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Abstract

Mentoring is a form of nurturing that not only impacts professional practice but affects school
climate and morale, as well. As educators continue to experience an attrition rate that exceeds
other professionals, the intentional administrator must begin to implement effective strategies
for the induction and development of campus faculty. While current trends advocate using
outside sources to develop comprehensive professional development plans, this best-practice
papers seeks to inform professional practice by using mentoring as a form of job-embedded
training that aligns professional development with the demonstrated need and identified goals

of educators.
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Teacher attrition has attracted consid-
erable attention as national policies —
aimed at improving student outcomes, in-
creasingly focus on recruiting and retain-
ing more qualified and effective teachers
(Boyd et al., 2005). Moreover, as the trend
in education continues to shift toward ad-
ditional accountability matrixes, the dis-
cussion regarding a connection between
teacher retention and student achievement
continues to elude most educators. While
focusing on teacher quality is a laudable
goal and research supports the connection
between the quality of teachers and student
academic success (Darling-Hammond,

2000), there appears to be some disconnect
as policy makers continue to overlook the
cyclical nature of continuous professional
improvement. As such, schools continue
to succumb to the pitfalls of standards-
based education reform, the premise of
which believes the setting of high stand-
ards and establishing measurable goals
alone can improve individual outcomes in
education. Improving individual outcomes
in education is a dichotomy that must shift
from the isolationism of understanding stu-
dent needs to a more holistic process of re-
sponding to adult needs that in turn facili-
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tate the creation of new knowledge struc-
tures in students. Literature suggests that
the focus of professional development has
shifted from the district to the school level,
from fragmented efforts to comprehensive
plans, from off-site training to job-embed-
ded training, and from generic skills to a
combination that includes content-specific
skills (Sparks & Hirsh, 1997; Mertler,
2013).

Improving traditional models of
professional development often focus on
community issues and challenges rather
than on the specific and demonstrated
needs of each educator. By contrast, men-
toring is a product of personalized learning
and choice, as each collaborative exchange
between mentor and mentee is innately tai-
lored to meet the strengths and needs of
the intentional educator seeking to impact
professional practice.

Moreover, mentoring is a form of
coaching that supports individual develop-
ment. Whether learning new skills or re-
thinking developed ones, mentoring transi-
tions teachers to exceed expectations
through emersion in a supporting process
that addresses differing levels of readiness
while being sensitive to those differences
by finding resources to support each per-
son’s developmental goals.

Fibkins (2011) likens teaching to a
performance art — one where those who are
classically trained (performers) persist at
improving their craft through countless
hours invested in honing and refining a set
of unique skills that may take a lifetime to
truly master. In much the same fashion,
teachers should accept the role of practi-
tioner; that is, to understand that the pro-
cess toward becoming effective is a con-
tinual journey replete with successes and
failures. However, it is the failures that
may cause deeper issues for educators.
Teachers often lack immediate support
systems that enable immediate feedback
aimed at skill development. Mentoring is

one solution for bridging this gap and one
lesson where business may have the right
answers. In An Administrator’s Guide to
Better Teacher Mentoring, Fibkins (2011)
establishes the foundation for the text by
reminding the reader of the need for for-
ward thinking educators to embrace a busi-
ness model for the induction of employees.
“We live in a world in which mentoring,
coaching, team building, and empowering
have become standard practices for many
successful corporations and corporate
leaders” (p. 1). Schools are beginning to
use terms synonymous with those who
compete in a global economy; terms like
human capital or partner relations. As
Smith (2009) describes, human capital is
the set of skills that an employee acquires
on the job, through training and experi-
ence, and which increases that employee’s
value in the marketplace. Certainly, educa-
tors have resisted the intentionality of in-
vesting in employees through ongoing pro-
fessional development. Admittedly, educa-
tion is the great equalizer in our competi-
tive global economy; however, “ongoing
mentoring for teachers - investing time and
money into their professional development
— has not caught on in the same way it has
in the corporate life” (Fibkins, p. 1).

While schools are not immune to the
challenges of becoming change-agents,
Fibkins (2011) discusses strategies that af-
ford the means for the intentional adminis-
trator to restructure their roles. Central to
this premise is for the administrator to
begin the process of collaboration with
stakeholders. For example, the establish-
ment of a mentoring team comprised of
“competent educators who are known and
respected by the school” (p. 4). Other cam-
pus leaders, including department heads,
lead teachers, and assistant principals are
logical choices suggested by the author.
One is in agreement with this process of
shared leadership, as transformational
leadership is necessary for creating a cul-
ture of sustainability. As Fibkins (2011)
chimes, “the potential for professional
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growth involved in effective mentoring is
not just for teachers. In developing a
trusted mentoring role with teachers, ad-
ministrators also create a teacher-learner
climate in which they, too, become open to
examining their own skills [and strengths]”

(p- 9.

Interestingly, and moving beyond a
more traditional function of using mentor-
ing to improve attrition rates for new
teachers, Fibkins’ (2011) approach speaks
of creating a learning environment for all
teachers by framing discussions on teach-
ing and learning and striving to develop
each teacher into a competent master
teacher. “The mentor’s task is to find ways
to help teachers reach their goal of improv-
ing. It is a worthy goal. When educators
see fellow teachers and their students
floundering, it is [a] professional responsi-
bility to help them better their craft” (p.
23).

Implications for Administrators

Education always lags behind the
curve of innovation. In fact, education
tends to be a more reactive practice than a
proactive one. As such, administrators
must begin to have forward-thinking dia-
logue about improving practice through
relevant job-embedded professional devel-
opment. So many times, teachers report
that professional development sessions are
often unrelated to specific skills needed or
are just a complete waste of time. Why not
use the human capital available within the
school to target and improve areas of
demonstrated need. While not taking any-
thing away from providers who sponsor
professional development activities, it is
more beneficial for the campus administra-
tor to align each educator in need of assis-
tance with a peer or group of peers who
can directly impact professional practice in
a meaningful and deliberate manner.

The central task is to select wise men-
tors — those educators who have proven

track records of failures and successes in
public education. Intentional administra-
tors must validate the process by first fo-
cusing conversations on improving teacher
effectiveness. “Teachers can overcome
their lack of experience, skill, and self-
awareness with caring interventions by
mentors who can dignify their worth and at
the same time help them learn new, effec-
tive approaches” (Fibkins, p. 30). To high-
light: Wise mentors have perspective. As
effective educators, wise mentors have ex-
perienced the battle scars of teaching. Not
only are they practitioners in the field, they
affirm the day-to-day demands of the
teacher: “confrontation, care, deflection,
encouragement, reprimand, and more”
(Fibkins, p. 31). Wisdom also prevails
when challenging teachers to have the
courage to grow professionally.

Wise mentors understand that teach-
ing is rewarding because of the time in-
vested in the process. Teaching involves
cycles akin to those in life; however, the
constant is hard work. One affirms Fib-
kins’ (2011) call for self-renewal in the
face of the inherent risk of improving
one’s skills and forging new directions.
One applauds the idea that “effective men-
toring helps teachers understand that their
greatest potential for growth comes from
accepting students who rebuff their good
intentions. It is the teacher’s job to figure
these students out — to sweat, try new ap-
proaches, fail, be tough, be soft, do what-
ever it take takes to win over these stu-
dents” (Fibkins, p. 33). One also applauds
the author for correctly clarifying that the
teacher’s ultimate validation comes from
self-reflection, not student feedback.

Wise mentors understand that build-
ing trust is a product of loyalty and pri-
vacy. Teachers are like everyone else; they
frequently encounter personal issues that
threaten their ability to be successful in the
classroom. In order for the mentor protégé
relationship to flourish, all parties must
agree to share openly, as “trust and loyalty
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spark renewal and allow one to take risks”
(Fibkins, p. 36). Veteran educators are
aware of the power of the tongue and its
residual effects on a culture of trust. Effec-
tive mentors must build the foundation
whereby “teachers [freely] talk about per-
sonal issues that may be affecting daily
work” (Fibkins, p. 38).

The wise mentor understands his
charge of developing the capacity of the
protégé. “The eventual maturing of the
protégé into mentor should be a cherished
goal” (p. 39). With an understanding of
sustainable leadership, one affirms the au-
thor’s intentions of perpetuating the cycle
of professional growth by encouraging and
nurturing the skill set of intentional educa-
tors.

Wise mentors are skilled communica-
tors. “Successful mentors know how to in-
tervene, listen, be non-judgmental, give
constructive and accurate feedback, con-
front failure-causing behaviors, support
successful and failed efforts to change, be
available for counseling on educational
and personal issues, and be a general advo-
cate for their protégés (Fibkins, p. 42).
One affirms that mentors cannot know
everything about every subject or situa-
tion; however, Fibkins’ (2011) admonition
to “be [your] brother’s keeper” (p. 45) is
appreciated and well received. Having ap-
propriate support systems in place, where
“informal learning and exchange are ongo-
ing and easily accessible” (p. 54) is para-
mount to success for the mentor and the
protégé.

Finally, wise mentors will assist
teachers in finding their personal teaching
voice by “encouraging the evolving
teacher to look within himself, identifying
strengths as well as areas that need im-
provement” (Fibkins, p. 50). The discus-
sion again centers on reflective leadership,
and perhaps a better connection should be
made here. Renewal (i.e., personal, institu-

tional and professional) is necessary to dis-
cover and discard the inner demons as the
intentional educator searches for his
unique teaching self (Fibkins, 2011). As
with students, it’s not about what teachers
know but rather how they learn.

Reflection and Discovery

Intentional improvement for educa-
tors begins with what Mertler (2013) em-
phasizes as the integration of professional
reflection throughout the mentoring pro-
cess as a form of job-embedded profes-
sional development. Administrators must
dialogue with colleagues regarding this es-
sential progression toward self-discovery.
Reflective journals not only assist with
learning from successes and failures by ar-
ticulating celebrations and challenges
along the path, this deliberate approach
serves as a basis for improving learning
and teaching. Further, the process aims to
narrow the gaps between theory and prac-
tice, an essential skill lacking in many
young educators. As the late Sydney Har-
ris, a former columnist for the Chicago
Times wrote, “the whole purpose of educa-
tion is to turn mirrors into windows”
(n.d.).

To further clarify, reflective practice
is a process of continuous improvement
whereby the educator learns from those
critical episodes in life. The process looks
something like: Experience (actions past
and present), Observation (documenting
what happened), Reflection (making sense
by investigating) and Planning (making
plans for future action). It is this last part
that is somewhat intriguing. Effective
mentoring is about facilitating conversa-
tions that enable both parties to struggle
with meanings and events in order to ef-
fectively plan for what’s next. In other
words, mentoring becomes a form of form-
ative evaluation.

Individual Performance Goals
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Planning for what’s next is a matter
of bettering ones craft and begins with es-
tablishing an Individual Success Plan or
ISP. What is it that I need my mentor to
help me improve and what is our timeline?
How will we determine skill mastery or
pedagogical improvement? How will I
deal more effectively with challenges and
how can my mentor support me in this en-
deavor? These essential guiding questions
frame the basis for setting individual per-
formance goals. The quest of the mentor is
to keep the mentee on track through col-
laboration, support, and intervention. For
example, if the goal is to improve technol-
ogy integration by a specified date and
both parties have agreed on what success-
ful representation will look like, it is in-
cumbent upon the mentor to keep the edu-
cator squarely focused on the acquisition
of new knowledge and the improvement of
specific skill sets. Secondly, the mentor
must assist in evaluating in a thoughtful
and collaborative manner that affords the
opportunity for sustained growth and de-
velopment. It is noteworthy to mention
that an ISP may be needed as often as
weekly or infrequently as every 4-6 weeks
and may be revised as necessary to ac-
count for growth and obstacles.

Modeling through Collaborative Learning

Mentors must be allowed release time
to observe protégées and vice versa. Mod-
eling is an effective teaching tool and one
that facilitates improving practice through
study and dialogue. Therefore, mentors
must be allowed time to conduct informal
and formal walk-throughs and evaluations.
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