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Abstract

The systematic identification of professional standards is increasingly coming to be seen
as providing an important catalyst for re-vitalising the teaching profession. Professional
teacher associations have identified qualities of an accomplished teacher. The
experienced and successful teacher is at the heart of the smooth running of a school
organisation. This small set of case studies aims to uncover connections between these
qualities and successful mentoring of beginner teachers. It will report on data from
mentoring teachers in Primary school settings in NSW. From these perceptions, some
implications can be drawn.
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The accomplished teacher as mentor

The question posed in this paper is the extent to which the emerging descriptors of the
accomplished teacher capture the qualities of mentoring on which such bodies as the
NSW Department of Education and Training want to rely in the successful induction of
beginner teachers. The category of ‘accomplished’ teacher is one that has come about in
the terms of reference for the Interim Committee for a NSW Institute of Teachers.
These terms of reference suggested the development of a staged system of professional
standards in a 4-part model: the Graduate Teacher; the Accredited Teacher; the
Accomplished Teacher; and the Leader in Teaching (Teacher Education Review
Taskforce, 2001, pp27-8). Research into these professional standards has occupied the
attention of professional teacher associations. It is noteworthy that the ‘accomplished’
category is, in general teaching terms, a vague entity in the literature. Nevertheless, the
experienced and successful teacher is at the heart of the smooth running of a school
organisation. This paper draws on research with six Primary School teachers, each with
at least ten years' experience, in which they give voice to their perceptions of the
characteristics of an accomplished teacher involved in mentoring work. This small set
of case studies aims to uncover the connections between these qualities and successful
mentoring of beginner teachers. It will report on data from mentoring teachers in
Primary school settings in NSW.

The Taskforce reporting on the NSW Review of Teacher Education found that there
was a clear need for government commitment to strategies that provide quality teachers
for all and to the formulation of an explicit State Government policy for the quality of
teaching (Taskforce, 2001, p. 11). One such strategy lies in the systematic identification
of professional standards which is increasingly coming to be seen as providing an
important catalyst for re-vitalising the teaching profession. In 1997, UNESCO and the
International Labour Organisation recognised that teachers must demonstrate that they
are at the centre of the educational process and are motivated to implement curricula
which they can adapt to their teaching circumstances and help pupils attain their
learning potential. (International Labour Organisation/UNESCO 1997, p.11). In
researching organisational management and change, Pace (2002) would go a step
further than motivation. In his view, the difference between motivation and vitalisation
is more than one of degree and requires a different way of thinking. He maintains:

Motivation has to do with directing people's efforts, but vitalisation has to do with
releasing people's energy (p.65).

Mentoring

This research set out to investigate what connections experienced teachers could find
between the descriptors of the ‘accomplished’ category and the qualities needed by a
mentor. This was in order to reveal characteristics or behaviours that the teachers
wanted to include. The term 'mentoring' not only includes the development of a
relationship that fosters the understanding of a new role but also emphasises ideas of
collegiality and support (Field & Field, 1994). Davis, Little and Thornton (1997) refer
to the tension in the mentoring relationship as deriving from "the art of inspiring a
searching quality... and the angst of the struggle that accompanies perplexity and
unknowing" (p.61). Research in music therapy revealed objectives and behaviours that
are relevant to the purpose of mentoring. As discussed by Standley (1993: 4) these
include stress reduction, development of self-esteem and clarification of personal
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values. The literature (represented by Kram, 1985; Hays, 1998) groups mentoring
functions in two broad categories: psychosocial functions and career functions. Both of
these are necessary in the relationship of the beginning teacher with their mentor.

In UK schools, teachers in a mentoring role appear to use what Rothera, Howkins and
Hendry (1995) posited as a ‘process model’ of mentoring in which the mentee through
experiential learning, internalises the values of the mentor, participates in problem-
solving and eventually becomes independent of the mentor (p. 100). It has been shown
that beginning teachers rate the assistance they receive from experienced teachers as the
most important influence on their teaching (Ballantyne, Hansford and Packer (1995:
249). However, Brooks points to the increase in workload without time allowance for
teachers in Britain who took on the role of mentoring teachers (2000). Brooks' research
found that "mentoring frequently had to be conducted on an opportunistic basis" and
that this "tended to fragment and conceal the true extent of the time commitment"
(p.106).

On the other hand, there is evidence of benefits for the mentor in the literature, too.
Bona, Rinehart and Volbrecht (1995) claim that the benefits of a mentoring relationship
flow two ways and that it might be seen as co-mentoring, where roles change depending
on circumstances (p.116-124).  There is much evidence for this idea of co-mentoring.
The interactive process of mentoring is discussed in a study by Wildman, Niles,
Magliaro and McLaughlin (1990) with fifteen pairs of beginning and veteran teachers
over a period of three years. They made the point that the collaborative reflection on
teaching sometimes resulted in the veteran teachers seeing things in their own teaching
that they had not realised were there (p.159). Hays' study, in the context of training
musicians (1998) focused on mentoring from the mentors' perspectives. His
interviewees were fifteen professional musicians holding positions in teaching
institutions. He found that all fifteen informants described the relationship as one of
mutual trust and of value to both in the mentoring relationship.

Garvey and Alred (2000) explore the response of higher education institutions in the
UK to including mentoring as part of their programs. They find: that Personnel and
Development qualifications pay the most attention to mentoring education; and that the
top-ranking content of mentoring sessions is concerned with the personal qualities of
mentors. However, they also find that, of the main approaches to teaching mentoring
skills, lecturing is the most frequently used and that it is disappointing that formal
education approaches dominate, perhaps as a response to cost effectiveness rather than
real effectiveness.

In 1999, Bond (1999) writes of the need to understand more fully issues associated with
assessing skills in the workplace. The situation of the mentor as assessor is a concern
that is unresolved in the literature. Parsloe (1995) and Watson (1995) positively discuss
situations where the mentor monitors the performance of mentees and provides
feedback at regular intervals. On the other hand, Smith and Alred (1993) claim that it is
difficult for the mentee to "talk honestly about their feelings and failings" if the mentor
is responsible for assessment (p.113). Portner (1998) simply takes the view that a
mentor cannot be an evaluator, because "trust and confidentiality are vital components
of mentoring" (p.6). While it is true that the mentor may exercise judgment of the
mentee's progress in the mentoring relationship (Stammers, 1992), it is also the case that
many dilemmas that the mentor experiences are concerned with assessing progress
while trying to keep the role of trusted guide (Anforth, 1992).
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Method

This project was conducted over five months and included five teachers in Department
of Education and Training Public Schools in Western Sydney. The mentoring teachers
had at least ten years' experience. This is not a random sample of participant teachers.
This case study series is of teachers who identified themselves to the researchers as
working with beginner teachers in a mentoring role.  Data collection took the form of
structured interviews and their comments are shown here under their given
pseudonyms. Content analysis of the interviews formed the basis of data reduction and
interpretation. The following shows the interview schedule:

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Many Professional Teacher Associations have identified
accomplished teachers as having the following qualities:
• Professional knowledge
- Knowing students and how they learn
- Knowing KLAs
• Professional Practice -
- Planning for effective learning
- Creating and maintaining a challenging learning
environment
- Assessing and reviewing student learning
•  Professional engagement
- Demonstrating commitment
- Continuing to learn
- Being active members of the professional and wider
community

Would you add any qualities to that list?

2. As a teacher who mentors beginner teachers, comment on
the ways in which you feel your relationship with beginner
teachers contributes to their professional development?

3.   What are the constraints to being an effective mentor of
beginning teachers?

The five teachers interviewed hold varied positions. Shane is a teacher whose work is
specialising in music and she has often been involved in mentoring beginner teachers.
She provides the K-6 music program for the school in which she works and is strongly
committed to extra-curricular activities in the arts. She co-ordinates the regional
Primary Schools Sing/Dance program contributing to statewide planning. The network
of primary schools in the area sees her as a leader. Rene is a teacher specialist in drama
and, in a previous DET school, has been a member of the executive. Currently she
provides the K-6 drama program for the school in which she works. She has been the
project co-ordinator of statewide anti-bullying initiatives. Rene is working in a school
where there are a number of beginner casual teachers but no mentoring initiatives
formally in place. Cheryl is Acting Principal of the school in which she works. Before
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taking on the role of Acting Principal, she was developing her own mentoring skills and
is keen to do post graduate work in this area.

Candice and Donna are part of a team of mentors in a school where there is a DET
appointed teacher-mentor leading the program. Some classes in the school are
designated "at risk" and two teachers support the children in such classes. Their school
received DESP funding which allowed them to initiate the program, building a positive
approach to it by mentoring members of the executive as well as beginner teachers. The
expressed purpose for this approach was so that the staff would welcome the program as
something which was not so much targetting poor teaching methods as fostering best
practice across the entire staff. The program involves surveys with the staff, a pre and
post interview (about three hours each one) with members of staff that are being
mentored, observation in the classroom and an appraisal by the mentoring team of
changes that have been observed from the process. Mentors spend between five and ten
weeks with beginning teachers and the funding provides release time for the beginning
teachers to spend time with their mentors.

Findings

Responding to the first question, the teachers addressed a range of interpersonal skills,
ways of working collaboratively and qualities of good teaching practice, as shown in
Table 1 below.

Table 1: Data from Question 1 – Additional behaviours/qualities

The number of teachers who listed a particular quality or behaviour is not as significant
as the fact that the teachers wanted to make inclusions in the list of attributes. In a
convenience sample of this size, the important thing is that a teacher talked about
listening and wanted to be specific about what demonstrating commitment should
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encompass. It is no surprise that Candice and Donna would want to include
organisational skills and behaviour management skills, considering the demands of the
school and the processes which have been set in place for the all-school mentoring. It is
noteworthy that the interpersonal dimension and the need for sharing experience as a
team provides a strong thread in the discussions. As the teachers put it:

You need the ability to work in a team situation; you need to be able to work
side by side so that the younger or inexperienced teacher can get a feel for what
can grow from that teaching and learning situation (Cheryl).

I would bring in a big emphasis on inter-personal skills. As an experienced
teacher, there's a wonderful repertoire of things that you know and you want to
share those things. It's quite an artistic way of looking at it (Rene).

Teachers as a whole need to show enthusiasm and show willingness and be
able to help each other (Vicki).

There were a variety of ways of discussing the experienced teachers' mentoring
contribution and these reflect the different school situations. Exploration of the role of
mentor as guide (Field & Field, 1994), and discussion of the two-way benefits of
mentoring (Bona, Rinehart and Volbrecht, 1995), common in the literature, emerged in
discussion with the teachers. There are also practical considerations which are reflected
in Table 2 below.

Table 2: Data from Question 2 – Mentoring contribution

One of the most common behaviours mentioned by the teachers is nurturing and
encouraging plans of the beginner teachers. Brooks (2000) and Bona, Rinehart and
Volbrecht (1995) confirm that the behaviour of nurturing and encouraging the mentee is
critical in the development of the mentoring relationship. In the literature on mentoring,
goal setting is a primary consideration; and planning needs to be seen as a specific form
of goal setting. In the teachers' discussions, it is clear that the mentors see planning,

Mentoring contribution
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especially when jointly done, as critical to the growth in confidence of beginner
teachers. Some of the comments include:

If the beginning teacher is without support they may feel inadequate; so it is
important to model practices that help them plan for future learning (Shane).

A young male teacher came to the school without a lot of confidence and
another teacher was starting off a unit and they started planning together. And
the young man was really motivated by what was happening and he asked if he
could go away and plan a unit, with the other teacher guiding him along,
helping him. It's got to be a walk along beside each other as part of a team. All
the best learning happens like that (Cheryl).

We talked about her ideas and I could affirm those. What I did in support was
take on some duties that she was given, giving her time to implement her ideas.
I knew from my experience that it's not necessarily the content area that creates
hazards for you (Rene).

Effective change will happen when someone wants to work with you
(Candice).

One of the less satisfactory findings from this set of responses was the uneven formal
support that is offered by schools. Rene's school is a case in point. Not offering
mentoring support to casual teachers is not the way to ensure an effective transition to
the profession. As Rene explained:

The school does not have a 'buddy' system. The teachers that have been
appointed are casual. They're not being mentored in their roles. I think the
beginning teachers identified me as a mentor because I'm a non-executive
teacher. It's a community of learners. When I was working in an executive role,
I tended not to get the same rapport with the beginner teachers. I must say I
come in enthusiastically when I see someone with the germ of an idea.

The mentoring teachers discussed external constraints as well as their own reactions to
mentoring experiences. Time management was included as a factor by two teachers as
was found in UK schools (Brooks, 2000). For Cheryl, mentoring effectively simply
meant giving time after school. The school in which Candice and Donna were
mentoring received funding to provide time release, so that factor was taken out of play.
But there are other factors which the teachers wanted to include as constraints, shown in
Table 3 below.
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Data from Question 3 – Constraints

There are temptations for the overzealous mentor. When people begin to mentor others,
they often wish to find the solution for the person being mentored. Shane's comment
about having to resist 'the temptation of jumping in to save a situation' captures this
dilemma for the experienced teacher. On the other hand, Candice and Donna talk about
establishing credibility with other teachers, justifying their role in offering assistance.
Other pressures may follow from school decisions. Given the practice with programs in
the school in which Candice and Donna are mentoring, it is understandable that there
are issues for beginning teachers in meeting all requirements. Donna explained:

The levels of accountability are much greater than I've seen in most
schools. All literacy programs have to be handed in to one person and
all numeracy programs to another person. At the end of term all
programs have to handed in to your stage supervisor. So your
programs are seen by three different executives through every term.
The stress that creates in trying to make sure that all's perfect is quite
huge. There's a lot of hoops to jump through here.

More significantly, Shane found that effective mentoring could only take place when
both parties were prepared to work together. Portner (1998) also stressed that
interpersonal relationships were integral to successful mentoring. While Vicki felt the
mentoring program responded to a need, she also felt the tension of mentoring. On the
one hand she was expected to keep the trust of the teacher being mentored; and on the
other, she was required to fulfil the responsibility of addressing the difficulties teachers
may experience in the government's plan for the accountability of teachers.
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Implications

Mentoring skill is displayed with different aspects by these accomplished teachers. The
researchers draw attention to the fact that interpersonal skills were not a unanimous
inclusion by the teachers interviewed, although it was ranked the highest among the
qualities of the accomplished teacher in the mentoring relationship. Davis, Little and
Thornton (1997) refer to the tension in the mentoring relationship and several of the
accomplished teachers in this study commented on the fact that it was difficult to
establish an interpersonal relationship with the mentee if tension existed due to other
reasons. Standley (1993) provides a reminder that coping with stress reduction and
clarifying personal values require a particular degree of skill and expertise that influence
the mentoring relationship. Not all accomplished teachers felt that they possessed these
skills. One reason for that may be that not all teachers interviewed who are mentoring
have received mentoring training. In the school from which two assistant principals
were released to be part of an all-school mentoring program, the only person to have
received mentoring training was the DET-appointed teacher-mentor. More training
opportunities need to be available. The first implication is that skills of negotiation and
conflict resolution need to be part of the preparation of accomplished teachers working
as mentors; and it is important they are seen as critical to the pre-service training of
teachers. At the same time, preservice and beginner teachers should be aware that
effective mentoring of beginner teachers requires their commitment to the process and
willingness to accept collegial support.

Another implication from this study is that the Department of Education and Training
needs to facilitate the process of mentoring so that some of the constraints do not arise.
Service record as an accomplished teacher and professional development in mentoring
should suffice to demonstrate credibility as a mentor. Over 45% of accomplished
teachers in this study ranked accountability as a major constraint to mentoring, while 30
% stated that establishing one’s credibility as a mentor was a constraint.  It is evident
from the list of constraints that the concept of mentoring needs to be addressed and
discussed at all levels as many of the accomplished teachers commented on difficulties
such as open communication, being prepared to work together and having the mentee
accept differences in styles of teaching. Accomplished teachers in this study commented
on the conflict between conceptions of mentoring, supervision and assessment which
Bond (1999), Parsloe (1995), Watson (1995), Portner (1998) and Smith and Alred
(1993) found in their studies. Therefore it is clear that if a successful mentoring
relationship is to be established, differences between the roles of mentoring, supervision
and assessment need to be articulated as a matter of urgency. Awareness of the need to
ensure that the mentor is in fact undertaking the role of mentoring and not the role of
supervision or assessment needs to be communicated at all levels in schools, teacher
training institutions and departments of education to ensure that there is not a conflict of
interest between these roles.    

One final implication is that the need to mentor beginning teachers who are in casual
employment in DET schools is critical. The placement of fifty teacher mentors in
Western Sydney schools is a beginning. There needs to be an extension of the scheme
across the metropolitan area and regionally. Finally, the Institute of Teachers needs to
incorporate mentoring skills into its standards for accomplished teachers.
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