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Abstract of Dissertation 

A Case Study of Initiating Mentoring in an Urban Charter School 

 

Most states exempt public charter schools from state policy that regulates the 

mentorship of new teachers. Regardless, there are charter systems that develop teacher 

mentor programs on their own. These system-created programs can create a dichotomy 

between charter expectation and mentor/mentee experience. Utilizing a case study 

approach, this dissertation offers a unique view into this phenomenon, by examining the 

inaugural year of a mid-sized urban charter system’s effort to design and implement a 

teacher mentoring support program. Data include interviews with 15 teachers (paired and 

unmatched mentors and mentees) and administrators, meeting observations, and reviews 

of program documents and artifacts. Findings note challenges related to support, 

guidance, and expectations, in addition to a cautious optimism about future charter 

mentor endeavors. Miller’s (1976) Relational cultural theory was used as a theoretical 

lens to explore teacher experiences in mentoring.  

 The results of this study enhance understanding of urban public charter school 

teachers engaged in the mentoring process by: (a) identifying clear mentoring program 

expectations, administrative involvement, and professional development as influential 

factors in mentoring relationships; (b) recognizing mentor experience, shared subject 

matter of mentor and mentee, and ability to meet in person as powerful predictors of 

mentor relationship success; and (c) illustrating how school context can and does affect 

the mentoring process in an urban public charter school. 

Keywords: mentoring, charter schools, beginning teachers, teacher development 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Over the past 25 years the struggles of novice teachers have been well 

documented in public school systems. New teachers are often faced with the challenges 

of classroom management, a professional culture of isolation, and a never-ending list of 

job responsibilities above and beyond educating students. Therefore it is no surprise that 

these new teachers often struggle to adjust to their chosen careers. The lack of teaching 

experience coupled with their highly demanding roles has led to a steady increase in new 

teachers exiting the profession after only a few years of practice.   

Recognizing the trials new teachers face, education policy has made efforts to 

better support these inexperienced instructors in an attempt to curb the rising turnover 

rate of teaching staff. Observing the value of mentoring in other professions, such as 

medicine, endeavors have been made to create mentoring programs that better support 

new teachers as well as offer leadership opportunities to experienced teachers. This study 

takes a qualitative approach and focuses on the role of mentoring and leadership amongst 

novice and experienced teachers in an urban charter school system.  While researchers 

and scholars have looked at the impact of mentoring in public schools, literature 

surrounding the organizational setting of charter schools is scarce. This study will explore 

the forms of mentoring that charter school educators value and pursue as well as how the 

context of the charter environment interacts with these relationships.   

Statement of the Problem 

 Over the next 10 years 1.6 million teachers will retire and new teachers will need 

to assume their roles (U.S. Department of Education, 2011). High teacher turnover, 

population growth, and increased retirement rates have caused the United States to rely 
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heavily on new recruits to fill teaching posts (Berry & Darling-Hammond, 1999).  At the 

university level, teacher preparation programs shoulder the task of recruitment, selection, 

and training of nearly 200,000 new teachers every year (U.S. Department of Education, 

2011). In turn, these 200,000 new teachers, many of whom lack mastery of the content 

knowledge they teach, are responsible for instructing around 1.5 million students 

annually (Greenberg, Pomerance, & Walsh, 2011). This rapid and rising need for teachers 

and their widespread influence on students has focused policy attention on the importance 

of continuous teacher training and support beyond higher education settings (Darling-

Hammond, 2000).  

Acknowledging this growing need for a better framework to recruit and keep 

successful teachers, policy has responded with several actions attempting to attract and 

maintain talented teachers. The introduction of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 

2001 and the Higher Education Act of 1998 placed impetus on states obtaining and 

retaining highly qualified teachers in all core subjects. However, nearly a decade later, 

schools are still facing teacher shortage issues.   

To help address the issue of teacher turnover, administration, school boards, and 

community members are taking notice of the evolving and unique roles of new teachers 

and the need for more on the job training as well. Researchers have commented for 

decades on the unique and taxing role of the new teacher (Lortie, 1966; Johnson, 2004) 

placed in jobs that demand the same level of skill and responsibility of first year entrants 

as it does of teachers with 30 years of experience. Comprehending the changing pace of 

curriculum, the issuing of new standards, and the requirement of new assessments, 

researchers point to the necessity of support beyond initial teacher preparation programs. 



 

3 
 

Researchers now look toward continuing education and training as a way to better 

support teachers in their challenging roles (Schaeffer, 1967; Ingersoll & Smith, 2004; 

Johnson, 2004). In the past ten years, 28 states have taken action to better support their 

teachers through teacher induction programs at the school level (Feiman-Nemser, 2001). 

Unfortunately, attention to the issue of new teacher assistance has not yet slowed 

the rate of educators leaving the profession.  According to the National Center for 

Education (2013), the national average for teacher turnover stands at 17 percent and at an 

even higher 20 percent in urban school districts. The National Commission on Teaching 

and America's Future paints a more dire picture, estimating that one-third of all new 

teachers leave after three years, and 46 percent are gone within five years (National 

Education Association, 2013). While state and federal interest in induction programs has 

increased, a great variation in frequency and quality remains (Feiman-Nemser, 2013). 

New teachers are often tasked with the most challenging students and the steepest of 

learning curves, therefore, policy makers are recognizing that the piecemeal approach of 

current induction programs may not be sufficient and are beginning to look toward more 

sweeping reform. As pressure mounts to increase student performance and school 

effectiveness, the importance of obtaining and maintaining an intelligent and impactful 

teaching force is paramount.  

One group of schools that experiences a particularly high rate of teacher turnover 

is that of the public charter school. With the first law allowing charters to open in 

Minnesota in 1991, these systems experience various freedoms from state education laws, 

but are not immune to the issue of teacher attrition. A 1998-2006 study by the National 

Charter School Research Project (CRPE, 2010) found that when the data was controlled 
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by sector, charter school teachers are 40% more likely to leave their schools and 52% 

more likely to leave their profession than their public school counterparts. The same 

study showed that unlike their public school peers, charter school teachers listed a lack of 

administrator support as their number one reason for leaving their school and pursuing 

another career as their number one reason for leaving their profession (CRPE, 2010). 

Despite this call for help from charter teachers, the schools they work in are often exempt 

from state laws that require some form of teacher mentoring or induction, leaving the 

decision up to the school itself.  

Adding to the urgency of supporting charter schoolteachers is the rapid growth of 

these systems. From 2013-2014 the United States saw a 7% growth in the number of 

operating public charter schools and a 13 % growth in public charter school student 

enrollment (The Public Charter School Dashboard, 2014). The past year’s growth 

translates to 6,400 public charter schools enrolling over 2.5 million students across the 

country, meaning the need to hire and keep charter school teachers is increasing quickly 

as well. It is clear that with the growing presence of charter schools comes a growing 

field of charter schoolteachers who will need support and assistance to be successful in 

their careers. This paper seeks to address the issue of not only teacher struggles in the 

public sector, but also what public charter systems do or do not offer and the experiences 

of their teachers.  

Purpose of the Study 

 

 The purpose of the study is to examine both beginning and experienced teacher 

perceptions of their mentor/mentee relationship in the context of a charter school system 

that has designed an in-house program to support new teacher development.  Specifically, 
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the study examines how both mentors and mentees view their individual roles as well as 

the role of the other participant prior to and after completion of the program.  

 The immediate goal of this study is to identify and illustrate the forms of 

mentoring that charter school educators value and pursue.  Finally, this study aims to 

provide valuable information for charter school administrators looking to better illustrate 

the mentoring process as it unfolds within the particular structures of their school and 

larger charter school system. Further, it aims to provide guideposts for charter school 

system administrators attempting to better support their teachers.  

 While this study does not seek to evaluate or assess the mentoring program itself, 

it may inform administrators who are working to tailor their support and professional 

development of new teachers in charter school systems specifically. A better insight of 

the self-perceived roles of the mentor and mentee may inform charter school planners and 

administrators about how better to serve and assist them, particularly regarding the 

development and enactment of their respective roles as mentor and mentee. By 

examining these roles through the perspective of novice and experienced teachers, the 

study may offer insights for administrators seeking to improve the design of their teacher 

support programs as well as the development of leadership opportunities for their more 

experienced teachers.  

Mentoring: A Historical Overview 

A commonly held belief is that the term mentor originated in Homer’s epic The 

Odyssey.  In the poem, Homer describes the act of a father, Odysseus, entrusting his son, 

Telemachus, to his good friend for guidance and advice. This good friend, Mentor, takes 

on the role of guardian and advisor to Telemachus as his father departs for war (Homer, 
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850 /1961).   

The traits of Mentor as a protector, supporter, and leader are echoed in modern 

definitions of the mentoring role as well.  Authors studying the modern role of the mentor 

have used this original occurrence of the term mentor to draw several defining 

characteristics of the role. Authors Anderson and Shannon (1988) point out that 

mentoring is intentional, a role chosen and/or accepted by the individual. The role of the 

mentor is also one of nurturer, serving to foster trust and confidence in the relationship so 

as to help the mentee realize their full potential. Anderson and Shannon (1988) finally 

note that mentoring is a modeled, yet reflective practice. The mentor leads by example 

through actions and wisdom, yet also submits to the learning process alongside the 

mentee. Researchers studying the role of mentors in education identify similar 

characteristics as necessary qualities for good and successful mentoring relationships 

(Feiman-Nemser, 1998; Wang & Paine, 2001; Lock et. al, 2006).  

The term mentor is not limited to the field of education but also emerges in 

literature related to business, psychology, and medicine (Odell, 1990; Daloz, 2012). 

Kram (1988) discussed the importance of “relationship constellations,” or the set of 

relationships that help support an individual’s development. An integral piece of this 

constellation, regardless of professional field, is the role of the mentor.  The benefits of 

this mentoring relationship are an increased knowledge, greater self-efficacy, and better 

job satisfaction. Yet Kram also notes that the benefits of a mentor are not limited to the 

individuals involved, as the relationship may potentially engrain organizational culture 

more deeply, and increase job satisfaction due to higher rates of positive self-esteem 

among participants. 
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Beginning Teachers: Needs and Obstacles 

 Teachers and practitioners alike have recognized the incommensurable nature of 

the first few years of teaching in traditional public school systems. Feiman-Nemser 

(2003) explains that in the field of teaching, the inaugural years are dramatically different 

than the ones preceding or following their first experiences in charge of a classroom. 

While pre-service programs often provide practicum and student teaching experiences, 

candidates have yet to be completely entrusted with the full responsibilities and 

expectations of their colleagues. Adding to the heavy tasks that lie before them are the 

common stressors of being hired late in the summer, arriving mere days before their 

students, being expected to set up their classrooms, master their content, and prepare 

meaningful lessons that will address the needs of various learners, ultimately to be 

measured by assessments with which they may or may not be familiar (Feiman-Nemser, 

2003). In their new position, these rising educators are asked to plan, adjust, think on 

their feet, make decisions, and use what they learn to inform their planning and teaching 

(Ball & Cohen, 1999).  

 The challenges of new teachers also include an ever-evolving definition of their 

responsibilities and requirements. Ball and Wilson (1996) describe curricular reforms as 

somewhat unstable, based on changing ideas of what makes good teaching. Their concern 

lies not only in this moving definition but also more specifically in the perception new 

teachers are learning at this time. As they explain, there is little knowledge around the 

way new teachers learn and teach, therefore causing concern about how they will be 

impacted by broad reform strokes.   
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Though experienced teachers undoubtedly remember what it was like to be in the 

shoes of their novice colleagues, new teachers often struggle to make connections with 

their more experienced counter parts working only a few feet away. The very structure of 

schools with separate classrooms and closed doors appears to discourage collaboration 

(Little, 1990), sending a message to teachers that they are isolated and should be working 

on their own. The opportunity to collaborate with more experienced colleagues may offer 

help to those who find themselves with innumerable questions and a feeling of unwanted 

professional solitude.  

When the first charter law was passed in 1991, a new challenge for beginning 

teachers emerged (NAPCS, 2015) Charter schools are often built around specializations 

and specific visions that purposely stray from surrounding public schools. The mission 

and focus of a charter school create a deep and intricate school culture, one that often 

adds to the growing roster of responsibilities for beginning teachers. The precise 

language used in these schools may differ from that of typical pre-service programs, their 

teaching methodology and pedagogy may be presented in a different way, and the rules 

and duties of the teaching role may differ from those anticipated by a new teacher.  

Mentoring as Support for Beginning Teachers 

 Research is focusing on how to better support novice teachers and the 

documented struggles that they face. Several studies have focused on the school as the 

source of change and recognize the importance of providing new teachers in-house 

support during the first few years of teaching (Field & Field, 1994; Greenberg, 

Pomerance, & Walsh, 2011; Feiman-Nemser, 2013). A variety of approaches on how best 

to help new teachers have been examined, including the idea of mentoring. By pairing 
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novice teachers with more experienced teachers, mentoring strategies aim to achieve 

results from teacher support, education, and longevity similar to those seen in other 

professions, such as business or medicine (Ghosh, 2013). Most recently, the development 

of these transitional systems for new teachers, often referred to as induction programs, 

have been the focus of various levels of policy making and resource allocation, spanning 

from individual schools and district systems to the federal government (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2011).  

The research literature surrounding new teacher mentorship and induction 

programs takes a variety of approaches. Moving to a more specific expectation of what 

programs can do, studies have also looked at new teacher experiences during their 

induction program to better see how program elements contribute to teacher growth as 

well as their limitations (Hobson, Ashby, Malderez, & Tomlinson, 2009; Kardos & 

Johnson, 2007). These studies serve as a warning to school leaders and policy makers 

alike: not all mentors are good mentors and not all induction programs are good induction 

programs.  

Given the variation in mentor quality, another line of research has focused on the 

question: what makes an effective mentor for new teachers (Feiman-Nemser, 1998; Wang 

& Paine, 2001; Harrison, 2007). This line of research on effective teacher mentors 

identified a list of character and program traits attributed to best helping new teachers. 

For mentors, research has identified the importance of commitment and a drive for self-

learning to be crucial characteristics of new teacher mentors (Harrison, 2007; Feiman-

Nemser, 2001). Research also identified key features of strong induction programs that 

aid the mentor/mentee relationship. Studies have identified the importance of sufficient 
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meeting time for mentor and mentee pairs to meet as a key component of an induction 

program. This line of research has also revealed the importance of pairing mentors and 

mentees who work in similar content areas and teach in close physical proximity, such as 

the same hallway, wing, or area of the school. Finally, strong induction programs are 

characterized by providing education resources such as time, planning materials, and 

classroom materials (Anderson & Shannon, 1988). 

The Importance of System Context 

 While common characteristics of effective mentors and induction programs can 

be seen, the variance of school environments is important to consider when looking at 

new teacher support. Schools differ greatly in student population, programs supporting 

parental involvement, administrative support, teacher pay and advancement, and teacher 

responsibilities.  Yet while these variances are documented individually, a gap in the 

literature exists around how school contexts influence the design and implementation of 

induction programs and the mentoring relationship they seek to initiate and support 

(Wang & Fulton, 2012). Additionally, those who have addressed this topic have primarily 

analyzed the data from a quantitative perspective, creating a need for the deep, rich 

narrative a qualitative approach can provide. 

 Researchers have looked at the involvement of administration and the impact of 

policy as two influencing factors on mentoring and teacher induction programs (Schwille, 

2008; Bickmore & Bickmore, 2010). However, little research has explored the concept of 

mentoring and induction programs specifically in the context of public charter schools.  
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Research Questions 

The data collected for this case study will address the following central research 

question: What forms of mentoring do charter school teachers value and pursue? 

The data collected for this descriptive study were also used to answer the 

following ancillary questions: 

1. How do mentor teachers in a charter school system conceptualize and 

enact a support relationship with new teachers?  

2. How do new teachers/mentees in a charter school system conceptualize 

and engage a support relationship with their mentor?   

3. What forms of organizational support and leadership are facilitating 

mentoring relationships in the charter school system context? 

4. What obstacles do mentors and mentees encounter working in a charter 

school system and with what effect on their roles and relationship? 

Statement of Potential Significance 

While an expanding wealth of research exists on mentoring, teacher induction, 

and the benefits of mentor support, there remains scarce literature that addresses the topic 

and concept of mentorship in the unique environment of charter school systems. With the 

first charter school established in 1991 after Minnesota enacted a charter-school law, 

these unique institutions have spread quickly throughout the country. In 2010 the Center 

for Education Reform reported the existence of over 5,000 charter schools in 39 states 

and the District of Columbia, serving more than an estimated 1.5 million students. With 
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the autonomy to offer greater choice and academic concentrations than public schools, 

charter schools often resort to lottery systems to select their students. Despite the 

competition to fill enrollment, some charters suffer from worse teacher turnover and 

support than public schools, averaging a loss of 20-25% of teachers each year (Center on 

Reinventing Public Education, 2014).   

Undoubtedly, the work of a new charter school teacher yields similar challenges 

to that of new public school teachers, yet the self-governing foundation of charter schools 

may require a different perception of the role of mentor, mentee, and the overall service 

of an induction program. Because it is important to establish a strong conceptual 

framework for viewing the changing role of teacher mentorship in the growing charter 

school landscape, this study is intended to help fill a knowledge gap in the field by 

providing valuable data regarding new and veteran teacher perceptions of mentoring in 

the context of a charter school. Furthermore, a goal of this study is to provide key 

participants – teachers, administrators, and charter school stakeholders – with information 

that may help them better comprehend the challenges of new teachers in the charter 

school environment. In turn, this study may serve as bridge to better supporting new 

charter school teachers, therefore lowering attrition and better serving the school’s 

mission.  

This study focuses on gathering beginning and experienced teachers’ perceptions 

of mentoring roles in the charter school environment. In order to better contextualize the 

study relative to prior research, this section of the chapter first provides an overview of 

mentoring. Second, it contains a discussion of the needs and challenges related to 

beginning teachers as well as professional growth opportunities for veteran teachers. 
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Finally, the section concludes with an examination of what mentoring means to 

beginning and veteran teachers in the context of a charter school environment. 

 Three factors support the need for this study: (a) continuing growth of mentoring 

programs across the United States; (b) the challenges of beginning teachers; and, (c) the 

rapid growth of unique charter school environments. 

One factor supporting the significance of this study is the continuing growth of 

mentoring programs across the United States. The No Child Left Behind Act’s (NCLB) 

call for highly qualified teachers led to many states adopting new teacher mentorship 

policies and programs. In varying congruence, 29 states currently require some form of 

participation in an induction program for beginning teachers (Goldrick, 2016).  For 

example, District of Columbia Public Schools (DCPS) currently provide first year 

teachers with one year of mentoring from a full-time Mentor Teacher or an Instructional 

Coach (DCPS). Yet despite this rapid spread of mentoring requirements, research from 

NTC reveals that few states provide comprehensive policies and/or that they are being 

applied inconsistently (Goldrick, 2016). This study addresses the individual context of 

charter school systems whose autonomous nature allows them to develop induction 

programs free from state requirements. 

A second factor that supports the significance of this study centers on the 

challenges that beginning teachers face and their ever-evolving role as the landscape of 

education changes. Likened to a ship “lost at sea” (Lortie, 1975) beginning teachers 

encounter a multitude of obstacles in their first year of teaching. Often referred to as 

“reality shock” (Veenman, 1984) the discrepancy between what is expected and the 

realities of teaching can cause extreme stress and disillusionment. Research has looked at 
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new teacher complaints that their university level programs did not properly prepare them 

(Marso & Pigge, 1987) and recognized the need for continuing, on-going support and 

training of new teachers during their first years (Field, 1984). This study expands on the 

exploration of how mentoring and teacher induction programs may help ease the reality 

shock of novice teachers.  

A third factor contributing to the significance of this study is the rapid growth of 

charter schools in the United States. Since Minnesota passed the first charter school law 

in 1991, charter schools have exploded in number across the country, particularly in 

urban areas. From 1999-2012, the number of charter school in the nation jumped from 

1,500 to 5,700. This expansion reflects a corresponding jump in enrollment from 0.3 

million to 2.1 million students (Goldring, 2014). According to a 2012 report from the 

National Alliance for Public Charters  more than 610,000 students are on waiting lists to 

attend charter schools, demonstrating not only the demand for but the projected future 

growth of charter schools throughout the country. This study provides specifics of 

beginning and veteran teachers’ perceptions of the mentor/mentee roles in the charter 

school context, providing valuable information in regards to support and how to keep 

teachers in the field.   

Theoretical Foundation 

This study seeks to explore the relationships of mentors and mentees and what 

forms of mentoring these charter educators value and pursue. Supporting this inquiry is 

the framework of the relational cultural theory (RCT) which views the growth of 

relationships and connections as crucial to an individual’s development. RCT also serves 

as an important lens through which to view the progression of relational strategies for 
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mentoring teachers as their relationship unfolds.   RCT views interpersonal interactions 

and associations as necessary aspects of an individual’s growth, rather than separation 

and isolated learning (Hammer, Trepal, & Speedlin, 2012). According to Duffey and 

Haberstroh (2012): “RCT elucidates the idea that awareness and understanding occur 

within the context of our relationships” (p. 267). These constructs of awareness and 

understanding aid in the exploration of meaning making in mentor-mentee pairs, rather 

than individuals in their distinct roles.  

RCT has been associated with mentoring before (Ragins & Verbos, 2007; Swartz 

& Hollaway, 2012). The theory serves as a lens through which mentoring becomes a two-

way process, allowing for responsibility and growth on both sides of the relationship 

(Ragins & Kram, 2007). Especially pertinent to the teacher mentoring relationship is the 

branch of relational cultural theory known as Mutual Empathy. Beginning 

teachers/mentees start their journey with a set of challenges and obstacles unique not only 

to the field of teaching, but also to the inaugural years. Therefore, they are most likely to 

grow and benefit from a relationship characterized by empathy and recognition of their 

uncommon circumstances. Researchers have often attested that  loneliness and isolation 

characterize new teaching experiences (Lortie, 1975; Feiman-Nemser, 2013). Applying 

RCT to mentoring relationships in a charter school will allow for the exploration of 

experiences and conceptualization through this lens of two-way growth and 

responsibility.  These ideas will be explored further in the review of the literature.  

Summary of the Methodology 

 In summary, quantitative research has identified a persistent trend in the trajectory 

of new teachers over the next few years. This strain, coupled with new requirements for 
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all teachers to be highly qualified and the rising rates of teacher turnover, reveals a 

problem at the national level. School administrators and policy makers recognize the 

challenges that new teachers face and the resulting need to ease their transition into the 

profession. Looking toward the success of other professions, the field of education has 

made important strides by acknowledge teacher transition into the process and 

experimenting with different supports for new teachers. Of those, the acceptance and 

adoption of diverse mentoring strategies may offer better support for new teachers in 

their first years. An important acknowledgement of this need is the wave of new state 

induction/development policies that require public schools and systems in over half of the 

United States to offer a form of mentoring to new teachers. These induction/development 

policies aimed at public schools are now being considered by charter administrators. As 

these administrators face large growth in their schools they in turn face a growing need 

for a supportive and attractive environment for new teachers. This need is further 

compounded by the growing rate of charter schools, and opens a new issue as 

administrators seek to provide the best support for their new teachers in often highly 

unique environments.  

Taking a case study approach, the qualitative study uses multiple sources of data 

to illuminate and define the roles and relationships that mentors and mentees seek and 

find in a charter school system. Through interviews, observations, and document analysis 

the study looks to explore the forms of mentoring that charter school educators value and 

pursue as well as how the context of the charter environment interacts with these 

relationships. This includes exploring the forms of mentoring they value and pursue 

during the school year.   The case study approach facilitates an exploration of how school 
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and system context and program design influences the relationships mentors and mentees 

pursue.  Additionally, a qualitative approach allows for the examination of these roles 

and relationships on multiple levels. Analysis of the participants’ perception and 

experience through the year took place at the program, school, and system level allowing 

for a more complete data corpus.  

Given the limited research regarding charter schools and mentoring perceptions, 

school leaders may not be aware of the varying needs of new teachers in charter school 

environments.  This study provides a basic foundation for further research on mentoring 

by exploring the perceptions of both the mentor and mentee engaged in the induction 

process in a public charter school system. The findings of this study may help 

policymakers and educational leaders better see and support the needs of teachers in 

charter schools, possibly increasing teacher success and therefore higher retention rates of 

quality teachers.  

Delimitations 

 For the purpose of this study and chosen qualitative methodology, the sample is 

limited to first year or beginning teacher participation in a charter school system 

mentoring program in an urban midsized city on the east coast. The metropolitan area is 

home to a high population of charter schools, with such systems educating over 40% of 

all school age students.  While the presence of charter schools is growing rapidly, many 

are not required to offer a mentoring program to new teachers. The findings of this study 

may not be applicable to other states or other schools given the unique characteristics of 

charters and the nature of case study methodology. Additionally, the study is limited to 

beginning teachers who participated in the first year of a specialized program focused on 
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developing teacher leadership and therefore findings may not apply to all first year 

teachers, regardless of their positions at charter or public schools.  

Limitations 

 A main limitation of this study lies in its specific context. Due to the nature of the 

case study method, readers and researchers cannot necessarily extrapolate, infer, or use 

the described experiences in charter school systems in application to the public sector. 

The timing of the program itself is also a limitation. As the study takes place during the 

inaugural year of the induction program, challenges, obstacles, and practices may be 

attributed to the new program roll out and not genuine reactions to the mentoring 

experience itself. A specific example of the first year context impacting experience is the 

fact that the initial number of mentor/mentee assignments and pairings were higher than 

actually came to fruition. Due to staffing and applicant issues, only four newly hired 

teachers in the charter school system were classified as “first year teachers” and therefor 

qualified under the program’s requirements for a mentor . This change left several 

teachers, initially invited to participate as mentors, without a mentee. By embracing the 

idea that mobility and instability are often part of the school environment, the study was 

designed to incorporate these factors as much as possible, however this study cannot 

claim preparation for all unexpected changes.  

The uncertainties surrounding the program also caused unpredictability around 

data collection. Even after mentor and mentee pairings were finalized in the fall, 

requirements of teachers in the charter school system often resulted in last-minute 

cancelations of interviews and observations, making data collection rushed at times and 

resulting in the ability to observe each dyad meet only once at the pair level. The unique 
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development of a mentoring relationship may also be impacted by the uncertainty in 

planning, causing these connections to start unnaturally or in a fragmented way. Charter 

school systems with more predictable numbers of new teachers who are in stable role 

groups, settings, and charter contexts would not be affected by the capriciousness that 

this context embodies.   

Assumptions 

The following assumptions were adopted for this study: 

1. The respondents participated in all interviews and observations willingly. 

2. The perceptions of both mentees and mentors were accurately analyzed 

    and reported. 

3. Both mentees and mentors understood that neither they nor the program 

was being evaluated during this research. 

Definition of Terms 

This study uses the following definitions: 

1. Mentee/Protégé: “The typical mentee is a new hire during a probationary 

period or the first year of employment (NEA, 2006, p. 10). For the 

purposes of this study, all beginning teachers/mentees participated in the 

school’s official induction program 

2.   Mentor: According to the National Education Association (2006, p. 8) “a 

typical mentor is a veteran professional who wants to take an active 

interest in the career development of another ESP (Education Support 

Professional). The mentor should have at least three years of experience 
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with the school system, and have met all of the qualifications of his or her 

job category, such as required licenses or certification. For the purposes of 

this study, all mentor teachers participated in the school’s formal induction 

program.  

3. Mentoring: Mentoring is a key strategy of teacher induction. Mentoring is a 

formalized relationship that supports and encourages professional 

learning. In mentoring, a sound and trusting relationship will rely upon the 

degree of understanding and responsibility shared by the mentoring 

partners. The establishment of the relationship is crucial and will 

determine the level and quality of dialogue (DOE ECD, 2010, p.1).  

4. Charter School or Public Charter School Systems: “Charter schools are 

unique public schools that are allowed the freedom to be more innovative 

while being held accountable for advancing student achievement. Because 

they are public schools, they are: open to all children, do not charge 

tuition, and do not have special entrance requirements. Charter schools 

were created to help improve our nation’s public school system and offer 

parents another public school option to better meet their child’s specific 

needs. The core of the charter school model is the belief that public 

schools should be held accountable for student learning. In exchange for 

this accountability, school leaders should be given freedom to do whatever 

it takes to help students achieve and should share what works with the 

broader public school system so that all students benefit” (NAPCS, 2015). 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The challenges that new teachers face when they enter their first classrooms has 

been well documented. Often, new educators struggle to transition from the theoretical 

world of their teacher preparation programs to the reality of classroom management, 

changing environments, and professional isolation. Feeling unprepared and 

overwhelmed, new teachers are often reluctant to engage more experienced colleagues 

for help, fearful that they will appear incapable. Countless new educators find themselves 

alone in their classrooms, unsure of their next steps or who to reach out to. 

Symptomatic of the difficulties new teachers face are the climbing rates of teacher 

turnover.  Many novice educators, feeling worsted and lost from their tumultuous first 

year, will leave the field of education completely. Research has shown teacher attrition 

rates to be as low as 17% after four years (Goldring, Tae, & Riddles, 2014) and as high as 

50% after five years (Ingersoll, 2003).  Among their reasons for leaving, new teachers list 

increased work load, challenging behavior, and lack of support as their largest 

complaints.   

To address these concerns, schools and policy makers have explored the role of a 

mentor and the action of mentoring as a way to address teacher needs. The term mentor 

and the act of mentoring is one that engages and supports two parties in various contexts. 

The National Board for Professional Teachers defines a mentor as committed, 

knowledgeable, supportive of growth, capable of reflection, and of a community mindset 

(NBPTS, 2015) The relationship between a mentor and mentee is also characterized by 

the cultivation of the mentee’s professional, academic, or personal development 

(Donaldson, Ensher, & Grant-Vallone, 2000).   
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Looking at the paths forged by other fields, researchers and policy makers have 

examined the process of mentoring as a way to address the needs of beginning teachers in 

the field of education. Attempting to assuage the struggles of newly hired educators, 

reform efforts have focused on pairing experienced teachers with inexperienced teachers. 

As these pairings grew more popular, so did the idea of providing education for 

experienced teachers on how best to fill their guiding role as well as resources for 

beginning teachers on how best to acclimate to their new position.  Often referred to as 

“induction programs,” these combined trainings and pairings represent an attempt to 

better support educators as they learn to apply new knowledge in unique settings and with 

children who have unique learning needs. Mentoring and the relationship between the 

veteran and inexperienced teachers plays a crucial role in helping beginning educators 

acclimate to their new positions and find success.  

As the body of research grows around mentoring in traditional public schools, 

researchers must now turn their attention to how mentoring may aid a newly growing 

population of teachers, those working in public charter schools. Often working extended 

school days, tackling a still developing curriculum, and addressing classrooms of urban 

students, public charter school teachers are subject to the same issues as their public 

school counterparts, but at an amplified level. Exempt from federal policy mandating 

teacher induction, charter schools are not subject to the requirements that guide 

traditional public school mentoring programs. Due to their relative youth in comparison 

to public schools, the research surrounding charter systems as a whole is shallow. Yet 

with many charters losing more than 50% of faculty from one year to the next (Zelon, 

2014), there is a clear and urgent need for research around mentoring support of charter 
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school teachers. This literature examines teacher support in areas of: the challenges of 

beginning teachers, the mentoring of beginning teachers, and the influential factors of 

teacher support. 

The Challenges of Beginning Teachers 

The first year of any job can be viewed as a learning curve. It is a time to better 

absorb the requirements of the position and how to perform or meet those requirements, 

with the hope of a gradual increase in responsibilities over time. Research has shown that  

many first-year schoolteachers experience high amounts of stress, pressure, and feelings 

of isolation in comparison to their veteran colleagues (Little, 1990). All teachers must 

follow legal individualized education plans, know how to recognize student weaknesses 

and then repair knowledge, address and manage various behavior issues in their 

classroom, assess and report student learning, and maintain open communication lines 

between students, parents, and administration among many other job requirements. While 

other professions, such as those in the medical or judiciary field, provide years of 

mentoring and a gradual increase in responsibilities, the first year of a teacher can be 

likened to a novice swimmer, thrown in the ocean and asked to make it back to shore. 

Unlike these other professions, education has lagged behind and new teachers are 

expected to have mastery of these same skills that their colleagues have taken years to 

develop.  

Reality shock and teacher preparation. It has been well documented that the 

first year of teaching is unlike any other regardless of grade level, subject, or pre-service 

experience (Gavish & Friedman, 2010; Lacireno-Paquet, Bocala, Fronius, Phillips, & 

Regional Educational Laboratory Northeast & Island, 2012).  Lortie’s imagery captures 
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the experience well. He notes that, rather than well-guided vessels, eased into the waters 

of education, beginning teachers are described as ships “lost at sea” aimless and floating 

with the current (Lortie, 1966; Johnson, 2004). Unlike workers in the medical field who 

have been gradually introduced to their job responsibilities over many years of training, 

teachers are described as naïve participants jumping into unknowingly frigid waters to 

swim, only to be shocked and flailing for survival (Veenman, 1984).  

The “reality shock” (Veenman, 1984) that new teachers experience has been 

attributed to several causes. In a study of beginning teachers, Marso and Pigge (1987) 

connected teachers’ sense of reality shock to the unrealistic expectations they hold as 

they enter classrooms for the very first time. Once in the classroom new teachers often 

complain that their education programming and college courses were insufficient in 

preparing them for their role (Marso & Pigge, 1987). Ducharme and Ducharme (1996) 

agree that the over confidence in their pre-service education program experience may 

cause new teachers to hold unrealistic expectations of what teaching will be like. While 

some new teachers would agree with Ducharme and Ducharme (1996), others blame their 

own unrealistic expectations of themselves and their envisioned classrooms as the root 

cause to their reality shock (Marso & Pigge, 1987).  This research suggests a historical 

and continuing failure to properly train and support teachers to successfully enter the 

classroom due to a discrepancy between what teachers envision their experience will be 

and the harsh reality that follows.  

The literature suggests that the disconnection between new teacher expectations 

and reality is strong. In a survey study of more than 200 beginning teachers, Marso and 

Pigge (1987) examined new teacher expectations in seven groups including: elementary, 
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secondary, specialized, special education, rural, urban, and suburban teachers. The study 

found that new teachers’ expectations were significantly higher prior to employment 

across all seven groups. The study also found variation in teachers’ experiences by 

location revealing that rural teachers reported the least reality shock, followed by 

suburban, and then urban teachers. Additionally, beginning teachers of secondary grades 

were found to be more disappointed with the level of support they received compared to 

beginning elementary, special education, or specialized teachers.  

National reform reports confirm and expand upon the notion that K-12 preservice 

programs are crucial yet insufficient in preparing teachers for the classroom (National 

Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983; National Commission on Excellence in 

Teacher Education, 1985; Carnegie Task Force on Teaching as a Profession, 1986; 

Darling- Hammond, 1997). More recent calls for teacher education reform stress 

changing student populations and the importance of teacher training (Brownell, Sindelar, 

Kiely, & Danielson, 2010; Darling-Hammond, 2010). This lack of groundwork and 

established expectations in preservice education further contribute to the disconnection 

between teacher idealized scenarios and the realities of the classroom. 

A main contributor to teacher reality shock is a lack of proper pre-service 

education. While teacher preparation programs are fundamental in preparing the 200,000 

teachers who accept positions in the field of education each year (Greenberg, Pomerance, 

& Walsh, 2011) America continues to fall behind other countries in terms of teacher 

recruitment from top schools (Field & Field, 1994; Auguste, Kihn, & Miller, 2010). 

Contemporary studies in the last decade reveal that only 50% of current teacher 

candidates receive some form of in-class training, such as practicum or student teaching, 
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and that more than half of all education school alumni complain that their coursework did 

not prepare them for the actual act of teaching (Levine, 2006). These complaints of 

insufficiency among existing programs and criticism of lack of program support within 

schools and districts contribute to calls for changing teacher prep and more structured 

guidance for first year teachers.  

Research notes that many teacher preparation programs lack extensive on the job 

training, relying more on theory based classes than hands on experience (Grossman, 

2005; Ericsson et al., 2006). Studying a university in northern New South Wales, Field 

and Field (1994) point to the shocking lack of in-classroom time, experience, and 

knowledge first year teachers receive while getting their degree. “At present, they do only 

three weeks of practicum in each of the first two years of study, and ten weeks in their 

third and final year. They spend only 25% of their total course in schools” (Field & Field, 

1994, p.6). This startling observation is not isolated to this one university; rather, it exists 

as the normal standard in many pre-service teacher programs. Consequently, there is a 

growing recognition that change must occur at the pre-service level in order to sustain 

teaching professionals.  

Proposals to bridge the gap between teacher preservice preparation and their 

entrance into the classroom have been varied. The majority of ideas put forward revolve 

around the concept of extending the amount of in classroom time that teachers receive 

prior to certification (Feiman-Nemser, Schwille, Carver, & Yusko, 1999). In 1996 the 

National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future put forth the recommendation 

that teacher education be amended to better mirror that of a medical residency. According 

the group’s suggestions, new teachers would be better supported by serving their first two 
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years alongside a more experienced teacher, revising their responsibilities and 

assignments accordingly to create the best supported learning opportunities possible.  

Several cities have taken note of the NCTAF’s recommendation for divergent 

teacher education programs, notably Chicago’s Academy for Urban School Leadership 

(AUSL) and the Boston Teaching Residency (National Commission on Teaching and 

America’s Future, 2007). AUSL residents spend a full academic year in the classroom of 

an experienced Mentor Teacher while also receiving coursework applicable to their 

everyday teaching challenges in the classroom. Additionally, they are supported for the 

first three years by an expert coach. 

The Boston Teaching Residency (BTR) also mirrors the residency of a medical 

program.  In BTR, Teacher Residents use knowledge from a two month intensive training 

and apply it with their Mentor Teacher four days a week. On Fridays and after school, 

Residents attend classes that build upon and support their work in the classroom. 

Graduates from such programs as AUSL and BTR have proven effective with 85-90% of 

alumni returning to their classrooms after five years, in comparison to the national 

average of 50% of all new teachers (Snider, 2011). 

Other approaches to teacher education reform have attempted to better meld the 

worlds of teacher theory and practice at the university level. Designing their own 

comprehensive induction programs, universities such as Michigan State have extended 

their teacher preparation program from freshman year all the way through the first two 

years of teaching in a classroom post-graduation. However, attempts to blend theory and 

practice together by university faculty and K-12 advisors reveal the difficulty of the 

process. Stanulis, Burrill, & Ames (2007) identified key areas of discrepancy including: 
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(a) identifying mentors as buddies versus mentors who emphasize learning to teach, (b) 

managing classrooms for efficiency versus organizing classrooms for learning, and (c) 

general advice structures versus content-based strategies, finding direct contrast between 

the advice of beginning teachers and that of experienced consultants. The difficulties that 

emerged from the study do not change the need for beginning teacher support but rather 

suggest that the best way to help new teachers may be once they leave their pre-service 

programs and enter their schools.  

Ongoing struggles & external pressures. The obstacles that new teachers face 

do not end with the reality shock of entering the classroom, but rather continue through 

their first year. Commonly identified issues of new educators include classroom 

management, discipline, assessment, communication, and resources (Fuller, 1969; 

Veenman, 1984; Roehrig, Pressley, & Talotta, 2002). Drawing on or building from two 

earlier investigations exploring the struggles of first year teachers (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1992; Romano & Gibson, 2007), Romano (2008) examined common difficulties across 

grade including 5 elementary, 1 middle school, and 3 high school teachers. Though the 

participants ranged in job location, education, and grade level taught, Romano (2008) 

was able to identify nine categories of common struggle including: classroom 

management, content and pedagogy, external policy, personal issues, parents, report card 

grading, student learning, special needs students, and teacher evaluation. Romano (2008) 

found the highest number of struggles reported under classroom management and 

external policy.  

The issue of classroom management is one that does not dissipate as the “reality 

shock” of entering the classroom wears off.  Reviewing three studies, Romano (2008) 
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found that classroom management was the highest category reported amongst new 

teachers for both struggles and successes. Several other studies reported similar findings 

revealing that new teachers ask for help and guidance around motivating and managing 

difficult students in the classroom (Veenman 1984; Odell 1986; Barrett and Davis 1995; 

Reynolds 1995; Kent 2000; Hertzog 2002; Watzke 2003). For purposes of teacher 

support this means that new teachers might benefit from observations and guidance that a 

mentor may provide. 

The literature also reveals that external policy is a continuing issue for beginning 

teachers. Examining three studies, Romano (2008) found that external policy was the 

number one reported struggle across all teachers. Other research has pointed to the 

importance of educating teachers on how to deal with various external pressures through 

school-based relationships (Burk & Fry 1997; Kelchtermans & Ballet, 2002; Nias 2005; 

Keltchtermans, 2006; O’Connor, 2008) and the guidance of an experienced mentor can 

fill this part. Guiding new teachers to navigate obstacles is not only beneficial to the 

educator but to the school as a whole, as the literature shows that well-organized schools 

assist teachers in reaching a wider range of students, and in turn, impacting student 

achievement (Johnson, 2004).  

Exacerbating the obstacles that first year teachers face is the very structure of the 

organization in which teachers work: the school. The closed doors of classrooms and the 

resulting segregation have long been identified as a major hurdle new teachers fight to 

overcome (Lortie, 1975; Little, 1990; Roberts, 2005; Maxwell et al., 2006).  Tasked with 

the same requirements of experienced teachers, who often possess ten times their 

classroom experience, new teachers often report not only feeling overwhelmed but also 
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isolated in their work (Rogers & Babinksi, 1999; Stanulis, Burrill, & Ames, 2007).  Both 

Britzman (1986) and Harris (1995) discuss how the physical barriers of the classroom 

walls often reassert themselves as barriers to collaboration among teachers, which may 

offer support and professional exchange. Attempts to overcome the seclusion of the 

teaching profession include increased teacher collaboration through co-teaching, team 

discussion, and even on-line community building (Roberts, 2005; Parr & Ward, 2006; 

Hoaglund, Birkenfeld, & Box, 2014) all with mixed results in alleviating the burdens and 

physical barriers of the classroom. Despite these attempts at collaboration, the heavy 

responsibilities placed on the shoulders of new teachers do not naturally foster a search 

for help and support. New teachers are not only feeling overwhelmed but they are also 

hesitant to seek help on their own for fear of judgment or demonstrating a lack of 

capability.  

Other major obstacles that new teachers must continuously face are the external 

pressures of changing policy and modern classrooms. The Federal No Child Left Behind 

Act (NCLB) of 2001 redefined the role and characteristics of teaching by tying federal 

funds to the mandate that all educators be highly qualified. According to NCLB, “one of 

the most important ways to close the achievement gap and provide all children with a 

great education is to provide them great teachers” (NCLB, 2001). Specifically, NCLB 

legislation states “studies have shown the single greatest effect on student achievement is 

teacher quality. For this reason, America must remain steadfast in meeting the goal of 

ensuring that every classroom has a highly qualified teacher. To be "highly qualified," a 

teacher must (1) hold a bachelor's degree, (2) hold a certification or licensure to teach in 

the state of his or her employment, and (3) have proven knowledge of the subjects he or 
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she teaches” (NCLB, 2001).  These requirements extend to secondary teachers who must 

show subject matter expertise through a number of criteria, specifically: hold a major in 

the subject they teach or equivalent credits; and have passed a state-developed subject-

matter test, hold advanced certification from the state, or earned a graduate degree.  For 

new teachers, the federal mandates meant more requirements and higher accountability, 

making their journey toward becoming a teacher a more time consuming process, 

delivering exhausted teachers to the doors of their new classrooms.  

The specifications of NCLB do not stop at redefining the role and requirements of 

teachers to enter the profession. The federal legislation also requires school 

administrators to take on additional work and monitoring of teachers. Under this 

legislation, schools are required to measure and report the extent to which all students are 

taught by highly qualified teachers. Additionally, they must devise and adopt goals to 

ensure that all teachers are highly qualified. This means that the external high 

expectations and stressors on new teachers (Romano, 2008) are increased on the modern 

day teacher and school. 

Despite legislation requiring new and strict guidelines to enter the profession, 

teachers continue to struggle with their individual work once they enter their classrooms.  

Some researchers point to the changing role of schools as contributing to these mounting 

pressures (Lortie, 1975; Powell, 1985; Labaree, 2010). While teachers are required to 

meet higher standards to become an educator, they also are asked to do more than ever 

before once they do enter the classroom. For many years teachers were asked to design 

their own curriculum and lessons to meet the needs of their students. Today, they are 

adopting ever-changing curriculums passed down from county or state representatives. 
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For many years teachers were asked to grade and assess students based on their subject 

expertise. Today, students and schools are measured strictly by state standardized testing, 

with all data made public. With increasingly diverse classrooms, specialized trainings, 

and an ever-growing list of responsibilities and requirements, teachers are being asked to 

do more and educate more students than ever. According to Labaree (2010) these changes 

set the stage for teachers to fail at educating all students, and for some students to fail by 

default (Labaree, 2010). Though both requirements to enter the classroom and 

responsibilities once inside the classroom continue to rise, it is becoming more apparent 

that more training does not necessarily equal proper training.  Teachers are all too often 

unprepared to meet the challenges ahead once they assume their full-time role (Romano, 

2008). 

Explaining the “why” behind new teacher challenges has no clear-cut answer. 

Some attribute the difficulties new teachers face to not only feeling overwhelmed by the 

new responsibilities of solo teaching but that these new educators are additionally 

challenged by a unique and difficult learning curve in their first year (Feiman-Nemser & 

Parker, 1993; Feiman-Nemser, Carver, Katz, & Schwille, 1999,).  As Schon (1987) 

explains, teachers cannot do what they do not yet fully understand. Compounding this 

learning curve are feelings of frustration, isolation, anxiety, and discouragement (e.g. 

Scott, 1995; Weiss, 1999; Herbert & Worthy, 2001), In some studies, however, first year 

teachers reported that through seeking out other teachers, involving themselves in the 

school culture, and actively seeking help, they were able to surpass the emotional and 

mental burdens and thrive in their first year (Herbert & Worthy, 2001). The common 

threads across studies suggest that these issues are salient to the profession, as a whole, 
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rather than a particular grade level or subject area (Veenman, 1984). Acknowledgement 

of these obstacles reinforces that “Beginning teachers have legitimate learning needs that 

cannot be grasped in advance or outside the contexts of teaching” (Feiman-Nemser, 2003, 

p. 26).  

Impact and teacher attrition. The disillusionment, mounting stress, and 

isolation of new teachers is linked with new educators leaving the field of education. 

Several organizations, such as the Department of Education, The National Education 

Association, and the National Center for Education Statistics, provide annual reports and 

actively monitor the dynamics of the teacher workforce, specifically teacher turnover, 

shortage, and retention rates. The growing numbers of open/unfilled teaching jobs 

coupled with the decline of teacher retention signals the need for teacher support and 

guidance through their first year of teaching in order to be successful. In 2011, the 

Department of Education (DOE) reported 1.6 million teachers will retire by 2021 and 

therefore 1.6 million new teachers will need to take their places. While these numbers are 

not isolated to new teachers, they give a glimpse into a widening trend. With teachers of 

all experience levels leaving the classroom, the importance of properly preparing those 

who will take their place is paramount.  

Programs like Teach for America (TFA) have attempted to address the impending 

teacher shortage by actively courting college graduates into the profession. Through 

TFA, students are provided a mere five weeks of training and then placed in some of the 

most high-needs classrooms in the country (Blume, 2013). Only contracted for two years, 

teachers produced through TFA are actually leaving the classroom faster than traditional 

teachers. Critics of the program point to the insufficient training as one of the reasons for 
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the high turnover and more importantly the negative impact this has on the students and 

community they teach (Strauss, 2013).      

As mentioned, the growing need for new teachers is not an isolated problem, but 

rather one directly affected by the declining rate at which teachers are staying in the 

teaching profession (Ingersoll & Smith, 2004). With difficulties in recruitment and 

teacher preparation, teacher retention numbers have caused concern at a national level. 

According to the National Education Association (NEA) nearly 20% of all public school 

teachers will leave the profession by the end of their first year and almost half within five 

years (U.S. Department of Education, 2011). Analysis of national data surrounding the 

shortage of mathematics and science teachers (Ingersoll & Perda, 2010) as well as 

minority teachers (Ingersoll & May, 2011) discredits the notion that the growing need for 

teachers is caused by a lack of recruitment pointing instead to the “revolving door” of 

educators that leave before retirement as the culprit (Ingersoll, 2012). Yet despite school 

and state efforts, teacher retention rates continue to stagnate or decline leaving 

professionals to wonder: what can be done to keep talented teachers? 

Strategies to Help the Transition of Beginning Teachers 

 While research has helped identify and describe the difficult experiences of first 

year teachers, more recent efforts have turned attention to learning how to assist them in 

being more successful transitioning and staying in the profession. As mentioned earlier, 

greater knowledge of the process by which new teachers are prepared reveals serious 

gaps between what is learned in the university education classroom and the realities faced 

by novice educators leading their own classrooms. Just as preparation at the university 

level presents a difficulty in creating uniform programs, more attention is being paid to 
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how to support teachers once they are in their classrooms. Increasingly, educators, 

researchers, and policy makers are looking toward the role of professional development 

and in-school support as a way to lessen the obstacles that teachers face when they enter 

their inaugural year (Feiman-Nemser, 2013).  

Induction programs as a means of support.  Currently, the concept/process of 

mentoring and teacher induction is receiving attention as a promising avenue to address 

the issues new teachers face (Darling-Hammond, 2006; Feiman-Nemser, 2013). A 

national trend has emerged around this process of mentoring to support new teachers in 

their profession. Stimulating this national trend are new federal policies and program 

supports, namely Race to the Top in 2009, and professional association advocacy groups. 

Together, these policies and associations are bringing focus to the importance of on-

going support, professional development, and career advancement opportunities (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2011) as important components to ensure new teachers are 

successful in their jobs. Specifically, they call attention to the need for in-school support 

through mentoring.  

As the importance of mentoring and induction is recognized, the United States is 

seeing a positive shift in the growth of and participation in induction programs. A review 

of national data shows that there has been an increase of first year teachers participating 

in induction programs, moving from roughly 50% in 1990 to 91% in 2008 (Ingersoll, 

2012). In 1991 61,000 new teachers participated in a form of mentoring or induction 

program, by 2008 these numbers reached nearly 179,000 (Ingersoll, 2012).  

By participating in the offered support programs new teachers are validating 

induction efforts, however, not all programs are created equally and this can hold strong 
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implications for policy makers.  New teachers have revealed that programs that do not 

take into account school level influences, such as outside factors and new teacher job 

commitments were cause for frustration and failure (Hobson, Ashby, Malderez, & 

Tomlinson, 2009).  Authors have also researched the importance of pairing teachers of 

the same subject and grade level together in order to aid mentoring success (Kardos & 

Johnson 2007). Other research has looked at the importance of topic and focus in 

mentoring and induction, finding that intensive mentoring focused on balanced 

instruction did improve teaching practice (Stanulis & Floden, 2009). From their findings, 

researchers warn educators from falling into the “logic of confidence” (Meyer & Rowan, 

1978 as cited in Kardos & Johnson, 2007) that all mentoring is good mentoring.  While 

researchers stress the importance of ideal mentor traits (Kardos & Johnson, 2007) the 

program in which teacher mentoring takes place is of equal importance.   

Even when states and teachers participate in offering mentoring and/or induction 

programs, there is great discrepancy in the details of these efforts. According to The New 

Teacher Center’s “Support From The Start: A 50-State Review of Policies on New 

Educator Induction and Mentoring” (2016), only 29 states require some form of induction 

or mentoring support for new teachers, with a wide and varying range of requirements. 

Table 1 details the differences between these state requirements and programs.  As 

shown, only “nine states require support for new teachers beyond their first two years 

(usually for three years): Delaware, Hawaii, Louisiana, Maryland, Massachusetts, 

Michigan, North Carolina, Ohio (for four years), and Utah” (Goldrick, 2016 p. iv).  
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Table 1.  State Policy: New Teacher Induction Requirements 

 

State induction programs vary not just in length but also in their approach to the 

component of mentor selection and support. As seen in Table 2, only 18 states provide 

mentor training and ongoing professional development to help them fulfill their 

mentoring roles. 

 

 

 

 

Required, with no minimum 
program length 

Required for  
one year 

Required for  
two years 

Required for more 
than two years 

Colorado Arkansas California Delaware 
 

Rhode Island Kansas Connecticut Hawaii 

Wisconsin Kentucky Iowa Louisiana 

 New Jersey Maine Maryland 

 New Mexico Missouri Massachusetts 

 New York Vermont Michigan 

 Oklahoma  North Carolina 

 Pennsylvania  Ohio 

 South Carolina  Utah 

 Virginia   

 West Virginia 

 

  

 
3 states 

 
11 states 

 
6 states 

 

 
9 states 

 Source: Goldrick, 2016 p. 8 
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Table 2. State Policy: Mentor Training/Professional Development  

States requiring foundational mentor training and ongoing professional development 

California New York 

Colorado North Carolina 

Connecticut North Dakota 

Hawaii Ohio 

Illinois Oregon 

Kansas Rhode Island 

Maryland South Carolina 

Massachusetts Utah 

New Jersey Washington 

Source: Goldrick, 2016 p. 13 

 

As shown in Table 3, the availability of mentor training is not the only point of 

variance for state funding. Criterion 7 as set forth by the New Teacher Center’s 2016 

report sets expectations that “The state should require beginning educators to complete an 

induction program to move from an initial license” (pg. 33). Yet, as presented in Table 3, 

nearly 20% of states dedicate all induction funding for mentor stipends exclusively, 

saving nothing for the program itself.   

The exclusive designation of funds toward mentor stipends reveals a larger 

problem within state programs. There is growing concern that mentor stipends are being 

used as a crutch when induction programs are not providing sufficient support to the 

work of mentors. Specifically, state programs too often do not provide the time necessary 

to support beginning teachers during the school day whether that be through meeting or 

classroom observation time. When state programs dedicate nearly all of their budget 

toward mentor stipends, the opportunity to fund other program purposes, such as 
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protected time to meet, mentor training, or reduced teacher loads, are removed (Goldrick, 

2016). 

 

Table 3. State Policy: Dedicated Induction Funding 

State provides dedicated funding for teacher induction (2015-16 school year) 

Alaska (state-funded program) North Dakota 

Arkansas* Oregon# 

Connecticut* (also funds state mentor training) South Carolina 

Delaware* Texas# 

Hawaii Virginia 

Illinois# Washington# 

Iowa West Virginia 

Kentucky (state-funded program) Wisconsin# 

* State reserves all local funding for mentor stipends.        
# Limited, competitive funding, not universally provided statewide. 

Source: Goldrick, 2016 p. 40 

 

 While approaches and requirements of induction programs are diverse, the rise in 

their existence and use demonstrate the rising importance of mentoring in the field of 

education. Research at the secondary level may not match up to that at the elementary 

level, quantitative studies of programs may not take into account the personal experiences 

of beginning teachers, and qualitative studies may rely too heavily on individual opinion. 

However, despite these variances, many of these studies do show some improvement in 

teacher retention and beginning teacher satisfaction in some way, setting the stage for 

further additions to the literature. 
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Effective mentoring as a means of support.  As discussed, the implementation 

of mentoring/induction plans for new teachers can have positive implications for both the 

experiences and possible longevity of a teacher’s career. Equally important to the goals, 

supports and structures of these programs are the people who are involved in them, not 

just through design and structure but also through the actual process of mentoring. 

Appropriately, several studies have addressed the characteristics of the people best suited 

to carry out these mentoring roles. 

The topic of mentoring has been explored in a variety of ways. These range from 

detailed examinations of the term “mentor” (Kram, 1985; Dougherty, Haggard, Turban, 

& Wilbanks, 2011) to the study of formal vs. informal mentorship programs (Zachary, 

2010; Desimone et al., 2014) to the dynamic relationships between mentors and mentees 

throughout the new teacher induction process (Shosh, 2012; Jones, 2013). Some have 

focused on the role of mentoring and induction programs as a way to better connect 

preservice learning and the classroom experience (Huling-Austin, 1990) while others 

stress the importance of individualized attention as teacher concerns change throughout 

the year (Fuller, 1969; Brooks, 1987; Furlong & Maynard, 1995; Chan, 2002) and how a 

mentor may provide this attention. Still others point to the emotional and social 

requirements of new teachers (Gold, 1996; Street, 2004), and the hope that mentors may 

address these needs.  

Outside the field of education the idea of mentorship has been adopted and 

studied in diverse professions, namely medicine (Dooley, Bardwell, & Bethea, 2000), law 

(Kay & Wallace, 2009), and human resources (Hegstad, 1999; Laiho & Brandt, 2012). 

Comparatively, a 2013 research review (Ghosh, 2013) directly compared research on the 
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role of mentoring functions in education to that in business. Creating a concept matrix of 

mentoring functions gleaned from various studies, the review integrated concepts from 

the fields of teaching and business to show great similarities between the two. For 

practitioners, these comparisons show promise that the success of mentoring in other 

professions may translate easily to those in education. 

Given the task of helping a new teacher navigate the waters of the first year, the 

relationship between a mentor and a mentee is one of great importance. The ability to 

communicate and maintain a clear and consistent focus, modeling, analyzing, reflecting, 

and continually assessing the mentee’s readiness and ability to teach have been noted as 

imperative characteristics of successful mentors (Feiman-Nemser, 1998; Wang & Paine, 

2001). Mentor availability and interest in their own self-evaluation and learning have 

been linked to the stronger mentoring relationships as well (Harrison, 2007). Smaller case 

studies have supported this claim, showing that successful mentors not only taught 

mentees but possessed a stake in learning themselves, both from the process and from the 

mentee they worked with (Feiman-Nemser, 2001). Communication, clear expectations, 

and cognitive and emotional preparation on both the part of the mentor and the mentee 

can shape their relationships in a positive (or, in the absence of these items, negative) 

manner (Wang & Fulton, 2012). The findings suggest that while new teachers may 

benefit from the help of a mentor, not all mentors and mentoring relationships are created 

equal and care must be given when selecting and pairing teachers together. 

The literature reveals that successful mentoring relationships may aid schools and 

districts looking to implement similar programs.  The basic foundation of the 

mentor/mentee relationship should be grounded in a “strong conceptual foundation” 
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(Anderson & Shannon, 1988, p. 1). Once established, this theoretical foundation can help 

inform interactions between mentors and their mentees. Certain personal characteristics 

are also deemed essential to the mentoring relationship including openness, leadership, 

and compassion (Anderson & Shannon, 1988). Still, the role of the mentor should be seen 

as one that reaches beyond the scope of emotional support and professional socialization, 

evolving into the idea that the role of the mentor is all encompassing, rising from a shared 

vision (Schwille, 2008).  

The seminal work of Dr. Jean Baker Miller around relational cultural theory is 

important to the work of teacher mentors and mentees. Uusimaki (2013) explains that the 

relational cultural theory (RCT) conceptualizes that growth and self-development occur 

through relations with others and not in isolation. Rather than turn inward and benefit as a 

lone individual, “human beings are seen as experiencing a primary need for connection 

and essential emotional joining” (Jordan, 1997, p. 20). In one study, researchers used 

narrative inquiry to illustrate relationships between mentor and pre-service teachers 

through a mentor workshop. Findings suggest that quality supervision might be obtained 

through closer relationships, especially between the university and the school. Miller 

(1976) herself suggests that mentoring relationships benefit from both parties experience 

“increased energy and well-being, potential to take action, increased knowledge of self 

and other, a boost in self-esteem, and an interest in more connection (Schwartz, 2009, p. 

B13). For schools and teachers this reinforces that importance of breaking down the 

physical barriers of the classroom as well as providing the opportunity for relationships to 

flourish.  
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A common misconception of policy and program creators is that any good teacher 

will be a good mentor. Research has shown, however, that the qualities of a good teacher 

do not automatically translate to the qualities of a good mentor (Schwille, 2008). In a 

cross-national quantitative study of preservice beginning teachers and their mentors, 

Schwille (2008) found that the traits and skills of a good mentor are not inherent; they 

must be developed and practiced over time. The study also notes that good mentors 

continually use their knowledge to create learning experiences and opportunities for their 

mentees. Specifically, mentors who crafted these learning experiences were able to 

advance their mentee’s learning more that those  mentors who saw their role as merely 

providing “advice, emotional support, and technical pointers or just opening their 

classrooms for novices to perform teaching strategies” (Schwille, 2008, p. 164). By 

viewing themselves as educational leaders, invested in the knowledge, application, 

assessment and reflection of their mentees, good teachers were able to become educative 

mentors. According to Schwille (2008), these educative mentors thoughtfully and 

purposefully plan and create opportunities for their mentee’s learning and acknowledged 

that they were engaged in a professional practice that was focused on the learning of their 

novice teachers.  

The literature reveals why and how mentoring without active investment from 

both parties is not sufficient in ensuring that new teachers transition successfully. Support 

from the school and district levels, proper pairing of mentors and mentees, as well as the 

personal investment and traits, such as disposition, knowledge and experience, of the 

mentors are all impactful on the success or failure of an induction program. When in the 

right environment, with well thought-out mentor and mentee pairings, and a team of 
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dedicated and continuously learning mentors are obtained, the benefits of induction 

programs can truly be recognized. 

Exploring the benefits/impact of mentoring. While a range of definitions on the 

actual details and structure of the mentor relationship exist, there is also great debate over 

the actual benefits and impact of the relationship on new teachers, and in turn, their 

students. The definition of teacher mentorship was delineated in a 2005 review of the 

literature as “helping novices speed up the learning of a new job or skill and reducing the 

stress of transition, improving instructional performance of novices through mentoring by 

a top performer, and socializing novices into the profession of teaching” (Podsen & 

Denmark, 2000, p.31 in Vierstraete, 2005). Various studies have looked at the successes 

of mentoring and what it can mean for universities with teaching programs, schools, and 

new teachers themselves.  

 The tie of teacher mentoring and its impact on student learning is one that has not 

yet clearly been defined. Though some qualitative studies have failed to link teacher 

participation in mentoring with higher student achievement (Glazerman, Dolfin & et. al. 

2008; Isenberg, Glazerman, & et. al. 2009) these same studies have also been called into 

question. However, some research has been able to show a connection between teacher 

support and a reduction in student achievement gaps (Priutt & Wallace, 2012). In a study 

of high school graduation tests from 2004-2007 research revealed that there was little 

difference in scores between intervention and comparative schools. However, schools 

providing intervention were able to close the achievement gap with one subgroup, 

economically disadvantaged (ED) students (Priutt & Wallace, 2012). 
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Despite the lack of evidence that mentoring can directly impact student learning, 

there is agreement that mentoring helps with teacher turnover (Huling-Austin, 1990; 

Feiman-Nemser et. al., 1998; Fideler & Haselkorn, 1999;). This increased turnover forms 

a revolving door of inexperienced educators and this alone can impact student 

achievement as studies have tied newer teachers with lower student achievement (Villar, 

Strong, & Fletcher, 2007).  

Smith and Ingersoll’s 2004 study specifically examined the connection between 

teacher participation in support, such as mentoring, and their return to the classroom after 

their first year of teaching.  Using nationally representative data from the Schools and 

Staffing Survey and National Center for Education Statistics and controlling for outside 

teacher and school factors, Smith and Ingersoll found that receipt of some kinds of extra 

resource supports is not associated with reductions in turnover. However, their findings 

show that while different activities prove more or less effective in reducing turnover the 

most important factors included: “having a mentor from the same field, having common 

planning time with other teachers in the same subject or collaboration with other teachers 

on instruction, and being part of an external network of teachers,” (p. 706).  Smith and 

Ingersoll (2004) found variation in success according to school type, induction activities, 

and induction activity frequency. Regardless, they were able to establish a strong tie 

between participation in induction programs and reduced rates of teacher turnover in 

those schools.   

How mentoring can impact teacher retention can also be seen in the influence it 

holds over teacher experience in their first years. New teacher participation in structured, 

intensive mentoring programs have resulted in “significant differences in beginning 
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teacher practices based on involvement in the intensive mentoring” citing more positive 

experiences by those involved in mentoring than those who were not (Stanulis, Little, & 

Wibbens, 2012, p. 32). Participation in and school support for such programs has also 

been linked to higher reports of empowerment by new teachers (Harrison, Dymoke, & 

Pell, 2006). The experience of these newer teachers is paramount to their success in the 

classroom, possibly influencing their likelihood to return the following year. Research 

has shown that the link between teacher experience and teacher effectiveness is most 

apparent in the first three years of teaching (Villar, Strong, & Fletcher, 2007) showing 

that the need for early support is both necessary and impactful. Qualitative studies have 

further expounded upon the influence of mentoring by reporting mentee’s direct 

repetition of lessons, structure, and even jokes in order to mirror their mentor (Rozelle & 

Wilson, 2012).  

 From the specific program details to mentoring frameworks to potential barriers, 

these various studies show that different approaches, models, and obstacles can still yield 

success in varying forms. Originally seen as a way to help the survival of novice teachers, 

mentoring lends itself to the possibility of better satisfaction, student achievement, and 

self-efficacy. For policy makers and administrators this may mean that taking the time 

and resources to properly implement induction programs may be greatly beneficial in a 

multitude of areas.  

Influential Factors in Teacher Mentoring 

While research scans multiple veins at the micro level, deciphering relationships, 

discovering characteristics, and the minutia of the mentor/mentee process, researchers 

have also given attention to the bigger picture of mentor, or teacher induction, programs. 
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Feiman-Nemser & Parker (1992) connected the implementation of policies and training 

that mentors received as influencing the mentoring relationships later formed. As 

demonstrated in earlier studies (Wang & Fulton, 2012) it has been documented that 

school contexts, curriculum and assessment systems and teaching and mentoring 

programs can affect the relationship formed between the mentor and the mentee. Yet, a 

direct connection between the impact of specific school contexts and induction programs 

on mentor relationships has not sufficiently been explored (Wang & Fulton, 2012). 

The importance of school context in mentoring relationships and induction 

programs.  Even with strong mentors in place, the school and context play a vital role in 

the impact on and success of participating new teachers. Survey research has identified 

structural barriers such as insufficient time and lack of state guidance as weakening 

mentoring programs for instructional facilities (Stock & Duncan, 2010).  Other studies 

have looked closely at the influence context has on the mentor/mentee relationship and 

identifying resulting themes. These themes include lack of time, proximity (mentor and 

mentee not in the same building), lack of congruence (mentor and mentee not being in the 

same subject or grade level), lack of exclusivity (mentors paired with multiple mentees), 

and an unwillingness to collaborate. These school contexts directly affected the quality of 

the mentor/mentee relationship and therefore its effectiveness as demonstrated in the 

reviewed studies (Wang & Fulton, 2012).  

School context has also been identified as an influential factor on mentoring 

through the avenue of teacher learning. Kim and Hannafin (2008) explored the 

importance of school contexts in regard to teacher learning.  Impressing the importance 

of not only expertise, but also support and reciprocal interactions and responsibility in 



 

48 
 

order to achieve success, Kim and Hannafin suggest a collaborative apprenticeship model 

that uses these reciprocal interactions as a way to promote and cement professional 

development, like mentoring. According to the authors, this collaborative model would 

provide opportunities for peer-teachers to take on the role of coach and mentor, in more 

of a give and take atmosphere; modeling and giving strategies to improve instruction 

while also observing and receiving them as well. This model of reciprocity, Kim and 

Hannafin suggest, would help build and sustain skills across teaching communities, rather 

than isolate development. It is important to note that Kim and Hannafin also recognize 

the influence of other factors, such as affect, beliefs, environment, culture, cognition, and 

personality, which may affect the nature of the reciprocal interactions, again calling 

attention to the importance of school contexts. These findings would benefit from 

research to help explain what contexts schools can control when implementing a 

mentoring program. 

Federal policy and induction programs. Research has started to explore policy 

surrounding teacher mentor training and the mentor/mentee relationship (Darling-

Hammond, 1999; Darling-Hammond, Berry, Haselkorn, & Fideler, 2006; Carver & 

Feiman-Nemser, 2009). The passage of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) in 2001 

detailed how district and state officials should define and implement systems that would 

ensure all teachers were “highly qualified.” School based professionals and researchers 

alike began to realize the need for improvements in teacher preparation and induction. 

New state policies articulated the knowledge, skills, and abilities of teacher quality in the 

hopes of retaining and training new teachers, as well as improving student performance 

(Darling-Hammond, Berry, Haselkorn, & Fideler, 1999).  
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Analysis of current induction efforts remains mixed leaving room for growth. 

Some studies have criticized government-mandated mentoring in favor of collaborative 

learning teams; looking to mold mentoring as a natural extension of teaching rather than a 

formal requirement (Hellsten, Prytula, & Ebanks, 2009).  Other research disagrees with 

the premise that mentoring policy is not necessarily the most effective route.  Building 

off of previous research (Ball & Cohen, l999) Carver & Feiman-Nemser (2009) argue 

that policy can change teaching and learning if accompanied by the necessary support, 

and therefore believe that new teacher and mentor policy must be designed with those 

specific needs in mind.  While the authors agree that policy can be an effective tool in 

change, they are hesitant to view a policy change in teacher induction as one that could 

solve teacher attrition or teacher quality issues (Carver & Feiman-Nemser, 2009). They 

elaborate that a national policy mandating mentor requirements would not help the case-

by-case nature of the new teacher issues. For example, a teacher who needs subject-

specific support to build their content knowledge may not benefit from a general policy 

on mentor professional practice. Carver & Feiman-Nemser (2009) conclude that just as 

the difficulties of teaching exist on a school level, so should policies around teacher 

support and induction, as it is nearly impossible to predict and generalize from afar.  

If policy can be an effective tool in teaching mentoring and support, researchers 

are looking to identify ways that policy can be used most successfully. Research, such as 

Schwille’s 2008 analysis of a cross-national study, focuses on policy for teachers once 

they have reached the classroom, specifically in the language and framework that they 

use. By developing a language and conceptual framework that mentors, novices, teacher 

educators, and researchers can use to talk about the mentoring practice, policy will help 
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to better support professional communities focused on mentoring as a professional 

practice, as well as better benefit mentors as a wealthy resource (Schwille, 2008). Still 

others argue that policy around mentoring is better focused at the university level. 

Patrick’s 2013 study touts the need for building collaborative university-school 

partnerships that define the role of the mentor and mentee as one of mutual and reciprocal 

learning rather than simple assimilation. Research shows that policy is best used at the 

university level because it is there that the professional knowledge and confidence of pre-

service teachers is established, allowing them to better define what they need from a 

mentoring relationship in the future and making them better equipped to advocate for 

these needs.  

Regardless of where policy is focused and enacted, its ability to shape and form a 

more effective mentoring relationship and/or induction program is apparent. By 

providing necessary resources, proper training, and support, policy efforts can make the 

mentoring process easier and more efficient. Additionally important to this process, 

however, are the people involved.  

The role of administration in teacher induction.  Once resources and guidelines 

have been established, mentoring and the program in which it exists must be presented 

and supported by those at the school level. Studies have recently looked at administrators 

and their role in the mentoring process.  Administrators have been found to have an 

impact on school culture and climate, therefore impacting new teachers and their 

successfulness at work (Bickmore, 2010). The control that administrators have over 

hiring and resources also makes them an influential part in a teacher’s decision to remain 

in the teaching profession or not, therefore suggestions have been made that school 
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leaders incorporate hiring into the induction process, grant novice status to new teachers 

(lighter responsibilities), and assign appropriate mentors to better create a supportive 

environment (Johnson & Birkeland, 2003). Administrators have also been noted as a 

means of support and validation for mentors as they engage new teachers, especially 

around the topic of assessment and evaluation (Yusko & Feiman-Nemser, 2008). 

Weiss (1999) also looked at first-year teachers in the United States, and the 

relationship between their perceived workplace conditions and their morale and career 

choice commitment. Using a nationally representative sample of first-year teachers (K-

12) from the United States Department of Education's Schools and Staffing Surveys 

database for 1987-88 and 1993-94, results found that a positive school culture best 

supports collaboration and that teacher participation in decision-making was most 

strongly related to higher morale, stronger commitment to teaching, and intentions to 

remain in the profession. These findings shed light on the importance of providing 

supportive workplace conditions and a collaborative approach to better foster career 

commitment.  

The uniqueness of public charter schools.  The literature focused on new 

teachers has studied the factors, challenges, and feelings associated with the first year of 

teaching from large-scale views of entire districts to small-scale views of individual 

classrooms. Additionally, researchers have examined ways to restructure the first year 

teaching experience and better support new educators by focusing on the concept of 

mentoring and teacher induction programs. While several studies have pointed to the 

influential power of context when managing the experience of new teachers, literature 
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about mentoring and support in public charter schools, one of the fastest growing and 

varied contexts for new teachers, is greatly lacking.  

 While charter schools are authorized by state legislation, definitions are available 

through national associations and federal research agencies.  According to the National 

Center for Education Statistics (NCES), a charter school is “a publicly funded school, 

typically governed by a group or organization under a legislative contract (or charter) 

within the state or jurisdiction” (NCES, 2014).  While charter schools must follow federal 

laws regarding civil rights, special education, and health and safety, there is variation 

across the 42 states with charter laws in terms of number of schools and applications, 

charter authorizers, legal autonomy, and funding (Charter School Law & Ranking Score 

Card, 2014). In terms of teacher professional support, the majority of charter schools are 

exempt from state regulations that support the mentoring of new teachers (ECS, 2015). In 

exchange for some level of autonomy from some state regulation, new public charter 

schools are typically expected to meet the standards outlined in their charter in three to 

five years from their opening.  

Since Minnesota passed the first charter school law in 1991, charter schools have 

exploded in number across the country, particularly in urban areas. From 1999-2012, the 

number of charter school in the nation jumped from 1,500 to 5,700. This expansion 

reflects a corresponding jump in enrollment from 0.3 million to 2.1 million students 

(NCES, 2014). According to a 2012 report from the National Alliance for Public Charters 

(NAPCS) more than 610,000 students are on waiting lists to attend charter schools, 

demonstrating not only the demand for but the projected future growth of charter schools 

throughout the country. The rapid growth of charters across the country, coupled with 
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soaring enrollment numbers, mean that teachers are finding alternative public educational 

settings for employment.  

Despite these institutions being in existence for less than three decades, academics 

have explored both the benefits and challenges of charter schools in various contexts. 

Initial hope that charters can help student achievement has been demonstrated in some 

schools, showing rapid growth in student reading and math as compared to their public 

school peers (N.A.f.P.C, 2013). Emerging brands of charter schools such as Success For 

All have also shown benefits in student achievement, special education placement, and 

education cost (Borman & Hewes, 2011). Yet the benefits of charters are not limited to 

their students or even to themselves. Researchers have noted the beneficial impact 

charters have on public schools. While some states and districts still remain hesitant to 

encourage charter growth, authors have found that urban school districts have made 

substantial changes to their policy in reaction to the presence of charter schools (Holley, 

et al., 2013) while others have found great achievement in public schools but not greater 

efficiency (Carpenter & Medina, 2011). 

 Equally present in the literature are the evolving challenges of charter schools, a 

great deal of which are focused on the charter schoolteacher.  The National Charter 

School Research Project (2007) describes the difficult task of not only finding but 

retaining principals and teachers, spending a great deal of time on recruitment, training, 

and more as a result.  Bolstering this finding, the Center for Reinventing Public 

Education (2014) reported that some charters suffer from more frequent teacher turnover 

than public schools, averaging a loss of 20-25% of teachers each year. Other studies echo 

the importance of charter teacher empowerment and retention, urging schools to increase 
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opportunities for their teachers if they want to be successful (Wohlstetter, P., et al., 2013).  

The unique struggles of charter teachers are noted as they are not unionized and educate a 

student population that is highly segregated when compared to traditional public schools 

(Kahlenberg, & Potter, 2014). A 2008 case study shed further light on the teacher 

preparation process of charter schoolteachers, reporting dissatisfaction and 

unpreparedness (Reynolds-Keefer, 2008) yet noting that managing officers and 

educational management organizations can provide meaningful support and development 

(Bulkley & Hicks, 2005).  

While not specifically addressing the needs of new teachers and the benefits of 

mentorship, a growing body of literature seeks to identify differences in the environments 

of charter and traditional public schools, particularly as work places for teachers and 

principals. When looking comparatively at charters and traditional public schools, 

research has pointed to some advantages that exist in the charter environments such as 

curricular freedom and often higher pay. Rather than arguing that charters present the 

“one best method” they are being touted as another vehicle to unlocking teacher and 

student potential through greater teacher self-determination (Lastley, Ridenour, Talber-

Johnson, & Raisch, 1999). The foundation for this increased teacher self-determination 

and efficacy lies in the “buy in” or the teacher’s connection to and belief in the school’s 

mission and values (Lastley, Ridenour, Talber-Johnson, & Raisch, 1999). Authors argue 

that charters often provide a clearer focus and mission for schools, allowing teachers of 

all levels a more targeted approach to their teaching and pedagogy than many public 

schools provide.  
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 Building off the idea that charters do not provide the perfect answer or one best 

system for teachers and students, a 2004 study analyzed survey data from the 1999-2000 

federal Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS), an extensive national survey of K-12 

schools and teachers (Ni, 2012). Using a section of the SASS Teacher Questionnaire, Ni 

compared the responses of public and charter schoolteachers regarding their working 

conditions. Ni notes that while charter schoolteachers believe that they have significantly 

more influence over school policies, they also see themselves as having a heavier 

workload than public school teachers. Drawing from the same survey, Ni also notes that 

district-granted charter schools offer more supportive working environments than 

charters granted by other organizations. These findings mark a change in teacher 

satisfaction among charter teachers when compared to an analysis of the SASS 1999-

2000 Teacher Questionnaire, which found charter schoolteachers to be more satisfied 

than public school teachers due to greater autonomy (Renzulli, Parrott, & Beattie, 2011). 

While these findings appear to show a decline in charter teacher satisfaction they also 

give hope that policy efforts to include greater administrative support and management 

over charters may aid teacher satisfaction.  

As comparative studies continue to emerge surrounding new teacher struggle and 

attrition, so have creative solutions on how best to solve these issues. Recognizing the 

established connection between teacher dissatisfaction and turnover as well as the link 

between poor teacher preparation and teacher dissatisfaction, researchers are proposing 

charter schools as an early step in better teacher preparation. Using lower student to 

teacher ratios, greater commitment to technology and assessment, as well as additional 

supervisory time and collaboration, Soares, Williams, Connor, & Soares (2000) see 
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specialized teacher charter schools as the answer to creating a better teaching force and 

solving the issue of teacher shortages.  

Though many charter schools are exempt from state mandates around teacher 

mentoring, several studies discuss charter teacher support in various forms. A report from 

the Department of Education revealed that traditional public school teachers bring an 

average of five additional years of experience to the classroom than charter school 

teachers (2013, p. 3). The same report showed that charter school teachers remained at 

their schools for an average of 3.6 years while their traditional public school counter parts 

stayed for an average of 8.1 (2013, p. 3). Compounding the often lower experience and 

mobility of charter school teachers is the ability for many hiring administrators to accept 

teaching candidates that do not meet state qualification standards. While charters may 

hire “unqualified” teachers for their intelligence, despite a lack of certification, many 

charters are hiring uncertified educators to fill classrooms and finding them woefully 

unprepared (Scherer, 2001).  

With an often less experienced and more peripatetic teaching force, several 

charter systems are turning their attention as to how to best support teachers in their 

classrooms. Charter systems such as Parker School, the Linn Murdoch Middle Innovation 

Academy and the Innovation Academy Charter Schools have partnered with new 

preservice education programs that place novice teachers as interns in their classrooms. 

The New Teachers Collaborative (NTC) serves to help new educators teach by teaching 

in charter classrooms under the supervision of a mentor teacher and a year-long seminar 

support class (Ringwall & Rogers, 2008). Other charter systems have taken the approach 

of providing teacher support through internal programs, as is the case of Capital City 
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Public Charter. Since it was founded in 2000, Capital City Public Charter schools have 

conceptualized and enacted the Teaching Fellows program which drives in-house 

professional development and collaborative support amongst teachers. Through the 

Teaching Fellows program, Capital City Public Charter schools have dedicated enough 

funding and resources to staff each classroom with two teachers. These teacher pairings 

include a highly qualified lead teacher, usually bringing two or more years of experience, 

and a Teaching Fellow, who is usually a zero experience teacher (Wendel & Mantil, 

2008).  

Yet while the literature has lightly touched upon the changing contexts of charter 

schools and the need to support teachers in their classrooms, there remains a large hole in 

the literature on how and where these findings intersect. How do mentors and mentees 

view their relationships in the charter school environment? Exactly what role do mentors 

and mentees play in these relationships? What is the mentoring process that takes place in 

a charter environment? Answering these questions can help administrators and other 

stakeholders better support new teachers and hopefully lengthen their careers in the field 

of education.  

Summary 

The difficulties that new teachers encounter in their first year represent a complicated 

problem existing at multiple levels from their preparation, to their school environment, to 

their personal learning curves once inside the classroom. The differences in teacher 

preparation programs coupled with new teachers’ often naïve expectations of their future 

classroom experiences have led many teachers into the reality shock of their first year 

teaching. Most often isolated from their colleagues and afraid to ask for help for fear of 
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sounding incompetent, new teachers often look at quitting their jobs as the only solution 

to their issues. The number of teachers departing is evident in the form of a teacher 

shortage garnering national concern and attention. 

 The concept of mentoring, while broadly used in other professions, is still under 

examination in the field of education often tabled for lack of funding. The promises of 

better collaboration, better emotional support, better teacher retention, and even higher 

student achievement through mentoring programs have caused mentoring to be the focus 

of many research studies. The literature reveals that not all forms or approaches to 

mentoring are effective and that outside factors such as time, willingness, and 

compensation can impact the success of mentoring. However, public charter systems do 

not directly benefit from this research as to how to best support new teachers through the 

mentoring relationship.  

With the rapid rise in charter schools and the unique demands placed on their 

teachers, figuring out how to best support this growing body of education professionals is 

imperative. As many charters possess the autonomy to make greater changes in their 

programs and structure than public schools, the charter environment may reveal itself as 

the ideal opportunity for mentoring success and the literature would benefit from 

exploring how charter school teachers view these mentoring relationships. By using a 

qualitative, case study approach, researchers may benefit from learning the forms of 

mentoring that charter school educators value and pursue as well as how the context of 

the charter environment interacts with these relationships.   
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

The purpose of this qualitative case study is to explore the forms of mentoring 

that charter school educators value and pursue as well as how the context of the charter 

environment interacts with these relationships over the course of a school year. I examine 

if and how mentors provide support as well as if and how new teachers engage this 

support through the development of their relationship. Additionally, I analyze the 

perceived growth of both the mentor and mentee over the course of the school year and 

their perceptions of how the external and internal structures and roles in the school and 

school system are shaping/facilitating both their relationship and personal advancement.  

Qualitative research allows for an in-depth analysis of a topic. According to Yin 

(2014) qualitative research possesses five features that speak directly to the goals of this 

study, specifically: 

1. Studying the meaning of people’s lives, under real-world conditions; 

2. Representing the views and perceptions of the people (often known as 

participants) in a study; 

3. Covering the contextual conditions within which people live; 

4. Contributing insights into existing or emerging concepts that may help to 

explain human social behavior; and 

5. Striving to use multiple sources of evidence rather than relying on a single 

source alone (Yin, 2014, p. 8) 

The descriptive nature of the research questions, which focus on the forms of 

mentoring charter school teachers value and pursue, lends itself to the attributes of 
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qualitative research, particularly case study. Creswell (2013, p 101) argues that, “A case 

study is a good approach when the inquirer has clearly identifiable cases with boundaries 

and seeks to provide an in-depth understanding of the cases or a comparison of several 

cases.” The context of the charter school system and their mentoring program provide an 

ideal opportunity for in-depth probing of mentoring in a charter context and thus the 

methodology of case study was selected. Additionally, the experience of the participants 

serve as a system within the larger system of the charter setting, making case study the 

most appropriate methodological approach. By conducting multiple interviews with 

participants, under real-world conditions, I hope to address each of Yin’s characteristics: 

looking at the meaning making of multiple teachers, veteran and novice, in real-world 

conditions; representing their views of these experiences though the use of multiple 

sources; and covering the context of the charter school environment and how this may 

influence their experiences. 

According to Yin (2014) qualitative research also allows for the in-depth study of 

a topic through a variety of disciplines. While the theoretical and empirical research basis 

for mentoring is expanding, much research has framed mentoring as a developmental 

process in the profession of teaching. To extend this work, my dissertation seeks to 

provide a comprehensive analysis of the nature of the mentor and mentee experience 

from within the context of an urban and Urban Charter school system, which are public 

schools that operate under a different governance and resource system from traditional 

public schools (NAPCS, 2015). The study is exploratory in that it seeks to analyze the 

forms of mentoring that charter school educators value and pursue as well as how the 

context of the charter environment interacts with these relationships.  This exploratory 
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case looks not only at the larger context of the charter school system, but also the 

individual campuses it encompasses, as well as a subset of mentor and mentee 

relationships, referred to as dyads, in which mentoring relationships are developing over 

the school year.   A case study approach facilitated analytic attention to how working and 

learning in a charter school system context shapes the process of role and relationship 

creation between mentor and mentee. 

Research Questions 

To explore of the creations of mentor-mentee the relationships, the primary 

research question that guides this case study is, “What forms of mentoring do charter 

school teachers value and pursue?” In order to answer this question, four research 

questions guide this study: 

1. How do mentor teachers in a charter school system conceptualize and enact a 

support relationship with new teachers?  

2. How do new teachers/mentees in a charter school system conceptualize and 

engage a support relationship with their mentor?   

3. What forms of organizational support and leadership are facilitating 

mentoring relationships in the charter school system context? 

4. What obstacles do mentors and mentees encounter working in a charter school 

system and with what effect on their roles and relationship? 

 

A case study approach can take multiple forms. For the purposes of my research I 

am conducting an intrinsic, exploratory, and descriptive case study.  Stake (1995) 

describes intrinsic cases as those that focus on the case itself as it provides a unique or 
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interesting situation. As charter schools are defined most readily by their freedom, focus, 

and differentiation from other schools, and as I am focusing on this charter school 

system’s efforts to adopt a mentoring program, an intrinsic case study approach is most 

appropriate. Merriam (2009) characterizes case studies as facilitating the development of 

rich, thick descriptions. For this research, I am describing not only the case but also 

bringing an exploratory focus on four embedded units, specifically the views and 

experiences of mentor-mentee pairs, or dyads, to identify what forms of mentoring 

charter educators value and pursue.  

My research questions focus on the relationships and growth of mentors and 

mentees as well as how the context, structure, and norms of their school may support or 

hinder their experiences; therefore I have purposely selected a site that corresponds to an 

area of the literature requiring further exploration. While both qualitative and quantitative 

approaches have looked at the idea of mentoring and new teacher support in the context 

of the traditional public school system (Feiman-Nemser, 2013), this study seeks to 

identify what parts of mentoring educators value and pursue in the context of an urban 

charter school system setting through an exploratory case study approach. 

This study utilizes a case study design to explore what aspects of mentoring 9 

charter school educators value and pursue in the context of an urban charter school 

system of fewer than 10 schools in an East Coast city. The design of the study focuses on 

three methods of data collection: interviews, observations, and document analysis. Yin 

(2014) explains the importance of using multiple methods to develop a rich, broad 

understanding of a process of interest, here from the perspective of mentor and mentee 

roles in the context of a charter school.  As the research questions center on the forms of 
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mentoring that charter school teachers value and pursue, interviews serve as a as a 

primary source of data, with observations and documents supplementing and informing 

teacher reported views and experience. The following sections address study context and 

setting, data collection methods and timeline, data analysis, and strategies for enhancing 

the trustworthiness of the study  

  

Case Setting and Process of Interest: A Public Charter School System  

The site for this study was selected based on two criterions: theoretical 

generalizability and accessibility. Yin (2003) explains that “case studies, like 

experiments, are generalizable to theoretical propositions and not to populations or 

universes,” (p. 10). The selected site is surrounded by other charter systems and therefore 

findings may be applied theoretically to surrounding populations. The second criterion 

used for site selection was accessibility. As case study involves an in-depth, up-close, and 

detailed examination of a subject, accessibility to the site and participants was crucial to 

obtain the necessary data.  

This study focuses on a public charter school system with fewer than 10 

campuses, located in a mid-Atlantic urban setting. This is a city with a vibrant and 

expanding charter school community that mirrors the size of the traditional public school 

system – many other cities are reaching this higher percentage of charter schools 

including Detroit, Michigan, Kansas City, Missouri, and Flint, Michigan.  The case 

setting serves as home to more than 100 charter schools, serving 44 percent of the city’s 

public school students (Brown, 2013) making this charter an ideal location to sample 

veteran and first-year charter school teacher experiences. Charter school systems 
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approved to operate in this case setting are not required to engage the city bureaucracy or 

political control; however, they are obligated to report to the city’s charter school board. 

Honoring school accountability, the city’s charter school board has a reputation for 

seeking high quality schools, rejecting two public charter school applications for each 

one it accepts. On the board’s website it ensures the public that it closely monitors the 

academic achievement of existing schools - citing one in four public charter schools lose 

their charter after an unsatisfactory review.  

The timing of the study aligns with the first year implementation of a home-

grown mentoring support program for new teachers.  The unique context of this 

mentoring program and the environment the relationships develop in lends itself to a 

descriptive case study approach. The charter school system serving as the setting for this 

program received no accreditation or financial incentives, citing their sole motivation for 

creating the structure as a way to best and better support teachers and collaboration at 

their school. As noted in Table 4, the school serves a diverse student population. With 

approximately 250 students at each of its campuses, the setting for this study is on par 

with comparable systems with an average student enrollment of 286 (Center for 

Education Reform, 2012). 
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Table 4: Charter School System Features, 2014-2015 School Year 

Number  
of Campuses 

Students 
Served 

Grade 
Bands 

Teacher 
Qualification 

Preference 

Number of 
Teachers 

Last Year’s 
Teacher 

Turnover 

Under 10 Under 1,500 Prek-8th BA in 
appropriate 
subject area 
 
Passing 
Praxis score 
 
One year 
full-time 
teaching 
experience 
 
Highly 
Qualified 
status 

Under 80 27% 

 

The Charter school system structure is complex in design and geography 

providing a unique context for developing mentor-mentee relationships, and is highly 

important for the use of case study methods. As noted in Table 4, the school system 

includes fewer than 10 campuses spread across a mid-Atlantic urban setting with an 

average distance of roughly three miles between each school. All support grades PreK-8th 

grade, with under 30 students enrolled at each grade level, and supported by under 15 

teachers. The small classroom numbers may be potentially beneficial to students; 

however, each school supports only one core subject teacher per grade level, which may 

enhance teacher sense of isolation within a given campus.  

In this charter school system, administrators have been sensitive to teacher 

requests for additional time to meet with other teachers. For example, in 2014, 
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administration added ten additional professional development days to the school year. 

Administrators also responded to teacher feedback regarding leadership opportunities and 

support by exploring the adoption of a mentoring program to aid new teachers in their 

transition to the classroom, which also provides veteran teachers with experience in 

leadership roles. 

The Evolving Design of a System Wide Mentoring Program 

The new mentoring program in this charter school system is supported, in part, 

through a grant from a local university to provide tailored bi-monthly professional 

development to mentors and mentees.  This supplemented -monthly professional 

development schedule at each of the system’s schools pull teachers from all campuses 

together. The professional development sequence was initiated during the summer 

through a social meeting of selected teachers, with the goal of helping them become 

acquainted with each other. Mentors received a handout with the expectations, 

requirements, and opportunities of the mentoring program. In addition to these resources, 

administration scheduled bi-monthly professional development to facilitate and 

strengthen their relationships. Between meetings, mentor and mentee pairs were expected 

to meet frequently, share ideas, and assist one another throughout the year. During the 

school year, administrators planned for mentors to be offered the opportunity to join 

administrators on walk-through exercises and learn more about leadership positions and 

responsibilities within the charter school system.  

As the program evolved, the participants unofficially separated into two sections: 

those with complete mentee-mentor pairings and those without a partner. Some teachers 

did not receive a mentee due to staffing numbers. They continued in the program, 
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however, and were tasked with helping to design a school-wide initiative for 

implementing the following year. The proposed initiatives would be presented to central 

office in spring 2015. 

Study Participants 

This study focuses on the views and experiences of mentors and mentees engaged 

in a yearlong relationship and supported in a school-designed leadership program. A 

purposeful sample was used in order to “emphasize information rich sources” (Yin, 2008, 

p. 93). Study participants include:  

• School administrators to better identify the purpose, features and evolution 

of the school system mentoring program during the 2014-15 school year 

• Initial cohort of mentors and mentees to explore what aspects of 

mentoring they value and pursue 

• Five mentor-mentee dyads to explore their views and experiences of the 

relationships in the charter school setting  

As noted in Table 5, study participants fall into one of three categories.  Initially, 

15 veteran teachers were selected to serve as mentors to new teachers at the charter 

school system. These experienced teachers applied through central office for the position 

and were selected from various grades, subject areas, and campuses at the school. Since 

vacancies and the number of novice teachers were unknown at the time of the mentor 

selection, administrators identified teachers to serve as mentors from subjects and grade 

levels that match their anticipated needs. Administrators hired a group of four teachers in 

2014. The experience of these new teachers ranged from zero to three years and served in 

various teaching positions  spread between three of the school’s campuses. As new 
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teachers left their positions or positions were filled with more experienced educators, not 

all participants were paired with a mentee. This change in staffing caused the program to 

diverge into veteran teachers with mentees and veteran teachers without mentees.  

Qualitative research lends itself to deliberate or purposive sampling (Patton, 2002; 

Yin, 2014). It also enables the researcher to adapt data collection to evolving events 

within the case. As the roles of the program participants evolved, so did the study’s 

sample. The two overarching goals of the study were to speak with pairs and to ensure 

they were spread out across the system. The unfolding of the program shaped the 

availability of mentor/mentee pairs. Initially, 20 participants spread across the campuses 

were identified and participated in initial background interviews.  As hiring was finalized 

in October 2014 and mentor/mentee pairings confirmed, only five stable pairs emerged. 

The decision was made to continue the second and third information interviews with 

these dyads (mentor/mentee pairing). As seen in Table 5, the final sample includes five 

veteran teachers serving four novice teachers, grouped into five mentor/mentee pairings, 

as well as two administrators. These dyads are spread across four of the system’s 

campuses. 
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Table 5. Participants by Role Groups and Mentor Relationships 

 
Administrator Teacher Mentor Teacher Mentee 

Overwhelmed Administrator  Studious Mentor  Eager Mentee 

Removed Administrator Hesitant Mentor Frustrated Mentee 

 Skeptical Mentor Appreciative Mentee 

 Professional Mentor Shy Mentee 

 Leadership Mentor  

 

By focusing on the mentoring experiences of novice teachers, this research may 

inform future studies of other public schools whose mentor programs focus exclusively 

on new teachers. Additionally, the sample was narrowed to those involved in the 

mentoring of novice teachers to better address the research questions of perceived growth 

throughout the school year. By choosing participants based on specific criteria, such as 

their participation in the charter’s mentoring program and not just by content, grade level 

or campus, the study sample is diverse yet informative.   

 While the sample includes all mentor and mentee participants in the program, it is 

important to note the diversity of the teachers as well. As presented in Table 6, the 

mentor and mentee teachers are spread across four of the charter school system’s 

campuses. Moreover, participants vary in content focus, teaching four different subject 

matters: math, English language arts, science, and special education. Additionally, 

participating veteran mentor teachers vary greatly in the length of their teaching careers, 

with the shortest serving 4 years and the longest 11 years as a teacher.  
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Table 6.  Mentor/Mentee Teacher Participant Background 

Pseudonym Charter System  
Campus 

Years Teaching 
as of August 

2014 

Subject Pairing 

Studious Mentor 1 4 English Language 
Arts 

Eager Mentee 

 
Hesitant Mentor 1 4 English Language 

Arts 
Frustrated Mentee 

 

Skeptical Mentor 2 4 Math Eager Mentee 
 

Experienced Mentor 3 11 Special Education Appreciative Mentee 
 

Leadership Mentor 4 9 English Language 
Arts 

Shy Mentee 
 

   Eager Mentee 1 0 Math/Science  Studious & Skeptical 
Mentors 

 
Frustrated Mentee 1 0 Science Hesitant Mentor 

 

Appreciative Mentee 3 0 Special Education Experienced Mentor 
 

Shy Mentee 4 0 Special Education Leadership Mentor 
 

 

Data Collection 

The study is a descriptive case study of teacher experiences of mentoring in an 

urban charter school system.  The case study approach suggests the use of multiple 

sources of data and for this study includes interviews, observations, and document 

analysis. Interviews allow for insight into how teachers in this specific charter system 

think about mentoring as well as how they view the formation of their roles and 
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mentoring relationships. Observations of mentors and mentees allow for an exploration of 

how these thoughts and perceptions are activated in the charter setting. Finally, 

documents serve to identify communicated expectations and supports provided to the 

participants as well as materials generated by the participants through the mentoring 

relationship.  

In case study research, Yin (2014) states the importance of using multiple sources 

of data, or evidence, to aid the development of “converging lines of inquiry” (p. 120). By 

using different data collection methods, Yin explains that researchers are able to utilize 

multiple viewpoints to better answer their questions. By employing the method of 

interviews, observations, and document analysis the research is better able to generate a 

rich description of the mentoring phenomenon. Additionally, these multiple sources 

provide varying viewpoints on the mentoring process and roles, allowing for a more 

complete story and for the study to have greater validity. 

Conducting interviews. The question guiding this case study seeks to explore 

what forms of mentoring charter school teachers value and pursue. Additionally, the 

research looks to comprehend the ways mentors and mentees perceive their roles and 

mentoring relationships. To give insight into their experiences, interviews were used as 

the primary data source of this study. Mentoring programs include different role groups, 

namely the administrators that oversees the program, and the mentor and mentee teachers 

who participant. Case study methodology facilitates the inclusion of these role groups, 

and the different perspectives they bring around mentoring. Interview protocols were 

tailored for each role group.  The study spans a full school year from fall to the beginning 

of summer.  
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Interviews with administration served a two-fold purpose. First, the interview 

seeks to explore the design and development of the mentoring program for the charter 

school system. The knowledge of the creation process is important to all qualitative 

method approaches, however, specific to this case study this knowledge helped reveal the 

intentions of leadership when developing the program. Second, the interview aims to 

gather the leadership perspective on the mentor/mentee relationship. This perspective is 

important as it may differ from the perceptions of the mentor-mentee pairs directly 

involved in the process. Similarities and differences in views may illuminate the 

reasoning behind different program components that may be unknown to participating 

teachers. 

Interviews with teachers in a mentor or mentee role included both an initial 

background interview and two follow-up interviews to explore their views and 

experiences of mentoring over the school year.  The initial background interviews seek 

the professional background and past professional experiences of participating teachers, 

including reasons for becoming a teacher, joining a charter school, and hopes for their 

mentoring experience and relationship.  These expectations may shape their evolving 

views and experiencing of mentoring.  

The second and third interviews were “focused” or semi-structured interviews, 

using open-ended questions. I chose focused interviews to address my own bias and 

prevent me from predetermining participants’ answers. These focused interviews looked 

at how teachers experience their role of mentor or mentee, how they engage their partner, 

as well as how they view the role of the other half of their mentee-mentor dyad. Follow-

up focused interviews also explore how the charter school context influences becoming a 
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teacher, in general, and developing a mentoring relationship, in particular. Other 

interviews, topics and specific questions align with research questions focused on the 

resources mentoring pairs need, and obstacles they may encounter. The unfolding of their 

roles and relationship over the course of the school year, documented through a series of 

interviews that span from the beginning of the year to the end, aims to offer a 

longitudinal account of their experiences.  

The three interviews are spread over the course of the school year to capture the 

views of participants at different points in their experiences with being mentors or 

mentees, as well as with teaching. Conducing three interviews was crucial to capturing 

the development of the mentoring relationships in the context of a charter system. The 

initial interviews provided early thoughts and expectations for the program at a time 

when schools and teachers are motivated and inspired at the start of a new year (Moir, 

1990). The mid-winter interview engaged participants at a time of the school year that is 

often colored with frustration and disillusionment (Moir, 1990). Finally, the spring 

interviews captured their thoughts at a common time of rejuvenation in schools (Moir, 

1990). By speaking to participants at these three points in the year, I was able to ensure a 

more complete data set and better represent the unfolding of their relationship in the 

changing context of their schools. Additionally, I used relational cultural theory to inform 

my choice of questions. To access the participant’s perceptions of Mutual Empathy I 

introduced questions that connected their experiences to feelings and the feelings of their 

partner. During the analysis I looked for specific pronoun use (ex: “I” used instead of 

“we”) when participants discussed their interactions and growth. 
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All interviews were recorded using two methods: freeconferencecall.com, a 

subscription web-based meeting recording service, and a digital hand recorder. Following 

each interview the researcher used broad transcription to document the conversation and 

to create a stable, accurate record to support analysis. Interview protocols are provided in 

Appendix C and D. 

Observing charter school system and mentoring events.  Background and 

focused interviews (Yin, 2014) were supplemented by a series of observations of teacher 

meetings and professional development events during the 2014-15 school year related to 

the new charter school system mentoring initiative. Observations focused on three 

distinct events in which mentors and mentees were engaged: (1) all staff meetings; (2) 

school-based professional development; and (3) meetings with their mentor or mentee.  

All staff meetings involve all instructional staff and administration from all 

campuses of the charter school system. During these meetings system-wide topics are 

discussed such as rules and procedures, the academic calendar, professional development 

opportunities, and staffing. Full staff meetings also focus on administrative items and 

system-wide expectations; this provides mentors with the ability aid their mentees in 

ways outside their immediate classrooms and grants mentees an opportunity to utilize 

their mentors’ knowledge and experience in different ways. I observed three full-staff 

meetings, with all study mentor/mentee participants in attendance, to learn more about 

the atmosphere and expectations of this charter school system. Observing the participants 

in a larger context of the school system or school in which they were teaching offers 

further insight into their school context. Overall, I observed three staff professional 

development sessions, which included training for mentor teachers and their roles, as well 



 

75 
 

as instruction for mentors and mentees in their subject specialties totaling just under 400 

minutes.  

Additionally, my field visits to the school system concentrated on learning more 

about the support and education participants received as teachers and mentors by 

attending professional development tailored to their mentoring roles. During observations 

I took a running record of the meeting, with attention to the nature of the exchange and 

discussion among teachers and administrators. I also noted administrator expectations 

and teacher responsibilities. The professional development opportunities offered as well 

as the interactions that took place within them allowed for a greater insight as to how the 

participants were supported as educators as well as in their roles as mentors and mentees. 

Finally, I observed each of the five mentor-mentee dyads during their planned 

meeting time and space. These took place in the spring of the 2014-2015 school year. 

Observations of these meetings focused on participant interactions, the topics they 

discussed, as well as the length of their meeting in order to learn more about how each 

role group incorporate their individual perception of their role into their actions and 

interactions. As each pair met I was able to gain a greater sense of how the definitions of 

their roles as mentors and mentees were put into action, as well as how their perception 

of their roles was exemplified in their communication with one another. I also noted how 

these roles were evolving with attention to individual goals and to guidance from the 

charter school system leaders.  

 My approach to conducting meeting observations is one of observer as 

participant. Merriam (2009) characterizes the process of participant observation as “a 

schizophrenic activity in that the researcher usually participates but not to the extent of 
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becoming totally absorbed in the activity,” (p. 126). Keeping this balance in mind, my 

goal was to conduct observations discreetly.  After introducing myself as a fellow 

educator to the participants, my hope was to become as unobtrusive as possible, so that 

events and conversations would unfold naturally and comfortably. Observations that 

include school staff focused on further illustrating the school mission by listening to 

casual conversations between colleagues, watching interactions between administrators 

and staff, and also communication between campuses. In addition, how administrators 

frame the purpose of events and activities, and provide additional guidance, offer insight 

into the role that the charter school system environment may play in the formation of 

mentoring relationships as well as how teachers themselves may come to define their 

roles.  

Yin (2014) explains observations are “The most distinctive opportunity is related 

to your ability to gain access to the events of groups that are otherwise inaccessible to 

your study” (p. 116). To capture the atmosphere of each observation, a detailed written 

description of the campus setting was recorded, which includes diagrams of the 

individual rooms. By noting the physical atmosphere and placement of participants in the 

mentoring program and their interaction, I was able to craft a rich physical description of 

the setting that places participants in context. In addition to physical setting and location 

of the mentors and mentees, I also noted body language, informal interactions, tone, word 

choice, and emotion, as well as exchange and reaction between participants as issues 

were raised. 
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Example: Dyad Observation 2-23-15  
All staff members were instructed to sit with their campuses for the initial 
introduction. Though Mentor 1 and Mentee 1 do teach at the same campus 
they were not sitting together when I arrived. They sat at opposite tables 
far away from one another. -After my arrival they moved together. Mentor 
1 spoke with another teacher sitting next to Mentee 1 and the teacher 
moved making room for her to sit next to Mentee 1. This change in seating 
caused both teachers to have their backs to the front of the room so they 
turned away from one another while listening to the presenters. Tone 
seemed strained and the conversation contained short one-word answers 
from Eager Mentee.  
 

  These details help to illuminate their actions and also helped me to better 

understand their relationships. Overall, observations were used to reinforce emerging 

themes; specifically, I used the time to look for body language and social interactions 

within the dyads. I generated detailed notes during all observations and read, re-read, and 

typed them up immediately following observations.  

Document collection.  Documents and artifacts provide a third data source to 

explore mentoring in a charter school system. Three types of documents provide 

information about the following domains: (1) school system context/background; (2) the 

mentoring tools and supports provided by the school system, such as program 

descriptions and guidance; and, (3) the materials or tools (artifacts) created or used by 

individual mentor-mentee dyads to guide and support their work. 

Documents providing information about the school system and background were 

collected from school websites, email correspondence to teachers, and professional 

development handouts. For example, I identified phrases taken from the charter school 

system’s vision, such as “foster a community of lifelong learners,” that were included in 

electronic correspondence and handouts received by mentoring participants.  Also, the 

repetition of [para] “focusing on the child as a whole and educating beyond the 
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classroom,” informed my expanding comprehension of the rationale behind participant 

descriptions of their actions and responses to interview questions surrounding teacher 

growth and experience through mentoring; these artifacts help me identify  how 

participants see a connection between their mentoring relationship and system wide 

expectations and requirements.    

Other insightful documents are those created by the mentoring administration and 

that inform the mentoring process directly by setting expectations for the mentor/mentee 

relationship from an administrative perspective. For example, one described a required 

set of core mentoring activities for mentoring in the system: Mentors and mentees should 

be “Meeting frequently during the school year to plan curriculum and lessons” and 

engage in other activities such as: “observing one another’s classroom.” These documents 

identify the expectations and hopes of administration for the new mentoring program, and 

also suggest how administration conveyed these expectations to the mentors and mentees, 

which in turn influenced their perceptions of their roles. During fieldwork in the winter 

and spring, as I learned that some of these activities were not possible to fulfill, 

documents aided my view of participant expectations and frustrations as they struggled to 

define and enact their roles and purpose. 

Artifacts created by the mentors and mentees offered insight into their meaning 

making of their roles and relationships.  Artifacts included selecting and creating 

instructional materials, e.g., anchor charts, as well as their correspondence between the 

mentors and mentees. For example, emails between one mentor-mentee dyad suggest a 

natural and relaxed conversational tone when rescheduling their regularly standing 

meeting. Dyad one provided eight documents, dyad two provided five documents, and 
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dyads three and four provided zero documents. These data sources generated by the 

teachers engaged in a mentoring relationship enhanced my views of how they perceive 

and create their roles. Some artifacts capture not only the language and tone of their 

correspondence, but who initiates the outreach for mentoring, as well.   

School documents were used to support interviews and observations on three 

levels: charter school system level, school or campus level, and program level. System 

level documents were collected and analyzed while observing at full-staff meetings as 

well as the viewing the school website. These documents included charter district 

professional development schedules, academic school year calendars, and emails to new 

employees across campuses. Each of these documents assisted in learning more about the 

system environment, school culture, and working conditions. The school calendar and 

professional development schedules illustrated the school’s dedication to on-going 

teacher development as well as teacher’s schedules and deadlines (i.e. grades).  

Documents from different schools were collected to further illustrate the setting in which 

the participants work. The documents collected included school-specific web pages and 

school handouts available to parents. These documents served to typify the language and 

environment of the schools as well as the communication and messaging process used in 

the teacher’s daily professional lives.   

Finally, I collected documents distributed exclusively to teachers participating as 

mentors and mentees. The documents included: the new employee orientation schedule, 

the new mentoring handbook, email correspondence between administration and 

mentor/mentees, as well as handouts during professional development over the course of 

the 2014-2015 school year specific to these selected teachers.  
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By drawing upon a variety of data collection methods, the study intends to 

strengthen validity by taking precautions to address weaknesses that emerge when relying 

on a solitary method (Maxwell, 2013).  By conducting multiple visits to the charter 

school system that span the school year, the study is better able to address the research 

questions about growth patterns, as well as remain open to the potential that mentor and 

mentee roles and perceptions may change over time. This method of data collection also 

allows for an exploration of different points of view both within and across role groups. 

By compiling archives from multiple sources, the study was able to gain varying 

perspectives surrounding the phenomenon of the mentoring relationship.   

Data Collection Timelines 

The study focuses on the development of the mentoring relationship in a charter 

school system; therefore, the timeline for data collection encompassed the length of the 

new mentoring program, which spanned the 2014-2015 school year. Tables 7, 8, and 9 

present planned research activities and timelines for fieldwork to collect a diverse range 

of data. By collecting data at strategic intervals across the school year, the study aims to 

capture the evolving enactment of the charter school system approach to establishing a 

mentoring program and, importantly, the development of mentoring relationships among 

participating teachers. Table 7 shows the evolution of interviews as the sample and 

mentor/mentee pairings evolved. 
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Table 7. Data Collection Timeline for Conducting Interview 

 

 

 

The method used for data collection is equally important as the timing of its   

implementation. For these reasons, data collection methods were varied and staggered 

throughout the year. Table 8 provides a timeline of observations by meeting level, from 

school wide, to program, to mentor-mentee dyad. By conducting interviews, 

observations, and document collection at intervals across the school year, each method 

offers unique insight into the mentoring experience. These intervals were timed to match 

the rhythms of the school year, avoiding holidays and testing, as well as allowing the 

mentoring process to evolve and mature. Together the multiple methods provide a rich 

picture of mentoring as it is planned and experienced in this charter school system. The 

timeline also enabled me to use information and learning from my previous visit to 

inform my upcoming visit. This allowed me to deeper explore the mentoring experience 

in this charter school system. For example, observations at the charter school system 

Time Mentor Mentee Teachers Not 
Paired 

Administrators 

Fall 
October-

November 

Background  
Interviews 

(30-45 minutes) 

Background  
Interviews 

(30-45 minutes) 

Informational  
Interviews 

(30-45 
minutes) 

Short informal 
interviews; email 
exchange; field 

notes 

Winter 
January-
February 

Focused  
Interviews 

(30-45 minutes) 

Focused  
Interviews 

(30-45 minutes) 

  

Spring 
May- June 

Focused  
Interviews 

(30-45 minutes) 

Focused  
Interviews 

(30-45 minutes) 

 Focused  
Interviews 

(30-45 minutes) 
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level provided insight into formal system goals, common language, procedural reminders, 

and key events related to mentoring. These insights later informed observations of 

mentoring dyads, with attention to how mentors and mentees discuss and incorporate this 

information into their meetings. 

Table 8. Data Collection Timeline for Conducting School-Based Observations 2014-

15 School Year 

School 
Year, 2014-

15 

System All Staff 
Meetings: 

6 Campuses 
(30-60 minutes) 

Mentoring Professional 
Development  
by Subject:  
6 Campuses 

(60-90 minutes) 

Mentor-Mentee 
Dyad Meetings:  

5 Pairs 
(30-60 minutes) 

November √ √  

January √ √ √     √ 

February  
√ 

√ √     √ 

March   √ 

 

Finally, document and artifact collection were staggered over the school year to 

best capture the phenomenon of mentoring unfolding over time. Table 9 presents the time 

frame in which a variety of documents were collected by analysis level: system, campus 

and mentor-mentee dyad.  Miles, Huberman, and Saldana (2014) explain that during 

fieldwork, “The first interim analysis should not only point to improved data collection 

but also lead to successively deeper, fuller, waves of analysis by swinging back to 

coding, memoing, and assertion and proposition development as more detailed, better 

quality data become available your cognitive map of the case gets richer and more 

powerful” (pg.157).  By engaging with my participants throughout the school year I was 

able to revisit interview and observation protocols, reread field notes, and engaged in first 
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draft coding so that I could align my data collection with my research questions and 

amend my approaches as necessary.  

Interviews served as the primary data source for this study. First, I engaged 

participants in background interviews to build knowledge around their previous 

experiences in education and their expectations of the mentoring program. After 

transcribing the interview, I loaded the transcription into ATLAS software and engaged 

in initial coding around the participant’s perception of mentoring roles, relationships, and 

the charter context. I used the emerging themes to drive my observations and document 

analysis; using the codes to guide my focus, thinking, and analysis with these additional 

data sources. I repeated this process after each interview, comparing collected data to my 

research questions and ensure the obtainment of sufficient data to answer these questions. 

Table 9. Data Collection Timeline: Documents and Artifacts 

Time Charter School System  Campus Specific Mentor/Mentee Focused 

October   √ 

November √   

January √   

February √ √  

April  √  

 

Data Analysis 

This case allows for the integration of multiple role groups’ perspectives and the 

evolution of the program and teacher views and experiences over the 2014-2015 school 

year. The primary approach to data analysis in this case study was the development of a 

rich descriptive case narrative that draws on diverse data sources: interviews, observation 
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and documents. First, data collected from multiple methods was compiled into a case 

outline with broad categories to align to the research questions. Next, the data was 

disassembled through coding and sectioning of different sources to inform further 

questions. Finally, these codes and categories were used to help write the narrative, or 

centralizing story, by drawing on all data sources.   

Compiling, disassembling, and interpreting case data.     

Following Yin’s (2014) case outline, the first step, compiling, involves sorting 

and reorganizing what I collected for this case. My data sets are comprised of: interviews 

and email correspondence with mentors, mentees, and administrators; observations of all 

staff system wide meetings, school-based professional development, and mentor/mentee 

pair meetings; and documents from the system, school, and mentor/mentee generated 

levels. During and after each observation and interview, I also developed field notes to 

facilitate my analytical thinking about what I was learning from each school visit. 

Additionally, I created memos to capture details that may not be included in my 

transcriptions, such as participant tone, the difficulty of scheduling the interview, as well 

as the participant’s hesitation or willingness to discuss their experiences.   

The qualitative data analysis software, ATLAS, was used to facilitate access to 

each of these different data sources. By loading the interview transcriptions, observation 

notes, and documents I created groups and sub groups. The groups were created in four 

sections:  

(1) By role group – mentor, mentee, administrator 

(2) By time of year – fall, winter, spring 

(3) By dyad – five mentor and mentee pairs 
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(4) By data collection method – interviews, observations, documents 

These groups allowed me to forward analysis by time of school year, or by time 

of visit, as well as by role groups and dyads to view the data from multiple angles. I 

discuss how I coded the data and identified themes emerging in the following section. 

 To facilitate the integration of the diverse sources of data and to describe the 

experiences of mentoring in a charter school system context, I developed a draft 

descriptive case outline (Yin, 2014). The outline guided the development of an analytical 

description of teachers’ experiencing of mentoring in the context of a charter school 

system engaged in initiating a mentoring program system wide. A descriptive case also 

facilitates the integration of diverse data sources – interviews, observation, documents – 

to develop a descriptive and analytical understanding of how different role groups 

experience a mentoring program in an urban charter school system. This outline also 

facilitates attention to how context – the charter school system and the mentoring 

program design—shape participating teacher views and experiences over the school year.   

To guide the creation of this outline I designed several columns to narrow my 

thought process. In the first column I explored the three levels of the case: the charter 

school system context, the approach to designing and implementing a mentoring 

program, and the individual teacher experiences of the program in the charter school 

system. I broke each of these larger levels apart into building blocks and key descriptors. 

For example, Level I – Charter School System Context was divided into categories such 

as Origin Story, Urban Setting, Organizational Structure, etc. as seen in Figure 1. 

Keeping my research questions visible as I code and developing the case study narrative 

helped me to be mindful of the larger guiding purpose to case development.  
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The next column includes potential data sources with specific names, dates, etc. 

for easy reference later. In the following column, I started a list of draft codes that 

surfaced after briefly reading over the data sources listed. The final column was used to 

note connections to the review of the literature and any theories, concepts, or processes 

that were noted in Chapter 2.  By filling in this matrix I was able to gain a greater 

overview of what data I have available, what form this data takes (e.g. documents, 

interviews, etc.), how it answers my research questions, and how these answers tie in to 

the literature.  

  Below is the original draft case outline informed by my research questions that 

parallels the charter school system structure and mentoring role groups. This case outline 

evolved as it was informed by ongoing data analysis.  

Figure 1: Case Study Outline 

1. Initiating Mentoring in a Charter School Context 

a. CSS Origin Story and Urban Setting  
b. Teachers: Qualifications, Stability, Etc. 
c. Introduction of Participants, Expectations, and Motivations 
d. Conceptualization and Program Focus 
e. Introduction/Initiating of Program 

 
2. Initial Personal Teacher Experience of Mentoring 

a. Mentors Motivations and Expectations 
b. Mentees Expectations  
c. Interactions of Mentor & Mentees 

 
3. Evolution of Experience in Context 

a. Factors Influencing Program Design & Implementation 
b. Personal Experiences (Mentors/Mentees) and Evolving Expectations 
c. Isolated Experiences/Learning Alone 
d. Relational Cultural Theory  
e. Obstacles/Missed Opportunities 
f. Successes & Valued Experiences  
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 Through this outline I developed a descriptive story of this particular case of 

initiating mentoring in a charter school system. For example, I first coded data aligned 

with the broad levels or topics mentioned earlier: Charter School System Context, 

Approach to Designing/Initiating a Mentoring Program, and Personal Teacher 

Experiences of Mentoring.  Data supporting this section came from system documents 

and interviews with charter school system administrators and background interviews with 

teachers about the context of their work. During my reading of the focal interviews with 

teachers, I also heard references that were coded to inform further elaboration of the 

section describing the charter school system context. By interpreting the data in batches I 

was able to flush out sections of the case outline and see how they may be integrated into 

the case narrative. Reading and interpreting the perspectives from different role groups 

and from different data collection methods, I blended the data together to create a thick 

and rich description of my case. 

 Approaching the section focused on Personal Teacher Experience of Mentoring I 

engaged relational cultural theory (RCT). In my interview protocols I probed for the 

description of emotions and feelings attached with teaching in the charter system 

environment as well as the mentoring relationship. Examining data addressing 

mentor/mentee interactions RCT informed my choices in descriptive coding. Finally, as I 

read through data specific to the mentor/mentee relationship I used RCT as a lens to help 

me describe the dynamics of their interactions and the evolution of their connection. RCT 

helped me draft what Saldana (2009) refers to as “emotion” and “relationship” codes. 

After the case narrative draft was complete, I read the case with one research question in 

mind, identifying insights that directly and indirectly inform the question.  I then read 
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data excerpts with the aligned research question in mind, and drafted codes for this 

section, what Saldana (2009) calls “first draft coding.”  

Once data was uploaded and separated into four groups, I read each group 

carefully. Starting with interviews, I first read through all data from the fall, mentor role 

group and began to code. Initial codes included: why mentor, ideal mentee, and 

mentoring role. I repeated this process for the fall mentee role group and coded for initial 

impressions of the mentoring relationship as well as each participant’s story of origin in 

the teaching profession. A full list of codes can be found in Appendix I. 

 Coding is a continuous and reciprocal process, and I revisited my data often, 

ensuring that codes fit properly. In this process of continual revision, several themes 

started to emerge from the data I collected. Codes such as: why charter and school 

reputation helped develop the context of the case study, and the theme of environmental 

importance in the mentoring relationship. A complete list of themes can be found in 

Appendix J. 

Enhancing Study Validity 

Miles, Hubberman, and Saldana (2014) define validity in qualitative research as 

when researchers demonstrate how well their descriptions and findings are “reliable, 

valid, dependable, reasonable, confirmable, credible, trustworthy, useful, compelling, 

significant, empowering.” (pg. 301). The validity of the study depends on how well a 

researcher can execute their methods and the appropriateness of their claims based on the 

strength of the data. Given the purpose and design of this case study, I identified three 

threats that require attention: researcher subjectivity and reflexivity, data completeness, 

and misinterpretation of data.  
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Researcher subjectivity and reflexivity.  The threat of subjectivity and 

reflexivity is one that cannot be avoided in qualitative research, however, researchers can 

take steps to address the threat and maintain awareness of its presence throughout the 

process. Glense (2011) defines reflexivity as a way to know one’s own self-- our personal 

biases, values, experiences, and prior knowledge (p. 151) to help one make better choices 

when engaged in the fieldwork and analysis of qualitative inquiry.  

A first step in reducing this threat is for the researcher to articulate her own 

subjectivity relative to the phenomenon of interest. For this study, I began to engage and 

surface my subjectivity by generating a list of roles I have held and descriptions I believe 

define myself as an individual and as an educator. This was important as my study is 

conducted in a school setting that reflects my own profession and daily work setting.  

Among the many roles I generated, “teacher,” “mother,”  “mentor,” and “novice” stand 

out as they speak directly to the study’s focus on new teacher support.  I have served also 

as a new teacher and as a mentee as well as an experienced teacher and a mentor, all roles 

which provide liabilities and assets to my investigation of mentoring in a charter school. I 

have taught in the same affluent public middle school for nine years and worked for my 

county’s mentoring program for 6 of these years. I have taught English, reading, and 

served as the department chair for my school. All of these roles I accessed when working 

to establish rapport with my participants. For example, I was able to discuss the rigors of 

standardized testing with participants and empathize with their struggles to teach diverse 

learners. This often led to more informal side conversations that helped strengthen our 

relationship and, in turn, substantive conversation later in the interview. However, my 

background knowledge may also have served as a blinder during my field work and later 
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in my analysis. For example, the same points of interest and agreement between us cause 

conversations to go off topic at times and blurred the interview focus causing me to back 

track and ensure all questions were asked and understood. I then used each role and 

explored its meaning in relation to the study to uncover possible biases and connections 

to the research that I was not aware of. Finally, I took the roles and descriptions that 

seemed most impactful to my research and I explored them in a detailed subjectivity 

statement, which can be found in Appendix H.  

I viewed and used the subjectivity statement as a living document throughout the 

research process. While my initial thoughts were recorded at the beginning of the study, 

prior to data collection, I revisited and added to the document as the research progressed. 

Before each observation and before each interview I scanned this statement to help me 

remain aware of my own potential biases as well as assist me in developing strategies for 

noticing key words, phrases, or actions amongst the data. Additionally, I reviewed the 

statement as the research progressed so that I could reassess my subjectivity as the study 

unfolded. For example, upon hearing that one pair of mentors and mentees did not share 

the same subject area I assumed, from my own experience, that their relationship would 

struggle for lack of common ground. After noting this bias I re-centered myself by 

casually speaking with colleagues who had successful mentoring relationships in various 

contexts, reopening my mind as to what was possible rather than what I expected. As it is 

impossible to predict the exact nature and outcome of a qualitative study, it is crucial that 

one revisit their own position in the research just as they revisit the roles and input of 

participants. As Glense (2011) encourages, it is important to keep track of one’s 

“subjective selves” and continue to inquire into their origins. 
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During the data collection I found that my subjectivity served me in both positive 

and negative ways and that it surfaced most frequently during my interactions with 

teacher participants. From a positive perspective my subjectivity allowed for natural and 

easy discussions with my participants due to my ability to discuss teaching 

responsibilities, the stress of the first year, and even the mentoring role. However, these 

same roles also represented biases I had to be aware of; being sure not to look for my 

own teaching or mentoring experiences in the data but instead allowing the participant’s 

story to be heard. For example, when I was interviewing a mentee participant who was 

paired with a mentor not only in their same subject area but also in the same building I 

assumed their responses to the relationship would be enthusiastic and positive because 

those are words I associate with my own mentoring experiences. I probed past their initial 

response, even though their first answer was the one I expected to hear.  

My bias also surfaced in my chosen methods of data collection. While I enjoy 

people and conversation I am a deeply introverted person and one who prefers to work 

quietly and alone. For these reasons I found myself not enjoying participant interviews 

and instead leaning toward more solitary measure such as document analysis.  To address 

this bias I took time to slow down during participant interviews, fighting the urge to 

speed through questions in order to end the interview faster. 

Finally, my subjectivity statement continued to serve an important role during the 

analysis and writing portion of my dissertation. Instead of playing the role of the expert 

who is delivering the results of a study, taking a reflexive stance allowed for a more 

honest and open analysis not only of the participants but of the researcher’s positionality 

which may lead to different interpretations of data (Glense, 2011). To address this 
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subjectivity I drafted quick bullet points of what I expected to find in the data based on 

memory and background knowledge before conducting the systematic analysis, 

excerpting codes from across data sources and then integrating them in a description. 

Incomplete data. In using a case study approach, the researcher must collect 

different sources of data. Creating research questions and then collecting data around a 

case means there is a chance that the sources may be misinterpreted or even fall short of 

addressing the original questions.   As noted, while this case is bounded by time and 

place, the mentoring program itself did evolve as the school year unfolded. As is common 

in qualitative research, I responded to this development in the field. Each time I prepared 

to enter the field, I reviewed my research questions as well as reviewing any data 

collected so far, briefly skimming the set to see if I could identify holes that should be 

addressed on the next visit. Later, I was able to better gauge the completeness of what I 

had, while also being sure that my claims were supported by the data I have in hand. One 

strategy used was to maintain contact with my participants so that I could reengage them 

to clarify my interpretation of their experience or seek a short interview to fill in 

omissions of information during previous discussions.  Regardless, ensuring that a data 

set is as complete as possible is an important step to enhancing validity.  

One way to address the threat of incomplete data is through long-term field 

involvement. According to Maxwell (2009), intensive, long-term field involvement is 

necessary to gain a complete and deep understanding of a field situation, as well as to 

allow for repeated observations and interviews. My data collection schedule included 

long term engagement with multiple role groups as they engaged in a diverse array of 

activities. The study took place over the course of a school year to best address the 
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context of a school system, unfolding teacher development in the mentoring role, as well 

as new teacher progression. This timeline holds importance in multiple contexts. In the 

context of the charter school system it was important to be in the field for the duration of 

the school year to observe things like the organization’s mission statement and culture as 

presented to the staff. As the year continued the development of the mission and culture 

was observable at staff meetings as well as at the end of the school year. Seeing the 

evolution of the organization’s goals and the environment the participants work in was 

possible because of field visits at key points in the year.  

At the level of teacher development it was important to interview and observe 

participants throughout the course of the year as the responsibilities of teachers change as 

the year progresses. For example, interviews at the start of the year discussed the 

participants acclimating to new students and curriculum while interviews at the end of the 

year included themes of reflection and discussion about the end of year testing.  

Additionally, I anticipated that the program itself may evolve as the year progressed and 

by spreading my field visits through the beginning, middle, and end of the program, I was 

able to capture a more complete overview of the phenomenon.  

Finally, my field involvement for the duration of the school year was beneficial to 

exploring new teacher development. By speaking with and observing mentor and mentee 

teachers as the year began and ended I was better able to see how their anticipations 

about their roles as mentors and mentees in a charter school unfolded.  Another way to 

address this potential threat is by spacing out my visits to the site.  Johnson (1997) 

explains that extended fieldwork allows the researcher to interact more frequently and 

more deeply with subjects. My choice to spread my site visits throughout the year 
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allowed me to establish myself as a presence in the field as well as gather data during the 

beginning, middle, and end of the program as the relationships unfolded. Krefting (1991) 

points out that this intensive involvement allows for greater and perhaps more truthful 

interactions with participants and allows for the opportunity of prolonged observation.    

 Interpretive validity. Another threat to the validity of this study is the 

misinterpretation of data. As researchers approach their data, Hollway & Jefferson (2000) 

note four guiding questions to aid analysis: 

1. What do you notice? 

2. Why do you notice what you notice? 

3. How can you interpret what you notice? 

4. How can you know that your interpretation is the “right” one? 

The final question identifies a common threat in qualitative research, the 

misinterpretation of data by any one researcher. Member checks involve the rephrasing 

and repeating of a participant’s answers back to them in order to ensure accuracy of your 

interpretation and understanding (Creswell, 2007). They can be embedded in the 

interview process or be conducted after data collection to check accuracy and the 

interpretation of participant words and experiences. I conducted member checks 

throughout my interviews. For example, following particularly long responses from the 

participant, I took my interpretations of their points and reworded or paraphrased their 

thoughts back to the participant to confirm that my representation of their experiences, 

opinions, or intentions matched their intention. Additionally, at interim points during data 

collection I summarized and shared with participants my emerging interpretations to 

confirm correct interpretation of meaning. For example, when speaking to one participant 
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about the stress of end of year testing and their inability to meet with their mentee I 

paraphrased their response as: “It sounds like the continuous testing at the end of the year 

has made it difficult to maintain your regular meetings and some protected time to come 

together would have been beneficial. Is that right?” In response to my question the 

participant confirmed my interpretation. Additionally, they used my statement as a 

springboard to further discuss supports that they felt mentors lacked this year but were 

necessary to having a successful mentoring relationship.  

Another strategy I used to enhance the validity of my interpretations during the 

analysis phase was external auditing. External auditing calls for an outside party to 

examine the analysis process and the strength of the claims produced (Creswell, 2007; 

Miles & Hubberman, 2014). One strategy for strengthening my initial coding process, for 

example, included asking an external auditor to code two interviews so that a comparison 

may surface strengths and weaknesses in my approach to coding. A second external audit 

took place toward the end of the coding process so that accuracy could be determined in 

coding families and emerging themes as well.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

This chapter presents a descriptive case study of how teacher mentors and mentees 

interact in a charter school setting. The central research question guiding this case study 

is: What are the different purposes of mentoring in a charter school system and what 

forms of mentoring do teachers value and pursue? Supporting sub questions include: 

1. How do mentor teachers in a charter school system conceptualize and 

enact a support relationship with new teachers?  

2. How do new teachers/mentees in a charter school system conceptualize 

and engage a support relationship with their mentor?   

3. What forms of organizational support and leadership are facilitating 

mentoring relationships in the charter school system context? 

4. What obstacles do mentors and mentees encounter working in a charter 

school system and with what effect on their roles and relationships? 

Interviews, observations, and documents were analyzed and coded with research 

questions and sub questions in mind. Initial codes emerged from interview and 

observation transcriptions; documents were analyzed to affirm developing themes.  The 

resulting themes included: charter school context, the development of the mentoring 

program, initial experiences of mentoring, and the evolution of teacher experience of 

mentoring. Additionally, I will view the data through the lens of relational cultural theory 

and how it ties into the conceptual framework of this study. Therefore, the results of this 

case are organized by five guiding sections; 
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1. Charter school context for initiating mentoring describes the atmosphere 

in which the mentoring relationships formed.  

2. Developing a mentor program for teacher support and opportunities 

characterizes the mentoring program design, components, and teachers. 

3. Initial personal teacher experience of mentoring in a charter school details 

the primary interactions of mentor and mentee teachers.  

4. The evolution of teacher experience in context chronicles the unfolding of 

the program and the resulting impact on these mentoring relationships.  

5. Data in light of relational cultural theory; how participant interactions are 

viewed through this lens.  

Charter School System Context for Initiating Mentoring Support 

The following section explores the theme of school context through the 

description of the environment in which this study took place. The context of the Urban 

CharterUrban Charter system is important to understanding the experiences of the 

mentors and mentees as well as the perception and planning of the involved 

administrators. The charter system where the mentoring relationships unfolded is 

comprised of fewer than ten schools, each varying in administrative leadership, academic 

achievement, and reputation. Participating teachers, organized as mentoring pairs, were 

spread across several of these schools. Some pairs worked together in the same building 

while others worked at separate schools. With the relationships unfolding at different 

schools and across the system, it is important to discuss the theme of context in 

mentoring. To do this, I will provide background regarding the case setting environment, 
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as well as the setting of individual schools where participating mentor and mentee 

teachers are working.  

Urban Charter system origin and urban setting. Less than ten years ago, 

Urban Charter (UC) system opened its doors. The school system is among the initial 

wave of Catholic-to-charter conversion schools in the United States. Today, the school 

system continues to serve students in its century-old buildings, and is guided by mission 

statements focused on developing student character, academic excellence, and service. 

The UC system is comprised of fewer than ten schools and a central office spread 

throughout a mid-size urban city on the east coast. While each charter school serves a 

different neighborhood community, all adhere to the overarching mission and values of 

the system. 

In 2014, Urban Charter system served fewer than 300 students at each campus 

school. Each of these campuses offers Pre-K through 8th grade education in all core 

subjects, as well as optional elective courses. Students enrolled in a UC school have the 

opportunity for enrollment in fee-based extended learning programs, including a morning 

session for 30 minutes prior to school start time, and an afternoon session for up to two 

hours after the dismissal bell.  

Teaching staff at both the teaching and administrative levels spoke highly of UC’s 

sense of community amongst teachers and a collegial learning atmosphere. Educators 

who had worked in the system since its conversion to a public charter described the 

culture as supportive and positive, citing “consistent standards for everybody.” Others 

described the work of the system as purposeful, maintaining transparency with students 

that “everything” from their dress code to their homework assignments “is for a reason.” 
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Educators described their co-workers as “highly motivated” and people “who will do 

things by any means necessary for the sake of our students.” Newer and more 

experienced employees alike commented on the close-knit environment that UC’s small 

schools provided explaining that the system has “strong leadership and a strong teaching 

staff to work under that.” However, not all teachers were confident about this positive 

reputation: “When I talk to people [outsiders] about [our charter system], they’re like ‘Oh 

boy, there’s a high level of teaching staff turnover there.’”  The disparity between internal 

and external perception of the school atmosphere was noted by other experienced 

teachers as well. One teacher explained: “I think [leadership at UC] are trying to sell [the 

system] as the best kept secret in [the city]. I wouldn’t go that far.” While teachers 

support the idea, these characteristics advanced by district leadership were more 

aspirational than achieved. 

While the majority of teachers described “a hard-working” and “highly-

motivated” atmosphere within Urban Charter, many were concerned by inconsistencies 

across its system of schools. With schools positioned in different locations, some miles 

apart, the UC teaching staff in each school is serving very different populations across the 

city. At times, the physical separation of system schools is facilitating the development of 

different learning environments across schools.  

In two schools within the UC system, the working culture was characterized 

broadly as collegial and supportive. These feelings of collaboration within schools and 

within school teams were noted by several long-standing employees; they emphasize that 

teachers feel a desire to share and support one another across grade levels. One newly-

hired teacher who completed her student teaching at UC recently valued the strong 
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positive relationships among administration, faculty, and students she noticed within her 

particular school. She described the positive interactions among different role groups in 

her school:  

We [teachers at my school] all get along. Everyone helps each other out. I [also] 

built a really good relationship with our principal and the vice principal and my 

host teacher from last year. So I feel the relationships at our school are really 

strong. And it’s just a place that I want to come to.  

Her description of a positive work environment paralleled the views of other teachers 

working at the same campus; however, teachers at other campuses across the system did 

not necessarily feel the same. 

As with any large system, there is variation in school environments within UC. 

One teacher illuminated the stark differences between schools, describing the contrast 

between the positive atmosphere of some campuses, and the negative working 

environment of her own. Having worked in other nearby charter systems for several years 

before coming to UC, this teacher warned others not to apply to her specific campus: “I 

would definitely tell [teacher applicants] about the different schools in our charter 

[system], because they’re very different.”  She elaborated on this hesitation citing 

administrative and student behavior issues.  

All the schools are in different areas of the city and so … some of our schools are 

much better and the behaviors [of students at these schools] are much better. If 

somebody were to apply directly to my school I would probably not recommend 

it. 
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According to this teacher, working at one school within the UC system was a difficult 

and trying experience. 

These reservations stood in stark contrast to teachers located at other schools 

within the UC system. One such teacher said that any applicants need to prepare to work 

hard and give their all because the school and staff hold high expectations: “I would tell 

them to bring their best self” assuring future staff that leadership sought only the finest.  

In summary, the urban setting and physical separation of the UC system ultimately led to 

disparity amongst teacher perceptions of their working environment. While all schools 

served the Urban Charter system vision, there was great diversity amongst schools. 

Teachers at different campuses served different neighborhoods, students, and school-

based administrators, all of which impacted how they saw their work setting, and would 

later impact their mentoring relationships.  

Academic inconsistencies across schools. In addition to variation in professional 

relationships within and across UC schools the theme of context was further exemplified 

by variation in student academic achievement. Documents show that in 2011, Urban 

Charter system contained two schools with Tier 1 status, three schools with Tier 2 status, 

and one school with Tier 3 status. Student scores averaged by school ranged from 70 to 

26% within the same school year (2011).  

After a period of transition, system leaders realized that while individual schools 

stayed true to the original mission of the UC system, student achievement remained 

moderate or low at some schools as assessed by the city’s public charter school board. 

Teachers who have been in the system for several years recall this tension. A teacher in 

her fifth year at UC recalled the academic issue facing the system as a cause for great 
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shift and change in teaching staffing and recruitment.  It was “understood that   [our 

charter system] was not performing at a high level across the board,” she explained. The 

Chief of Schools was focused on improving performance at particular schools by 

“recruit[ing] a team [of teachers and administrations] to move those schools to be higher 

performing.”  

By 2014, Urban Charter had made academic gains in half of its schools. A change 

in leadership at the time, a renewed focus on academic excellence, and high student and 

teaching staff expectations helped raise performance to the highest charter academic, or 

Tier 1, status.  A mentor working in a target school described her experience of a positive 

school change: “Our school has grown in terms of rankings for tiers, so we’re very much 

a ‘turnaround school.’  My first year [as a teacher] we were going down in flames toward 

the end of that, and the second year we started to turn around.”  In summary, teachers 

reported discrepancies between system-wide goals and individual school achievements 

within the Urban Charter system.   

The perceived source and consequence of academic inconsistencies. The 

theme of context not only included inconsistencies across schools but also the causes of 

these issues. According to administrators and teachers at UC, these variations should be 

attributed to the unique structure of the system:  its multiple schools.   

Most teachers spoke to the physical distance of the campuses as the main 

contributing factor, with schools up to 11 miles apart. As previously mentioned, physical 

distance between schools means that each one serves a different community, 

neighborhood, and student population, while still housed under the umbrella of UC’s 
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expectations and mission.  One teacher, located at one of the lower performing schools in 

UC, explained that these differences change the very nature of her job:  

You’ll [teachers at my school will] get kids from all over the city that are coming 

in from all different backgrounds and from all different households. So there’s a 

lot of diversity just from within the school. You know the kids don’t all come 

from the same town and the same type of families so there’s just a lot that you 

[teachers] have to deal with. Sometimes I feel like we play the role of the 

psychiatrist as well; helping kids get through situations that are going on outside 

[of] school that we may not know about just because they can come from all over 

the city.  

The unique environment in which teachers worked meant they would require unique 

supports to ensure their success.  

Teachers also spoke to the personal stress caused by diverse student needs across 

schools and the potential that not all students will reach the same academic goals at the 

same time. A teacher working within one of the system’s lower performing schools 

described the pressure of helping all kids reach the same learning benchmarks. The 

diversity in student needs resembled a continuous puzzle she struggled to solve:  

Everyone [students] is carrying a block of Swiss cheese. They all have holes in 

different areas, and they are all different blocks of cheese so they have different 

holes in different places. I am just trying to fill them all and it can feel a little 

intimidating. 

As teachers’ experiences suggest, not all students will make the same gains, within the 

same time frame.  
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The description of UC as an evolving work in progress, striving toward academic 

excellence, was not represented by all schools. Teachers credited the difference in 

achievement to the student populations each school served as well as differences in 

school-based administration. The unique positions of each of these schools, and the 

teachers they employed, set the stage for different mentoring experiences. 

Teaching staff perceptions of leadership within the system. Administrative 

leadership, both central office and school-based, further characterized the theme of 

context within the Urban Charter system. A central office oversees all schools within the 

system and a separate administrative team leads each campus, leaving risk of disjointed 

messaging across multiple leaders. While individual schools are expected to follow 

system guidelines around curriculum, testing, and mission, administrators within schools 

are able to make individual decisions around topics such as discipline, teacher duties, and 

the hiring and firing of teaching staff.  

One example of individual administrative leadership varying across schools was 

seen in the different approaches to student discipline. In UC several campuses took part 

in teaching staff development and roll out of a highly-structured student disciplinary 

system. However, some administrators chose for their schools not to participate. An 

experienced teacher, though relatively new to UC, shared that while other campuses 

found great success with this disciplinary program, her school did not participate. When 

asked why, she shared: “We have different kids. We just don’t do that” illuminating 

further the disparities between campuses.  

Administrative leadership also differed in their definitions of teacher expectations. 

While there are basic responsibilities for all teachers within the UC system, additional 
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duties, such as proctoring standardized tests, were assigned at the school administrator’s 

discretion. Teachers feel stress from these additional duties.  A teacher reported feeling 

additional stress during the standardized testing period when asked by administration to 

use her lunch break to proctor and monitor student testing.  

At the beginning of the school year, I had duty with my students for lunch and 

then I took them to recess. I worked from 8 till 2.30 and I ate lunch with the 

kids...I was like this can’t be right. I’m pretty sure every other teacher has 30 

minutes to eat their sandwich and maybe make a copy.  

Teachers at other schools did not report the assignment of these supplementary 

obligations. 

Other issues teachers were managing at Fragmented CS were situated at the 

school level.  Teachers described UC’s central office and leadership as lacking 

“transparency” when it came to teaching staff communication.  For example, one teacher 

explained that UC had recently received negative feedback from teaching staff around 

clarity of staff expectations and school-wide decision making. However, teachers were 

quick to note that this issue was already being addressed:  “I think [central office is] 

trying to be more transparent now” and reaffirmed the idea that leadership was listening 

to teacher feedback. 

Teachers also complained about charter system practice of in-house promotion, 

described as “recruit[ing] from within.”  Several teachers who had been at UC for the 

majority of their careers saw a trend of individuals promoted from within the system due 

to their length of service and not necessarily their preparedness to serve in a leadership 

role.  In one teacher’s words: “It’s [the person chosen for a leadership role in this system] 
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just somebody that has been around for a while.” This feeling of unfair promotion may 

have contributed to experienced teachers within the UC system seeking more leadership 

experience.  

Teachers were not just unhappy with the internal promotional structure of Urban 

Charter but were also critical of the limited or unidimensional relationships they are able 

to develop within the system. While most new(er) teachers interviewed tended to express 

satisfaction with their current administrative relationships, more experienced teachers at 

UC found these connections weak. The following veteran teacher explained the 

difference: 

[Connecting to teachers] is not something that [leadership] think[s] is important. 

And they told [us], ‘That’s just not our thing. [Administrators] don’t hold 

[teaching staffs’] hands. We don’t ask about your day.’ They don’t have any idea 

what goes on in my life outside of this building. And so, I think with the lack of 

relationships from leadership I think [teachers] have had to seek that out.  

Other teachers with experience in the Urban Charter held similar views of leadership 

within the system. 

Teachers noted discrepancies in leadership’s expectations of charter school 

teachers and traditional public school teachers. Typical of other charter systems, Urban 

Charter holds extended school days, where the teaching staff works with students until 

4.30pm. After school, teachers are expected to stay and complete the additional work that 

traditionally comes with teaching, such as grading, planning, and teacher meetings. These 

expectations are not uncommon in charter systems or traditional school systems. Even so, 

teachers at UC feel they are operating in a unique school setting. One teacher explained, 
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“Charters attract a different breed of people,” suggesting Urban Charter teachers are 

typically willing to work harder and longer than most other teachers in the surrounding 

school systems.   

Despite these complaints, teachers overall spoke highly of the leadership and 

guidance they received at the school and system level. Teaching staff members reflect a 

wide range of experience, from no experience to thirteen years, and valued the resources 

provided by administration as a specific strength they highly valued. New teachers, in 

particular, reported feeling comfort interacting with their administrative teaching staff 

and how their relationships with various administrators at UC were developing. In 

conclusion, teachers believed that central office leadership within the UC system was 

working toward needed improvements. Overall, teachers who worked in the UC system 

for years prior to 2014 were less satisfied with leadership than new teachers. These views 

would later play a role in how mentors and mentees interacted with and without the 

support of administration. 

Teacher qualifications and instability. The theme of context was further defined 

by teacher qualifications and instability at Urban Charter. Administrators in the system 

describe comparable experiences with teacher quality and stability as other nearby charter 

systems.  As a system, administrators seek a basic set of qualifications for new teachers: 

applicants must hold a BA in an applicable subject area; a passing Praxis exam score that 

meets state standards; one year of full-time teaching experience, preferably in an urban 

environment; and Highly Qualified status, according to the standards set by the city’s 

state education agency. Despite these expectations, administrators within the system are 

not always able to hire teaching staff that fit these guidelines. This problem is common 
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across the charter systems in the city. As one administrator shared, charter systems are 

not immune to the same teaching staffing problems that plague traditional public school, 

specifically needing to fill a position last-minute and not having an ideal applicant pool to 

choose from. 

Despite the teaching staffing troubles that can sometimes arise, Urban Charter 

system hired four new teachers in the 2014-2015 school year who met the listed criteria. 

A requirement of the system is that all teaching staff new to teaching be enrolled in their 

Educator Mentoring Opportunities Program (EMO). The EMO program provides veteran 

teachers with the opportunity to receive leadership experience and training by serving as 

a mentor and model to new teachers within the system. The new hires in this cohort were 

unusual in that they did not enter the system with zero experience. All newly hired 

teachers had experience teaching in the system as student teachers the year prior. 

Administration invited them to join the teaching staff for the 2014-2015 school year. 

Teaching staff confirmed that despite having multiple campuses, Urban Charter 

maintained a consistent message of teaching staff expectations.  One teacher advised all 

applicants at UC to “bring your best self so that you put your best foot forward because 

the expectation is excellence.” The cultural expectations upheld by administration, which 

many see as a larger system wide view, is: if you choose to work in a charter school, you 

must be dedicated and hard working. Another teacher who had worked in the city’s 

traditional public school system prior to joining UC explained:   “there tends to be a 

different breed [of teacher] that [is] attract[ed] to charters,” which this teacher 

characterized as “young,” “enthusiastic about the work,” and “willing to put in 

ridiculously long hours to do it.” As this explanation suggests, teachers at Urban Charter 
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may pursue positions in charter systems because they are willing to work extra hard, and 

want to do so with likeminded individuals.  

Teaching staff comparisons of charter vs. traditional public schools.  Another 

factor defining the theme of school context is the way teachers at Urban Charter viewed 

their positions in comparison to their district counterparts. UC teaching staff has 

identified the advantageous differences between working at a charter over a traditional 

public school.  Teaching staff descriptions suggest a valuing of “small schools,” “close 

relationships,” and “freedom” as the most important factors driving them to work at this 

particular charter school. Of all the characteristics teaching staff valued, “freedom” was a 

strong common focus.  Teachers' description of freedom in their classrooms is associated 

with their ability to select, choose, and experiment  with different styles of teaching. They 

value this form of autonomy in both the delivery and content of their lessons. According 

to teachers, this sense of freedom also extended to their choices regarding the school 

curriculum. At UC schools, the curriculum is comprised of resources created in-house by 

teachers. Additionally, administrators depend on and encourage UC teacher discretion to 

determine what, when, and how to teach, which is both encouraged and valued by the 

teaching staff. A teacher explained the experience and classroom orientation that teachers 

need to make the most of the freedom and support provided within the UC system:  “If 

you [teachers] know how to teach and you’re confident and you already have a clear 

mindset of what [kind of content you’d like to teach or teaching approaches] you would 

like to do it [this school] is a place where you can at this time you can carry that out.” As 

the quote suggests, the UC system is a place where teachers with a drive and a vision can 

find the independence to experiment. 
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Teachers also valued the structure and relationships at Urban Charter system. 

When compared to districts within a 10 mile radius, the UC system employed a smaller 

teaching staff and served a smaller student population. Teachers and administrators 

continuously listed the small size of their schools as a great advantage of their system 

over other nearby charters or traditional public schools. Benefits they value included 

closer relationships amongst other teachers saying “just that small culture I think would 

be  a huge advantage.” Even new teachers were quick to notice this perceived UC edge: 

“I’m learning that you know the networks per grade and the smaller the team the stronger 

the relationship between team members and that makes the job a lot easier.” A teacher 

elaborated on this point, explaining how the presence of smaller schools within UC 

allowed for greater collaboration across content and grade levels. 

In addition to the appreciation for the perceived advantages of working in a 

charter school, teaching staff also expressed a preference for charter education over 

traditional public school education.  Both experienced and new teachers identified the 

small schools and class sizes as comparatively better than those of traditional public 

schools.  Teachers noted that traditional public schools offered higher pay and more job 

security, however, the aforementioned classroom freedom that comes with a charter 

school was valued more highly. One teacher explained: 

I feel like in the public school you [teachers] get paid more and you have more 

job security. But what I really like about the charter schools [is that in traditional] 

public schools you probably can’t [have] the [same] independence [in] your 

classroom [as you would in a charter school]. If I want to try out a new science 
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curriculum, which I am currently doing for this quarter, I can do that. There’s not 

something prescribed by the entire district that I have to follow. 

According to this teacher, having autonomy in her classroom at a charter school 

outweighed the benefits of a higher salary and stronger job security that a traditional 

public school might offer. 

Teaching staff agreed that this freedom and autonomy extended beyond the 

classroom and directly into the teaching staff. One participant who worked in the nearby 

traditional public school system prior joining the faculty  at  Urban Charter described 

their reason for leaving to work for a charter school:  

... [in a traditional public school] I had teachers down the hall that had been in that 

exact same school for over 20 years. And so it was ‘I’ve been doing this for 20 

years and I’m going to keep doing it. I’m going to keep teaching cursive in my 

writing class.’ And I was like ‘shouldn’t they [students’ be [learning] technology 

[instead of cursive writing]? I didn’t want to be around people like that. 

For this teacher, traditional public schools represented stagnation and educators who were 

stuck teaching the same content year after year. For her, charter schools provided the 

opportunity to determine what content was most relevant for her students and to work 

with teachers who felt the same. 

The system’s hard working teaching staff was viewed as an advantage by 

administration over traditional public school teaching staff because it cultivated a like-

minded teaching force. Teaching staff explained that to work in a charter school you must 

come in expecting to work hard, meaning all colleagues are of a similar mind set and 

with similar levels of commitment to their work. This was also supported by leadership 
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who regularly assessed teaching staff commitment. One teacher discussed how their 

administrator was quick to make sure whoever they hired was willing to put in the same 

amount of work as everyone else: “if she finds out that they aren’t on the same page then 

they’re gone.” This mentality exemplified a consistent working culture within the UC 

system.  

This culture of hard working and “like-minded” colleagues was not without its 

perceived drawbacks however.  Teaching staff believed that as part of the culture of their 

charter school, they would work a longer school day and more hours, and have to manage 

a more diverse and intense work load, compared to the traditional public schools.  When 

asked about the unique culture of charter schools, a teacher described that spending more 

time in school as a teacher, did not necessarily translate into a direct benefit for the 

students. Explained one, “If you don’t give teachers enough time to plan-- and I’m 

[working] 7 days a week,[and] every evening trying to stay on top of things-- but if 

there’s not enough planning time it’s not necessarily quality time [in the classroom].” As 

this teacher expressed, other issues reduce the potential for positive benefits. 

For many teachers, the same highly valued “freedom” that allowed them to dictate 

content and delivery in their classrooms, also caused difficulties for them. While teachers 

valued the ability to implement a new teaching style in their class at will, they also 

referred to these freedoms as causing “whiplash.” One participant explained how this 

“whiplash” could take place both at the classroom and system level:   

...[administrators and central office] they have the liberty to just change things or 

make decisions without having  to consult a larger party [such as a district 

superintendent] or anyone else outside [the school]. The liberty to do what you 
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want [without asking permission from anyone else] sometimes [leads to 

administrators making] changes without much foresight or thinking about [how] 

those changes [may] become problematic.  

This teacher was concerned that too much freedom in charter schools may lead to a non-

committal school culture. She feared these schools may cause problems by always 

employing the next best thing rather than taking the time to narrow down decisions to 

those that would be most effective.  

A veteran teacher at Urban Charter described the freedoms available in the system 

as presenting “too many options” to teachers. One issue is that teaching staff in many 

grades and subject areas within the system did not have a formal curriculum until the 

previous year. This lack of direction left teachers to be guided only by their discretion 

and to identify and find the resources, materials, and guidance needed to plan daily 

lessons.  She explains the problem: 

 [Administrators and leadership would say] here are six options, choose which 

one works best for you. Which at the end of the day, when you’re trying to plan 

your next unit for the next week, you don’t have time to really think through all 

those options in the best way.  

This teacher was concerned over being given the freedom to make choices about her 

curriculum and students but not being given the time to determine the best decision. 

The small size of the schools and classrooms that many teachers heralded were 

also viewed as a challenge for many, particularly when looking for opportunities outside 

the classroom.  One participant who has worked in both the traditional public and public 

charter sectors explained “because [our charter system] is not as large as say XX Public 
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Schools or any of the other larger districts in the area there aren’t that many opportunities 

for growth outside of the classroom.” 

Urban Charter recognizes the need for change and growth and has turned to its 

teachers to help decide the system’s future direction. Teachers noted an increase in 

transparency among leadership as well as an attempt to get more feedback from the 

teaching staff. Several teachers noted the school’s change in professional development, 

adding more time for teaching staff development and student-free time to the calendar. 

Teaching staff also acknowledged the continuous request for teacher feedback and 

suggestions for improvement and direction. These requests would later fuel the inception 

and implementation of Urban Charter’s mentoring program as a way to offer leadership 

opportunities to experienced staff and better support for new staff.  

Teacher motivations to apply and remain at UC.  The reasons why teachers 

wanted to work at Urban Charter are also important to understanding the theme of 

context in this study. Both veteran and new teachers working across the UC system 

expressed a similar described rationale for joining and staying at the charter school.  

These include: the opportunity to try different instructional methods in their classrooms; 

work with a relatively young and hardworking teaching staff; and the capacity of school 

leadership to integrate new educational ideas across the whole system.  One teacher 

explained that her switch to UC happened because they were recruited by a former 

colleague who had moved to the UC and characterized the system as an “up and coming” 

school. Others were motivated to join after working at other charters in the area, choosing 

to move to UC because they saw the opportunity to teach a different subject area or grade 

level that was of interest.  
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While some strategically moved to UC, others felt the charter school was a default 

choice. One experienced teacher received an offer from UC after earning her teaching 

certification, which she attributed to the accessibility of charter school administrators 

during the recruitment process. As she explained: “You interview with lots of schools and 

it was whoever made an offer. Honestly, charters seemed easier to get into because you 

can reach the central office much faster than in traditional public schools.” This teacher 

elaborated that UC holds high standards for their teaching staff members; however, their 

leadership and central office are more accessible than those of larger traditional public 

school systems. Other new hires report accepting positions as a default choice, as they 

had no alternative choice; their certification program placed them at this school system 

without their request. Overall, there is variation in teachers in the UC system, some of 

whom actively pursued a position at their school and some of whom were placed there 

through their student teaching.  

Summary. The emergent theme of context is one of great importance to this 

study. The Urban Charter system presented an environment that varied greatly in student 

readiness, academic achievement, and leadership at the individual school level. Despite 

these discrepancies, the school culture of high expectations and hard-working teachers 

prevailed across the entire system. For teachers entering the system, their experience may 

vary significantly based on which school they were assigned to. 

Developing a Mentor Program for Teacher Support and Leadership Opportunities  

In the previous section I discussed findings for the theme of context in this study. 

In this section, I will discuss the second theme dealing with the development of the 

mentoring program. The idea for a teacher mentor program came through routine 
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administrative inquiries among teachers regarding their professional development needs.  

The conceptualization of the mentor program, known as Educator Mentoring 

Opportunities (EMO), originally stemmed from teaching staff feedback. Teachers note 

that the UC system encourages teaching staff feedback after professional development 

offerings and throughout the year. In one round of feedback, administrators learned that 

classroom teachers wanted to experience other roles and positions within the school 

system, as part of their professional growth. An administrator explained, “Teachers were 

seeking opportunities to enter into leadership including roles in central office and at the 

school administrator level.” One veteran teacher of 13 years explained the limited choices 

in the past:  

...because UC is not as large as say [the city’s traditional public school system] or 

any of the other larger districts in the area, there are not [as] many opportunities 

for growth outside of the classroom. If you are looking to explore some other 

options [such as a resource teacher or central office worker] still in education, but 

not necessarily in a classroom, the options aren’t that many.  

While reviewing teacher feedback, administration was already pursuing a grant 

opportunity focused on “retaining talent and strengthening the skills of math and science 

teachers,” according to Overwhelmed Administrator. 

  Thinking of how to expand leadership opportunities for teaching staff beyond the 

current roles of “lead” teachers, already available within the system, the leadership of 

Urban Charter responded to teaching staff feedback through opportunities provided by 

the grant. Having worked in both traditional public schools and other charter schools 

prior to their employment at the UC system, Overwhelmed Administrator explained that 
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the program was inspired by what leadership had seen other schools doing to support 

their teachers. She explained the evolution of the idea as a mutual growth program, 

“[School leadership] combined these two efforts and decided that we wanted to invest in 

supporting new and newer teachers through a mentoring program.” According to 

Removed Administrator a system wide focus was appropriate: “Members of central 

office were familiar with other schools that had mentorship programs, so the central 

office team landed here.”  However, familiarity with other systems did not ensure a 

successful program.  

For administrators the purpose of the new EMO program was two-fold. First, the 

program sought “to create a leadership pipeline for current teachers.” Overwhelmed 

Administrator explained, “We hope that teachers identified as mentors would gain 

leadership skills while remaining in the classroom.” Administrators hoped that a program 

such as EMO would help provide professional development while also keeping strong 

teachers in their classrooms to serve as a model for newer educators. Second, 

administration wanted a program that provided “new or struggling teachers with a mentor 

who would help improve their practice.” The goal was to help struggling teachers become 

better teachers while working in the classroom in their respective schools. “We wanted to 

have new(er) teachers have a resource within their building,” explained Overwhelmed 

Administrator, “a resource that could provide informal, non-evaluative feedback around 

his or her practice.” Leadership at UC was excited about the newness of this opportunity. 

They saw it as a way to help build and retain a talented teaching staff, both by developing 

new teachers so they felt supported and providing experienced teachers with 

opportunities that would make them more likely to stay themselves. The following 
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sections describe how Urban Charter as an organization, and the system’s leadership 

facilitated mentoring relationships within the system. 

Participating teacher background and expectations for mentoring.  

The theme of developing the mentoring program was also informed by the background 

and expectations of the teachers participating in the program. Mentors selected for the 

Educators Mentoring Opportunities program varied in the length and type of teaching 

experience they brought to mentoring.  As shown in table 10, mentors had served an 

average of 5 years teaching at Urban Charter system. Mentors varied in preparation, with 

several arriving at UC schools with a teaching endorsement from City Teacher Prep 

(CTC), an alternative program that offers coaching support, while others received theirs 

as part of their degree requirements in college. Participating mentors brought experience 

teaching in most core subject areas, including: science, math, and English language arts. 

Almost all mentors taught students in upper grade levels, with one mentor teaching at the 

elementary level. Mentors varied in experience working in different school systems. 

While two mentors had spent their entire careers teaching in a UC school, two others had 

experience working in other charter systems. Only one mentor had worked in the city’s 

traditional public school system prior to joining UC schools.  

Administration identified “first year” teachers in the UC system to participate in 

the Educator Mentoring Opportunities program as mentees. Although new to teaching, 

the mentees were familiar with UC; all served as teachers in the previous 2012-2013 

school year in the charter system as a “host teacher.” The host teacher arrangement was 

part of an alternative teacher licensure program that aimed to put new teachers in urban 

school systems. In this role, mentees gained experience by observing lessons, planning 
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lessons, and developing assessments.  All mentees participated in the same alternative 

teaching certification program, City Teacher Prep, an organization that also initially 

placed them at UC to complete a year of student teaching. During training, City Teacher 

Prep also provided coaching throughout the certification year.  During this year at UC, 

mentees were teaching core subject areas including: science, math, and English language 

arts. Once joining the school, all mentees were placed in upper grade level classrooms for 

their initial year as a certified teacher, the 2014-2015 school year.  The variation in 

teaching experience among mentors and mentees is displayed in Table 10. 

Table 10. Mentor/Mentee Teaching Experience as of Fall 2014 

Participant 
Role 

Years 
Completed as 
a Full-Time 

Educator 

Prior Experience Teaching in... 
Years in Urban 
Charter System Traditional 

Public Schools 
Public Charter 

Schools 
Eager  

Mentee 
0 No No 1 

 
Frustrated 

Mentee 
0 No No 1 

 
Appreciative 

Mentee 
0 No No 1 

 
Shy  

Mentee 
0 No No 1 

 
Studious 
Mentor 

5 No Yes 2 

 
Hesitant 
Mentor 

5 No Yes 1 

 
Distance 
Mentor 

4 No Yes 4 

 
Experienced 

Mentor 
13 Yes Yes 3 

 
Leadership 

Mentor 
10 No Yes 1 
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Initiating the mentoring program: a quick start from paper to pavement.  

The rushed design and implementation is also a key factor in understanding the theme of 

developing the mentoring program. The Educator Mentoring Opportunities program was 

designed, initiated, and rolled out to teaching staff in a short amount of time. Leadership 

went from conceptualization of the program to completion of the first year in just under 

15 months. The EMO program was planned and designed during the 2013-2014 school 

year in central office.  

After the grant was received in the spring of 2014, administration encouraged 

teaching staff to apply to serve as mentors. Participation included a stipend for their 

work. Interested teachers completed a short online application that asked about their 

teaching experience and career goals. A review committee of the Director of Human 

Resources and two system principals selected the mentors. Administration provided some 

resources and training to the new mentors. Overwhelmed Administrator explained the 

initial process of preparing mentors for their new roles and requirements which included 

a formal meeting prior to the start of the school year where the group was provided with 

“expectations and some skill building around supporting a new or newer teacher.”  

Administrators also created the UC Mentoring Handbook that was provided to all 

mentors and mentees. The handbook contained timelines for “milestones” to be met 

throughout the year, such as observations and meetings, as well as a log for mentors to 

detail their interactions with their mentee. The handbook offered more than 

accountability measures too, providing descriptions of best practices, and suggested 

topics for mentors and mentees to discuss each month. 
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Once mentor selection was completed, administrators focused on inviting newly 

hired teachers into the mentoring program. In August, an email was sent to all teaching 

staff hired in April or later of that year with information about Urban Charter’s two-day 

new employee orientation. All new campus teaching staff and all City Teacher Prep 

program residents from the previous year attended this training. Included in the attached 

orientation schedule was a 90-minute “Mentor Overview” (for new teachers) where new 

campus teaching staff were introduced to the mentoring aspect of the EMO program and 

paired with their mentors. The dates of the new teaching staff orientation were scheduled 

before the start date of returning teachers therefor, not all mentors were present at the 

meeting. After this initial mentor overview meeting in August, the EMO program was 

officially launched to support new teachers during the 2014-2015 school year. For UC 

leaders, the EMO program was a way to support new teachers in their first year, as they 

had seen done in other schools. Additionally, it was a way to offer additional leadership 

experience to their current staff. While grant funding was not guaranteed past the 2014-

2015 school year, leaders at UC intended to continue the program after this inaugural 

year. 

Summary.   The participants, the timeframe, and the initiation of the EMO 

program all contributed to the theme of developing the mentoring program at Urban 

Charter. The varying levels of experience of program designers and participants alike 

were influential to how the program was designed, and later, how it was enacted.  

Initial Teacher Experience of Mentoring in a Charter School  

In the previous section I discussed the theme of program development. In this 

section I will examine the theme of initial teacher experience with mentoring in a charter 
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school. Each experienced and novice teacher participating in the Educator Mentoring 

Opportunities program approached their mentoring relationships with different levels of 

background knowledge, educational training, and expectations.  To understand the value 

mentors and mentees see in these professional relationships, it is important to explore 

their motivations for participation, as well as their initial experience in joining  the 

program. By exploring the individual views and experiences of the two roles, and 

influential factors, we can better understand the opportunities and challenges of 

supporting mentoring in a charter school context. Since teachers were assigned to work 

together in mentor-mentee pairs, the analysis will focus on each role group perspective, 

as well as interactions as a functioning dyad. 

Initial Mentor motivations and expectations create excitement and utter 

confusion. The initial motivations and expectations of participating mentors were 

important factors in the theme of primary mentor experience. Each participant cited 

different reasons for wanting to serve in the role of a mentor. Several experienced 

teachers said they wanted to participate in the EMO program because it was a good 

opportunity for moving into leadership positions in the Urban Charter system and “...a 

good opportunity to get my foot in the door...” Several teachers noted that by being a part 

of the EMO program and serving as a mentor they would have a greater chance at 

securing an administrative role or could gain more leadership experience than just 

continuing to teach or returning to graduate school. For Distance Mentor, this meant 

preparing for a possible job change outside of the classroom. She explained: 

I’m appreciating the chance to have this type [mentoring] of role to learn a little 

bit more about working with someone in [a leadership] that capacity. I’ve been 
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talking to people at my school about taking on a curriculum job next year at the 

central office level and in that role I would be supporting teachers with instruction 

and that type of thing. It has been a good trial just to get to know what it feels like 

and to learn and ask questions along the way before just jumping into that type of 

role cold. 

Other experienced teachers shared the same motivation for applying to the EMO 

program, looking to observe other leaders and practice the skills necessary for these jobs. 

While some seasoned teachers were attracted to the mentoring role as an 

opportunity to move beyond teaching into administration, others cited mutual learning as 

their primary interest in taking on the role of mentor. One teacher was particularly 

looking forward to being observed by their mentee explaining: “That’s an extra pair of 

eyes to help me see myself in another way.” Learning with their mentee was another 

commonly cited reason for assuming the leadership role of mentor. One experienced 

teacher recalled a positive experience she had working with a new teacher in previous 

years.  She shared how her mentee would contribute to their relationship by bringing 

more recent education and research from her teaching preparation:  

I think I [‘ll] learn a lot from [my mentee] as well. You know.  With her just 

completing a program, she probably has some new research that she’s studied; 

new strategies that she’s probably learned. It’s an opportunity for me to learn 

from her as well. It’s one of those relationships like, anemone and the clown fish. 

Other mentors saw their role in the EMO program as a chance to be formally recognized 

for work they were already doing. As Distance Mentor explained, “...we [mentors] were 
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already serving in those roles [at the school];” adding later the opportunity for 

recognition by administration, “I wanted to be recognized for that role in a formal way...”  

Still other teachers were attracted to the mentoring role, less for the outward 

recognition, and more for an inward sense of self-fulfillment. Hesitant Mentor explained 

how this role served as a chance for redemption from failed prior experiences: “I had a 

student teacher last year. And so I feel like I didn’t do the best job.  So this [mentoring 

opportunity] was my chance to redeem myself.”  

While all teachers expressed excitement for being selected for the EMO program, 

not all of them were enthusiastic or confident about their ability to be an effective mentor. 

For Distance Mentor, accepting her role was somewhat accidental: “So I actually did not 

choose to be a mentor I was told.” According to Distance Mentor, the EMO program was 

presented to teaching staff as a fellowship with multiple pathways, one of which was 

mentoring new teachers. Once selected for the program, Distance Mentor looked forward 

to the opportunities the EMO program would afford her. However, she worried that her 

short experience at UC made her ill-equipped to be an effective mentor. She explained:  

I was then told in the summer that I was going to be a mentor teacher, which 

really freaked me out. And, as I told Overwhelmed Administrator, I have only 

been here for a year; I can’t be a mentor teacher. I’m still figuring this out for 

myself. 

These concerns were shared with other teachers, who also feared they lacked adequate 

background and readiness to guide a new teacher. Hesitant Mentor felt uncertain of her 

abilities to mentor, sharing: “I am kind of uncomfortable in my role as a mentor.”  

Specifically, she feared the responsibility of starting, keeping, and focusing contact 
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falling on her shoulders, instead, Hesitant Mentor wanted her mentee to come to her with 

specific questions.  

I think I was kind of looking for someone to kind of like ask me lots of questions 

as opposed to me having to come up with you, you know as opposed to me having 

to probe to find out where the difficulties are.   

When Frustrated Mentee didn’t pursue her with questions of her own, Hesitant Mentor 

did not feel comfortable digging deeper to find out what her mentee was struggling with. 

Some mentors worried that they did not have enough professional experience to 

guide a novice teacher. Leadership Mentor explained, “I have been teaching for 5 years 

and even though I have something productive to say, I still don’t see myself as someone 

who should be telling others what to do.” Still others felt confused about their roles. 

Distance Mentor did not apply to the EMO program with any intention of becoming a 

mentor. She expected the program to prepare her for teacher leadership or administration. 

She explains her confusion and surprise when told she was selected to become a mentor: 

So…call me crazy. I might have missed the boat. But when I first heard about the 

[EMO] program, the mentoring component wasn’t clear to me. Even if I was 

applying [to a mentoring program] I can’t honestly say I went into this saying. 

‘Oh I’m applying in order to be a mentor. I think my mind was focused on instead 

leadership development.’ 

Another experienced teacher also shared her confusion over being chosen as a mentor:  

[The EMO program] wasn’t quite sold as a mentoring program [inside UC]. Like 

that wasn’t the main point. But, I think that’s why the first da [the mentors and 
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mentees] met, I was confused. Maybe everyone else [in the program] knew what 

was going on.  

Since EMO applicants did not pursue the program specifically to become a mentor, the 

original goals and aims of the program became muddied and lost. For some teachers, the 

shift to becoming a mentor was easily accepted, however, for others, like Hesitant 

Mentor, this switch caused hesitation and anxiety that they may be ill-equipped to lead a 

new teacher.  

Initial mentee expectations: high hopes. The initial expectations of mentees 

were also important in the theme of primary experiences in mentoring. Experienced 

teachers spoke with mixed emotions surrounding their mentoring, all mentee teachers 

expressed excitement around being paired with a mentor. Eager Mentee was paired with 

both a school and content-based mentor and was hopeful about both relationships as well 

as mentoring in general. Early in the school year she shared her childlike anticipation 

“There’s a lot of benefits, there’s so many. I’m just so excited.” Several mentees 

channeled their eagerness into what they wanted to learn from their mentors. At the start 

of the year, Eager Mentee had already prepared a list of deeply complicated questions for 

her mentor:   

How do you create relationships with students? How do you help that student who 

is always struggling in class? Classroom management? Interesting ways to have 

your lesson delivered? What are some ways that you make this lesson easier? 

The nature of Eager Mentee’s questions revealed her eagerness to learn and her 

uncertainty around her abilities to plan for, run, and maintain a successful classroom. 



 

127 
 

While each mentee anticipated a variety of benefits to having a mentor, two 

activities in the relationship stood out above all others: opportunities for peer observation 

and continuous reflection. Mentees described how during their first year, teachers are 

often focused on the foundational parts of running a classroom, such as student 

discipline.  By having an experienced teacher to guide them, novice teachers like Eager 

Mentee hoped that observations from the mentor would help them think beyond basic 

classroom management toward deeper issues like student engagement. She explained: “If 

[new teachers] have that extra eye [in the classroom]--that person who knows how to 

make it interesting and helps students understand it better--they [mentors/experienced 

teachers] can help you in those areas.”   Other novice teachers valued the idea of 

observations, and were hopeful that observing their mentor or having their mentor 

observe them would help improve their practice.  

Mentees saw value not only in being observed by their mentor, but also the 

opportunity to observe their more experienced partner.  Through such 

exchanges/activities, some mentees hoped to find confirmation in their current practices 

and gain confidence through their mentor’s feedback.  For example, Shy Mentee 

described the value of hearing an assessment of her teaching, particularly if it was 

positive. In the mentor, she hoped for “somebody to validate my actions and my thinking 

and my thought process.” Other mentees emphasized the value of observing their 

mentors. Appreciative Mentee thought observing her host teacher, while earning 

certification, helped her practice: 

I think it’s always good to see how other people do things. Like last year from my 

host teacher I just learned a lot seeing how she implemented strategies and 
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instruction. So I think it would be great to be able to have someone else’s opinion 

and advice through anything that I’m doing. Whether that is instruction or how I 

should have a conversation with a parent. Just getting someone else’s perspective 

I think really helps. 

New teachers who had experienced observation first-hand with their host teacher hoped 

that having a mentor would mean more opportunities to watch and learn. 

In addition, mentees also hoped for guidance regarding the administrative aspects 

of teaching. Shy Mentee explained her hope that a mentor would strengthen her outreach 

strategies to families. Specifically, share their nightly phone calls to student’s families 

and regular student home visits in an attempt to model and alleviate work load. 

Appreciative Mentee, who was assigned a special education classroom, worked alongside 

her mentor to craft special education goals for students and assist her with her grade book 

and assessments.   

Mentoring interactions: astounding beginnings and false-starts for teacher 

relationships. The interactions between mentors and mentees played a key role in the 

theme of teacher initial experience in mentoring. Any teacher can be assigned the role of 

a mentor or a mentee; however, teachers must interact in order to form a mentoring 

relationship. For some of the pairings in the EMO program, interaction came easily and 

with it, a beneficial relationship; for others, hesitation and uncertainty meant little 

interaction or communication. At the beginning of the school year, mentors and mentees 

shared their anticipation and excitement around their mentoring exchanges and the 

subsequent construction of their relationships. Some teachers approached the beginning 

of the relationship with specific goals for their interactions, while others visualized what 
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topics they might explore through their interactions. Table 11 encapsulates the initial 

pattern of interactions established by each dyad.  

Table 11. Dyad Patterns of Interaction 

Dyad     Pattern of Interactions 

Surface Dyad 
Strong initial communication; slightly declined in mid-year 
and grew stronger again by end of year.  
 

Declining Dyad 
Hesitant communicate at first; as year progressed 
communication declined into almost no contact outside of all 
staff professional development. 
 

Separated Dyad 
Difficulty establishing a regular in-face meeting due to 
physical separation; slightly declined in mid-year and end of 
year because of physical distance. 
 

Professional Dyad 
Established a regular pattern of communication early on in the 
school year; professional and timely meetings continued  
throughout the rest of the year even through hectic schedules. 
 

Friendship Dyad 
Established a pattern of communication early in the school 
year that included formal and informal interactions both 
inside and outside of school; these interactions continued 
through the end of the school year. 

 

Surface dyad and separated dyad. Surface Dyad and Separated Dyad were 

unique to all other pairings, as it was comprised of not two, but three teachers. 

Administrators assigned one mentee (Eager Mentee) two mentors (Studious Mentor and 

Distance Mentor) due to the high number of veteran teachers in the EMO program, and 

the comparatively low number of inexperienced teachers newly hired to the UC system.  

Eager Mentee clarified that she was given “one school” and “one content” mentor and 

that she was “really excited” for the relationships to begin. 

The logistics of the relationship were challenging from the beginning. While this 

mentoring pair Studious Mentor/ Eager Mentee taught in the same building, which might 
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facilitate interaction, they did not teach the same subjects.  Eager Mentee was a newly-

hired math teacher while Studious Mentor was entering her 5th year of teaching Language 

Arts.  Studious Mentor had experience teaching in schools outside of the UC system and 

described her attitude toward teaching as something she “developed a love for over time” 

due to a very challenging first year. She entered the EMO program with excitement for 

the opportunity to mentor but also as “a good way to explore options.” She explained that 

she applied to the program as a way to help with future career goals: 

I thought it [the program] [would be] a good opportunity to get my foot in the 

door if I ever wanted to become an instructional coach. I don’t think I my goal is 

to be a principal, but maybe like an assistance principal or an instructional being 

or director of curriculum is where I think I’m headed. 

Other experienced teachers shared these ambitions, seeing the EMO program as a way to 

open doors in their future careers as educators.  

While the dyad comprised of Distance Mentor and Eager Mentee taught the same 

subject area, they were located far across the system from one another. Distance Mentor 

and Eager Mentee both taught mathematics; however, they were located at two different 

schools nearly 3 miles apart. Distance Mentor also reported a difficult first year in the 

classroom describing her time as “failing miserably.” She explained that her reason for 

applying to the EMO program had nothing to do with wanting to be a mentor but rather 

as a way to “be better [by] collaborating and learning together [with other veteran 

teachers].” When she was notified that she would be working with Eager Mentee she was 

confused: “I’m not going lie, I don’t remember going into it [the EMO program] 
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[thinking] ‘I’m going to be working with one teacher I’m really excited to be helping this 

novice teacher.’” 

Growing up outside of the United States, Eager Mentee described the importance 

of being surrounded by family and friends who valued education highly. For her, 

“[education] was the way out [of poverty], the way to the top [to be successful].” She 

describes her passion for learning as driving her decision to abandon a career path 

towards becoming a doctor, and to head to the classroom to become a teacher. Though 

her mentors did not specifically pursue the EMO program in order to mentor new 

teachers, Eager Mentee was excited about the prospective support she might receive from 

them: “there are [mentoring provides] a lot of benefits, there are so many. I’m just so 

excited. I didn’t even know I was going to have two mentors. When I heard that I had two 

[mentors] ‘I [thought] dude that’s awesome!’” In fact, all mentees viewed their potential 

relationship with their mentor as a positive experience. 

As the school year entered its second month, the difficulty of working with a 

mentor several miles away became apparent to Declining Dyad. The close proximity 

between Eager Mentee and Studious Mentor assured they had semi-regular contact. The 

advantage of close physical proximity was something that Studious Mentor also 

recognized early on. From her perspective, mentor pairings would be successful if there 

was consistent contact. She explained: it’s important to have not only “a regular meeting 

time to check in but also just having a rapport in general where if there is a question you 

can talk about it and it doesn’t have to be during the set meeting time.” Eager Mentee 

agreed with this idea, with a hope for even more interaction: “I think it would be nice to 

be able to talk one-on-one with a mentor outside of the school. [It would also be nice to] 
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have them come in [to my classroom] and observe you or help you out with something 

that you’re doing in the school building.”  For Distance Mentor the separation between 

her and her mentee due to placement in different schools meant these interactions were 

often limited: “ [My mentee is] at another campus [school] so it’s not a daily interaction, 

or daily mentoring.” Unfortunately, the benefit of close proximity was not the same 

across all pairs. 

Declining dyad. This teacher pairing was comprised of two teachers located at 

the same school, who taught different subject areas. Hesitant Mentor was a 5th year 

reading teacher who pursued education as a way to reach children and “see the difference 

you can make.” Frustrated Mentee was a first-year science teacher who shared similar 

reasons for being an educator, namely her “passion for working with children” and 

“wanting to make a difference.”  

Similar to other veteran teachers, Hesitant Mentor did not apply to the UC 

mentoring program with the intention of becoming a mentor. In her words: “I actually did 

not choose to be a mentor I was told.” Hesitant Mentor applied for the EMO program 

with an understanding that once accepted, several leadership pathways could be selected, 

including being a mentor to a new(er) teacher. One month before the school year began; 

Hesitant Mentor was notified that she would become a mentor that August, “which really 

freaked me out.” Hesitant Mentor’s concern about serving as a mentor at Urban Charter 

was that she was not experienced enough as a teacher or established enough at the school 

explaining “I have only been here for a year I can’t be a mentor teacher, I’m still figuring 

this out for myself.” She continued with her concerns about whether she was capable of 

being effective in this role:  
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I have a really hard time with giving [people] feedback in any way that could be 

construed as negative. Even though I have been teaching for five  years and I have 

something productive to say I still [don’t] see myself as someone who should be 

telling others [another teacher] what to do.  

Despite her concerns, Hesitant Mentor was reassured by leadership that she was 

the right fit for this job. She listened to the assurance of several administrators and 

decided to look at her role favorably moving forward: “They [school leaders] must have 

seen something in me that they wanted me to do this [mentor] so I also take that into 

consideration.” This reassurance was enough to encourage Hesitant Mentor to remain in 

the EMO program. 

The ability to receive feedback from a more veteran teacher in the UC system was 

a great benefit of having a mentor. Frustrated Mentee looked favorably on the 

opportunity. She explained how mentoring opens up the opportunity to learn from others 

in the field: “I think mentorship and constant feedback in education is essential because 

there’s so many things that people [other teachers] have to offer.” She stressed that 

mentoring should not become a one-way interaction and that both participants in the 

relationship were responsible for communicating. As Frustrated Mentee said, she hoped 

for “a two way interaction, so it’s not just always like you’re [the mentor] giving me [the 

mentee] things but also like allowing me to explore with things that I’m noticing from 

you too.”  

Professional dyad. This teacher dyad represented an ideal pairing between 

Experienced Mentor and Appreciative Mentee. The veteran teacher and novice teacher 

who comprised Professional Dyad were both teaching special education at the same 
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school within the UC system. In this dyad, the Experienced Mentor brought 13 years of 

teaching experience, eight years more than any other mentor in the program. To the 

relationships, she also brought experience teaching in other charter systems and 

traditional public schools throughout her career. She also expressed a passion for 

improving student learning and achievement, such that “students in this city [would be] 

recognized nationally and globally with their peers.” This ambition is her reason for 

working at Urban Charter, and one she draws upon in her mentoring activities. 

Appreciative Mentee pursued employment at a charter system after her high school 

paired her with a buddy from a local charter school in the North East. Her pairing with 

this student taught her a great deal about charter schools and inspired her to work for one. 

Earlier and successful work with new teachers made Experienced Mentor want to 

work with a new teacher. In prior years Experienced Mentor had unofficially supported a 

new teacher saying “[it] was a great experience.” Specifically, Experienced Mentor 

valued that she was able to help the teacher by “lending my expertise” and that the 

relationship was mutually beneficial saying: “I learned a lot [about new teaching theories, 

lesson plans, etc.] from her [the new teacher] as well.” Experienced Mentor looked 

forward to working with another new teacher, Appreciative Mentee, in the same capacity. 

The benefits for working with a veteran teacher were apparent to Appreciative 

Mentor who was excited for the ways it could help her practice. She discussed how even 

though she went through a teaching program “there were times where I felt like maybe I 

wasn’t as prepared for special education” specifically “the whole IEP [individualized 

education plan] process and all of the legal documentation. Even simple things like 

setting a [teaching] schedule so you’re meeting all the needs of your students.” 
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Professional Dyad was also unique in that the two teachers worked together during 

Appreciative Mentee’s residency year at UC. Appreciative Mentee explained her 

happiness with her pairing:  “I did get lucky [that I have Experienced Mentor]. I worked 

with her last year.” 

  Friendship dyad. This pairing demonstrated the successes that can come from 

teachers who do not teach the same subject but have similar personalities. Friendship 

Dyad was comprised of Leadership Mentor and Shy Mentee, two teachers who taught the 

same students different subjects, but were located within the same school. Leadership 

Mentor had the most varied career of all of the mentors, spending time teaching several 

different subjects at different grade levels before leaving the classroom for an 

administrative role. She returned to teaching in 2014 when she applied to and was 

accepted by the Educator Mentoring Opportunities program. Shy Mentee knew she 

wanted to be an educator her whole life and went straight from college to teaching in the 

classroom since it is where “I thought I would be since I was about five years old.” 

Seeking formal recognition for the work she was already performing, Leadership 

Mentor applied to be a mentor through the EMO program. Though she joined the 

teaching staff at UC mid-school year in 2014 she described herself as someone who 

“quickly assimilated and then rose to being someone that was helping new teachers and 

helping the struggling teacher with their work.” She saw the mentoring program as a 

chance to receive formal recognition for something that came naturally to her: 

… when they [leadership] were offering the [EMO] program I [thought] ‘Oh 

that’s the work I’m already doing.’ So I [wanted] to be recognized for that role [as 
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a mentor] in a formal way and also to be to keep myself in the loop on leadership 

opportunities outside of the classroom. 

Having served as both a teacher and administrator in her career, Leadership Mentor was 

in a unique position to help a novice teacher.  

Concerned that she would not be able to open up with her mentor, Shy Mentee 

found herself pleasantly surprised with their unique situation. She explained how her co-

teaching and socializing outside of school with her mentor led to a necessary level of 

“comfort” in the relationship: 

… having those personal connections as well as the work relationship has made 

me feel very comfortable with my mentor. I think for me [I want to] have that 

[personal] connection before I have a work connection with them [my mentor]. 

Then when they [my mentor] give me feedback and when they try to coach me 

um it doesn’t feel so personal. 

For Shy Mentee, establishing rapport with her mentor inside and outside of school was 

crucial to building trust in their relationship. 

Characteristics across dyads. Shared characteristics across mentor/mentee 

pairings also helped define the theme of initial teacher experience with mentoring. Across 

the dyads, teachers stated that a mentoring relationship should be interactive and 

mutually beneficial. Experienced Mentor described the ideal mentoring relationship as 

“parallel, um where we [mentor and mentee] can learn and grow together.”  Leadership 

Mentor likened the relationship to soldiers fighting alongside one another, describing her 

mentee as “one of the other soldiers with you, and so you need this soldier to get as 

strong as they can cause they’re fighting next to you.”  
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In addition to the importance of dual responsibility in the mentoring relationship, 

teachers from all dyads anticipated observations to be the most valued interaction 

between mentors and mentees at the beginning of the school year. Distance Mentor 

explained that “observations are key because seeing someone [a teacher] in the moment 

is really important.”  Instead of professional development where teachers are told about a 

new idea, strategy, or assessment, observations allow for more in-the-moment 

application.  Distance Mentor continued: “There’s always been something I liked and 

was able to steal right away because I saw it [in a classroom I observed] and I 

implemented it [in my own classroom], as opposed to hearing about it [in a professional 

development or other meeting].” Experienced Mentor also spoke to the importance of 

non-evaluative observations between teachers in the mentoring relationship “you’re new 

rookie teachers and your seasoned veteran teachers both tend to have concerns so I think 

it would be great if there were more opportunities for observations that are lateral 

[between teachers and not between teachers and administrators].” While mentors saw 

value in observations within their pairings, the evolution of their relationships and 

systemic obstacles would prevent many of these from taking place. 

The importance of having a personal foundation in mentoring interactions 

extended across several dyads. For Friendship Dyad the relationship felt less formal and 

more comfortable because of the personal foundation set by the pair early on. According 

to Shy Mentee this allowed her to receive feedback more willingly and also speak freely 

with her mentor without fear or evaluation or judgement. She explains how their 

relationship has evolved:  
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I don’t necessarily feel like she is [my mentor] constantly giving me feedback, but 

it is  more of a person to talk with and say without judgment like how the day 

went and feel like that person is there; much like a therapy session. Or someone 

just to talk to about my day, who’s not necessarily trying to judge me. Or not 

somebody who doesn’t know the situation [what it’s like to teach], like my 

family. Somebody who can talk to me [about school and teaching] without trying 

to correct me all the time. 

What she feared may have been an uncomfortable relationship at first, became a 

friendship both inside and outside of school. 

 Summary. The theme of initial mentoring experience was impacted by teacher 

intention, experience, and the unique pairings of teachers. The teachers who participated 

in the EMO program entered with different levels of teaching experience as well as 

different perceptions around what the program would entail. Some mentors applied to the 

EMO program with the intention of helping a new teacher, while others felt confused as 

to why they were assigned these roles. These varying levels of intention and mentoring 

experience meant that some mentor pairings struggled to build their relationship, while 

others felt comfortable in their new roles. 

Evolution of Teacher Experience in Context 

In the previous section I discussed the theme of initial teacher experience with 

mentoring. In this next section I will discuss the theme of evolving teacher experience 

with mentoring in context. In addition to the context of the UC system and the personal 

background of the teachers, the conception and evolution of the Educator Mentoring 

Opportunity Program serves as an integral and influential factor in depicting the 
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mentoring relationship. How the teachers were selected, notified, and engaged throughout 

the year directly impacted the perception of their roles and the structure of their resulting 

relationships. Exactly what mentors and mentees value in their relationship can be more 

clearly defined through the exploration of teacher perceptions as they take place 

throughout the school year and the evolution of the EMO program. 

Program influences: teaching staff, size, and various unknowns. The theme of 

evolving teacher experience with mentoring was defined by several program influences 

including teaching staff, program size, and various other unknowns. The EMO program 

came with a quick turnaround time from formation to execution.  While the program was 

designed in the Urban Charter system’s central office, it was funded through an external 

grant focused on teacher development and support. In Removed Administrator’s words: 

“The roll-out [of the EMO program] was quite simple.  There were few people involved 

and then we [central office] proposed it to school and district leadership.”  After the grant 

and plans were finalized, Overwhelmed Administrator was assigned to roll out and lead 

the project. 

One factor influencing program design and implementation was last-minute hiring 

of several Urban Charter teachers for the 2014-2015 school year. When the initial 

application process was opened for teachers to apply to the EMO program, Urban Charter 

system, like many schools, had yet to fill several placements. With teaching jobs unfilled, 

it was impossible for administrators to predict how many of these positions would be 

filled with “new” teachers, ones that would require a mentor through the EMO program. 

Since the number of mentee teachers were not known at the time, experienced teacher 

applicants were selected to be part of the EMO program without being sure if they would 
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be paired with a mentee or not. By August 2014, 17 experienced teachers were notified of 

their acceptance into the EMO program. 

Another factor influencing the EMO program was the size of the individual 

schools and the system itself. Overwhelmed Administrator explains how the small nature 

of Urban Charter system may have influenced the number of teachers who applied to the 

program. “We didn’t have a lot of teaching staff apply to be mentor or lead teachers, but 

we had a number of new(er) teachers in our organization.”  With fewer applicants to 

choose from, administrators were not always able to match the new teachers with the 

same subject area, school, or similar personality and communication style. 

The size of the Urban Charter system influenced the EMO program in other ways 

as well, particularly when it came to matching mentor and mentee teachers. Removed 

Administrator shared that initial projections for the EMO program envisioned a group of 

10 dyads, or 20 teachers total. However, by August 2014, the EMO program consisted of 

17 experienced teachers and only 4 new teachers, leaving an uneven number of teachers 

to pair in mentoring partnerships. Overwhelmed Administrator detailed how this struggle 

made pairing mentors and mentees difficult:  

As a small network, we typically only have one position of each teacher in each 

school.  For example, one middle school math teacher.  This created a challenge 

when we had a new middle school math teacher at one campus.  He or she 

actually had no similar peers in her school, so we matched her with a veteran 

middle school math teacher from another campus.  This created logistical 

challenges with observations and being on-site frequently to provide feedback. 
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Though these challenges were recognized by leadership, neither administrators nor 

teachers said that they asked for help or provided a solution.  

The evolving leadership and expectations of the EMO program also changed as 

the year progressed. Overwhelmed Administrator was initially tasked with rolling out the 

EMO program and served as the information point-person for outside inquiries as well. 

However, as the year progressed, Overwhelmed Administrator began to feel 

overwhelmed as she attempted to balance this new leadership role with her already 

demanding job as a principal.  She explains:  “I honestly wasn’t able to devote the time or 

resources necessary to maintain the program over time.  By mid-year, much of the 

accountability fell by the wayside.”  While several experienced teachers shared that there 

were misunderstandings around applicants becoming mentors, they agreed that the 

confusion over accountability and expectations was ongoing. Removed Administrator 

believed that the program could have experienced more success if more resources were 

available. In their eyes, “the progress was stifled because we [the EMO program] didn’t 

have a person with enough time and resources to dedicate to the program 

implementation.” For the program to be successful more time, money, and staff would 

need to be allocated to its mission.  

Evolving expectations of mentors and mentees: finding their way or 

encountering disappointment. The theme of evolving teacher experiences is one that is 

also characterized by changing roles and disappointment. In the initial weeks of the EMO 

program, administration and program teachers dealt with confusion around their roles and 

expectations. Distance Mentor shared her confusion around meeting her mentee during 

the introductory new teaching staff training in August: “It wasn’t quite sold as a 
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mentoring program...at least I was confused. Maybe everyone else knew what was going 

on.” Additionally, the program contained more experienced teachers than inexperienced 

teachers, leaving 12 teachers without a matched mentee. Despite this opening confusion, 

all teachers continued to express positive feelings toward their potential mentoring 

relationships. As the schoolyear unfolded, these expectations shifted. 

At the beginning of the school year, both mentor and mentee teachers described 

what they believed their role would be in their mentoring relationship. For the role of the 

mentor, commonalities were reflected in similar descriptions. Mentors were characterized 

by words that suggested type of interaction and support for mentees, such as: “share,” 

“collaborate,” “feedback,” “helpful,” “regular,” “open,” “support,” and “sounding 

board.”  Hesitant Mentor described her early views of her role, in contrast to other 

helping roles in the school such as a coach: “Mentors are more equal and collaborative 

than a coach would be. I think [mentors] more of a support system who also shares 

resources and shares strategies and a little professional learning relationship too [than a 

coach].” Frustrated Mentee shared similar ideas around what a mentor should be. She 

emphasized the importance of mentors striking a balance between helpful feedback and 

excessive communication, explaining:  “Sometimes as a mentee you feel like you’re 

either getting too much information [from your mentor] or you’re not getting enough.”  

At times during the school year, mentors differed in their expectations of their 

role and responsibilities. Some mentors felt it was their responsibility to schedule regular 

meetings with their mentee and present discussion topics. For example, Distance Mentor 

believed it was her responsibility to set her mentee up for success by planning their 

interactions. She explained, “The mentor should be the one who is creating the structures 
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and the conversation that …will most help the mentee get where they need to go.” In 

contrast, other mentors deliberately shied away from the idea of exercising too much 

authority in the relationship. These mentors chose instead to emphasize co-learning with 

their mentee. Experienced Mentor framed her position as a pathway for further 

professional development as a teacher, seeking “parallel” growth for herself and her 

mentee. She explained:  

I don’t want look at [the relationships with my mentee] as a supervisory type of 

role. I almost want it to be parallel, where we [I and my mentee] can learn and 

grow together. Because I have been a teacher for a long time but I haven’t been a 

mentor for a long time. So it [mentoring] is an opportunity for me as well. 

Seeing the relationship as mutually beneficial helped her understand the importance of 

her position as well as the value of the relationship with her mentee. 

At the beginning of the school year, participating teachers described the 

responsibilities of a mentee. Both role groups used words of “open” and “comfortable” 

asking questions or receiving feedback to describe qualities of an ideal mentee. Some 

mentees described/framed their position as more than a simple receptive vessel for 

information from their mentor, but rather as an active participant in the relationship. Shy 

Mentee believed that being open with her mentor meant they needed to be “willing to 

create some sort of relationship.” This openness and willingness would be demonstrated 

by finding the time and commitment to sit down and meet regularly with their mentor. 

Appreciative Mentee also spoke to this joint responsibility within the dyad. She stressed 

the importance of   
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...being able to reach out to my mentor so it [scheduling meetings] is not just kind 

of a one way thing. Being able to reach out to them [my mentor] if I need help or 

if I have questions. Feeling comfortable with just doing that [reaching out] or 

being able to set up [a meeting] saying ‘hey I liked to meet and talk with you’ or 

‘I’d like you to come in and help me out with something.’ I think it [the 

responsibility to set up regular meetings and communication] should be able to go 

both ways. 

The assumption that both participants had something to share and give in the relationship 

helped Appreciative Mentee see the value in her position and built confidence within her 

as a first year teacher. 

As the year progressed and mentors and mentees had opportunities to work 

together, perceptions of their respective roles shifted slightly. Teachers maintained the 

basic structure of their definitions; however, in some cases, their experiences only 

muddied their understanding of their roles. Studious Mentor, who touted the importance 

of both formal and informal interactions with her mentee at the beginning of the year, 

began to struggle with defining their relationship in different contexts. She explained:  

It’s just hard for me to differentiate in my brain when it’s an official mentor 

situation or when it’s just us collaborating as I would with any other teacher that I 

work with. I try to be the one to check in [with my mentee] and then to listen [to 

what my mentee has to say]. There have been some days when I have just listened 

for a long time and haven’t really said much. I’m trying to push myself to be 

[more communicative] that way. 
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This uncertainty coupled with the difference in subject matter between her and Eager 

Mentee, made Studious Mentor question how much structure she should be providing and 

how much her mentee should drive their communication. 

For several experienced teachers, the relationship with their mentees was 

responsible for the structure and regularity of the interactions. Hesitant Mentor explained 

her frustration with being solely responsible for communication in her relationship:  

My role [in my relationship with my mentee] is kind of the person that, and I will 

admit that I was sad about this for a little bit, is in charge of the consistent check 

in. I need to go and find her [my mentee], send a follow up email when our 

schedule changed and I couldn’t meet with her anymore. So that’s kind of been on 

me to maintain the scheduling part. When I did fall off of the scheduling [of our 

meetings] it [our meetings] did not happen. So she was not coming to me and 

saying hey I didn’t see you today... 

The cycle of declining communication and increasing frustration characterized the 

relationship of the dyad throughout the school year. 

While some dyads fell into a rhythm of interaction by 2nd semester, others failed 

to establish regular communication. Hesitant Mentor, who expressed uncertainty in 

taking on the mentor role at the beginning of the year, had not found confidence in her 

abilities by mid-year. As someone new to mentoring she felt frustrated by the one-sided 

nature of her relationship with her mentee. She felt the nature of the relationship was 

detrimental to their rapport. She noted how her mentee’s inability to articulate her needs 

further exacerbated her uncertainty about her role as a mentor:  
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I think simply because I am uncomfortable in my role as a mentor.  I was looking 

for [a mentee] to ask me lots of questions as opposed to me having to probe to 

find out where the difficulties are. I would appreciate it, if my mentee could kind 

of say, ‘Alright I know I’m really struggling with behavior management, these are 

the things that keep happening let’s work through this together.’ 

Unsure of how to engage with her, Hesitant Mentor chose to stay quiet rather than reach 

out for help. 

Other mentors expressed frustration with the EMO program for not providing 

clear expectations and structures for their mentoring work. Specifically, mentors wanted 

further clarity regarding their role and purpose with mentees. Hesitant Mentor 

particularly struggled with defining the lines between mentor and administrator. In a 

recent interaction, an administrator asked Hesitant Mentor to advise/speak to her mentee 

about better time management and goal setting.  Her perception of mentoring was not 

about direct instruction based on perceived needs by other administrators or teaching 

staff, but should focus on mentee self-reflection on their developing practice.  The mentor 

described her role as,  

...more of a place where [my mentee] can ask me questions about things or I can 

send them resources...I don’t know how to tell her how to improve her time 

management or something like that. That seems more like an administrative role. 

This mentor’s concern touches on ambiguity in her choice of topics appropriate for 

teacher to teacher conversations. Her concerns also center on an implied differentiation 

among topics appropriate for mentor vs administrative responsibility/direction.  
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While some mentors experienced difficulty in defining their role, others struggled 

to match their personality to the responsibilities the position required. As a self-described 

perfectionist, Distance Mentor discovered that as the school year ramped up and finding 

time for meetings became more difficult, she was more likely to forgo any contact with 

her mentee. She quickly learned that “if you keep putting it off ultimately there’s just not 

enough contact in general.” As the school year moved forward Distance Mentor shared 

that her understanding of the relationship had changed: “mentoring doesn’t have to 

be…perfect every time you interact [with your mentee]. It could be weekly 

cheeseburgers. But that’s the idea -- that those small interactions can build up, if done 

strategically...” For Distance Mentor the physical limitations of being miles away from 

her mentee forced her to rethink her definition of role, realizing that imperfection (a lack 

of constant communication) was more helpful to her mentee than total absence (not 

reaching out at all). 

The role of the mentee also evolved for participating teachers as the school year 

moved forward. While both sides of the dyad reiterated the belief that mentoring should 

be a two-way interaction and responsibility, the specific responsibilities of the mentee 

gained clarity from the mentee perspective as the year progressed. For Appreciative 

Mentee and Shy Mentee, for example, their roles evolved from accepting feedback to 

initiating the topic of conversation between themselves and their mentor. Shy Mentee 

explained her transition to initiating topics with her mentor: “I just feel like my role 

[now] is more the questioner. I’m always the one asking the questions; not asking for 

approval, but asking for advice.”  Appreciative Mentee experienced a similar evolution in 

her relationship with her mentor, but attributed these role formations to the fact that the 
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person with the least teaching experience, the mentee, would be more likely to ask 

questions of the person with more teaching experience, the mentor.  She explained: “[My 

mentor] has a lot more experience than I have so I tend to go to her with a lot more 

questions...” yet she still expects and appreciates when her mentor initiates topics of 

discussion. 

 While some teachers sought to clarify their roles, others grumbled about their 

partnership, wishing for different interactions with their assigned partners. Hesitant 

Mentor was still struggling mid-year with how to embrace or feel comfortable as a 

mentor. She wished for her mentee to be more proactive about reaching out. She 

explained the challenge:  

It’s hard for me to know what probing questions to ask [my mentee] other than, 

‘How are things going [with teaching]? What are the difficulties?’ So if [my 

mentee] doesn’t come to the table with a problem it’s hard for me to know what 

[we] would discuss that day. There are times where we will finish talking about a 

topic and she will ask, ‘OK, is there anything else?’ And I think: ‘well I don’t 

know is there anything else?’ So she is relying on me to run [the relationship and 

meetings] because [that’s my responsibility] but then I’m not always sure what we 

should be talking about. 

The pressure to direct the relationship as well as determine her mentee’s areas of need 

was too much for Hesitant Mentor and they eventually stopped communicating.  

 Conversely, some mentors felt pleasantly surprised by the evolving role of their 

mentee in their periodic conversations. Leadership Mentor explained that early in the 

school year they originally framed their relationship as a one way street where the mentee 



 

149 
 

received information from the mentor. As the school year progressed, the relationship 

between the two teachers evolved to include a more active role for her mentee in which 

each teacher takes responsibility for identifying topics to discuss, bringing ideas,  

strategies to consider, and teaching methods that seem effective to the table. The mentor 

characterizes the relationship as “More of a conversation than a one way discussion” 

recognizing the import role her mentee played in their success.  

One particularly unique situation existed with Eager Mentee who was given both 

a school-based (Studious Mentor) and content-based mentor (Distance Mentor). When 

interacting with different mentors, Eager Mentee reported taking on different 

responsibilities and duties. These differences were related to more or less overlap 

between schedules, locations, and subject area teaching. When working with Studious 

Mentor, her school-based mentor, Eager Mentee found a sounding board for discussing 

classroom management issues and strategies. While Studious Mentor and Eager Mentee 

did not teach the same content area, they taught in the same school and shared the same 

students. For these reasons their interactions could only address instruction on a surface 

level, relying on the mentee to bring student issues to the table. In contrast, Distance 

Mentor and Eager Mentee taught the same subject area, but were positioned in schools 

far across the system. One consequence for their mentoring relationships:  in-person 

interactions were rare, requiring Mentee 3 to ask “how to do certain problems or other 

content related questions,” to initiate and drive the conversation.  If Eager Mentee did not 

actively seek out her content-based mentor, their interactions fell to the wayside, 

especially after the formal EMO program professional development days ceased in the 

winter, midway through the school year. Distance Mentor explained: “Because our 
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interaction has always been through the structure of the professional development days 

and we haven’t had those since I think December [interactions with my mentee] honestly 

[have] been kind of nonexistent.” 

Evolving program expectations of mentors: unraveling and abandoning 

original goals.  The theme of evolving teacher experience with mentoring was also 

impacted by the changing goals and expectations of the mentoring program they 

participated in. The expectations of the EMO program were also changing as the roles of 

the mentors and mentee were evolving. First, there was a change in leadership of the 

mentoring program in the school system. Overwhelmed Administrator was asked to 

implement and lead the EMO program throughout the school year. After realizing that 

she did not have the time or resources to serve effectively in this role, in her words: 

“things [the EMO program] fell apart.” In describing the program’s unraveling mid-year, 

Removed Administrator blamed a lack of teaching staff support for the program, 

impacting how it unfolded across the system. For example, even those leaders directly 

involved with the conceptualization and roll out of the EMO program failed to 

communicate a clear vision for the program’s expectations. Mentors reported a disjointed 

message between the professional development they received within the program and 

their duties as mentors saying “there seemed to be a disconnect.” Original expectations of 

mentors turning in meeting logs and addressing certain topics with their mentee fell by 

the wayside as leadership did not have the time or resources to check in with the dyads’ 

progress. 

Mentor teachers participating in the EMO program expressed frustration over the 

muddied expectations regarding their roles.  Hesitant Mentor described a rapid decline in 
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the frequency of EMO program meetings, leaving no mechanisms to gather together role 

groups. In the middle of the school year, administration announced that the EMO 

program—all mentors and mentees-- would no longer meet together as a group. In 

February, Frustrated Mentee explained the situation: “We’re not really going to be 

meeting as the EMO program. I don’t think in our PDs [professional development 

sessions] that we’re going to be meeting in that cohort anymore for the rest of the 

semester.” For several dyads struggling to meet on their own, this meant they would have 

no program-arranged contact for the rest of the school year. 

As the EMO program structure began to dissolve, the expectations of the teachers 

changed as well.  Mentors were given a $5,000.00 stipend for their role, comparable to 

$450.00 annual payment for teacher mentors in nearby districts. As the program offered 

significant compensation, mentors were required to follow guidelines set forth by the 

program. In the initial meeting with mentors and mentees in August, requirements were 

given to lead the mentoring relationships, including the submission of regular meeting 

notes, suggested mentoring discussion topics, and submission of detailed discussion logs. 

In February, Hesitant Mentor explained how these guidelines had shifted: “They’d asked 

me to submit my meeting notes for the first semester but I haven’t really heard anything 

since then.” Instead of focusing on the mentor-mentee relationship, the EMO program 

was promoting independent projects, such as the end of year Capstone project. This 

project required teachers to create an initiative that would benefit Urban Charter as a 

whole. Hesitant Mentor expressed the uncertainty of the EMO program: “...we’re 

working on [our projects] now. I’m assuming that the school isn’t really going to revisit 

the mentoring aspects.” This assumption was shared by other participants in the EMO 
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program who said they didn’t know what would become of the program that year or in 

future years.  

Despite these changes in the EMO program and support, participating mentors 

and mentees remained optimistic about the mentoring relationships in general. For some 

teacher dyads the first semester activities allowed them to establish their own structured 

interactions and regular communication that originally took them time to establish and 

figure out. Eager Mentee was able to establish a regular communication routine with her 

mentors. Toward the end of the school year, she characterized her mentoring 

relationships as “going good, they’re going great. In the beginning of the school year it 

was kind of hard to actually be accountable with the meetings...” but after getting into a 

pattern as the year progressed, their relationship improved. She explained that the second 

part of the year tended to be easier. Studious Mentor explained the difference this regular 

contact with their mentee made as enhancing their ability to meet more often and speak 

frankly:  

[Later in the school year] I was finding it really hard to find time to devote to 

[meeting with my mentee]. But now [at the end of the school year] we have a 

permanent weekly meeting time that [my mentee and I] keep no matter what. So 

that’s been super helpful because I feel like we’ve both been a lot more honest 

and on the same page and just talking more frequently. 

This scheduled meeting seemed to take pressure off both teachers in planning and 

squeezing in time together.  

Missing elements of the mentoring process: time, observation, and guidance.  

The theme of evolving teacher experience of mentoring was also informed by missing 
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elements of the mentoring process, including time to meet, the ability to observe one 

another, and guidance surrounding the roles of the mentor and mentee. Just as teachers 

valued different features of the mentoring relationship, they also expressed frustration 

around different aspects. Some obstacles stemmed from the program design itself, while 

others reflected features of the context in which these support relationships were 

unfolding.  

Among all EMO program teachers, the most common dissatisfaction focused on 

time and classroom observations. Mentors, in particular, were frustrated by the limited 

time available to fulfill their role in the mentoring relationship. Some mentors felt they 

did not have enough time to devote to their mentee on top of their full class schedule. 

Studious Mentor expressed frustration with the impossibility of performing both jobs 

well: “I wish I had more time to devote to [mentoring]. It’s hard to feel like I’m 

[mentoring] well when I’m also teaching full time.” The perception of not having enough 

time to complete teaching responsibilities and mentoring responsibilities was common 

across mentors. Explained another, “If you’re [a teacher] already overwhelmed and busy 

then it would be great if someone could just hop over and see what’s going on.” 

Experienced Mentor expresses a feeling of resignation in juggling the two core tasks: 

teaching and mentoring:  “...there are limited hours in the day...” and teachers always feel 

stretched for time. 

Mentees also felt they did not having enough time to make the most of the 

mentoring relationships. Eager Mentee described how the nature of working in a school 

impacted their ability to see their mentor with regularity due to various streams of activity 

in the school:  
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Sometimes, because of testing or snow days or family or some activity that we 

have from the school, we have not been able to meet on some days; or I have a 

phone meeting with the content mentor. So we’ve had a hard time coming 

together on some days just because of some things that were happening. 

The unpredictable nature of the school setting made routine meetings even more 

important for teachers to keep regular contact, especially during the busy and hectic times 

of the school year. 

For other dyads, the unpredictable nature of schools meant no interaction at all. 

Frustrated Mentee felt her high hopes for a strong relationship with her mentor were 

hindered by these time restrictions. She expressed disappointment in the lost interactions: 

“I thought that we would be able to see each other more and interact...I think that in the 

beginning when we set all of these expectations for each other and none of them really 

came to fruition, so that was really difficult.” These disappointments suggest strong 

desire among many to develop their teaching practice, and that mentoring was a 

promising process to help them achieve their goals. 

On reflection, for many new teachers a key component missing from the 

mentoring relationship was the ability to directly observe other teachers. In the beginning 

of the school year several mentors and mentees expressed their desire to incorporate 

observations of learning activities and classroom management strategies into their 

mentoring practice as a way to share knowledge and practice. Typically, time restrictions 

prevented mentors and mentees from observing one another to the degree that they 

preferred. Experienced Mentor explains the obstacles:  
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Time for observation is one of the missing components. Just because there are 

limited hours in the day we haven’t really been able to set up any types of 

observations where they’ve been able to come and observe me or I can come and 

observe them. 

All mentors said that observations were an important part of the mentoring relationship, 

however, very few of them were able to actually take place, leaving them disappointed.  

Time and scheduling constraints presented obstacles for Leadership Mentor to observe 

her mentee. From their perspective, program coordinators had not adjusted the schedule 

to support the activity. Explained one, they “have not built [mentoring observations] in 

the schedule] yet. So because [my mentee and me] are on the exact same schedule, 

there’s just not a lot of opportunity for them.” Frustrated Mentee echoed this frustration 

at the end of the school year, characterizing their mentoring relationship as “not being 

supported, not being seen.” by her mentor through meetings, regular communication, or 

classroom visits. 

One cause of the issues inhibiting the development of teacher mentoring 

relationships was the physical distance between mentors and mentees in the larger charter 

school system. As shown in Table 12, Eager Mentee worked at a school over 11 miles 

away from her content mentor (Distance Mentor). Since in-person interactions were 

impossible due to their teaching schedules and distance, this dyad relied solely on email 

and quarterly teaching staff development opportunities for face-to-face exchanges, and 

were unable to observe one another. Table 12 also shows the distance between mentors, 

with only one school housing two or more program teachers. This distance led to some 
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mentors reporting feelings of isolation and uncertainty regarding the activities they 

should be performing with their mentee. 

Table 12. Physical Distance of Mentoring Pairs and Role Groups 

  

     Participant     Distance From Pair Closest 
Mentor/Mentee 

Dyad Name 
 

 

Studious Mentor 

 

Same school 

 

Same school 

 

Surface dyad 

Eager Mentee 

Hesitant Mentor 

Frustrated Mentee 

Same school 

Same school 

Same School 

Same school 

Same school 

Same school 

Surface dyad 

Declining dyad 

Declining dyad 

  Skeptical Mentor            11 miles              5.5 miles      Separated dyad 

     Eager Mentee                    11 miles                     Same school          Separated dyad 

Experienced Mentor         Same school   1.5 miles           Professional dyad 

Appreciative Mentee          Same school   1.5 miles    Professional dyad 

Leadership Mentor            Same school                      1.5 miles            Friendship dyad 

         Shy Mentee               Same school                     1.5 miles            Friendship dyad 

 
 

Another obstacle described by teachers was unclear expectations and roles from 

EMO program administrators about the mentor-mentee relationship.  Experienced 

Mentor, who had the most teaching experience, struggled with the lack of guidance 

around the mentoring role. She felt the mentoring relationship would benefit from the use 

of standardized rubrics and topics of discussion to guide the joint work. She explained: 

“If we had a valid protocol or rubric to use as a guide [with our mentoring], I think it 
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would be great because then you would have a clear set of standards and expectations 

that you were looking for [when you observe your mentee in the classroom or when you 

meet with them one-on-one].” Distance Mentor and Experienced Mentor also shared their 

frustrations in setting up observations with their mentees as often as they would like due 

to limited teaching staffing. Due to the small nature of their schools, finding classroom 

coverage for teachers to leave and observe one another was nearly impossible. Studious 

Mentor wondered how to self- assess the quality of her role performance. Specifically she 

wanted to know, “if I’m meeting the expectations of what the role [as mentor] was.”   

Hesitant Mentor also craved a structure with clear guidelines and expectations for 

her role as mentor. She expressed an uncertainty regarding her performance: “I wonder if 

I’m doing the right thing, or doing what I’m supposed to do. Just having a little bit more 

of that structure around the mentor/mentee meetings or something along those lines just 

to kinda to make sure that I’m being as helpful as I can be.” The lack of structure and 

guidance only exacerbated Hesitant Mentor’s initial reluctance to advise a novice teacher. 

Even when targeted professional development was provided through the EMO 

program, the learning opportunities often left teachers more confused about their roles 

than they were before. Hesitant Mentor described her experience: “It seemed like Urban 

Charter had an idea of what they wanted us to be doing and I don’t know how effectively 

that was communicated to the [trainers] that were [working] with us.”  While the dates 

from professional development were shared with the staff early on, the topic of focus was 

often revealed within a week of the session taking place. When speaking with teacher 

participants, they were often unable to name the next time they would be together as an 

EMO cohort.  
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When these developmental sessions for EMO participants were offered, they were 

taught by outside faculty and did not seem to answer the questions mentors had been 

harboring. One such session dealt with different ways to address student behavior in the 

classroom and was targeted toward new teachers. Another session focused explicitly on 

the science curriculum across the system. One mentor shared “there seemed to be a 

disconnect between what Urban Charter wanted us to learn and what [the session leaders] 

were providing.” Observations of these trainings confirmed that school professional 

development for EMO program participants did not focus directly on coaching or 

working with new teachers.  

Mentoring achievements: content, confidence, and the future. The theme of 

evolving teacher experience with mentoring was also defined by positive achievements, 

including shared content, growing confidence, and optimistic feelings about the future of 

their relationships. Each dyad reported finding value in the mentoring relationship they 

were developing over the school year in varying subject areas. Friendship Dyad reported 

the strong benefit through conversations focused on co-teaching and co-planning. They 

worked together to perform home visits for their students and discuss how to best deliver 

the curriculum to their students through scaffolds in lesson planning. Both mentor and 

mentee identified the most important factor behind their success as the personality and 

willingness of the other partner in the meeting. Leadership Mentor explained: “I think it 

was Shy Mentee’s reflectiveness. That was easy to work with someone who was so 

ambitious and wanted to do well and I just know even from being an administrator in the 

past you can meet people who are just not in that [reflective] place.” Shy Mentee 

mirrored these sentiments explaining how together with her mentor they were able to 
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surpass the initial stages of relationship building: “Our connection was nearly immediate. 

She started helping me right away. It didn’t take a long time to mature our relationship, 

and so I feel like that was helpful. So at the beginning of the year it wasn’t really a false 

start, we got started right away.” This set the stage for their strong relationship moving 

forward. 

For some dyads, physical proximity between teachers directly determined the 

amount of communication the pair had. Eager Mentee valued different aspects of her 

relationship with both her content and school-based mentors. Studious Mentor, the 

classroom mentor, shared proximity to Eager Mentee making it easier to communicate on 

a regular basis and check in on every day topics. Eager Mentee explains how that 

proximity allowed them to develop their relationship and discuss classroom needs:  

[We] discuss real issues that we have in the classroom.  For me, telling them [my 

mentor] the real issue that I have in the classroom and giving me feedback or 

suggestions is what they’ve been doing. And applying it to the classroom and 

seeing direct results, that’s been very helpful. 

This proximity allowed for Studious Mentor to build their relationship quickly and 

continue strengthening it through observations:  

The time we put in at the beginning to get to know each other was important. Also 

how things were reciprocal like how if I were to go observe her then she would 

also, that week, come observe me and we would give each other feedback. 

This reciprocity of mutual observation was rare among other mentoring relationships. 

Distance Mentor, the content mentor in the relationship, described the focus of their 

working: “Like engagement, management, we don’t go into the really nitty gritty of 
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lesson planning, that’s not really technically a part of [mentoring]. That’s an idea, of 

some things that we’re working towards, but not a lot of assessment or data crunching or 

any of that [right now].” Distance Mentor’s relationship with Eager Mentee centered on 

their shared subject area and rarely deviated.  

For other dyads, teaching the same content area allowed for more meaningful and 

in-depth conversations. Professional Dyad accredited the fact that they shared a content 

area, for why they were able to easily share resources and provide guidance around 

instruction with ease. According to Appreciative Mentee, her mentor provided specific 

structures such as language practice hand outs and anchor charts that could be used in 

their classroom, gave feedback on learning objectives, and even assisted in lesson plan 

writing. “They’ve provided me with some graphic organizers that I could give students,” 

she explained, “and they even made me an anchor chart for organizational writing that 

I’ve used in the past lesson, so they were really helpful with that.” Experienced Mentor 

added: “[my mentee] definitely comes to me for resources and materials --you know 

things that can help supplement what she’s doing in the classroom.” For this pairing, 

teaching the same content allowed them to more easily share resources.  

Still for other dyads, similar personalities and the ability to act inside and outside 

of school helped their relationship. Friendship Dyad found multiple benefits from their 

formal and informal interactions, including resources, guidance around administrative 

tasks, and assisting with assessment. Shy Mentee shared an example of the mentoring 

relationship directly affecting their classroom.   

[My mentor] does really help me. One of my goals was to differentiate more 

between my students, so watching how she differentiated [in her class] and what 
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she differentiated helped me get an understanding or get some ideas of how I 

could differentiate my work; that has helped. 

By vocalizing her goal within the dyad, Shy Mentee was able to pull specific strategies 

and tools from Leadership Mentor.   

 Experienced Mentor was working with her mentee on classroom management 

techniques:  

... we [me and my mentee] work with the same students, I would say, seeing 

[being able to observe] a different management technique [in their classroom] and 

seeing just how to correct behavior without necessarily making it public. And 

there [are] just different strategies around that. 

The advantage of working with someone who teaches the same subject (Special 

Education) and the same students was something no other dyad had in common. This 

allowed Professional Dyad to cover content and general classroom strategies.  

While other dyads reported some benefit and success of their relationship 

throughout the year, in Declining Dyad both the mentor and mentee struggled to identify 

positive outcomes from their mentoring experience. Both Hesitant Mentor and Frustrated 

Mentee conveyed excitement and expectation around their relationship at the beginning 

of the year; however, this hopefulness did not continue. Early on Hesitant Mentor shared 

her nervousness around serving in a mentor role; her concern was that she wasn’t sure 

about being a mentor, specifically how to act. However, by mid-year Hesitant Mentor felt 

the relationship with her mentee was progressing well: “[My mentee] also mentioned that 

some of the things I had mentioned to her she had tried out and things like that. So I’m 

glad that the things I’m saying are working for her, and that she’s using them as well.” 
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However, Frustrated Mentee did not report the same positive feelings or practices. When 

asked what was going well in the mentoring relationship mid-year, Frustrated Mentee 

replied: “….I don’t really have an answer for that one.” By the end of the year the 

relationship had deteriorated into near extinction with neither mentor nor mentee 

reaching out to meet or communicate with one another. Frustrated Mentee reflected on 

her sense of limited learning from the relationship:  “I feel like I could have been more 

successful this year with more support. But I’m now looking at the end of the year and 

I’m like, ‘Wow, I’m really mad that [my mentor] never observed me so. Yep. I’m just 

saying it would have been nice to have had that [observation] support this year.” This 

conflict in perspectives is an interesting detachment from the experiences of other 

mentor/mentee pairings who, overall, had similar perceptions of their roles and 

interactions.  

 Looking forward: Teacher advice for future mentoring endeavors. The theme 

of evolving teacher experience with mentoring was lastly defined by teacher’s feelings 

about their relationships at the end of the school year and their advice for future 

mentoring endeavors. While each dyad experienced a unique journey through the school 

year, every single participant in the EMO program agreed with the importance of 

developing a mentoring relationship.  Mentors and mentees alike described how 

impactful the mentoring relationship can be on a teacher’s day-to-day lessons, classroom 

management, and assessments. Shy Mentee said: “Having a veteran teacher reaffirm or 

reassure what you’re doing. It’s something that administrators can’t do on a day to day 

basis [for new teachers]. But having someone there to talk to quick or in a meeting is 
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helpful and beneficial.” These short-term benefits were shared by mentors and mentees as 

the reason they support future teachers participating in these relationships. 

 Other teachers emphasized the long-term benefits of mentoring and how the 

mentoring relationship can shape teacher decisions to stay or leave the profession. Shy 

Mentee explained her observations of this process, expressing a firm belief that 

mentoring by experienced teachers in some form might keep new teachers in the 

profession or help accelerate their learning. 

 I know a few people [new teachers] who have walked away after their first year 

[of teaching] or in the middle of the school year. But, you [new teacher] have 

someone [a veteran teacher]  on the other side saying, ‘OK, I can help you with 

this, or this is the behavioral management issue that I had in my class, but this is 

how I remedy that situation. Or this is something with fractions I had trouble 

teaching but when I show my students this way when I use a manipulative like 

this they got it.’ So a lot of things that I feel first year teachers struggle with on 

their own can be an easy fixed by just having a conversation with someone [a 

teacher mentor] who has gone through it. 

These thoughts were echoed by mentors and mentees alike, reinforcing the importance of 

their work.  

 Other mentors were strong supporters of continuing to offer a mentoring program 

at UC. In her 17 years in education, Experienced Mentor had heard similar stories. She 

shared observations from her time at UC and other schools:  “I have seen so many 

creative young new people come into the profession and then turn right around and leave 
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and it’s because they don’t have the support.” By supporting and keeping good teachers 

through mentoring we may in turn positively impact students. She continued: 

We have [teachers at UC] noticed that at the beginning of 4th grade there are a 

significant number of students that are already two years behind in reading. And I 

think part of that [deficit] is because there is a tremendous amount of turnover 

[teachers leaving] in the elementary grades. In all grades, but it’s definitely a real 

setback for students if they aren’t able to have that consistency [of more 

experienced teachers] in the lower grades where they are getting those 

foundational reading skills. I would definitely want more experienced teachers to 

mentor new teachers because that may be a way to keep teachers in the field 

longer. Good people who have the potential to become good teachers leave early 

because they do not have that support from a mentor. 

Here teachers realize the impact teacher turnover has on their students and therefor the 

significance of their support. 

 Some teachers explained that serving as a mentor benefits both partners in the 

relationship if executed correctly. Studious Mentor appreciated her time as a mentor, as it 

helped her develop different approaches to teaching and encouraged others considering 

the role to weigh the advantages:  

I think no matter who you are or how long you’ve been teaching to just get 

exposed to different teaching styles to different subject areas to different contents 

to different teaching strategies and be able to do so in a way that’s such a safe and 

collaborative space if you make it that way is development to both teachers. 
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This reflection upheld the original intent of the EMO program, which hoped to provide 

experienced teachers with leadership and learning opportunities.  

 Even experienced teachers who originally labored to accept their role as a mentor 

were optimistic about the potential impact a good mentor could have on a mentee. 

Hesitant Mentor, who continued to struggle with her role, remained optimistic of future 

mentoring experiences. She expressed likelihood to mentor in the future: “I would [be a 

mentor in the future], because I think, even though admittedly I didn’t do the greatest job, 

I think it was a good learning experience for me.” Hesitant Mentor said that her 

understanding of her role and responsibility of a mentor was clearer at the end of the 

school year, allowing her to improve her work in the future.  

 While all teachers believed in the importance of mentoring, some expressed 

concerns. Frustrated Mentee maintained her belief in the importance of experienced 

teachers becoming mentors however, “It would depend on the veteran teacher.” She 

offered some guidance about additional qualities and dispositions of veteran teachers 

taking on such learning relationships.  

I think that the veteran teacher has to be open to forming a relationship with 

another teacher. There are some teachers that just, in general, would rather keep to 

themselves and aren’t really worried about building relationships with other 

teaching staff members. But I think if there was a veteran teacher who was willing 

to share their experiences that it would be a beneficial relationship and there can 

be a lot of growth that can happen. 

Above all, Frustrated Mentee’s experience demonstrates that a mentor is not simply a 

title, but a responsibility to share willingly and confidently with those who need them. 
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 Summary.    The theme of evolving teacher experiences with mentoring was 

influenced by the mentoring program itself, the missed opportunities and successes 

within pairs, as well as their advice for future mentoring endeavors. As the school year 

progressed, so did the mentoring relationships. The passing of the school year brought 

new teachers more experience in the classroom and therefore a great sense of confidence 

and worth in the mentoring relationship. For some mentors the passage of time meant 

they grew more comfortable in their roles and were better able to establish regular 

meetings with their mentee. For other mentors, the continuation of the school year, 

coupled with unmet promises of support from the EMO program left them frustrated and 

removed from their mentee. 

Data Connection to Theory and Conceptual Framework 

In the previous section I discussed the theme of evolving teacher experiences with 

mentoring. In this final section, I will discuss the data’s connection to relational cultural 

theory and the conceptual framework this study is based upon. Relational cultural theory 

is the foundation of the conceptual framework used to address the relationship between 

mentors and mentees in a charter school system. Two key concepts of relational cultural 

theory include mutual empathy and mutual empowerment (Miller, 1976).  

The resulting data show that each dyad addresses both concepts and their 

connection to the conceptual framework. These concepts support and guide the research 

and reporting of results by understanding how mentor and mentee teachers interact and 

build relationships in the context of a charter school setting. 

Mutual empathy in teacher mentoring relationships. A key component of 

relational cultural theory is mutual empathy or the openness of individuals to being 
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affected by or to affect another person. Initially, two out of the five mentors were hesitant 

about assisting a novice teacher, citing confusion over their readiness to serve in this 

leadership role and what they might have to offer to the relationship. Regardless, they 

were able to see the importance of mentoring when they reflected on their own first-year 

teaching struggles. Several mentors remembered their first year teaching as 

“overwhelming” while others were surprised they survived: 

...my first year was more tragic and traumatic where kids were off the walls and 

behavior management was the only thing I was thinking about because there was 

no instruction happening really. 

By recalling these feelings of near devastation, mentors were able to empathize with the 

obstacles their mentee might encounter and more likely to try and help. 

 Mutual empathy also played a role in how mentors and mentees saw one another. 

Once committed to the mentoring relationship, teachers were asked to define the ideal 

qualities of a mentor and a mentee. Nearly all teachers, both experienced and novice used 

the word “open” as the most important characteristic of someone engaging in a mentoring 

relationship. Some described “openness” as “willing to share [resources or knowledge]” 

while others defined “openness” as “willing to take and accept feedback.” By recognizing 

the importance of receptiveness in both roles, mentors and mentees were able to better 

understand one another’s positions in their relationships. 

 Mutual empowerment in teacher mentoring relationships. Connected to 

mutual empathy, mutual empowerment suggests that both people in a growth-fostering 

relationship will experience increased energy, clarity, and presence. Mutual 

empowerment is often described as a dynamic and two-way process. For teachers 
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engaged in mentoring relationships mutual empowerment was present in those dyads that 

met on a regular basis and/or communicated in a way that both participants defined as 

consistent. It was also apparent in dyads that were able to see the reciprocal value of their 

interactions with one another. 

At the end of the year, teachers reflected on how they had each grown from 

interactions with one another.  Studious Mentor said that by working with her mentee she 

had become “much more reflective about my [teaching] practices].” She continued that 

when mentoring someone “you think of the highest standard [they should reach for] and 

then you check yourself along the way. Am I doing what I’m suggesting [my mentee] 

do?” Other mentors saw their own growth as a way to encourage their mentees to 

continue to experiment in the classroom: 

I’m very open to the fact that I’m not sure [everything I do as a teacher] or [that 

certain parts of teaching] took me a really long time to figure out. I think being 

very open about [the fact] that we’re all growing hopefully gives [my mentee] her 

the opportunity to try new things or make mistakes or not know the answer to 

something. 

Mentees reported the same appreciation for learning alongside their mentors, explaining 

that their relationships were often a “two way street” and a place where they could 

“bounce ideas off of one another.” This shared idea that both parties brought value and 

worth to the mentoring relationship helped foster deeper connections within dyads. 

Summary. The setting of every mentoring relationship is unique. From the school 

it is housed in, to the content area it addresses, to the schema brought by each participant, 

there is no clearly defined formula for a successful relationship. Charter systems in 
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particular, bring a distinctive set of influential factors to both the roles and expectations 

of their mentors. The experiences of these charter school teachers provide administrators 

and policy makers with a rich and fundamental insight in to how to best support their 

work. The voices of these teachers identify areas of growth and opportunities to 

strengthen their mentoring journeys, for both mentees and mentors. By recognizing these 

issues, leadership is better equipped to provide resources and support in areas that will 

assist in garnering teacher success. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Overview 

In this chapter I discuss the implications of this study on mentoring in a charter 

school system. The chapter is divided into five main sections. First, I discuss findings 

from the study as they apply to the guiding research questions as well as how the data can 

be viewed through the lens of relational cultural theory; second, I identify implications 

for future research; third, I establish implications for future education policy; fourth, I 

offer recommendations for charter school administrators and charter school boards 

interested in providing teacher mentoring support; finally, I will reflect on the study itself 

as well as my own conclusions. 

Findings  

The findings from this study can be placed into five main categories: findings 

regarding the role of mentor; findings regarding the role of mentee; findings regarding 

the organizational support of mentoring; and findings regarding mentoring obstacles. I 

can best encapsulate these findings as they align with the core research question and sub-

questions posed in this study. First, how do mentor teachers in a urban charter school 

system conceptualize and enact a support relationship with new teachers? Second, how 

do new teachers/mentees in a charter school system conceptualize and engage a support 

relationship with their mentor?  Third, what forms of organizational support and 

leadership are facilitating mentoring relationships in the charter school system context? 

Finally, what obstacles do mentors and mentees encounter working in a charter school 

system and with what effect on their roles and relationships? 
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How mentor teachers enact a support relationship in a urban charter system. 

The first sub-question guiding this study was: “How do mentor teachers in a charter 

school system conceptualize and enact a support relationship with new teachers?” 

Findings suggest that mentor teachers’ background knowledge and experience with 

mentoring influenced how they enacted a support relationship with their mentees. 

Specifically, how mentors approached and engaged their mentees were influenced by 

four factors: (1) the use of their prior mentoring experience; (2) motivation to become a 

mentor; (3) their subject matter and the physical location of their assigned mentee; and, 

(4) their ability to support classroom observations of their mentee. 

First, of interest to my first sub-question, experienced teachers who had served as 

mentors prior to the 2014-15 school year expressed more confidence in their role than 

those with no previous experience. If experienced teachers served as an official mentor in 

prior years, or had mentored in an unofficial capacity, they believed the relationship with 

an inexperienced mentee would be mutually beneficial. These findings support earlier 

research that proper preparation and motivation can influence the mentoring relationship 

(Feiman-Nemser, 1998; Wang & Paine, 2001; Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Harrison, 2007; 

Wang & Fulton, 2012). Teachers with more experience were able to embrace the role of a 

mentor as parallel to that of their mentee’s, stressing the importance of mutual growth 

and learning for both participants. Teachers with no or limited experience mentoring, 

framed their role as one of “support” and “structure.” Rather than solicit their mentees for 

possible topics of discussion, veteran teachers with limited mentor experience expected 

their mentees to note issues themselves. Miller’s relational cultural theory (1976) also 
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supports this pattern of invested parties, here mentors, growing as a result of mutual 

learning and relations.   

Also of interest to my first sub-question, less experienced mentors also struggled 

to initiate a relationship with their mentees regardless of physical location or shared 

subject matter. For mentoring dyads that included less experienced mentors, establishing 

regular meetings as a pair became an obstacle to the development of the relationship. 

Conversely, more experienced mentors were able to reach out to their mentees on a 

regular basis early in the school year, establishing a pattern of regular meetings and 

communication within the pair. These findings contribute to previous research that 

communication, clear expectations, and cognitive and emotional preparation on  the part 

of both the mentor and the mentee can shape their relationships in a positive (or, in the 

absence of these items, negative) manner (Wang & Fulton, 2012). 

  Also of interest to my first sub-question was how a mentors’ willingness to 

accept and enter into a mentoring relationship influenced how they engaged their mentee. 

These findings affirm prior research that mentor availability and interest in their own 

self-evaluation and learning are linked to stronger mentoring relationships (Harrison, 

2007). In this case study, while each mentor freely applied to the charter school system’s 

new Educator Mentoring Opportunities program, all were not aware that their acceptance 

would require serving as a mentor to a new teacher. While all experienced teachers 

valued mentoring, only one mentor had direct experience with the process, having served 

in this official role in the prior school year. Veteran teachers who entered the charter 

system’s Educator Mentoring Opportunities program with no prior experience in 

mentoring or any intention of mentoring expressed hesitancy in their ability to help their 
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mentee, upon assignment. This hesitancy was manifest in the irregular interactions of 

mentors, and extended stretches of time when mentor and mentee did not meet or speak. 

Mentors who entered a mentoring relationship more willingly, met more often with their 

mentees. They also continued their relationships beyond formal interactions in their 

mentoring roles, building their relationship within the charter system and beyond.  

The answer to my first sub-question was influenced by the subject matter they 

taught and their physical proximity to their mentee, supporting prior research that linked 

these factors to successful mentoring relationships (Wang & Fulton, 2012). When 

mentors taught the same subject area as their mentee, they were able to provide specific 

resources and learning tools to guide their mentee. These included anchor charts, example 

lesson plans, and example assessments, among others. When mentors did not teach the 

same subject matter as their mentee, mentors tended to shape the focus of their 

conversations around general topics. Such topics were described by mentors as 

“behavioral management,” “organizational type things,” and other classroom based 

discipline “tricks.” Mentors believed that a closer location to their mentees would mean 

more interaction, possibly developing into a more meaningful relationship. 

At the start of the school year, all mentors emphasized the value of classroom 

observations as a key component of the mentoring process.  Each mentor spoke to the 

importance of observing their mentee in action in the classroom setting, characterized by 

one mentor as “seeing someone in ‘the moment’.” As other studies have demonstrated, 

classroom observations are valued amongst teachers engaged in a mentoring relationship 

as mentees often request feedback around classroom management and student motivation 

(Veenman 1984; Odell 1986; Barrett and Davis 1995; Reynolds 1995; Kent 2000; 
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Hertzog 2002; Watzke 2003; Roman, 2008;). Though all mentors felt classroom 

observations should be an important part of their mentoring relationship, not all mentors 

were able to incorporate this desired interaction into their relationship. When mentors 

worked in  different school buildings from their mentees, observing one another proved 

difficult or impossible; however this situation did not completely prevent mentor-mentee 

observations from occurring. Mentor confidence and experience drove the amount of 

interaction within the dyad more than physical distance or proximity. This was 

exemplified in the low number of observations unconfident mentors made, despite 

working across the hall from their mentees.   

Overall, prior experience as a mentor and desire to be a mentor influenced how 

mentors engaged their mentees in terms of the types of learning activities they proposed 

and the routine they developed. Findings related to my first sub-question revealed that 

dyads teaching the same subject matter or teaching in the same building did mediate the 

process of the mentoring relationships, and further supports the findings of Kardos and 

Johnson (2007). In the unique setting of this charter school, in which teacher turnover is 

high and mentors and mentees are spread across several campuses, it may be more 

difficult for pairs to engage with one another. These insights place additional value on 

findings from the previous studies: not every mentor is a good mentor (Meyer & Rowan, 

1978 as cited in Kardos & Johnson, 2007) and that the environment is an influential 

factor on the mentoring relationship. 

 

How new teachers engage in mentoring relationships within a charter school 

system. The second sub-question that guided this study was: “How do new 

teachers/mentees in a charter school system conceptualize and engage a support 
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relationship with their mentor?” All new charter school teachers anticipated positive 

interactions with their mentors at the beginning of the school year. In the early part of the 

school year, mentees characterized their ideal mentor as “open” and “willing to share” 

resources, time, and experience. However, the mentees’ views and understandings of 

these roles, and related expectations, evolved as the school year progressed.  

First, of interest to my second sub-question, whether or not mentees knew their 

mentor prior to the start of the relationship impacted how these new teachers engaged 

their mentors within the charter system. As noted, each mentee was somewhat familiar 

with the Urban Charter school system, having served in a student teaching role before 

joining faculty in fall 2014. Some mentees were acquainted with their assigned mentors, 

and some had been working with their mentors before the announcement of the 

mentoring program. Mentees familiar with their assigned mentors viewed this shared 

history as an advantage. For some dyads where mentors and mentees were located close 

to one another, the quick informal interactions of day-to-day contact helped to strengthen 

their relationship over the school year. 

Of interest to my second sub-question was how mentees characterized their roles 

at the start of the school year. In the beginning of their first year as newly hired teachers, 

mentees characterized their role disposition as “being the questioner” and “being open” 

within their respective dyads. Many conceptualized the mentoring relationship as “a two-

way street,” in which both mentors and mentees would share ideas and initiate 

conversation, suggesting a mutually beneficial relationship. The belief that both 

participants in the mentoring relationship are valuable is supported by relational cultural 

theory, which advances the importance of goal creating and maintaining Mutually-
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Growth-Fostering Relationships; relationships in which both parties feel they matter 

(Miller, 1976).  Despite this idea of mutual importance in the mentoring relationship, 

both mentors and mentees viewed the mentor as primarily responsible for initiating 

contact and establishing a regular meeting schedule. By the middle of the school year, 

mentees in this charter school system felt that their role had evolved from passive 

participant to initiator, such that they took responsibility for suggesting/providing topics 

for discussion with their mentors.  

Also of interest to my second sub-question was how mentee ideas about their 

roles and relationships with mentors shifted by the end of the school year. While mentees 

maintained an expectation that their role was to be “open” and “receptive” to their 

mentor’s suggestions, they also felt responsibility for cultivating the mentor-mentee 

relationship. As such, they viewed the development of the relationship as a dual 

responsibility, not situated with one role. This recognition of self-value reflects RCT’s 

concept of Mutually-Growth-Fostering relationships, in which learning and value are 

brought to the relationship by both parties (Miller, 1976). Earlier in the school year 

mentees looked forward to their interactions with their mentors, but were unsure about 

the resources or knowledge they themselves might provide as novice teachers to more 

experienced teacher mentors. As time passed and mentees became more accustomed to 

their classrooms, lessons, and system expectations, their identities as teachers changed as 

well as their perception of what it meant to be a mentee. By the end of the school year, 

mentee confidence in their own abilities evolved such that they were able to see the 

added value they could offer the relationship. When mentees were more self-assured they 
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were more likely to find value in their own opinions and classroom experiences, sharing 

them with their mentor.  

Finally, the answer to my second sub-question was informed by the mentees’ 

feelings about mentoring at the end of their relationship. As the school year ended, all 

mentees, regardless of positive or negative experiences with their mentors, said they 

would encourage new teachers to seek out some form of mentoring support. New 

teachers described mentoring as a way to “reaffirm” and “reassure” them during a 

stressful and unpredictable first year of teaching. They benefited from their relationships 

through mentor modeling, providing resources, and offering “an ear to listen to you.” 

Here, mentoring was a way for new teachers to overcome the isolation of teaching that 

has been identified in previous studies as inhibiting new teacher development and 

adjustment (Britzman, 1986; Harris, 1995). 

Variation in the evolution of mentees’ confidence is an important note for 

administrators. Providing expectations for both mentors and mentees early in the process 

as well as introducing and bringing teacher dyads together before the start of the school 

year is important to the development of their relationship. Additionally, professional 

development for mentors regarding how to maintain communication and coach novice 

teachers would be beneficial, as would courses to encourage and assist mentees in 

defining their own roles.  The findings to my second sub-question suggest that trainings 

would be most beneficial at the beginning of the year, as mentors and mentees work to 

establish their relationship, with additional trainings available throughout the year to 

allow for collaboration.  
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How organizational supports and leadership facilitate mentoring 

relationships within a charter system. The third sub-question that guided this study 

was: “What forms of organizational support and leadership are facilitating mentoring 

relationships in the charter school system context?” Research has established that the 

mere presence of a mentoring program does not mean teachers will benefit , and offers a 

warning to administrators and policy makers that careful planning and dedication must be 

present for a mentoring program to succeed (Stock & Duncan, 2010; Wang & Fulton, 

2012). While the EMO program moved quickly from an idea to action, leadership had 

little time to carefully identify necessary resources and structures to fortify its design and 

supports. Despite these restrictions, systemic and administrative support was able to 

facilitate mentoring relationships within the system in a variety of ways.  

Of interest related to my findings for my third sub-question is specifically how 

Urban Charter helped their mentors.  One way the UC system provided support was by 

dedicating school-wide professional development time in the school system calendar to 

mentors and mentees before the beginning of the school year. While all mentees were 

present, not all mentors were able to attend the session as it occurred prior to the 

contracted 2014-2015 school year. This initial meeting aimed to bring all dyads together 

to facilitate introductions, and discuss their respective roles in the Urban Charter system. 

Additionally, this meeting established the expectation that these veteran teachers be 

invested in their new roles, which the literature identifies as an important trait of 

successful mentors (Anderson & Shannon, 1988; Feiman-Nemser, 1998; Wang & Paine, 

2001; Schwille, 2008). By providing this dedicated time and structure for mentors and 

mentees to introduce or reintroduce themselves to one another, UC system leaders were 



 

179 
 

able to set some of the mentoring relationships in motion rather than rely on mentors and 

mentees to find time during the busy first weeks of school to become acquainted.  

Another way the UC system attributed to my findings for my third sub-question 

was by establishing an administrative point of contact, as well as the system’s 

expectations of the participants. During the first meeting between mentor and mentee 

dyads, Overwhelmed Administrator, who was leading the program, introduced herself 

and the broader vision the central office held for the mentoring pairs. This introduction 

was important because less than half of the program participants worked in the same 

building as Overwhelmed Administrator. In the UC system, this meant that less than half 

of the teachers may have had a preexisting relationship with Overwhelmed 

Administrator. This introduction may have served to create easier communication 

pathways for those participants who did not have easy physical access to her across 

campuses. By setting time aside to meet with new teachers and mentors, Overwhelmed 

Administrator established the importance of the mentoring work and the system’s value 

of their experienced and newer teachers, as well as positioning herself as a resource for 

new and experienced teachers. These findings further support literature on administrative 

influence over teacher mentoring as well as how school leaders can support mentors and 

new teachers (Johnson & Birkeland, 2003; Yusko & Feiman-Nemser, 2008 Bickmore; 

2010). 

Another way the UC system attributed to my findings for my third sub-question 

was by providing resources to help support mentors and mentees in the formation of their 

relationship. When all participants met prior to the start of the school year, Overwhelmed 

Administrator distributed the charter system’s new Mentoring Handbook to all mentors 
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and mentees. The CEO (Chief Executive Officer), CFO (Chief Financial Officer), and 

two UC administrators developed the handbook by researching and studying programs 

from other charter and traditional public school systems. Though administrative in tone, 

the UC Mentoring Handbook set expectations of the roles and responsibilities of mentors 

and mentees, and of the mentoring relationship as a whole. Additionally, this handbook 

provided structures and suggested topics of discussion laid out by calendar month to help 

the mentoring dyads initiate and strengthen their growing relationship throughout the 

school year.  For example, administration established norms and routines for mentors and 

mentees. Specifically, mentoring pairs were expected to meet at least twice a month, 

conduct classroom observations within the pairs once a month, to “provide positive and 

constructive feedback,”  “maintain a log of mentoring activities,” and participate in at 

least three professional development opportunities (provided by the school) to support the 

mentoring relationship.  UC’s mentoring handbook also provided guidelines and 

expectations before the start of the school year, giving mentors and mentees the 

opportunity to guide their interactions throughout the year. These efforts by 

administration to inform and structure the mentoring process align with prior research 

emphasizing the importance of resources, clear expectations, and cognitive and emotional 

preparation for both mentors and mentees (Wang & Fulton, 2012). 

Finally, the UC system attributed to my findings for my third sub-question by 

rewarding participating mentors with stipends. While all new teachers were required to 

take part in the Educator Mentoring Opportunities program as mentees, mentors selection 

was guided by a detailed application process and a stipend for their work at the end of the 

school year. By providing this compensation, UC leaders acknowledged veteran teachers’ 
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important role and contributions to the program. It also served as an incentive for more 

teachers to apply in the future. This stipend also communicated UC’s understanding that 

mentors would be dedicating additional time and resources to the relationship. These 

findings expand upon prior research noting great variation in how induction program 

funding is allocated by illustrating a case where nearly all funding was dedicated to 

mentor stipends (Goldrick, 2016). 

The dedication of resources, monetary and otherwise, is often part of teacher 

mentoring programs. This study reveals the answer to my third sub-question through the 

unique ways that charter schools may enhance internally developed mentoring programs 

through gathering of resources(here externally funded grant money), outside professional 

development, and learning the experiences of surrounding programs. 

The obstacles encountered in developing mentoring relationships. The fourth 

and final sub-question guiding this study was: “What obstacles do mentors and mentees 

encounter working in a charter school system and with what effect on their roles and 

relationships?” The relationship between a mentor and a mentee is fluid and changing: 

this means that as the relationship continues, it will adapt to not only barriers, but new 

opportunities as well. In some cases, factors that originally assisted the relationship may 

actually interfere with the mentoring process as the relationships develop. Research has 

started to explore the importance of school context in teacher learning (Kim & Hannafin, 

2008), and this case study further explores these ideas. In the Urban Charter system, three 

main factors impeded the relationship between mentors and their mentees: (1) muddled 

program expectations about the mentoring process; (2) inconsistency in system-level 
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support of the mentoring program; and, (3) insufficient time and educational resources to 

support mentors and mentees meeting in face-to-face interactions.  

Of interest to my fourth sub-question were the obstacles of muddled expectations 

around mentor roles and responsibilities. When veteran teachers applied to the Educator 

Mentoring Opportunities program, administration defined the program as providing 

leadership experience on an organizational level. In practice, however, it was enacted as a 

teacher to teacher leadership opportunity. Several mentors noted that the UC charter 

system did not offer many opportunities for leadership growth, in general, due to the 

small nature of their schools, with the administration developing the EMO program to 

address these very concerns. Once mentors were admitted in to the EMO program, 

however, their sense of the roles and expectations grew ambiguous. For some veteran 

teachers, the system’s lack of guidance was taken in stride as they had served in this role 

before, officially or unofficially. For other experienced teachers, not having regular staff 

development and support around mentoring caused concern and anxiety about how they 

would perform in this role.  

Also of interest to my findings for my fourth sub-question was the continuous 

misunderstanding of program participants. Even when mentors and mentees met for the 

first time prior to the start of the school year, confusion abounded. Several mentors were 

not yet matched with a mentee, another mentor was unable to attend the session because 

of previous plans, and others did not know they would be working with a new teacher 

until they received the UC Mentoring Handbook. The lack of preparation to assume the 

role of mentor immediately set the stage for the mentoring relationship. Mentors that 

assumed the role reluctantly or with reservations about their effectiveness were less likely 
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to interact with their mentee and establish regular communication, supporting research 

that mentors and mentees need clear expectations and cognitive and emotional 

preparation for success (Wang & Fulton, 2012). For UC leadership, the mental 

preparation of mentors to be clear and confident in their roles and with system 

expectations was especially important as many did not teach the same subject or grade 

level as their mentee. These disparities suggest that prior to the start of their relationship, 

mentors may have benefited from professional development specifically focused on 

helping them bridge the content or grade level gap with their mentee.  

Another obstacle that informed my findings for sub-question four was 

inconsistent support and expectations for their relationships from administration. 

Research has established the influence that leadership has on the development of teacher 

mentoring relationships (Johnson & Birkeland, 2003) and the inconsistencies of UC 

administrators in managing the mentoring program contributes further to these findings. 

The EMO program provided administrative requirements of participating mentors and 

mentees, such as bi-monthly meetings and keeping logs of their communication; 

however, these requisites were not implemented by participating teachers, nor were they 

enforced by administrators. In the UC Mentoring Handbook mentors and mentees are 

instructed to meet “at least two times per month” and document their meetings on the 

form provided. Administration requested the forms only once, after the first few months 

of the 2014-2015 school year and never mentioned it again. Additionally, these tools 

were given to teachers with limited framing, unclear if their purpose would be to inform 

professional development for mentors and mentees or if they were intended solely for 

accountability.   
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Another obstacle that informed my findings for sub-question four was the lack of 

administrative help for mentors to meet their monthly observation and feedback 

requirements. The mentoring pairs were required to observe one another at least once a 

month and provided a structure to record their observations and feedback to submit for 

review to EMO leadership. While all mentors cited observations as an important part of 

their developing relationships none of the mentoring dyads implemented this component 

of the mentoring program; they did not observe one another once a month nor did they 

receive requests from administration for these logs or experience negative consequences 

for not meeting this requirement. From the point of view of the teachers, the 

administration was not interested in or an audience for their relationship building or 

individual or collective learning. By not meeting these core program elements that 

provided structure to the relationship, confusion developed across both mentors and 

mentees regarding their respective roles and the broader goals in a mentoring 

relationship. Their initial excitement about regular meetings and scheduled observations 

seemed to fall by the wayside as mentoring dyads realized they would not be receiving 

guidance or the necessary time to make these interactions possible.  

Another obstacle that informed my findings for sub-question four was a lack of 

accessible resources for the teacher dyads. The New Teacher Center (2016) has explored 

variation regarding how states allocate their teacher induction funding (teacher training, 

resources, stipends, etc.). The EMO program design fell in line with 40% of state 

programs that dedicated nearly all funding to mentor stipends, leaving little for the 

program itself. While the UC Mentoring Handbook provided a wealth of initial resources, 

such as structures to aid classroom observations and helpful topics to discuss with new 
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teachers, mentoring dyads did not have access to the professional development and 

protected meeting time promised at the start of the school year. The UC Mentoring 

Handbook states that mentors and mentees would participate in professional development 

together and separately, therefor, participants were under the impression that these 

planned activities would help build new teacher’s skills and expand on experienced 

teachers’ mentoring roles. Despite initial plans for ongoing professional development, 

regular meetings as an EMO program did not take place. By February 2015 the 

administration canceled opportunities for mentoring dyads to meet during school 

professional development days for the rest of the school year meaning mentors and 

mentees no longer had dedicated time to meet in role groups or use one another for 

support, unless they personally created the opportunities outside of school.  

Another obstacle that informed my findings for sub-question four was the lack of 

professional development around mentoring. This supports earlier findings that mentors 

and mentees need clear expectations and preparation (Wang & Fulton, 2012). First, 

without dedicated learning opportunities, mentors did not have access to training focused 

on the unique nature of their roles and how to best initiate, establish, and develop a 

relationship with their mentees. Since the majority of veteran teachers held no experience 

as a formal mentor, on-going development would have addressed shared mentor concerns 

such as how to build regular communication with their mentee, how to find time to meet, 

and how to guide their meetings. Secondly, by not bringing the EMO program mentors 

and mentees together on a regular basis, EMO leadership eliminated a guaranteed 

dedicated periodic time for dyads to meet and reconnect, as well as for mentors and 

mentees to collaborate with one another on how they were working within their pairs. 
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The impact varied across dyads. For those not located on the same campus it meant not 

seeing one another in person for months at a time. Even when dyads were located at the 

same school, they were often the only pair on campus. By not meeting together as a 

whole program, mentors and mentees were isolated from other pairs making it difficult to 

use them as a resource. The unique factors influencing the mentoring relationship further 

support research that school level influences should be accounted for in induction 

programs (Hobson, Ashby, Malderez, & Tomlinson, 2009).  

Finally, finding and safekeeping protected time was another major obstacle that 

dyads faced in their relationships and further informed my findings for sub-question four.  

Experienced and new teachers alike discussed the additional work load of a charter 

school teacher citing extended school days and larger workloads as part of the normative 

culture. The higher demand on teacher time in UC made it difficult for dyads to meet 

with or observe one another. When teachers were not able to connect with their mentors 

or mentees, the relationship suffered. These findings are congruent with other studies that 

have identified insufficient time and lack of guidance as components that weaken teacher 

mentoring (Stock & Duncan, 2010).   

At the beginning of the school year, all mentors and mentees discussed the 

importance of “feedback” and communication in their pairings. By the middle of the 

school year pairs were not meeting as often, if at all, due to lack of time. One mentee 

explained how she was no longer given a lunch break during the day because she was 

required to help with student testing, while another discussed working 14 hour days on a 

regular basis, leaving no time for additional meetings. Another mentor described how her 

increased workload meant that her mentoring relationship was put last, explaining 
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“you’re already overwhelmed and busy.” Similarly, Harrison (2007) found that mentor 

availability was an important factor in building strong mentoring relationships.  

As the school year continued and discretionary time became even more scarce and 

valuable, all dyads struggled to find room in their formal and informal schedule to 

observe one another. Unique to the charter school environment, several dyads found 

observation nearly impossible without administrative support, given distance from their 

mentoring counterpart. Located over eleven miles away from one another, Distance 

Mentor could not observe her mentee without obtaining substitute coverage to support 

travel time between buildings. This dilemma to observe her mentee without the necessary 

support or coverage was one shared by other mentors as well.  

Findings for sub-question four suggest that some of the obstacles encountered in 

the charter school mentoring relationships were unavoidable due to the unique context of 

the schools. For example, the Urban Charter system was comprised of less than ten 

schools, which translated into a staffing ratio of only one grade level math, English, or 

history teacher at each location. This made it nearly impossible for administrators to 

match mentors and mentees to find an optimal match: that is, pairing teachers working in 

the same building and who taught the same content area. One strategy available, but not 

provided by administrators, was  giving these dyads protected time that would allow 

mentors and mentees to meet face-to-face, as well as observe one another. This might be 

accomplished by hiring a substitute to cover mentor and mentee classrooms, or ask 

administrators in the building to provide coverage. 

 Mentoring through the lens of the relational cultural theory. The relational 

cultural theory (Miller, 1976) advances that individuals learn through relationships and 
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the sharing of mutual experiences. One branch of the theory led by Miller advances how 

shared experiences and empathy among individuals may aid the formation of 

relationships and future learning. Though only some of the experienced teachers in the 

Educator Mentoring Opportunities program actively pursued the role of mentor, all 

recalled their own struggles during their first year of teaching. Specifically, mentors 

remembered feeling “overwhelmed” and reliant on others for their success. By 

connecting to their own experiences of being a first-year teacher, mentors were better 

able to understand the importance of their role as well as the potential feelings of their 

mentee. 

Relational cultural theory also calls attention to how the interactions and resulting 

relationships with others can assist teacher learning. For the mentors and mentees in the 

Educator Mentoring Opportunities program, the more interaction the dyads experienced 

the more growth they reported. By the end of the school year two dyads-- Professional 

Dyad and Friendship Dyad--had established a pattern of meeting every week to every two 

weeks. The frequency of their interaction helped them develop a stable routine that 

allowed for consistent and regular communication between mentor and mentee. While all 

mentors reported seeing professional growth in their mentee by the end of the school 

year, Experienced Mentor and Leadership Mentor felt highly confident that their 

mentoring relationship had directly contributed to some of their mentee’s success. 

Through regular interactions, Experienced Mentor felt she was able to observe firsthand 

how her mentee was growing throughout the school year. 

For those mentoring dyads not able to meet regularly or often, mentors were 

unsure about their influence on their mentee’s development as a teacher. While Distance 
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Mentor felt assured of her mentee’s growth over the school year, she was unclear if and 

how she had contributed directly to the mentee’s development. Hesitant Mentor also 

struggled to maintain regular interactions with her mentee. At the end of the school year 

she too was uncertain about whether or how her input and expertise had contributed to 

her mentee’s growth. The empathy that mentors felt for their mentees may have played a 

role in encouraging reluctant mentors to accept their positions of new teacher support. 

Despite this acceptance, the lack of regular interaction impacted the mentor’s ability to 

see how they may have positively contributed to the growth they witnessed in their 

mentee’s development as a teacher. 

Findings Summary 

The structure of the Urban Charter system presented obstacles for mentoring 

participants. Physical distance between mentors and mentees within a dyad made 

interaction constrained. Additionally, physical distance between mentors and mentees as 

role groups made collaboration problematic. Finally, the small nature of each school in 

the UC system made it challenging, if not impossible to pair a mentor and mentee who 

both were teaching the same grade level and content at the same campus location. 

Challenges noted by teachers included unclear program expectations and  inconsistent 

system-level support. If the Educator Mentoring Opportunities program continues with 

the goal of supporting new teachers and providing leadership experience to veteran 

teachers, there are improvements that will enhance its value for teachers. First, applicants 

should be notified of their mentoring position prior to applying. By clarifying the goal of 

the program, the UC system is more likely to attract applicants who are confident about 

their ability to support a new teacher. Additionally, the EMO program should assign 
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more administrative staff to oversee and monitor program expectations, providing 

mentors with an additional reference and point of contact as well as integrating this work 

into the core duties of staff. Finally, it is suggested that the EMO program should  

provide regular blocks of protected time for mentors and mentees to meet, as well as 

substitute coverage on a monthly basis so that dyads may observe one another. Each of 

these program recommendations has the potential to better support the original mission of 

the Educator Mentoring Opportunities program. 

Recommendations for Future Research   

In this section, I discuss implications for future research in exploration of teacher 

mentoring in a public charter system so that this dissertation may serve to further 

knowledge around best practice for charter school teacher support and leadership. I 

address two areas for possible future research: essential elements of charter mentoring 

programs; and avenues to address the unique challenges of mentoring in a charter 

context. I conclude the section with a brief summary of recommendations for future 

research. 

Essential elements of charter mentoring programs. Participants in this study 

experienced elements of mentoring that research has described as effective in 

teacher induction. These include the individualized attention of a mentor (Fuller, 

1969; Brooks, 1987; Chan, 2002; Furlong & Maynard, 1995) and the deliberate 

selection of mentor teachers (Anderson & Shannon, 1988; Feiman-Nemser, 1998; 

Wang & Paine, 2001; Schwille, 2008). However, to create an effective mentoring 

program for new charter school teachers, an effort must be made to further 
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understand the experiences of new and experienced charter school teachers engaged 

in a mentoring relationship. Future research is needed to explore: 

• Successful elements of charter system mentoring across multiple 

campuses. 

• Comparative studies of ideal mentor pairings in a charter system. 

• The role of administration in providing incentives and structures for 

mentoring relationships to bloom. 

• The relationship between teacher mentoring and teacher retention within a 

charter  system. 

Avenues to address the unique challenges of mentoring in a charter context. 

While participants in this study experienced elements of mentoring that the 

literature has described as effective,  the Educator Mentoring Opportunities 

program was unable to provide other important elements such as mentor/mentee 

training (Darling-Hammond, 1999; Darling-Hammond, Berry, Haselkorn, & 

Fideler, 2006; Carver & Feiman-Nemser, 2009 Goldrick, 2016;), sufficient time for 

mentors and mentees to meet (Anderson & Shannon, 1988; Goldrick, 2016), and 

ideally pairing mentors and mentees (Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Harrison, 2007; 

Kardos & Johnson, 2007). For the EMO program, some of these program 

components were absent due to lack of resources, while others were due to the 

unique context of mentoring in a charter system. With charter systems often 

receiving less funding from city or state governments, having fewer students than 
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local districts, and employing fewer teachers than their traditional district counter 

parts, future research is needed to explore:  

• How may charter systems work together to implement best practice in 

teacher mentoring? 

• How may charter system mentoring programs benefit from the use of e-

mentoring or other communicative technologies? 

• How may charter systems work with their traditional district counter parts 

to implement best practice in teacher mentoring? 

• How might virtual relationships across systems or even large regional 

events bring charter teachers together? 

Recommendations for future research summary. With public charter systems 

increasing in number and students served, this study provides an initial glimpse into the 

evolution of teacher mentoring within these distinct systems. The diverse curriculum, 

organizational structure, and student assessment make the variant nature of public charter 

schools an important reason to continue research on how to best support teachers in these 

contexts. Additional studies may help determine and define a set of best practices, both 

traditional and nontraditional, for teacher support within charter systems and therefore 

make important contributions to the literature.   

Implications for Education Policy 

In this section, I consider implications from this study on education policy in two 

main areas: implications for public charter school administrators; implications for public 

charter school boards. This dissertation examines, in part, the convergence of two trends 

across the country; a documented surge in new teachers leaving the teaching profession 
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early and the rapid growth in public charter schools across the United States.  Findings 

from this study may be used to inform how public charter school administrators enact 

teacher support as well as how state public charter school boards may require and assist 

these endeavors. I will conclude the section with a brief summary of implications for 

education policy. 

 Implications for public charter school administrators. The findings from this 

study affirm that school context is an important and influential factor not only in the 

experience of new teachers but also in how they are supported. While charter schools are 

often defined by their unique structure and offerings, public charter school administrators 

can assist their new teachers through the following recommendations: 

• To reserve and allocate funding for mentor and mentee substitutes so that 

classroom observations can take place. 

• To provide leadership opportunities and development by having 

experienced teachers lead professional development around teaching and 

mentoring for program participants. 

• To partner with other, nearby charter or traditional public schools, to 

provide content and grade based mentors that match the needs of their 

mentees.  

• To explore the use of technology to aid mentors and mentees in meeting 

with one another, as well as other mentors and mentees in their schools, or 

outside systems. 

Implications for public charter school boards. In the review of literature for this 

study, I described how most states exempt public charter schools from state level policies 
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requiring public school districts to offer mentoring support for new teachers (Goldrick, 

2016).   

While most charter systems are exempt from these policies, they are also not eligible 

to receive the dedicated state funding for these programs. This study shed light on the 

experience of one charter system’s journey toward establishing a teacher mentorship 

program. Participants in this study described their experiences, overall, as positive. At the 

end of the school year, all teacher participants in this study believed that teacher 

mentoring should continue to be offered within their system. Therefore, public charter 

school boards may benefit from the following recommendations: 

• To dedicate funding for charter systems that wish to pursue teacher 

mentoring. 

• To dedicate research and resources to the design of teacher mentoring 

programs in the specific context of charter systems. 

• To closely monitor the creation of public charter school teacher mentoring 

programs to ensure participant preparation and quality of experience. 

Implications for policy summary. While many public charter systems are exempt 

from state policy mandating teacher mentoring, they are not immune to the issues these 

programs attempt to address. Therefore, as future research better articulates the qualities 

of an effective mentoring program in a charter system, charter school boards and charter 

school administrators should design opportunities for induction that reflect that. State 

charter school boards can take steps to develop policies that link different systems 

together to provide mentees with the best matched mentor. Charter school administrators 

can design impactful leadership opportunities for their veteran teachers by offering not 
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only a stipend for their mentoring work, but also sufficient time with their mentee, as 

well as necessary training. By working in partnership, state charter school boards and 

charter school administrators have the ability to not only attract highly qualified teachers, 

but support and retain them throughout their careers as well.  

Reflections 

 In this section I reflect the formation of this dissertation in its multiple stages. 

Specifically, I reflect on two important processes: the experience of working with an 

evolving study with time as a dimension of my inquiry; and the development of findings 

as they emerged from the research process. I conclude the section with a brief summary 

of my thoughts. 

 Reflections on the research process. An important part of the research process is 

to identify potential obstacles and make preparations to avoid or address them. In any 

research process, however, it is impossible to anticipate all possible barriers. In this study 

I encountered two unexpected obstacles including: access to participants and changing 

program expectations, both of which reflect the nature of qualitative research. 

 The first obstacle centered on the challenge of accessing participants. This is not 

uncommon in qualitative research. I originally anticipated some difficulty making initial 

contact with participants, however, when my original contact to the program left the UC 

system for another position, I was unprepared for how hard it would be to maintain 

contact with all teacher participants. Additionally, the setting of my study created barriers 

I did not expect. For example, the extended work hours of my participants and my own 

job as a school teacher meant that scheduling and keeping appointments for over 30 

interviews was extremely challenging. To overcome these conflicts I made use of 
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multiple forms of contact including in person meetings, text messages, emails, and letters 

to keep participants engaged in the study between interviews and/or observations. 

Additionally, I worked hard to establish these relationships early on so that when my 

contact unexpectedly left the UC system, I was able to continue the study. 

 The second obstacle I encountered was the seemingly constant change in the 

expectations advanced through the charter systems Educator Mentoring Opportunities 

program. When the study was first conceptualized, the EMO program was intended to 

exclusively support and mentor new teachers. As funding was secured and veteran staff 

expressed a desire for more leadership opportunities, the EMO program became a hybrid 

of helping both new and experienced teachers. Initially, this caused problems with 

obtaining a sample for the study, as some mentor teachers applied to the program in 

hopes of becoming a mentor while others were not aware of the mentoring component. 

As the school year progressed the EMO program appeared to split into teachers with 

mentees and teachers without mentees, again, changing the sample and expectations of 

the participants as well.  

 In conclusion, I would not change any aspect of the research process for this 

study. Though access to participants was difficult at times, this challenged me to become 

a better and more engaged researcher, constantly searching for ways to get into the field 

and immerse myself in the experience and work of mentors and mentees in the charter 

system. While the expectations of the EMO program shifted significantly as the school 

year progressed, this allowed me to see a contrast in the experiences of teachers who 

wanted to be mentors and those who did not intentionally apply for this role.  
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Development of findings as they emerged from the research process.  The 

findings from this study reach beyond the relationship between a mentor and mentee 

teacher in a charter setting. Given my own experience as a teacher mentor as well as 

conducting this study, I have researched several conclusions about the value of mentoring 

and the likelihood of mentoring success in charter schools. 

Before beginning this study, I held the belief that mentoring, in nearly any 

capacity was beneficial for new teachers. The study’s sample contained experienced 

teachers who applied to the EMO program with the intention of mentoring and those who 

did not intend to mentor new teachers. The stark difference between teachers who felt 

confident in mentoring and those who did not led me to my new understanding that not 

all mentors are created equal and mentoring for mentoring’s sake is not always helpful to 

new teachers. 

When this study began, the EMO program was a newly envisioned and newly 

funded venture with the support of leadership. Watching the program slowly unravel due 

to lack of resources has reaffirmed my belief that charter school systems cannot create 

and sustain an effective program without continued leadership and monetary support. The 

obstacles encountered by mentors could have been ameliorated by funding additional 

leadership support to serve as a resource to participants as well as upholding program 

expectations, and supplying substitutes to make observations and mentor/mentee 

meetings possible. 

Reflections summary. The obstacles encountered in this study encouraged me to 

become a better teacher, professional developer, and future administrative leader, in 

charge of supporting new teachers. My personal and professional goals evolved around 
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helping new teachers become successful as well as using and validating the wealth of 

knowledge experienced teachers have. The resulting data provided me with a picture of 

how environmental factors influence teacher practice and teacher mentorship, and makes 

me hopeful for progress in this invaluable field. 
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Appendices  

Appendix A: Study Flier: Teacher Mentoring in an Urban Charter School System  

Exploring Opportunities to Support New Teachers  
in the Charter School Context 

 
Over 1.6 million teachers will retire by the year 2020, leaving a large 

professional gap for new teachers to fill. Currently, teacher preparation programs 
shoulder the task of recruitment, selection, and training of nearly 200,000 new teachers 
every year, who go on to educate about 1.5 million students in the United States. 
 

This rapid and rising need for new teachers has called attention, yet again, to a 
longstanding problem in public education — the need for early and continuous support 
for new teachers as they enter the classroom. The 2011 report of the National 
Commission on Teaching and America’s Future (NCTAF) revealed that teacher turnover 
had risen to 16.8% annually, with urban schools experiencing a higher rate of 20%. 
 

Researchers characterize the struggles of new teachers as a unique and often 

traumatizing experience. Feelings of isolation, lack of support, intense work load, and 

high expectations commonly characterize a teacher’s first year in the classroom. To help 

address novice teacher struggles and needs, some schools and school systems are able to 

provide mentoring programs. These efforts typically pair novice teachers with veteran 

educators in a mentoring relationship that supports peer collaboration and guidance 

throughout an often rocky first year. Teacher mentoring programs in the U.S. vary 

widely in their design and duration. 
 

While the need for new teachers and better support is increasing, so too is the 

expansion of charter schools across the country. In 2011, over 115,000 teachers were 

employed in 5,000 charter schools serving students in 42 states and the District of 

Columbia. Despite the competition to fill enrollment, some charters experience a high 

level of teacher turnover compared to traditional public schools, averaging an annual loss 

of 20-25% of teachers. The unique opportunities and pressures that new teachers 

encounter when working in charter schools may require unique and additional supports. 

The steady expansion of charter schools annually across the country suggests the support 

of new teachers in this unique context is critical at many levels, particularly for 

enhancing teacher quality, reducing administrative costs, facilitating professional 

community, and enriching students’ learning experience. 
 

Researchers at the George Washington University, Graduate School of 
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Education and Human Development, are conducting an exploratory case study of a new 
mentoring program piloted in an urban charter school system. The study aims are 
threefold: 1) to understand the evolving roles and relationships of mentors and mentees 
over time; 2) to describe the professional growth experienced by new teachers in charter 
schools; and, 3) to explore the role of the charter school environment in mediating 
teacher roles, relationships, and growth in a mentoring relationship. 
 

If you are interested in the support of new teachers and sharing your 
experiences, please consider participating in this study during the 2014-15 school year. 
For additional information, contact Meghan Mascelli, Doctoral Student, The George 
Washington University, msmascelli@gwmail.gwu.edu, 703-945-2161. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

223 
 

Appendix B: Draft Email Outreach 

 
Hi __________, 
 
It was great to meet you last month during XXXXX  Public Charter School’s teacher 
workweek and hear about the new mentoring program you will be participating in this 
year.  
 
Toni Barton provided your email address so that I could ask if you would be interested in 
participating in a research study opportunity. I am a graduate student at The George 
Washington University and I am interested in learning about mentoring teachers in the 
charter school setting. In short, I would love to hear about your experience with the 
program throughout the year.  I have attached a flier that gives more information on the 
study.  
 
Like you, I am a teacher and I understand just how busy our lives can be.  I want to 
assure you that I will be very respectful of your time in regards to any interviews. I can 
come to you at your school, or even ask you questions over the phone to ensure that your 
time is protected. I also want to stress, as the flier states, that this study is simply to learn 
about your experiences, it is anonymous, private, and non-evaluative. 
 
Please let me know if you’d be willing to sit down and talk for a short time. I would love 
to hear about how mentoring and teaching is going for you! I will be at the _____ 
Campus tomorrow at 4pm to answer questions in person that you might have. Otherwise, 
please feel free to use this email address or my phone number 703.945.2161 with any 
questions you might have! 
 
All the best, 
Meghan Mascelli  
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Appendix C: Mentee Protocols 

Mentee Teacher: Interview Protocol 1 

[Summer 2014; Before school starts or second week of school] 
 

Becoming a Teacher  

We are interested in learning about your background and expectations about being a new 
teacher. 
 
1. Why become a teacher? How did you know it was the right choice for you?  
Possible Probes: Origin story or decision moment? Image of what the environment or 

typical day or relationships might be as a teacher? Other? 

 

2. Up to this point, how have you learned to be a teacher?  
Probes:  What was your practicum experience and site? Charter or traditional public 

school?  

 

3. As a (beginning) teacher,  
a. …in what areas of the work do you feel confident or comfortable? 
b. …in what areas do you anticipate challenges or needed growth? 
 
Possible Probes: Enhanced teaching? Meeting diverse student needs? Available time? 

Workload/responsibilities?  Available Resources? Lesson planning? School culture? 

Student needs? Administrator relations? Parent communication? Other? 

 

4. [if time] When you think about the start of the new school year, 
a. What are you looking forward to? Why is that?  
b. What are you less excited about? Why is that? 
 
Possible Probes: Students? Colleagues? Teaching? Having your own classroom? 

Parents? Workload? Other? 

 

Charter School Context (General and Particular) 
We are interested in understanding what beginning teachers know and think about 
working in a charter school compared to a traditional public school.  
 
5. Generally speaking, why did you decide to work in a charter school instead of a 
traditional public school?  
Probe: What do you think will be different about working in charter school compared to a 

traditional public school?  

 
6. How did you decide to work in/join THIS specific charter school/system?  
a. What is THIS school/system known for?  
b. Why do/did you think THIS school would be a good fit for you?  
[Alternative: Why join this charter school/system and not another?] 
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Anticipated Mentoring Roles and Relationships 
Before the mentoring program starts, we are interested in hearing your thoughts about 
how these roles might work for you. 
 
7. What are you looking for/hoping for in a good mentor?  
a. What characteristics would a good mentor have? 
b. What kinds of interactions do you hope for or are planned with a mentor?   
c.    How would such interactions support your growth as a teacher?  
 
8. What do see as your role in this relationship as a mentee? How will you engage 
your mentor?   
 

Closing 

9. Those are our questions. Is there anything more you would like to share about 
becoming a teacher in a charter school?  About working with a mentor? 

 

Thank you! 
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Mentee Teacher: Interview Protocol 2 

 [For use during Fall, Winter and Spring Site Visits]  
 

Becoming a Teacher  

It’s been about X months since we last spoke. 
 
1. How’s it going becoming a teacher since the last time we met?  
[Alternative: What’s going well? What’s not?] 
Possible Probes: Colleagues/collaboration? Parents? Time? Isolation? 
 

Charter School Context as New Teacher 

We are interested in your views and experiences working in a charter school. 
 
2. What are you learning about being a teacher in a charter school?  
[Alternative:  What has surprised you so far about working in a charter school?]  
 
3. Would you say there are any advantages to working in a charter school so far? 
[Alternative: What’s your favorite part of working a charter school?] 
 
4. Would you say there are any disadvantages to working a charter school so far? 
[Alternative: What’s your least favorite part about working in a charter school?] 
 
5. If you could advise another teacher applying to this school, what would you tell 
them? [Alternative: What should they know before making a decision?] 
 
Mentoring Roles and Relationships 

We are interested to hear about your working with your mentor. 
 
6. How is it going with your mentor?  
 
7. How are you working together?    
[Alternative: How do you decide what to do together or spend your time?] 
Possible Probes: Time to meet/location? Identifying topics? Activities? Interactions? 
 
8. Last time we talked about ways you hoped to interact with your mentor (insert  
examples from interview) have you been able to have those interactions? What  
has made that possible or impossible? 
 
9. What are you working on [with your mentor]?  
Possible Probes: Grading policies? Parent communication? Teacher evaluation?  

Materials? Lesson plans? Student assessment? Classroom management strategies?  
Teacher relationships? Administrator relationships? Other? 
 
10. What’s going well?  
 
11. What’s not going so well? [Alternative: What is going to take some time? What  
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new challenges have come up?] 
 
12. Overall, what part do you play in this relationship? 
Probes: Are there things you wish you or your mentor did more of or differently?  

How so? What would happen then? 

 
13. When we spoke last time I asked you to describe your role as a mentee and you  
said XXX has that changed at all?  
Probes: Why? What do you see as your role now?  
 
14. Do you think the school plays a role in your relationship? 
Probes: Why? Why not? Should or shouldn’t it? 
Probes: Why? Why not? [I think…”How or How not?” is better—description] 
[next is the judgment] Is that appropriate? Explain. “Should or shouldn’t it?” 
 
Professional Growth 

Since we last met, we would like to hear about your professional growth as a teacher. 
 
15. When we spoke last you said you were hoping that (insert answer) would come 
from being mentored, is that happening? Why or why not? Have there been other 
benefits? 
 
16. How are you growing/developing as a teacher? [Alternative: What new 
knowledge, skills, and abilities are you developing as a teacher?] 
Possible Probes: Lesson plans? Grading? Parent communication? Organization?  

School culture? Teacher relations? Content? Student discipline? 

 
17. What is contributing to your growth as a teacher?  
 
18. In what areas do you need guidance? What resources do you need? 
 
19.  What role, if any, has your mentor played in your growth? Is this what you  
expected/is appropriate? How so? 
 

Charter School Context as Mentee/New Teacher 

20. Is there anything about working at this specific charter school/system that you  
think…  
a. …facilitates or makes it easy to work with your mentor?   
b. …hinders or makes it difficult to work together?  
Possible Probes: Time? Location? Resources? Schedule? Duties? Administrator 

relationships? Expectations? Parents? 
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Closing 

21.  Is there anything more you would like to share about being a new teacher or 
working in a charter school? 
 

Thank you! 
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Mentee Teacher: Interview Protocol 3 

 [For use Spring Site Visits]  
 

Perceptions of Mentoring Roles and Relationships 

We are interested in learning about how you see your role and your mentor’s role and 
relationship. 
 
1. Describe the mentoring process that took place this year. (Alt: What have you  
done with your mentor since we last spoke?) 
Possible Probes: Planning? Meetings? Observations? Informal interactions? 

 
a. What was your role in this mentoring process? 
 
b. In your view, how has your understanding of a mentee’s role changed  
since the beginning of the year? Possible Probes: what surprised you? What didn’t you 

expect? What was harder than you thought? What was easier than you thought? 
c. What was your mentor’s role in this process? 

Possible Probes: Is this is what you hoped for?  How do you feel you are benefiting from 

this approach? What more do you need? If you got that, what would you know/or could 

do then? Are there other places you turn to for mentoring support?  
 
d. In your view, how has your understanding of a mentor’s role changed since the 
beginning of the year?  
 
2. How would you now define the mentor/mentee relationship? 
 
How has your definition or understanding of the mentor/mentee relationship changed 
from August? (ALT: how do you now think about what the mentor /mentee relationship 
COULD or SHOULD BE?) 
 
3. What obstacles have you faced/encountered in your relationship this year?  
 
 
a. What was easier about the relationship than you expected? 
 
Charter School Context as New Teacher 

We are interested in your views and experiences working in a charter school. 
 
4. How did working in a charter school impact your relationship with your mentor?  
(Probes: what made it easier? What made it harder? What impact does school structure 

and design have on these relationships? What impact does time and content area have on 

these relationships?) 
 
5. If your relationship were to have taken place in a public school, how would it  
have been different? What knowledge and/or experiences are you drawing on for your 
answer? 
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Growth 

We are interested in hearing about your experience and /growth as a first year teacher. 
 
6. How did it feel to be a new teacher this year? 
 
7.  How did it feel to have a mentor? 
 
8.  How do you believe the mentoring process helped you as a new teacher?  
     (Possible Probes: can you give specific examples?) 
 
10. Would you encourage other veteran teachers to become mentors? If yes, why?    
     If no, why not? 
 
11. Would you encourage new teachers to participate in the mentoring process? If    
       yes, why? If no, why not? 
 

 
Closing 

21. Is there anything more you would like to share about being a new teacher or 
working in charter school? 
 

 

Thank you! 
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Mentor Teacher: Interview Protocol 1 

[Summer 2014; Before school starts or second week of school] 
 

Becoming a Teacher  

We are interested in learning about your background and expectations about being a new 
teacher. 
 
1.  Why did you become a teacher? How did you know it was the right choice for 
you?  
Possible Probes: Origin story or decision moment? Image of what the environment or 

typical day or relationships might be as a teacher? Other? 

 

2.  Up to this point, how have you learned to be a teacher?  
Probes:  What was your practicum experience and site? Charter or traditional public 

school?  

 

3.  As a teacher,  
a. …in what areas of the work do you feel confident or comfortable? 
b. …in what areas do you anticipate challenges or needed growth? 
 
Possible Probes: Enhanced teaching? Meeting diverse student needs? Available time? 

Workload/responsibilities?  Available Resources? Lesson planning? School culture? 

Student needs? Administrator relations? Parent communication? Other? 

 

4.  [if time] When you think about the start of the new school year, 
a. What are you looking forward to? Why is that?  
b. What are you less excited about? Why is that? 
 
Possible Probes: Students? Colleagues? Teaching? Having your own classroom? 

Parents? Workload? Other? 

 

Charter School Context (General and Particular) 
We are interested in understanding what beginning teachers know and think about 
working in a charter school compared to a traditional public school.  
 
5.  Generally speaking, why did you decide to work in a charter school instead of a    
    traditional public school?  
Probe: What do you think will be different about working in charter school compared to a 

traditional public school?  

 
6.  How did you decide to work in/join THIS specific charter school/system?  
a. What is THIS school/system known for?  
b. Why do/did you think THIS school would be a good fit for you? [Alternative: 
Why join this charter school/system and not another?] 
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Anticipated Mentoring Roles and Relationships 
Before the mentoring program starts, we are interested in hearing your thoughts about 
how these roles might work for you. 
 
7.  What are you looking for/hoping for in a good mentee?  
a. What characteristics would a good mentee have? 
b. What kinds of interactions do you hope for or are planned with a mentee?   
c. How would such interactions support your mentees growth?  
 
8.  What do see as your role in this relationship as a mentor? How will you engage 
your mentee?   
 

Closing 

9.  Those are our questions. Is there anything more you would like to share about 
becoming a teacher in a charter school?  About working with a mentee? 

 

Thank you! 
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Mentee Teacher: Interview Protocol 2 

 [For use during Fall, Winter and Spring Site Visits]  
 

Becoming a Teacher  

It’s been about X months since we last spoke. 
1.  How’s the year going since the last time we met?  
[Alternative: What’s going well? What’s not?] 
Possible Probes: Colleagues/collaboration? Parents? Time? Isolation? 
 

Charter School Context as New Teacher 

We are interested in your views and experiences working in a charter school. 
 
2.  What are you learning about being a teacher in a charter school?  
[Alternative:  What has surprised you so far about working in a charter school?]  
 
3.  Would you say there are any advantages to working in a charter school? 
[Alternative: What’s your favorite part of working a charter school?] 
 
4.  Would you say there are any disadvantages to working a charter school? 
[Alternative: What’s your least favorite part about working in a charter school?] 
 
5. If you could advise another teacher applying to this school, what would you tell   
them? [Alternative: What should they know before making a decision?] 
 
Mentoring Roles and Relationships 

We are interested to hear about your working with your mentee. 
 
6.  How is it going with your mentee?  
 
7.  How are you working together?    
[Alternative: How do you decide what to do together or spend your time?] 
Possible Probes: Time to meet/location? Identifying topics? Activities? Interactions? 
 
8. Last time we talked about ways you hoped to interact with your mentee  
(insert examples from interview) have you been able to have those   
interactions? What has made that possible or impossible? 
 
9.  What are you working on [with your mentee]?  
Possible Probes: Grading policies? Parent communication? Teacher evaluation?  

Materials? Lesson plans? Student assessment? Classroom management strategies?  
Teacher relationships? Administrator relationships? Other? 
 
10.  What’s going well?  
 
11.  What’s not going so well? [Alternative: What is going to take some time?  
What new challenges have come up?] 
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12.  Overall, what part do you play in this relationship? 
Probes: Are there things you wish you or your mentor did more of or differently? How 

so? What would happen then? 

 
13.  When we spoke last time I asked you to describe your role as a mentee and  
you said XXX has that changed at all?  
Probes: Why? What do you see as your role now?  
 
14.  How does the school play a role in your relationship? 
Probes: Why? Why not? Should or shouldn’t it? 

Probes: Is that appropriate? Explain. “Should or shouldn’t it?” 
 
Professional Growth 

Since we last met, we would like to hear about your professional growth as a teacher. 
 
15.   When we spoke last you said you were hoping that (insert answer) would  
come from being mentored, is that happening? Why or why not? Have there  
been other benefits? 
 
16.  How are you helping your mentee’s growth? 
Possible Probes: Lesson plans? Grading? Parent communication? Organization? School 

culture? Teacher relations? Content? Student discipline? 

 
17.  What is contributing to your growth as a teacher?  
 
Charter School Context as Mentor 

 

18.  Is there anything about working at this specific charter school/system that   
you think…  
a. …facilitates or makes it easy to work with your mentee?   
b. …hinders or makes it difficult to work together?  
Possible Probes: Time? Location? Resources? Schedule? Duties?  

Administrator relationships? Expectations? Parents? 
 

Closing 

19. Is there anything more you would like to share about being a mentor or working 
in a charter school? 

Thank you! 
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Mentor Teacher: Interview Protocol 3 

 [For use Spring Site Visits]  
 

Perceptions of Mentoring Roles and Relationships 

We are interested in learning about how you see your role and your mentor’s role and 
relationship. 
 
1. Describe the mentoring process that took place this year. (Alt: What have you  
done with your mentor since we last spoke?) 
Possible Probes: Planning? Meetings? Observations? Informal interactions? 
 
a. What was your role in this mentoring process? 
 
b. In your view, how has your understanding of a mentor’s role changed since the 
beginning of the year? Possible Probes: what surprised you? What didn’t you  

expect? What was harder than you thought? What was easier than you thought? 

 
c. What was your mentee’s role in this process? Possible Probes: Is this is what you 

hoped for?  How do you feel you are benefiting from this approach? What more do you 

need? If you got that, what would you know/or could do then? Are there other places you 

turn to for mentoring support?  
 
d. In your view, how has your understanding of a mentor’s role changed?  
 
2. How would you now define the mentor/mentee relationship? 
  
a. How has your definition or understanding of the mentor/mentee relationship changed 
from August? (ALT: how do you now think about what the mentor /mentee relationship 
COULD or SHOULD BE?) 
 
3.         What obstacles have you faced/encountered in your relationship this year? 

  a. What was easier about the relationship than you expected? 
 

Charter School Context as New Teacher 

We are interested in your views and experiences working in a charter school. 
 
4. How did working in a charter school impact your relationship with your mentee?  
(Probes: what made it easier? What made it harder? What impact does school structure 

and design have on these relationships? What impact does time and content area have on 

these relationships?) 
 
5. If your relationship were to have taken place in a public school, how would it  
have been different? What knowledge and/or experiences are you drawing on for  
your answer? 
 



 

236 
 

 

Growth 

We are interested in hearing about your experience and growth. 
 
6. How did it feel to be a mentor? 
 
7. How did it feel your first year? 
 
8. How do you believe the mentoring process helped you and your mentee? 
(Possible  
Probes: can you give specific examples?)Would you encourage other veteran teachers to 
become mentors? If yes, why? If 
no, why not? 
 
9. Would you encourage new teachers to participate in the mentoring process? If  
yes, why? If no, why not? 
 
Closing 

10. Is there anything more you would like to share about being a mentor or working  
in a charter school? 
 

 

Thank you! 
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Appendix E: Example Structured Observation Tool [For use in dyad observations]  

Mentor(s) Observed:  1  2  3  4  5     Dyad(s) Observed:  1 &3    2   4   5      

Mentee(s) Observed: 1&3  2  4  5                        Researcher Initials |___|___|___|    

Date |___|___/___|___/___|___|     Start time __:__ End time__:__ 

Location:    _________________   Type:    FS    DM     PD 

 
1. Record environment and setting: 

________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

2. Who initiates conversation?                                                     Mentor  □  Mentee □  
 

3. Who dictates topics discussed?                                                Mentor  □  Mentee □ 

4.    What topics are discussed?  

__________________________________________ initiated by Mentor  □  Mentee □ 

__________________________________________ initiated by Mentor  □  Mentee □ 

__________________________________________ initiated by Mentor  □  Mentee □ 

__________________________________________ initiated by Mentor  □  Mentee □ 

__________________________________________ initiated by Mentor  □  Mentee □ 

5. Describe relevant tone and body language: 

Mentor: ______________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Mentee: _____________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

6. Are previous meetings referred to? 
Yes   □          No □            if yes, by Mentor  □  Mentee □ 
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7. Who initiates conclusion? 
 Mentor  □       Mentee □        Other □  _______________ 

 

8. Is a time/day discussed for next meeting? 
Yes   □          No □            if yes, by Mentor  □  Mentee □ 

 
     
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Drawing of Setting. Location of Mentor and Mentee Marked. 
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Appendix F: Example Document Analysis Tool   

1. Title:  

2. Author:  

3. Publication year:  

4. Published by:  

5. Length: 

 6. Source (webpage, email, etc.)?  

 9. Intended audience (public, mentor, mentee, etc.)? 

10. Visuals (charts, graphs, tables, pictures)?  

11. Overall message/meaning/theme/purpose of the document? Key phrases?  

16. Notes and quotes: 
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Appendix G: Information Sheet to Support Informed Verbal Consent 

Introduction 

You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by researchers at the 
Graduate School of Education and Human Development at the George Washington 
University in Washington DC. You are being asked to take part in this study because of 
your role as a new teacher or veteran teacher participating in a teacher mentoring 
program sponsored by charter school administrators. Your participation will contribute 
to an exploratory case study of the mentoring experience of first year and veteran 
teachers in a charter school environment. 

 

What is Involved in Participating in 

this Study? 

 
Your participation will include four interviews scheduled in August, 

November, February, and May of the 2014-15 school year. Each interview will 
last 30-40 minutes. Interviews will be conducted during normal business hours at a 
location and time of your choosing at your school. A researcher will use an 
interview protocol, take notes during the interview, and will request to audio-
record the conversation. 

 
Additionally, your participation will include a researcher observing two of 

your scheduled meetings with your mentor or mentee in November 2014 and April 
2015. These meeting observations will be conducted at a time and date set by you 
and your mentor or mentee during the 2014-2015 school year. 

 

What are the Risks and Benefits to 

Participation? 

 
Participation in this study poses minimal risk to you. In other words, the risks 

associated with participation in this study are similar to those ordinarily encountered in 
daily life. If you feel that any interview question touches upon sensitive issues, you may 
refuse to answer it. 

 
This research study provides no direct benefits to you or your organization; 

however, we hope the case study findings will inform education administrators who are 
interested in providing mentoring support programs to  charter schools. 
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How will Information be Handled? 

All information collected in this study will be treated as confidential. Notes will 
be stored securely in password protected folders. No notes will include real names or 
locations. Researchers will hold ALL information collected in this study strictly 
confidential, unless required by a court order or law. All audio recordings will be 
destroyed at the close of the study. If any publications or presentations result from this 
research, you and your organization will not be identified by name. We intend to use a 
small number of de-identified quotes to support a description of the partnership 
structure, its focus, and perceived outcomes. 

 
What if I Change My Mind? 

You may stop taking part in this study at any time. You do not have to participate 
in this study if you do not want to. 

 
Will I Receive Payment for Participation in this study? 

You will not be paid for taking part in this study. 

What if I have Questions or Concerns about the Study? 

Research specific questions or concerns should be address to the principal 
investigator, Professor Marian A. Robinson, at 703-474-6574 or mrobinson@gwu.edu. 
The Office of Human Research (OHR) at The George Washington University can 
provide further information about your rights as a research participant, at 202-994-2715, 
or you may send a letter or email to OHR, 2030 M St. NW, Suite 301, Washington, DC 
20036 or to ohrirb@gwu.edu. 

 
What Do I Need to do to Participant? 

The researcher will seek your verbal response to the following questions: 

1.   Do you agree to participate in this study? 

2.   Do you consent to having the interview audio-recorded? 
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Appendix H: Subjectivity Statement 

As a first year teacher in a public school I participated in my county’s mentoring 

program. My experience being mentored was invaluable. After being initially paired with 

an ineffective mentor, I was reassigned to one who served as a professional mentor and 

friend in all aspects of teaching. This experience left me with a very clear opinion on 

what makes a “good” and what makes a “bad” mentor. My original “bad” mentor had 

little time for me. While she was matched with me by subject, grade level, and classroom 

proximity, she was pregnant and understandably preoccupied with planning her maternity 

leave. I viewed our relationship as one-way with me making seemingly continuous 

requests for support and resources and her obliging with a handout or a work sheet that 

she was using that day in class. Though we taught the same subject I felt I never had any 

idea what was going on in her classroom or what should be going on in mine.  

By contrast, my “good” mentor served as a role model in many ways. She came to 

me with questions and ideas as well as offered solutions when I had problems. My 

“good” mentor seemed to empathize with the first-year teacher experience and anticipate 

my needs, such as help with classroom management and tips for Back to School Night 

parental interactions. My “good” mentor helped me navigate administrative relationships, 

student relationships, and in the end served as a dear friend and not just a professional 

mentor.  

Several years later, these experiences with mentoring made me want to help other 

teachers in their first year. I applied for a mentoring position through the same program 

and was accepted. Over the next four years I became even more heavily involved in the 

mentoring process, serving in the roles of mentor, buddy, coach, and lead mentor. I 
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helped new teachers one-on-one while also designing group supports and professional 

development at the school and county levels. In my various roles, I shared success and 

also watched struggles as some of the first year teachers I knew continued on with their 

careers while others chose to leave.  

The experience of being a teacher, and remembering my first year well, helped 

me empathize and understand the struggles of the first year teacher participants I spoke 

with. As they shared their stories of hardship and exhaustion I was able to listen with 

genuine concern and connection which I believe aided my relationships with them. As 

they shared their happiness and elation at completing their first school year I was able to 

offer authentic congratulations and pride. While these experiences helped my 

relationships I did have to be wary of not superimposing my own experiences or 

definitions over theirs. For example, when speaking with one mentee about her lack of 

interaction with her mentor I had to step back and be aware of my subjectivity which 

wanted to illustrate her mentoring relationship in the same way I viewed the failure of my 

own initial one.  

Serving in the roles of experienced teacher and mentor assisted with my 

relationship with the experienced teacher participants. Being able to speak 

knowledgeably about the Common Core Standards, the changing dynamics of schools, 

and the evolving field of education lead to an easy rapport with most participants. My 

understanding of their hectic and unpredictable schedules made me patient when 

interviews had to be rescheduled and also deeply appreciative of their time. These shared 

role groups also meant that I needed to be diligent in my reflexivity. When focusing on 

the role groups of mentors and experienced teachers I had to be conscious of my own 
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beliefs and not search for them in the data. When mentors shared frustrations or successes 

I did not encounter in my mentoring experience I had to be vigilant in hearing them and 

giving them equal value to answers or ideas I did anticipate. Additionally, I was eager to 

help both new and experienced teachers to thank them for their time and participation, 

offering resources and contacts whenever I could by request. 

Another aspect of my subjectivity surfaced when talking with participants about 

their views on the charter context. I have only worked as a teacher in the public sector 

and I had to consciously table my own expectations about how the charter context might 

impact their mentoring relationships. Additionally, I asked for participants to compare 

their experiences to what they know about the public sector. Several of their answers held 

what I considered to be misconceptions of the public education system and public school 

teachers, so again, I stayed vigilant in setting my views and opinions aside in order to 

honor their perceptions. 

The role of mother took a surprising role in my subjectivity. As I had my first 

child during the course of data collection I found an easy connection with one participant 

who had children of her own and another who often babysat her niece. I kept this role in 

the back of my mind as I looked at the initial data as well, feeling an almost protective 

instinct for each of the participants I spoke to and wanting to portray their experiences as 

truthfully as possible.    

In addition to my various roles, I am engaging in this research with the theoretical 

perspective of the Relational Cultural Theory, or RCT. This theory draws on the idea that 

relationships and communication help shape our experiences and our world, and is 

something I believe in on both a personal and a professional level. I believe in the 
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importance of student engagement and communication which coincides with RCT and 

was a phrase I found often in the data collected. To make sure that I was not searching for 

things I wanted to see in the collected transcripts, I asked a colleague to code several 

sections of the same data which assured me I was on the right track. I also believe in RCT 

on a personal level as I find communication and relationships to be integral to the human 

existence. For these reasons I made sure to treat all of the dyads equally with time, 

patience, resources, and opportunities so that I did not offer favor to those dyads who 

created close relationships over those who did not. 

Finally, the access point to these participants and this project came through a 

friendship with an administrator at this school. Knowing my interest in supporting new 

teachers and knowing about my upcoming research goals, this friend gave me access to 

participant emails, invited me to initial trainings, and put me in contact with other 

administrators so that I could form my own relationships. In turn, I assisted her in the 

creation of the program as requested including answering specific questions, providing a 

one page literature review summary, as well as materials I had obtained in my 

professional experience as a mentor. As I view the data and look for themes, I have to be 

wary of ignoring frustrations and negativity surrounding the program even though it was 

created and supported by a good friend. 

 One way to address reflexivity in a qualitative case study is to be sure the 

researcher is upfront and explicit about their position going into the study (Creswell, 

2013). The researcher should take every precaution to discuss and then separate their role 

from the interpretation of their findings. By listing and engaging with these roles not only 
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through the data collection but the analysis as well, I am hopeful of honoring the true 

stories of my participants devoid of my own expectations or desires. 
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Appendix I: List of Codes 

CS Advantages 
CS Assumptions 
CS CCPCS Advice 
CS CCPCS Good Fit 
CS CCPCS Known For 
CS Choice Explanation 
CS Context 
CS Context Mentoring 
CS Disadvantages 
CS Learning 
CS vs TPS 
MTE Future Encouragement 
MTE Growth 
MTE Growth Evidence 
MTE Role 
MTG Challenges 
MTG Could/Should 
MTG For Growth 
MTG Frustrations 
MTG Going Well 
MTG Interactions 
MTG Process 
MTG Program 
MTG Realities 
MTG Topics 
MTG Unexpected 
MTG Wishes 
MTR Benefits 
MTR Future Encouragement 
MTR Growth 
MTR Role 
MTR Why 
RCT First Year Feelings 
RCT Mentoring 
TC Challenges 
TC Confidence 
TC Excited For 
TC Experience Length 
TC Growth 
TC Hesitation 
TC Learn to Teach 
TC Needs 
TC Process 
TC Story of Origin 
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Appendix J: List of Themes 

CS Advantages 
CS Assumptions 
CS CCPCS Advice 
CS CCPCS Good Fit 
CS CCPCS Known For 
CS Choice Explanation 
CS Context 
CS Context Mentoring 
CS Disadvantages 
CS Learning 
CS vs TPS 

MTE Future Encouragement 
MTE Growth 
MTE Growth Evidence 
MTE Role 
MTG Challenges 
MTG Could/Should 
MTG For Growth 
MTG Frustrations 
MTG Going Well 
MTG Interactions 
MTG Process 
MTG Program 
MTG Realities 
MTG Topics 
MTG Unexpected 
MTG Wishes 
MTR Benefits 
MTR Future Encouragement 
MTR Growth 
MTR Role 
MTR Why 
 
TC Challenges 
TC Confidence 
TC Excited For 
TC Experience Length 
TC Growth 
TC Hesitation 
TC Learn to Teach 
TC Needs 
TC Process 
TC Story of Origin 

Program Development 

Initial Mentoring Experiences 

Environmental Impact/Context 

Evolution of Mentoring 

Experiences 


