roles has become imperative. 

Internalization and externalization of the role of mentoring.  Through understanding 

how mentor teachers internalize the conception of their role as mentors, this study aims to 

explore the tools and artifacts that can mediate mentoring practices (Figure 1). First, mentors’ 

conceptualization is studied by examining the mediation of the tools, which are the “externally 

oriented” formal and informal social practices that influence the mentor development of new 

knowledge. Edwards (2005b) argues that the use of tools has the ability to “change mental 

structures, not just the performances” of the subjects (p. 170), and is therefore a powerful force 

in the development of new knowledge. This use of tool mediation, which could take the form of 

professional development related to issues within the mentors’ classes, has the potential to result 

in an externalization of new practices that will meet the educative, reflective practices that the 

literature points to as most effective for the growth of teacher candidates.  

 

Mediational Tools:  
Informal social practices that influence the 
mentors' development of new knowledge 

Acting Subjects:  
Mentor Teachers 

Object:  
Mentoring 
Practices 
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Figure 1. Mentor Role Conceptualization. How mentor teachers develop a conceptualization of their role. 

 According to Vygotsky (1978), the process of internalization, which is the “internal 

reconstruction of an external operation,” follows a transformative three stage pattern.  It begins 

with an activity that is initially external to the person, but a reconstruction of it begins to occur 

internally. As the development of a concept continues, it first presents itself socially, then as the 

internalization continues, it begins to transform into an intrapersonal conceptualization.  Finally, 

the internalization goes through a “long series of developmental events” (p. 57) as it becomes an 

inner process for the person.  This process of internalization is “socially rooted and historically 

developed” (p.57), and as a mentor takes on her or his role, while the conceptualization of it 

grows, it is dependent of the “cultural forms of behavior” that mediate it.  The externalization of 

higher mental processes is the final stage of development. As culturally bound concepts are 

internalized, a mentor, as an acting subject, transforms her or his conceptualization of the 

mentoring role into mentoring practices as externalized behaviors.   

 For many mentors, the tools that mediated their conceptualization of their role were 

accessed through their own apprenticeship of observation (Lortie, 1097), and are based on their 

own experience as teacher candidates, past experiences as mentor teachers, and through 

peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger 1991) with other mentoring practices.  This 

apprenticeship can result in “fossilized behaviors” that have developed over years of practice, 

and “owing to their ancient origins, are now being repeated for the millionth time” (Vygotsky, 

1978, p. 63). This type of reproduction of behavior is not reflexive, and is unresponsive to the 

type of teaching and learning for teacher candidates that will prepare them to teach effectively in 

culturally diverse classrooms. 
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 The higher mental processes of the internalization of the mentoring role and the 

externalization of mentoring practices reflects the cultural values of social worlds in which the 

mentor is developing her or his thinking.  The cultural values that are privileged directly 

influence the role the mentor envisions acting out through her or his teaching practices.  If the 

cultural values are not those which work to develop new competencies and skills, the mentor will 

likely rely upon the fossilized behaviors that have historically served as mentoring, failing to 

develop a “sociocultural version of the mind [that] is outward looking, resourceful, and intent of 

decoding and responding to the world” (Edwards, 2005a, p50).  Fossilized mentoring behaviors 

fail to offer teaching and learning opportunities for teacher candidates that go beyond the 

practical aspects of mentoring and to incorporate a co-inquiry model of knowledge production 

that enables collaboration and problem-solving related to real classroom issues that arise during 

practice.   

Relational Agency. Edwards’ (2005b) concept of relational agency as it is related to 

mentoring in this study is focused on the mediation of mentoring practices as a “responsive 

professional practice in which the expertise of professionals from different organisations is 

woven together to provide consistent support ... This weaving together demands attention to how 

support is co-ordinated” (p. 179). Preparation for the mentoring role and on-going professional 

development that is developed in concert with the mentor teachers alongside the university and 

other agencies serves to mediate the development of responsive mentoring practices According 

to Edwards (2005b), relational agency,  

recognises the importance of pre-existing personal understandings gained in other 

situations in mediating interpretations of new situations and argues for attention to the 

negotiations that individuals make as they work in and with the social… It occupies a 
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conceptual space between a focus on learning as enhancing individual understanding and 

a focus on learning as systemic change and includes both. (p.173) 

Through the recognition of partners in the process of developing new knowledge, responsive 

change for each subject is brought together toward developing new tools that are externalized 

jointly toward the development of new knowledge about teaching and learning. 

Relational agency positions the mentor to develop new practices ideally alongside 

university partners though a co-inquiry into mentor needs and a co-construction of mentor 

preparation.  Within this collaborative relationship, the end goal is two-fold: the development of 

reflective responsive future educators, who will in turn be prepared to respond to the needs of 

their students. The result of this relational agency, therefore, impacts the outcome of teacher 

preparation programs though the development of mentors with robust repertoires of skills to 

address the needs of teachers candidates, and also preparing those teacher candidates to improve 

student learning within their future classrooms though a continued application of relational 

agency in their professional careers. 

 Through a sociocultural lens that focuses on Vygotsky’s ideas of the internalization and 

externalization related to the mentors’ role and resulting enactment of mentoring are examined.  

Considering the power of tool mediation, and the need to develop partnerships across teacher 

preparation programs, building relational agency between mentors and university partners has 

the potential to mediate the existing structures and better meet the needs to teacher candidates 

during their field placements. 

Organization of the Remainder of the Study 

 Chapter 1 has presented the introduction, statement of the problem, definitions of terms 

used in the literature, significance of the study, a brief background of the literature related to this 
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problem, and research questions. Chapter 2 contains a comprehensive review of selected 

literature related to the problem being investigated, specifically reviewing the types of 

mentoring, then developing a conceptual framework of mentoring roles across the literature, 

investigating the essential function of mentors in teacher preparation, and examining the existing 

preparation of mentors through a sociocultural lens focused on higher psychological functions 

and relational agency. The methodology, including the procedures used to gather data for the 

study, is presented in Chapter 3. The results of analyses and findings to emerge from the study 

are contained in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 contains a summary of the study and findings, conclusions 

drawn from the findings, a discussion, and recommendations for further study.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Mentor Teacher Preparation 

 It is well documented that learning to teach is a complex process, and teacher education 

has continuously evolved to meet the complex needs of teachers (Athanases, Abrams, Jack, 

Johnson, Kwock, McCurdy, Riley, & Totaro, 2008; Crasborn, Hennisson, Brouwer, Korthagen, 

& Bergen, 2011; Clarke, et al., 2013; Gardiner, 2009; Grossman & McDonald, 2008; Gut, Beam, 

Henning, Cochran, & Knoght, 2014; Leshem, 2014; Martin, 1994; Valencia, Martin, Place, & 

Grossman, 2009; Zeichner, 2005). As Bullough (2012) has stated, “mentoring is a matter of adult 

learning and that helping adults learn complex tasks in often-times threatening conditions 

presents unique challenges, particularly of unlearning old habits and remaking established 

beliefs” (p. 70). Within the spectrum of teacher education, it is recognized that mentoring is a 

key to successful field experiences and teacher induction to the profession (Lai, 2010; Leatham 

& Peterson, 2009), yet the process of becoming a mentor teacher is often overlooked as a critical 

part of the teacher education program (Bullough, 2012; Grossman & Davis, 2012), which results 

in mentors who are unprepared for their role (Grimmett & Ratzlaff, 1986).  

 A mentor teacher is a school-based teacher educator who agrees to allow a teacher 

candidate into her classroom for the field experience requirement of the candidates’ teacher 

education program (Cornell, 2003). The process of mentor teacher preparation is not a 

formalized part of the teacher education program, which leads to conflicting perceptions of the 

role of mentor teachers in the teacher education process (Cornell, 2003; Hall, Draper, Smith, & 

Bullough, 2008; Leatham & Peterson, 2009; Leshem, 2014; Russell & Russell, 2011) and a lack 

of adequate training for mentor teachers (Athanases, Abrams, Jack, Johnson, Kwock, McCurdy, 
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Riley, & Totaro, 2008; Dever, Hager, & Klein, 2003; He, 2009; Norman, 2011; Russell & 

Russell, 2011; Santoli & Martin, 2012). Mentors’ perception of their role results in unrealistic 

expectations of the mentoring relationship, and mentors often lack the communication skills to 

address the issues the incongruence creates (Giebelhous & Bowman, 2002).  

 Teacher candidates cite their field experience as the most important part of the teacher 

education program; therefore, the mentor – teacher candidate relationship is extremely important. 

Teacher education programs seek to develop teachers who meet the needs of our culturally and 

linguistically diverse student population, and the development of the dispositions and skills 

necessary to address this diversity are formed within the mentor teachers’ classroom (Wang & 

Odell, 2002). Classroom teachers who accept the role of mentor greatly influence and contribute 

to the success of the teacher education program and the development of the teacher candidates 

(Cornell, 2003; Lai, 2010; Leatham & Peterson, 2009). Because of this high level of importance 

to the overall outcome of teacher preparation, building the capacity of mentor teachers can 

strengthen teacher education, resulting in teachers who are prepared for diversity in the 

challenging, multi-faceted role as a classroom teacher. 

 Types of mentoring. Within teacher education, mentoring is not new, but the interest in 

mentoring as a practice of teacher education has more recently become a component of teacher 

preparation that has not been thoroughly studied (Bullough, 2012). In education there are two 

types of mentoring that dominate the field: mentoring for new teacher induction with Newly 

Qualified Teachers (NQT) and mentoring of teacher candidates in their field placement 

experience. These two types of mentoring, the NQT mentor and the teacher candidate mentor, 

have different goals and different levels of school-site and district-level institutional support. 
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Across the literature, these two types of mentoring are interwoven, despite the different contexts 

under which the mentoring occurs. 

 Newly Qualified Teacher induction mentoring is used as a strategy to increase retention 

among teachers who are new to the teaching profession (Ingersoll, 2004). The induction mentor, 

who is assigned to the NQT, is matched based on the school, grade level, or subject that she or he 

teaches. This type of mentoring often pairs a veteran teacher with a newly hired teacher 

(Bullough, 2012) and focuses on the emerging needs of the new teacher (Grossman & Davis, 

2012). Research regarding this type of mentoring is profuse, as the problem of teacher retention 

affects schools and students greatly. Newly Qualified Teacher induction mentoring is not the 

focus of this study.  

 Teacher candidate mentoring involves practicing teachers and university students who are 

enrolled in a teacher preparation program. College students preparing to become K-12 school 

teachers—in this paper, referred to as teacher candidates—undergo immersion and experiential 

programs in primary and secondary classrooms. Placing teacher candidates in schools to work 

with and learn from mentor teachers is part of a teacher preparation program—a process called 

field placement. The mentors who work with these students accept the teacher candidate into 

their classroom during the field placement, though they are “essentially volunteers who assume 

the responsibility of working with a student teacher in addition to existing professional 

commitments” (Clarke, 2008, p. 189). In other literature, teacher candidates may be labeled 

student teachers, and field placements can be called student teaching or a practicum placement. 

The field placements for the teacher candidate can vary greatly depending on the type of 

preparation program (Feiman-Nemser, 1998; Zeichner, 2002), and teacher education reformers 
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have called for more robust clinical experiences as a component for all teacher education 

programs (NCATE, 2010; Bullough, 2012).  

 The conceptualization of the role of a teacher candidate mentor is that of a model teacher 

(Clarke, 2013; Feiman-Nemser, 1998; Martin, 1994;), a coach to the candidate (Clarke, 2013; 

Crasborn et al., 2011), a source of feedback (Clarke, 2013; Hobson et al., 2008; Lawley, 2014; 

McDonald & Flint, 2011), and a co-inquirer or reflective practitioner with the candidate 

(Athanases, 2008; Crasborn et al., 2011; Gardiner, 2009; Lai, 2010; McDonald & Flint, 2011) 

who challenges the teacher candidate and themselves to question their practice (Leshem, 2014) 

and the established norms regarding diversity and equity in the classroom (Athanases, 2008). It is 

also widely acknowledged that a mentor provides emotional support to the teacher candidate 

(Lai, 2010; Lawley, 2014; Orland-Barak, 2014; Gardiner, 2011; Wang & Odell, 2002; Leshem, 

2014; McDonald & Flint, 2011), although mediation of this “matriarchal” (Norman & Feiman-

Nemser, 2005) aspect of the role in the context of mentoring is difficult (Orland-Barak, 2014). It 

is acknowledged that mentors must be highly trained in mentoring skills, have content area 

expertise, and time for the activity of mentoring (Grossman & Davis, 2012), yet preparation is 

not always clearly delivered (Santoli & Martin, 2012). Mentors must have a repertoire of 

strategies to deal with the emergent needs of teacher candidates and must vacillate between the 

types of mentoring based on these needs. Both types of mentor teachers, those who work with 

newly hired teachers and those who work with teacher candidates, share similarities, but teachers 

who mentor teacher candidates have additional elements, for example the teacher education 

program curriculum requirements and university supervisor expectations, that add to their 

perception of themselves in the mentor role. 
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Conceptual Framework for Mentoring Roles 

 Across the literature, researchers have defined the role of mentors based on their 

interactions with teacher candidates (Athanases, 2008; Bradbury & Koballa, 2008; Clarke, 2013; 

Crasborn, 2011; Feiman-Nemser, 1992; Furlong & Maynard, 1995; Gardiner, 2009; Gut, 2014; 

Hennisson, et al., 2008; Lai, 2010; Lawley, 2014; Tok, 2012; Wang & Odell, 2002). Like 

beginning teachers, mentors understand their role through an “apprenticeship of observation” 

(Lortie, 1975) model, in which a mentoring schema is developed by the mentor based on 

previous experiences both as a teacher candidate and a mentor. This conceptualization of role 

may be influenced through the observation and professional learning of their peers, but the 

mentor is primarily concerned with sharing the practical knowledge of teaching. This conception 

of role often does not reflect the type of reflective learning to teach that is the focus of current 

teacher preparation programs (Wang & Odell, 2002). Within this apprenticeship model, the 

mentor occupies one of three mentoring roles—the apprentice, the competency, and the 

reflective role (Gardiner, 2009; Furlong & Maynard, 1995; Bradbury & Koballa, 2008), often 

sliding between them, but rarely solely occupying the reflective role.  

 Within the apprenticeship or “placeholder” (Clarke, 2013, p. 167) role, the mentor 

models teaching for the candidate that is reflective of her or his perceived notion of teaching. 

The mentor holds the expectation that the teacher candidate will eventually gain an 

understanding of good practices and be prepared to enact them, and if mentoring remains at the 

apprenticeship level, the mentor may never fully explain or engage the teacher candidate in 

thinking about teaching, instead expecting them to simply replicate her or his teaching.  
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 Within the competency or “supervisor of practice” (Clarke, 2013, p. 167) role, the teacher 

candidate is expected to gain understanding through observing teaching practices, but the mentor 

may seek to guide the teacher candidate through a cycle of observation and feedback. This 

feedback is still mainly focused on the practical aspect of teaching, but within the role, the 

mentor often seeks friendship and works on building trust with the teacher candidate. The 

competency mentor is interested in the candidate’s development as an independent teacher, but 

advises the teacher candidate regarding the content and delivery of lessons, while encouraging 

the candidate to explore within the bounds of the mentor’s existing practice.  

 Within the reflective or “teacher educator” (Clarke, 2013, p. 167) role, which is least 

common in the apprenticeship model, the mentor serves as a collaborative partner and co-

inquirer of teaching and learning. Mentors who adopt this role are likely to model teaching 

practices and engage the teacher candidate in inquiry regarding the reasons why the mentor 

adopted a particular teaching or engagement strategy. According to Tang (2012), the 

“construction of knowledge in contexts of practice may lead to transformation of knowledge and 

practice within existing institutional parameters” (p. 10). Through collaboration with the teacher 

candidate, the reflective mentor works to explore new ideas for teaching and content that suit not 

only the teacher candidate’s curiosity to learn, but meet the needs of the classroom students in 

different ways. 

 The apprenticeship model of mentoring often maintains a narrow conception of the role 

of the mentor as the primarily educator for the teacher candidate. While modeling good teaching 

practices is an essential component in the role of a mentor, if the expectation is that the teacher 

candidate will replicate practices without inquiry into why the mentor chose particular teaching, 

engagement, or management strategies, the opportunity for the candidate to learn is lost. 
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Feedback is another key component in the role of mentoring, but if the feedback is evaluative 

based only on the mentor’s conception of good or bad teaching, the opportunity to explore ways 

to talk about the difficult issues that teachers face in their daily practice is lost. Further, feedback 

that is overly encouraging helps to build the confidence of the teacher candidate, but if feedback 

lacks a critical component, the opportunity to engage the candidate in the practice of self-

reflection is lost. Across this model, the conceptualization of the mentoring role is present, but 

without a contextual base for understanding the practices, mentors may still fail to fully grasp the 

nuances of the role. 

 Further, Clarke (2013) offers a continuum through which the nuances of the multiple 

roles are further developed by categorizing 11 ways mentors participate in their role and develop 

a conceptualization of their purpose, although like the roles themselves, the nuances of 

participation can also blur between the three over-aching role types, which Clarke labels 

“classroom placeholder,” “supervisor of practice,” and “teacher educator.” As a classroom 

placeholder, the mentor seeks very little interaction with the teacher candidate, and therefore 

assumes very little responsibility for her or his learning. This lack of participation in a mentoring 

role serves as a reproduction of the status quo. As the supervisor of practice, which includes the 

most categories of participation, the mentor is a provider of feedback, gatekeeper of the 

profession, modeler of practice, convener of relation, agent of socialization, abider of change, 

and teacher of children (Clarke, 2013, p. 177-181). The supervisor of practice focuses on the 

practical aspects of learning to teach, including the norms of the profession through a replication 

of existing culture. The mentor models teaching, observing the candidate with an expectation of 

reproduction, and focusing feedback on reporting to the teacher candidate what she or he 

observes. This mentor is usually responsible for assessment of the teacher candidate for the 
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teacher preparation program. This type of mentor is friendly and seeks to understand the teacher 

candidate as a person, but also shields the candidate from aspects of teaching that may be 

disruptive to the relationship or the established classroom and school norms. Although this type 

of mentor has good intentions in her or his mentoring practices, ultimately, the mentor’s 

commitment is to the learning of the students, and mentors can treat this goal as mutually 

exclusive to the learning of the teacher candidate. The teacher educator may maintain 

participation that blurs into that of the supervisor of practice, but this mentor also participates as 

supporter of reflection, purveyor of context, and a gleaner of knowledge. The teacher educator 

works with the teacher candidate to create new knowledge through a constant cycle of inquiry. 

They reflect deeply on their own practice and direct their candidates toward considering not only 

the practical aspects of teaching, but also the larger contexts in which they teach. This educative 

mentor seeks to disrupt the status quo through expanding practice and celebrating diversity. 

 An additional conceptualization of the mentoring role adds mentoring styles, which 

dovetail into the apprenticeship model: absent, directive, indulgent, and non-directive or 

educative (Lawley, 2014; Tok, 2012; Hennisson et al., 2008).  The least desirable style of 

mentoring is the absent style, as it leaves the teacher candidate with little or no guidance, and the 

kind of guidance is likely related to practical or procedural aspects of the classroom.  This style 

of mentoring often places the candidates in a “sink or swim” learning situation where they are 

left to make decisions and learn how to teach on their own (Tok, 2014). Similar to the 

apprenticeship role and parts of the competency role, the directive style of mentoring involves a 

mentor telling the teacher candidate what to teach and how to teach it with little or no input from 

the candidate. Mentors who are untrained tend to be more directive in their style (Hennisson, 

2008; Gardiner, 2009; Clarke, 2013; Valencia, 2009), which is not characteristically educative. 
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Often, mentors who adopt this style of mentoring make assumptions about candidates’ 

knowledge, impose many restrictions on the right and wrong way of teaching, which limits 

experimentation, expect teaching to be a replication of the mentor’s current practice, and can 

lack any positive feedback to encourage the candidate and build her or his esteem in the teaching 

role (Tok, 2014). Directive mentors focus on a transmission model of learning that is prescriptive 

and unresponsive to the needs of the teacher candidate. This style of mentoring, with its focus on 

transmission and replication, serves to maintain the status quo, and the mentor is often more 

concerned with the learning of the students over the learning of the teacher candidate. Mentors 

who take a directive style are less likely to engage the teacher candidate in critical conversations 

related to pedagogical decisions, and unlikely to engage in conversation about student learning 

that include issues of race, gender, and cultural and linguistic diversity (Achinstien, 2005). The 

unresponsive nature of this style of mentoring precludes the teacher candidate from learning the 

responsiveness necessary to meet the diverse cultural and linguistic needs of students (Valencia, 

Martin, Place, & Grossman, 2009). The indulgent style has many of the same characteristics of 

the directive style. This style seeks to provide a “safe place” for the teacher candidate to 

experiment, but the feedback tends to be affirmative, focused on the instructional aspects of 

teaching, and the dialogue is generally mentor-centered, delivering advice, offering their opinion, 

without much questioning of the candidate’s thinking (Hennisson et al., 2008; Tok, 2014). 

 The non-directive or educative style of mentoring aligns with the reflective or teacher 

educator role of mentoring and avoids the extremes of the other styles of mentoring. A non-

directive mentor is focused on collaboration and co-construction of new knowledge in the 

classroom. Mentors who are non-directive still maintain their authority as an expert in the 

classroom, while displaying an openness toward furthering her or his teaching practice and 
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mentoring repertoire though co-inquiry with the teacher candidate. A non-directive mentor’s 

style takes a developmental approach to mentoring, establishing a graduated release of 

responsibility to the candidate based on an ongoing assessment of the candidate’s needs and 

development (Tok, 2012). Through a constant cycle of feedback to shape the development of the 

candidate, the non-directive mentor’s “directionality” in dialogue addresses the candidate’s 

learning needs without being corrective. The feedback is focused on being an active listener, 

asking questions without providing solutions, and guiding the candidate toward developing 

alternatives that address the diverse needs of students (Hennisson et al., 2008).  

 The roles and mentoring styles enacted by mentors arch over a continuum that 

encompasses characteristics and participation that suit the personality of both the mentor and the 

teacher candidate, but throughout the field placement, there is also a shift that occurs in the 

mentoring relationship (Crasborn, 2011; Lai, 2010). Mentoring is contextual, and mentors, 

within their role, must mediate the relationship by understanding the professional learning that is 

essential to a candidate’s growth (Orland-Barak, 2014). The negotiation and conception of the 

mentor’s role is situated within the expectations, assumptions, and past histories that are brought 

into the mentoring relationship (Valencia et al., 2009), but also within the cycle of growth that 

occurs throughout the time spent. Dependent upon the mentor’s perception of her or his role and 

style of mentoring, the relationship has relational, developmental, and contextual stages (Lai, 

2010). In the beginning or relational stage of the field placement, the mentor is focused on 

building the interpersonal relationship with the teacher candidate. During this stage, the mentor 

is often focused on the humanistic aspect of the relationship as she or he supports the candidate 

through the reality shock of establishing himself or herself in the role of a teacher (Wang & 

Odell, 2002). During the developmental stage, which for many mentoring relationships is the 
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stage that the relationship remains in, the mentor is focused on the functions and behaviors that a 

candidate must develop for classroom practice (Lai, 2010). This stage can focus minimally on 

the development of practical skills and knowledge, or develop further to demonstrate ideas and 

how they reflect in teaching practices, or expand more to an extended conception that looks at 

broader school and perhaps community issues (Lai, 2010). The relationship may move into a 

contextual stage in which the mentor seeks to expand the candidate’s teaching and learning to 

consider the powerful influence of culture and diversity as well as policy at the school, state, and 

national level (Lai, 2010). This stage, like the more advanced conceptions of role, serves a higher 

educative function, yet is not often enacted in mentoring relationships. Other mentor teachers 

characterize their role as primarily emotional and professional support or the simple fulfillment 

of responsibilities outlined by the university (Hall et al., 2008), also citing critical evaluation, 

reflection, and team-teaching as part of the responsibility. This rather narrow view of mentoring 

is more reminiscent of the role of a cooperating teacher than that of a well-trained mentor.  

Further, “teachers viewed their role in mentoring relationships as a resource person, guide, role 

model, friend, and experienced professional” (Russell & Russell, 2011).  Finally, most mentors 

believe that the personal and practical contributions to the teacher candidate’s experience include 

their own personality, years of experience, and the ability to provide constructive criticism (Hall 

et al., 2008). 

 The role of a mentor teacher can be simplified to be a role model who creates a friendly 

environment for a teacher candidate to learn, often with the expectation that the teaching, as a 

result of the modeling, will be a replication of the mentor’s practice, and the mentor provides 

ongoing feedback that guides the candidate as she or he learns to teach. Unfortunately, this is a 

narrow conception of the role and does not address the greater nuances of the role that are 
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contextual. Yet, Bullough (2012) argues, “no highly prescriptive role definition of mentoring 

ever can promise improved practice, although …standards and orienting guidelines can be 

helpful” (p. 77). The mentor’s conceptualization of her or his role should be based in a 

constructivist perspective that establishes the mentor as an investigator (Crasborn et al., 2011) of 

the teaching and learning necessary to enact teaching that is culturally responsive, flexible, and 

meets the needs of both the students and the teacher candidate. The conceptualization of the 

mentor’s role should be educative in nature, non-directive in style, and act as a critical 

constructivist of new knowledge in the classroom, serving not only as a teacher educator, but 

also as an agent of change in the education system (Feiman-Nemser, 1992). 

Effective mentoring. It is widely acknowledged that being a good classroom teacher 

does not automatically translate into being an effective mentor for teacher candidates (Achinstein 

& Athanases, 2005; Bullough, 2005, 2012; Bradbury & Koballa, 2008), as “mentoring is a 

distinct form of teaching” (Lesham, 2014, p. 270) that must meet the needs of adult learners 

(Athanases et al., 2008). There is no consensus regarding what actually constitutes an effective 

mentor (Lai, 2010; Leshem, 2014) because effectiveness is contextual and dependent upon the 

culture, relationships, schools, and teacher preparation programs in which the mentoring is 

occurring (Martin, 1994).  

 Although effectiveness is contextual, broadly, it is agreed upon that effective mentors 

“make their work public” (Hobson et al., 2008, p. 212) in order to share the metacognitive 

processes used while making decisions in the classroom, including not only their pedagogy, but 

also classroom management, time management, and other in-the-moment decisions. These 

mentors balance their needs as a teacher with the needs of the candidate and are willing to allow 

a level of ambiguity in their classroom so the candidate can experiment and make mistakes 
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(Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Hobson, 2008). According to Killian and Wilkins (2009), highly 

effective mentors promote problem-solving with their candidates instead of offering them 

solutions, resolve conflicts with candidates, are willing to give them difficult criticisms, and 

treated the mentoring relationship like a team instead of as a transmission of skill from one 

person to another. Effective mentors are “sufficiently educated about and scaffolded into deeper 

levels of thinking and reflection, notably about teaching and learning” (Hobson, 2008, p. 212). 

These characteristics of effectiveness are present in mentors who typically have supervised at 

least five previous teacher candidates and have closely collaborated with the university 

supervisor (Killian & Wilkins, 2009), have a mid-range of years of experience in the classroom 

(Cornell, 2003; Gardiner, 2012), and have earned a master’s degree in education (Gardiner, 

2012; Killian & Wilkins, 2009).  

 Finally, it is recognized that effective mentors are educative in nature, which 

“distinguishes it [mentoring] from common views of technical advice and humanistic views of 

emotional support, towards views that place mentors’ bifocal vision at the center of activity (i.e. 

keeping one eye on the immediate needs of the novice teacher and one eye on the ultimate goal 

of meaningful and effective learning for all students)” (Norman & Feinman-Nemser, 2005, 

quoted in Orland-Barak, 2009, p. 680). The effective educative mentor has a clear vision of 

excellent teaching and learning that is informed not only by her or his successful practice, but 

also an understanding of teaching and learning in the larger context of the school and community 

(McDonald & Flint, 2011). An effective mentor tends to have experience with teaching and 

mentoring and advanced training in pedagogy and leadership. They are self-reflective, while 

meeting the immediate practical needs of the teacher candidates, which include management, but 
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also maintain a vision of teaching and learning that allows them to develop schema to scaffold 

this into the candidates’ learning experience.  

Skills and characteristics of successful mentors. Identification of the skills related to 

the act of mentoring and characteristics that are common to successful mentors reveals 

commonalities. First, mentors must be able to “develop working relationships with adults, 

determine the strengths and needs of a new teacher, help teachers set meaningful goals, and 

provide constructive feedback on instruction” (Grossman & Davis, 2012, p. 55). Second, Hobson 

(2008) described mentors as being “supportive, approachable, nonjudgmental and trustworthy, 

have a positive demeanor, and possess good listening skills and the ability to empathize, as well 

as the willingness and ability to take an interest in beginning teachers’ work and lives” (p. 212). 

Third, there must be time for the mentor to observe and provide feedback to the teacher 

candidate (Giebelhaus, 2002), which includes challenging conversations about diversity and 

equitable teaching practices (Achinstein & Athanases, 2005; Wang & Odell, 2002), as feedback 

is considered an essential element of mentoring (Clarke, 2013). The development of effective 

communication skills provides mentors with a platform from which to deliver high-quality 

feedback (Killian & Wilkins, 2009). 

 In order for a mentoring relationship to be successful, a strong interpersonal relationship 

must be developed. Interpersonal skills were reported more important by mentors and teacher 

candidates than teaching expertise (Tok, 2012). According to Gut (2014), the “development of 

the relationship is contingent on a complex interaction of mentor and mentee’s personality, their 

interpersonal or psychosocial development, and their education and/or career background” (p. 

244). An influence on effectiveness is the mentor’s previous teaching and mentoring experience, 

and when building this relationship, that past experience can have a positive or negative effect on 
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the mentor’s willingness to develop a close relationship with the teacher candidate (Gut, 2014). 

Bradbury and Koballa (2008) argue that through understanding the candidate, mentors are able to 

navigate difference that will arise throughout the field placement. These differences often 

include the challenges of working with adults (Gardiner, 2009) and can interfere with the level of 

trust and collegiality that is necessary to honest, productive feedback (Tang, 2012). The 

interpersonal relationship with the teacher candidate can be used to “challenge the beginning 

teachers’ thinking” (Leshem, 2014, p. 262). The successful development of an interpersonal 

relationship that accounts for the personalities of both the partners and is built on trust and a 

sense of shared collegiality offers opportunities for growth and can also lead to a supportive 

environment. 

 The creation of a supportive environment has an emotional, situational, and pedagogical 

dimension. The humanistic dimension of the skills of successful mentors is centered on the 

learning of the teacher candidate with particular attention to the affective elements of growth and 

development (Wang & Odell, 2002). A mentor may serve as a “counselor, friend, good listener, 

identify novice needs, develop their confidence” (Wang & Odell, 2002, p. 493) and be 

“trustworthy, compassionate, friendly, and empathetic” (McDonald & Flint, 2011, p. 35), which 

is valued by the teacher candidate and a natural role for the mentor, but the support necessary 

must move beyond this type of nurturing in order to develop the teacher candidates’ learning in 

critical ways. The situational support that is focused on technical advice, school norms and 

policies, and guidance necessary to function in the classroom (Athanases, 2009) must be 

accompanied by the skills to deconstruct pedagogy and misconceptions related to teaching 

culturally and linguistically diverse students (Achinstein & Athanases, 2005). This “knowledge 

base,” as Achinstein and Athanases (2005) call it, should be focused on equitable teaching 
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practices and should challenge the teaching schema developed by an apprenticeship of 

observation (Lortie, 1975). Skilled, supportive mentors celebrate the richness of diversity and 

develop cultural competence to expand the instructional repertoires of the teacher candidates. 

Wang and Odell (2002) argued that skilled mentors avoid approaching diversity through a deficit 

perspective by working “deliberately to blur the borders between themselves and their students 

and to help students develop counter-knowledge that challenged the status quo” (p. 486). The 

affective skills of a mentor who is oriented toward developing equitable teaching practices must 

rely on effective communication skills used in feedback and other critical conversations. 

 The ability to give feedback on teaching is an essential communication skill for mentors. 

They must develop a critical stance that is reflective about the candidate’s practice and about 

cultural differences. Clarke (2013) finds that mentors as providers of feedback are the “most 

pervasive method” (p. 74) of participation, but the type and quality of feedback need to be 

closely examined. Teacher candidates need to learn, through their mentors, how to “learn about, 

discuss, and reflect upon how their knowledge is put into practice” (Leshem, 2014, p. 263), 

which necessitates a repertoire of mentoring skills. This repertoire includes written as well as 

verbal feedback (Killian & Wilkins, 2009), and the feedback is an ongoing dialogue that builds 

on the teacher candidates’ skills and knowledge. Constructive criticism that avoids being overly 

confirmatory can lead to reflective practice when it is directed toward a candidates’ “thinking, 

beliefs, and expectations” (Lawley, 2014, p. 155) for teaching and learning. Hobson et al. (2008) 

claim that the observation-feedback cycle as part of a mentoring repertoire is very useful, but it 

remains focused solely on the candidates’ performance. The feedback must avoid focusing on the 

procedural aspects of teaching (Clarke, 2013) to facilitate conversations with the candidate 



MENTOR TEACHERS 40 

	  

related to student outcomes (McDonald & Flint, 2011) and construct “new knowledge” that 

challenges the candidate to reach all of the diverse learners in the classroom.  

 All of the skills that a successful mentor possesses are connected through the need for 

flexibility. Through the development of a strong interpersonal relationship that is emotionally 

and pedagogically supportive, mentors are not only able to have critical conversations with the 

teacher candidates to “stimulate the student teacher toward reflection” (Crasborn, 2008, p. 500) 

on their practice, but also on reflections of the diverse needs of students within the classroom. 

Clear communication through feedback that includes questioning of pedagogy must also be 

pushed to questioning how the pedagogical decisions affect the culturally diverse students within 

the classroom and promote new ways to think about reaching those students. Mentors must make 

overt connects for the candidates that link actions to outcomes in ways that deconstruct the status 

quo to promote equitable educational practices. The implementation of this repertoire of skills 

can be challenging and uncomfortable for the mentor, and without preparation and support, 

mentors are likely to rely on the “apprenticeship of observation” (Lortie, 1975) constructed from 

the actions of their own field placement experiences. 

 Challenges remaining in role conception. A jointly realized, people-dependent 

(Bullough, 2012) conceptualization of the role and purpose of mentoring between the school-

based and university-based teacher educators is essential to ensure the congruity of expectations 

between the two partners. The challenges in a mentor’s conceptualization of her or his role are 

clear.  

 First, mentors feel ill-equipped to navigate the role while negotiating the interpersonal 

conflicts related to managing adults in the workplace (Gardiner, 2009). Without adequate 

development of the interpersonal relationship between a mentor and a teacher candidate, high-
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quality feedback that is focused on critical aspects of teaching and learning may not be addressed 

(Hennisson, 2008; Wang & Odell, 2002). The quality of the feedback matters and must move 

beyond focusing on the procedural aspects of teaching to promote reflection of the thinking and 

beliefs held by both the mentor and the teacher candidate (Wang & Odell, 2002), even if these 

critical conversations are uncomfortable and possibly disruptive to the relationship (Martin, 

1994).  

 Second, mentors who view their role as “friend” or “advisor” feel conflicted between being 

supportive and being critical (Norman & Feiman-Nemser, 2005). Also, if the interpersonal 

relationship is inadequately developed, it may be difficult for the mentor to know what the 

candidate needs, as the candidate will not want to share any lack of competence to the mentor 

(Bradbury & Koballa, 2008). Mentors often find it difficult to communicate their beliefs to 

teacher candidates, and they find themselves unprepared to guide teachers through the 

conflicting transition from theory to practice. To further understand this complexity, Feiman-

Nemser (1998) posits that “teaching is an intellectual practice, a form of situated inquiry, an 

uncertain enterprise that depends on interpretation, judgment, decision making” (p. 69). Yet, 

Crasborn claims, “despite this call … many mentor teachers see and practise their position more 

as an advisor and instructor who gives instructions, suggestions and moral support, than as an 

encourager of reflection on concrete thoughts and actions in the classroom” (Crasborn et al., 

2011, p. 500). It is clear that this uncertain enterprise has still resulted in uncertain practices for 

field placements.  To target the needs of mentors, the enterprise of mentoring deserves deeper 

analysis of its metacognitive aspects to find practices relevant in shaping the teacher candidates’ 

learning. Without a structure for reflection upon the practice of teaching, the mentor may reduce 
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the teacher candidates’ needs to both behavior and time management skills (Santoli & Martin, 

2012) at the expense of the more complex issues of mentoring.  

 Finally, adult learning, often with a peer, can lead to challenging and sometimes 

pedagogically threatening conditions (Bullough, 2012), yet creating challenging conditions for 

learning is part of the role of a mentor teacher. Teachers are accustomed to working in isolation, 

and it can be difficult for them to open their classroom and thus their practice to candidates in a 

transparent way (Korthagen et al., 2006). The status quo must be challenged in all classrooms in 

order to meet the diverse needs of students, and the mentor teacher must promote the type of 

challenging conditions that will offer the teacher candidates a set of new tools and new 

knowledge that will serve them in their future practice (Tang, 2012). Mentors are often unwilling 

to be transparent about their own learning or to challenge ideas because they know that they will 

need to work together for an entire school year. Bullough (2012) contends, “mentoring will 

remain highly idiosyncratic, a matter of forging a relationship that is responsive to the needs and 

interests of two persons, adults, who live and work within unique, dynamic, and ever shifting 

contexts” (p. 71).  

Essential Function of Mentors in Teacher Candidate Preparation 

 Teacher candidates enter their field placement in order to experience what teaching is like 

in a real classroom, and mentor teachers provide that intentional learning environment (Santoli & 

Martin, 2012). Although the field placement is intended for the teacher candidate to learn, the 

purpose of mentoring extends beyond the learning and growth of the candidate since the goal in 

the classroom is “meaningful and effective learning for all pupils” (Tang, 2012). In 

understanding their role, mentors must balance this purpose against the educative goals of 

mentoring teacher candidates using a repertoire of skills that are “fit for purpose and addresses, 
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and is responsive to, the needs of the mentee/learner” (Hobson, 2008, p. 212). The basic 

elements for a field placement include experiences that expose teacher candidates to teacher 

interaction through experimenting with teaching in a supervised setting, participating in the real 

classroom experience, and learning about classroom management (Feiman-Nemser, 1998; 

Leatham & Peterson, 2009) and ultimately to become “effective teachers who make a difference 

to student learning outcomes” (McDonald & Flint, 2011, p. 35). And while these basic elements 

remain essential for candidate learning, Crasborn (2011) posits,  

A shift has taken place from a technical, rationalistic view of teaching as mastery of 

subject knowledge and discrete pedagogical skills to one which recognizes that teaching 

is a relatively unpredictable and cognitively complex activity, characterized by decision 

making, negotiation for meaning and reflection in action. (p. 501)  

Considering this shift, attention to the more nuanced functions of a mentor and the larger purpose 

of the mentoring relationship must be shaped to meet the standards-based, reform-minded culture 

of teacher preparation. 

 Purpose for mentoring. Mentoring teacher candidates has a variety of purpose and goals 

(Hobson et al., 2008) depending on the context as well as the emergent needs of the teacher 

candidate (Hennisson et al., 2008). While mentors are important because they attend to the 

teaching candidates’ performance of planning, instruction, and discipline, mentors also serve as 

the first point of entry for teacher candidates (Hobson et al., 2008), and either through convert or 

overt ways demonstrate for the candidate the values of their classroom, the school, and the 

education system as a whole. 
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 It is agreed upon in the literature that a key purpose for mentoring should be to break down 

the reproduction of “conventional norms and practices” that are associated with inequitable 

classroom practices (Feiman-Nemser, Parker, & Zeichner, 1993; Hobson, 2008; Valencia et al., 

2009). Teacher candidates come into the classroom with their own schema of what teaching 

looks like, and unless this conception is challenged, “beginning teachers [are] less likely to 

develop or consolidate their knowledge (and use) of progressive and learner-centered 

approaches, and less likely to challenge the inherent conservatism in teaching or to advance 

social reform and social justice agendas” (Hobson, 2008, p. 211).  

 Although many mentor teachers’ perceptions encompass practical functions of the field 

experience, they do not address the educative functions of mentoring, including the creation of 

intentional learning opportunities, which are structured learning engagements within the 

classroom for the teacher candidates and provide practical learning experiences (Feiman-

Nemser, 1998). Mentors who do not extend their practices beyond the standard practices of 

emotional and professional support may not foster innovative and responsive teaching pedagogy 

for the teacher candidates (Feiman-Nemser, 1998), the purpose of which is to critique “existing 

knowledge, structures, teaching, and schooling culture, while developing a strong commitment 

towards transforming knowledge and practice for social justice” (Tang, 2012, p. 11). 

 Increased responsibility. Teacher candidate mentors have an increased responsibility for 

teacher education due to extended field placements that have become part of many teacher 

education programs (Korthagen, 2004). Gardiner (2011) finds that  

working with a mentor over time provides ample opportunities for new teachers to engage 

in professional collaboration, to observe effective instruction, to practice such instruction at 

the elbow of a more experienced other, to engage in ongoing collaborative discourse about 
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and inquiry into teaching and learning, to develop a more nuanced and complex 

understanding of the process of teaching and learning, and, ultimately, to be better prepared 

to make a difference in the lives of students. (p. 154)  

This extended time spent with the teacher candidate requires great expertise in pedagogy and 

practices since the mentors significantly impact the teacher candidates’ learning (Cochran-Smith 

& Lytle, 1999; Feiman-Nemser, 1998). Given the increasing amount of time that mentors and the 

teacher candidates share, this impact must be congruent with the teacher education program 

reinforcing the program values. Additionally, mentors of teacher candidates develop their own 

style of mentoring that reflects their teaching values and perception of effective teaching 

(Bullough, 2012), which may not be reflective of the teacher preparation program. 

Understanding and developing the mentors’ perceptions of their work as teacher educators 

become imperative to the success of teacher candidates and teacher education programs. 

  Challenges remaining in function and purpose conception. Mentors have reported 

feeling vulnerable toward unclear shifting roles (Santoli & Martin, 2012). It is suggested that 

early in the mentoring relationship, mentors should spend time getting to know the candidate and 

use that time to “interrogate critically their conceptions of teaching, of learning to teach, and of 

mentoring” in order to develop a clear picture of potential barriers and misconceptions of the 

candidate (Hobson, 2008, p. 212).     

 Generally, mentor teachers are reluctant to articulate their own theoretical understandings 

of teaching and learning because they may lack confidence, may feel in contradiction to the 

preparation program, or may not feel it is part of their role as a mentor teacher (Gardiner, 2009; 

Lai 2010; Lesham, 2014; Lawley, 2014) and may struggle with thee communication skills 

necessary to communicate these differences (Lesham, 2014; Lawley, 2014) as teacher educators, 
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even though they are a primary constituent in shaping the practice of the teacher candidate. This 

leaves the mentor teacher in a precarious position without support to define themselves within 

the duality of two communities: their classroom work with students and their classroom work 

with teacher candidates. Mentor teachers struggle not only to define themselves, but to balance 

their commitment to their students’ learning against the learning of the teacher candidate, and 

often unconsciously, the mentor will value the learning of their students above the learning needs 

of the candidate (Clarke, 2013; Hennisson, 2008).  

 Mentors may be unwilling to challenge the status quo within their school, allowing their 

candidates to replicate their teaching style without any challenge to the underlying assumptions it 

might carry. In a literature review about mentoring, Hobson et al. (2009) have reported that some 

mentors fail to give their teacher candidates sufficient autonomy for the candidate to experiment, 

optioning instead to give the candidate “low-risk” activities to teach to the students. This sense of 

reluctance relates to the levels of participation described by Clarke (2013) and aligns with the 

apprenticeship of observation model of mentor role (Gardiner, 2009; Furlong & Maynard, 1995; 

Bradbury & Koballa, 2008; Lortie, 1975). 

 Although building an interpersonal relationship is not an explicit purpose for teacher 

candidate mentoring, it is essential to the function of the relationship. Mentors may feel 

unprepared to deal with the interpersonal issues that arise in the collaboration with teacher 

candidates. The management of adults related to issues of professionalism and disparate 

philosophies of teaching (Gardiner, 2009) conflicts with mentors’ conception of being a resource 

person, role model, or friend. Many teachers have never been in a management position over 

adults and find the behavior of teacher candidates beyond their skills or willingness to address. 
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The challenge of navigating complex relationships also places great emotional demands on 

mentors (Bullough, 2012). 

The gap in understanding the function and purpose of mentoring is clear. Mentors 

perceive their role as being kind and supportive of the teacher candidates as they move into their 

classroom (Russell & Russell, 2011). These findings do not address the educative functions of 

mentoring, including the facilitation of situated learning opportunities for the teacher candidates 

that promote diverse and equitable practices. Not only are mentors unprepared to develop 

practical learning experiences, some also lack the requisite skills to deal with the interpersonal 

incongruities related to the management of adults in the workplace that often arise during work 

with teacher candidates. Finally, this lack of training for mentors impedes the boundary crossing 

from just cooperating into the more fully realized mentoring role. 

Preparation for Mentor Teachers 

 To address effective mentoring preparation, established aspects of the role and essential 

function and purpose of mentoring teacher candidates must be fully realized. As teacher 

education programs continue to place a substantial portion of the teacher candidate’s learning 

within a mentor teacher’s classroom, in some programs beginning in the first semester of 

preparation and many lasting an entire school year (Gardiner, 2009), the role of mentor 

preparation must be refined and strengthened. This type of robust clinical preparation requires 

mentors to be not only mentor teachers, but also expert mentors (NCATE, 2010). Year-long field 

experiences have the potential to provide a more complete understanding of the scope and depth 

of the work of teaching and provide the time and space to explore “teaching and learning in more 

nuanced and robust ways” (Gardiner, 2011, p.167).  
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 Much is known about the repertoire of skills and strategies that lead to effective mentoring, 

but it is not clear how to identify teachers who can employ these strategies or how teacher 

preparation programs can prepare mentors with the skills and levels of participation for use in 

their mentoring practice. The increased importance of the field experience within the teacher 

education curriculum increases the pressure for mentor teachers to foster the appropriate skills to 

lead the teacher candidates as they form their practice. Mentor preparation is not new, yet 

support in understanding the duality of the role is weak (Valencia et al., 2009). Based on the 

review, mentors may be prepared to provide emotional support, but research related to how 

mentors make the transformation to being a teacher educator is sparse. Hennisson et al. (2008) 

found that “trained mentor teachers were better able to guide prospective teachers to analyze 

their teaching performance by clarifying their actions (‘deconstructing practice’) and allowed 

them to think of new ways of dealing with situations (‘constructing practice’)” (p. 176). Yet, the 

literature lacks a direct link to how the mentors were prepared to employ the models of 

mentoring. 

 Models of preparation. Most teacher education programs offer traditional professional 

development for mentor teachers. These professional development sessions are often a summer 

institute or extended professional development before the school year, although Santoli and 

Martin (2012) cite mentor teachers’ preference for professional development delivered online or 

at workshops at their school site. Across the literature, the composition of these professional 

development sessions can include cognitive coaching (Gardiner, 2009), intensive workshops 

(Davies & Brady, 1999), demonstrations of teaching and mentoring by other classroom teachers 

(Whitney, 2012), or participation in conversations about what works in mentoring practice 

(Santoli & Martin, 2012). Hobson (2008) found that “mentor preparation programmes are 
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extremely variable in nature and quality often focusing more on administrative aspects of the role 

than on developing mentors’ ability to support and facilitate mentees’ professional learning; 

often they are not compulsory, and are poorly attended” (p. 214). These models of professional 

development offered mentors valuable experience, but none of the mentors reported feeling 

comprehensively prepared by the content offered in the sessions. 

 As previously mentioned, mentoring as a part of teacher preparation has existed in some 

form for years. Most school districts have various forms of mentor training for induction mentors 

(Bullough, 2012), and in some cases university programs have supplemented this training to 

prepare teacher education mentors. Slightly over half of mentors reported receipt of some sort of 

training, either through their district or the university (Hall et al., 2008). This may include 

cognitive coaching, ongoing professional support, and a mentor handbook. 

 Teacher study groups effectively promoted their understanding of teacher candidates’ 

needs (Norman, 2011) and collaborative action research improved mentoring skills (Korthagen, 

Loughran, & Russell, 2006; López-Pastor, Monjas, & Manrique, 2011). Still, a clear perception 

of the role of a mentor teacher was difficult to establish due to the complexity of mentoring. 

Athanases et al. (2008) found that mentors who participated in seminars focused on cognitive 

coaching needed time to “process, role-play, work with cases, and collectively problem solve” 

(p. 756) in order to better use the coaching strategies in their mentoring practice. This research 

suggests that scaffolding tools and materials was beneficial to the mentors when these tools and 

materials were carefully selected and delivered to meet the needs of the mentors.  

 The research suggests that the use of a common framework for mentor preparation has 

conflicting results. Giebekhause and Bowman (2002) found that mentors who were trained in 

“discussion, demonstrate more complete and effective planning, more effective classroom 
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instruction,” were more successful with their candidates, and showed “greater reflectivity on 

practice than those whose cooperating teachers received only the orientation“ (p. 250). Killian 

and Wilkins (2009) focused their investigation of preparation on three areas: workshops, 

graduate courses, and graduate degrees. Although the workshops offered a “consultancy 

protocol, which provides a timed framework for a critical discussion of a lesson plan, unit, or 

classroom dilemma; reflective observational coaching, which develops skills of conferencing 

objective data collection; and collaborative action research, which provides a simple structure for 

teachers to follow as they plan a project together” (Killian & Wilkins, 2009, p. 73), the mentors 

did not implement these tools. The mentors identified their must useful preparation as being 

either a graduate degree in educational leadership or a graduate course that focused on 

supervision. The implication of this study reveals the mentors value short workshops but are 

unlikely to implement the tools without ongoing professional development and support.  

 To address the contextual nature of mentoring, Athanases, et al., (2008) suggest teacher 

preparation programs “adapt a generic model that scaffolds to local contexts” (p. 745). This 

adaptive model would include manuals, handouts, and guidelines, but the preparation would be 

focused on student learning by providing the mentor other tools for collaboratively working with 

the candidate to analyze student work and develop assessments and other curriculum, but also 

observation tools to collect classroom data that can be used to deconstruct teaching and learning. 

Further, the model suggests inquiry skills, conversation protocols, time to practice role-playing, 

and coaching sentence stems for critical conversations. 

 The development of a model for mentor preparation is challenging. The repertoire of 

skills necessary to be an effective mentor is vast, and the type of skills that are likely to be 

adapted by mentors remain focused on the practical knowledge of teaching. It is necessary to 
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develop a flexible framework that is not too narrow to capture the nuances of mentoring 

candidates as they learn to teach, yet must be specific enough to provide mentors with tools to 

use as they engage in their role as a mentor teacher (Giebelhaus, 2002). 

Key aspects needed for preparation. Teacher educators, who are the university-based 

faculty who work within the teacher preparation program, can better provide the support and 

preparation for mentors if the university teacher educators understand how mentors envision 

their own needs (Hall et al., 2008). Understanding how they fit into the teacher education 

program is important to mentor teachers (Cornell, 2003); they often desire more time with 

supervising teacher educators to clarify their roles (Santoli & Martin, 2012). Mentor teachers 

specify that the support necessary for development should be collaborative, contextually 

responsive and individualized, and offer structured feedback (Gardiner, 2009).  

 Clarity of the expectation for the role of mentor is a key consideration for preparation. 

Differing conceptions of what the teacher candidate should know and should be able to do can 

confuse and frustrate the mentor teacher, creating a barrier that must be addressed (Bradbury & 

Koballa, 2008). The role of a mentor remains contextual, and its definition must be created 

through a joint understanding of the needs of the mentor, the needs of the candidate, and the 

needs of the teacher preparation program. It is imperative that time is given to the mentors to 

mediate these influences since the mentor’s conceptualization and style of mentoring directly 

affect the mentoring approach and therefore the opportunities of the candidate to learn (Bradbury 

& Koballa, 2008).  

 Models for preparation need to maintain the flexibility to meet the contextual factors of 

each field experience. As Tang (2012) found, 
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Pedagogies involve training in observation skills and conferencing skills, as well as 

exposing mentors to various practices and situations, including observation of mentoring 

practices, analysis of mentoring dialogues, critical incident, and case-method pedagogy. 

Other pedagogies include analysis of and reflection on one’s own mentoring practices 

and role profiles, as well as sharing and interrogating experiences in a community of 

practice for mentors. (p. 17)  

The exposure to a repertoire of skills for mentoring through a scaffolded and ongoing 

professional development program will allow mentors to connect to different strategies at 

different points in the mentoring relationship. Mentors are relied upon to bridge theory and 

practice for teacher candidates, yet teacher preparations programs often approach the mentors’ 

learning in the same isolated way. Mentor preparation needs to provide multiple opportunities for 

mentors to collaborate with the teacher candidates and other mentors, in order to create new 

knowledge for themselves (Giebekhause & Bowman, 2002). Feiman-Nemser (1998) posits, 

“Good mentors had some kind of collaborative learning opportunity which helped them develop 

their ideas about teaching and learning to teach their practice as mentors” (p. 72). The key aspect 

of mentor preparation is a combination of traditional models of preparation, including procedural 

and technical information, but this must be infused with ongoing support (Carver & Feiman-

Nemser, 2009) in skills related to building strong interpersonal relationships, communication 

structure, and reflective strategies to develop practices that are oriented toward developing new 

conceptions of teaching and learning. 

 Challenges remaining in preparation. The challenge of mentor preparation remains; 

there is a lack of effective training models for mentors that are practical and are able to move 

mentors toward the knowledge skills and learning necessary to build a relationship, communicate 
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in ways that challenge beliefs and norms, and develop a strong conceptualization of their role as 

a teacher educator. The literature on preparation does not contain sufficient empirical support 

(Korthagen et al., 2006) relating the ways in which roles are conceptualized, and there is no 

evidence demonstrating how to influence a mentor’s conception toward a non-directive, 

educative approach to mentoring. 

Summary  

 To be a mentor to a teacher candidate is complex. Collaboration requires time and trust, but 

most importantly, its development happens through the identification of the problems inherent to 

the process of teacher education field experiences. One of these problems is the inadequate 

preparation for practitioners who serve as mentors. Increased field experiences, which lead to 

more extensive mentoring relationships, continue to be lauded as the way in which we can 

prepare new teachers and teacher candidates for the classroom, but classroom teachers, who 

serve as mentors, often lack a clear perception of themselves within the teacher educator role. 

Studies confirm that mentor teachers maintain the normative view of their role as mainly one of 

emotional support and a place for candidates to practice teaching as their task. The intellectual, 

personal, and philosophical trials of collaborative work challenges mentors as they vacillate 

between being a practitioner and a teacher educator. Mentors often focus on what Leatham and 

Peterson (2009) metaphorically refer to as running the shoe store instead of making the shoes, 

remaining focused on a directive style of mentoring that attends to the practical aspects of 

learning to teach while missing or sometimes avoiding the necessary critical reflection upon 

practice.
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CHAPTER 3: METHOD OF APPROACH 

 The data collection and analysis of this study had two phases. In Phase One, an initial 

survey of all of the mentor teachers in the Master of Education (MEP) teacher preparation 

program led to the selection of a purposive sample, intended to focus on participants with unique 

attributes for Phase Two, in which teachers were interviewed about their role as a mentor and 

observed while mentoring their teacher candidate. A well-established secondary teacher 

preparation program was selected for this research. The selection of this program was 

appropriate because the year-long field placement of the teacher candidates was reflective of the 

desire for many teacher preparation programs to extend the length of field placements beyond the 

traditional semester-long experiences.  The graduates of this program are highly sought after in 

the area districts, which situated it as a good model for exploring successful mentor teachers’ 

understanding of their role and purpose within the teacher preparation program.   

Site of Study  

 The Master of Education Program (MEP) was situated within a college of education at a 

large southwestern university located in a major urban center and provided a linguistically and 

culturally diverse context for this teacher preparation program.  The MEP was established 15 

years ago and evolved from a previous secondary preparation program at the university. The 

students who enroll in the program are placed in a cohort; the teacher candidates take all of their 

classes together with the exception of the content-specific methods course. The MEP worked 

with secondary schools across six urban and two rural school districts in this city. In this study, 

this site will be called Tabor.  The previous year, the program expanded to develop a remote 
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campus in another major metropolitan area approximately 100 miles away from the southwestern 

university that hosts the teacher preparation program; this city will be called Pace. 

The program directors were directly involved with the recruitment and preparation of all 

of the mentors, and they maintain strong relationships with many of the mentors and district 

administrators.  While it is acknowledged that the program was running well, the directors, as 

reflective practioners, review program evaluation each year and are responsive to the needs of 

the teacher candidates, mentors, university supervisors, and instructors who work for them. This 

responsiveness to program assessment and development situated this study in a position to 

contribute to the ongoing program development for this teacher preparation program. 

During this study, the program placed 54 teacher candidates in secondary schools, grades 

six through 12, and employed 43 mentors in Tabor, and 11 more mentor teachers in the recently 

established remote location, Pace. The diversity of the schools in which the mentors worked was 

reflective of the highly diverse, urban metropolitan area in which the teacher preparation 

program was situated.  This diverse range of classrooms was representative of the type of 

classrooms that many first-year teachers face, so understanding how mentors work within their 

diverse classrooms to enact mentoring practices that prepare the teacher candidates for culturally 

and linguistically diverse classrooms was an intended result of this study. In anticipation of 

determining mentoring practices that prepare candidates for this diversity, the interview sample 

was selected based on the Title 1 status of the mentor’s school, and the mentor’s ranking of the 

importance of preparing the candidate to address the cultural and linguistic differences among 

students.   
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Instrument development 

 This study implemented a variety of data collections instruments across the multiple 

stages of data collection.  These instruments were developed and refined through committee 

feedback, a pilot study, then refined through piloting the tools, as well as ongoing analysis during 

the second phase of data collection. 

Pilot study. To inform the initial development of the instruments used in this research, a 

pilot study was conducted in the fall of 2013.  Based on the recommendation of the committee, 

eight previous program graduates were contacted via email.  The program co-director for MEP 

identified the eight potential participants.  Of the eight, six agreed to participate in a short 

interview about their experience with their mentor from the previous year.   

 Pilot study results. Through interviews with previous program graduates, experiences and 

expectations of the mentor teacher during their year-long field experience were revealed. 

Invitations were sent via email to eight graduates, who were identified by faculty members as 

potentially inclined to discuss the program. There were six participants; four were male and two 

were female and they held positions teaching in the sciences, math, history, and English. These 

interviews illuminated the teacher candidates’ expectation for the mentor and garnered a picture 

of how a small sample of mentor teachers interacted and influenced their teacher candidates 

while serving as a mentor.  

My first question was designed to address the teachers’ experience with the teacher 

preparation program; overwhelmingly the participants in the pilot study had rewarding, 

challenging, and rigorous experiences. All of the graduates commented on the enormous value of 

a year-long experience, citing the fact that they were "there from the beginning" as an asset in 
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establishing student rapport, classroom management, and exposing them to the way in which the 

mentor established these classroom elements. 

Toward understanding the main research question of this study, each participant was 

asked, What do you think the purpose and role of a teacher candidate mentor teacher is?” The 

participants responded generally that the mentor relationship was intended to provide them with 

a place to learn to teach.  It was also identified as a relationship that is reciprocal, although all of 

the mentees acknowledged that the mentor teacher was the expert in the classroom.  Many of the 

participants experienced a co-teaching model, and all of the participants commented that their 

mentor regularly had discussions with them about the planning and content expectation for 

lessons.  The relationships were all characterized as a give-and-take, with the teacher candidates 

feeling valued and respected by the mentor, and also expressing great respect in turn.   

Due to the year-long field placement, all of the participants began on the first day of the 

school year, and many of the participants had their first experience in front of the classroom 

within weeks.  One was asked to give an impromptu mini-lesson the very first day, and others 

explained that their mentor was open to their level of comfort and willing to let them take a part 

of the lesson as soon as they wanted. The participants all started with small parts of lessons as 

they phased into the classroom during the first semester, and most were teaching full lessons a 

few times per week by the end of the first semester.  Half of the participants remarked that the 

dynamic the mentor created, one of experimentation and risk-taking, gave them the confidence to 

be in front of the class early in the semester.  Participants also commented that having regular 

conferences with the mentor about how she or he approached the lesson planning and 

implementation gave the participant confidence and insight about how to teach. 
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To better understand the interpersonal dynamics and context of the participants’ 

experience, each participant was asked about the challenges she or he faced during the field 

placement.  The question was approached from three angles: what were the university 

coursework-related challenges, what were the personal challenges, and what were the mentor 

challenges.  Although participant responses varied from specific coursework challenges to 

general schedule challenges, participants reiterated that despite these challenges, they would not 

want the program designed differently.  A few cited the shift and balance between classroom 

work and coursework as highly challenging but recognized that a full day of teaching as a first-

year teacher is often more challenging than the shifting between the two environments as a 

teacher candidate.  

A few of the participants shared that they had great personal challenges during their field 

placement, and that if their mentor had not been “understanding’ and “flexible” with her or his 

expectations, it might have been impossible to sustain the level of commitment necessary for 

success in the program. 

Overall, the pilot study provided insight into the rigor of the teacher preparation program 

but also solidified the selection of this site as one that is meeting the standards of the National 

Council on Teacher Quality (Greenburg, et al., 2011). 

Survey pilot and resulting revisions. Before administering the Phase One survey for 

mentors, a pilot study was conducted with four mentor teachers who had previously worked with 

MEP but were not currently serving as mentors. Each of these mentors were contacted via email 

and agreed to participate in the online survey. A number of revisions were necessary to elicit the 

type of thinking sought from the mentors in this study. First, the initial questions did not 

specifically ask the mentors to focus on their experiences with teacher candidates.  The mentors 
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who participated in the pilot of the survey vacillated between experiences mentoring Newly 

Qualified Teachers and teacher candidates.  Since the focus of this study was strictly targeted at 

teacher candidate mentoring, the questions were modified to include “teacher candidate (student 

teachers / teacher interns)” each time I referred to the participant’s mentoring. The survey was 

further modified by removing two of the instruments that were originally proposed: the “Mentor 

Knowledge and Skills Inventory” and the “Mentor Teacher Characteristics.” The evaluative 

nature of these tools seemed unnecessary as the purpose of this was to understand the mentors’ 

conceptualization of their role, not evaluate their mentoring activities. 

In order to target the understanding of the mentors’ perception of their role and purpose, 

two rating questions were added: “How do you rate your confidence in your ability to be a good 

mentor?” and “How well do you understand your purpose as a teacher candidate (student teacher 

/ teacher intern) mentor teacher?” Each of these questions offers a four-point scale: very poor, 

poor, good, and very good. Further, another ranking question was added, intended to reveal how 

the mentor perceived her or his role.  The criteria that were ranked were developed based on the 

current Master of Education program mid-year rubric, which is used as a benchmark to assess the 

teacher candidates prior to the student teaching semester (see Appendix A).   

An element of the purposive sample that was important was identifying mentors who 

were working with schools that had the potential to be most culturally diverse. To aid in sample 

selection, a “Yes/No” question was added: “Is your current school site a Title 1 school?” This 

information highlighted the mentors who worked in high poverty schools.  The intention for this 

question was to identify mentors for sample selection in high poverty schools, which may be 

culturally diverse, in order to reveal differences in mentor practices, if any are relevant, that may 
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contribute to teacher candidates’ understanding of teaching practices that are effective in these 

types of settings. 

Data Collection 

 The dissertation research was divided into two major phases: Phase One was a survey 

administered to all mentor teachers who worked with the program (n=54) early in spring 2014. 

Since I did not have an established relationship with the mentor teachers, one of the program co-

directors agreed to send out the email invitation to the mentor teachers on my behalf; this was 

recommended by the IRB in order to increase my return rate. Additionally, the survey was 

incentivized; participants were offered the option to enter a drawing for one of five $25-gift 

cards to Amazon.com.  To comply with Human Subjects Research, the consent form clearly 

stated that participation in the research was not required in order to participate in the drawing. 

Phase One also included document analysis related to the teacher preparation program and 

interviews with the program directors.  

The analysis of survey results provided the data necessary to use purposeful sampling for 

Phase Two of the data collection. This sampling strategy involved selecting a sample across 

levels of experience and self-reported knowledge and skills to provide “information rich” cases 

(Merriam, 1998). Phase Two included only the selected sample population and employed 

interviews and observations toward the middle of the spring 2014 semester. The survey for this 

phase of research was developed to collect data in two ways. First, questions were specifically 

tailored toward the participants based on their answers in the Phase One survey.  For example, 

based on the mentor’s ranking of areas of growth for their mentee, during the interview, each 

mentor was asked how she or he promoted that specific type of growth through her or his 

mentoring practices. Second, during the interview, special attention was paid to uncovering 
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“contradictions between the general and the specific” (Kvale, 1996, p. 56) to better understand 

how the mentor developed her or his conceptions, and how through her or his mentoring 

practices, these contradictions may or may not “uncover new developmental tendencies in order 

to obtain true knowledge in the social worlds” (Kvale, 1996, p. 56). Based on the context-

specific nature of the interview, an individual protocol was used for each participant that was 

structured around a basic framework of questions (see Appendix B). 

 Phase 1 data collection. The first phase of data collection provided an understanding of 

the mentor teachers’ level of experience both as a classroom teacher and a mentor. The survey 

was developed (see Appendix A) to include general data about the mentor teachers. It was 

adapted from two existing protocols to understand the mentor's conceptualization of her or his 

relationship with the teacher candidate based on knowledge and skills associated with mentoring 

(Podsen & Denmark, 2000) and successful mentor characteristics and a needs assessment 

(Gordon, 1991).  These data were crucial to establishing a baseline from which to investigate 

how the mentor teachers’ role and relationship with the teacher candidates developed in the 

upcoming semester. Additionally, in order to maintain fidelity to the program, document analysis 

of program materials and interviews with the program directors provided a thorough context of 

the program. 

An online mentor teacher survey was launched on January 22, 2014 via an email 

invitation to all of the mentor teachers (n=54) involved with the Master of Education program 

(MEP).  In order to gather the greatest number of responses, the survey remained open until 

February 14, 2014.  During the collection period, two reminder emails were sent—one on 

February 3, 2014 and one on February 11, 2014.  The result was an 81% response rate.  Of the 44 

people who responded, only two opted not to take the survey, and two people did not decline but 



MENTOR TEACHERS 62 

	  

did not actually answer the questions.  The Phase One data analysis was based on the responses 

of 40 participants, which is 74% of the total number of MEP mentors. 

After closing the survey, the selection of the winners of the incentive (five $25-Amazon 

gift cards) was conducted. The participants were each given a unique number when they 

completed the survey. Using Research Randomizer (http://www.randomizer.org/form.htm), a set 

of five unique numbers in the range from one to 44 was created. The results were 27, 34, 4, 17, 

and 23.  These numbers were used to go back to Survey Monkey and identify the five winners. 

Each winner was individually contacted via email to arrange a time to meet and receive the gift 

card.  

 Phase Two data collection. The primary instrument for data collection in Phase Two was 

a phenomenological interview, which is designed to capture the perception of participants who 

are involved in a phenomenon (Merriam, 2009). This approach to interviewing was appropriate 

because the intent of the study was to “understand social phenomena from the actor’s own 

perspectives, describing the world as experienced by the subjects, with the important assumption 

that the important reality is what people perceive it to be” (Kvale,, 1996, p. 52).  In this study, 

understanding the mentor’s conceptualization of her or his role, from her or his “reality” was the 

main research focus. Understanding the “reality” of how a participant perceived her or his role 

provided perspective on the relationship with the teacher candidate. After each mentor interview, 

an observation of the mentor and mentee working together was also conducted. This observation 

between the teacher candidate and the mentor provided understanding of how the mentor 

externalized practices with her or his mentee, and added to the richness of each case. 

 Phase Two of data collection occurred during the spring 2014 semester. This phase of data 

collection had two data points: an interview (Appendix B) and an observation of the mentor 
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working with the mentee. Each of the six interviews, which were recorded, lasted between 45 

minutes to 60 minutes and they were conducted at the participants’ school site. After each 

interview, a 30- to 40-minute observation was conducted with the mentor and her or his mentee 

observing their conversation; this interaction was also recorded.  Although I planned to only be a 

participant observer, a number of the mentors and mentees included me in the mentoring 

conversation. After each observation, the interview was transcribed, and a summary of the 

observation was written.  This data was structured for analysis by uploading it to a software 

program, Dedoose (Version 5.0.11, 2014), which is used for “analyzing qualitative and mixed 

methods research.” This phase also included interviews with the program directors and document 

analysis of evaluation data for selected teacher candidates to validate and triangulate the data. 

Participants 

 The sampling parameters (Miles et al., 2014) included the “setting,” which was the MEP; 

the “actors,” who were the mentors who work for the MEP; the “event,” which was the act of 

mentoring; the “process,” which was mentoring throughout a year-long field placement. The 

samples included different numbers of participants and levels of participation for the two phases 

of the study.  The participants in Phase One of this study took an electronic survey and these 

participants are referred to as the Survey Sample (n=54). The participants in Phase Two were 

derived from the Survey Sample. These participants are referred to as the Interview Sample 

(n=6).  

 Survey sample. Participants in Phase One consisted of all 54 mentor teachers who were 

involved with the Master of Education Program (MEP) during the 2013-14 academic year. These 

mentors worked with the cohorts of teacher candidates located in both cities, Tabor and Pace.  Of 

the 54 mentors recruited for the survey, 40 completed the survey, for a 74% response rate.   In 
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addition to the mentor teachers, the two co-directors of the Master of Education Program were 

included as informants in order to better understand the context of the program. 

 Interview sample. The purposive sample for Phase Two was bounded by the analysis of 

Phase One data collection. The participants in the sample were at multiple grade levels and at 

multiple sites, resulting in a sample that spanned five school sites, four of which were high 

schools; all of the schools were located in Tabor. At one school there were two participants, both 

female: an English teacher and a biology/ chemistry teacher; the remaining were all English 

teachers.  The grade levels taught by the interview sample mentors ranged from eighth to twelfth 

grades.  

 The boundaries used in selection of the interview sample were based on Vygotsky’s (1979) 

theory that learning happens in a particular social context, and that as we engage in our physical 

environment, which in this study was highly diverse school settings, we develop our 

understanding of the social dynamic that develops our thinking.  Since it was important not only 

to select mentors who worked in schools that potentially represented cultural and linguistic 

diversity, but also to select mentors who indicated they place value on promoting instruction that 

is inclusive of practices to meet the diverse needs of students, the following criteria were selected 

from the ranking section of the survey: “Designing of instruction for various cultural 

backgrounds and perspectives” and “Delivering engaging, student-centered instruction.” Based 

on the mentors who ranked those criteria highly, the selection was further narrowed to mentors 

who responded “Good” or “Very Good” to “How well do you understand your purpose as a 

teacher candidate (student teachers / teacher interns) mentor teacher?” and “How do you rate 

your confidence in your ability to be a good mentor?” This further filtering was intended to 

provide a sample that represented mentors with a clear conception of their role, who evaluated 
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themselves as strong mentors, placed a high value on cultural diversity, and developed 

constructivist views though their mentoring practices.  

This resulted in 10 respondents, seven of whom worked at Title 1 schools and three of 

whom did not. The recruitment initially focused only on mentors at Title 1 schools to ensure that 

there was a culturally diverse population that offered the opportunities for mentoring teacher 

candidates toward teaching practices that address the needs to this type of population. This 

resulted in seven potential candidates for interviews and observations.  Four of the seven of the 

recruited participants agreed to participate further in the study. Based on this low rate, the 

remaining three mentors from the filtering were invited to participate, and two of the three 

agreed to interview and allow an observation of the mentoring process with their mentees.   

The purposive sampling strategy was intended to identify mentors who were likely to 

have a higher level of diversity in their classroom, which would provide the stage for educative 

functions of mentoring that may promote diverse cultural perspectives (Feiman-Nemser, Parker, 

& Zeichner, 1992; Feiman-Nemser & Remillard, 1996; Feiman-Nemser, 1998; Tomlinson, 

1995). It was also anticipated that mentors who ranked student-centered instruction highly would 

also display a willingness to encourage experimenting with pedagogical practices, classroom and 

behavior management, and building relationships (Grossman & Davis, 2012; Leatham & 

Peterson, 2009). Through this inclusion of participants, a sample of cases was established from 

which an analysis of mentor role conceptualization was conducted with the intent to understand 

the metacognitive aspects involved in mentoring a teacher candidate, as well as the challenges 

and barriers that may be present that prevent educative mentoring. 
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Data Analysis 

 The data analysis was also conducted in two phases, using both the data from the survey 

and the data from the interviews were used together to uncover contradictions within the 

mentors’ conceptualization of their role and their mentoring practices (Kvale, 1996). Therefore, 

the initial analysis of data collected during Phase One continued to inform the analysis during 

Phase Two. 

 Survey sample data analysis. The analysis of Phase One of data collection served two 

purposes: first, the Mentor Teacher Survey (Appendix A) administered on Survey Monkey was 

analyzed to establish the sample for Phase Two of data collection, which was described 

previously in the sample section of this chapter; second, to continue to inform the analysis of the 

Phase Two data collection.  

 The survey used in Phase One of data collection had both open-ended and ranking 

questions.  To analyze the data, it was first imported into the Dedoose analysis software program.  

This program automatically generated “attribute coding” as it imported demographics and other 

“variables of interest” (Miles et al., 2014). The database this created made data accessible in a 

variety of ways for analysis.  An initial analysis of each survey question was conducted to 

identify trends, patterns, or themes that emerged from the survey sample.  For the open-ended 

questions, the responses were analyzed and a heuristic approach to identify common themes was 

employed.  As this data was condensed, the emergent themes present in each question were 

further quantified based on occurrence within the responses.   

 Interview sample data analysis. During Phase Two of data analysis, the transcriptions of 

the Initial Interview (Appendix B) with the sample mentor teachers were analyzed 

phenomenologically to in order to abstract significant statements, bracket meaningful themes, 
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and capture an essential description of the mentors in this sample (Creswell, 2009). Once the 

transcripts and field notes were uploaded into the Dedoose software, the first cycle of protocol 

coding (Miles et al., 2014) was conducted.  The codes used in this phase of analysis were 

developed deductively based on the general questions from the interview protocol.  During this 

stage, particular attention was paid to any themes that emerged, and they were noted to be 

considered as subsequent analysis of the interviews was conducted. After this initial coding of 

data chunks that were answers to the interview questions, a descriptive coding method was used 

to further condense the data in order to sharpen the focus of the coding as well as discard and 

sort the corpus of data (Miles et al., 2014). During this pass of coding, the “variables of interest” 

that were generated during the survey analysis were also considered, paying particular attention 

for occurrences of these variables within the interview as either congruent or incongruent with 

the mentors’ previous responses. For each case, the interview protocol was adapted based on the 

survey response.  These variables were sought out within the more nuanced descriptive coding 

process. Additionally, throughout the descriptive coding, “meaning categorization” was used to 

“reduce long statements to simple categories” (Kvale, 1996, p. 192) as themes emerged within 

the data.  

 Once each of these types of coding was complete, the Dedoose software system was used 

to access excerpts of data using the qualitative codes developed during the protocol and 

descriptive coding, as well as the attribute coding applied to the survey data. This provided me 

with an “analytical texture” from which to analyze both samples (Miles et al., 2014). Based on 

an attribute from the survey, like a mentor’s years of teaching experience, interview excerpts 

could be extracted for other codes, such as “sharing resources and space.”  The software would 

then display all of the excerpts that were coded as “sharing resources and space” and display 
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them in the category of “years of experience” that was a question on the survey. This allowed a 

further analysis of specific chunks of interview data for themes that may have occurred under 

particular variable conditions.   

 In order to best display these data, this analysis used a case-oriented approach. By looking 

across the six mentors who were in the interview sample, observation of their conceptualization 

of their role was made. Creating a “rich, detailed profile” of each mentor allowed the cases to be 

compared against the conceptual framework in the literature (Athanases, 2008; Bradbury & 

Koballa, 2008; Clarke, 2013; Crasborn, 2011; Feiman-Nemser, 1992; Furlong & Maynard, 1995; 

Gardiner, 2009; Gut, 2014; Hennisson, et al., 2008; Lai, 2010; Lawley, 2014; Tok, 2012; Wang 

& Odell, 2002) and presented in Chapter 2 of this study. This profile was developed as a vignette 

describing each case and then developed as a “construct table” that displayed the “varying 

perspectives about selected concepts” related to the mentors’ role and identified in the literature 

(Miles et al., 2014, p. 170).      

Validity  

 In qualitative studies, it is imperative to constantly ask, “Did I get it right?” (Creswell, 

2003).  In this case study, the triangulation of data contributed to a high degree of validity, which 

required “short excursions” back into the transcripts and field notes (Miles, 2014, p.14).  During 

analysis, the document analysis provided a source for convergence of information across the 

phases of data collection (Creswell, 2003). The two primary strategies primarily employed in 

case studies are triangulation and member checking (Creswell, 2003). As previously mentioned, 

multiple data sources were triangulated to validate the findings, document analysis, interviews, 

and direct observation. After the initial data collection, a member check was my committee 

members, who are scholars in the field. An additional member check was with the interview 
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sample participants by sharing copies of the transcripts of their interviews for their review and 

revision.  These two member checks ensured that the data collection was accurate. 

Ethical Considerations  

 This study was approved by the University of Arizona Human Subjects Committee. The 

Internal Board Review required that a consent form be signed by all research participants prior to 

the collection of any data, and all of the participants consented before research began. The 

consent form was on the first page of the survey in Phase One of data collection (Appendix A). 

As part of the data collection process, all individually identifiable information was removed and 

files were saved by a pseudonyms or codes instead of by the participants’ name, the research site, 

or the cities in which the site was located.  This anonymity ensured that there was no direct 

connection between the data collected and the individual participant or research site.  The names 

of the participating institutions were not published and will not be revealed in any future 

publications. Pseudonyms for the program, cities, and school sites and aliases for the participants 

were used in place of the names of individuals and places to protect identities.  No data was 

collected related to the school-aged students. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS OF ANALYSES AND FINDINGS 

“It’s watching someone’s life unfold in front of you and being a part of that” (Murray, 

2014). 

Mentors who work with teacher candidates have substantial influence in the development 

of the teacher candidate’s practice, yet teacher preparation programs do not devote significant 

attention to the preparation of these mentors (Greenburg et al, 2011). Meaningful and useful 

preparation influences a mentor’s conceptualization of her or his role and pushes the mentor 

toward developing more educative engagements for the teacher candidate. Mentors are better 

able to expand their mentoring practices when preparation for the role is established and ongoing 

support is available. This study explored mentor teacher conceptualizations of their role and then 

focused specifically on a sample of mentor teachers to investigate the type of mentoring they 

provided to the teacher candidates during a year-long field placement. The analyses of findings 

in this chapter are organized to first provide a description of both samples in this study. Next, the 

research questions posed in this study are examined to reveal major themes, and this chapter 

concludes with an analysis of the mentoring role and practices compared to the conceptual 

framework of mentoring developed in in Chapter Two. For each research question, data from the 

survey in Phase One and from interviews and observations in Phase Two were analyzed. Within 

the analysis of each research question, major themes were identified for discussion in Chapter 5. 

The interview sample was chosen based on analysis of the survey data and focused on mentors at 

Title 1 schools who indicated that designing instruction for various cultural backgrounds and 

perspectives was a priority for growth in their mentees. Data were collected on the interview 

sample (n=6) in Phase Two through interviews and observations, to document and analyze how 

mentors externalized practices that may or may not be consistent with their perceived purpose 
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and role, as well as with the existing literature on mentoring teacher candidates. The analysis of 

the interview sample revealed mentoring practices that were aligned with traditional mentoring 

roles, participation and styles, with little exploration of practices that supported co-inquiry into 

new knowledge and practices for mentoring teacher candidates. These analyses were used in 

Chapter 5 to discuss implications for practice and future research.  

Vignette of Sample Cases 

The mentors in this study all worked in a secondary preparation program that was focused 

on clinically based preparation. The mentors worked with the same teacher candidate for an 

entire school year, through a semester of internship and a semester of student teaching. Many of 

these mentors had previous experience mentoring, and most had significant experience as a 

classroom teacher. The six mentors in the interview sample were all assigned pseudonyms for 

this research. 

Survey sample. The mentors in the survey sample (n=40) taught across five subjects areas 

- English (n=12), science (n=13), math (n=3), Spanish (n=3), and history (n=9) - and over half of 

the mentors (n=21, 52%) worked in Title 1 schools in highly diverse urban settings. Many of the 

mentors had previous mentoring experience: 22 of the mentors had previously mentored five or 

more teacher candidates, and 27 reported mentoring a NQT. While 34 mentors reported they had 

a very good understanding of their purpose, only 26 had very good confidence in their purpose. 

Nearly all of the mentors (n=31) in the sample had 11 or more years of classroom teaching 

experience. Although 22 mentors reported being selected by their principle or school district and 

only 8 reported being selected by the MEP. The program director reported that he has long-

standing relationships with the districts, and in many, he works in concert with the principal or 

district coordinator to arrange mentor selection.  
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In the survey, the mentors were asked to rank areas of growth that were the focus of their 

mentoring with their teacher candidates. As seen in Table 1, the category ranked highest was 

delivering engaging, student-centered instruction, followed by management of the classroom and 

the instructional environment. These rankings align with the constructivist orientation of the 

Master of Education and with the literature on mentor teachers. The categories that were ranked 

lowest included immersion into the school community and culture, which is a key to growing the 

candidates’ knowledge regarding the type of school and community they are situated within. 

Also ranked low was the use of technology to locate materials to deliver instruction, which is 

related to the InTASC core teaching standards (CCSSO, 2013). One category, “designing 

instruction for various cultural backgrounds and perspectives,” had far more variation across 

rankings than the others. Each of the categories was explored in relation to diversity within each 

school focusing on the mentors’ level of experience, understanding of purpose, confidence in 

their ability to mentor, and perceived needs. Another section of the survey was designed to 

assess the mentors’ needs for support in their role within the teacher preparation program. The 

areas of high or urgent need selected by the survey sample were developing long-term 

professional goals with the teacher candidate, and the areas of evaluation and assessment.  

Table 1   
Eight Areas for Teacher Candidate Growth Ranked by Mentors 

Area of Growth 
Percent of Mentors Ranking 

First or Second 
Percent of Mentors Ranking 

Seventh or Eighth 
 
Delivering engaging, student-
centered instruction 

82% 0% 

 
Classroom management 47% 5% 

 
Managing the instructional 
environment (organizing materials, 
coordinating resources, pacing 
instruction) 

35% 2% 

 
Designing instruction for various 
cultural backgrounds and 

20% 33% 
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perspectives 
 
Designing and implementing 
formative and summative 
assessment 

5% 15% 

 
Communicating with faculty 
(including you), parents, and 
students effectively 

5% 30% 

 
Use of technology to locate 
instructional materials to deliver 
instruction 

2% 45% 

 
Immersion into school and 
community culture 

2% 70% 

 

Overall, the interview sample mentors reflected some of the MEP program values, and a 

few of the key components set forth by NCATE (2010), such as the development of a broad 

range of effective teaching practices that are engaging, student-centered and designed for various 

cultural backgrounds which are critical to teacher preparation programs. The mentors in this 

study had significant teacher and mentoring experience, but their preparation varied from an 

orientation meeting provided by the MEP to advanced degrees in leadership, with ten of the 

mentors reporting no preparation at all.  

Interview sample. These mentors were selected for further investigation as part of a 

purposive sample. They were selected based on the representation of diversity in their school 

site, but also based on their high ranking of designing instruction for various cultural 

backgrounds and perspectives and on their high rating of understating their purpose as a mentor. 

Through these selection criteria, it was hoped that the mentors’ enactment of mentoring practices 

would reflect the type of educative mentoring desired for robust clinical experiences for teacher 

candidates.  

Alicia. This mentor worked as a middle school language arts teacher at a Title 1 school 

with high diversity within the Tabor school district. She has had three previous teacher 
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candidates in her position as an eighth-grade language arts teacher, and she has also mentored 

NQTs. She was selected by her principal to serve as a mentor teacher. She has been teaching 

over 15 years and had a very good understanding of purpose and high confidence as a mentor 

teacher. Even though she stated she had a good understanding of her purpose, she also stated that 

she needed to better understand what was expected of her as a mentor. In alignment with the 

survey sample, Alicia also listed delivering engaging, student-centered instruction as her first 

focus and classroom management as second as the areas of growth with her teacher candidate. 

She is very committed to the Common Core State Standards, which is evident in her literacy-rich 

classroom as well as in her teaching style, and she also placed value (fourth ranking) on focusing 

on designing instruction for various cultural backgrounds. Alicia’s preparation was through her 

district as an instructional coach. Her style was “directive,” not so much in that she expected the 

teacher candidate to become a “mimetic” of her, but she very much believed that by watching a 

good model, her candidate would select the high quality teaching practices that would be 

applicable to the candidate’s practice. It was clear, though, that Alicia was in charge of the 

classroom, and there was a right way and a wrong way to teaching in her classroom. 

Sheila. This mentor was a high school English teacher, who taught grades 10 and 11, 

including Advanced Placement English Literature at a non-Title-1 school with high diversity. 

She only had one previous teacher candidate. It was unclear how she was selected to be a mentor 

teacher, perhaps through word of mouth or a general email from a district administrator. She had 

been teaching between 11 and 15 years at the time of this study, and indicated that she has a very 

good understanding of both her purpose and her confidence as a mentor teacher. Sheila selected a 

few areas in which she needed support: socializing her mentee into the school environment, 

problem-solving strategies, helping her mentee develop a variety of effective teaching strategies, 
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and helping design a long-term professional development plan. Sheila’s stated challenges that 

were outside the mentor-mentee relationship, such as school schedules and other logistic 

problems. In alignment with the survey sample, Sheila listed delivering engaging, student-

centered instruction as her first area of focus, but she selected designing instruction for various 

cultural backgrounds and perspectives as her second priority for her teacher candidate’s growth 

during the field placement. Classroom management was still important and listed as third. The 

only preparation that Sheila listed was an orientation through the university. Her style was “non-

directive,” and Sheila was very interested in understanding her teacher candidate’s content 

knowledge in order to build upon her strengths. Although she based her conceptualization of her 

role on her previous experiences and those of her trusted colleagues, she was not restricted by 

this. Instead, Sheila was eager to focus on what the teacher candidate needed to learn in order to 

better move the candidate’s knowledge forward and prepare the candidate to take over the 

classroom teaching. In alignment with the MEP guidelines, Sheila was interested in a co-

teaching model, but she was unsure how to initiate that within her classroom. 

Luanne. This mentor was a high school biology (grade 9) and chemistry teacher (grade 

10) at a Title 1, highly diverse school. She has mentored three previous teacher candidates and 

NQTs. She was selected for this placement by her principal. She has 15 or more years of 

teaching experience, a very good understanding of her purpose as a mentor, and her confidence 

in her role is good. Luanne only identified one area for some need for support, which was using 

the principles of adult learning to facilitate the professional growth of her teacher candidate. In 

her self-described challenges, she focused on personal challenges, which involved her own 

reflection upon her role as a mentor. In alignment with the survey sample, Luanne listed 

delivering engaging, student-centered instruction as her first area of focus, and she selected 
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designing instruction for various cultural backgrounds and perspectives as her second priority for 

her teacher candidate’s growth during the field placement. The third most important area of 

growth selected by Luanne was managing the instructional environment. Luanne was unclear 

about her preparation; she answered that she had “nothing other than what was provided by the 

colleges,” which is something, but it is unclear what the colleges may have provided. Her style 

of mentoring is “indulgent” as she was focused on the procedural aspects of teaching and 

followed the MEP phase-in plan by allowing her teacher candidate to take small graduated roles, 

which were reinforced with praise. She tended toward being “directive,” as she did feel that she 

is “leading by example.” 

Murray. This mentor was a high school English teacher who taught grade 10 composition 

and grade 11 Advanced Placement Literature and Composition. His high school was a Title 1, 

low-diversity school. He had four previous teacher candidates including one from this program, 

and he also served as a mentor to NQTs during his 15 or more years of teaching. He was selected 

by his principal to be a mentor, and his understanding of his purpose and his confidence as a 

mentor were both ranked very good. Murray’s challenges were personal, and he listed a number 

of areas for which he had some need for support: diagnosing the needs of his mentee, using the 

principles of adult learning to facilitate the professional growth of the mentee, providing 

emotional support for the mentee, helping the mentee design a long-range professional 

development plan, helping the mentee motivate students, assisting students with special needs, 

diagnosing student needs, and dealing with individual differences among students. Murray listed 

managing the instructional environment as the most important area of growth for his mentee, but 

delivering engaging instruction was listed second. The third most important area of growth 

selected was designing instruction for various cultural backgrounds and perspectives. The district 
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in which Murray works requires all teachers who would like to mentor either a NQT or a teacher 

candidate to take a nine-hour course which then qualifies them at the district level to be a mentor. 

His style of mentoring is “educative,” as he feels that his teacher candidate should be an active 

participant in her or his own learning. Murray mentioned that he wanted to know what his 

candidate knows and wants to know in order to better help the candidate shape her or his 

practice. Murray’s conceptualization of his role is in alignment with Tok’s (2012) description of 

an “educative” mentor, who is “supporting, encouraging, challenging, and caring for [the teacher 

candidate’s] welfare and growth as a teacher and as a human being” (p. 455). 

Doug. This mentor taught grade 11 and 12 English at a Title 1, high-diversity school. He 

was selected to mentor by his department chairperson and had mentored four previous teacher 

candidates, but never a NQT. He has been a teacher for 11-15 years and has a very good 

understanding of his purpose as a mentor and good confidence in his ability to mentor, although 

he listed that he had some need to learn more about what is expected of him as a mentor. The 

challenges that he faced were interpersonal, and he listed that he had some need for support in 

collecting classroom observation data, diagnosing needs of his mentee, socializing his mentee to 

the school culture, helping his mentee develop a variety of effective teaching strategies, 

maintaining student discipline, and designing a long-range professional development plan with 

the mentee. In alignment with the survey sample, Doug listed delivering engaging, student-

centered instruction as his first priority for his mentee’s growth, and designing instruction for 

various cultural backgrounds and perspectives as second. His third area of focus was classroom 

management. He received no training at all to be a mentor. Doug’s style of mentoring fell on the 

continuum between “absent” and “indulgent.” While he never actually left the classroom, in 

many ways he left his teacher candidate to figure out how to run the classroom herself. This led 
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the candidate to develop her own way of doing things, which was focused on the more 

procedural aspects of teaching, for which Doug was very complimentary. He provided ample 

praise and gratitude for the candidate’s work within the classroom. 

Julia. This mentor was a grade 10 English teacher at a Title 1, highly diverse school. 

This was her first time mentoring a teacher candidate, and she had never mentored a NQT. She 

had 6-10 years of teaching experience and was selected by her department chair to serve as a 

mentor. Julia listed her understanding of her purpose and her confidence to be a mentor as very 

good, but also indicated that she had a high need to learn more about what is expected of her as a 

mentor. Her challenges were personal, and she listed a number of areas as having some need for 

support including diagnosing the needs of her mentee, assisting her mentee with classroom 

management, using the principles of adult learning to facilitate the professional growth of the 

teacher candidate, and problem-solving strategies. She also indicated some need for support in 

helping her mentee develop a variety of effective teaching strategies, maintaining student 

discipline, motivating students, and designing long-range professional goals. Julia’s top focus for 

growth in her mentee was classroom management, followed by delivering engaging, student-

centered instruction. Julia ranked designing instruction for various cultural backgrounds and 

perspectives as her fourth priority of focus with her teacher candidate. In the survey, Julia stated 

that her preparation was limited to the MEP orientation, but in her interview she also shared that 

she had received cognitive coaching training through her district. Julia’s style occupied qualities 

of being both “directive” and “indulgent.” She felt that her teacher candidate would learn a great 

deal from her as a model teacher and had a clear sense that there was a right and wrong way to 

teach. Meanwhile, she also focused greatly on the procedural aspect of learning to teach, ranking 

classroom management highly as a focus for growth in her mentee. 
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Variables of Interest  

Through the analysis of the survey data, there were a number of variables of interest that 

were identified as important to establish the purposive sample used as the interview sample and 

to understand the rich context in which the MEP was situated. In this section, an analysis of these 

variables develops the contextual nature of the mentors who worked with the MEP by first 

examining their teaching and mentoring experience. The MEP is situated within a culturally and 

linguistically diverse metropolitan area, so the context of the schools in which the mentors teach 

was examined, and connections were drawn between the mentors’ value on developing diverse 

practices within their teacher candidates and the context of the school where they were situated. 

Mentors’ teaching experience and previous mentoring experience. Overall, the 

majority of the mentors in this study had 11 or more years of experience teaching; only two had 

five or fewer years of classroom teaching experience. Just over half of the mentors in the survey 

sample worked in highly diverse schools, and of these mentors, most of the mentors (81%) had 

11 or more years of teaching experience. Although teachers selected to be a mentor generally had 

over ten years of teaching experience, the percentage who also worked in highly diverse schools 

provided the potential for teacher candidates to gain experience in the type of diverse, urban 

setting in which many first-year teachers take their initial position.  

While 11 of the mentors in the survey sample reported that this was the first time they 

had served as a mentor to teacher candidates, over 70% of mentors had prior experience 

mentoring at least five teacher candidates. In addition, 67% of the mentors completing the survey 

reported that they had mentored a Newly Qualified Teacher (NQT) at some point in her or his 

career. Within the interview sample, for one mentor, this was the first time mentoring a teacher 
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candidate, but she had mentored a NQT previously. The remaining mentors had mentored at least 

three teacher candidates. 

Mentors’ focus for teacher candidate growth at Title 1 schools with highly diverse 

student populations. There were 17 mentors in the survey population who worked in schools 

that are Title 1 that have a highly diverse population. While 81% of these mentors still rank 

“delivering engaging, student-centered instruction” as first or second, a closer look at the ranking 

of this subgroup shows the category that is ranked first is an even split between two categories: 

“delivering engaging, student-centered instruction (44%)” and “classroom management (44%),” 

as 88% of these mentors listed one of these categories as number one. Also, within this sub-

group, 59% of the mentors ranked “designing instruction for various cultural backgrounds and 

perspectives” as one of the top four areas for candidate growth. None of the mentors working at 

the highly diverse Title 1 schools had fewer than five years of teaching experience; the majority 

(59%) had 15 or more years of classroom experience. When looking at the needs assessment for 

the mentors who worked in Title 1, highly diverse schools, the mentors were evenly split 

between those who discussed interpersonal challenges and personal challenges throughout the 

year. Most mentors listed “little or no need” across all of the categories in the needs assessment 

section of the survey. 

Mentors’ focus for teacher candidate growth at non-Title 1 schools with low 

diversity. There were 11 mentors in the survey sample who worked in schools that were non-

Title 1 and had low diversity. More than 80% of these mentors ranked “delivering engaging, 

student-centered instruction” as their first or second priority for mentee growth. Similar to the 

previous group, there was an almost even split for the number one spot between engaging 

instruction and classroom management, but classroom management was not as clearly the second 
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choice. Unlike the mentors in the previous group, those in this group that ranked the engaging 

instruction category first, selected a variety of other categories as second. In other words, those 

who selected engaging instruction as their first area of growth for the teacher candidate did not 

select classroom management as second, but those who ranked classroom management as their 

first did select engaging instruction as the second priority for mentee growth. Only one of the 

mentors in this subgroup had fewer than five years of teaching, and 64% had greater than 11 

years of teaching experience. These mentors had more personal challenges (55%) than 

interpersonal challenges (36%), with one mentor reporting challenges that were related to factors 

unrelated to the actual field placement. As a group, these mentors selected many more categories 

as “high need,” and in particular, the mentors who had personal challenges throughout the field 

placement selected five times more areas of “high” or “urgent need” than the mentors in this 

group who had interpersonal challenges. Only one mentor in this group listed “Learning more 

about what is expected of me as a mentor” as a high need. While in contrast to their stated 

personal challenges, in the needs assessment part of the survey, most of the mentors identified 

interpersonal needs related to helping the mentee with things like motivating students, assisting 

students with special needs, diagnosing student needs, dealing with individual differences among 

students, and evaluating student progress as opposed to needs that are more personal, like 

workload management or developing problem-solving strategies.  

Overall, the least important areas of growth ranked by the survey respondents were 

“immersion into the school community and culture” and “use of technology to locate 

instructional materials to deliver instruction.” Immersion into culture was only selected by one 

mentor as a first priority, and none listed it as second.  
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Through the assessment of these variables, it was clear that the mentors who worked with 

the MEP were highly experienced teachers who had previous experience working with teacher 

candidates. It was key to this study to understand how role conceptualization was externalized in 

practices by the mentors. Therefore, framing the selection of the interview sample based not only 

on the diversity of the school, which provided a rich, diverse context for learning, but also the 

mentors’ high ranking of designing instruction for diversity was important.  

Research Questions 

To address the research questions in this study, each question was analyzed using the data 

from both the survey and the interview sample. The results provide a view of not only how 

mentors conceptualize their role, but also the personal, interpersonal and other challenges they 

face, the mentors’ perception of a lack of preparation, as well as what areas the mentors felt they 

needed support for while mentoring teacher candidates. The final question addresses the results 

of relationship-building between the mentor and the teacher candidate in the year-long 

placement. 

Mentor teachers’ conceptualized purpose in teacher preparation: Question 1- How 

do mentor teachers conceptualize their purpose as mentor teachers within an established 

secondary teacher preparation program?. Mentor teachers internalize a conceptualization of 

their role that is often developed through the context in which they work, but also through 

interactions with other mentor teachers. As the role is internalized, the mentor develops a schema 

of what mentoring is, and from that, she or he externalizes mentoring practices with the teacher 

candidate. In order to understand the development of this conceptualization, this question 

addressed the mentors’ perception of their role, purpose, and how they envision effective 

mentoring. 
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Understanding of the role and purpose of teacher candidate mentoring. In the survey 

sample, the mentors were asked to rate their confidence in their role as a mentor, and 65% of the 

mentors had a very good level of confidence in their role as a mentor to teacher candidates. The 

majority of the mentors (85%) also ranked their understanding of their purpose as “very good.” 

These high levels of confidence and understanding indicated that the mentors had developed 

some model for mentoring that worked for their teacher candidate, although the survey results 

did not provide data to explain what those models look like in the classroom. The understanding 

of the nuances of their role was investigated with the interview sample. 

In the interview sample, each of the mentors was asked, “How do you conceptualize your 

role as a mentor with Teach Arizona?” (Appendix B). There was quite a variation in the 

responses, and as representative of two ends of the mentoring spectrum, the responses from a 

mentor working with her first candidate, Julia, and one who has a variety of mentoring 

experiences, Murray, was examined.  

Julia, who had never mentored a teacher candidate, responded by simply saying, “I 

honestly didn’t know what my role was at the beginning of the school year. More importantly, I 

didn’t know what his role was going to be” (Julia, 2014). This is an indication that mentor 

needed support in this year-long placement, and Julia later went on to describe that she sought 

out more experienced teacher candidate mentors to try to find some clarification of her role. 

Relying on experienced mentors as a guide and reflecting upon her own practicum experience 

were sources to help her understand her purpose.  

Murray, who has mentored not only for this Master of Education program but for other 

programs in the local area, described his role as a friend. He seemed to understand how difficult 

the year-long placement was for the teacher candidates and anticipated that building an 
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interpersonal relationship first would serve better as the difficulties that the teacher candidate 

would face would become greater as the year progressed. He described himself as empathic:  

There’s the human quality to it. This is someone’s relative. This is someone’s dad. This is 

someone’s daughter. I was in that position. I feel like that humanistic approach of 

understanding their situation and trying to provide a safe haven. It’s okay. I’m here for you. 

I’m here to help you. (Murray, 2014) 

Murray had a clear understanding of his educative function and approached his role very much 

as he would if he were planning lessons for his high school students. There was an incremental 

quality to the way he described his role. At first, while the teacher candidate was overwhelmed, 

he was a friend and a guide. Murray enjoyed teaching and having a fun, playful relationship with 

his students, but it was always clear when it was time to be serious. He mirrored this collegiality 

and respect in his relationship with his teacher candidate by establishing that the boundaries with 

the teacher candidate are as important in the relationship as they are between the teacher and 

students. Murray was very conscious of pushing the candidate forward and pulling back when 

necessary. He shared, “Delivering engaging student-centered instruction was one of the 

conversations I’ve had with him several times [asking] ‘Are you having fun? Are you enjoying 

this?’” (Murray, 2014). It was evident that Murray had a clear understanding of his role and 

purpose and approached it professionally and in a collegial manner, similar to how he 

approached his classroom pedagogy. 

These two mentors demonstrate how, although mentors may understand their role and 

purpose, that understanding does not have a normative value as it is based on a variety of 

contextual and personal experiences that develop the conceptualization of role. 
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Effective mentoring defined by mentors. The mentors in the interview sample were asked 

two questions about being an effective mentor (Appendix B). One question focused on the 

mentors’ vision of mentoring, and the other asked the mentor what skills were necessary to be 

effective. Alicia, a veteran language arts teacher at a highly diverse middle school, described her 

vision of effective mentoring very pragmatically as, “What a new teacher should be able to do… 

to have a picture in his or her mind of what that looks like for a new teacher” (2014). Others 

described themselves as guides who allowed the teacher candidate to experiment, to “get their 

feet wet,” and to develop their own system in the real world situation of classroom teaching. 

Effective mentors were also skilled in scaffolding experiences for the teacher candidates. 

Murray, a veteran teacher who also serves as the department chair for the English department at 

his high school, described his role as developing and providing experiences for the teacher 

candidate:  

I feel that my role is to slowly, kind of incrementally, it’s redundant, but incrementally give experiences that 

allow the student teacher to feel comfortable taking on the role of a teacher and what that actually means. 

That when you step into this role there’s a lot on your shoulders, there’s a lot of responsibility. To give the 

experiences that help create that realization. (Murray, 2014)  

While envisioning herself as a mentor, Sheila, a high school English teacher with over 10 years 

of teaching experience shared, “I’m not one of those teachers who says [when recruited to be a 

mentor], ‘Oh, absolutely. I want to be able to drink coffee all day and not teach’” (2014). Sheila 

had only had one previous teacher candidate, and as she reflected on her vision of mentoring she 

shared,  

We were able to, fairly quickly I think, establish a good working relationship because she's fairly easy to deal 

with. We did have to work it out, how were we going to do this. There really is no guidelines really. There's 

no, “This is what you should do.” And “Yes. Here’s the vision.” And all that—there's not really any 

guidelines for how you work out interpersonal relationships. (2014) 
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She moved quickly from what she envisioned her role to be to categorize it as an interpersonal 

relationship. While in this interpersonal relationship, mentors described effectiveness as 

understanding the stages of development that a teacher candidate moves through, similar to how 

a coach would approach an athlete or a pilot, “Here is where you want to be at the end. Here is 

where we are at the beginning stages” (Alicia, 2014). The mentors envisioned their role and what 

it meant to be effective in that role as highly personal. Effectiveness was about building a 

collaborative relationship with the teacher candidates that served as a base for experimentation in 

a safe environment, but this sample viewed effective mentors as reflective practitioners, who set 

the bar high and sought collaboration outside their own classroom even if they were not serving 

as a mentor. 

Challenges during a year-long field placement: How do mentor teachers develop 

their role and navigate the challenges with teacher candidates throughout the year-long 

field experience?. Although all of the mentors in the survey sample ranked their confidence in 

their ability to mentor highly, challenges still persisted. The survey sample was asked an open-

ended question, “What has been your greatest challenge as a mentor teacher?” The responses to 

this question were analyzed for emergent themes using an in vito coding method to condense the 

responses as seen in Table 2. A singular response could have more than one theme, but each 

theme was only recorded once for each response. In other words, a survey response could have 

two themes, such as letting go of control and sharing materials, so the occurrence of both themes 

was recorded. In this way, there are more occurrences of themes than participant responses. 

Next, these themes were analyzed in relation to the type of challenge they represented.  
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Table 2  

Emergent Themes Based on Mentor Identified Greatest Challenges 

 Occurrence Percentage 
of Sample 

Communication / feedback 15 people 37.5% 

Letting go of control/ shifting responsibility 10 people 25.0% 

Candidate not prepared/ not willing to plan/ not wanting to be a teacher  10 people 25.0% 

Content and modeling teaching practice 7 people 17.5% 

Maintaining balance / keeping the candidate on track / not overwhelming the 
candidate 7 people 17.5% 

Time to plan with or without the candidate 5 people 12.5% 

Sharing materials and space  3 people 7.5% 

Assisting with job search 1 person 2.5% 

Bureaucracy 1 person 2.5% 

Candidate starting teaching earlier (1st semester) 1 person 2.5% 

None 1 person 2.5% 

 

Analysis of both samples revealed two main types of challenges: “personal” and 

“interpersonal” along with other categorized as “outside.” The personal challenges reflected a 

need for the mentors to understand their role as a mentor but also to understand how they related 

to the teacher candidate in a self-reflective way. Personal challenges were not necessarily about 

the teacher candidate, but instead were issues that the mentor faced due to her or his own 

personality. These challenges were related to the mentors’ own issues with aspects of the field 

placement or issues related to adult learning, in general. Personal issues were not indicative of 

the teacher candidate, and would likely be a challenge for the mentor in any professional 

relationship. Interpersonal challenges occurred between the mentor and the teacher candidate, 

although these issues may or may not have been addressed by the mentor. Interpersonal 

challenges with the teacher candidate directly affected the mentoring relationship. Some mentors 

reported being challenged by the teacher candidates’ lack of knowledge of pedagogy and the 
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ways in which to balance this lack within the classroom. While it was a personal challenge to 

find ways to relate to the intern as an adult learner, it was also an interpersonal challenge for the 

mentor to find ways to address the needs of the teacher candidate in order to further the 

candidates’ practice. Further, some of the mentors’ challenges, categorized as “outside,” focused 

on issues such as the structure of the program or district bureaucracy. 

By looking at the challenges based on the years of teaching experience, a pattern 

developed related to the type of challenge faced by mentors based on their classroom experience. 

Mentors who had more years of teaching reported more interpersonal challenges than any other 

category based on years of experience or having interpersonal challenges in general. Of the 

overall survey sample (n=40), only 18 mentors reported interpersonal challenges, and 72% 

(n=13) were mentors with 15 or more years of experience teaching. Mentors with fewer than six 

years of teaching experience reported challenges that were personal and often reflected the 

mentor’s own desire to grow in the role. Across the types of challenges, emergent themes seen in 

Table 2 occurred. 

During the interviews, the mentors were asked to describe these challenges more deeply. 

Reflective of the larger survey sample, the interview sample also had challenges related to 

personal, interpersonal, and outside influences. Each of these types of challenges was analyzed 

first by looking more closely at the challenges reported by the survey sample, and then by 

analyzing the interview sample’s discussion of challenges throughout the field placement. 

Personal challenges reported by mentors in the survey sample. These challenges were 

categorized as statements that reflect on a mentor’s own need for growth or something that she or 

he was unprepared to deal with. For example, in the survey sample, if a mentor said that sharing 

resources, such as lesson plans or supplemental course materials, was an issue. The response was 
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categorized as personal because it was not about the teacher candidate in a specific or general 

way. The mentor would likely be challenged to share resources with other colleagues. Another 

common theme for mentors was “letting go of control” of the classroom; some viewed this as 

letting the teacher candidate “make mistakes on their own.” Although this could be directly 

related to the competence of the teacher candidate, it is categorized as a personal issue since 

letting the teacher candidate experiment and teach is a main purpose for the field placement. 

“Finding time” is a challenge that could be categorized as an interpersonal issue, but I chose to 

list it as personal because it is something that the mentor, in some way, has control of creating. 

Categorizing some of the statements was difficult because they were related to the teacher 

candidate, but ultimately the challenges were personal ones because they were a struggle that the 

mentor needed to work out for her or himself, as the following example illustrates:  

The program first semester was tricky, as I was unsure as to when to let my student teacher take 

over. He and I had different ideas as to when was the “right” time to have him begin to begin small 

planning and implementing of lessons. (Interview Response, 2014) 

If a mentor said this issue could not be resolved because of the teacher candidate’s refusal to 

defer to the mentor’s judgment, it would have been categorized as an interpersonal issue. Here, 

this mentor reflected upon this as his own uncertainty, therefore I considered this a personal 

conflict that he needed to resolve. 

Another personal challenge reported by the survey sample mentors was finding and 

creating a balance for the teacher candidate to grow, experiment, and make mistakes. This is not 

necessarily an issue related to the ability of the teacher candidate but instead to the process the 

mentor must go through while making decisions based on the educative function for the 

candidate. Mentors were often self-reflective regarding their influence over the candidates’ 

growth expressing feelings of uncertainty that their mentoring was effective, “[Am I] effectively 
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analyzing how to improve the candidates abilities? Sometimes I have good suggestions, other 

times I feel like the only answer I can give is that experience will solve that problem” (Interview 

Response, 2014). Mentors also challenged themselves to constantly model good teaching 

practices. 

Personal challenges described by mentors in the interview sample. Across the interview 

sample, all of the mentors had previous experience mentoring teacher candidates, except Julia. 

Her lack of previous experience was reflected in her initial lack of confidence about her 

relationship with the teacher candidate. She described her process of understanding her role as 

one that required her to “dig deep” (Julia, 2014). Although Julia was regularly observed by other 

teachers and administrators, the experience of mentoring was the first time that Julia had 

someone in her classroom under her daily supervision, and at times, she expressed a sense of 

exhaustion toward the relationship. She explained that modeling high-quality teaching and 

planning and having to explain her meta-cognitive processes was overwhelming at times, and she 

sometimes needed to just get out of the room to walk and relax during their planning period. 

Despite the challenging nature of the experience, as a reflective practitioner, Julia framed it as a 

way to push her own practice to improve after years of teaching as a “natural thing” for her 

(2014).  

Sheila also expressed her personal challenges during the field placement through a meta-

cognitive process. She was able to recognize that her teaching style and approach to classroom 

management were not a fit for her teacher candidate, but that it was imperative that she step back 

and allow the candidate to experience building relationships with students in her own way:  

The hardest thing is ... I conduct myself a certain way with my students, and she has to conduct herself a little 

bit different way. She has to be a little stricter. I'm not a strict teacher. I have good relationships with students, 

but as a young student teacher, you need to be much stricter. For me, a difficulty was, for my own sake, 
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stepping back and letting her be that more strict thing, when I really wanted to say, “You know maybe do 

this, do that.” (Sheila, 2014) 

Sheila’s skill in self-reflection and her flexibility to understand that she needed to allow for her 

classroom to become something different for the sake of the teacher candidate’s learning 

experience was key to her conceptualization of her role, which was to provide her candidate with 

a place to grow and learn the art of teaching. Sheila recognized that the things she learned in her 

preparation program were not the same as what her candidate was learning or the practices she 

enacted in her classroom, but she valued the differences as a part of learning to teach. 

Having a base of precious mentoring experience to draw from provided a way for Murray 

to understand his role throughout the field placement, especially when he was particularly 

challenged by his teacher candidate:  

Man, I feel like this year really tested me as far as “Ooh, this is rough, this is hard.” Yeah. I think it was those 

experiences that I’ve had before that allowed me to say, “Oh, this situation with him is like this one student 

teacher,” so I was able to locate that work then [say to myself], “so let me do this here.” (Murray, 2014) 

He knew that he could find a way to address the challenges of his particular mentoring situation 

because he had a strong conceptual understanding of what he wanted to accomplish as a mentor. 

His skills as a self-reflective practitioner allowed him, like Julia, to “dig deep” to find ways in 

which he could address the teacher candidate and move him forward through the learning 

process. 

Interpersonal challenges reported by mentors in the survey sample. These challenges are 

categorized as statements that reflect something related directly to the teacher candidate. This 

type of challenge was coded when a mentor made a specific reference to something about a 

teacher candidate. Some of these challenges stemmed from the mentor’s feeling that the teacher 

candidate was unprepared in some way for the rigors of the classroom. For example, one mentor 
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stated that his “teacher candidate does not have the skill level and/or intellectual level to handle 

this profession” (Interview Response, 2014). Another mentor shared that her candidate did not 

have adequate training in the area of planning. If a mentor expressed that she or he had an 

expectation that the teacher candidate was not meeting, such as not seeing the “larger picture” of 

being a teacher or not being willing to put in extra time outside of the required work day, the 

statement would be coded interpersonal, even if it was not related directly to classroom teaching. 

As one respondent stated:   

My greatest challenge has been for my teacher candidates to see the importance of all that happens on 

campus, faculty meetings, staffings, working in PLCs. They are often overwhelmed and tend to concentrate 

on only the teaching part not realizing the benefits of all the extra stuff. (Interview Response, 2014)  

Some mentors stated that there was a “clashing of wills” over issues of planning and sharing 

materials: these items were coded as interpersonal because they related to the actions of the 

teacher candidate. Other mentors shared that they had worked with candidates who were not 

interested in being a teacher, which affected the overall mentoring dynamic. Working directly 

with candidates who were not willing to receive critical feedback and apply it constructively, as 

well as gaining the candidate’s trust and confidence that the mentor was an expert in content and 

pedagogy was also an issue. Mentor concerns about how to ease the stress for the teacher 

candidate ranged from keeping the teacher candidate “on track” to evaluating the candidate’s 

readiness to take on classroom responsibility before they were fully ready.  

Interpersonal challenges described by mentors in the interview sample. Reflective of the 

survey sample, half of the interview sample felt that their teacher candidates were not prepared 

for the classroom as they entered the internship, and this caused frustration for some of the 

mentors. Although this frustration was expressed as an issue with the teacher candidate, it is 

important to note that the structure of the field placement and the integration of coursework 
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throughout the fall semester is a contextual factor that the mentors may or may not have 

considered. This discrepancy between the mentors’ expectation of the teacher candidates’ 

knowledge base might be mitigated through ongoing professional development, although none of 

the mentors directly stated that this was something they needed. One of the mentors described his 

teacher candidate as simply not knowing what to do once he stepped inside the classroom. 

Without knowing about the candidates’ background and experience, some mentors had to 

overcome their own assumptions in order to develop their interpersonal relationship. One mentor 

suggested,  

It would be easier for us to plan the year if I knew exactly where her strengths were. When you’re brand new, 

you work to your strengths. You don’t try a lot of new stuff. I would have liked to have been able to gear a 

little bit more towards her strengths given the limited resources we have. (Sheila, 2014) 

Within her role, Sheila recognized that her educative function would be better realized if she 

were more informed about her candidate prior to the start of the field placement. An 

understanding of the candidates’ pedagogical content knowledge enabled the mentors to have 

more targeted conversations that could bridge theory to practice, tying the candidate’s theoretical 

knowledge to the classroom experience.  

Beyond making connections between theory and practice, the mentors had challenges for 

which there seemed no way to prepare. Murray had a sense of helplessness in describing the 

need to diagnose his candidate’s struggles. He shared that at a certain point he simply did not 

know what to do in order to fill the gap in his candidate’s skills and knowledge. The array of 

problems that were hindering the candidate’s growth ranged from a lack of confidence to a 

disconnection between planning and content delivery, and as Murray tried to diagnose his needs, 

he realized that his candidate was floundering: 



MENTOR TEACHERS 94 

	  

He couldn’t verbalize that. It made the problem a little worse in a sense because he couldn’t diagnose it. I felt 

lost because I have this intern in a graduate program not being able to verbalize exactly what is the problem. 

Literally, he would just go in circles of not being able to put it down on the nail, hit the nail on the head and 

say, “This is my problem here” so that we can work on that. It became a joke but it was like, “I’m struggling 

with” … There were times when I felt like my words weren’t having a punch, something wasn’t sticking, so 

then I slowly ratcheted it up and tried to get through. Finally I think there was something like daybreak. There 

was a light. (Murray, 2014) 

Murray’s dedication to his mentoring, which was very relationship-oriented, provided the space 

for him to develop an approach to communicating effectively with his candidate. 

Outside challenges reported by mentors in the survey sample. These challenges are 

categorized as statements that reflect something outside the mentor-mentee relationship, yet they 

do affect the mentor’s role and ability to mentor. An example was a reference to something 

program-related, such as, “I think the student teachers should start teaching earlier in the year” 

(Interview Response, 2014) or something related to the mentor’s school or district. One of the 

participants shared that his challenge was learning how to use online resources; it was unclear if 

this was in relation to his mentoring in any way.  

Challenges are to be expected during a field placement, especially when the placement is 

year-long. The mentors who had more teaching experience, overall, experienced more 

interpersonal challenges than the less experienced mentor teachers. Reflecting on the nature of 

the personal challenges that the less experienced mentors faced was reflective of a less 

experienced teacher’s need to be more reflective of her or his own practice, therefore these 

mentors are more personally challenged by the relationship with the teacher candidate.  

Outside challenges described by mentors in the interview sample. In addition to knowing 

more about the candidates’ background, the mentors cited the structure of the program as a 

challenge. Some of the mentors conceptualized the field placement similar to whatever type of 
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preparation they went through to become a teacher, stating a desire for the candidates to be in the 

classroom for a full day. The mentors recognized that the program was very strong, and the year-

long placement was an asset to building the practical experience necessary to develop a strong 

practice, but because of the half-day placement, the candidates were not able to participate in 

many of the functions of a teacher’s school day: 

They don't stay all day, so they don't go to our professional development so they completely miss the 

opportunity to be a part of even just the English department…How do you do that then? We don't meet at 

times that the student teacher is here, which I think is a disadvantage to them because knowing how to 

navigate faculty meetings, parent teacher meetings, professional development meetings, whatever happens 

outside of the classroom, I think is a good skill for a student teacher. (Sheila, 2014) 

The challenge of the structure of the Master of Education Program is not unique, and even across 

the participants in this study, there is no clear consensus about how to best structure the field 

experience, but across the responses, mentors cited the need for the candidate to be a part of an 

entire school day as part of the educative experience of their preparation.  

Mentor Teachers’ Preparation: How are mentor teachers prepared for their role as 

a mentor?. The survey sample was asked about any previous preparation they received to be a 

mentor. A majority (55%, n=22) of the mentor teachers responded that they received some sort 

of training either from their district or through some other type of coursework. Although all of 

the mentors were required to attend an orientation seminar, 28% (n=11) of them reported this as 

their preparation, while 17% (n=7) reported no training at all. This is inconsistent with the 

Master of Education Program, which had a required mentor orientation before the start of each 

year. This orientation reviews the expectations for the mentor throughout the school year and 

also serves as a time for the mentor to meet the teacher candidate. Each pair, along with their 

university supervisor, established a phase-in plan for the upcoming field placement and 
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discussed the role and expectations during the field placement. The program director suggested 

that some of the mentors may not have considered the orientation preparation, and there were a 

handful who were unable to attend either the main session or a makeup session.  

The interview sample offered little additional insight into the preparation they received. 

In the survey, Julia indicated she only attended the MEP orientation as preparation, but 

throughout her interview, she referenced cognitive coaching training that she attended through 

her school district as a key to understanding her role with her teacher candidate. Alicia also cited 

her district as a source for preparation as an instructional coach, but it was unclear how this 

training impacted her role with her teacher candidate. Murray had training provided by his 

school district that was oriented toward induction mentoring. During his interview, he noted that 

the training was helpful for him in his role with the teacher candidate, but that fundamentally, the 

needs of the teacher candidate were different than those of a NQT, therefore he needed to 

develop additional skills to work with a person who was in his classroom all day. Sheila and 

Luanne’s only preparation had been the MEP orientation. Sheila explained that without training, 

she relied on her own apprenticeship of observation based on her own student teaching 

experience to develop her role with her teacher candidate. Despite the orientation, Luanne was 

unsure about her role with her teacher candidate and indicated that she wanted more specific 

direction regarding the expectations for her teacher candidate in the fall versus the spring 

semester. In the survey, Doug reported he had no training, and he shed no light on how the lack 

of training influenced his role in any way. 

Mentor-reported needs assessment: Question four - What are the needs identified 

by the mentor teachers and what experiences do the mentor teachers perceive as best 

meeting their needs?. The survey included a set of questions that focused on the mentors’ needs 
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as a mentor. The section asked, “For each statement, please select your level of need for 

assistance, training, or support for the described item.” The mentors were presented with 21 

topics, and for each topic, the mentor selected one of four levels of need: little or no need, some 

need, high need, urgent need (Appendix B). After combining “little or no need” with “some 

need,” there were four topics for which 100% of the participants selected little to no need or 

some need: interpersonal skills in relation to my mentee, providing emotional support for my 

mentee, assisting my mentee with classroom management, helping my mentee maintain student 

discipline. It was interesting that the mentors did not indicate a great need for support for 

developing interpersonal skills in relation to their teacher candidate, yet interpersonal challenges 

were described by almost half of the mentors. 

Very few mentors indicated “high need” or “urgent need” in any category, but the 

categories that were selected as high or urgent need were also more interpersonal rather than 

personal; none was related to the act of teaching. The interpersonal needs that mentors selected 

included working with the teacher candidate to develop a long-range professional development 

plan (12.8%, n=5), evaluating student progress (10.3%, n=4), and diagnosing student needs 

(7.5%, n=3). Areas that the mentors indicated a need for personal growth were learning more 

about the expectation of their role and collecting classroom observation data (7.5%, n=3). Of the 

three mentors who had a need to know about their role as a mentor, two attended the training 

session provided by the Master of Education Program, and the third who indicated a high need in 

this area shared that he had no preparation and only had one to five years of teaching experience. 

Also, Luanne, who indicated that she was confused about her role during her interview did not 

report in the survey that she needed to learn more about her role.  
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One area the mentors reported as “high need” or “some need” was related to the 

expectations for their role as a mentor. These mentors also described their challenges as personal. 

Conversely, mentors who described their challenges as interpersonal felt there was little or no 

need to learn what was expected of them as mentors. This seems to reflect that the mentors who 

were more reflective and viewed their challenges as personal or something that they could 

influence or change, also sought to learn more about the expectations of their role as a mentor. 

Interpersonal challenges are often out of a person’s control, and mentors who were challenged in 

that way seemed to reflect no need to better understand their role, since it was unlikely to help 

them navigate the challenges they faced. 

To approach the assessment of the mentors’ needs of the survey sample from another 

angle, the open-ended question, “What types of support would you recommend the school 

district or university provide to you and other mentors?” was asked. As seen in Table 3, there 

was not a single pressing theme that emerged as 27.5% of the sample indicated that they either 

did not need support or were unsure about what support they might need, while 15.0% shared 

that the support is good.  

Table 3  

Emergent Themes Based on Mentor-Identified Support Needed 

Theme Occurrence Percent of 
sample 

None/ not sure 8 people 20.0% 

Support is good 7 people 17.5% 

Mentor meeting/ connection/ information sharing (mentee 
coursework) 7 people 17.5% 

Mentee needs 3 people 7.5% 

Mentor expectations 2 people 5.0% 

District course 2 people 5.0% 

How to give feedback 2 people 5.0% 

More supervisor observations 2 people 5.0% 
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More time 2 people 5.0% 

Information about the mentee’s background 1 person 2.5% 

School district feedback 1 person 2.5% 

Better candidate selection 1 person 2.5% 

Money 1 person 2.5% 

Job fair information for mentee 1 person 2.5% 

 

One clear theme that emerged was that the mentors would like a better connection to the 

coursework and expectations of the Master of Education Program. This was reiterated by the 

mentor teachers who were in the interview sample. These mentors’ needs were more evident and 

related to the building of a relationship and overcoming personal and interpersonal challenges. In 

particular, the mentors all expressed interest in knowing about the coursework their teacher 

candidates were taking at the university. Each mentor expressed a desire to know what the 

candidate was learning so that he or she could better understand what expectations they should 

have for the candidate’s ability to teach, but it was also expressed that knowing what the 

candidate was learning allowed the mentor to focus on these theories within the classroom. The 

mentors desired to bridge the gap between theory taught at the university and classroom practice. 

Mentor Teachers’ Relationship: How does a year-long field experience influence a 

mentor’s relationship with teacher candidates? Throughout a year-long placement, a mentor 

teacher builds a relationship with the teacher candidate that is unlike that of any other colleague. 

Regardless of how the mentor teachers internalized her or his role, the teacher candidate was a 

part of the classroom from the first until the last day of the year.  Having another professional in 

her or his classroom every day is an unlikely scenario for any teacher to encounter in her or his 

professional career. Due to this relationship, its length and implications, a strong interpersonal 

relationship must be built on communication that can lead to the necessary critical conversation 
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with the teacher candidate about practice.  Throughout the year, the mentors were reflective 

practitioners in order to negotiate the challenges that arose. Yet, most mentors report a variety of 

rewards related to working with the candidate for an entire academic year.      

Interpersonal relationships in mentoring teacher candidates. Each of the mentors was 

asked about the importance of interpersonal relationships in the year-long field placement. They 

all seemed clear that building the relationship was based on clear communication and transparent 

expectations. The mentors focused on how it was sometimes difficult to build the relationship 

since the situation in which they were placed, is essentially artificial. Neither the mentor nor the 

candidate had any real control over being placed together, yet they had to find a way to make the 

relationship work. A key element in the mentors’ responses was that they needed to understand 

the candidate in order to establish their role in the candidates’ learning. The mentors were also 

reflective of their role, often questioning their own approach to mentoring as a key element to the 

success or failure they saw in the candidate. Most of the mentors, especially those who had 

experiences with other teacher preparation programs, felt that the year-long placement was an 

asset to building this relationship. It offered an opportunity to really get to know the candidate, 

and through this, address the needs of the candidate as her or his practice grew throughout the 

year. The relationship offered the time to enjoy one another as people, which made critical 

conversations easier to approach. 

Communication with the teacher candidates. Learning to communicate is key to all 

relationships and is especially important to mentoring. At the beginning, the mentors felt they 

needed to figure out how they were going to approach the relationship, “There's not really any 

guidelines for how you work out interpersonal relationships” (Sheila, 2014). Julia reported that at 

the start of the school year, the relationship was tenuous and that miscommunications were 
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common. She shared, “It took a good couple of months, at least two or three months to just learn 

how to read each other and communicate with each other” (2014). During the time when the 

relationship was building, the mentors spent time working on the right way to communicate with 

their particular candidate. In the beginning of the year, Luanne found herself being criticized by 

the candidate for her presentation style and curriculum materials and struggled to choose the 

right way to discuss the behavior:  

I did have some issue with that because I didn’t really know how I wanted to say it or what I wanted to say… 

Finally, I don’t even remember what it was, but what I said was, I said “you need to remember to be careful 

what you say about people’s PowerPoints or their work because they’ve put time and energy into that.” 

(2014) 

Ultimately, this approach was effective and opened the line of communication between Luanne 

and her candidate.  

Another key to communication in the field-placement relationship was clear expectations. 

While the mentors expressed that they were sometimes unclear about what the teacher 

preparation program expected of them in their role, establishing the expectations in the 

relationship with the candidate was clear. Alicia’s understanding of her role helped her establish 

expectations for her teacher candidate early:  

Ultimately it’s me opening up my job for you. That’s real clear. While you may disagree with something I do, 

I’m very purposeful and intentional and there’s a reason why. Sometimes I’m wrong because I’m learning 

too, but overall this is the way it’s going to be and I’m up front with that. (2014)  

While she was quite clear about what she expected, she was also open to the reciprocal nature of 

the relationship. 

Critical conversations with the candidates. Having critical conversations about teaching is 

a key component to being an effective mentor. The mentors all indicated that their relationship 

made these conversations easier, and while sometimes the conversations were more forced in the 
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beginning of the year, as time passed and the candidates’ responsibility grew, the groundwork for 

these conversations was established:  

I’ll tell you that there were times last semester when we were trying to force conversations, force things. I 

think it was right on November where ... I don't know if it was the conscious decision, but things happened a 

little more organically. I think it’s a good idea to get to know each other, but I don’t think that’s something 

you can force. (Julia, 2014) 

The groundwork allowed the mentors to be emotionally invested with the candidate but also 

flexible in their role to grow the candidates’ practice. Murray shared, “You hope to be able to do 

that by building that trust, so that you can have a nice conversation about family and a super 

serious conversation about what just happened in the last class here” (2014). 

Although all of the mentors valued the relationship as a foundation for critical 

conversations, it did not always provide support for influencing the candidates or resolving 

conflict. Alicia had a particularly difficult candidate one year who was unwilling to accept 

criticism. The conflict escalated throughout the year. Alicia recalls, “The suggestions I was 

giving her were not being respected and it became, ‘When I have my classroom I’m going to do 

it this way.’ Well, of course she will but you’re not in your own classroom yet” (2014). The 

relationship became so adversarial that Alicia recalled retreating toward only using the program 

evaluation tools to direct conversation with the candidate. Both Alicia and Luanne faced 

challenges with candidates that could not be overcome through their interpersonal relationship, 

and both were concerned about how this lack of receptiveness would affect the candidate as she 

or he moved into their own position. Luanne recalls,  

I said, “I know you’ve got a lot going on in your life, but somebody else may not and they may judge you 

prematurely, thinking this is somebody who just doesn’t seem committed, just gets their time in and takes 

off.” (2014) 
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Interpersonal relationships contributed to the mentors’ understanding of their role and offered the 

mentor tools to be able to communicate, understand the candidate, reflect on themselves as a 

mentor, and engage in critical conversations about practice. These relationships cannot be forced; 

they develop over time. Although there are many benefits to mentoring when the relationship can 

be genuinely built, there are still some mentor pairings that struggled and did not gain any 

greater strength from the relationship. 

Mentor as a reflective practitioner. The mentors were reflective about the way that their 

mentoring affected the candidate behaviors, similar to the way that they approached their 

classroom students. They often asked themselves, “What did I do wrong?” When feeling like she 

was not making any progress with her candidate, Julia reflected, “I had to think about it just like 

I do in my classroom if things aren’t working” (2014). She reflected upon how she could change 

her approach and her actions to change the results she was getting from her candidate. She said, 

Again, drawing on my own students, I said to myself, “I know how to get results from people. I know how to 

get people to do most of the time, even reluctant people, what I want them to do … I need to stop asking other 

people and ask myself and say I know how to do this.” (2014) 

It was natural for mentors to fall back on their previous mentoring experiences, and it sometimes 

caused them to question their assumptions. Murray had this difficulty, “My student teacher 

didn’t necessarily ask me a lot of questions and maybe this is a fault of my own, but when 

someone doesn’t ask me a question, I’m assuming they get it” (2014). As he reflected upon this, 

he realized that he needed to strengthen the relationship by being more overtly encouraging and 

pulling back on expectations for his candidate, approaching his mentoring for this candidate from 

a more “choreographed” approach than he had with previous candidates. 

 Mentors reported greatest reward during the mentoring process. The mentors in the 

survey population were asked an open-ended question, “What has been your greatest reward as a 
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mentor teacher of teacher candidates (student teachers / teacher interns)?” The answers were 

categorized into themes. As each theme emerged, it was recorded and coded. Similar to other 

responses by the mentors, there were only slight differences between the themes that emerged. 

Many of the mentors shared their greatest reward as seeing the teacher candidate’s confidence 

and success or the candidate’s excitement or love for teaching. To be coded as contributing to the 

candidate’s growth, the response described something that directly influenced the act of teaching 

through mentoring. One mentor stated that her reward was “the relationship and being able to 

help [the teacher candidate’s] success by the use of my knowledge and experience” (Interview 

Response, 2014). As seen in Table 4, overall, the mentors’ greatest reward was extrinsic; they 

wanted to see the teacher candidate be successful and grow within her or his practice.  

Table 4  

Emergent Themes Based on Mentor Identified Greatest Reward 

Theme Occurrence Percent  
of sample 

Seeing teaching success/ joy/ enjoyment in the teacher candidate 14 people 35.0% 

Contribute to candidate growth/ development 12 people 30.0% 

Infusion of fresh teaching ideas and strategies 7 people 17.5% 

Promotion of self-reflection of own practice 4 people 10.0% 

Seeing the candidate get a job 4 people 10.0% 

Developing a legacy/ influencing the candidate’s future teaching practice 4 people 10.0% 

Collaboration with the candidate in teaching and planning 4 people 10.0% 

 

The greatest rewards identified by the mentors aligned with their stated understanding of 

purpose. Most mentors conceptualized their purpose as being a guide or coach to the teacher 

candidate, and as a reward, the mentors looked for success and a contribution to the growth of 

their mentee. 
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Conceptual Framework for Mentoring Roles 

A mentor’s conceptualization of her or his role was analyzed through a conceptual 

framework developed from the literature which revealed the types of mentoring, they ways in 

which mentors participated in mentoring practices with the teacher candidates, and the style by 

which the mentor approached the teacher candidate. Mentoring types, viewed through a situated 

apprenticeship model, include apprenticeship, competency, and reflective types of mentoring 

(Bradbury & Koballa, 2008; Crasborn, 2011; Gardiner, 2009; Furlong & Maynard, 1995; Lai, 

2010; Lortie, 1975; Wang & Odell, 2002). The ways that a mentor enacts mentoring practices 

with teacher candidates were characterized as provider of feedback, gatekeepers, modelers of 

practice, supporters of reflection, purveyors of context, conveners of relation, agents of 

socialization, advocates of the practical, gleaners of knowledge, abiders of change, and teachers 

of children (Clarke, 2013; Feiman-Nemser, 1992). And within the types of mentoring and the 

ways in which the mentors interacted with the teacher candidate, there were four styles of 

mentoring: absent, directive, indulgent, non-directive / educative (Hennissen et al. 2008; Lawley, 

2014; Tok, 2012). In this section, a vignette of each mentor captures how she or he externalized 

mentoring practices. Following this analysis, a role-ordered matrix displays each mentor’s type, 

participation, and style of mentoring. Through this analysis, a comparison of and relations 

between the variables were examined.  This section concludes with a summary of the mentoring 

practices of the interview sample. 

Vignette mentoring practices. 

Murray. He was an “educative” mentor, as he felt that his teacher candidate should be an 

active participant in his own learning. Murray mentioned that he wanted to know what his 

candidate knows and wanted to know in order to better help the candidate shape his practice. 
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Murray’s conceptualization of his role was in alignment with Tok’s (2012) description of an 

“educative” mentor, who is “supporting, encouraging, challenging, and caring for [the teacher 

candidate’s] welfare and growth as a teacher and as a human being” (p. 455). 

Sheila. As an “educative” mentor, Sheila was very interested in understanding her teacher 

candidate’s content knowledge in order to build upon her strengths. Although she based her 

conceptualization of her role on her previous experiences and those of her trusted colleagues, she 

was not restricted by this. Instead, Sheila was eager to focus on what the teacher candidate 

needed to learn in order to better move the candidate’s knowledge forward and prepare the 

candidate to take over the classroom teaching. In alignment with the MEP guidelines, Sheila was 

interested in a co-teaching model, but she was unsure how to initiate that within her classroom. 

This mentor “questioned and problematized” her own teaching in order to grow alongside her 

teacher candidate. 

Luanne. She was the most common kind of mentor, the “indulgent” kind. She was focused 

on the procedural aspects of teaching and followed the MEP phase-in plan by allowing her 

teacher candidate to take small graduated roles, which were reinforced with praise. She tended 

toward being “directive,” as she felt that she was “leading by example.” 

Julia. Julia occupied qualities of being both “directive” and “indulgent.” She felt that her 

teacher candidate would learn a great deal from her as a model teacher and had a clear sense that 

there was a right and wrong way to teach. Meanwhile, she also focused greatly on the procedural 

aspect of learning to teach, ranking classroom management highly as a focus for growth in her 

mentee. 

Alicia. She was “directive,” not so much in that she expected the teacher candidate to 

become a “mimetic” of her, but she very much believed that by watching a good model, her 
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candidate would select the high-quality teaching practices that would be applicable to the 

candidate’s practice. It was clear, though, that Alicia was in charge of the classroom, and there 

was a right way and a wrong way to teaching in her classroom. Adult learning, often with a peer, 

can lead to challenging and sometimes pedagogically threatening conditions (Bullough, 2012), 

and Alicia had a very clear image of how teaching occurred in her classroom. It was clear that 

deviation from this established schema of good teaching practices was seen as a challenge to her 

and would negatively impact the learning of her students. 

Doug. Doug fell on the continuum between “absent” and “indulgent.” While he never 

actually left the classroom, in many ways he simply left his teacher candidate to figure out how 

to run the classroom herself. This led the candidate to develop her own way of doing things, 

which was focused on the more procedural aspects of teaching, for which Doug was very 

complimentary. He provided ample praise and gratitude for the candidate’s work within the 

classroom.  

These six mentors reflected a continuum of mentoring types and styles that ranged from 

seeing their roles as co-inquirer to seeing their roles as an enforcer of good teaching practices to 

one who provided very little guidance toward the candidate’s learning. In the following matrix, 

the mentoring type, the mentoring participation, and the mentoring style for each will be more 

closely analyzed.  

Matrix of mentoring practices. In order to understand how the cases fit into the 

continuum of mentoring type, participation, and style established in the literature review, each 

mentor was analyzed and categorized based on her or his conceptualization of the role of 

mentoring in Table 5. This matrix displays key comparisons between the type of role a mentor 

takes and the style of mentoring that is exhibited.  It is interesting to note how the type of 
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mentoring style also relates to the mentors’ participation with their teacher candidate. Using this 

matrix, a comparison was made between the internalization of type and then style and the 

externalization participation in relation to those variables. 

Table 5 
Mentors’ Externalization of Mentoring Type, Participation, and Style to Understand the Continuum 
of Practices 
Participant, 
including years of 
experience and 
previous mentoring 
experience Type Participation Style 
 
Alicia, 15 or more 
years of teaching, 
three previous 
teacher candidates 

 
competency 

 
• provider of feedback 
• gatekeepers 
• modelers of practice 
• agents of socialization 
• advocates of the practical 
• abiders of change 
• gleaners of knowledge 
• teachers of children 

 

 
directive 

Doug, 11-15 years 
of teaching, four 
previous teacher 
candidates 
 

apprenticeship • modelers of practice 
• conveners of relation 
• agents of socialization 
• advocates of the practical 
• teachers of children 

 

absent/ indulgent 

Julia, 6-10 years of 
teaching, no 
previous teacher 
candidates 

competency • provider of feedback 
• modelers of practice 
• supporters of reflection 
• purveyors of context 
• agents of socialization 
• gleaners of knowledge 
• teachers of children 

 

directive/ 
indulgent 

Luanne, 15 or more 
years of teaching, 
three previous 
teacher candidates 

apprenticeship • provider of feedback 
• modelers of practice 
• conveners of relation 
• agents of socialization 
• advocates of the practical 
• teachers of children 

 

indulgent/ 
directive 

Murray, 15 or more 
years of teaching, 
four previous 
teacher candidates 

reflective • provider of feedback 
• modelers of practice 
• supporters of reflection 
• purveyors of context 
• conveners of relation 
• agents of socialization 
• gleaners of knowledge 

non-directive 
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• abiders of change 
 

Sheila, 11-15 years 
of teaching, one 
previous teacher 
candidate 

reflective • provider of feedback 
• modelers of practice 
• supporters of reflection 
• agents of socialization 
• advocates of the practical 
• gleaners of knowledge 

non-directive 

 
 Type of mentoring compared to mentoring practices. The types of mentoring reflected 

in the literature include competency, apprenticeship, and reflective. The mentors who reflected a 

competency style of mentoring expected the teacher candidate to observe best practices of 

teaching and work to teach like the mentor. This type of mentor usually engaged in a feedback 

cycle, including coaching, with the candidate, but did not seek to engage the teacher candidate in 

critical inquiry into her or his practice.  In the interview sample, there were two mentors 

categorized as competency: Alicia and Julia. They ways in which they externalized their practice 

were generally aligned, with a few exceptions.  Alicia, unlike Julia, advocated more for practical 

aspects of the position, like procedures and processes to run a classroom.  Julia, unlike Alicia, 

also focused on externalization of her role through supporting reflection and conveying context.  

She sought this type of practice for herself and hoped to encourage this in her teacher candidate. 

 Two of the mentors, Doug and Luanne, reflected an apprenticeship style of mentoring, 

through which they sought to model practice that they expected the teacher candidate to 

replicate. This type of mentor tends to be instructive and prescriptive. Learning for the candidate 

from this style of mentor is through a transmission model. The externalization of practice with 

these two mentors was aligned. They were providers of feedback and models for teaching and 

advocated the practical aspects of running a classroom. 

 The two reflective mentors, Murray and Sheila, sought co-inquiry and collaboration as 

their mentoring style.  Their externalized practices were aligned, although Murray, who 
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described his style as humanistic, also worked to be a purveyor of context and a convener of 

relations, which Sheila did not. Conversely, Sheila saw her role as advocating for the practical 

aspects of the classroom in addition to seeking collaboration with the teacher candidate on 

planning and teaching.       

 Style of mentoring compared to mentoring practices. The styles of mentoring drawn 

from the literature include absent, directive, indulgent, and non-directive. Only one of the 

mentors in this study, Alicia, had a strictly directive style of mentoring. She was the only mentor 

who viewed her role as that of a gatekeeper of the profession. In other words, she felt that role 

was to ensure that new teachers who were unable to meet the rigorous demands of the profession 

were not put in classrooms. She also saw her role as an abider of change, leaning strongly on the 

reform-based practices for teaching and learning. The mentors who had an indulgent style, Doug, 

Julia, and Luanne, all considered themselves as a teacher of children first, and their role as a 

mentor to the teacher candidate was secondary to this primary responsibility.  These mentors also 

tended to engage with the teacher candidates as agents of socialization. 

Summary of the mentoring practices. All mentors, regardless of their type or style of 

mentoring, was a provider of feedback, a modeler of practice, and an agent of socialization, 

although their mentoring practices within these categories were mediated by the type of mentor 

and style of mentoring they had internalized as their role.   

Essential Function of Mentors in Teacher Candidate Preparation 

To understand the function of mentoring in a teacher preparation program, first an 

analysis of the survey sample responses was conducted based on their ranking of their 

understanding of their purpose, and then an analysis of their reported essential function was 

coded for themes.  Through an analysis of the responses by the interview sample, including the 
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program directors, comparisons were made across their stated responses to reveal similarities and 

differences between the larger survey sample, the mentors in the interview sample, and the 

program directors. Finally, to understand how the mentors externalized their practices to reflect 

their perceived essential function, an analysis of their ranking of areas of growth for the teacher 

candidates was considered. 

In the survey, mentors were asked to rank their understanding of their purpose as a 

mentor on a scale: “very good,” “good,” “poor,” and “very poor.” None of the mentors reported 

they had a “poor” or “very poor” understanding, and 85% (n=34) of the mentors reported that 

they had a “very good” understanding of their purpose as a mentor; 62% of these mentors 

worked in highly diverse schools. The remaining mentors reported a “good” understanding. All 

34 who reported a “very good” understanding of their purpose had six or more years of teaching 

experience, 23 of whom had 15 or more years. All mentors with 15 or more years of experience 

reported only having a “very good” understanding of their purpose. Likewise, none of the 

mentors with fewer than five years of experience reported that they had a “very good” 

understanding of their purpose.  

While all mentors felt that they had at least a good understanding of their purpose, they 

varied greatly when asked to describe their essential function. The survey posed the open-ended 

question, “What do you feel is your most essential function as a mentor teacher of a teacher 

candidate (student teacher / teacher intern)?” These responses were analyzed and similar 

responses were grouped into themes. Some of the responses had co-occurrences of themes, but 

one answer could only represent one occurrence of a particular theme. As seen in Table 6, the 

theme “Coaching, providing feedback, guiding” was mentioned by 22 different mentors in their 

responses. Each mentor’s response only represented one occurrence of a theme. An example of a 
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co-occurrence of themes is in the following response; it represented two different themes 

therefore, two occurrences: 

My most important function is to model a purposeful and successful learning/teaching environment. This 

includes but is not limited to modeling various teaching strategies, classroom management, and classroom 

culture development. It also includes assisting the student teacher in finding their own style and pacing for 

teaching. (Interview Response, 2014) 

The first occurrence of a theme would be “model teaching for teacher candidates” in the first 

sentence. At the end of this response, the mentor said she allowed the student teacher to find her 

own “style and pacing for teaching” (Interview Response, 2014). This part of the response would 

be an occurrence for the theme “providing time and space to experiment.” Since a single 

response contained multiple themes, the number of occurrences of a particular theme did not 

represent the actual number of responses or participants.  

Table 6  

Essential Function Described by Mentor  

Theme Occurrence 
Percentage of 
mentors 

Coaching, providing feedback, guiding 22 mentors 55.0% 

Model teaching for candidates 15 mentors 37.5% 

Provide time and space to experiment  12 mentors  30.0% 

Supporting the candidate 6 mentors 15.0% 

Maintaining a positive/productive learning environment 4 mentors 10.0% 

Building the candidate’s confidence 2 mentors 5.0% 

   As evident by the overall number of occurrences in Table 6, many of the responses 

represented a co-occurrence of themes. The distinction between the themes was slight and was 

determined based on an interpretation of the action that the response would potentially elicit as 

an act of mentoring. The two themes that were most closely related and that occurred most often 

were related to coaching the teacher candidate versus modeling teaching for the teacher 
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candidate, although it is important to note that these themes were often a co-occurrence in a 

particular response. If a response mentioned an action that communicated the nuances of 

teaching or suggested that the mentor function was discussed with the teacher candidate, it was 

coded as “Coaching, providing feedback, guiding.” In the following response, this intended 

communicative action is expressed, “Providing guidance and being open to discuss ideas 

regarding teaching and curriculum” (Interview Response, 2014). The act of providing guidance 

and discussing teaching are ways to talk about teaching. Conversely, if a mentor described her or 

his function as modeling, the intended act of mentoring was physically showing the teacher 

candidate how to teach. To be coded as “Model teaching for candidates,” the response clearly 

stated the intended action, for example, “My most important function is to model a purposeful 

and successful learning/teaching environment. This includes but is not limited to modeling 

various teaching strategies, classroom management, and classroom culture development” 

(Interview Response, 2014). Mentors who had more experience (11 or more years) were more 

likely than those with less experience to view their essential function as one of modeling 

teaching rather than talking about the act of teaching. A more thorough examination of the 

function of mentoring in a matrix of the responses from the interview sample will reveal similar 

understandings of their purpose in working with a teacher candidate. 

Matrix of essential function of mentors. This matrix displayed the ways in which each 

mentor in the interview sample established the mentoring role in comparable ways (Miles et al., 

2014). This matrix is representative of a summary for comparison of the mentors’ and program 

directors’ perceptions of the mentors’ essential function and needs while working with teacher 

candidates in the MEP. Since previous experience as a mentor and years of experience as a 

teacher were found to be factors in mentors’ perception of their function and needs, this data is 
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also included to illustrate how variations across the participants were or were not attributed to 

these variables. 

Table 7 
 
Matrix of Mentors and Program Directors for Essential Function of Mentoring  

Role Participant 
Essential function 
Survey 

Essential function  
interview 

 
Mentor 
(directive 
style) 

 
Alicia, 15 or more 
years of teaching, 
three previous 
teacher candidates 

 
• Guide a teacher candidate 

through the many, many 
facets of teaching. 

 

 
• Focused on student 

outcomes 
• Focused on professional 

teaching standards  
• Maintain control of 

classroom 
• Positive teaching behaviors 

 
Mentor 
(absent / 
indulgent 
style) 
 

Doug, 11-15 years of 
teaching, four 
previous teacher 
candidates 

• Provide insight based on 
experience 

• Step back and let the teacher 
candidate learn to teach 

Mentor 
(directive / 
indulgent 
style) 

Julia, 6-10 years of 
teaching, no 
previous teacher 
candidates 

• Providing guidance and 
feedback. 

  

• Metacognitive and reflective 
about teaching practices 

• Same as effective teacher 
• Coaching focused on more 

than just lesson delivery 
Mentor 
(indulgent / 
directive) 

Luanne, 15 or more 
years of teaching, 
three previous 
teacher candidates 
 

• assistance and 
encouragement 

 

• leading by example 
• judging mentee competence 
• organization 
• communication 

 
Mentor 
(non-
directive) 

Murray, 15 or more 
years of teaching, 
four previous teacher 
candidates 

• Provide experiences that 
help teacher candidate 
develop as a teacher 

 

• Providing practical 
experience 

• A guide 
• Develop a collegial 

relationship 
• Scaffold experiences, 

including planning 
• Humanistic approach – 

building confidence 
 

Mentor 
(non-
directive) 

Sheila, 11-15 years 
of teaching, one 
previous teacher 
candidate 
 

• Experimentation 
• Modeling practices 
• Advising for improvement 

• Less structured 
• Develop own system 
• “throw them to the dogs” 

Program 
Director 

Barclay   • Understanding the mentee 
growth – gradual release of 
responsibility  

• Ability to provide quality 
feedback 

• Co-planning to address 
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student needs  
• With-it-ness and spontaneity 
• Strong teaching practices 
• Allow for experimentation 
• Reflective of own teaching 

practices 
• Flexibility 
 

Program 
Director 

Pamela  • Model effective instruction 
& management 

• Establish learning 
opportunities 

• Understanding the mentee 
growth – gradual release of 
responsibility 

• Reflective with the TC 
• Flexibility 
• Strong teaching practices 
• Ability to provide quality 

feedback 
• kind and supportive in a 

way that will push this – the 
teacher forward 

• clear expectations 
• ability to articulate 

metacognitive aspects of 
their practice 

• effective communicators 
 

 

Essential function compared across samples. The survey sample clearly identified the 

themes of coaching, providing feedback, guiding, and modeling teaching for candidates 

as the mentors’ reported essential function as seen in Table 6.  In the survey, the interview 

sample also identified these as their essential function, but one mentor, Murray, reported that his 

function was to provide experiences for the teacher candidates to develop as a teacher. 

 During the interview, mentors discussed their essential function in a variety of ways. 

Most mentors described their essential function in a way that was relatively or directly related to 

what they had reported in the survey, with the exception of two, Doug and Sheila.  Doug 

reported that his function was to “provide insight based on experience,” but when he discussed 

his function in his interview, he described his mentoring style as stepping back and letting his 
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teacher candidate make her own decisions.  Sheila also wanted to allow her teacher candidate to 

“develop her own system,” yet in her interview, she stated that her function was to model 

practices and advise her candidate on improvement.  While these practices could still occur as 

the teacher candidate was developing her own system, Sheila felt that at some pint it was 

necessary for her to “throw them to the dogs,” which was not a way to model practices. Three of 

the mentors’ reported and discussed functions were fairly well related.  Alicia reported that she 

was to guide the teacher candidate through the many facets of teaching, and in her interview she 

discussed the need to focus on student outcomes and professional standards as her function. 

Although a few aspects of what Julia described as her function were not directly connected to 

that which she reported on the survey, she spoke of her function as delivering feedback though 

coaching in both responses. Luanne reported that her essential function was to provide assistance 

and encouragement, and although she discussed in her interview that she was to lead by example, 

she also felt developing communication was key to her function and a way to encourage and 

provide assistance. One mentor, Murray, had a clear connection between his reported function to 

provide experience and develop the candidate, as he discussed these further in his interview. He 

described developing the candidate in a humanistic way by developing a collegial relationship 

and scaffolding the candidate’s learning experiences.  

 Across the survey and interview sample, the mentors were fairly consistent in their 

understanding of their essential function. When comparing the program directors’ description of 

the essential function of the mentors, there was also a great level of consistency.  In alignment 

with the survey sample, providing feedback, modeling strong teaching practices, and the ability 

to allow for experimentation in the classroom were discussed.  The directors also recognized the 

need for mentors to establish learning opportunities for the teacher candidates, something that 
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only Murray discussed as part of his function. Although the directors remained aligned on other 

points of mentor function, like flexibility, co-planning, reflectiveness on practice, and the need to 

understand the teacher candidates’ growth, the elements were missing from the mentors’ 

responses related to their function.    

 Overall, the data revealed that the essential function for this sample of mentor teachers 

and the directors of the program was to provide feedback and to model strong teaching practices.  

What is unclear is what the feedback cycle and teaching practices that the mentors model should 

look like. The directors offered a clearer picture of this as they described other behaviors that 

were essential, like being flexible and being a reflective practitioner.  This leaves room to 

imagine ways in which preparation and ongoing professional development could further develop 

the mentors’ basic understanding of their function. 

 Mentors’ ranking of areas of growth for mentees. In order to better understand how 

the mentors in the survey sample focused their mentoring practices to foster growth in the 

teacher candidate, the online survey (Appendix A) asked  the mentors to rank eight areas of 

growth that they emphasized with their mentee. These areas of growth were selected because 

they represented the focus of the Master of Education Fall Semester Rubric used for the teacher 

candidates’ evaluation; that evaluation was completed by the mentor, the teacher candidate, and 

the university supervisor. For the survey, each mentor was asked to rank the importance of each 

area of growth for her or his mentee on a scale of one through eight.  

The categories that ranked highest were “delivering engaging, student-centered 

instruction” (82.5% ranked it first or second); within this ranking, 42% of the mentors worked in 

Title 1, high-diversity schools, while 27% worked in non-Title 1, low-diversity schools. The 

categories of “classroom management” (42% ranked it first or second) and “managing the 
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instructional environment” (35% ranked it first or second) followed this in importance to the 

mentors. Within the classroom management category, 53% of the mentors were at Title 1, high-

diversity schools, 26% were at non-Title 1, low-diversity schools, and for the latter, only 23% 

were in Title 1, high-diversity schools, and 31% were in non-Title 1, low-diversity schools. 

These rankings aligned with the constructivist orientation of the Master of Education and the 

literature on mentor teachers. The categories that ranked lowest included “immersion into the 

school community and culture” (70% ranked it seventh or eighth) and the “use of technology to 

locate materials to deliver instruction” (45% ranked it seventh or eighth). Both categories were 

ranked lower by mentors in Title 1, high-diversity schools with 39% and 41% ranking it at 

seventh or eighth, respectively. These categories were not directly related to instruction within 

the classroom. One category, “designing instruction for various cultural backgrounds and 

perspectives,” had far more variation across rankings than the others. This category is related to 

both the program’s orientation but not related directly to classroom instruction.  

Summary of essential function. These findings revealed that mentors working for the 

MEP viewed their essential function in alignment with that of the program directors, yet they did 

not access a more nuanced understanding of their function as a reflective practitioner or 

collaborator with the teacher candidate in their learning. A contrast remained between what the 

interview sample reported as mentors’ internalized essential function and how they externalized 

this with the teacher candidates, and this inconsistency affected the type of experience that 

teacher candidates had during their field placement. As the mentors worked with the teacher 

candidates, they valued fostering student-centered teaching practices but still ranked classroom 

management as an essential element to ensure the candidates developed, perhaps at the exclusion 

of developing practices that fostered culturally diverse practices in the classroom. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION OF KEY FINDINGS 

The purpose of this study was to understand how mentors envision their role, and how 

these mentors relate their role to their mentoring practices within the context of a year-long field 

placement. The key findings related to how mentors conceptualize their role, including the ways 

mentors internalize and develop their conceptualization of role, how mentors externalize and 

perform as mentors, and their needs while in the role, are discussed below followed by a 

discussion of generalizability, limitations, implications and directions for future research. 

Secondarily, this study sought to reveal, through the purposive sampling and the diverse context 

in which this study was situated, equitable teaching practices modeled by the mentors for the 

candidates. The findings in this study do not reflect a significant focus by these mentors on 

diversity within the mentoring relationship. Working toward valuing cultural and linguistic 

diversity may have been covertly demonstrated by the mentors, yet it was not revealed through 

any of the data collected.  

Mentor Teachers’ Conceptualization of Role 

One of the main goals of this study was to understand the how mentors of teacher 

candidates conceptualize their role. In order to gain an understanding of this conceptualization, 

the mentors in both samples were asked questions from a number of angles in order to offer a 

cross analysis of their conceptualization of their role. In the survey, to elicit mentor’s 

conceptualization they were asked to rate their understanding of their purpose and their 

confidence in their ability to mentor, and additional open-ended questions focused on their 

essential function, and greatest challenge as a mentor. Further, to understand what the mentors 

prioritized for growth in the teacher candidates, and therefore their role in the candidate’s 

preparation, they were asked to rank eight categories that represent the focus of the teacher 
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preparation curriculum. With the interview sample, the mentors were specifically asked to 

describe their conceptualization of their role as it relates to teacher preparation, then asked to 

share their vision of effective mentoring. The semi-structured interview expanded upon the 

answers provided by the mentors on the survey, including specific learning engagements that 

they enacted to facilitate the teacher candidate’s growth by connecting the preparation program 

goals to their mentoring strategies. The analysis of the interview sample responses was then 

compared to the conceptual framework developed in the literature review.  

This discussion blends the responses from both samples to develop a composite picture of 

the participants’ understandings of their role. It will focus first of the mentors’ internalization of 

role and vision of effectiveness, then relate the mentors’ identified essential function to their 

externalization of the mentoring role. Then focusing on the interview sample, the discussion will 

focus on how their role was reflected in the type of mentoring they enacted related to the growth 

of their teacher candidate. Aligned with the findings of Bradbury & Koballa (2008), all of the 

mentors in the interview sample developed their internalization based on apprenticeship of 

observation, but some were interested in furthering their practices to include new approaches to 

mentoring, like using a co-teaching model. Additionally, in the findings about the mentors’ role, 

the theme of relationship building was interwoven throughout the mentor’s understanding and 

enactment (Gardiner, 2011; Tang, 2012); therefore, it will also be discussed as part of their 

externalization of practice. 

The multiple roles a mentor occupies are challenging, and unclear expectations and a lack 

of preparation further complicate the work of mentors.  According to Gardiner (2009), clarity of 

roles is necessary in order for a mentor to truly understand the impact and outcomes her or his 

mentoring has on the teacher candidate, and the range of beliefs a mentor holds regarding how a 
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teacher candidate learns are interpreted though understanding the role (Valencia 2009). This 

brings to light the importance of understanding the mentors’ needs and developing systems to 

build agency toward co-developed professional learning opportunities. The needs identified by 

the mentors are discussed, then the implications for practice and future research are presented. 

Internalization of mentoring role. Human beings understand the world we live in 

through the use of artifacts and tools as a means for mediation within the context of our lives.  

For mentors, the knowledge developed by this mediation can be limited, leaving mentors to 

construct meaning based on what Vygotsky (1978) calls “fossilized behaviors.” Typically, as 

seen with the mentors in this study, these “fossilized behaviors” are reflective of the type of 

mentoring experienced during the mentors’ own teacher preparation program. Additionally, the 

mentors’ conceptualization is mediated by the observation of other mentors’ practices with 

teacher candidates (Orland-Barak, 2014). This historical development based on the long standing 

culture of traditional mentoring practices serves to mediate the internalization of what an 

effective mentor does with a teacher candidate. Essentially, the lack of direct external mediation 

leaves the mentor on her or his own to develop a mentoring repertoire and does not challenge her 

or him to explore new ways to build knowledge related to candidate needs or program outcomes 

(Crasborn et al., 2011; Giebelhaus & Bowman, 2002; McDonald & Flint, 2011).  Mentoring is 

not a one-size-fits-all endeavor; therefore, it necessitates a clear focus for all mentors in order to 

develop responsive, not fossilized behaviors, when working to grow a candidate’s teaching 

practice. 

The mentors in this study had a vision of mentoring that situated them as guides to lead 

the teacher candidates toward practices that they see as effective teaching (Lai, 2010; Maynard & 

Furlong, 1993).  Although, most mentors described mentoring as a time allow for 
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experimentation by the teacher candidate within the classroom, but depending on the mentor’s 

particular style of mentoring, this level of experimentation and the type of risks that the teacher 

candidate was able to take were sometimes limited. In other words, experimentation with teacher 

strategies and new content could be hindered by a more directive mentoring style, although the 

mentor may believe that experimentation was important. Since the majority of mentors in the 

interview sample (67%) maintain a directive vision of the “right and wrong” way to teach, their 

concept of experimentation was sometimes narrow. The context in which the mentoring 

relationship developed also shapes the definition of effectiveness.  For example, if a mentor had 

adopted a more directive mentoring style, than she or he would be more likely to expect the 

teacher candidate to use, often mimicking, the teaching strategies or procedures that the mentor 

used in her or his own practice (Bradbury & Koballa, 2008; Clarke et al., 2014; Martin, 1994; 

Wang & Odell, 2002).  Conversely, if a mentor had adopted a more educative or even indulgent 

mentoring style, the teacher candidate was encouraged to use a range of strategies that may or 

may not be familiar to the mentor (Athanases et al., 2008; Feiman-Nemser, 1994; Lai, 2010; 

Tok, 2012).  Therefore, the effectiveness of a mentor is directly connected to her or his 

understanding and enactment of the mentor role (Leshem, 2014), and because of this, mentors’ 

evaluation of effectiveness, whether it was of oneself or mentoring in general, is influenced by 

how the mentor defines the role.  

While these are not unique challenges, the mentors often felt pressure to model these 

practices daily, which can create stress due to daily interaction (Bullough, 2012; Gardiner, 2011).  

Julia, a first year mentor, but classroom teacher of over ten years felt this pressure, especially in 

the beginning of the school year, and she shared that often times she would need to leave the 

room during the planning period because she needed time and space to herself.  She felt that she 
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was always “on” and found it exhausting.  Given her “directive” style of mentoring, she did not 

always view her role as a shared responsibility (Martin, 1994), instead often focusing on the right 

or wrong way to teach (Hennissen et al., 2008; Lawley, 2014 ; Tok, 2012). This conception was 

also evident in her mentoring as she had a clearly established right way that she intended to 

mentor her teacher candidate, which also contributed to her tension. 

Despite the subjective nature of the mentors’ definition of effectiveness, there were 

common themes that emerged as the mentors discussed how they internalized the role: an 

effective mentor prepares a teacher candidate for the classroom.  Even though the mentors in this 

study felt they did not have clear guidelines from the teacher preparation program, each stressed 

the importance of the interpersonal relationship with the teacher candidate as a way to develop 

the candidates’ preparedness for the rigors of the classroom. Through the relationship, there was 

a sense that the type of safe, experimental environment that the mentors envisioned as effective 

was developed. 

According to the conceptual framework developed in the literature review, which is 

rooted in the work of Furlong & Maynard (1995), but expanded upon by others, there are three 

roles that a mentor moves between in her or his work with a teacher candidate: apprentice 

(mentor as model), competency (mentor as a guide or coach), and reflective practitioner (mentor 

as co-inquirer). The mentors in this study occupied all of these roles, and based on their level of 

teaching experience, were focused more or less in one or more of these roles.   When asked about 

their understanding of role, the more experienced mentors, who had 11 or more years of 

teaching, described their understanding as very good and explained that their mentoring focused 

on modeling teaching, allowing for space for the teacher candidate to experiment, and 

developing the teaching experiences that provided space for the teacher candidate to explore her 
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or his vision of teaching, which relates to the “reflective” role described in the conceptual 

framework. More experienced mentors wanted to learn along their candidate. The mentors who 

had six to ten years of teaching experience were more focused on their role as that of 

“competency” as they were focused on feedback with their teacher candidate. This approach to 

mentoring was more procedural in that they focused on how to teach, but not so much on why 

they make curricular or pedagogical choices. The mentors with one to five years of teaching 

experience identified themselves as having a good understanding of their role, but did not truly 

fit into any of these categories although they were more inclined toward the behaviors of an 

“apprentice” as they had an expectation of right and wrong ways to teach. They focused on the 

preparation to teach rather than the act of teaching. This mirrors Gardiner’s (2009) finding that 

novice mentors, defined as those with three of fewer years of mentoring, have a “vague and 

developing” sense of their role as mentor.  Overall, only 27% of the survey sample was aligned 

with reflective practitioner role and responded that working with the teacher candidate infused 

fresh teaching ideas and strategies and promoted self-reflection in their own practice.   

Despite the purposeful selection of the mentors for the interview sample, which was 

intended to ensure the inclusion of mentors teaching in schools with high diversity, in this study, 

the internalization of their role did not reflect an overt understanding of the need to address 

diversity issues with the candidates.  Teacher candidates need mentoring that prepares them to 

become responsive and reflective teachers in order to engage the diverse composition of today’s 

classrooms. This supports the findings of Achinstein et al., (2005) who posit that traditional 

mentoring does not address “equity-focused” practices to push teacher candidates toward diverse 

practices. Although, equity alone, which could be a part of the mentors’ practices, can still fall 

short of meeting needs of students in our contemporary classrooms and schools. 
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To better understand how the mentors internalized their role, focus was directed toward 

how they defined the essential function of a teacher candidate mentor.  In both the survey and the 

interview, mentors were asked about the essential function, not necessarily related to their own 

mentoring, but instead how they envisioned the role of a teacher candidate mentor. Across the 

samples, the mentors described their essential function infused with challenges, both personal, 

interpersonal and from outside the classroom. This section discusses how the essential function is 

internalized, focusing also on the challenges that mediate the mentors’ conceptualization of their 

role. 

In the survey sample, 85% of the mentors stated that they had a very good understanding 

of their purpose, but there was variation when they were asked to describe their essential 

function. This may also be a result of not fully understanding their role and how this 

understanding of role affects their mentoring strategies (Gut et al., 2014; Wang & Odell, 2002). 

The most prevalent theme identified by mentors was that their function was to coach, provide 

feedback, and guide the teacher candidates with over half of the mentors reporting this as their 

function.  While this mirrors the findings of numerous other studies (Hobson et al., 2008; Killian 

& Wilkins, 2009; Lawley et al., 2014; McDonald et al., 2011), the mentors in this study focused 

mostly on teaching strategies as the type of feedback they felt was most important to provide, 

while none mentioned a focus on content knowledge.  Many of the responses reiterated the 

themes that emerged when the mentors were asked about the skills of an effective mentor.  And, 

while the type of feedback that the mentors identified varied greatly, many mentors spoke about 

preparing the candidates with a “realistic experience” that included many of the procedural 

aspects like recording grades and attendance, attending meetings and maintaining contact with 

parents.  One mentor mentioned “reflective teaching and self-discovery,” but it was not 
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connected to elements of teaching, but instead to the “emotional rollercoaster” of classroom 

teaching. 

Due to the duration of the field placement, mentors had significant time to reflect upon 

the overall meaning and purpose of the role, and throughout this time, they developed a sense – 

often unconscious- of what kind of mentoring they would deliver.  The teacher preparation 

program envisions that mentoring relationship to be one of a co-teaching arrangement, yet 20% 

of the mentors surveyed felt they needed some type of development in this area.  It is unclear if 

the remaining mentors were uninterested or unwilling to develop a co-teaching model in their 

classroom, but there was no evidence through the interviews that any mentor has embraced this 

model, despite the high number of mentors who felt they had little or no need for development in 

this area.  Similar to understanding and enacting the principles of adult learning, this area of 

expertise – a co-teaching model- received little attention during the mentor orientation, and while 

its educative potential could be great, the mentors in this study did not identify its potential for 

their own growth in their mentoring practice.  

 It is well documented that being a good teacher does not translate directly into being a 

good mentor (Bullough, 2012; Killian & Wilkins, 2009; Lesham, 2014; Martin, 1994; Wang & 

Odell, 2002), and one of the reasons is due to the different needs of an adult learner.  These 

mentors recognize, although perhaps only tacitly, that mentoring teacher candidates requires a 

different skills set than those used with the students within their classroom, and just over half of 

the survey mentors recognize some need to meet these the candidates’ need as an adult learner. 

This study confirms that mentors state that they have a good understanding of their purpose, and 

as evidenced in the survey, indicate they do not need support, yet a closer examination of their 

internalized conceptualization of role and essential function conclude that mediation toward new 
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knowledge, such as co-teaching models and relational skills could influence mentoring practices.  

Externalization of mentoring practices. Mentors must have a repertoire of mentoring 

strategies and the reflectivity to vacillate between the established role types described in this 

study.  Across the mentors in the interview sample, how they assume responsibility related to 

their understanding of their role reveals that there is a pattern to their conceptualized 

understanding of their role and the ways in which they enact their mentoring practices (Tok, 

2012; Valencia et al., 2009). Based on the “continuum” defined by Clarke et al. (2014), mentors’ 

roles range from being “absent,” who is not present in the classroom physically, emotionally, and 

intellectually, to “directive,” who seeks to develop a teacher candidate as a direct duplicate of her 

or himself, to the most common, “indulgent,” who is supportive, but not critical and fails to 

challenge the teacher candidate to tackle issues of pedagogy or content, and finally, “educative,” 

who focuses on what the teacher candidate as an active co-inquirer in the learning to teach 

process.  The mentors in the interview sample fall across this continuum, some falling directly 

into a role and some showing a mixture of roles. Of the six mentors in the interview sample, two 

of these mentors, Murray and Shelia, were “educative” mentors, Luann was “indulgent,” Julia 

was “indulgent” and “directive,” Alicia was “directive,” and Doug was “absent” and “indulgent.” 

Mentor Teachers' Needs 

Another goal of this study was to understand the needs of mentors of teacher candidates 

that will enable them to enact effective mentoring practice. When specifically asked in the 

survey, the mentors in this study did not overtly state a need for any preparation or on-going 

support. Tok (2012) points out the interpersonal relationship between the mentor and teacher 

candidate prove to be most important characteristic a mentor can develop, and the mentors in 

both the interview and the survey samples in this study described interpersonal relations as 
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challenging and an important quality of their effective mentoring. Yet, in the survey, 73% of the 

mentors indicated they had little or no need for support in developing their interpersonal skills 

with their teacher candidate. In fact, none of the mentors had a high or urgent need for 

development in this area.  

Despite not directly selecting developing interpersonal skills as an area where 

development could be needed, the indirect analysis of their needs, though the interviews and 

open-ended survey questions, revealed areas that teacher preparation mentors do have needs for 

preparation and support including understanding the principles of adult learning, which Bullough 

(2012) cites as a source for challenge for mentors. Only 52% of the mentors indicated they had 

some, high or an urgent need in this area, placing it as one of the more indicative areas identified 

for support. Addressing the complex needs of adult learners can place a mentor in a threatening 

position since it may require the mentor to be in opposition with a teacher candidate, and this 

may result in the mentor having to concede on her or his standards for teaching. Alicia, a veteran 

teacher and mentor describes a “clashing of wills” with one teacher candidate that left her feeling 

helpless and professionally conflicted about allowing a teacher that she felt was unable to do her 

job well move into the classroom. This illustrates what Gardiner (2009) describes as a significant 

challenge to the mentors conceptualization of her or his role.  While Alicia felt she was dealt 

with the conflict the best that she could, she was, years after mentoring this particular candidate, 

still troubled by the strained relationship.  Mentors may feel unprepared to deal with the 

interpersonal issues that arise in the collaboration with teacher candidates.  The management of 

adults related to issues of professionalism and disparate philosophies of teaching (Gardiner, 

2009) conflict with their conception of being a resource person, role model, or friend. 

In this particular teacher preparation program, the mentoring relationship lasts for one 



MENTOR TEACHERS 129 

	  

academic year. A few of the inherent challenges revealed by the mentors include a lack of clear 

guidelines regarding what the teacher candidate needs in the classroom and what type of teacher 

candidate development the mentors are responsible to facilitate throughout the field placement 

(Gut et al., 2014). Nearly 30% of the mentors surveyed indicated they had some need or a high 

need for this clarity. The range of support that the mentors selected as crucial spanned between 

professional goals for the teacher candidates to developing strategies to help the candidate with 

things that go deeper than simply managing the classroom, like evaluating student progress and 

diagnosing student needs, which would require the mentors to move toward discussing students’ 

learning in the context of learning to teach (Wang & Odell, 2002).  The desire for growth in 

these areas would indicate that within the mentor’s understanding of her or his role, they do seek 

to move toward the educative functions of mentoring, yet due to a clear sense of role and purpose 

is either unclear or unable to pursue this action.   Although the multiple and unclear roles of the 

mentor are in itself a challenge, according to Gardiner (2009), mentors are also challenged by the 

necessity to not only mentor teaching for the teacher candidates, but also to manage them 

regarding the daily operation of being a teacher. This navigation of interpersonal, and often 

difficult, relationships, is not a skill that most mentors have experience with prior to assuming 

the role, and as evidenced by Julia and Alicia, in addition to their teaching and mentoring 

responsibilities, this management can prove to be professional an personally challenging.   

It is interesting to note that although classroom management is a significant focus in 

preparation coursework and a crucial skill in effective teaching, 75% the mentors in this study 

indicated they needed no support in assisting teacher candidates build this skill. This is in 

contradiction to Santoli & Martin’s (2012) finding that mentors’ greatest need is to be prepared 

to focus on classroom management. As experienced classroom teachers, it can be inferred that 
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the mentors in this study all maintain strong classroom management skills, and that the 

confidence they feel toward their mentoring practices is reflective of this indication for no need 

in this area. 

This study reveals that although mentors face challenges in their role, they do not see 

these challenges as a source for the need for additional preparation for support. Without an 

intervention of new artifacts and tools, mentors face challenges without a means for resolution.  

Preparation to meet the needs of mentor teachers needs to reflect responsiveness to the context of 

the mentoring relationship, and be developed through the development of relational agency - a 

partnership that places the university and the mentors as partners in identifying needs and 

developing the tools necessary to influence mentoring practices. 

Mentors’ needs related to preparation. As discussed previously, much of the 

mentoring literature focuses on the needs of induction mentors, and while many core mentoring 

practices, like building a strong interpersonal relationship with the teacher candidate may be 

similar in both types of mentoring, additional types of preparation are necessary for the educative 

functions of mentoring teacher candidates to be fully enacted. The participants in this study were 

asked about their preparation, and the majority of the mentors had participated in preparation for 

the role, although the preparation was either limited to an orientation or one day seminar, or it 

was designed by the district to prepare mentors to mentor NQT.  Most school districts have 

various forms of mentor training for induction mentors (Bullough, 2012), and in some cases 

university programs have supplemented this training to prepare teacher candidate mentors, but as 

shown in this study, these efforts to do not address the needs revealed by the mentors. 

In order for a mentor to understand her or his role, and therefore provide high quality 

mentoring, a mentor must be provided with the in-depth background knowledge including a clear 
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understanding of goals for the field placement, goals for mentoring, and models of instruction. 

The district mentor preparation described by the participants in this study focused on the 

cognitive coaching model, which the mentors described using with their candidates, and it 

typically consisted of a pre-conference, observation, lesson targeted feedback and post-

conference with the candidate. While this is consistent with the findings of Gardiner (2009), 

cognitive coaching only addresses a small part of the function of mentor teachers. Additionally, 

the procedural nature of an orientation provided by the Master of Education Program, which 

includes a review of procedures and the program handbook as well as the development of a 

phase-in plan for the teacher candidate’s’ field placement, does not fully address the needs of the 

mentors. Gardiner (2009) points out that this type of preparation is narrowly focused and is not 

embedded with the mentors’ practice.  It therefore lacks the rich contextual knowledge base that 

can respond to the needs of a mentor and provide a space for mentors to reflect on their own 

practice.   

It is agreed upon by Gardiner (2011), Gut et al. (2014) and Hennissen et al. (2008) that 

effective mentors make their metacognitive processes transparent while teaching a part of the 

mentoring dialog with teacher candidates. The externalization of practices that were evident in 

this study did not reveal a deconstruction of the pedagogical practices used by the mentor as she 

or he modeled practices. The coaching model that was described by a number of the interview 

sample mentors did not include rich conversations about the cultural and cognitive needs of 

students, although this sample was selected purposively based on their own ranking of the need 

to plan for diversity as well and the diverse nature of their school context.  This omission points 

toward a clear need to work alongside the mentors to develop approaches to develop the essential 

cultural competence teacher candidates will need in their future practice. It is unclear why these 
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mentors did not address the richness of diversity in their practice, but it opens a space to explore 

ways to elicit this knowledge base alongside the mentors to develop practices that will enrich the 

teacher candidates' teaching and learning. 

While it remains unclear, as illustrated in the literature, how to implement preparation 

and on-going support for mentors, it is clear that mentors need to have the knowledge base to 

develop new practices (Achinstein & Athanases, 2005) and the flexibility to be reflexive to the 

teacher candidates’ needs (Crasborn et al., 2011; Geibelhaus & Bowman, 2002). Through the 

application of developmental agency in making professional development decisions, the mentors 

and partners can align practices toward equitable outcomes and strong preparation. 

Mentors maintain a traditional approach to their role that is based not on a robust 

repertoire of practices, but instead on a more limited view of their role as a provider of feedback 

and guide during field placements. Due to unclear expectations of their purpose, mentors 

understood their purpose to be more practical, rather than educative, tending to the day-to-day 

experiences of teaching, very rarely moving toward a more challenging stance of exploring 

issues of diversity, student outcomes, or the teacher candidates own learning outcomes.  The 

historical development of “fossilized behaviors” (Vygotsky, 1978) in the mentors practice 

reflected a right and wrong way of teaching that may or may not meet the needs of the teacher 

candidate or the preparation program.  It can be inferred that the mentors’ belief that they need 

little or no support is related to a lack of clear understanding of their role. While it is evident that 

clarity of role is necessary, there is not a clear model for the development of this knowledge base 

as it remains contextual; therefore, preparation of mentor teachers must be reflexive and rooted 

in the real experiences of the mentors and teacher candidates in the field placement. 
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Year-Long Field Placements 

 Nationally, due to the increased call for clinical-based education, teacher preparation 

programs continue to increase the length of field placements (NCATE, 2010). This necessitates 

the focus on the preparation of mentors to align their conceptualization of role to the needs of the 

preparation program, the teacher candidate, and the classroom students throughout the extended 

clinical-based field placements.  

The mentors in this study reported a variety of challenges that they faced throughout the 

placement. The greatest challenge was communication and feedback, which according to the 

“Design Principles for Clinically Based Preparation” established by NCATE (2010), is a key to 

the type of interactive professional community, which is robust with opportunities for feedback, 

that teacher candidates need during their field placement.  While the mentors recognized that the 

year-long placement allowed them to build the relationship necessary to engage with the teacher 

candidate in critical and meaningful ways, the on-going need to be present in the candidates’ 

learning was exhaustive.  More experienced mentors also struggled more with interpersonal 

issues with the teacher candidates often remarking that the lack of preparation prior to enter the 

classroom negatively impacted the experience.  This finding further clarifies the need to focus 

preparation on the mentor’s conceptualization of her or his role.  It can be inferred that these 

more experienced mentors rely on their understanding of their own field-experience, which may 

have been as much as a decade ago, to develop their expectations for the teacher candidates.  The 

increased clinical preparation that is interwoven throughout the entire preparation program is not 

the same as older preparation models that required the candidates to spend only a semester in the 

classroom. In the MEP model, teacher candidates take coursework in tandem with their field 

placement. If the mentor teachers are not in alignment with this standard of the program, this 
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concurrent development of teaching knowledge for the candidates can place strain on the 

relationship.   

Generalizability 

This study reflects the features and context of a single teacher preparation program, 

therefore, this study was not meant to be a study that was generalizable to all teacher preparation 

programs. While the issues and conclusions drawn from this study may not arise in an 

investigation of another similar program, the existing literature about mentors’ conceptualization 

of role has shown that mentors of teacher candidates maintain an understanding of their role that 

is similar to those described in this study.  As evidenced in this study and supported in related 

literature, mentors maintain a more traditional view of their role; therefore, the traditional 

approach is the common thread across mentoring practices. Although other programs may be 

situated in different contexts, a key component for all preparation programs is placing teacher 

candidates with mentor teachers for their field experiences, and similar to this study, the field 

placement, and mentoring of teacher candidates, happens without a great deal of contact with the 

teacher preparation program. Based on this understanding, other studies are likely to expose 

similar findings because the mentors’ conceptualization is likely to mirror those in this study. 

Limitations 

This study was limited to only one teacher preparation program, which was at the 

master’s level.  The data collection only involved secondary education teachers and spanned one 

academic year.  The data collection in this one-year Master of Education program offers a picture 

of teacher preparation that can be viewed by other preparation programs that are similar in 

structure.  While the survey sample in this study showed a high response rate and was likely 

representative of mentors in a similar program, the interview sample was limited to mentors who 
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indicated that engaging teacher candidates in culturally responsive pedagogy was a priority for 

the candidates’ growth. While this was intended to reveal mentoring practices that value issues 

of diversity in the classroom, these issues were not openly a part of the discussion of mentoring.  

This missing component could be related to the mentors’ own discomfort talking about critical 

issues with me, as I am a white researcher. It could also be limited by me, as a white researcher, 

not asking questions in a way that directed the participants toward this challenging work, 

although I attempted to situate the interview toward these topics by pulling the mentors’ own 

responses regarding culturally diverse practices from their survey responses. Further limiting this 

research was the omission of the mentor teachers’ own cultural backgrounds as a part of the data 

collected. This information may have provided an inroad toward the mentors’ understanding of 

race, ethnicity and culture issues in the classroom.  Also, while the larger sample reflected a 

relatively equal balance between mentors at Title 1 schools and non-Title 1 schools, the 

interview sample contained five mentors at a Title 1 school and one who was not.  This study 

was also limited to mentor teachers and did not include perspectives from the teacher candidates 

or the university supervisors, who both are affected by and in turn influence the mentor’s 

function. 

Implications for Practice 

The reform-based push toward extended clinical practice outlined by NCATE (2010) in 

teacher preparation requires a more formalized approach to teacher candidate mentoring. It is 

useful for preparation programs looking toward more robust clinical experiences to consider the 

importance of mentor teacher preparation.  Teacher preparation programs have been called to 

work toward accountability for teacher candidate knowledge, effectiveness and ability to meet 

the workforce and learning needs of K-12 students (CAEP, 2013). Mentor teachers play a 
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considerable role in the development of these competencies in teacher candidates should expect 

and be engaged in preparation, on-going support, and innovative technological solutions to 

effectively assume this increased responsibility. 

Developing professional learning opportunities. Through looking at and studying 

mentors’ development of their role and what they share as their needs there is an opportunity to 

come alongside and build a relationship with them to develop professional learning opportunities 

that suits their needs. Based on the findings in this study, understanding their needs and digging 

in deep through developing a strong partnership can develop agency between mentors and 

preparation programs to target professional learning opportunities that are contextual and 

responsive. In order to do so, teacher preparation program faculty and leaders need to be in the 

field with the mentors as a part of their practice. Therefore the discussion in this section will 

address implications for the development of the relationship as a key component of preparation 

beginning at the point mentors are recruited and continuing throughout the time they are working 

with the teacher candidate in the field placement. 

In order to help mentors grow their mentoring practice, preparation should begin as soon 

as the mentors are recruited for the position.  In this particular study, the mentors are recruited 

and the teacher candidates are placed toward the end of the spring semester prior to the fall 

internship. This type of early placement offers the opportunity for the mentor and teacher 

candidate to meet, but it also situates the teacher preparation program with the opportunity to 

meet with the mentors. During this time, the coordination of program faculty and mentors in 

targeted meetings could occur.  Designing this space as a time to discuss the program curriculum 

would provide a time for mentors to not only understand the development of their teaching 

knowledge base, but also to give feedback to the program faculty regarding the content.  This 
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type of co-creation of curriculum would serve to give the mentors agency in the curriculum and 

also provide a better understanding for them regarding the gaps that they would be expected to 

fill during the field placement. Further, this coordination of curriculum could serve as a tool to 

mediate the theory praxis gap that is an on-going issue in teacher preparation. 

Through a more clear development of a knowledge base regarding the teacher preparation 

curriculum, mentor preparation could continue into the summer in order to work with closely 

with mentors to uncover needs.  This could be facilitated through further study of the curriculum 

to unpack ways the common challenges that mentors face, such as not feeling the teacher 

candidate is prepared for the classroom, and target ways to anticipate and mediate these issues. 

Since mentors base their practice on an apprenticeship model, this model should be revealed and 

explored as a part of the mentors’ self-investigation of their personal funds of knowledge. This 

may be facilitated by asking mentors to write their own teaching philosophy then think about 

how they would view their mentoring role similarly or differently. In this way, both veteran 

mentors and newer mentors can contribute their experiences, and collaboratively develop new 

knowledge regarding the unclear expectations that often lead to frustration during the placement. 

It is also important as mentors begin to prepare for their role that the preparation program 

be thoughtful and transparent about the challenges they face, such as new state and federal 

regulations that are dependent of program outcomes, and through a joint understanding of these 

implications, develop a plan to address these issues, if possible, though the field placement.  

Additionally, since the mentors and teacher candidates have already met, the facilitation of 

additional time to work and plan prior to the start of the school year would continue to develop 

the mentors’ context from which she or he will develop mentoring practices.  

Developing preparation and support for mentors’ needs cannot be addressed with a one-
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size-fits-all program.  As the school year begins, and the mentor and teacher candidate begin 

working together regularly, it is the time to address the on-going and contextual needs of the 

mentors and teacher candidates. As shown in this study, mentors felt that the relationship they 

developed with the teacher candidate was extremely important, and that the time they spent 

together created the space for this to happen.  Expanding upon this idea, creating space in which 

the mentors, teacher candidates and other stakeholder can meet and address the successes and 

challenges of the field placement is necessary. This type of professional learning time faces the 

barrier of time restraints as well as the need to be relevant and useful to all of the participants.  

The topics for these continued professional learning opportunities should be generative, and be 

drawn from the network of mentor teachers.  Since mentors tend to not be forthright with their 

needs, this work could be facilitated by feedback from not only the mentors, but also the teacher 

candidates and the clinical supervisors.  By developing a cycle of identifying challenges, then 

addressing these during professional learning opportunities, tools to mediate practice can be 

drawn out from the real situations in field placements.  

Although the topics for these on-going professional learning opportunities would ideally 

be generative, as evidenced in this study, mentors are often reluctant to expand their practice 

beyond the practical aspects of learning to teach; therefore, it would be a key for the facilitators 

to also generate topics that could be addressed.  Since the mentors in this study felt confident 

about the practical aspects, issues of related to addressing the diverse needs of students could be 

addressed.  The mentors indicated that developing diverse practices was important to them, but 

yet they did not translate this into their mentoring practices.  The on-going professional learning 

opportunities could focus on issues of social justice and how this impacts student learning 

outcomes. Another issue for mentors in this study, and in the literature (Bullough, 2010) is 
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addressing the learning needs of adults, which an area of expertise that can be drawn from 

program faculty and more experienced mentors.  The professional learning opportunities are an 

opening to development new knowledge within the mentors own expert community to redefine 

and expend their mentoring practice.   

As accountability measures continue to increase for classroom teachers and teacher 

preparations programs, which all require more time for stakeholders. In this context, finding time 

for additional meetings and the development of professional learning opportunities is a 

challenge. Using technology to bring stakeholders together, not necessarily in the same physical 

space, expands options for participation in professional learning. A computer mediated third 

space can offer a faster way to connect to one another that does not require mentors to leave their 

classroom, yet allows them to connect to one another and the preparation program. Creating this 

connection can help the mentor develop a clear understanding of their role in preparation, and 

also contribute to the development of other mentors. It is recognized that not having face-time 

sometimes hinders synergistic idea development that can happen in face-to-face meetings, but as 

technology continues to advance, and people continue to adopt the idea of meeting people 

virtually, though personal and business applications, the opportunity to engage greater numbers 

of people more easily online becomes more relevant. Finding a balance is key, which could mean 

meeting both in person and online to simulate ideas and support practices. 

Teacher preparation programs must grapple with the problem of overcoming the mentors’ 

belief that they do not need any preparation or support. Professional learning opportunities must 

offer value to the mentor, and though the development of relational agency (Edwards, 2005), 

mentors, program faculty and clinical supervisors have the potential to create this value.  

Through a better understanding of the scope of teacher preparation and a co-development of the 
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role of mentoring within the programs, a sense of urgency can be established that is similar to 

what we create for students in highly engaging classrooms.  There is must be a clear reason for 

the mentors to desire to push beyond the traditional mentoring practices that they have used, 

especially if these practices have worked in the past.  The mentors in this study felt they did not 

need anything from the preparation program. Even if the mentors are effective and successful in 

their mentoring, there are still gaps in preparing them to be reflexive toward their practice, and 

this pattern needs to be disrupted. Preparation needs to be a co-created model, with the 

foundation build upon identifying, recognizing, and understanding why teachers feel this way 

and how we can break that down a bit to move their practice forward. This effort to develop 

relational agency among the teacher education stakeholders can offer a counter to the type of 

top-down decision and implementation of practices that is common in educational settings.   

Mentors do not want to be mired in bureaucracy and told what to do; stakeholders need to 

generatively co-develop new models for clinical preparation as a community to increase program 

outcomes, while preparing strong teachers for the needs of the K-12 classroom. 

Implications for Research 

The implications for practice have related implications for research.  As discussed, this 

research revealed that mentors generally indicate that they do not need preparation or support in 

their role as a teacher candidate mentor.  Although, it was revealed through the targets interviews 

as mentors begin to talk about their practice, they do identify areas within their practice that 

challenge them, and could be a starting point for preparation and support.  This implies that 

gaining this knowledge requires actual conversation, and if the relationship between the 

stakeholders – the mentors, the teacher preparation faculty, and the supervisors – is focused on 

and cultivated, the potential for greater transparency of these needs is possible. This points to a 
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research design that involves more stakeholders, but is also design-based in order to continuously 

evolve as the needs of the stakeholders become evident.  Additionally, due to the relational 

nature of this research, a longitudinal approach would add the ability to watch growth over time 

as the stakeholders continue to reflect, evaluate and improve their practice. 

As the on-going professional learning opportunities are developed during a school year, 

rich data collection of emerging practice can document the new knowledge development.  This 

type of data collection can be labor intensive, but through the use of simple technologies, it may 

be possible to capture and document this development.  The use of an internet enabled recording 

device, such as iPhone, by the mentor to record conversations with the teacher candidate would 

allow access to the rich experiences of the mentors’ every day practice.  This type of device 

could be set to record and upload recordings directly to a cloud-based service making them 

accessible immediately way for analysis.  Additionally, this use of technology would remove the 

researcher as a participant observer, which may promote more interactions between the mentors 

and teacher candidates.   

 The implications for both practice and research maintain focus on the mentor teacher as 

the key stakeholder in developing stronger program outcomes. Though the development of 

relational agency, which involves stakeholder to come together to create new models for 

mentoring, robust field placements can become realized.  Research points toward not only 

engaging the mentors more, but also placing them at the center of the collection of data to direct 

the type of support that would add value to their practice. 

Future Research 

My future research agenda will focus on the development of generative professional 

learning opportunities, including the investigation of models of mentoring practice that 
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strengthen teacher preparation outcomes and uncovering ways to promote the disruption of 

traditional mentoring practice. This disruption is intended to bring forward issues of race, 

ethnicity and cultural background as an integral part of learning to teach.  Although not a part of 

this study, a final salient issue I would like to connect to my agenda is the use of technology to 

create a third space for the development of relational agency across stakeholders. 

The implications gleaned from this study situate my future research to expand beyond the 

limitation of only studying mentors to focus on the entire mentoring system, as it is important to 

incorporate all of the stakeholders in the development of professional learning opportunities. 

How can supervisors, who are often the only connection between the university and the field-

based clinical experience, be utilized to further strengthen the relationship?  What structures can 

be put in place to develop the space necessary to engage the stakeholders in the professional 

learning opportunities? It is clear that the relationship will need to defined in order to promote 

the type of co-inquiry and collaboration, therefore it will be imperative to begin by investigating 

the current “fossilized behaviors” and models of apprenticeship that exist within the mentoring 

system. This investigation will address the issues of diversity that are a necessary condition to 

disrupt these types of behaviors and meet the needs of students in our contemporary classrooms.  

This is another indicator that this line of research will need to be longitudinal and design-based. 

Based on my previous longitudinal research focused on the internalization of program principles 

across stakeholders, promoting a change of established cultural values to develop new 

knowledge takes time, commitment, and clear communication. 

Further, I intend for my research to address the diverse needs of students, and the critical 

importance for differences in the classroom to be a part of teacher preparation, by focusing on 

the development of a repertoire of practices for mentoring teacher candidates that bring to the 
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forefront methods to approach the needs of all learners in the classroom.  The findings of this 

study illustrate that mentors do not address these issues in their mentoring role, yet in our 

classrooms, cultural and linguistic diversity is steadily increasing. In order to meet the needs of 

all students, teachers must be prepared to address this diversity.  Why do teachers, even those 

who state that the value diversity in the classroom, fail to address this with their teacher 

candidates? As mentors address diversity in their own practice, how can they make these 

practices overt to the teacher candidates? How do mentors have critical conversations about the 

differences in classrooms to create rich learning experiences for teacher candidates? This 

research can be facilitated by designing a study that situates the data collection in a naturalist 

environment by recording mentor feedback that is part of a feedback cycle, but also spontaneous 

and responsive to daily classroom situations.  This may be possible by the use of internet based 

recording devices used by mentors to capture these moments as they happen throughout the field 

experience. 

Finally, the exploration of technology as a means for bringing together teacher 

preparation stakeholders is a line of research I seek to use to strengthen the relationships that are 

necessary to build a strong partnership.  While technology has its own inherent barriers, it is also 

a means by which the challenges of time and distance can be reduced and participation can be 

broadened. While research into innovative uses of technology is timely, within my agenda it is 

not intended to supplant the initial development of face-to-face relationships; therefore, it is 

likely to integrate into my other lines of research as they develop. 

Conclusions 

 The mentors in this study maintain a traditional approach to mentoring that is based, in 

part, on their own experience being mentored during teacher preparation. This model of 
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mentoring, while historically established and maintained as the status quo, fails to meet the 

increased need for robust clinical experiences for teacher candidates.  Without clear guidance 

regarding expectations for mentoring that would align the mentoring practices with the necessary 

learning outcomes of the teacher candidates, mentors are unlikely to change. In order to develop 

new knowledge, which may result in new systems of mentoring, preparation and on-going 

support needs to be developed with the mentors themselves as a main source for the direction of 

these professional learning opportunities.  Since mentors are generally not forthright in sharing 

their needs, it is further evidence that strong partnerships must be developed in which 

development agency is developed across the teacher preparation stakeholders. In order to capture 

the co-development of new knowledge across the mentoring system, research related to this work 

must be design based and longitudinal, adapting to the new needs and employing innovative 

technology solutions to maintain the nexus of the study inside the classrooms, at the center of the 

mentoring relationship.  
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APPENDIX A
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APPENDIX B 

Initial Interview Protocol 

 

(RQ1)What is your vision of an effective mentor? 

 

(RQ2)What skills should an effective mentor exhibit?  

• What is the role of interpersonal relationships in mentoring? 

 

(RQ1) How do you conceptualize your role as a mentor with Teach Arizona ? 

 

(RQc) What professional development experiences do you feel you need to be an effective 

mentor? 

 

(RQa)Based on the preparation for mentoring you have received in the past, how prepared do 

you feel to develop specific learning engagements for the teacher candidates in your classroom?  

 

(RQb) What challenges do you expect while serving as a mentor in year long field placement? 

Do you feel prepared for these challenges? How/Why? 

 

Is there anything else you would like to share about your preparation to be a mentor? 
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(RQ1) Would you suggest involvement with Teach Arizona for other mentor teachers? Why? 

 

(RQ1) What changes are needed to make your partnership with Teach Arizona more beneficial 
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