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How can we help new teachers succeed in the classroom? Given high attrition
rates and increasing teacher shortages, attracting new teachers and helping them
thrive are among the most important challenges that schools face.

A Better Beginning: Supporting and Mentoring New Teachers lays out the funda-
mentals for helping new teachers succeed in the schools of the next century:
What Do New Teachers Need?; Creating an Induction Program; Making
Mentoring Meaningful; Planning Comprehensive Teacher Support; Improving
Instruction and Communication; and Listening to Teachers. 

Each section features thoughtful chapters from educational leaders. With her
colleagues, Sharon Feiman-Nemser, Professor of Teacher Education at Michigan
State University, outlines how best to develop professionals rather than simply
induct new teachers into the profession. Ellen Moir, from the New Teacher
Center at the University of California, Santa Cruz, explains the stages that first-
year teachers typically undergo. And English teacher Lisa Renard shows how
new teachers can take a positive, proactive approach to their early professional
years. The anthology offers views and perspectives of those whose job descrip-
tions include the phrase mentor of new teachers.

From how to coach for competency to how to maintain commitment and
enthusiasm, A Better Beginning: Supporting and Mentoring New Teachers provides
veteran and new teachers fresh insights into best practices and programs for
tomorrow’s teachers.
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A New Teacher’s World: 
Not Your Grandmother’s Classroom

Marge Scherer

Scott Lane Elementary School has been generating stories in The San Jose
Mercury News for two years now. This Silicon Valley school has

embarked on a mission that the media are intensely interested in following. 

Scott Lane Elementary has made a promise to 115 kindergartners: We’ll
teach you to read fluently by the end of second grade. If your family’s
poor, we’ll teach you to read. If you don’t speak English very well, we’ll
teach you to read. If you show up in school not knowing the alphabet,
not knowing how to write your own name, not knowing what a book
looks like because nobody read stories to you, we’ll teach you to read. 
No excuses. (1997) 

The “1,000 Day Pledge”—named for the approximate number of days
the school has to make its promise good—comes with many challenges.
Many of the children enter school already far behind other kids their age.
Sixty percent are poor enough to qualify for subsidized lunch, and 40 per-
cent are immigrant children for whom English is not their first language.
Although the media and the business community endorse the school’s
effort—and parents and volunteers are enlisted to help—the pressure to
fulfill the promise that every 3rd grader will read at or above grade level
rests primarily on the teachers. And that’s where the story behind the
story comes in. 

Of the 32 teachers responsible to the school’s kindergartners, and to the
other 500 students in the school, more than half are new to the profes-
sion. Eighteen Scott Lane teachers have from zero to three years’ experi-
ence in the classroom. Eight of them are filling new positions at the
school; the additional number is necessitated by the state regulation that
has reduced class size to 20 students. 

Principal Steve Kay says, “We’re drowning in good news. . . . Every state
or federal mandate that allows us to tackle a needed reform comes with an
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A new Teacher’s World

accountability clause that exacerbates the need to find new teachers
skilled enough to make a difference.” Kay emphasizes the word new. “The
baby boomers are out [of teaching], and the baby boomers’ kids are in.
Schools are experiencing a changing of the guard, but the issues that a
new teacher faces now are quite different from those that new teachers
faced in the  60s.” He ticks off some significant changes: the increasing
diversity of students; a complex new technology to learn and teach; a
more pronounced accountability demanded of schools by businesses,
media, and governments; and higher expectations from parents. 

Scott Lane Elementary School is not unlike other schools in facing such
challenges, and it is not unlike others in competing for new teachers.
Because a growing number of children are entering our schools, because
retirements of many experienced teachers are imminent, and because the
high drop-out rate among new teachers continues, many more beginning
teachers will staff our schools in the next decade. The majority of the new-
comers will fit the profile of a white, female teacher in her 20s with less
than three years of experience. The new teachers will enter the profession
with varying levels of preparation—some with emergency certificates;
some with a little background in education; others with a thorough
grounding in both academics and field experience (Futrell, 1999).

In some regions, the demand for new teachers is already outpacing the
supply. In some states, colleges and universities can certify only a small
portion of the new teachers needed each year. Many districts must recruit
candidates from other regions. Despite unfamiliar surroundings and with
much to learn about their new students and profession, new teachers who
are eager to teach are accepting the opportunity. Most embark on their
journey with a great deal of enthusiasm, for, unlike in the past when there
were fewer job opportunities for women, teaching is their chosen career.

If the beginners are fortunate, they will find themselves in a school like
Scott Lane where along with the challenges will come support. For exam-
ple, Scott Lane provides all teachers a literacy education course that starts
in the summer and continues during the school year. The class familiar-
izes teachers with research and gives them time to practice new reading
strategies. During the school year, a master mentor is available every day
to offer just-in-time staff development. A new teacher can request help or
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advice inside or outside the classroom and receive assistance by the next
day, whether the problem concerns a student, classroom management, or
instruction. 

To strengthen relationships among colleagues, teachers are furnished 
e-mail access at home so that in the evenings when many do their prepa-
rations or reflect on their day, they can contact one another. And the
administration tries to make evaluation an opportunity for learning, too.
After the principal videotapes a teacher’s lesson, he hands it to the
teacher when he leaves the classroom. At appraisal time, the teacher may
bring the tape back, cuing the tape at several places he or she has chosen
to open the discussion about strengths and weaknesses. 

Thus, this school tries to go “beyond support” of its newest staff toward
offering career-long professional development to them—a concept that
Sharon Feiman-Nemser and her colleagues propose in Part I of this book.
The idea, as these authors explain it, is to “take new teachers seriously as
learners” so that they can meet the enormous challenges ahead. Contrast
this with the old days when most new teachers were on their own behind
closed doors with the toughest classes the school could offer. 

“It is an interesting time to be a new teacher,” Principal Steve Kay noted
on a visit to the ASCD offices while we were working on this book. “The
classroom of the next century will be a whole new world.”

This book, A Better Beginning: Supporting and Mentoring New Teachers,
written by educators who are revitalizing the profession from within,
investigates how to keep new teachers and help them thrive.

Perhaps it is time to make a 1,000-day pledge to our youngest col-
leagues: “We will support you as you begin your journey toward being a
master teacher. No excuses.”
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About This Book

This book, A Better Beginning: Supporting and Mentoring New Teachers,
began as an outgrowth of a theme issue of Educational Leadership

(“Supporting New Teachers,” May 1999). Realizing that we had a wealth
of articles written by authors steeped in these issues, the editors of
Educational Leadership compiled this anthology. It documents how schools
and educators are responding to the needs of new teachers. The six sec-
tions reflect trends in the profession to examine the needs of new teach-
ers (Part I); and to provide better induction (Part II); improved mentor-
ing (Part III); comprehensive reforms (Part IV); stronger communication
and instructional competencies (Part V); and more attention to fellow
practitioners (Part VI).

In Part I, “What Do New Teachers Need?” the authors establish the
reasons for stepping up the quality and quantity of support programs for
novices. They report on the extent of the retention and attrition prob-
lems and provide compelling reasons why it is necessary, as Sharon
Feiman-Nemser and her colleagues urge, to go beyond providing begin-
ners psychological support and begin to honor new teachers as learners.
Ellen Moir, a director of a New Teacher Center, ends this section by trac-
ing the stages that new teachers experience during their first year of
teaching. 

In Part II, “Creating an Induction Program,” educators who have
designed successful induction programs to help novices get off to a better
start share lessons learned. Authors describe summer programs, five-day
programs, and yearlong orientations for high schools and elementary
schools in private and public settings in states as diverse as Louisiana and
Minnesota.

Part III, “Making Mentoring Meaningful,” gives readers a sampling of
the multitude of mentoring programs being instituted in schools across
the country. As this book goes to press, 28 states and the District of
Columbia have piloted some form of mentoring program, although fund-
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ing levels and number of teachers served differ greatly. These articles give
specific ideas about how to shape the delicate, dynamic relationship
between newcomers and their mentors. Several of the authors of this sec-
tion are site coordinators of mentoring programs, and several are class-
room teachers who have had personal experience as mentors. They share
their philosophy as well as their know-how as they describe how to make
mentoring relationships result in better teaching for all participants.

Part IV, “Planning Comprehensive Teacher Support,” looks at the sys-
temic reforms that incorporate induction, mentoring, assessment, and
professional development. Several articles feature California, a bellwether
state for mentoring policy. Others describe model district programs.
Authors document the elements of the programs that yield positive results
and explain the process of putting together mentoring programs that com-
ply with state and district professional teaching standards.

In Part V, “Improving Instruction and Communication,” authors
address how to expand a new teacher’s repertoire of effective teaching
strategies. For example, Jeffrey Frykholm and Margaret R. Meyer (p. 145)
detail a model that unites key players in teacher preparation—university,
school, and student teacher—in an effort to encourage innovative teach-
ing. Paul Caccia (p. 157) explains “linguistic coaching,” a way of holding
conversations about teaching that helps veterans and their younger col-
leagues learn together.

In the final section, “Listening to Teachers,” teachers and teachers of
teachers write their perspectives on what newcomers need. For example,
Beth Hurst and Ginny Reding, self-described as “teachers who still love to
teach,” share their insights about maintaining the optimistic outlook
needed by all who work with children and adolescents. The final essay by
Lisa Renard begins with a case study of a teacher who gets off to a rocky
start but who salvages the situation. Her motto: “Ask not what your
school can do for you, but what you can do for you.” 

A Better Beginning: Supporting and Mentoring New Teachers is dedicated
to all those in the teaching profession—those who are starting out and
those who are staying in—who are striving to create teaching conditions
where good teachers thrive—and who are willing to support their profes-
sional colleagues along the way.

x
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Beyond Support: Taking New
Teachers Seriously As Learners

Sharon Feiman-Nemser, Cynthia Carver, Sharon Schwille, and Brian Yusko

Support is essential to retaining new teachers, but the ultimate goal of
beginning-teacher induction must be the development of professionals who

can help complex learning happen for students.

Although the idea of formal programs to assist beginning teachers is
not new, the movement to establish such programs has gained con-

siderable momentum since the mid-1980s. Before 1980, only one state
had mandated an induction program. Since then, the scale of induction
activity has increased dramatically. Today, more states are mandating
induction programs than ever before, and more urban districts offer some
kind of support to beginning teachers, usually in the form of mentoring
(Fideler & Haselkorn, in press).

Beginning-teacher induction has broad-based support. High attrition
rates during the early years of teaching and serious teacher shortages
make programs that improve teacher retention attractive. Stories about
the trials and tribulations of new teachers lend weight to the idea of
beginning-teacher support. The realization that new teachers, even those
with good preservice preparation, are still learning to teach underscores
the need for ongoing professional development. Finally, raised expecta-
tions for student achievement, combined with concerns about quality
assurance, highlight the need to link beginning-teacher assistance with
standards-based assessments.

Despite widespread interest and broad-based support, however, the
overall picture is uneven. Most induction mandates do not rest on robust
ideas about teacher learning, and they often lack the human resources and
materials to support effective programs. Even when formal programs exist,
they may not help beginning teachers learn the kind of teaching that fos-
ters complex learning on the part of students. Research shows that men-

3



A Better Beginning

toring, the most popular induction strategy, may perpetuate traditional
norms and practices rather than promote high-quality teaching.

Linking Support and Assessment Through Learning
Education leaders must explore three concepts associated with beginning-
teacher induction—support, development, and assessment. These con-
cepts reflect some of the confusions and contradictions visible in current
induction policies and practice. They also reflect shifting ideas about the
purposes of programs for beginning teachers. 

Much early thinking and practice put the emphasis squarely on assis-
tance and support during the first year of teaching (Brooks, 1987; Huling-
Austin, 1990). Recently, policy recommendations have centered on the
role of assessment (National Commission on Teaching and America’s
Future, 1996; National Association of State Boards of Education, 1998).
The link between support and assessment is teacher learning. If we want
beginning-teacher induction to improve the quality of teaching and
learning, we must move beyond a general recognition that new teachers
need support to more powerful conceptions of induction as part of a
broader system of professional development and accountability.

The Dominance of Support
Paired with assistance, the term support represents the dominant orienta-
tion and focus of most induction programs (Huling-Austin, 1990; Gold,
1996; Fideler & Haselkorn, in press). Support connotes a responsive
stance toward beginning teachers whose problems, needs, and concerns
justify the existence of mentor teachers and other support providers.
Support is the omnibus term used to describe the materials, resources,
advice, and hand-holding that mentors offer new teachers. 

The challenges associated with the first year of teaching make the case
for beginning-teacher support seem self-evident. Charged with the same
responsibilities as their more experienced colleagues, new teachers are
expected to perform and be effective. Yet most aspects of the situation are
unfamiliar—the students, the curriculum, the community, and the local
policies and procedures. 
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Besides the newness of the situation, the complexities of teaching itself
confront the novice with daily dilemmas and uncertainties. With limited
experience and practical knowledge to draw on, many beginning teachers
feel overwhelmed and uncertain. On top of this, the isolation of teachers
in their own classrooms and the prevailing norms of autonomy and non-
interference make it difficult to ask for and receive help. To make matters
even worse, beginning teachers often get the most difficult classes or teach
subjects for which they have little or no preparation. 

Clearly, providing support to beginning teachers is better than letting
them sink or swim on their own. Studies of teacher attrition show that
without support, new teachers are more likely to leave teaching, a burden
that falls heaviest on urban schools (Darling-Hammond, 1997). Some
evidence also shows that with support, new teachers move more quickly
from concerns about management and control to concerns about instruc-
tion (Odell, 1986). 

Still, the vagueness of the term leaves many questions unanswered.
What assumptions about teaching and learning to teach inform the con-
cept of support? How much and what kinds of support contribute to the
well-being of new teachers and to the learning of their students? How
does a discourse of support influence the way support providers think
about their role?

Types of Support
In a review of the literature on beginning-teacher induction, Gold (1996)
identifies two broad categories of support: (1) instruction-related support
that includes “assisting the novice with the knowledge, skills, and strate-
gies necessary to be successful in the classroom and school” and (2) psy-
chological support aimed at “building the protégé’s sense of self and abil-
ity to handle stress” (p. 561). She notes that the first category includes
attention to subject-matter knowledge and the teaching and learning of
specific subjects, topics that rarely surface in discussions of beginning-
teacher support. She argues that the second category, which she defines as
“a form of therapeutic guidance,” is more important and should not be
neglected.
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Interpreting support as a psychological construct goes hand in hand
with a tendency to orient induction activities, especially mentoring,
around the self-defined needs, problems, and concerns of beginning
teachers. For a skilled mentor, responding to immediate needs and con-
cerns may be the starting point for joint work on teaching. Still, a dis-
course of support may persuade others, like the mentor teacher quoted
below, that just being there and responding to requests for help is an end
in itself.

The mentor is supposed to just be there when you need her for whatever.
They (the novice teachers) know that. . . . I establish that with them at
the very beginning, that I’m here to help you in any capacity. What I do
is make suggestions and I tell them, “If you don’t follow them it’s all right.
Maybe what I suggest is something you feel that you can’t use.” (Feiman-
Nemser & Parker, 1993, p. 699)

Offering support to new teachers is a humane response to the very real
challenges of beginning teaching. Many new teachers testify that they
could not have survived without the support and encouragement of their
mentor teacher (Bartell & Ownby, 1994). Moreover, new teachers have
different strengths and vulnerabilities, and different working conditions
call for different forms of help and assistance. Unless we also take into
account the fact that new teachers are learners, we may design programs
that reduce stress and address immediate problems without promoting
development. To improve the practice of beginning teachers and to foster
a sense of collective responsibility for student learning, we need to move
beyond psychological models of teacher concerns to consider the “what”
and the “how” of beginning-teacher learning.

The Need for Development
Many people assume that once individuals complete their formal prepa-
ration for teaching, they are ready to teach on their own. This assumption
is misleading. As Griffin (1987) writes:

Although it is comforting to invest full confidence in the first-year teacher,
this confidence is seldom warranted. Men and women new to teaching,
although modestly familiar with the work of teaching, are still learning it. (p. v) 

Beginning teachers have two jobs to do—they have to teach and they
have to learn to teach. On their own, beginning teachers often develop
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“safe” practices that enable them to survive. Induction programs should
help them develop “best” practices and become learners through their
teaching. 

If we took new teachers seriously as learners, we would not expect them
to do the same job or have the same skills as experienced teachers. Rather,
we would adjust our expectations for success and effectiveness to fit their
career stage and structure their assignments to allow time for observation,
coplanning, collaborative problem solving, and reflection. 

Education leaders have put forward various proposals to differentiate
the scope of teachers’ professional activity and responsibility on the basis
of their levels of knowledge and expertise (Holmes Group, 1987; Carnegie
Forum on Education and the Economy, 1986). Most include recommen-
dations about extended learning opportunities through internships and
residencies before teachers become fully certified. For example, the
National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future (1996) recom-
mends that the first two years of teaching be structured like a residency in
medicine, with teachers regularly consulting an experienced teacher
about the decisions they are making and receiving ongoing advice and
feedback. Such policies and practices, visible in a handful of programs in
the United States, treat new teachers like the novices and learners that
they are.

Induction programs aimed at teacher development rest on a vision of
good teaching and a consideration of what beginning teachers need to
learn. Professional teaching standards, such as those developed by the
Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium (1996), can
inform such thinking. By outlining the knowledge, dispositions, and skills
that teachers need to promote ambitious learning for all students, these
standards offer powerful goals for new-teacher development and a com-
mon language for talking about teaching. Helping new teachers figure out
what professional standards mean and what they look like in practice is a
central task of teacher induction.

Toward Powerful Teaching
The kind of teaching implied by new standards requires teachers to know
their subjects deeply and represent them in authentic ways, to understand
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how students think about subject matter, and to promote critical thinking
and active learning (Cohen, McLaughlin, & Talbert, 1993). One hallmark
of this kind of teaching is its responsiveness to students’ ideas. To teach in
ways that extend student thinking, teachers must be able to gather infor-
mation about students’ ideas and ways of thinking and use that informa-
tion to improve their instruction. And they must gather and use much of
this information in classrooms as the lesson unfolds (Lampert, 1985).

In order to learn this kind of teaching, teachers need professional devel-
opment connected to the daily work of students, related to the teaching
and learning of subject matter, organized around real problems of practice,
and sustained over time by conversation and coaching. Researchers and
reform-minded educators are recommending the same kind of learning
opportunities for all teachers (Little, 1993; Sparks, 1995; Darling-
Hammond & McLaughlin, 1996). Induction programs that offer such
opportunities to new teachers generally have a multiyear time frame, a
developmental stance toward teacher learning, and a view of mentoring
as a form of teaching.

Mentors who see their work in educational terms are well positioned to
help new teachers get inside the intellectual and practical challenges of
teaching for understanding. Clear about the need for support and devel-
opment, they keep one eye on immediate concerns and one eye on long-
term professional goals, such as helping new teachers pay attention to stu-
dent thinking and develop sound reasons for their actions. They work
toward these goals by inquiring with novices into the particulars of their
practice, asking such questions as “What sense did students make of that
assignment?” “Why did you decide on that activity?” and “How can we
find out whether it was effective?” Like the mentor who said, “I see myself
as a co-thinker trying to move my novices toward paths of growth”
(Feiman-Nemser, 1992), they think about mentoring as a joint inquiry
into teaching and learning.

The Role of Assessment
Many leaders in the induction movement believe that assistance and
assessment are incompatible functions that should not be carried out in
the same program (Huling-Austin, 1990). They argue that new teachers,
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eager to make a good impression, would be reluctant to share problems
and ask for help if they had to worry about being evaluated. They also
point out that high-stakes evaluation for purposes of licensing or contin-
ued employment is traditionally an administrative function.

This position has been challenged by those who view formative assess-
ment as an integral part of teacher development and by others who
believe that induction programs should play both a “bridging” and a “gate-
keeping” function (Sweeney, 1998). The integration of assistance and
assessment takes different forms in different programs. The alternatives
suggest new directions for induction policy and practice.

Formative assessment is a central feature of California’s Beginning
Teacher Support and Assessment Program, which serves first- and second-
year teachers who have completed preservice preparation. Support
providers and beginning teachers work together to identify each new
teacher’s strengths and areas for growth through a formative-assessment
process. Using assessment data, the support provider and beginning
teacher develop an Individual Induction Plan, which identifies profes-
sional development activities to improve the new teacher’s knowledge
and practice. The California Standards for the Teaching Profession pro-
vide a framework for ongoing formative assessment and a common lan-
guage for talking about teaching.

Connecticut’s Beginning Educator Support and Training Program inte-
grates assistance with formative and summative assessment, but different
people provide the two kinds of assessment. All new teachers work with a
school-based mentor or team who responds to their instructional and
noninstructional needs and helps them prepare for assessments in their
first and second year of teaching. First-year teachers participate in an
assessment process that reflects Connecticut’s “essential teaching compe-
tencies.” Second-year teachers compile a teaching portfolio that is
assessed by trained assessors using criteria from content-specific profes-
sional teaching standards. When beginning teachers meet the acceptable
standard, they are recommended for provisional certification.

A third approach to the integration of assistance and assessment comes
from peer assistance and review programs. Following the example of
Toledo, Ohio, three additional cities—Cincinnati and Columbus, Ohio,
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and Rochester, New York—have negotiated induction programs in which
veteran teachers, on leave for up to two years, provide assistance to begin-
ning teachers and make recommendations about contract renewal.
Supportive union leaders argue that educators should make decisions
about who enters the teaching profession. 

The sharp dichotomy between assistance and assessment seems short-
sighted in the context of beginning-teacher induction. Thoughtful teach-
ers use ongoing assessment to identify goals, provide feedback, and docu-
ment progress. Similarly, new teachers and those responsible for their
learning need a defensible basis for deciding what to work toward and
some means of determining how they are doing. Formative assessment
based on a shared vision of good teaching and clear goals for teacher
learning provides purpose to induction activity.

Linking induction and high-stakes assessment in a responsible way is a
different matter. Increased attention to standards and accountability for
students has led to new performance assessments for beginning teachers.
The danger is that states and districts may adopt new assessments and
licensing standards without providing the resources to help new teachers
learn to meet those standards in practice. Unless new teachers have
opportunities for serious and sustained learning, high-stakes assessment
will not lead to quality teaching.

The Key Is New-Teacher Development
Support. Development. Assessment. All three are necessary components
in a comprehensive system of beginning-teacher induction. Support with-
out development leaves teacher learning to chance. It favors the agendas
of individual teachers and works against a sense of collective responsibil-
ity for student learning. Framing induction around new-teacher develop-
ment closes the gap between initial preparation and continuing profes-
sional development. It honors the fact that new teachers are learners and
lays a foundation for the ongoing study and improvement of teaching.
Assessment that encourages interpretation and enactment of standards in
context strengthens professional accountability, which is the most appro-
priate and powerful source of quality control in teaching.

10



Beyond Support

References
Bartell, C., & Ownby, L. (1994). Report on the implementation of the Beginning

Teacher Support and Assessment Program, 1992–1994. Sacramento, CA: California
Commission on New Teacher Credentialing and California Department of
Education.

Brooks, D. M. (Ed.). (1987). Teacher induction: A new beginning. Reston, VA:
National Commission on the Teacher Induction Process, Association of Teacher
Educators.

Carnegie Forum on Education and the Economy. (1986). A nation prepared: Teachers
for the 21st century. Report of the Task Force on Teaching As a Profession. New
York: Carnegie Corporation.

Cohen, D., McLaughlin, M., & Talbert, J. (1993). Teaching for understanding. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Darling-Hammond, L. (1997). Doing what matters most: Investing in quality teaching.
New York: National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future.

Darling-Hammond, L., & McLaughlin, M. (1996). Policies that support teacher
development in an era of reform. In M. McLaughlin & I. Oberman (Eds.),
Teacher learning: New policies and practices (pp. 202–218). New York: Teachers
College Press.

Feiman-Nemser, S. (1992). Helping novices learn to teach: Lessons from an exemplary
support teacher. (Research Report 91-6). East Lansing, MI: National Center for
Research on Teacher Learning, Michigan State University.

Feiman-Nemser, S., & Parker, M. (1993). Mentoring in context: A comparison of
two U.S. programs for beginning teachers. International Journal of Educational
Research, 19(8), 699–718.

Fideler, E., & Haselkorn, D. (in press). Learning the ropes: Urban teacher induction
programs and practices in the United States. Belmont, MA: Recruiting New
Teachers, Inc. 

Gold, Y. (1996). Beginning teacher support: Attrition, mentoring and induction. In
J. Sikula, T. J. Buttery, & E. Guyton (Eds.), Handbook of research on teacher educa-
tion (pp. 548–594). New York: Macmillan.

Griffin, G. (1987). Foreword in G. Griffin & S. Millies (Eds.), The first years of
teaching: Background papers and a proposal. Chicago: University of Illinois,
Chicago.

Holmes Group. (1987). Tomorrow’s teachers: A report of the Holmes Group. East
Lansing, MI: Author.

Huling-Austin, L. (1990). Teacher induction programs and internships. In R. W.
Houston (Ed.), Handbook of research on teacher education (pp. 535–548). New
York: Macmillan.

Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium. (1996). INTASC fact
sheet. Washington, DC: Council of Chief State School Officers.

Lampert, M. (1985). How do teachers manage to teach? Harvard Education Review,
55(2), 178–194.

Little, J. W. (1993). Teachers’ professional development in a climate of educational
reform. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 15(2), 129–151.

11



A Better Beginning

National Association of State Boards of Education. (1998). The numbers game:
Ensuring quantity and quality in the teaching work force. Alexandria, VA: Author.

National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future. (1996). What matters
most: Teaching for America’s future. New York: Author.

Odell, S. J. (1986). Induction support of new teachers: A functional approach.
Journal of Teacher Education, 37(1), 26–29.

Sparks, D. (1995). A paradigm shift in staff development. The ERIC Review, 3(3),
2–4.

Sweeney, B. A. (1998). A survey of the 50 state-mandated novice teacher programs:
Implications for state and local mentoring programs and practices. [On-line].
Available: http://www.teachermentors.com 

Sharon Feiman-Nemser (e-mail: snemser@pilot.msu.edu) is Professor of Teacher
Education, Cynthia Carver is a doctoral student in teacher education, Sharon Schwille
(e-mail: sharons@msu.edu) is Senior Academic Specialist in Teacher Education, 
and Brian Yusko is a doctoral student in teacher education at Michigan State University.
The authors can be reached in care of Sharon Feiman-Nemser at Michigan State
University, Erickson Hall, East Lansing, MI 48824.

12



Easing the Way 
for New Teachers

Joan Montgomery Halford 

How can schools support novice educators so that they 
not only survive, but also thrive? 

Julia Archer was elated when she accepted her first job teaching social
studies at Whitman Middle School. She had just completed a graduate-

level teacher preparation program at a prestigious university, and she was
eager to make a difference with students as a permanent staff member. 

Julia’s first week, however, quickly dampened her enthusiasm. Although
the principal held a brief orientation for new teachers, the meeting was a
perfunctory overview of school procedures, not a chance to build a support
network or discuss the school’s vision. Julia then learned that she would
have four different course preparations for her five classes—and that the
classes had become “dumping grounds” for students with chronic behavior,
attendance, and learning difficulties. Her new colleagues in the social stud-
ies department were friendly, but few had time to help Julia address the
serious challenges in her classroom. As a new teacher, Julia also soon real-
ized that she lacked an adequate repertoire of teaching strategies. 

Nothing in her teacher preparation program, including her one-year
internship at another school, had prepared Julia for the isolation she
would experience during her first months at Whitman. As a new teacher
in a probationary period, Julia was concerned that seeking assistance for
her classroom problems would be viewed as a sign of incompetence. She
also began to question whether her colleagues shared her philosophy of
teaching and learning, and this compounded her concerns. As the school
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year wore on, Julia wore out. Teaching left her with feelings of disillu-
sionment and failure, shattering her idealism. By June, Julia decided to
leave teaching and pursue another career. 

The Profession That Eats Its Young 
Julia’s story encapsulates the thousands behind the staggering teacher
attrition rate in the United States today. Nearly 30 percent of teachers
leave in the first five years, and the exodus is even greater in some school
districts. Further, research indicates that the most talented new educators
are often the most likely to leave (Gonzales & Sosa, 1993). Given com-
parisons to fields such as medicine and law, which recognize the needs of
new professionals more fully, some observers have dubbed education “the
profession that eats its young.” 

Teacher turnover threatens school reform, which requires years of sus-
tained staff effort. And even for teachers who remain in the classroom,
difficulties in the formative professional years can have a continuing neg-
ative effect. “When we don’t ease the way into schools, it’s a signal about
how people—including teachers, parents, and the kids—are valued,”
notes Mary E. Diez, director of the Master of Arts in Education program
at Alverno College in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Ultimately, students suffer
the consequences of inadequate support for beginning teachers. 

Nearly two million new teachers are projected to enter U.S. schools in
the next decade, and the challenge of supporting them effectively has
become a critical issue. “The demand for new teachers is a real concern—
and an opportunity,” says James Rowley, associate professor at the
University of Dayton. “It’s a chance to bring in fresh young minds.” But
recruiting talented, competent educators is only a first step; schools must
also help novice teachers develop staying power. Linda Darling-
Hammond, executive director of the National Commission on Teaching
and America’s Future, asserts, “To retain new teachers, we must do two
things: design good schools in which to teach and employ mentoring.” 

Schools That View New Teachers As Learners 
The need to design schools that are good places for educators, novice and
experienced, is a perennial concern. In many cases, creating a positive
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induction experience for new teachers is an essential component of this
reform. At the core of such support efforts is the recognition that all teach-
ers, particularly new teachers, are learners. In addition to learning how to
effectively work with a variety of students, new teachers are in the throes
of developing a professional identity and navigating a new school culture.
As Fuller’s classic (1969) research suggests, new educators often progress
through predictable, developmental stages of concern, gradually shifting
from a primary focus on survival to a primary focus on student learning. 

Education leaders who understand the typical realities of new teachers
can anticipate and address the needs of these novices. Class assignments
are a starting point. North Carolina Governor James B. Hunt Jr., chair of
the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future, notes,
“Teachers with the least training are assigned to teach the most disadvan-
taged students.” Schools can often avoid setting beginning teachers up for
failure by more carefully considering their teaching schedules. 

Schools and universities are also seeking ways to build a better bridge
from preservice preparation to the early years of teaching. Diez points out
that beginning teachers often experience problems when the beliefs they
developed during their university-based teacher preparation stand in con-
trast to the school culture they encounter in their first teaching assign-
ments. “We need to work with new teachers to help them articulate their
beliefs—not so they can be argumentative, but so they can advocate,” she
states. “New people need an orientation during which they can begin to
discuss the vision and the mission of the school, not just ‘here are the
keys, here are the procedures.’” Recruiting practices that enable beginning
teachers to consider the curricular approaches of individual schools are
another way to ensure more appropriate teaching assignments for novices. 

New teachers also benefit when universities work more closely with
school districts. Although university faculty sometimes assist beginning
teachers after preservice preparation, some school districts and universi-
ties are establishing more formal partnerships. Among these partnerships
are collaborations that develop cadres of trained mentors to bolster
beginning teachers. 
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Mentoring: Relationships to Grow On 
From classrooms to commission chambers, education leaders are recogniz-
ing the power of mentoring. In California, a state study found that among
the many approaches to supporting new teachers, the most effective
focused on the relationship between the new teacher and a support
provider (California Commission on Teacher Credentialing, 1992).
“Simply put, new teachers need somebody to talk to,” says Terry Janicki,
consultant at the California Commission on Teacher Credentialing. As
part of the California Beginning Teacher Support and Assessment
(BSTA) program, the state recently earmarked $17 million toward men-
tors (technically called “support providers”) for beginning teachers. 

Support programs that focus on mentoring relationships have caught on at
state and district levels nationwide. “The chance to connect to a veteran
peer is a powerful resource,” Rowley says. As instructional leaders and mas-
ter teachers, mentors can be a professional lifeline for their new colleagues. 

For Mindy Cline, a kindergarten teacher in Centerville, Ohio, mentor
Barb Roberts smoothed the initial transition into teaching. From the
mundane to the philosophical, Roberts lent a hand—and an ear—in
Cline’s new classroom. She helped Cline arrange her room, reviewed her
early lesson plans, and introduced her to other school staff. Even though
Cline had participated in a five-year preparation program with a full-year
internship, she still benefited from Roberts’s gentle guidance. 

As a requirement of the Centerville mentoring program, Roberts and
Cline observed each other teaching. They also had four days of release
time, which they used to visit other schools and gather instructional ideas.
During the course of her induction year, Cline frequently sought Roberts’s
input on her classroom practice. “Barb made me feel real successful, but
she also let me fall a few times,” Cline admits. “She supported me, yet she
gave me the space to try new things and see how they worked.” 

At one point, Cline experienced classroom management difficulties
and sought Roberts’s assistance. Together, they devised a new classroom
management program, and within three weeks, Cline’s class exhibited sig-
nificant improvement. “Barb also helped me to avoid burning out,” Cline
says. “When she saw that I was constantly working quite late, she advised
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me to go home. She told me that I might have flawless bulletin boards,
but if I was physically exhausted, I wouldn’t be very good for my students.” 

Making Mentoring Meaningful 
Roberts, who serves on the Centerville School District mentoring com-
mittee, believes that the success of mentoring new teachers hinges on sys-
temic support of the mentoring program. In Centerville, the union local
negotiated release time and $1,000 stipends for mentor teachers. “The
stipends and credit hours are a real incentive for our mentors,” Roberts
says. “They also formalize the program, give it credibility, and communi-
cate that the program is valued.” For Cline, Roberts’s protégé, the stipend
also made a difference. “Knowing she was being paid kept me from feeling
I was imposing on her,” she says. 

Although schools have developed many models of mentoring, success-
ful programs share key components. “Having leaders, particularly princi-
pals, who are committed to the notion of helping beginning teachers find
success, makes a critical difference,” says Rowley, who serves as a univer-
sity connection with mentor teachers in Centerville. 

In addition to tangible incentives and district support, mentors also
require specialized professional development. “Educators need to be
trained to know how to effectively help new teachers,” Roberts says. In
Centerville, experienced teachers apply to become mentors and participate
in coursework. And each year, the district mentoring committee gives
careful consideration to the matches between mentors and new teachers.
Mindy Cline believes that she benefited from the careful selection process.
“As a reading resource teacher, Barb really understood my content con-
cerns,” Cline says. “But because she wasn’t a member of my teaching team,
I felt comfortable seeking her advice on my team’s dynamics.” 

Feedback and Time 
Many mentor-training programs focus on teaching how to provide appro-
priate feedback to new teachers. “The support providers give descriptions,
not value judgments, about what they observe in the new teacher’s class-
room,” Janicki explains. Although mentors may help new teachers learn
and understand state standards for teacher practice, the role of the men-
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tors is to be confidential support providers—not formal evaluators. In
California, this supportive role is exemplified through the individual
induction plans that mentors develop with beginning teachers and that
are based on the state’s standards for teaching. 

For Janicki, time is the fundamental resource for effective teacher sup-
port programs. “Doing this well requires a time commitment on the part
of schools,” he says. “Policymakers need to recognize that support
providers need time to work with beginning teachers. Not allowing ade-
quate time can doom a program. You can’t do this on the fly.” 

Professional Payoffs 
Although mentoring a new teacher in California costs nearly $5,000
(including administrative expenses), studies show that the approach is
financially effective. By reducing the teacher dropout rate, the California
New Teacher Project, the precursor to today’s state effort, saved money on
recruitment and rehiring (California Commission on Teacher
Credentialing, 1992). 

The budget books tell only part of the story. The greatest benefits of
supporting new teachers can be found in the classroom. “I wouldn’t be the
same teacher today if it weren’t for my mentor,” says Cline. “Reflection is
a large part of my teaching today because Barb modeled the importance
of reflecting on my practice.” Mentors, too, benefit from their relation-
ships with beginners. “Mindy brought a lot to me in the area of new cur-
riculum,” Roberts notes. “We all become better teachers through these
relationships.” Following Roberts’s lead, Cline, now in her seventh year of
teaching, recently pursued the training to become a mentor herself—and
continue the cycle of support. 
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The Stages of a Teacher’s First Year

Ellen Moir

To support new teachers effectively, other educators must 
understand the phases that novices often experience 

during their pivotal first year.

First-year teaching is a difficult challenge. Equally challenging is deter-
mining how to assist beginning teachers as they enter the profession.

Since 1988, the Santa Cruz New Teacher Project, a 16-district consortium
led by the University of California, Santa Cruz, has been supporting the
efforts of new teachers. After working with nearly 1,500 new teachers, my
colleagues and I have noted a number of developmental phases. Although
not every new teacher goes through this exact sequence, understanding
these phases is useful to educators who support new teachers, including
administrators, teacher education faculty, and other support personnel. 

New teachers move through several phases: from anticipation, to sur-
vival, to disillusionment, to rejuvenation, to reflection, then back to
anticipation. Here’s a look at the stages, exemplified by excerpts from new
teachers’ journal entries and end-of-the-year program evaluations.

Anticipation Phase
The anticipation phase begins during the student teaching portion of
preservice preparation. The closer that student teachers get to complet-
ing their assignment, the more excited and anxious they become about
their first teaching position. They tend to romanticize the role of the
teacher. New teachers enter classrooms with a tremendous commitment
to making a difference and a somewhat idealistic view of how to accom-
plish their goals. “I was elated to get the job but terrified about going from the
simulated experience of student teaching to being the person completely in
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charge.” This feeling of excitement carries new teachers through the first
few weeks of school.

Survival Phase
The first month of school is overwhelming for new teachers. They are
learning a lot at a rapid pace. Beginning teachers are bombarded with a
variety of problems and situations they had not anticipated. Despite
teacher education courses and student teaching experience, the realities
of teaching on their own catch new teachers off guard. There is so little
time and so much to learn. “I thought I’d be busy—something like student
teaching—but this is crazy. I’m constantly running. It’s hard to focus on other
aspects of my life.”

During the survival phase, most new teachers struggle to keep their
heads above water. They become consumed with the day-to-day routine
of teaching. It is not uncommon for new teachers to spend up to 70 hours
a week on school work. They have little time to stop and reflect on their
experiences.

Particularly overwhelming is the constant need to develop curriculum.
Veteran teachers routinely reuse excellent lessons and units from past
years. New teachers, still uncertain of what will really work, must devel-
op their lessons for the first time. Even when they depend on textbooks
and prepared curriculum, teaching unfamiliar content is enormously time-
consuming.

“I thought there would be more time to get everything done. It’s like working
three jobs: 7:30–2:30, 2:30–6:00, with more time spent in the evening and on
weekends.” Although tired and surprised by the amount of work, first-year
teachers usually maintain a tremendous amount of energy and commit-
ment during the survival phase, and they harbor hope that soon the tur-
moil will subside.

Disillusionment Phase
After six to eight weeks of nonstop work and stress, new teachers enter
the disillusionment phase. The intensity and the length of the phase vary
among new teachers. The extensive time commitment, the realization
that things are probably not going as smoothly as they would like, and low
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morale contribute to this period of disenchantment. New teachers begin
questioning their commitment and their competence. Many new teach-
ers fall ill during this phase. 

Compounding an already difficult situation is the fact that new teach-
ers confront several new events during this time frame: back-to-school
night, parent conferences, and their first formal evaluation by the site
administrator. Each milestone places an already vulnerable individual in
a very stressful situation.

Back-to-school night means giving a speech to parents about plans for
the year that are most likely still unclear in the new teacher’s mind. Some
parents are uneasy when they realize that the teacher is a beginner, and
they may pose questions or make demands that intimidate a new teacher.

Parent conferences require new teachers to be highly organized, articu-
late, tactful, and prepared to confer with parents about each student’s
progress. This type of communication with parents can be awkward and
difficult for beginning teachers. New teachers generally begin with the
idea that parents are partners in the learning process, and they are not
prepared for parents’ concerns or criticisms. These criticisms hit new
teachers at a time of waning self-esteem.

Figure 1:
The Phases of a First-Year Teacher’s Attitude Toward Teaching
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The first formal evaluation by the principal also arrives during the dis-
illusionment phase. Developing and presenting a “showpiece” lesson are
time-consuming and stressful. New teachers, uncertain about the evalua-
tion process and anxious about their own competence, question their abil-
ity to perform. 

During the disillusionment phase, classroom management often
becomes a major source of distress. “I thought I’d be focusing more on cur-
riculum and less on classroom management and discipline. I’m stressed because
I have some very problematic students who are low academically, and I think
about them every second my eyes are open.”

At this point, the accumulated stress on new teachers, coupled with
months of overwork, provokes complaints from family members and
friends. In the disillusionment phase, new teachers express self-doubt,
have lower self-esteem, and question their professional commitment.
Getting through this phase may be the toughest challenge they face as
new teachers.

Rejuvenation Phase
The rejuvenation phase, which generally begins in January, is character-
ized by a slow improvement in the new teacher’s attitude toward teaching.
Having a winter break makes a tremendous difference for new teachers.
The free time allows them to resume a more normal lifestyle, with plenty
of rest, food, exercise, and time for family and friends. The break also
offers an opportunity to organize materials and plan curriculum. This
breathing space gives new teachers time for reflection and a chance to
gain perspective. Most of all, it provides hope.

Putting past problems behind them, new teachers return to school rest-
ed and reinvigorated. They now have a better understanding of the sys-
tem, more acceptance of the realities of teaching, and a sense of accom-
plishment at having made it through the first, and hardest, part of the
school year. Although still months away, the end of school becomes a bea-
con of hope. By now, new teachers have also gained confidence and bet-
ter coping skills to prevent or manage problems that they will encounter.
During this phase, new teachers focus on curriculum development, long-
term planning, and teaching strategies.
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“I’m really excited about my story-writing center, although the organization
of it has at times been haphazard. Story-writing has definitely revived my jour-
nals.” The rejuvenation phase tends to last into spring, with many ups and
downs along the way. Toward the end of this phase, new teachers begin to
voice concerns about whether they can accomplish everything by the end
of the school year. They also wonder how their students will perform on
tests, once again questioning their own effectiveness as teachers. “I’m fear-
ful of these big tests. Can you be fired if your kids do poorly? I don’t know
enough about them to know what I haven’t taught, and I’m sure it’s a lot.”

Reflection Phase
The reflection phase begins during the last six weeks of school. These
final weeks are a particularly invigorating time for first-year teachers.
Reflecting back over the year, new teachers highlight events that were
successful and those that were not. They think about the various changes
that they plan to make the following year in management, curriculum,
and teaching strategies. The end is in sight, and they have almost made
it; but more important, a vision emerges about what their second year will
look like, which brings them to a new phase of anticipation. “I think that
next year I’d like to start the letter puppets earlier to introduce the kids to more
letters.”

It is essential that we assist new teachers and ease the transition from
student teacher to full-time professional. Recognizing the phases that new
teachers go through gives us a framework within which we can begin to
design support programs to make the first year of teaching a more positive
experience for our new colleagues.

Ellen Moir is Director of the New Teacher Center at the University of California, Santa
Cruz, 809 Bay Ave., Capitola, CA 95010.





CReating An
Induction
Program

P A R T  I I





Induction: 
The First Five Days

Sandra Martin and Kathryn Robbins 

A mandatory, structured induction program introduces new teachers to the
culture, expectations, and vision of their district and school. 

The authors describe a five-day introductory structure 
that kicks off the school year.

You’ve landed the job. New keys are placed in your hand along with a
stack of textbooks. You make your way to Room 207 at the end of the

corridor. School begins in two days. You think, now what? What will I do
on the first day of class? What will I wear? What will the kids think of me?
Will I be too tough? Too nice? When will I find time to read all these
materials from the district office? 

New teachers often experience this scenario. Overwhelmed with mate-
rial given out at a district meeting just days before the start of school,
teachers don’t know what to do first. Read the policy manuals? Start
preparing lessons? Develop classroom rules? Most new-teacher induction
programs are classic cases of “too little, too late.” 

The new-teacher induction program at Leyden High Schools in
Franklin Park, Illinois, developed out of our need to retain strong teach-
ers. We watched teachers, overwhelmed by the paperwork and responsi-
bilities, struggle to meet the demands of teaching classes, working with
parents, and sponsoring cocurricular activities. Some of our most promis-
ing teachers chose to leave the profession, or we made the choice to
release others at the end of their first year. We had spent a great deal of
energy hiring teachers who we thought were good matches for our stu-
dents and had the potential to be excellent career teachers. We were dis-
appointed as teachers dropped out of the profession. 
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Our inspiration for change came from Harry Wong, whose work focus-
es on the importance of strong induction programs not only for new
teachers, but also for all teachers new to a district. Wong’s work was a cat-
alyst that renewed our energy to change our induction program into one
that would truly help teachers be effective from the first day of school for-
ward. Our program incorporates Wong’s philosophy and materials.1

The Induction Program
Leyden High Schools’ new-teacher induction program, entitled “Everything
You Ever Wanted to Know About Teaching But Were Afraid to Ask,” start-
ed in 1996. Approximately 20 to 25 teachers new to the district participate
each year. New teachers are notified when hired that enrollment in the class
is a condition of tenure. Although teachers are not paid a stipend, they do
receive credit toward movement on the salary schedule. 

The 30-hour course meets Monday through Friday, 8 a.m until 2 p.m.,
during the first week of August. We selected early August to give teach-
ers time before the start of school to assimilate new knowledge and to
incorporate new ideas into their lesson planning. The course combines an
overview of effective teaching principles and practices with an orienta-
tion to the district, the building, the department, the staff, the students,
and the community. 

Although our school district employs approximately 210 teachers to
serve more than 3,000 students in two public high schools in the subur-
ban Chicago area, this program could be easily modified to meet the needs
of smaller or larger districts. Because the teachers do not receive monetary
compensation and the trainers are full-time administrators, costs for this
home-grown program are less than $100 for each teacher. 

Participants in this program can expect to

● Become acquainted with the district’s culture, expectations, and
vision; 

● Understand the expectations of the superintendent, the board of
education, the administration, and the students; 

● Be armed with the knowledge to be successful; 
● Feel more confident and comfortable with their supervisors, one

another, and the infrastructure of the school; and
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● Know all the things that we wish we had known before we started
teaching. 

The Program Structure
Each day of the five-day program has a theme to lend structure. Content
is grouped around each theme in order of relevance to the new teacher.
Administrators in the district, each leading his or her own area of spe-
cialization, conduct the class sessions. This practice lends some variety to
the presentations and illustrates that members of the administration work
as a team and that all are committed to the success of the new teachers.
Faculty members run specialized sessions, for example, on technology.

We designed our program to model effective lesson design, classroom
procedures, positive attitudes, high expectations, effective use of daily
homework, and effective use of time to maximize learning. We want
teachers not only to be told “how things should be,” but also to experi-
ence how it feels to be part of a well-run classroom. 

Day One: Culture, Expectations, and Vision
New teachers are introduced to administrators and key people in the

district, learn the district philosophy and mission, glean a better under-
standing of the hierarchy of the system, and develop a perception of the
expectations for all teachers in the district. 

Teachers tour each building and ride a school bus to tour the district.
They learn about student and community demographics and receive bell
schedules, their own schedules, class lists, supervisory assignments, and
room keys. We explain these aspects of teaching in detail, and everyone
has an opportunity to ask questions and discuss information. 

Day Two: Positive Expectations
We believe that teachers’ positive expectations are crucial for student

success. New teachers engage in a variety of learning activities to foster
this understanding as well as to learn the importance of the first day of
school, how to select role models, how to encourage appropriate student-
teacher relationships, and how to cultivate successful parent-teacher rela-
tionships. For example, teachers write about their ideal classroom, then
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share their vision with their classmates. The conversations lead to com-
mon themes, attitudes, and classroom climate. Next, the teachers discuss
instructional practice that fosters their ideal classroom.

Day Three: Classroom Management
Classroom management, or the lack of it, often makes or breaks a begin-

ning teacher. Workshop time is spent role playing, practicing appropriate
interventions, writing supporting documents, and reviewing the resources
and interventions available to the faculty. In addition, teachers learn
about attendance procedures and sanctions for students. Individual class-
room management plans are discussed and developed, structured around
rules, consequences, and rewards. 

The class generates and shares responses to the “Seven Things Kids
Want to Know on the First Day of School.”

● Am I in the right room? 
● Where am I supposed to sit?
● What are the rules in this classroom?
● What will I be doing this year?
● How will I be graded?
● Who is the teacher as a person?
● Will the teacher treat me like a human being? 

New teachers also spend time developing a repertoire of procedures for
routine tasks, such as getting students’ attention, collecting papers, and
dealing with absent students. Our technology director conducts hands-on
training on using a computer grade book. The teachers learn about all the
technology that the district offers teachers and students. 

Day Four: Mastery and Cooperative Learning
In true graduate school style, participants teach one another about

instructional design to ensure content mastery by developing effective
lessons that use cooperative learning and designing appropriate assess-
ment tools. New teachers also learn about the district’s instructional goals
and the curriculum development process. 
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We also review the district’s evaluation system. Teachers learn what to
expect in terms of who will visit their classroom, when observations will
take place, and what criteria will be used for their assessment. We end the
discussion by explaining the part that evaluation plays in their continued
employment in the district. Teachers also learn that professional attire is
an expectation of the district and will influence students’ perceptions of
them. All of this sets the stage for the formal evaluation process. We also
let teachers know about the professional development options available to
them. 

Day Five: Professionalism and Expectations
The morning begins with a “tour” of a demonstration classroom.

Successful veteran teachers who have participated in the induction pro-
gram and have implemented many of the procedures and routines learned
in the program demonstrate them for the new group of teachers. We visit
the demonstration classroom where the veteran gives the tour and
explains the organization of the room and its effects on classroom climate
and student learning. 

Next, a panel of our top-notch teachers offers insight into working in
our district and enjoying the teaching profession. They respond to the fol-
lowing questions: 

● What did you learn your first year of teaching?
● What would you have done differently? 
● What gives you joy in teaching? 
● What keeps you going? 

Each year we are amazed that such simple questions evoke such strong
emotion and inspiration. Often participants and viewers are moved to
tears. 

The day ends with certificates and a graduation ceremony that has
become a pep rally. Teachers cheer one another as they come forward to
accept their framed certificate. We encourage our teachers to display the
award along with their diplomas in their classroom. 

An important part of our staff development is the care and feeding of
our teachers. Each day, a different restaurant caters breakfast and lunch.
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The meals are the vehicle for increased interaction among the teachers
and the administrators, who come to lunch each day to mingle with the
new teachers. We also give the new teachers small gifts each day: colored
chalk, grading pens, software, Leyden High Schools folders, and school
booster items. This attention to detail illustrates our commitment to our
“you are special and we’re glad you’re here” philosophy. 

Program Evaluation
We ask participants to evaluate the course at the end of the program. This
anonymous form gives us feedback for improving our class for our next
group of recruits. The teachers’ reactions have been positive: 

From experienced teachers

I realized that teaching is not a random art. There are identifiable things
that effective teachers do, and I can do them also.

The best in-service class I’ve been to in 20 years.

From first-year teachers

Speaking of positive role models! You two were not only obvious exam-
ples of professionalism, but were models of organization, preparation, high
energy, intentional, invitational teaching; and creativity. You really prac-
ticed what you preached. Thank you.

I’ll remember the effort all of the people made to welcome us and to help
us feel better prepared.

I thought I was prepared, but after this class, I wonder where I’d be right
now without it.

Continuing Education
This program doesn’t end after the first week in August. The last activity
for the new-teacher induction program asks teachers to complete a final
assignment prior to the first day of school. They submit one lesson, based
on either cooperative or mastery learning, that they will use during the
first three weeks of school and that incorporates the elements of lesson
design discussed in our class. 

Several days before the start of school, new teachers attend a formal
dinner with the board of education. The board president explains the dis-
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trict’s philosophy of good schools and good teaching and stresses the
importance of valuing the abilities of our students and preparing for class
each day. The next day begins with an overview of insurance benefits,
payroll procedures, and other necessary housekeeping details. Next, new
teachers participate in round-table discussions with groups of students,
parents, second-year teachers, veteran teachers, and guidance counselors.
Finally, they have lunch with their assigned department mentors and
department chairs. 

Once school begins, the new teachers meet monthly with their build-
ing principals and as often as needed with their mentors. We also host one
or two class reunions during the year so that we can bring together the
new teachers to gain additional feedback about our induction program
and to renew friendships. 

Because Illinois has changed the duration of probationary teaching to
four years, we are planning to add several courses that will contribute to
teachers’ knowledge and skills during years two, three, and four. All these
courses will be part of our internal summer and after-school staff develop-
ment program, called “Leyden University,” which features 15- and 30-
hour courses on such topics as Spanish for Educators, Creating Your Own
Web Site, and Cooperative Learning. The school awards successful com-
pletion with movement on the salary schedule.

All in all, these efforts have paid off for the district. Our retention rate
for new teachers ranges from 85 to 95 percent. Perhaps more important is
the response from supervisors: “These new teachers don’t look like new
teachers.” The induction program increases confidence and skills and,
ultimately, improves the success of our students.

Note
1Wong, H., & Wong, R. (1998). The first days of school. Sunnyvale, CA: Harry K.

Wong Publications.

Sandra Martin is Assistant Superintendent for Homewood-Flossmoor High School, 999
Kedzie Ave., Flossmoor, IL 60422 (e-mail: SMartin@Kiwi.dep.anl.gov). Kathryn Robbins
is Superintendent for Leyden High Schools, 3400 N. Rose St., Franklin Park, IL 60131.

33



First Things First: How to Set Up
An Induction Program

Annette Breaux

A school district in Thibodaux, Louisiana, implemented a successful
induction program to help ease the transition for its new teachers. The author

outlines the steps needed for planning and implementation.

By now, many educators know what induction is: a structured training
process for new teachers. They know that research supports the ben-

efits of induction and that districts offering induction programs are
increasing teacher effectiveness and retaining more qualified teachers.
They know that after going through an induction process, new teachers
feel more confident about their teaching. What many educators do not
know, however, is how to go about setting up an induction program for
their new teachers. Four years ago, we in Lafourche Parish Schools,
Thibodaux, Louisiana, found ourselves in that situation.

How We Got Started
At the recommendation of Harry Wong, we contacted five school districts
already implementing successful induction programs. All these districts
were eager to share information on their programs and suggestions for
developing our own program. Instead of reinventing the wheel, we decid-
ed to combine the best of the best. We found out what the most successful
districts around the country were doing and built on that information. 

Within six months, we launched our Framework for Inducting,
Retaining, and Supporting Teachers (FIRST) new-teacher induction pro-
gram. Now completing our third year of inducting more than 200 new
teachers, we are proud to say that 99 percent of our certified new teach-
ers remain in teaching and that 88 percent are still teaching in our school
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district. Superintendent Malcolm Duplantis says, “Our new-teacher
induction program has increased teacher competence and confidence
throughout our school system. It is, without a doubt, the best thing we
have ever done for our new teachers.” Supervisor of Personnel Elmo
Broussard adds, “Retaining qualified teachers is a problem that has always
plagued us. Induction may be our solution.”

The FIRST Year
The induction process begins with four highly structured days in early
August, during which first-year teachers learn the rudiments of classroom
management, instructional strategies, discipline, first-day classroom pro-
cedures, district policies and procedures, and lesson planning. Each par-
ticipant receives a copy of The First Days of School (Wong & Wong, 1998),
along with a new-teacher binder. The binder contains a letter of welcome
from the superintendent; a copy of the district’s philosophy; checklists to
aid in teaching preparation; tips for new teachers; and sections for faculty
and staff lists, school policies and procedures, class rosters and schedules,
classroom management plans, bell and duty schedules, and student infor-
mation. The superintendent, assistant superintendent, curriculum coordi-
nators, and curriculum supervisors welcome new teachers. And the induc-
tion process officially begins.

The new teachers then become “students,” and the three curriculum
coordinators become their teachers. We model what we want them to do
with their students in their classrooms. Because the curriculum coordina-
tors are former classroom teachers, our advice stems from experience. We
enjoy sharing our most successful accomplishments, our most embarrass-
ing moments, and our most heartwarming experiences in the classroom.
Because we will continue to work closely with the new teachers during
their first few years of teaching, we know that it is imperative to establish
a trusting, supportive relationship with them. The induction process pro-
vides a framework for such a relationship.

The four days are highly structured, and the pace is steady. The class-
room is work oriented, and the inductees are actively involved in their
learning. Day one focuses on classroom management. To model the
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importance of procedures and routines in the classroom, we establish actu-
al procedures and routines for our induction classroom. Days two and
three address the first days of school, instructional strategies, assessment
techniques, positive discipline techniques, and strategies to meet individ-
ual student differences and to work with parents. Though we cover a vari-
ety of topics during the four days, the primary focus is classroom manage-
ment (see Tips for Classroom Management, below).

On day three, a second-year teacher talks to the new teachers about the
value of the induction process. This teacher entertains questions from the
inductees and shares personal first-year experiences.

On the fourth day, a darkened room is aglow with candles, and soft
music echoes as participants stand in a circle, holding hands and listening
to a poem entitled “I Am a Teacher” (Canfield & Hansen, 1993). There
is rarely a dry eye in the room as each inductee comes forward to receive
a certificate of achievement along with hugs and well wishes from their
teachers. This is followed by a luncheon at which new teachers meet
mentor teachers, principals, school board members, and administrative
staff members. On the afternoon of the fourth day, the new teachers visit
demonstration classrooms specific to their grade levels and receive advice
and instruction from our most successful veteran teachers. For the initial
four days of induction, participants are paid stipends.
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Tips for Classroom Management

● Maintain an organized, pleasant, functional classroom environment.

● Always greet your students at the door.

● Never arrive unprepared.

● Adopt only a few rules, and establish procedures for all activities.

● Give copies of your rules and procedures to students and parents.

● Engage learners in meaningful activities.

● Maximize instructional time.

● Enable all students to experience success.

● Nip potential problems by being proactive.

● Treat all students with dignity.
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The induction process does not end there. A curriculum coordinator
observes each new teacher several times throughout the year. These strict-
ly informal observations are tools for offering ongoing encouragement,
support, and assistance to the new teachers. New teachers are also
required to participate in the Louisiana Teacher Assistance and
Assessment Program, with formal observations determining certification
decisions. All teachers participating in this program receive two addi-
tional days of training on the Louisiana Components of Effective
Teaching. Although the induction process is in no way tied to the state
assessment program, effective teaching is the focus of both. 

In April, inductees return for a one-day New Teacher Induction
Review. On this day, new teachers address ongoing concerns, share first-
year teaching experiences, and receive additional instruction.

Year Two
During the second year of the induction process, the curriculum coordi-
nators continue to work closely with the new teachers. Classroom obser-
vations are ongoing. In addition, second-year teachers attend four half-
day sessions to receive further training in classroom management, instruc-
tional strategies, authentic assessment, and instructional decision making.
During one segment of each session, participants pose questions, voice
concerns, seek solutions to common classroom problems, and share per-
sonal classroom experiences. Again, participants are paid stipends. At this
time, we are adding a third year to the program.

Mentoring the New Teacher
Just as the terms classroom management and discipline are often mistaken for
synonyms, so are the terms mentoring and induction. Though discipline is
an integral component of classroom management, it remains just that—
one important part. Likewise, mentoring is only one component of induc-
tion, albeit a vital one.

As part of the state assessment program, each new teacher is assigned a
mentor for one year. These mentors receive three days of intensive train-
ing along with ongoing staff development and support from the curricu-
lum coordinators. The mentors provide each new teacher a built-in, on-
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site support system. When asked how she felt about having a mentor, one
new middle school teacher replied, “My mentor teacher saved my life!
Because of her, I made it through my first year of teaching.”

The Role of the Principal
After the new teachers attend the initial four days of induction training
in early August, they are not yet officially inducted. They have only
begun what will become a three-year induction process. 

To ensure consistency between what is promoted during the initial
training and what will be promoted in the schools, principals receive
awareness training before the actual induction process begins. Within
their schools, the principals take over by providing support, guidance, and
encouragement to the new teachers, along with opportunities for ongoing
assistance and staff development. 

Noelee Brooks, principal of Sixth Ward Middle School in Thibodaux,
Louisiana, participates in the initial four days of induction by providing
some of the actual training. New teachers hear—from a principal’s view-
point—what will be expected of them regarding dress, attitudes, and gen-
eral professionalism. Brooks also offers words of encouragement and
advice for new teachers regarding first-day procedures.

A Worthwhile Investment
According to the National Commission on Teaching and America’s
Future (1996),

On the whole, the school reform movement has ignored the obvious. 
What teachers know and can do makes the crucial difference in what
children learn. And the ways school systems organize their work makes a
big difference in what teachers can accomplish. New courses, tests, and
curriculum reforms can be important starting points, but they are mean-
ingless if teachers cannot use them well. Policies can only improve
schools if the people in them are armed with the knowledge, skills, and
supports they need. Student learning in this country will improve only
when we focus our efforts on improving teaching (p. 5).

Just four short years ago, we had a vision. Our goal was to implement an
induction program that would ease the way for new teachers by providing
ongoing training and support. The results? Overwhelming enthusiasm
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from new teachers, mentors, administrators, school board members, and
the community, and increased retention of more confident, competent,
qualified new teachers who influence the lives of thousands of students.
We managed all this within a budget of $50,000 a year. This is a small
price to pay for an investment on which no dollar amount can possibly be
placed—our children, our future.
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The Elements of a Supportive
Induction Program

Aileen Heidkamp with Janet Shapiro

How do we make novice teachers feel welcome, connected, and listened to
in their new school? The authors provide tips for those who want to 

build their own strong induction program.

My first year teaching was like . . . 

● a psychological battery test. All my strengths and weaknesses were
revealed and put on display for the students.

● deep-sea diving in Hawaii. It’s been beautiful and exciting, with
some “rough” objects underfoot.

● being on a treadmill for which I was not in shape. The pace was too
quick for me!

● trying to hold up a 10-ton weight. The school obviously has many
procedures and contingency plans. Keeping up with and learning these
systems requires much time and effort.

● a wild roller-coaster ride that hasn’t slowed down yet. Though it’s
been fun and exciting, I am looking forward to eventually stopping. I
must admit, though, I like the ride a lot!

—First- and second-year teachers at 
Sacred Heart Cathedral Preparatory School

Like many schools, Sacred Heart Cathedral Preparatory makes con-
centrated efforts to welcome new students. We sponsor freshmen ori-

entation, in which older students show younger students the ropes. We
invite freshmen and their families to a freshmen family picnic. We give
new students tours of the school, show them where to buy books, and
demonstrate how to open their lockers. But if we warmly welcome our
freshmen—who will spend four years at school—shouldn’t we do as much,
if not more, to welcome, orient, and support new teachers?
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Effective Support
Long-time teachers know that learning to teach is a process. Dynamic,
energetic teachers continually experiment with new ideas and methodolo-
gy. They renew and review their practices. Devoted teachers, those who
exert positive influence and change, constitute a school’s most valuable
resource. How does a school attract, train, and retain those individuals who
are or can become such teachers? Certainly, this does not happen easily.

Teaching is an unusual profession because the first-year teacher in most
cases is assigned to the same tasks in and out of the classroom as a long-
time veteran. In some cases, the novice teacher performs just as well, but
administrators and veterans must invest significant time and resources to
foster a new teacher’s development into a dynamic educator. This invest-
ment helps faculty develop a positive, professional attitude, which ulti-
mately creates a better learning environment for students.

A new-teacher support program should be designed to meet the specific
needs of a particular school. What is unique about working in your particu-
lar environment, and what should a new person know to succeed? Answers
to these questions can form the basis of an effective support program. 

In our case, Sacred Heart Cathedral Preparatory is a coeducational,
Catholic secondary school in urban San Francisco. More than 1,200 stu-
dents attend the school, which employs approximately 90 teachers. Over
the last eight years, the faculty has grown significantly. When we began to
orient new teachers as a group in 1991–92, we simply welcomed them
with a special lunch before the first day of school, gave them a tour of the
facility, and spoke to them about the school’s history. Then we hoped that
their teacher training would prove enough. Now, these activities form the
mere basis of a much more developed program. Each year, we learn a bit
more about the scope of new teachers’ needs within our school; in
response, we have gradually formulated our current new-teacher support
program.

The following tips, which are based on our experience, can help admin-
istrators and veteran teachers create new-teacher programs that anticipate
needs and support new teachers in those first crucial years.
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Step One: Provide Administrative Support and Direction
Our experience tells us that to succeed, new teachers need to know where
to turn for help. 

● As early as possible in the school year, identify key individuals to
new teachers and explain the kind of positive support these individuals
will offer. 

● Schedule one-on-one meetings with the administrator or faculty
member whose responsibility it is to foster, monitor, and celebrate the
novice teacher’s successes.

Our director of professional development has a primary responsibility to
support and guide new teachers. (Please note: We consider all teachers
new to our school new teachers, even those who may have taught in other
schools.) The director of professional development coordinates the new-
teacher support program and provides individual assistance to new teach-
ers. She acts as the resource, advisor, and guide. In the first weeks of
school, she makes frequent contacts with new teachers. She is also part of
the formal observation and evaluation process; her frequent observations
of classes early in the school year help teachers avoid potential pitfalls and
reaffirm their positive efforts. She guides teachers’ self-evaluations and
helps them in setting attainable goals.

The director of professional development also works with department
chair to ensure that new teachers receive the necessary curriculum direc-
tion and support. These two individuals also assist a new teacher in iden-
tifying other resources within departments. Though our school does not
have a formal mentoring program, most novice teachers find a veteran to
fulfill this role. 

Step Two: Welcome New Teachers
Teachers generally meet their new challenges with a mixture of excite-
ment and apprehension. Early in the school year, administrators and vet-
eran faculty members need to share their enthusiasm and allay their fears.
Simple efforts make significant differences.

● Make sure you formally welcome new teachers. Let them know you
are happy to have them. 
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● Invite them into your community by clearly identifying who is who
and who does what. 

● Make them feel at home. If possible, invite them to share a meal
with administrators, department chairs, and prospective mentors. 

● Don’t forget to identify people to whom they should direct ques-
tions, however small.

We meet with teachers over the course of three days before the start of
the school year. These meetings have various goals. First, we encourage
them to get to know one another; in many cases, they will be one anoth-
er’s emotional lifelines. We introduce key administrators, who address the
group with brief, pertinent information. New teachers also receive a tour
of our facilities. As early as possible, we give them keys to their classrooms
and schedule time for them to get settled. Brief sessions introduce them to
the main facets of the school—its history, philosophy, student activities,
and athletics. 

Though it sounds like a lot of information to digest, we make every
attempt to avoid overwhelming new teachers. This orientation includes a
simple lunch with department chairs, administrators, and second-year
teachers, who share helpful pointers on getting through the first year. A
more formal dinner with the two religious communities who administer
the school also occurs during the week. 

Step Three: Maintain Frequent Contact
As the school year begins, new teachers need forums in which they can
ask questions and receive vital information. 

● Provide a designated administrator or department chair to meet with
teachers on a regular basis.

● Give new teachers immediate feedback on classroom observations
early in the school year.

During the first week of school, our director of professional develop-
ment holds two meetings to ensure that new teachers feel comfortable and
to field questions or problems. During the second through sixth weeks of
school, we conduct weekly “business” meetings with the group of new
teachers; subsequently, meetings occur at least once a month. Discussion
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items cover a wide range of information: roles and responsibilities at
upcoming events, attendance procedures, the school calendar and daily
schedule, the school computer system, situations with students, and pro-
cedures to obtain necessary supplies.

In addition, the director of professional development and department
chairs make informal classroom observations. New teachers need imme-
diate feedback. In our experience, most feedback affirms their enthusias-
tic efforts. And by identifying areas of difficulty as early as possible, we
give novice teachers immediate opportunities to make positive changes.

Step Four: Allow Time for Professional Development and 
Professional Relationships
New teachers need to understand the school’s culture and to build profes-
sional relationships.

● Create opportunities for new teachers to discuss professional issues
with veterans and administrators. Do not assume that conversations about
methodology, procedures, and school culture and traditions will automat-
ically take place informally.

● Support all teachers in their efforts to develop and pursue a plan of
professional development. Encourage groups with common interests to
participate together.

We hold monthly seminars in which new teachers discuss various issues
with veteran faculty members and administrators. Topics include class-
room environments, assessment, professional roles and relationships, the
school’s technological resources, and personal health maintenance. In
these seminars, teachers discuss their experiences, concerns, and ques-
tions in small groups. Panelists also make presentations followed by ques-
tions and answers. New teachers hear veterans’ stories with interest and
learn from them, especially when teachers share experiences about their
own growth as educators. These forums also encourage new teachers to
ask questions and to discover new resources in their colleagues.

This year, our new-teacher support program will expand again. We
believe that the support that we offer new teachers needs to continue after
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their first year. Therefore, we are developing a more comprehensive in-
house professional development program. We will sponsor in-service
training, in which topics will change each year. This first year, we plan to
focus on brain-based learning. The entire faculty will attend the session;
as this aspect of the program develops, teachers new to our school will be
able to witness our faculty’s commitment to evolving as teachers and
learners. 

Step Five: Conduct a Self-Evaluation
The most direct way of knowing whether you are giving new teachers
what they need is to ask them. After every monthly seminar, we ask
teachers about the value and effectiveness of the discussion. During meet-
ings with groups and individuals, the director of professional development
asks teachers what help they need and solicits their questions. We make
refinements and adjustments on the basis of their responses. 

We think that the best way to know if teachers feel supported is to eval-
uate whether they are comfortable enough to ask questions. When new
teachers pose questions, even small ones, they demonstrate their trust.
Educators know that questions form the basis of a learning process. By
showing that we are open and responsive to them, we will encourage new
teachers to grow into dynamic members of our educational community.

And finally, new teachers can support and learn from one another. The
following advice from our new teachers to other novice teachers also
helps us know what new teachers need to succeed: 

● Be sure to set aside time for yourself, completely away from school
and work.

● If you have a concern, don’t hold back. Be sure to ask someone for
advice.

● Don’t do too many other things, such as taking classes, during your
first year.

● Get interested in the students. Go to their games and plays.
● Be confident and have faith. Focus on the nobility of what you

endeavor.
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● Plan, plan ahead.
● Keep breathing.

Aileen Heidkamp is the English Department Chair and Janet Shapiro is the Director of
Professional Development at Sacred Heart Cathedral Preparatory, 1055 Ellis St., San
Francisco, CA 94109 (e-mail: aileheid@shcp.edu).
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Creating Conditions 
for Teacher Success

Barb Knudsen and Sue Zapf

This new-teacher induction-mentoring program builds bonds among
participants while it strengthens their professional competence.

On the day before the fall workshop begins, Justin, a first-year teacher,
feels anxious. Although he knows the location of the high school, the

name of the principal, and the classes he will be teaching, he knows little
else. He believes that after three days of workshops, he will be ready for the
first day of school. However, early in the workshop, he becomes over-
whelmed as he discovers that all but two hours are filled with district meet-
ings, faculty meetings, department meetings, and new-teacher meetings. 

As his mentor leaves on the third day, she notices a worried Justin star-
ing at his vacant room. Thinking that she needs to give him some support,
she says, “Always feel free to stop by with any questions you have.” Justin
has only one: “How am I supposed to be ready for students on Monday?”
Sound typical? Unfortunately, this scenario is repeated annually in school
districts throughout the country.

Lakeville Senior High, a rapidly growing school in a Minneapolis-St.
Paul suburb, hires an average of 10 new teachers each year to accommo-
date a 10 percent growth in student population. As members of the staff,
we were disappointed with the retention rate of our first-year teachers.
Although we had a mentor program, some of our new teachers were
unhappy, isolated, and ineffective. As a result, some did not return for a
second year. The practice of merely assigning a mentor to each new facul-
ty member was not working. Its intention was good; its effect was
mediocre.

Knowing that teachers create conditions for student success in their
classrooms, we rethought our mentoring process by directing that same
belief toward teachers and schools. To create conditions for new-teacher
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success, we designed a mentoring process that prepares teachers socially,
emotionally, and academically for the school year. Lisa White, a new
teacher at LHS, describes the process as “a trademark of an invested
school district. Not only is it an investment of resources and staff, but it is
also an obvious investment in students.”

A Redesigned Program
The mentoring process begins in the summer with a series of five volun-
tary meetings. After an initial meeting that includes a building tour and a
getting-acquainted session, subsequent meetings focus on teacher profes-
sionalism, school policies and procedures, classroom management, school
technology, state graduation standards, and instructional strategies and
evaluation. By conducting these meetings over two months, we create an
inviting environment that helps new staff members develop relationships
among themselves, prepares them for the upcoming school year, and
teaches them the responsibilities of a classroom teacher. During this time,
new teachers meet their mentors, each of whom works with three or four
new staff members. The mentors volunteer their time, energy, and exper-
tise to any teacher new to our school. Two mentor coordinators, a teacher
and an administrator, initiate the process. “The summer sessions,” new
teacher Ted Schmidt states,

helped me build camaraderie with my fellow new staff members, acclimat-
ed me to the building and its myriad resources, acquainted me with
school policies, offered me practical advice regarding classroom manage-
ment, and helped me prepare for the first day of school.

Program Results
When we began this process, we were not confident what aspects of the
program would be the most beneficial. After two years, however, several
areas have become significant. First, the time spent getting to know one
another on the first evening becomes the foundation of the program’s suc-
cess. During that evening, we ask each staff member to draw a personal
map explaining how he or she arrived at Lakeville High School. After we
model our own journeys, we send the meeting participants to the cafete-
ria for about 15 minutes with large sheets of papers and markers to draw
their maps. When they return, they take as long as they need to tell their
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stories. These drawings highlight their personal and professional journeys
before they arrived at Lakeville Senior High. Although some maps are
limited to family and college experiences, others include travels, previous
careers, personal philosophies, and humorous anecdotes. We smile at one
another’s successes and sigh at one another’s heartbreaks. 

On this night, relationships emerge; by summer’s end, they have devel-
oped into friendships. Shannon Bry, a new staff member, comments, “By
the end of the summer sessions, we bonded as both educators and friends.”

Another significant component of the summer session is the discussion
about classroom management. Our school expects teachers to hand out
their classroom policies to students within the first few days of school. The
summer sessions allow new staff to think through and discuss various poli-
cies before actually developing and implementing their own. Although
classroom management is the highest concern for first-year teachers,
everyone expresses a need to learn the school’s spoken and unspoken cul-
tures, specific policies, and teacher-evaluation procedures.

In the final summer session, new staff become familiar with the evalua-
tion, or performance review, process. Not only are they introduced to the
specific procedures and forms, but also they are told of its underlying pur-
pose: to help teachers become better teachers. As a result, new staff feel
less intimidated and more welcomed by the process.

Once the school year begins, new teachers have two meetings a
month—one large-group meeting with the mentor coordinator and one
small-group meeting with their mentor and the others in their group. The
intent of the large-group meetings is to continue teacher training. The
first meeting of the year answers the question, What didn’t we tell you?
Other meetings focus on specific topics, including parent-teacher confer-
ences, special-services information, more classroom management tech-
niques, instructional strategies from which all students can benefit, and
time management. In contrast, the purpose of the small-group meetings is
to respond directly to teacher-generated questions and concerns. 

The underlying benefit of having large- and small-group meetings is the
increase in collegial relationships among the teachers, which promote an invit-
ing environment for sharing what is on their minds. Ted Schmidt comments, 
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Both the small- and large-group sessions during the year help me main-
tain my camaraderie with my fellow teachers and expose me to and pro-
vide me with effective methods of dealing with issues and situations that
either I may not have encountered yet or about which I have questions
and concerns.

Harry McLenighan, Lakeville High School’s principal, has observed the
development and implementation of the mentorship process over the past
two years. 

An effective new-teacher mentoring program is an important component
of every school’s staff development effort. However, at Lakeville Senior
High, where we grow by 150 students and 10 teachers every year, it’s
absolutely essential. Fortunately, ours is an exceptionally effective pro-
gram. I measure the program’s success in two ways: my observations of
new staff and new staff’s comments about the program. Both measures
confirm my enthusiastic assessment of the LHS Mentor Program. In the
past two years, we have had just 1 teacher out of 25 whom we have not
retained. That’s a significant improvement in the retention rate.

Mentors have also expressed enthusiasm for the mentoring process. Ken
Williams, a mentor to four teachers during the 1998–99 school year, stated,

I have really enjoyed this experience. It's great to work with teachers who
are from a variety of departments. Also, it provides a great vehicle for
assisting new teachers, offering them one-on-one interaction and small-
group intimacy that the larger group doesn't always allow. I found that I
had a chance to look at my own methods and commitments in this role.

As educators, we must believe that schools and districts can create the
conditions for teacher success. We must do it through a mentorship
process that Susan Link, a 1997–98 new staff member, describes as one
that "sets new people up for success in an unfamiliar environment."

We must make new teachers feel welcome; we must make them feel
valuable; most important, we must make them feel that we want them to
be successful. If we do, Justin and other new staff can spend their first year,
as Heather Sullivan, a new teacher last year, describes, “focusing our
attention on teaching instead of on surviving.”

Barb Knudsen is Director of Curriculum and Instruction for Lakeville, Minnesota, School
District #194 (e-mail: bwknudsen@isd194.k12.mn.us). Sue Zapf is a communications
teacher at Lakeville Senior High School, 19600 Ipava Ave., Lakeville, MN 55044 (e-mail:
sczapf@isd194.k12.mn.us).
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Mentors Matter

Mary Brooks

The Beginning Teacher Mentor Program in Iowa demonstrates 
that mentors who collaborate with beginning teachers produce 

win-win situations within the whole school.

As we know from the titles of many recent publications, mentoring
has become a hot topic. Mentors are becoming a career essential

because the benefits of mentoring are so tangible. To create a more sup-
portive and successful environment for educators, we created one effec-
tive form of mentoring—our Beginning Teacher Mentor Program in the
West Des Moines, Iowa, schools.

The Beginning Teacher Mentor Program
Our district serves more than 50,000 people who live in the western por-
tion of Polk County, Iowa. Covering 36.6 square miles, the district has
grown up around a former railroad center, Valley Junction, and the farm-
land north and south of the Raccoon River. We are next door to the state
capital, Des Moines.

In 1996, I became site coordinator for the Beginning Teacher Mentor
Program—a position that grew out of a two-year pilot project that I wrote
a grant for and implemented at Indian Hills Junior High. Funded as a
teacher mentor through staff development in 1994–96, I had release time
to research mentoring programs and mentor first- and second-year teach-
ers in my building. Currently, I serve half-time as the site coordinator for
the district Beginning Teacher Mentor Program; in the other half, I teach
three junior high language arts classes. 

Every first-year teacher in our school district is assigned a master
teacher mentor by the building principal. Mentors work with their
assigned new teachers for two years (for a job description, see Figure 1).
Eighteen first-year mentors, 14 first-year teachers, and 14 second-year
mentors and second-year teachers are involved in the program. Also, a
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number of new to the district but experienced special teachers—art, phys-
ical education, Extended Learning Program, ESL, foreign language, and
music—work with curriculum mentors. For the most part, first-year men-
tors are site- and curriculum-based and receive a $250 stipend. Second-
year mentors receive $200. 

Figure 1

Job Description of a Mentor Teacher

JOB TITLE: Beginning Mentor Teacher

CLASSIFICATION: Teacher

IMMEDIATE SUPERVISOR: District Site Coordinator, Beginning-Mentor 

Teacher Program

I. JOB SUMMARY

Provide expertise and ongoing support and professional growth opportunities 

to enhance the skills and effectiveness of beginning teachers.

II. QUALIFICATIONS

A. Abilities

1. Ability to model effective teaching strategies

2. Ability to work in a collaborative manner

3. Ability to maintain confidentiality

4. Ability to manage time effectively

B. Knowledge

1. Knowledge of research-based effective teaching strategies

2. Knowledge of instructional effectiveness

C. Demonstrated Skills

1. Professional competence

2. Effective verbal and nonverbal communication 

3. Interpersonal skills of caring, kindness, and understanding

D. Experience

1. Subject-area or grade-level experience

2. Three or more years of successful teaching experience

III.RESPONSIBILITIES

A. Attend training as required

B. Provide expertise and ongoing support

C. Visit new teacher’s classroom and provide feedback



55

Mentors Matter

In August, before school starts, first-year mentors receive a half-day of
training and spend a half-day with their new teacher. During the school
year, first-year mentors attend four New Teacher Support Group meetings
for additional training. Second-year mentors meet as a large group once
during the second semester. During their training, mentors discuss such
topics as the role of a mentor; the needs, problems, and phases of begin-
ning teachers; observation and feedback strategies; and effective teaching
strategies. Our classroom observation system also emphasizes effective
teaching practices. Through this process, our school district embraces
teacher education as a goal, just as we embrace the education of children
as a goal. 

A Win-Win Combination
In The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, author Stephen Covey
labels Habit 4 “Think Win-Win.”1 Our Beginning Teacher Mentor
Program produces a win-win situation for everyone involved by seeking
mutual benefit, valuing cooperation over competition, listening more,
and staying in communication with our new teachers longer.

First, we create a win-win situation for mentors. Teachers are the best
judge of effective instructional strategies and through the mentoring pro-
gram are given the latitude of working together to enhance one anoth-
er’s skills. Our mentors grow professionally through reexamining their
practices and beliefs. As the educational system struggles with restruc-
turing and organizational shifts, the old bureaucratic style of supervision
is in flux. 

The new supervision is teacher-directed and collegial. For example,
when one new teacher received a voice-mail message from a parent to call
“immediately!” her mentor mischievously suggested that she return the
call at midnight and say, “I just checked my messages. What’s wrong? Has
something happened?” This mentor’s lighthearted response allowed the
pair to have a good laugh and relaxed the new teacher before she called
the parent. Offering the kind of assistance that the new teacher needs and
wants is just one of many mentor roles (see Figure 2). 

Second, we create a win-win situation for beginning teachers by help-
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ing them feel assisted and successful. During this transitional year from
teacher training to the classroom, teachers experience a number of psy-
chological shocks, including frustration, feelings of isolation, and lowered
pupil expectations. Our program gives beginning teachers not only con-
structive criticism and feedback, but also help and encouragement. From
brainstorming individual behavior plans in a special education classroom
to solving special problems about techniques for playing in band, mentors
interact with their beginning teachers in a variety of ways. After a begin-
ning teacher observed her mentor’s classroom many times during the first
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Figure 2
Responsibilities of a Mentor

● Get involved in solving specific problems about curriculum, instruction, 

and relationships.

● Provide opportunities for classroom visits with feedback (beginning teacher’s

classroom, mentor’s classroom, colleague’s classrooms). Encourage visits to other

classrooms by offering to cover the beginning teacher’s classroom.

● Express positive feelings about teaching and help the beginning teacher attain

those same feelings. Address the new teacher’s thoughts about being a teacher.

● Help the new teacher cope with practical details of being a teacher.

● Assist with the new teacher’s understanding and management of 

school authority.

● Listen to daily concerns, progress, and questions.

● Serve as a source of ideas.

● Be easily accessible, trustworthy, and understanding.

● Offer assistance on classroom management.

● Demonstrate professional competence.

● Help expand the beginning teacher’s repertoire of teaching strategies.

● Show awareness of, commitment to, and familiarity with the new teacher’s 

classroom.

● Schedule time willingly with the beginning teacher.

● Provide a task-oriented focus established through a two-way interchange about

goals and procedures.
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week of school, the mentor commented, “She took a lot of notes, and
when I talked to her today, she says she still looks back at those notes for
ideas and strategies.” 

What are the other win-win situations in our Beginning Teacher
Mentor Program? Administrators find support from the mentors in their
staff development efforts, students benefit by having a more confident
beginning teacher, and parents are reassured that teachers are developing
competencies and skills that are so essential to student learning. Finally,
the entire school grows professionally. Teachers break out of their isola-
tion as sharing ideas becomes central to continual improvement. 

From Beginners to Professionals
The Beginning Teacher Mentor Program provides a means of increasing
beginning teachers’ productivity and commitment, thus preventing attri-
tion. What separates new teachers from experienced professionals is not
only the years of experience but also the knowledge and skills that expe-
rienced teachers develop over those years. A mentoring program struc-
tures a process for passing on this knowledge to beginning teachers in a
systematic rather than a haphazard way. As a result, new teachers are more
effective in their classrooms and more satisfied with their professional per-
formance. One mentor remarked, “My praise lets her know that she is
doing okay.” Another liked being a “sounding board” for her beginning
teacher, offering professional advice on how to handle situations with oth-
ers. “My assistance in classroom organization and district guidelines and
expectations helped minimize stress for my beginning teacher,” said a
third mentor. 

Educators have long recognized the special needs of beginning teachers.
Only recently, though, has the beginning-teacher role been equated with
the first rung of a career ladder in which the teacher proceeds upward
toward increasing levels of experience and proficiency. Because most
career-ladder plans include a structured assistance program, a beginning-
teacher mentor program utilizes the expertise of the experienced teachers
to provide ongoing support and professional growth opportunities to
enhance the skills and effectiveness of beginning teachers. During sum-
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mer phone conversations, one mentor suggested to her beginning teacher
that she take the district’s guided reading class. The new teacher not only
attended the class but also purchased the book on her own rather than
wait for the first day of class. The facilitators and the mentor were
impressed!

Our program is designed to promote the personal and professional well-
being of beginning teachers, to transmit the culture of the school and the
teaching profession, to improve teaching performance and student
achievement, and to promote job-embedded staff development and the
school as a learning community. Finally, with 30 percent of all beginning
teachers leaving education within the first five years, increasing the reten-
tion of promising first-year teachers is the program’s goal. 

Learning Together
Although we usually focus professional development on formal inservice
training, learning from one another in their daily interaction is probably
the best way that teachers enhance their competence. Thus, the manner
in which a new teacher acquires skills related to teaching, the type of
skills needed, and the extent of skill development depend in large part on
the school’s prevailing norms and patterns of interaction.

The West Des Moines Community School District promotes norms of
continual improvement and collegiality. We hold and support expecta-
tions that improving teaching is a collective rather than a solo enterprise
and that analysis, evaluation, and experimentation—in concert with col-
leagues—set the conditions under which teachers become more effective.
According to a mentor of both a first- and a second-year teacher, “When
my mentees experience a high or a low, they seek me out. We celebrate or
cry together, then create an action plan. Many times, the mentee has
already shared an action plan in our previous conversation. We strength-
en our bonds as we move through the school year.” 

In these ways, the Beginning Teacher Mentor Program encourages
teachers to teach other teachers about teaching. In so doing, we assure our
beginning teachers that they are qualified for—and supported in—the
teaching profession. 
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Note
1 Covey, S. (1989). The seven habits of highly effective people: Powerful lessons in per-

sonal change. New York: Simon & Schuster.

Mary Brooks is Site Coordinator for the Beginning Teacher Mentor Program, West Des
Moines Community School District, 3550 George M. Mills Civic Parkway, West Des
Moines, IA 50266 (e-mail: brooksm@wdm.k12.ia.us).
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Anne Coppenhaver and Laurel Schaper

By understanding adult learning theory, acquiring skills unique to 
mentoring, and identifying the characteristics of effective classrooms,

experienced teachers in a Texas program prepare to assist their 
beginning colleagues and become better teachers themselves.

Few situations are as challenging as those experienced by first-year
teachers, except perhaps trying to determine ways to support them.

Novices must maneuver the minefield of disruptive students, mountains
of paperwork, and mental and physical exhaustion. Mentors must help
them be competent teachers while negotiating one new experience after
another. State initiatives to support new teachers in California and to
fund an induction-period mentoring program in Texas are just two exam-
ples of attempts to mitigate the difficulties that new teachers face.

As teacher attrition statistics demonstrate, not only do first-year teach-
ers leave the profession, but experienced teachers are also exiting in
droves. Too often, educators get stuck in the disillusionment phase,
unable to see a light at the end of the tunnel. Unrejuvenated, they change
careers, taking with them a wealth of knowledge and experience. 

In August 1998, Region IV Educational Service Center, a consortium
of 56 Texas Gulf Coast–area school districts, identified 1,000 unfilled full-
time teaching positions, not including those in the metropolitan Houston
Independent School District. With the attrition rate and new growth in
the area, Region IV was projecting 7,200 teaching vacancies for the
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1999–2000 school year. This is not an isolated story in one corner of
Texas; it is a tale told across the nation.

One University’s Answer
Five years ago, the University of Houston-Clear Lake (UHCL) began to
restructure its teacher education program. Initially, mentors, prospective
interns, and university faculty were hopeful that new and wonderful
insights would develop as the result of offering a yearlong internship that
went beyond the 12 weeks of traditional student teaching. The mentor
teachers were eager to help, but they said quite clearly that they were
unsure about their roles. The lead mentor teachers on each campus, our
site coordinators, were insistent that we needed to provide resources for
teachers who were mentoring these interns. “We can’t just do the same
old thing and expect different results. What else are we going to do to get
our mentors prepared?” We have subsequently developed a mentoring
program that meets the needs of school districts to initiate new teachers
and to retain experienced ones.

Today, 25 professional development schools in 10 local school districts
associated with UHCL are using the program with positive results. Texas
City Independent School District has implemented the seminar we call
“Enhancing Instructional Strategies Through Professional Mentoring” for
its entire instructional staff. By policy, the district requires all mentor
teachers to participate in this workshop. The rejuvenation of experienced
teachers in this mentoring program was an unplanned bonus. 

The Cry for Help
At the end of the first year of placing interns at our professional develop-
ment schools, mentors were in dire need of help. They needed effective
tools to help them with observation and feedback. University curriculum
specialists and site coordinators discussed the matter for several months.
A university specialist in needs assessment and systemic reform suggested
that research literature on change might give the group direction.

Mentor teachers, however, had a bottom-line approach. They were not
interested in theory alone. The information we identified to meet their
needs is not usually considered part of curriculum practices, lesson plan-
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ning, or instructional strategies. Instead, it is associated with the educa-
tion of prospective principals. As developers, we were in unfamiliar terri-
tory, belonging to no one academic department of the School of
Education. Mentor teachers were not fazed; they wanted access to super-
visory tools so that they might help teachers improve. The idea that these
skills might be difficult to teach did not matter a great deal to them. 

Together, site coordinators and a new university faculty member
stepped off the edge of our known world of curriculum and instruction and
ventured into the unknown, combining classroom instructional expertise
and supervisory responsibilities. We spent five days exploring how men-
toring is different from teaching. Why is it different (and sometimes coun-
terintuitive) from teaching youngsters? And, most important, how can
mentors foster professional thinking? We carved out a three-day seminar
in which mentors could share discoveries and practice skills.

The Familiar and the Unfamiliar
Many workshop activities help teachers recall what they already know so
that they can apply that knowledge to mentoring. For instance, most
teachers are well aware of their own learning styles and why they need to
use this knowledge in their classrooms. Our guiding workshop question
then became, Of what relevance is this knowledge to working with new
teachers? When mentors provide resources and data about observations in
a manner that supports the novice’s preferred learning style, the tired ten-
derfoot can most clearly listen and understand. 

We also wanted to refresh our acquaintance with the language of effec-
tive teaching so that mentors value talking about teaching in order to
model thinking as a teacher thinks. In Texas, we have the shared profes-
sional experience of a state appraisal system across grade levels and school
districts. The Professional Development and Appraisal System (PDAS) is
a cogent, research-based framework that describes the learner-centered
classroom. Therefore, we speak the language of this system and ask men-
tors to use what they already know to articulate our profession to novices.

The Look and Sound of Student Success
Using the language of the PDAS, workshop participants describe what
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activities they would see in a classroom if students were mastering instruc-
tional objectives. We examine microscopically what student success looks
and sounds like in the classroom. If student learning is taking place, what
is the teacher doing and what are the students doing? A lively discussion
of several hours ensues as we question how an observer might detect stu-
dent learning, how any experienced teacher might recognize it, and how
we can share this process with our beginning colleagues.

We provide mentors with options for collecting data during observa-
tions that are simple, clear, and grounded in practical application.
Suddenly, the light dawns as mentors realize that what they must observe
and focus on is not what the novice does in the instructional setting, but
whether the students are getting it. Are the students performing as
expected? Are they learning?

Some workshop information is unfamiliar to many mentors. For
instance, the concepts of helping adults learn must be coupled with
knowledge of how adults learn. If an adult learns on a “need to know”
basis, then mentors must first create or identify a situation for which
novices need the new skill or knowledge. Then, mentor teachers must
provide new teachers with the opportunity to solve problems indepen-
dently. It is not necessary to lead adults by the hand as we do for some
young learners. What is true for adult mentees is also true for their adult
mentors. Until mentors understand the need, relevance, and importance
of what is being shared, mentoring workshops are doomed to failure.

William Draves, in How to Teach Adults (1997), discusses four ways that
adults are indeed different from youngsters in the classroom. Emotionally,
adults come to any learning setting with more, not less, emotional back-
ground and a longer history of either success or failure than our young stu-
dents do (p. 6). Teachers have often been successful learners in earlier set-
tings, which usually makes them open to learning; they value it highly.
However, they have also been used to being the leader, not only of their
own learning, but also the leader of the learning of everyone around them.
As learners, teachers need to be part of learning activities in which every-
one leads, participates, and has important work to do.

Physically, mentally, and socially, adults are different from young stu-
dents. The physical surroundings—including room temperature, seating
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comfort, and light and sound levels—are important to adults. Even young
adults are attuned to, and distracted by, their physical setting when they
are trying to learn. Therefore, for most teacher groups, paying attention to
the room conditions and arrangements is an essential part of organizing so
that everyone can learn.

Mentally, however, adults are a joy to teach. According to Draves, they
are problem-oriented and concerned with specific topics of relevance to
them (p. 9). This very readiness to learn, combined with the social char-
acteristics of being experienced in the ways of the world, makes teaching
adults a challenge. We can be sure that every teacher in the room will
already have had an experience with mentoring, for example. They have
been mentored, have mentored someone, and have some definite ideas
about how to do it. As mentors of mentors, we must recognize these
teacher experiences as abundant resources for resolving problems and
making suggestions. “Teaching adults to learn, then, is not so much trying
to convince, cajole, or tutor, as it is helping adults to learn” (p. 14). 

“Thinking Like a Teacher”
Walking and talking like a teacher are only part of what mentors need to
share about their profession. The heart of mentoring is supporting new
educators so that they think as a teacher thinks. Our goal is to develop
strong professionals who are ready to join other educators on the journey
to student success.

But mentors need tools. We prepare them to observe classroom instruc-
tion and to reflect on teaching with novices in a conference setting. The
process begins with, and depends heavily on, their ability to articulate the
basic concepts of our profession. We include cognitive coaching, as
explained in Another Set of Eyes (ASCD, 1988), to help explore these
skills as well as to iterate the importance of fostering professional inde-
pendence among new teachers. We also employ representative teaching
episodes and samples of professional conferencing, such as those found in
the videotape series Effective Teaching Techniques (Teacher Center Board,
University of Houston-Clear Lake, 1987) and A Guide to Prepare Support
Providers for Work with Beginning Teachers (Baron & Gless, 1996).
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Honing Reflective Skills
Finally, we attack the biggest concern of most mentors: How do I tell my
mentee what is happening in the classroom without hurting his or her
feelings? Imagine the mentors’ relief when we remind them that they are
cognitive coaches and that the purpose of the observation is to provide
the teachers with data so that they can make decisions about future
lessons. Mentors are released from the oppressive, traditionally evaluative
components of their supervisory role. They are elated to discover that
they can serve as colleagues in the classroom, collecting data for new
teachers on instructional and management strategies and helping them
reflect on their teaching experiences.

Using the observational skills learned in the workshop, mentors provide
their mentees with specific data that address effective teaching practices.
The following examples of feedback from mentor teachers illustrate typi-
cal, noncritical information collected during an observation:

● 8:15 a.m. to 8:45 a.m.: More than 90 percent of students were
actively engaged in the learning process.
● 9:45 a.m.: Students entered the classroom and immediately began
working on the warm-up activity on the board. They demonstrated
established procedures.
● After asking Chris to provide an example of a metaphor, you
prompted him with two additional questions to assist him in arriving
at the correct answer.
● You applied management rules consistently and fairly. You said to
Julie, “I’ve asked that pens not be thrown in the classroom. That will
be a learning choice.”
● From 1:20 p.m. to 1:32 p.m., you addressed 11 questions to the
entire class, resulting in a global response. Can you be sure that 100
percent of your students mastered the skill?
● During the 20-minute class discussion of pronouns, I noticed that
you called at least 42 student names to answer questions. During that
time, of the 24 students in your class, 4 students were able to respond
accurately to your questions.
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Mentors are often unsure about how to share the data. So we examine
the mentor-mentee relationship across the stages of the preobservation
conference, the observation, and the postobservation conference.
Teachers remember that trust and rapport are important to any mentoring
relationship. They devote time and a great deal of energy to generating
banks of rich conference questions, using our language of effective teach-
ing. We share our resources and rehearse the language until mentors are
comfortable with phrases such as “research shows that” instead of “I want
to see.” With their colleagues, mentors craft and experiment with perti-
nent, guiding, open-ended questions. 

We then practice, practice, and practice. Fully one-half of workshop time
is devoted to mentors’ using and honing newly learned skills. In groups of
three, mentors participate in role-playing activities, assuming the roles of
mentor, new teacher or intern, and monitor. They conduct conferences after
observing videotaped staged lessons from which data are collected. The per-
son in the mentoring role shares the data objectively with the mentee while
a monitor observes the interaction and mirrors the language used.

Is the Program Working?
Since the program’s inception in 1994, we have facilitated workshops for
more than 850 teachers and administrators. Even today, the seminar
remains dynamic and changes on the basis of feedback. Following each
three-day seminar, workshop participants respond to six questions and
statements. These comments provide a wealth of information about the
desire of educators to mentor one another as well as novice teachers. 

From Tyler to Brownsville, from Galveston to Goose Creek, Texas
teachers relate that they develop insights into their own instructional and
management techniques as well as those of novices. Some of our prompts,
and the representative responses of participants, follow:

1. Discuss three things you learned during the workshop.

● Communicating more effectively with other teachers
● Cognitive coaching
● Learning about my own work while observing someone else 
● The language of effective teaching
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2. List two things that facilitated your learning.
● Being able to practice our skills
● Generating a question bank
● Interaction with peers
● Role playing
● Concrete examples

3. Share one thing you plan to do with this new information.
● Use the language learned in my own experiences
● Buddy with another mentor and analyze different aspects of my

own teaching
● Be another set of eyes for my mentee and colleagues
● Self-evaluate by using the Professional Development and 

Appraisal System domains and look for deficiencies in my own 
teaching

● Utilize the choice-making process with my own students

4. As a district mentor, what would you like to accomplish before the
end of the school year?

● Remain in contact with the university supervisor so that I will 
be aware of changes in the program and will have access to new infor-
mation that will help my intern and me

● Interact with teachers at my school to share the experiences of
the mentor-mentee relationship to help me see my own strengths and
weaknesses

● Participate in the pre- and postconference process and feel com-
fortable with my mentee

● Learn to share and be more open to providing knowledge and
experiences

● Enhance my own skills as well as offer my time to others

On the basis of this representative sampling, we see that experienced
teachers are learning skills to mentor new and preservice teachers. They
are reminded of what constitutes student success in the classroom. This is
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not new information—they have always known it. Sometimes, however,
beneath the weight of their other management responsibilities, experi-
enced educators may neglect attention to student learning. 

New teachers, experienced teachers in professional development
schools, and their university faculty partners have traveled far on this col-
laborative mentoring journey. Novices benefit from learning how to
“think like a teacher.” Mentors are empowered to talk about teaching in
reflective, noncritical ways. They teach novices to observe student learn-
ing and to reflect on the complex process we call teaching. University fac-
ulty members have a rare opportunity to participate in developing best
practices for mentoring, a reflective union of academic theory and the
realities of the public school classroom. The reflection engendered by the
mentoring program ensures that the journey continues and that the voy-
age benefits all the travelers.
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Baltimore Takes Mentoring 
to the Next Level

Tom Ganser, Mary Jacqe Marchione, and Arlene K. Fleischmann

A systemwide Teacher Mentor Program focuses on teacher effectiveness,
student achievement, and teacher longevity to support educational reform in

urban schools—one classroom at a time, one teacher at a time.

Current research clearly links student achievement with teacher qual-
ity. Among the key factors associated with declining student perfor-

mance are inadequate practical training and daily support for new teach-
ers. According to a report of the National Commission on Teaching and
America’s Future (1996), teachers in the United States have more college
education than their non-U.S. colleagues but fewer opportunities to share
expertise with other teachers or to be guided by veteran teachers in the
crucial first years of teaching. The lack of gradual, guided induction into
teaching and the isolation that many beginning teachers experience cause
them to develop undesirable coping mechanisms that thwart their effec-
tiveness and diminish opportunities for meaningful student learning.

Support for New Teachers Is on the Rise
Systematic support for beginning teachers, often in the form of mentor-
ing, has grown dramatically (Darling-Hammond & Sclan, 1996). The
U.S. Department of Education (1998) reports that 51 percent of teachers
with up to three years of teaching have participated in some form of
induction activities. This figure compares with a participation rate of only
16.5 percent for teachers with 20 or more years of experience. 

The importance of supporting beginning teachers will accelerate over
the next decade as significant numbers of new teachers enter the profes-
sion because of population growth, a continuing wave of teacher retire-
ments, and state and federal initiatives resulting in reduced class size.
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Without assistance, many potentially good teachers become discouraged
and reduce their commitment to teaching to a survival level or abandon
the profession entirely (Gold, 1996; Huling-Austin, 1990).

The Teacher Mentor Program of Baltimore County Public Schools
Baltimore County Public Schools (BCPS), an urban school district with
an enrollment of approximately 103,000 children, has charted an aggres-
sive course of action to enhance the effectiveness of new teachers and to
keep them in the profession. 

In the past three years, BCPS has hired more than 2,500 new teachers,
approximately one-third of the entire teaching force, because of popula-
tion growth and teacher attrition. To address both this influx of inexperi-
enced teachers and low student achievement, the district established the
Teacher Mentor Programin 1996. The program supports teachers who are
new to the district; have five or fewer years of experience; and are assigned
to schools with low student achievement, a history of high teacher attri-
tion, and a significant percentage of students participating in free or
reduced meals.

Focusing on Instruction and Achievement
The Teacher Mentor Program gives new teachers intensive on-site assis-
tance from full-time mentors in the areas of effective instruction, assess-
ment, behavior management, and interpersonal communication as they
relate to student success. The program uses a rigorous application and
interview process to select mentors. Mentors are instructional generalists
who do not participate in the appraisal process, although they observe
instruction with administrators and are trained in giving teachers instruc-
tional feedback. 

The primary goals of the Teacher Mentor Program are (1) to increase
student achievement by improving teacher effectiveness and daily
instruction and (2) to retain capable new teachers by increasing their sat-
isfaction with their teaching experience. The program is aligned with
national, state, and local standards for comprehensive professional devel-
opment and emphasizes the transfer of content and pedagogical knowl-
edge to new teachers through continual support in the classroom.
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Program Design Features
In its third year, the Teacher Mentor Program has 122 full-time mentors
in 62 schools at all levels. Mentors observe instruction to engage teachers
in reflective dialogue focused on student learning and on the demonstra-
tion of that learning. They work with new teachers to “chunk down” the
Baltimore County Public Schools Essential Curriculum into meaningful
daily instruction and appropriate assessment to drive that instruction.
Mentors frequently model lessons and assist teachers in planning and ana-
lyzing lessons as well as in implementing best practice. They guide teach-
ers toward effective behavior management and regularly use resources to
address systemwide goals. Through workshops and grade-level and faculty
meetings, mentors enhance teachers’ understanding of data analysis, per-
formance-based instruction and assessment, and curriculum.

The Teacher Mentor Program is research-based and results-driven. A
careful review of the literature by Howard Gardner, David Perkins, Linda
Darling-Hammond, and others has focused all mentor initiatives on the
following question: What is the impact of the Teacher Mentor Program
on teacher effectiveness, student achievement, and teacher longevity?
The answer continues to provide data for policymakers that support the
fact that educational reform must occur in schools—one classroom at a
time, one teacher at a time.

Mentor Training and Support
Monthly mentor-training sessions address the components of effective
instruction, including the application of new knowledge, technical skills,
and interpersonal skills. New mentors participate in supplemental training
before they assume their responsibilities. The mentor as a lifelong learner
is the embodiment of the most recent training that Baltimore County
Public Schools offers in state and local assessment, the implementation of
curriculum, the observation-feedback process, the use of technology to
enhance instruction, the adult learner, behavior management, action
research, and data analysis. A week of summer training highlights results-
driven instruction, the characteristics of the new teacher, mentoring as a
unique professional role, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA), reading instruction, and performance-based assessment.
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In addition to using county resources in the Departments of
Professional Development; Curriculum and Instruction; Special
Education; and Research, Assessment, and Accountability, the Teacher
Mentor Program invites national researchers and consultants such as
Thomas Armstrong, Fred Jones, and Mike Schmoker to make presenta-
tions during mentor-training workshops throughout the year. To maintain
a culture of learning and inquiry, mentors regularly participate in study
groups and networking sessions. The program also provides mentors with
The Mentor Handbook, an annually revised volume of research and effec-
tive instructional practices, and The Mentor Newsletter, which updates
materials and resources.

Monitoring the Program
The school-based administrator and the BCPS Department of
Professional Development collaboratively supervise the Teacher Mentor
Program. Mentors are observed and evaluated according to the Baltimore
County Public Schools Appraisal Process. An additional evaluation
checklist, developed in consultation with the Department of Research,
Assessment, and Accountability, aligns the mentor initiative with sys-
temwide goals and the teacher evaluation form. 

Program supervision ensures the transfer of new knowledge acquired
during training to the school setting as a result of goal-setting conferences;
observation and feedback; data collection and analysis; evaluation con-
ferences; the effective use of resources; and continual support in instruc-
tion, assessment, management, and communication. In addition, school
principals on special assignment furnish nonevaluative assistance and sup-
port to principals with five or fewer years of experience in schools served
by mentors and in other low-achieving schools.

Program Results
Research on the effectiveness of the program has been ongoing since its
inception in 1996–97. For example, from fall 1997 to spring 1998, men-
tors reported an overall positive increase in the performance of new
teachers on 10 important aspects of effective instruction—from 56 per-
cent of the teachers in the fall to 77 percent in the spring. 

72



Baltimore takes mentoring to the Next level

In a survey that new teachers completed in fall 1997 rating the assistance
received from mentors in 13 areas, all but two of the service areas were rated
positively by more than 90 percent of the teachers who believed that they
needed those services. By spring 1998, more than 90 percent of the teach-
ers wanting a given service rated positively all services but one, “models
lessons,” which was rated positively by 85 percent of the teachers wanting
that service. With respect to teacher attrition, teacher attrition decreased
39 percent in the original 20 participating mentor schools in 1996–97.

To date, findings point to steady increases in student achievement in
those schools receiving the services of mentors, as measured by standard-
ized tests that include the Maryland School Performance Assessment
Program (MSPAP), the Maryland Writing Test, and the Maryland
Functional Math Test. For example, at the end of 1996–97, schools with
mentors had 20 percent fewer 1st graders at or above grade level in read-
ing as measured by the Word Identification Checklist than more affluent
schools without mentors did. By the end of 1997–98, this gap was cut
nearly in half among 2nd graders in the schools with mentors. Of the 10
middle schools receiving mentor services, 9 registered gains from 1996–97
to 1997–98 in the passing rate for the Maryland Writing Test.

BCPS regularly analyzes and compares the results of the MSPAP, the
California Test of Basis Skills, the Gates McGinitie Reading Test, and
functional tests in schools receiving the services of mentors with data
from schools not assigned mentors. Additional qualitative and quantita-
tive data that are collected and analyzed include mentor journals describ-
ing observed outcomes and the impacts of the Teacher Mentor Program;
individual and focus-group interviews with mentors, new teachers, and
principals; and the results of selected school assessments and program-spe-
cific instruments.

In 1998–99, the addition of approximately 15,000 checklists complet-
ed monthly by the mentors (“How Are the Teachers Doing?”) and by the
new teachers to whom they are assigned (“How Have the Mentors Helped
You?”) has enhanced research on the effectiveness of the Teacher Mentor
Program. In addition, researchers study the impact of mentoring on
teacher effectiveness, student achievement, and teacher longevity and
examine program strengths and needs.
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Moving Mentoring Beyond Emotional Support 
and Help with Paperwork
The state superintendent of Maryland and the National Staff
Development Council have recognized the Teacher Mentor Program as a
state and national model for new-teacher training and induction. We
attribute the success of the program to many factors that educational lead-
ers responsible for the design and implementation of formal mentoring
programs for new teachers should consider.

A thorough review of research on mentoring and mentoring programs
as a form of staff development—especially the selection, preparation, and
support of mentors (Ganser, 1996)—informed the initial design of the
Teacher Mentor Program. Baltimore County Public Schools delegated
leadership of the program to professional development specialists whose
commitment is reflected in unabashed advocacy at the local, state, and
national levels. 

From the start, Baltimore County Public Schools decided to create a
program that extends beyond simply providing new teachers with emo-
tional support and help with procedural matters to offering a comprehen-
sive program whose ultimate success—and accountability—lies in
enhancing teacher effectiveness to improve student achievement. In this
regard, BCPS intentionally designed the Teacher Mentor Program to sup-
port its systemwide goal of “Student Achievement: First Things First.”

Integrating the Teacher Mentor Program
Program developers made efforts to ensure that the Teacher Mentor
Program does not exist, and is not perceived by district administrators and
teachers, as a separate program for new teachers that is disconnected from
other staff development efforts. This inherent problem in formal mentor-
ing programs often goes unaddressed (Ganser, 1999). For instance,
because mentors work with several new teachers in one school, the
school’s staff view the mentors as members of the staff rather than as out-
siders who periodically appear. As one mentor commented, “I am recog-
nized, welcomed, and feel part of this staff.” 

Comments from principals suggest that the influence of mentors
extends beyond the new teachers in the school to all the teachers. For
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example, one principal said, “The mentor is very valuable and willing to
give us suggestions on what we can all do to improve instruction.”
Another principal noted, “The mentor is working to help us all with how
we do assessment.” Even the children view the mentors as one of their
teachers. “After I did a demonstration class,” reported a mentor, “the kids
said to me, ‘When are you coming back? We really like it when you are
here.’”

An additional benefit of the Teacher Mentor Program lies in its role in
fostering leadership development in the teachers who participate as new
teachers or as mentors. For example, a 5th grade teacher writes,

I began my career as a 5th grade teacher two years ago. I was soon feeling
overwhelmed with the demands placed on me as a new teacher. I was excit-
ed about beginning my career, and I wanted to be the best I could be in the
classroom. My mentor began to offer the help that would turn things
around. She taught me to work smart as well as hard.

I do not know where I would be as an educator if it were not for my 
mentor’s consistent efforts to help me meet the seemingly endless challenges
facing a new teacher. As I enter the third year of my career, I have been
asked to serve as the grade-level chair for the 5th grade team. This is a chal-
lenge I can embrace. My mentor has helped me develop a level of indepen-
dence and self-confidence that enables me to live up to the high expecta-
tions placed on me as a teacher.

Since the Teacher Mentor Program began, approximately 25 mentors
have assumed other leadership positions in Baltimore County Public
Schools, including assistant principalships, central office positions, and
university assistantships. Naturally, they carry to their new work their
knowledge and experiences about the perceived and actual needs of new
teachers, the stages of teacher development, and what it feels like to be a
new teacher in Baltimore County Public Schools.

The Baltimore County Public Schools Teacher Mentor Program
demonstrates that assisting new teachers can extend beyond asking
“How’s it going?” over a cup of coffee to enhancing teacher effectiveness
and improving student achievement. The Teacher Mentor Program cre-
ates a creditable win-win situation for teachers, for administrators, and,
especially, for the children whom they serve.
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“I Am SO Excited!” 
Mentoring the Student Teacher

Anna K. Schriever

When mentor teachers view their work as research in progress, they grow
along with beginning educators.

I’m so excited! I can’t wait to get into the classroom! 

—Miss Smith

From the time I first began school, I just knew I wanted to be a teacher.
Now, after three and one-half years of studying, I finally get to teach. 

—Miss Jones

Remember the excitement, the exhilaration, of finally having your
own class? It’s the first day of school, only better, because you’ve

attained your goal—you’re the teacher. I have relived that feeling 12
times in the last eight years as I had the privilege of mentoring 12 student
teachers at the beginning of their careers. Their vibrant enthusiasm is
contagious, and I was that way, too. But as they settle into the routines of
the classroom, the realities of the awesome job intrude. The student
teachers experience the paperwork. They consider the curriculum and the
proficiencies to be mastered. They encounter the heavy responsibilities,
and many student teachers become overwhelmed. “How do you do it all?”
they ask. Then we, as master teachers, begin to teach them our craft.

Schools are transforming the educational paradigm. Districts need to
increase test scores and to improve attendance. Teachers are trying to
change the way they teach and to become the best teachers possible.
However, the “connecting of schooling and the educating of new teach-
ers have virtually guaranteed that the status quo would be protected;
tomorrow’s teachers are mentored by today’s” (Goodlad, 1990, p. 185).

77



A Better Beginning

The logical place to change the schools is not in the schools themselves,
but in the university teacher preparation programs. What changes are
being made in these programs?

Teaching in a Midwestern university town provides many opportunities
for me to improve my own teaching and to inspire that of future teachers.
My classroom is often observed and recorded, and it’s one in which both
students and faculty participate. For the last eight years of my teaching
career, I have supervised at least one and as many as three student teach-
ers each year. Some have been excellent; some have been mediocre; one
was unsuccessful; and one was unprofessional. Even with all this experi-
ence, I have had no formal coursework on mentoring student teachers.
My mentoring followed a handout from Midwest U. and the advice from
university supervisors. 

An Insider’s Research on Mentoring
My philosophy for preparing student teachers is, “You cannot learn to
teach without teaching.” So as soon as possible, I let each student teacher
teach the class. When student teachers experienced problems, we worked
together to solve them. I often felt frustrated: I don’t agree with what she’s
doing with my children. I want my class back. I would ask myself ques-
tions: Am I doing this right? What could I be doing better? I wanted to
improve my mentoring. So I began an action research project to improve
it. By action research, I mean insider research, research that is meaning-
ful to my classroom situation. As an action researcher, I identify concerns,
conduct research, refine suggestions, and reflect upon them. 

First, I read research done by others. Surfing the Internet, I found a
reading list from a course for supervising teachers. I went to Midwest U.’s
library and found some articles on the list. As I read through them, I
noticed that several innovations repeated themselves. Among these were
the use of technology (computers, video cameras, and tape recorders);
professional development schools; and reflective journals. Using the com-
puter would be great, and we could try taping, both on audio and video.
Midwest University has a professional development school for training
student teachers, but my school was not part of it. Maintaining reflective
journals and recording seemed the place to start. 
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Beatie (1995) suggests that “when student teachers and cooperating
teachers can engage in inquiry and reflection necessary to challenge their
practices and change the stereotypes of teaching and learning that cur-
rently exist, they can overcome  obstacles to reform’” (p. 53). Gipe and
Richards (1992) say that “supervisors should urge prospective teachers to
think reflectively about their work . . . and to keep journals” (p. 52). They
say that research supports the value of a journal as a vehicle to promote
and document reflective thinking. Although reflection does not necessar-
ily improve teaching, there is evidence that student teachers who partic-
ipate in reflective teaching programs rather than traditional programs are
“less anxious about teaching, and they are more able to think and talk
about teaching and learning” (p. 53). So I accepted reflection as a valu-
able part of the student teaching experience and decided that both my
student teacher and I ought to be doing more of it.

Maintaining Reflective Journals
I began to keep a daily journal of classroom events and observations of
Miss Smith, an eight-week student teacher. What is the best way to be a
good observer? Barker and Desrochers (1992) suggest several techniques:
recording interactions with students, recording levels of questioning,
recording movement patterns of the teacher, and using script taping.
While observing Miss Smith, I used a seating chart to record her oral
interaction with students. To record levels of questioning, I used Bloom’s
Taxonomy. This list encourages teachers to ask both literal-recall ques-
tions of direct knowledge and those of the higher orders of thinking, such
as analysis, comparison, and evaluation. I used script taping, an actual
written account of a lesson, and recorded interaction between the stu-
dents and the teacher. These observations helped me collect data, which
helped me communicate more effectively with Miss Smith. 

I immediately noticed the children responding well to the various
activities she planned. On February 25, Miss Smith wrote in her journal, 

They really liked reading along with me as I read the story Down By the
Bay to them. I chose to make a mural together about the book, rather
than following our original idea of having them draw pictures individual-
ly. The kids thought about the story song more and about the silly rhymes
that could work as a result of making the mural.
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She was right; the children loved the book so much that they contin-
ued to choose that story to read at free reading. 

On February 28, I wrote in my journal, 

As I thought about today, I realized that Miss Smith had not actually taught
anything at all. She merely gave out and explained worksheets. Is this the
example I gave her?

More than just describe and observe her lessons, I was beginning to
reflect: Had I modeled these lessons? 

Modeling Effective Instruction
One suggestion in the supervising guidelines is to model for your student
teacher. Daniel Martin (1997) writes, after 18 months of research on
mentoring preservice teachers, 

Teaching is shaped according to the models of cooperating teachers. As
student teachers borrow routines they are not merely mimicking, but
rather making an attempt to research into one’s own pedagogy the fit
between the routine and how one wished to teach. (p. 193)

I thought I had modeled lessons. Obviously the modeling step needed
more direction. Barker and Desrochers (1992) advise, “After the student
teacher observes . . . teaching techniques, explain what was done as well
as why it was done” (p. 23). They also suggest that copying the teacher
“provides a smoother transition and should be followed with originality
and experimentation in teaching” (p. 24). I had missed the copying step
and had expected the originality. 

I questioned other cooperating teachers to see how they began coach-
ing student teachers. I discovered that one teacher used a lesson plan for-
mat and the student observed the teacher. Then, they discussed the les-
son together, talking about the parts of a good lesson: What did you think
of the opening? Could you state the objectives? Which of the activities
were the most successful? Did you notice the way the lesson was closed?
My colleague felt that discussion led to the natural steps of critiquing.
Observing me allowed Miss Smith to think about a lesson without the
pressures of performance. Another student teacher said, “I think being
able to observe someone teaching each subject before I teach it will be a
great asset. It’ll give me a chance to see how each subject is handled.”
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As I talked to colleagues about my project, I uncovered typical prob-
lems at all grade levels. Several teachers said that the students didn’t
know how to teach reading. Their lesson plans weren’t complete. They
didn’t know how to include all components of a lesson—from introduc-
tion to closure. These statements mirrored my own ideas. When I asked
other mentor teachers how they handled lessons plans, I received several
worthy suggestions. One was to write the plan and have the student
teacher teach from it, another version of modeling. Another teacher said, 

Talk to the university supervisor about requiring the student teachers to 
use a specific format for writing lessons. Every supervisor does not require 
the same format and this makes it hard to know what preparation the 
students have had.

The Power of Observation
One day I wrote, “The children were rowdy, loud, whiny, argumentative,
and easily distracted. Are they just testing her as an adult in control?”
What could I do about it? Helping my student teacher solve discipline
problems required more thinking. As I spoke with other cooperating
teachers about their experiences, I discovered that we all had similar prob-
lems supervising our student teachers. My colleagues suggested the expla-
nation could be in the attitude that the student teacher had toward the
children. As one teacher said, “She fluctuated from being too friendly to
being too stern. . . . She didn’t provide the children with consistency.” 

In an article about professional development schools by Corinne
Mantle-Bromley (1998), I found a brief discussion of this problem: “(A)
teacher candidate, John, says,  students treat him as if he were one of
them” (p. 48). The solution for John was offered in a study group: “You’re
treating them (the students) too informally. You need to assert yourself in
your language. . . . Speech and gestures may have sent unintentional mes-
sages to the students” (p. 48). Taking these ideas into consideration, I
began to observe Miss Smith for consistency in her discipline and for
assertive words, actions, and behaviors. 

My journal was also a means to document Miss Smith’s improvement in
lesson planning and teaching methods. When she took over the full-time
teaching load, we began a conversational journal in which we wrote to
each other every day. On March 5, I wrote:
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The children enjoyed mixing the cookies. You were very brave to try it! 
I have some suggestions: Print out the recipe on a chart. Have some

activities that they can do at the tables; for example, count chips on
cookies and write how many, make a paper cookie, or write a sentence
about cookies and draw a picture. It was a great idea—think through the
lesson and keep all the kids involved.

Miss Smith responded:
I was really excited about how well the children did with the chocolate
chip cookie math. They were interested and seemed to understand what
was going on addition- and subtraction-wise. The theme connecting
everything together made transitions easier.

Timmy was fascinated by making the cookies. I had never thought of
the fact that some of the children may never have seen their parents
make something from scratch.

One thing I need to do is have something to keep the other children
busy while I am working with a few of them at a time. Their attention
spans are just too short to sit still and watch for that long. 

Miss Smith made a good analysis of her lesson. She was aware of the
children’s attention span and modified her afternoon lesson accordingly.
When the time came to write Miss Smith’s evaluation, I had many spe-
cific areas of improvement about which to write. I could read back and
find problem areas and discuss how she solved the problems. I knew that
my student teacher had experienced growth.

Another benefit of my action research project was the way I became
connected to other teachers. I became a “resident expert.” Other teachers
wanted to know what I had discovered. When I talked about the value of
keeping a journal, one teacher offered suggestions. Some teachers who
had taken a mentoring course offered to assist me in my research. They
shared a particularly helpful manual by James B. Rowley (1993), which
had some good suggestions for focusing journal writing and for observing.
Other teachers asked for suggestions to help their student teachers. We
began to build a community of practitioners. My colleagues and I decided
to meet to improve student teachers’ experiences.

Tools for Collaboration
The greatest benefit, though, was that writing in a journal became a tool
for collaboration with student teachers. We became connected to one
another through this special form of communication. As we wrote, we
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began to build another dimension of community. The conversational
journal allowed us to write about the day, ask questions, reflect, and read
about the same experience from two perspectives. A mentor’s knowledge
and expertise cannot be transferred completely to another person. You
can only model after another and integrate what you like best into your
own style. 

Teaching is a lonely profession. Martin (1997) says, “It is idiosyncratic
and is learned by oneself” (p. 194). Teachers can go for hours without talk-
ing to another adult. I learned about teaching by trial and error. Miss Smith
left my class after eight weeks, only to return often—to see the children,
but also to discuss concerns with her second assignment and to see what
we were doing in the classroom. I found myself asking her for her opinions
and suggestions about lessons. We had grown to trust and respect each
other. Our journal helped us build a closer, more supportive relationship.

Miss Smith completed her eight-week assignment just two weeks before
Miss Jones began. I reflected on lessons learned. Maintaining journals pro-
moted collaboration, communication, and reflection. Detailed observa-
tion established a positive relationship, allowing constructive criticism.
Modeling needed more direction. The following year, two teachers and I
would form a discussion group to assist one another in mentoring. Would
I continue keeping conversational journals? Yes, I would. 

When Miss Jones joined my class, we started the conversational jour-
nal. I noticed that she was diffident about her teaching ability. I used the
journal to offer her support and encouragement. 

When I was absent, she wrote: 

The afternoon class went better, I think, because I had already done it
once. . . . I adapted my lesson to fix some of the things that didn’t work. 
I like being able to learn from my mistakes and being able to use that
knowledge immediately. . . .The hardest part of the day was all the little
stuff I had to remember—attendance, passing out papers, good notes,
whose turn it was on the computer, assignments, remembering who had
trouble with certain things. I was exhausted, but I was very excited. I got
to teach. 
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How to Help a New Teacher 
by Being a Buddy 

Annette Ehrlich Lakein

When the new teachers at Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School said that they
didn’t know to whom they should turn for help, their veteran colleagues

responded by becoming buddies.

While checking on the progress of her own students, Marsha Roman
listens to the shouting and the noise of chairs being thrown in the

room next door. Harriet Jones, the teacher in that room, is new this year.
Marsha vividly remembers the hard time she had at the beginning of her
teaching career and wants to help, but she does not know how to
approach Harriet. At the end of the day, hoping for an opening, Marsha
casually asks her, “How are things going? My students seemed restless
today.” Harriet replies, “Fine. The students were a little lively, but I like
things lively.” 

The conversation is over. 
David Calder, now in his fifth month of teaching, has graded his 10th

grade English class’s essay assignment. As David returns the assignment to
his students, Martin Slipe calls out that his parents will be very unhappy
with the grade that he received. Sure enough, the next day David hears
from Mr. Slipe, Martin’s father, who tells David that he has read the essay
again and does not understand the grade his son received. Because Mr.
Slipe writes professionally and helped his son with the essay, he knows
that this is good writing. 

After David explains his goals for the assignment and what Martin
would need to do to improve his performance, Mr. Slipe announces that
clearly David does not know the subject matter and does not understand
children. In addition, he informs David that he has already joined a group
of parents concerned about the lack of good teaching in the schools—he
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is sure that David has read about this in the newspaper. At his group’s next
meeting, Mr. Slipe will be discussing his dissatisfaction with the English
department.

David hangs up the phone and stares into space. 

An Unanswered Need
Harriet and David are two of many new teachers who have made the com-
mitment to teach, not for high salaries or prestige, but because they enjoy
working with teenagers and they want to make a difference. However,
they may leave teaching because they feel isolated and powerless. They
have not yet invested many years in the profession of teaching, and their
commitment pales in comparison with the problems that they are facing.
They do not feel secure in what they are doing and do not yet see the
extent to which they have been successful. Bureaucracy, complaints, dif-
ficult assignments and schedules, insufficient materials, and often reloca-
tion to a new community are issues that they face.

In a high school setting, a department chair is responsible for helping a
new teacher implement specific curriculum and instructional techniques
in his or her discipline. A mentor teacher can do this as well. Both have
the ability and the right to enter a classroom, meet with a new teacher,
and provide the technical support that a teacher needs to make the tran-
sition from university to teaching. 

The teachers at Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School have had good
support from the administration and within the individual departments.
But at a teacher book-group meeting, we discovered that the teachers who
had joined our faculty that year still felt lost. They needed and wanted
something more than the curricular and instructional support that they
were getting. They needed friends with whom they could have coffee on
a regular basis, feel safe and say anything on their minds, risk discussing
new ideas and changes that they wanted to make in their classroom, and
share their successes and failures without worrying about supervision and
evaluation. The difficulty for a new teacher, they said, is not knowing
whom to trust and whom to ask for help. 
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Old Fears, New Solutions
To provide our new teachers with the support that they need, our program
pairs every new teacher with a veteran teacher. We don’t want to confuse
the role of the buddy with the role of the department chair, and we want
to maintain confidentiality. What does the program look like? During the
summer, a veteran teacher is paired with a new teacher, and a buddy pair
is made. The administration provides information on the backgrounds,
interests, and perceived needs of the new teachers; as the coordinator, I
match the buddies, making sure that the veteran teacher and the new
teacher are from different disciplines. An added benefit is the opportuni-
ty for new teachers to meet and work with teachers from other disciplines. 

The experienced teacher will be one of a group of veterans who will be
at the new teacher’s side when he or she needs support during the year.
Veteran teachers call their buddies and run the new-teacher orientation
at Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School before the school year begins.
During the orientation, the new teachers are introduced to the adminis-
tration and staff, the academic calendar, the daily workings of our school,
the student rules and procedures, the faculty requirements, and the eval-
uation procedures and parent-communication opportunities. They learn
about our technology and library resources. 

Together, the buddies consider how they will set a business-like tone for
the year. They also tour the school campus and have time to sit and chat
and eat and get to know one another informally. New teachers have often
commented that because teachers run the orientation, with the support of
the administration, they get a sense of well-being in joining our faculty.
We welcome our new teachers at the beginning of the year, and we con-
tinue to provide regular meetings, both formally and informally, to avoid
any feelings of isolation. 

Eight times during the year, the veteran teacher–new teacher buddies
meet as a structured group to discuss parent communication, classroom
management, special student populations, parent-conference days, back-
to-school days, student reports, and the school calendar. These meetings
give new teachers time to ask questions in a safe environment.

Periodically, I send out anonymous questionnaires to survey what needs
we have met and what needs we need to address. Different groups of
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teachers have different needs. Some years, the meetings focus on only
nuts-and-bolts issues and explanations of our school’s culture. Other years,
the teachers want discussions that relate to what is happening in their
classrooms. From my anonymous surveys, I discover that the new teach-
ers continue to need someone who is experienced not only in classroom
management, but also in negotiating the lines of communication in the
school community. 

Answering Questions, Easing Concerns
What is the veteran teachers’ informal role early in the year? They must
create a safe place for the new teacher and reduce the anxieties of the first
weeks and months in a new environment. Questions at the beginning of
the year are usually of a procedural nature, and the buddies meet fre-
quently. As the new teachers acclimate to the school and the students,
they begin to set up their own communication links within the school,
and the buddies meet less often.

A set of verbs gives the best picture of what a veteran teacher does: lis-
ten, coach, sponsor, push, challenge, and then listen more. Our stated goal is
to help each new teacher integrate into our school community quickly
and learn how to work with our students and parents. We are facilitators
for someone else’s success. 

Unexpected Benefits
Over the years, the program has grown, and we have discovered that the
veterans have gained much. The veteran teachers enjoy working with the
new teachers in an informal atmosphere. They no longer feel isolated; the
collegiality of working as a team with other veterans and sharing the lives
of new teachers each year has led to increased enthusiasm about them-
selves as teachers.

In addition, teachers coming into our school with fresh eyes often see
needs that we no longer see. For example, because of the new-teachers’
suggestions, we now hang a daily schedule in the office. We have also clar-
ified the lines of communication and the chain of command. Even more,
as each group of new teachers become veteran teachers, we have become
a community. 
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As for Harriet, the new teacher in the first example, she has someone
whom she can invite into her classroom to help her figure out how to
establish order, and she can go into other classrooms to see how her stu-
dents act and how other teachers manage their classes. She has someone
to go to when she doesn’t know what to ask but knows that something is
wrong, and she knows that she will get help. Harriet is in control of her
professional growth. David can role-play with his buddy before he gets
back on the phone with this or any other parent. With his buddy, he will
work on what his next step will be. Both teachers will continue to work
with their department chairs; both will be part of all curricular teams.
Their buddies will continue to work alongside them, being their best
friends.

Annette Ehrlich Lakein is an English teacher and the buddy program coordinator at
Charles E. Smith Jewish Day School, 11710 Hunter’s Lane, Rockville, MD 20852 
(e-mail: aelakein@umd5.umd.edu).
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Get on the Team: 
An Alternative Mentoring Model

Randall L. Turk

In mentoring teams, everyone benefits: Novice teachers receive support from
multiple mentors, and mentor teachers experience less stress and grow

professionally with their colleagues. 

Fourteen years ago, I decided to make a career change and enter the
education profession after 20 years as an Air Force pilot. The teaching

load was not what I had expected—five classes of 25 to 30 students, with
four different preparations each day. In fact, many times I thought about
returning to my previous career as a pilot. For me, my mentor made the
difference between my remaining in the classroom and leaving it forever.

I was grateful then for my mentor’s guidance; I remain grateful today
because I would not have made it without her support. Reflecting back, I
often ask myself, What benefit did my mentor receive for her effort and
time? I know that this is a rhetorical question—she gained the satisfaction
of helping a new teacher. She, like all good teachers, is naturally caring
and supportive. But is there an even better way to reap the benefits of
mentoring while reducing stress for all involved? The valuable lessons
that I learned as a new teacher enhanced my ability to lead others through
a new mentoring process—mentoring teams.

New-Teacher Stress
Teaching is more complex today than ever. Students come to school with
problems that were not even imaginable 10 years ago. In addition to
expecting teachers to deal with the increased complexity of student needs,
administrators often ask them to become actively involved in school
improvement. The expectation to do more in a complex setting has
resulted in greater stress for the teacher.

Schools, K–12, are not the only places where the stress level has
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increased. The pace of life outside school has increased rapidly. We are so
busy with daily routines that we have little time to reflect on the past or
to consider the future. Bertman (1998) calls this phenomenon hyper cul-
ture: “High-speed living enforces a live-for-the-present mentality that
obscures history and memory” (p. 18). By performing at warp speed, we
disengage from the past and plunge toward the future so quickly that we
are blind to what lies ahead. Teachers, like many other professionals, no
longer have a place to hide or to seek refuge from the stressful workplace. 

Many teachers leave the profession because they are stressed or have
experienced burnout. Friedman (1995) defines burnout as the syndrome
that occurs when an individual perceives a significant discrepancy
between effort and results. Teachers who work long hours and see few
results are prime candidates for leaving the education profession. They
believe that their hard work and sacrifice are not being rewarded with
positive outcomes.

Teachers leaving the profession early in their careers contribute to a
shortage of qualified personnel. The effect is long-term as well as imme-
diate. If a teacher with five years of experience leaves the classroom today,
we lose the potential of having, in five years time, a 10-year veteran
teacher. The continued loss of new teachers seriously drains expertise in a
field in which experience is important. As a result, student learning suf-
fers. Recognizing this problem, many school districts have instituted pro-
grams and policies to retain a valuable asset. Among these have been
mentoring programs for new teachers.

Goals of Mentoring Programs
Mentoring is designed to provide the beginning teacher with peer support
to help cope with the daily challenges of teaching. Odell and Ferraro
(1992) state the three goals of mentoring: to provide guidance and sup-
port, to promote professional development, and to increase retention.

As a new teacher 14 years ago, I received immeasurable guidance and
support from my mentor. Many days, I found myself questioning my teach-
ing strategies and asking how to accomplish certain tasks. My mentor
always took time to answer those questions and to offer support.
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But mentoring, in many ways, is heavily weighted as a one-way rela-
tionship. Should we, as members of a stressful profession, expect a person
to endure a one-way relationship that requires expending much time and
energy? Experienced teachers will continue to mentor and be supportive
of beginning teachers because they are caring individuals. But through
reciprocal, collegial teaming, new teachers can get the same kind of men-
tor support while experienced teachers can share the responsibility and
support one another in the process.

An Alternative Mentoring Model
Teams offer opportunities for individuals to work together in a mutually
supportive environment. As a member of a team of primarily experienced
teachers, a new teacher receives mentoring not from one person but from
three or four people. At the same time, mentors receive support from all
the team members, opening up opportunities to build trust and to discuss
things that matter. Champy (1997), in discussing relationships within
organizations, says that we need conversation, not communication.
People need a climate in which they can share in two-way conversations
and not be solely recipients of one-way communication.

If a team is to provide effective mentoring, it must be a working team.
Dumaine (1994) defines working teams as those that accomplish daily
work, have stable membership, and are self-led. Stable membership is
essential for maintaining the important element of trust. But trust, the
glue of relationships, takes time to grow and must begin with self-trust
(Marshall, 1995). Trust among team members is the foundation for build-
ing caring relationships, and a set of caring relationships is a common ele-
ment of successful teams (Powers, 1996).

Mentoring teams must also possess high performance standards.
Katzenbach and Smith (1993) categorized the various levels of team per-
formance as pseudo, potential, real, or high performance. High-perfor-
mance teams have an established purpose and are committed to a com-
mon working approach. The members have complementary skills and are
individually and mutually accountable. Each member is committed to the
personal growth and success of the other members.
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Teams As Mentors
Mentoring is a complex task that requires the mentor to assume myriad
roles. In traditional mentoring programs, one person must assume all these
roles and tasks. In a teaming environment, several members with various
skills and expertise can assume mentoring roles, thereby broadening the
support that they give to the beginning teacher. The transition from the
traditional one-on-one model to a team model of mentoring requires sys-
temic change. Changing to team mentoring like any other change, calls
for individuals to adopt new behaviors and to assume ownership for new
roles.

Reflecting on my early experiences as a new teacher, I can visualize the
benefit of mentoring by teams. My mentor would have been able to share
some of her mentoring responsibilities with other math department team
members. A team format would have reduced her stress and allowed her
to grow professionally. In addition, I would have gained different perspec-
tives from other staff members. The greatest gain, perhaps, would have
come from our professional discussions. As Robbins and Finley (1995)
remind us, “The easiest and fastest way to learn is from other people.
Without other people, the old wheel must be reinvented again and again
and again” (p. 18).

During my first year of principalship, our school used the traditional
model of mentoring. We experienced the usual problems—limited oppor-
tunity for discussion and high levels of stress. The next year, when we
implemented academic or working teams by grade level, the mentoring
process changed. Teams assumed the mentoring role even though the tra-
ditional procedures from the previous year were unchanged. All team
members accepted responsibility for the new teacher on their team. They
believed it was their role to guide the new teacher through problems and
issues. The teams, by expanding their roles, improved the productivity of
new teachers and moved us closer to the goal of student achievement.

Our academic mentoring teams gave the new teachers guidance and sup-
port in dealing with student academic and behavior issues. Each team met
periodically to discuss students who were not achieving academic out-
comes or were causing discipline problems in the classroom. The dialogue
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among team members allowed new and experienced teachers alike to help
one another better meet each student’s needs. The academic team fre-
quently met with students and their parents to discuss academic and
behavioral issues. Parents became partners in resolving students’ problems.

By working with the academic team, the student, and the student’s par-
ents, new teachers had a support system to get through difficult situations.
They became part of the corrective process without assuming complete
responsibility. They were able to learn from experienced teachers and thus
felt less stressed. In addition, new teachers became partners with their
team members and the process helped to develop their self-esteem and
self-confidence.

My research in two schools revealed the value that new teachers place
on team mentoring. A teacher in a suburban junior high school of 1,350
students stated that being a member of an academic team was a tremen-
dous help. She said that during her first two years of teaching, her team
members provided a lot of mentoring: “It is like having three mentors”
(Turk, 1994, p. 121). The other team members noted that mentoring
helped them all develop a strong working relationship. A teacher at a
rural middle school echoed their remarks: “As a first-year teacher, team-
ing really helped me and kept the stress down” (Turk, p. 154).

The teams at both schools are self-led and empowered to make deci-
sions normally reserved for administrators. For instance, teams deal
directly with issues of student discipline; they make recommendations
either for expulsion or for changing the core subject schedule to meet
their students’ unique needs.

Mentoring the Mentor
The pace of today’s hyper culture places great emphasis on the present at
the expense of reflection and consideration of the future (Bertman, 1998).
This stressful environment accentuates the need for mentors to receive
support and mentoring from their peers. As Herman and Gioia (1998)
state, individuals need to know how they make an impact on the overall
mission of an organization. An individual’s feelings and emotions are
important elements for job satisfaction and for making meaning of work.
Open communication, according to Ralston (1995), allows coworkers to
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deal with their feelings and emotions: “When negative energy is sup-
pressed, so too is positive energy” (p. 9).

By coordinating team members to act as mentors together, we let expe-
rienced teachers share the responsibility of mentoring while receiving
benefits from a collaborative relationship. The mentor should be men-
tored and grow with beginning and fellow experienced teachers. 

Every relationship provides an opportunity for individuals to grow and
improve together. Team members who assume roles to help others
improve inherently assume roles for self-improvement. The mentoring
team provides opportunities for all members to grow professionally and
excel in the classroom.
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Combining Mentoring and
Assessment in California

Bob Schultz

California’s successful two-year program helps new teachers not only 
make smooth transitions into the classroom but also choose to stay

in the teaching profession. 

Statistics predict a need for 0.5 million to 2.5 million new teachers over
the next decade. This demand for new teachers is the result of increas-

ing numbers of students, which we can’t control; class-size reduction pro-
grams, which we applaud; and retirements, which we all face someday.
Robert J. Smalley, director of the California Commission on Teacher
Credentialing, identified another factor. In the Sacramento Bee,1 Smalley
lamented that an estimated 35 percent of new teachers quit within one year. 

This figure is of special concern in California, whose teaching force in
1996 made up almost 9 percent of the 2.7 million public school teachers
in the United States. Since that time, reduced class sizes in grades K–3
have exacerbated the need for more teachers in California. The rapid
growth in the need for teachers that came with class-size reduction only
accelerated the problem as districts competed with one another to get
qualified, credentialed candidates to join their teaching ranks.
Considering the time, effort, and money that go into the preservice train-
ing, recruiting, and ongoing staff development for new teachers, Smalley’s
statement suggests that we are throwing away one dollar out of every three
that we spend on training new teachers. This money could be better spent
in the classroom, helping students learn. 

Beginning Teacher Support and Assessment
California educators recognized this problem more than a decade ago and
started the California New Teacher Project, a research program conducted
from 1988 to 1992 that examined alternative strategies for supporting and
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assessing beginning teachers. From that research came the Beginning
Teacher Support and Assessment (BTSA) program in 1992. BTSA grew
from a few small projects serving fewer than 10 percent of eligible teachers
into a statewide program that could potentially serve every eligible first- and
second-year teacher in California in 1999–2000. 

Beverly K. Young, associate director of teacher education for the
California State University system (which produces 60 percent of
California’s teachers), called BTSA “the most powerful state program that
California—or any state—has ever had in teacher education.” Echoing
Young’s sentiments, legislators in California have increased the budget for
BTSA from $7 million in 1996–97 to $17 million in 1997–98 to $67 mil-
lion in 1998–99. 

When I asked Margaret Olebe, a former BTSA director who is now
with the California Commission on Teacher Credentialing, why the pro-
gram has received so much support, she replied, “BTSA has been able to
demonstrate through local retention studies that it is more cost effective
to invest in BTSA—resulting in a 93 percent retention rate—than to
spend money on recruiting each year.” 

One Teacher’s Experience
Positive statistics and cost savings are important facets of the program that
keep legislators happy, but how does BTSA affect classroom teachers?
Gwyn Readinger was hired as a new teacher at a school in the Rio Linda
Union School District near Sacramento. The school has a large popula-
tion of students who speak English as a second language, a high number
of students on free or reduced-cost lunch, and a rapid teacher-turnover
rate. In her first year, she was 1 of 16 new teachers at the school. To add
to her challenge, California’s class-size reduction program was in its first
year, and the school’s lack of facilities meant that Gwyn taught a group of
20 youngsters while sharing a room for most of the day with another
beginning teacher and her 20 students. Even with these challenges, Gwyn
chose to commit to the two-year BTSA program, something her room
partner chose not to do. 

The situation didn’t get easier as the year progressed, and both teachers
struggled to be successful with their students and competent in the eyes of
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their evaluator. One difference between the two teachers was that Gwyn
worked closely with a BTSA support provider and participated in activi-
ties that are part of the BTSA program, whereas the other teacher worked
with a mentor teacher who was supportive but did not have the training
or resources that BTSA offered. By the end of the school year, the second
teacher was asked to leave the school. Gwyn, in contrast, was welcomed
back, this time to her own classroom. 

At the end of her second year, Gwyn described her experience as a new
teacher: 

Without the validation and encouragement from my support provider, I
doubt that I would have remained in the teaching profession. Now that I
have nearly completed my second year, I feel that I have grown so much pro-
fessionally and have gained more confidence in my teaching. I also feel that I
have learned a great deal about myself as a teacher and about my students.

What is most valuable to me is the continual practice of reflection,
which has guided me in modifying my teaching practices so that student
outcomes more closely match learning goals. For example, I have learned
that my at-risk 1st grade students need clearly stated behavioral expecta-
tions for each learning activity or procedure and that they have to have
these procedures modeled and practiced with supervision.

Success in Sacramento
What is the program and why is it having such a positive impact? BTSA
is a collection of consortiums that bring together school districts, county
offices, the University of California system, and the California State
University system in similar but individually tailored affiliations. 

The project directors across the state meet regularly and make decisions
about the key elements that all projects must contain. Because basic prin-
ciples and guidelines unite all programs, one program, the Sacramento
BTSA Consortium, can illustrate how BTSA works. 

The Sacramento BTSA Consortium began serving teachers during the
1994–95 school year with a consortium of eight school districts and a
loose connection to California State University, Sacramento. The con-
sortium has grown from 150 teachers to nearly 500 teachers. It unites 17
districts in three counties with California State University in a strong
partnership that addresses teacher needs in the preservice year and in the
first two years of teaching. 
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The Sacramento Consortium—like all BTSA programs—is guided by
the California Standards for the Teaching Profession, a set of standards
developed by BTSA and adopted by the Commission on Teacher
Credentialing in 1997. Beginning teachers learn about the standards
through professional development programs offered on Saturdays through
the BTSA program, district training sessions, and one-on-one or small-
group work with a trained support provider.

Each teacher develops an Individual Induction Plan that delves deeply
into one of the state teaching standards, using a professional portfolio to
show evidence of progress. The trained support provider meets regularly
with the new teacher—two hours a week in the first few months—and
conducts both informal and formal observations that he or she shares with
the new teacher. Throughout the two-year relationship, the pair focuses
on standards, reflects on practice, and takes action on the basis of reflec-
tions and information gathered. 

Two-Year Partnerships
The next element in the program is possibly the most important: the rela-
tionship between the new teacher and the trained support provider. The
key factor here is training. California has had a mentor teacher program for
about 15 years, but before BTSA, it offered no formal statewide training
on how to work with new teachers. The funding structure of BTSA allots
$3,000 each year for each new teacher, with the districts providing $2,000
in matching funds. This structure has led to a tight bond between the
mentor program and BTSA. Most districts have chosen to use their men-
tors as the support providers for the program. 

The mentor or support provider goes through a week of training before
even beginning to work with the new teacher and then has ongoing train-
ing throughout the year. That training gives a structure and a consistency
to the process, which has improved the mentor’s ability to systematically
help new teachers. A positive side effect is that mentors improve in their
own classrooms. As Mary Landy, a mentor from the Sacramento City
Unified School District, put it, “I think I have become a better teacher.
BTSA puts such an emphasis on self-reflection for the beginning teachers
that I have become more reflective, too.” 
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That emphasis on self-reflection is at the heart of the BTSA process.
The support providers are trained not to give answers but to help new
teachers analyze the evidence, look at the standards, reflect on the results,
and come to their own conclusions. The program develops skills that
teachers will use long after their support is gone. As beginning teacher
Laurette Gaberman described, “I automatically reflect on lessons, evalu-
ate them, and find ways to change them for the better. I have learned to
be objective and can even assess what I do with the eyes of an outsider.” 

Being able to look at one’s teaching with the eyes of an outsider results
directly from being trained in a formal observation process. Over the
years, the Sacramento Consortium has used three instruments for this
observation process, and the current model is the California Formative
Assessment and Support System for Teachers (CFASST). Although the
instruments have changed, the observation has consistently been an
extensive process that involves the mentor’s collecting information before
and during the observation, comparing the results with standards, and
sharing the results in great detail with the new teacher. Laura Wong, a
beginning teacher from the Elk Grove Unified School District, stated, 

The greatest benefit for me was to be observed by an objective party who
was able to tell me the good things that I was doing and the areas where I
could improve. My observer affirmed my strengths but also helped me let
myself “off the hook” of perfection. I allow myself to be in a learning
process—like the children in my class.

Bernard Baruch said, “Failure is a far better teacher than success.” The
fact that observations are always confidential—between the new teacher
and the support provider, not with the teacher’s evaluator—encourages
teachers to take more risks and learn quickly. 

Up to Standards? 
What happens to teachers who don’t meet the standards of the program
and of their principals? Although statistics demonstrate that teachers in
the BTSA program are more likely to remain in the profession, some
teachers still struggle and don’t meet standards. A few of these go on to
other districts and find success in a new setting, whereas others realize in
their first year that teaching is not for them. Our BTSA program brings
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them to that realization quickly so they can get a fresh start after only a
year, rather than wait until they feel burned out several years down the
line. The early realization of a career mistake is a plus for both the redi-
rected teacher and for the students who would have had that teacher and
may be one of the most important outcomes of the BTSA process. 

One outside observer of the BTSA program is the California
Educational Research Cooperative, operating out of the University of
California, Riverside. The Research Cooperative, working closely with
BTSA, has conducted independent evaluations of the program with
extensive surveys. When comparing BTSA-trained teachers with other
new teachers, the researchers found a significant increase in time for pro-
fessional reflection and an increased ability to motivate students. 

In addition to evaluations, the Sacramento Consortium has an annual
planning meeting involving beginning teachers and support providers
from every district. That meeting gives teachers a chance to identify what
did and did not work. As a result of this input, BTSA leaders are able to
simplify, reorganize the program, and implement many revisions. 

From Concerns to Quality
We hope that ongoing reflection and improvement will help dispel the
fears of people like Jerry Hayward, a codirector of Policy Analysis for
California Education, who recently said, “I’m a little concerned because
the increase [in participating teachers] is so great that it may be difficult
to sustain the quality of the program.” This is a great challenge as BTSA
shifts from being a small and voluntary program to being a large program
expected for all teachers.

The governor of California, Gray Davis, has added another challenge.
He recently recommended that the mentor teacher program be discon-
tinued and converted into a peer review program to help struggling veter-
an teachers. That legislation passed in March 1999. Thus, school districts
need to develop and negotiate new delivery systems for mentor services
that cover both the peer review requirement and the support for new
teachers through a BTSA model. 

Finally, for BTSA to truly become institutionalized, site administrators
need to understand and support the program. The Sacramento
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Consortium has offered administrator breakfasts and one- and two-day
introductory sessions on the principles of BTSA; these sessions have
expanded into a weeklong training program that focuses on formative
assessment, the California Standards for the Teaching Profession, and a
modified version of the observation process. Teachers and administrators
will now speak the same language and use the same standards to evaluate
good teaching.

In the end, however, the value of BTSA will not be measured by sav-
ings in recruitment money or by measures of teacher, administrator, or leg-
islator support for the program. To realize its true value, consider the
words of beginning teacher Lisa R. Johnson from the Rocklin Unified
School District: 

Through my participation in BTSA, I have been able to challenge my
teaching practices and reflect on how an effective environment, thorough
lesson planning, and dynamic instructional strategies work together to
instill learning—academically, socially, and emotionally.

Even more important, the students will be the beneficiaries of the
BTSA program. And their success will be the ultimate assessment of the
project.

Note
1 Engellenner, J. (1998, June 21). Pressure on schools tests state’s rookie teachers.

The Sacramento Bee.

Bob Schultz is Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum Instruction in the Eureka Union
School District. He may be reached at 4025 Frontera Dr., Davis, CA 95616-6707
(e-mail: bschultz@eureka-usd.k12.ca.us).
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A Support Program with Heart: 
The Santa Cruz Project

Ellen Moir, Janet Gless, and Wendy Baron

Nothing is more important for student learning than the quality 
of the classroom teacher. A teacher-induction program that focuses on 

new-teacher support and classroom practice, while sustaining the idealism
of beginning teachers, offers hope for our schools. 

Beginning teachers enter our nation’s classrooms with passion, ideal-
ism, and the commitment to make a difference for their students

(Fullan, 1993). Too often, however, they find themselves embarking on
their journey isolated from their colleagues and faced with difficult work-
ing conditions, inadequate materials, and the most challenging classroom
assignments. They are shocked by these harsh realities and by a passion-
less system that has forgotten its most valuable resource—its teachers. 

The quality of the teacher is the single most important factor in
improving student achievement (Haycock, 1998). An investment in
teacher quality needs to start at the earliest stages of a teacher’s career and
to continue throughout a professional lifetime (National Commission on
Teaching and America’s Future, 1996). As U.S. schools hire more than
two million new teachers in the next decade, we have the chance to
transform the teaching profession by creating induction programs that
nurture new teachers while promoting the highest standards of classroom
teaching. 

To do this, we need to break loose of the traditions that have divided
educators and to build comprehensive models of teacher development.
Universities, schools, administrators, teachers, bargaining units, and
teacher educators must come together to create systems grounded in the
principles of effective teacher education and professional development.
Investing in teacher quality does not involve only beginning teachers and
induction programs. Investing in teacher quality involves establishing sys-
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temwide norms and practices of professionalism, career-long learning, and
inquiry into practice (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1995). It
involves making a commitment to improving education for America’s
culturally, ethnically, and linguistically diverse students—and to improv-
ing the professional lives of the teachers who serve them.

The Santa Cruz New Teacher Project Integrates Support 
and Assessment
In the past 11 years, the Santa Cruz New Teacher Project (SCNTP) has
supported more than 1,400 K–12 teachers making the difficult transition
into the teaching profession. The SCNTP is led by the Teacher Education
Program at the University of California, Santa Cruz, in collaboration with
the Santa Cruz County Office of Education and 16 school districts in the
greater Silicon Valley and Santa Cruz area. Together, across institutional
boundaries, stakeholders in the consortium have built and sustained a
program that nurtures both the heart and the mind of every first- and sec-
ond-year teacher. Ultimately, the program works to ensure a highly qual-
ified, committed, and inspired teacher for every child. 

Currently serving more than 320 beginning teachers, the SCNTP is
part of California’s Beginning Teacher Support and Assessment (BTSA)
program, a statewide initiative jointly administered by the California
Department of Education and the California Commission on Teacher
Credentialing. The state funds the program at a rate of $3,000 for each
beginning teacher. Local districts then augment this funding according to
the number of beginning teachers participating in the program at a rate of
$2,100 for each teacher. Both the state and the participating districts see
this investment in teacher induction as a cost-effective way to promote
teacher quality and to increase teacher retention. 

Our project’s philosophy is that teaching is complex and that the
process of becoming a teacher involves career-long learning. We recognize
that new teachers enter the profession at different developmental stages
and with different needs. We believe that support should be embedded in
classroom practice and suffused with the language of hope, caring, and
equity. In addition, we have learned that changes in instruction are most
likely to occur when teachers are given the opportunity to assess their
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practice against recognized professional standards and to construct solu-
tions to their own classroom-specific challenges. 

Partnerships Between New and Veteran Teachers
At the center of our work are the partnerships that form between the
beginning teachers and the new-teacher advisors, exemplary veteran
teachers on loan full-time from participating districts for two to three
years. Matched with beginning teachers according to grade level and sub-
ject-matter expertise, each advisor mentors 14 first- and second-year
teachers. 

Building strong, trusting relationships with new teachers is the crucial
first step for advisors and is fundamental to the success of their work.
Advisors meet weekly with each new teacher for two hours before, during,
or after school. While in the classroom, advisors teach demonstration
lessons, observe, coach, coteach, videotape lessons, respond to interactive
journals, or assist with problems that arise. Familiarity with the students
in the class, the overall curriculum plan, and the organizational environ-
ment helps advisors provide advisees with context-specific support.
Advisors spend time outside the classroom planning, gathering resources,
providing emotional support and safe structures for feedback, and com-
municating with principals. 

In addition, new teachers receive release days for observation of other
teachers, curriculum planning, reflection, and self-assessment. A monthly
seminar series serves as a network in which new teachers can share their
accomplishments and challenges with a community of peers (Lieberman,
1995). Seminar participants pay special attention to literacy, language
development, and strategies for working with diverse student populations,
including English Language Learners.

With their advisors, beginning teachers develop portfolios that docu-
ment their professional growth while encouraging reflection, goal setting,
dialogue, and assessment. This collaborative portfolio process is a central
feature of our model of support and assessment, and the process helps
beginning teachers connect teaching, learning, and assessment. A sec-
ond-year teacher and program graduate notes,
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The portfolio process has supported me in many ways. It gave me an under-
standing of where I was and a vision of where I was going and how to get
there. Without some way of focusing during those overwhelming first years
of teaching, you can feel as if you are not moving forward. The reflection
and documentation helped me see the progress I had actually made.

Key to this portfolio process are the advisor’s guidance and assistance,
beginning with the collection of information about the new teacher’s
classroom practice. The new teachers then use these data as they self-
assess on the Santa Cruz New Teacher Project’s Developmental Continuum
of Teacher Abilities. The continuum is aligned with the California Standards
for the Teaching Profession (California Commission on Teacher
Credentialing and the California Department of Education, 1997), which
are organized around broad categories of knowledge, skills, and abilities
that characterize effective teaching: organizing and managing the class-
room, planning and delivering instruction, demonstrating subject-matter
knowledge, assessing student learning, and participating as members of a
learning community. 

The continuum is a tool for formative assessment and a catalyst for
reflection and professional dialogue. With the help of their advisors, new
teachers develop an individual learning plan that is based on information
gathered during this assessment and focused on a particular standard.

Over the course of the year, the weekly interactions between the new
teacher and the advisor and the monthly seminars support portfolio devel-
opment. Advisors help new teachers select representative items for their
portfolios. These typically include journal entries, documented observa-
tions, student work, lesson plans, teacher-created materials and assess-
ments, letters, pictures, videotapes, and audiotapes. A written explana-
tion accompanies each item and describes how the item demonstrates the
teacher’s professional growth or the growth of the students in relation to
professional goals. The portfolio process also helps advisors identify the
most effective form of assistance for their mentees. 

Considering the Impact on Teachers and Schools
New teachers report that participation in our program has made a signif-
icant contribution to the quality of their teaching and to their success as
beginning teachers, an observation echoed by their principals. A pilot
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research study of student literacy development has shown that student
achievement in the classrooms of participating new teachers matches that
of students taught by veteran teachers. Evaluation studies also show that
these beginning teachers exhibit increased job satisfaction, are retained at
higher rates, work more effectively with diverse students, and are better able
to solve problems around issues of instruction and student achievement.
Beginning teachers also report that they welcome the regular observations
by their advisors and find them essential for their professional growth.

School officials and administrators also note the positive impact of our
program. In a recent survey of principals, 95 percent of respondents cred-
ited the Santa Cruz New Teacher Project with significantly improving
beginning teacher performance. Principals cited specific outcomes: better
new-teacher morale, increased willingness to take risks, more effective
problem-solving strategies, improved classroom management and organi-
zation, and more effective instructional strategies. 

We have also found that the teacher induction program involves not
only supporting new teachers; it also involves developing teacher leaders
and ultimately changing school cultures. Our alumni are making an
impact on school cultures even after they are no longer participating in
the SCNTP. Principals note that our collaborative model of support is
changing the relationships among teachers and promoting the establish-
ment of professional norms for entire staffs. 

SCNTP alumni have learned to welcome the opportunities to observe
and to be observed by their colleagues; their doors are always open. They
are assuming leadership roles early in their careers as they make on-site pre-
sentations to colleagues, attend literacy study groups, encourage veteran
colleagues to try new strategies, engage in collaborative action research,
and request sanctioned time to observe and coach one another. As a result,
administrators are beginning to set aside time at staff meetings to allow
reflective conversations and problem solving on a monthly basis; others are
finding ways to enable colleagues to observe one another in the classroom. 

In addition, our veteran advisors return to their school districts with
renewed excitement and passion for teaching, a broader perspective on
education, and the communication and leadership skills to make a differ-
ence. After working in numerous schools and visiting many classrooms in
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the company of their advisees, our advisors develop a wonderfully rich
picture of education across our region. After 15 or more years of teaching,
these veterans have stepped out of the unique circumstances of their own
classroom practice into a more expansive professional landscape.

They also return to their classrooms with new ideas and fresh
approaches. An advisor notes, 

In working with [my colleagues] in a reflective manner, I am becoming
more reflective about my own practice and its effects on students. And
through our work to implement various strategies, my own repertoire of
teaching methods is ever increasing. When I return to a classroom of stu-
dents, I will bring with me an enriched and stronger practice.

Returning advisors also note that they will never go back to the way
things were before. They return to their classrooms with a renewed com-
mitment to and passion for teaching. They have learned to see them-
selves—and their new teachers—as change agents who have the capacity
to change schools by providing strong educational and instructional leader-
ship.

These former advisors serve as school-site and districtwide curriculum
leaders, union representatives, professional development school coordina-
tors, and site administrators. One has successfully led the reform of her
district’s teacher-evaluation process, shifting it to a collaborative model of
focused professional growth that uses the SCNTP Continuum of Teacher
Abilities.

Lessons Learned: What Makes the Difference
As beginning teachers analyze and share their growth over time, the pro-
gram coordinators continually seek to identify lessons about new-teacher
support and assessment. We feel that our success rests in important fun-
damental features of our model and in our project’s commitment to nur-
ture the hearts as well as the minds of our participants—both the veteran
and the beginner.

Some of the most significant insights include (1) the importance of the
veteran teacher as a full-time advisor, (2) the crucial link to site adminis-
tration, and (3) the impact of standards embedded within a compassion-
ate, supportive environment. 
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A New Role for Veteran Teachers
After 11 years of using a full-time release model of advising, we are con-
vinced that this design feature is key to the success of the Santa Cruz New
Teacher Project. It is the quality of the relationship that these talented
veterans forge with each new teacher and their day-to-day guidance that
ultimately have an impact on the quality of a new teacher’s instruction. 

We have found that supporting new teachers is complex and demand-
ing work and that it involves learning skills other than those that most
classroom teachers possess. Providing this support becomes even harder
when advisors must simultaneously focus on the needs of students in their
own classrooms. Supporting new teachers after the school day ends makes
it difficult to understand a new teacher’s classroom circumstances, his or
her level of practice, and the students’ needs. 

With a full-time release model, our advisors are able to observe begin-
ning teachers weekly, sometimes collecting formal observation data, other
times assisting with or coteaching a lesson. The advisor and the advisee
become a classroom team in which the energy is fully focused on the
beginning teacher’s needs. We are also able to ensure that our veteran
teachers’ time is totally sanctioned for the work of one-on-one advising.
For three years, they are not available to pick up other duties or to split
their focus by supporting other initiatives. 

Further, supporting 14 beginning teachers every day for an entire school
year builds mentoring skills quickly; our advisors become skilled coaches,
classroom observers, and group facilitators almost overnight. At the same
time, important differences exist between our first- and third-year advi-
sors. In many ways, first-year advisors are like beginning teachers, learn-
ing the procedures and processes that characterize their new role; they are
learning to examine and deconstruct their knowledge of teaching. Third-
year advisors become important contributors to the development and
refinement of our program. 

As we select advisors each year, we remember what we learned early
on—that not every outstanding veteran teacher makes an effective advi-
sor. Thus, we pay close attention to the following criteria: strong inter-
personal skills, credibility with peers and administrators, a demonstrated
curiosity and eagerness to learn, respect for multiple perspectives, and out-

112



A support Program with Heart

standing instructional practice. We know that strong advisors can easily
develop observation and coaching skills, knowledge of California’s profes-
sional standards, familiarity with the portfolio process, support strategies
for new teachers, and group facilitation and presentation skills. 

Regardless of how carefully we select our advisors, however, high-quality
support doesn’t just happen. Providing thoughtful assistance to beginning
teachers requires training and support for the advisors. Advisors receive a
half-day orientation to the program and two days of foundational training,
followed by weekly staff development. Friday morning staff meetings have
become a cherished ritual and an important component of our program’s
success. Not only do the meetings prepare advisors for their work, but also
they break down the potential isolation that many full-time advisors expe-
rience as they travel from school to school, supporting their advisees. 

We use this time to review project procedures and our assessment tools
and their use. We practice observation skills by using videotaped lessons
of beginning teachers. We review and develop our advisors’ familiarity
with the California Standards for the Teaching Profession not just as a lens on
good teaching, but as a way to keep all eyes focused on improving class-
room practice. Together we read articles, share concerns, practice facilita-
tion and presentation skills, and, most important, think about and talk
about our work. The meetings also give us important feedback on our pro-
gram’s implementation and effectiveness.

Strong Links to Site Administrators
Principals have always been an important part of the Santa Cruz New
Teacher Project’s stakeholder loop, but with each successive year, we
become more convinced of the crucial role that administrators must play
in the web of support we want to build. Their understanding of new teach-
ers’ needs affects how they design classroom assignments, and the site cul-
ture has a significant impact on our new teachers’ lives. Further, their
commitment to and support of our work is crucial are our advisors’ success.

As a result, we seek to make site administrators our partners in our
work. Advisors check in with administrators on a regular basis to update
them on the work that is being done with new teachers, while maintain-
ing strict lines of confidentiality. They may point out that the new teach-
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ers are being videotaped or formally observed, are self-assessing by using
the SCNTP continuum, are attending an after-school seminar on student
assessment, are observing a veteran teacher’s class, or are developing their
professional growth goals for the year.

The administrator’s support of our program can also influence the
beginning teacher’s own commitment to the process of professional reflec-
tion, assessment, ongoing learning, and collaboration. In addition, the
SCNTP can become an important collaborative partner in principals’
efforts to develop their staff and to meet site instructional goals.
Sometimes the number of new teachers is so large that an advisor is sta-
tioned full-time at a given school site, thus having even greater influence
on schoolwide instructional improvement and cultural change.

Addressing Standards with Heart
High professional standards are essential for all educators, and the role of
any induction program must be to help new teachers recognize the stan-
dards and put them into practice. But in these times of standards-based
curriculums and standards-driven reform, we feel that standards alone do
not ensure quality teaching. However, when standards are embedded in a
compassionate and responsive system of support, they can guide educa-
tional reform.

Instructional change is developmental, is individual, and rests in the
hands of each and every classroom teacher. We have noticed over the
years that virtually all new teachers walk into classrooms seeing them-
selves as agents for change, not as defenders of the status quo. We further
believe that the highest standards of practice will be achieved when the
passion and the inspiration that accompany most new teachers into the
profession are carefully celebrated and nurtured. In the SCNTP, we have
found that when new teachers are in the company of veteran teachers
who embody the highest standards of practice and who still radiate a pas-
sion for teaching, new teachers not only thrive, but also meet high stan-
dards and live out the promise of change that called them to become
teachers in the first place. 

In our program, we have learned to speak the language of the heart, to
remind teachers of why they chose to enter the profession, to celebrate
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our own learning as well as that of our students, to remind ourselves that
equity and excellence must go hand in hand, to articulate the connections
between what we believe and how we act in the world, and to practice our
art and craft with congruence. Speaking the language of the heart is per-
haps the most important gift we give new teachers. No carefully designed
system of support, no technology or structure, no assessment system or
standards can replace the heartfelt commitment to education and to stu-
dents that drives the finest of our teachers. 

So we have embedded the California Standards for the Teaching Profession
in every aspect of our program—in our seminars, our assessments, our col-
laborative log forms, and, most important, in our language. And at the
same time, we seek to create compassionate environments for new teach-
ers in which they hear the language of inspiration and love, of passion for
teaching and dedication to community, of commitment to excellence and
a determination that every child be afforded the birthright of a quality
education. Our children and our schools deserve no less.
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How Can New Teachers 
Become the BEST?

Ann L. Wood

Saturday seminars spell success in California, where mentor teachers 
support novices in their quest to develop professionally. The state’s

professional teaching standards are the framework for the 
Beginning Educators’ Seminars on Teaching (BEST). 

Sherie, 40, is a first-year elementary school teacher for whom teaching
was the fulfillment of a lifelong dream. When Sherie was an intern,

her site principal noticed her strong teaching abilities, outgoing personal-
ity, and unusual dedication. He took a personal interest in her teaching
career, offered her advice during her internship, and encouraged her to
stay at his school site during her first official year of teaching.

As the teacher of a 1st and 2nd grade combination class with students
from many language backgrounds, Sherie worked diligently at maintain-
ing each learner’s ethnic integrity. In Saturday seminars, she participated
in learning activities based on the California Standards for the Teaching
Profession (CSTP) (California Commission on Teacher Credentialing and
the California Department of Education, 1997). Sherie used the standards
to assess her own teaching, and she developed a classroom-research ques-
tion to foster her professional growth: “How can I develop teaching strate-
gies that address different student learning styles?” Over the year, she
compiled student work and evidence of her teaching practices into a
teaching portfolio (WestEd, 1997). 

During her first year of teaching, Sherie had two mentors—her princi-
pal and her mentor in the Beginning Educators’ Seminars on Teaching
(BEST) program. Each held regular conversations with her, observed her
teaching, listened to her concerns, and offered advice when she asked for
it. They provided different perspectives, two backdrops from which she
could view teaching as her chosen profession. Latisha, her BEST mentor,
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conducted four formal, standards-based observations of Sherie’s teaching
as it related to her research question. She offered Sherie emotional sup-
port and suggestions for classroom management, curriculum planning,
assessment, and educational materials. Latisha helped Sherie understand
how to meet state and district curriculum standards while individualizing
instruction for her culturally diverse students. She reinforced the BEST
seminars’ emphasis on the importance of reflective conversations and
writing. Sherie completed her first year of teaching with a deeper under-
standing of school and a greater trust in administration than are usually
present in novice teachers.

Induction That Works
Researchers have identified four components in successful teacher induc-
tion programs: (1) teaching standards, (2) mentoring, (3) reflective teach-
ing practices, and (4) some type of formative assessment system (Gray &
Gray, 1985). (Formative assessment is a system in which the work of a
teacher is collected over time and measured against set criteria for best
teaching practices. The purpose of formative assessment, which is a sum-
mative evaluation, is to promote an individual teacher’s reflections on his
or her ongoing professional growth.) Together these four components form
the basis for the Beginning Educators’ Seminars on Teaching (BEST).

The Beginning Educators’ Seminars on Teaching is based on
California’s new state-sponsored teacher induction program, the
Beginning Teacher Support and Assessment (BTSA) program. BEST is a
series of professional development seminars held on Saturdays for begin-
ning inner-city teachers that incorporates these four components. At the
seminars, teachers gain concrete insights into the California Standards for
the Teaching Profession (California Commission on Teacher Credentialing
and the California Department of Education, 1997) and the California
Teaching Portfolio (CTP) model (WestEd, 1997). BEST seminars are
conducted on 16 Saturday mornings during the school year to avoid the
overextension of time that novice teachers experience in mandated after-
school commitments on Mondays through Thursdays.

BEST is a collaborative program between the San Diego City Schools
and San Diego State University. BEST offers seminars for K–12 teachers
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that are designed around each of the six California standards. The semi-
nars provide regular forums for concentrated, collegial peer interactions in
small-group settings.

For example, during the BEST seminars, novice teachers complete an
educational materials budget simulation in which they select and order
appropriate educational resources. Seminar participants experiment with
various cooperative learning group activities and behavior management
techniques. They critique one another’s school to home communications
and lesson plans. And novice teachers map out their communities and
identify resources to support their students’ individualized needs. 

Teaching Standards Are the Foundation
Adopted in 1997, the California Standards for the Teaching Profession
encompass six teaching standards: (1) engaging and supporting all stu-
dents in learning, (2) creating and maintaining effective environments
for student learning, (3) understanding and organizing subject matter for
student learning, (4) planning instruction and designing learning experi-
ences for all students, (5) assessing student learning, and (6) developing
as a professional educator (California Commission on Teacher
Credentialing and the California Department of Education, 1997).

The standards form the foundation on which California’s state-supported
teacher induction program, the Beginning Teacher Support and
Assessment (BTSA), is based. The standards also ground the new
California Formative Assessment and Support System for Teachers
(CFASST). The system identifies the developmental levels of teaching
practices for key elements of each of the six standards in its Descriptions
of Practice. Collaborating with support providers, novice teachers use the
Descriptions of Practice to self-assess their teaching.

Selecting the Right Mentors
In the California program, new-teacher mentors are anchors for begin-
ning teachers. They provide a safety net in troubling times and guide each
beginning teacher on the journey from neophyte to mature teacher.
Mentors make just enough waves to push new teachers gently forward in
their practice.
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The success of establishing a system of peer mentors for new teachers
lies in the selection and matching processes. For mentoring to be effec-
tive, program coordinators must select mentors on the basis of their inter-
est in forming relationships with new teachers, not on seniority. Mentors
need to be dedicated to coaching new teachers in flexible, nondirective
ways; they should not view their mentoring positions as entitlements for
years served. Similarly, after the mentor selection process, program coor-
dinators must match mentors with new teachers on the basis of school
site; grade-level experience; curriculum content; and specialization, such
as bilingual education or special education.

Each novice teacher in the BEST program is assigned a mentor teacher
with more than four years of experience in the school district. BEST men-
tors have informal on-site contacts with the new teachers and are expect-
ed to conduct four, standards-based, formal observations throughout the
school year. These observations are followed by collaborative reflective
conversations and written reflections on the teaching activities and on
how well students learned. New teachers write reflections on plans to
adjust their teaching techniques or behavioral management strategies to
techniques that better match students’ needs.

One novice teacher, Stephen, 42, is a former military professional. He
is trilingual and has traveled around the world. His cultural exposure and
language proficiency made him particularly empathetic to the wide cul-
tural and linguistic diversity of his 3rd grade class. Thirty-five percent of
the students spoke Spanish, 10 percent spoke Vietnamese, and 5 percent
spoke Tagalog. Ten percent of the students were African American, and
40 percent were European American. During the school year, he taught
his 3rd graders basic phrases in several languages.

Although Stephen seemed particularly suited for this class of 3rd
graders, his BEST mentor, Alice, discovered that Stephen was experienc-
ing typical first-year struggles with student behavioral management.
Regardless of his prior professional experiences, Stephen was still a new
teacher establishing control in his lively classroom. 

Stephen and Alice talked at length throughout his first year. She pro-
vided him with professional tips, encouragement, and support that helped
him better manage his classroom. She was the human bridge from the
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teaching standards discussed in the BEST seminars to the practice he was
creating during his first year of teaching. She listened patiently, chal-
lenged him to think about issues, and was a presence in his professional
life. They became close colleagues and established a professional relation-
ship that went well beyond his first year of teaching.

Reflective Teaching Practices
Paulo Freire (1970) demonstrated the power of teaching that is based on
action and reflection—a combination he called “praxis.” Freire’s integra-
tion of reflection and action became the foundation for one of the world’s
most successful literacy programs. The potency of his ideas can be trans-
mitted to new teachers. Beginning educators can learn to become reflec-
tive practitioners.

The BEST program advocates the cycle of planning, teaching, reflect-
ing, and applying. The program encourages novice teachers to carefully
plan each teaching strategy or behavioral management approach that
they implement. As they teach a particular lesson or use an individual
behavioral management technique, they reflect on what and how stu-
dents learned. Novices write reflections for their teaching portfolios about
teaching episodes and artifacts. After reflection, the program encourages
teachers to adapt the lesson, strategy, or technique and to take action.
Each new application or adaptation of a lesson then leads to more plan-
ning, teaching, and reflecting. The cycle spirals on and on.

The BEST seminar series develops reflective teaching skills through
conversations and writings about teaching. Each seminar includes time
for novice teachers to examine issues and concerns related to their indi-
vidual teaching assignments. Participants discuss aspects of reflective con-
versation. New teachers practice reflective listening and nonjudgmental
conversational techniques. As they practice these reflective conversation
skills with their peers, they became more self-accepting of their own
teaching abilities.

BEST seminar participants complete written reflections on each semi-
nar activity and assignment. At each seminar, the program coordinator
gives new teachers reflective stems to trigger their thoughts about teach-
ing practices and to encourage them to write their ideas and feelings about
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teaching. Examples of these reflective stems follow: 

● This observation showed me that this group of students is . . .
● From using this strategy, what I learned about the students’ learn-

ing is . . .
● This material is culturally relevant to the students in my class

because . . .

Formative Assessment Systems Form Effective Professionals
Fifty percent of California’s teachers were leaving the profession in the
first five years of teaching. Research shows that for school districts that
operate BTSA programs, however, the overall teacher attrition rate has
dropped to less than 10 percent (California Commission on Teacher
Credentialing and the California Department of Education, 1992). 

Not all states have an established formative assessment system.
Analyzing new-teacher systems that do exist can help others make appro-
priate adaptations of their own. Education leaders can find models in the
California Formative Assessment and Support System for Teachers
(CFASST), Pathwise, and the WestEd portfolio. CFASST is an integrat-
ed formative assessment and support system developed by the California
Commission on Teacher Credentialing, the California Department of
Education, and the Educational Testing Service as the basis for BTSA
programs (Danielson, 1996). Pathwise is a teacher induction program
developed by Educational Testing Service. The program trains mentors to
support novice teachers by using four domains of professional responsibil-
ity within a framework for teaching.

The WestEd California Teaching Portfolio (CTP) forms the ground-
work for BEST. The CTP model is a teaching portfolio in which novice
teachers collect evidence that their teaching practices reflect key ele-
ments of the California Standards for the Teaching Profession. Further,
each BEST seminar participant identifies one central question about his
or her professional growth. This becomes a classroom-based research ques-
tion and the focal point for the teaching portfolio. Throughout the year,
each teacher collects artifacts or evidence of his or her teaching practices
based on this question.
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Tanya’s classroom-based research question was, “How can I use literacy
portfolios to increase my 2nd graders’ active participation in the writing
process?” Through exploring this classroom-based research question,
Tanya was able to implement her school’s mandatory student literacy
portfolios while she learned about BEST teaching portfolios.

Tom posed a different research question: “How can I connect students’
life experiences and interests with 8th grade science curriculum objectives
and learning goals?” Throughout his first year of teaching, Tom instituted
learning activities that reflected his students’ linguistic and cultural back-
grounds. Rich colors, sights, and sounds abounded in his classroom, which
was filled to the brim with displays of student work. Tom commented that
focusing on his classroom-based research question helped him “accom-
plish his goals and think more about his teaching.”

Professional Discourse That Leads to Results
Barth (1990) suggests that creating opportunities for professional dis-
course leads to greater experimentation among teachers. The BEST
teachers’ research resulted in their increased experimentation with new
teaching techniques and curricular lessons. Being a part of a formative
assessment system encouraged them to view teaching as developmental
and dynamic. They began to view themselves as lifelong learners. One
participant said, “I’m using the lessons that were successful and trying new
techniques shared by the BEST speakers.” Another noted, “I seek out help
from references, resources, other teachers, and other classrooms to meet
the needs of individual students, not just the majority.”

By participating in a formative assessment and support program that is
valid and reliable, new teachers learn about teaching standards, reflection,
and self-assessment of their teaching practices. Mentors provide begin-
ning teachers with models for internalizing their role as educators. The
teacher induction program provides new teachers with peer support for
experimentation with different teaching techniques for which they are
developmentally ready. As new teachers grow professionally through the
reflection and action cycle, they are able to link ideas and practices for
their own definition of the BEST teaching.
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Developing a Common Language
and Spirit 

John G. Conyers, Bob Ewy, and Linda Vass

A mandatory four-year teacher induction-mentoring program gives new
teachers the support and encouragement they need to succeed and excel.

If you’ve been in a classroom on the opening day of school, as we often
have, you know the look—it’s a combination of excitement and terror!

No, not the students—the teachers. Those assured, confident graduates
who were thrilled with their new teaching jobs and could hardly wait
until school started now have absolute panic on their faces. They have
suddenly realized the huge responsibility they have undertaken, and
they’re scared.

For most new teachers, the first few months—even years—are a roller
coaster of joyful exhilaration and abject fear. Fortunately, the majority of
new teachers quickly learn to cope and become successful teachers, but
their attrition rate is high, which leads to enormous costs both in human
terms and in dollars expended. And as school districts continue to raise
the bar on performance as they move teaching to an even more profes-
sional level, the pressure on new teachers and the risk of failure increase.

Community Consolidated School District 15 in Palatine, Illinois,
employs more than 900 certified staff in 19 schools: 14 K–6 schools, 3
junior high schools, 1 K–8 school, and 1 special education school. District
15, with 12,620 students, is the second-largest elementary school district
in Illinois. Seventy-two percent of the students are white and non-
Hispanic and 16 percent are Hispanic. More than 60 languages are spo-
ken in the homes of our students. 

Every year, more than 90 of the district’s teachers are new, either to
teaching or to the district. We’re fortunate to have about 2,500 applicants
for teaching positions each year. They come from all over the country,
bringing varying levels of experience and talent. Our rigorous selection
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process, carefully designed to identify candidates who meet our high
expectations, includes careful screening of the initial paperwork, a tele-
phone interview, technology and literacy screening, extensive principal
involvement, peer interviews, and a requirement for writing samples.
Still, despite our best hiring efforts, we’ve historically had a relatively high
new-teacher attrition rate.

This concern impelled District 15 to look for a consistent way of offering
our new teachers the assistance that would enable them not only to survive
those first critical days and years, but also to grow and to develop into the
excellent teachers that our community demands and deserves. We believe
that new employees are key to our goal of supporting a culture of excellence.

As the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future (1996)
notes, 

Ultimately, the quality of teaching depends not only on the qualifications
of individuals hired, but also on how schools structure teaching work and
teachers’ learning opportunities. (p. 82)

Designing an Induction-Mentoring Program
As we explored the best methods of providing structured support for our
new teachers, we quickly recognized that a formal induction program with
a strong mentoring component was the best avenue to achieve our objec-
tives. The professional literature supports this conclusion: 

It is important to clarify that . . . for a beginning-teacher program to be
considered an induction program it must contain some degree of system-
atic and sustained assistance and not merely be a series of orientation
meetings or a formal evaluation process used for teachers new to the pro-
fession. (Huling-Austin, 1990, p. 48)

Research demonstrates that successful teacher induction programs have
coordinators, well-trained mentors, and flexible structures to meet the
needs of new teachers over time (Dagenais, 1996; Huling-Austin, 1992;
Huling-Austin, Odell, Ishler, Kay, & Edelfdelt, 1989). District 15’s pro-
gram has been carefully structured to incorporate all those elements.

The Evolution of the Program
The “Helping Teacher” induction program began in 1987 as part of the
district’s collective bargaining agreement. Teachers new to the district
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participated in an induction-mentoring program as a condition of
employment.

We started our program with two days of training before school opened.
We had no formal curriculum because of a lack of time, but we tried to
give new teachers an overview of the district and classroom management
strategies. Feedback from participants quickly demonstrated several
things: We needed more time and a more structured relationship between
new teachers and their mentors, and our mentors needed specific training
because some weren’t sure what we expected of them.

Since that initial effort, District 15’s induction-mentoring program has
expanded to include both pre-opening-day sessions and other training
during the school year. We first moved to five days. This year it’s an eight-
day program, on the way to a planned ten days by the year 2001. We
strongly support release time for program participants, but feedback has
shown that our teachers don’t want to be out of their classrooms. With
this understanding, we’re considering the possibility of Saturday sessions.

We now have a full-time teacher induction facilitator-trainer who has
National Board of Professional Teaching Standards certification. She has
the major responsibility for coordinating our induction-mentoring pro-
gram. The facilitator worked closely with the district’s personnel depart-
ment to develop a four-year curriculum, which corresponds to the dis-
trict’s four-year probationary period.

The District 15 Induction Program Goals
Our comprehensive four-year induction curriculum for teachers who are
new to Community Consolidated School District 15, whether novice
teachers or teachers entering the district, is based on the mentoring pro-
gram standards from the Mentoring and Leadership Resource Network of
the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. The cur-
riculum has six specific goals:

● To improve teaching performance. All aspects of teaching perfor-
mance, including classroom environment, instruction, planning and
preparation, and professional responsibilities, are addressed.

● To establish a collaborative professional team responsible for providing
assistance and support for inductees. This part of the curriculum encom-
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passes training for mentors and administrators and familiarizes them with
the extensive resources that the district offers to support its teachers.

● To satisfy state-mandated requirements related to induction and certifica-
tion. District 15 is committed to providing an induction program that
meets or exceeds Illinois standards.

● To transmit the culture of the district to teachers new to the system. New
teachers become familiar with the District 15 strategic plan, district and
building rules and procedures, employee benefits, district and community
facilities, and instructional culture.

● To increase the retention of promising new members of the teaching staff
during the induction years. District 15 offers support and training to new
staff members during the entire induction period.

● To prepare teachers to become candidates for National Board of
Professional Teaching Standards certification. We hope—but do not
require—that at the end of our induction curriculum, participants will be
well prepared for certification.

The Induction Curriculum
District 15’s program incorporates separate tracks for beginning teachers
and experienced teachers who are new to the district. For all participants,
the first year of the induction experience includes four days of training
before school opens and four half-day release-time opportunities during
the school year for meetings with trainers or mentors. At least two class-
room observations and three after-school meetings also occur.

In this first year, new teachers focus on the following areas: 

● A needs assessment in which identified areas of concern are
addressed 

● An introduction to District 15 Learner Statements
● Techniques for classroom management, which include creating a

classroom atmosphere of respect and rapport, managing classroom proce-
dures, maintaining accurate records, and managing student behavior 

● Information on communicating with parents, including conducting
parent conferences, reporting student progress, and engaging families in
the instructional program 

127



A Better Beginning

● Information on communicating with students, including using clear
and accurate oral and written language

● Instruction in basic self-reflection in teaching, including reflecting
precisely and using insights in future teaching 

● Observation tips, including observing other teachers and using
videotaping for self-evaluation

● Information on how to establish a culture for learning, including the
importance of the content, student pride in work, and expectations for
learning and achievement

● Instruction in giving quality feedback that is timely, accurate, sub-
stantive, constructive, and specific

The agenda for experienced teachers new to District 15 contains many
of the same items; additional topics include the following:

● Questioning and discussion techniques, including the quality of
questions, student participation, presentation of content, activities and
assignments, flexible grouping, structure and pacing, and materials and
resources 

● Information on assessment and student learning, including congru-
ence with instructional goals, criteria and standards, and use for future
planning 

● Techniques for engaged learning, including the philosophy of con-
structivism and engaged learning principles

● An introduction to quality tools, including Future Force: A Teacher’s
Handbook for Using TQM in the Classroom (McClanahan & Wicks, 1993)

Years two and three continue in a similar fashion. Novice teachers work
with the following topics: self-reflection as a tool for learning, integrated
technology across the curriculum, questioning and discussion techniques,
assessment and student learning, engaged learning, quality tools, differen-
tiated instruction, Teacher Expectations Student Achievement (TESA)
training and support, portfolio development for self-assessment, action
research, and professionalism. Experienced teachers focus on self-reflec-
tion as a tool for learning, integrated technology across the curriculum,
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TESA training and support, differentiated instruction, portfolio develop-
ment for self-assessment, action research, and professionalism. 

All fourth-year inductees participate in a yearlong course, taught by
District 15 National Board for Professional Teaching Standards’s–certified
teachers, in which they complete a teaching portfolio in their area of
expertise. We design the curriculum so that at the end of the four years,
our new teachers will be well prepared if they choose to seek certification
by the National Board of Professional Teaching Standards. We do not
require new teachers to apply for certification, but we sincerely hope that
they’ll take the initiative on their own. 

The Mentoring Curriculum
With a carefully structured curriculum in place for new teachers, we took
a hard look at how we might best support our mentor teachers, who are
recommended by principals. We increased the stipend for mentor teach-
ers and prepared a comprehensive mentor handbook that contains
resources and strategies for providing sustained support for new teachers.
The handbook contains background on the role of the mentor and offers
practical advice on initiating and sustaining a relationship with the new
teacher. Also included are guidelines for becoming a successful mentor—
complete with a month-by-month checklist of suggested activities and
ideas.

We also designed a two-year mentor-training curriculum. In the first
year, mentors focus on the following topics:

● A needs assessment
● Goals of the mentoring process
● The observation process
● Ways to establish rapport and trust
● Time-management issues
● Mentoring processes and relationships, including active listening

and feedback
● Self-reflection
● The joys of teaching and learning 
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In the second year, mentors add the following topics for study:

● Refocusing on the goals of the induction program
● Refining observation skills
● Choosing a coaching model that fits
● Collaborating with other mentors to enrich the process

We have formed a Teacher Induction Advisory Committee to provide
additional direction as well as to evaluate feedback from new teachers and
mentors. We will continue to use this feedback to enhance and refine both
the new-teacher and the mentor facets of our work-in-progress program.

Results of the Program
We know from their responses that our new teachers appreciate the sup-
port that the district demonstrates through the induction-mentoring pro-
gram. They tell us it is more valuable and more extensive than induction
programs they’ve experienced in other districts, and it enables them to
understand what the district expects of them and gives them a resource
(their mentor) to help address everything from serious professional prob-
lems to first-year jitters. Among recent comments were these: 

I was impressed by the enthusiasm with which we were welcomed and the
constant emphasis on teacher support. I don’t feel alone!

I feel supported and encouraged. I get reassurance that the frustration I
feel is not just my own.

I feel as if I’m not alone. The climate lets me feel comfortable with not
knowing what to do, as long as I ask.

There is always someone who I know I can go to for help in a nonthreat-
ening way, where I can always ask any questions I have.

We also know that our mentor teachers take their responsibilities seri-
ously. They find serving as a mentor a valuable professional experience
that allows them to experience a personal sense of renewal in their own
professional careers and to give something back to the teaching profes-
sion. Their greatest concern is one of time: balancing their mentoring
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responsibilities with their regular teaching duties. Of 72 mentor teachers
who wrote comments after last fall’s workshop, 33 expressed concerns
about time:

Time . . . I find it difficult to manage my own time and to give another
teacher time, too. They need the most help at the busiest times of the
year.

Giving the amount of time it takes to do all the things we learned . . .
time to really care, help, and listen.

My greatest concern is allowing the right amount of time to devote on a
constant basis for fulfilling the needs of the new teacher.

When we began our induction-mentoring program, we expected it to
reduce our new-teacher attrition. However, we’ve found that over the past
several years, our total attrition rate has remained fairly constant. We
attribute this to the fact that a comprehensive induction-mentoring pro-
gram such as ours actually makes marginal teachers realize more quickly
that District 15 is not the place for them. That kind of self-selection helps
us maintain our standard of excellence. Nevertheless, beginning with the
1999–2000 school year, we plan to compare inductee turnover rates from
year to year to determine whether this program can actually influence our
attrition.

Another positive result of our program is the clear indication that our
beginning teachers are moving more rapidly through the stages of teacher
learning: from novice (survival and discovery) to advanced beginner
(experimentation and consolidation), on to competent (mastery and sta-
bilization), proficient (analysis and deliberation), and expert (fluidity and
flexibility) (National Evaluation Systems, 1997).

Our district remains strongly committed to providing the best possible
induction-mentoring program for our new teachers. Choosing and
retaining the most skillful, dedicated teachers is vital to maintaining our
culture of excellence. It’s an important component of our district’s
accountability to the community, as well as a responsibility we have to
the teaching profession.
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Every Classroom, Every Day: 
A Professional Development Plan

Barbara Moore

During a 30-year career, a teacher will touch the lives of thousands of
students. This yearlong orientation program gives all teachers a strong

foundation of classroom competence on which to build their professional lives.

On the overhead projector’s screen beamed large numerals: 2026. In
one of a series of district administrative meetings in 1996 that

focused on improving teaching and learning in the Parkway School
District in St. Louis County, Missouri, the superintendent pointed to the
number after a few welcoming remarks. His charge to us: “Determine why
the number 2026 is important to our district.”

The group seated around me speculated broadly. “Is it the number of
new kindergarten students?” “The number of substitutes used last year?”
“An estimated average increase to teachers’ salaries?” “The number of
staff?” We were completely off base in our guesses. Then one small group
announced, “2026—why, that’s the year that beginning teachers hired
this year will most likely begin retiring from our district if they become
career teachers.” Right answer! 

As the entire group speculated about the years leading to 2026, one
absolute emerged: Because a teacher touches many students during a 30-
year career, that teacher’s success in the classroom is vital to student suc-
cess. Each teacher will affect hundreds, if not thousands, of students dur-
ing that time, influencing their academic achievement, their joy of learn-
ing, and their sense of belonging. Giving our beginning teachers the best
possible introduction to their careers and providing the support and
resources necessary for their growth, regardless of their length of service
with the district, could only benefit our students and district.

Prior to 1996, the district offered a brief introduction to Parkway, and
each of the district’s 28 schools determined the extent of assistance given
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to teachers new to the profession. These past efforts varied in quality and
results. As the Parkway School District embraced the mission of ensuring
quality teachers in every classroom, our administrators, staff developers,
and curriculum coordinators joined in a comprehensive effort to improve
the district’s induction program. Drawing on the expertise and skills of
many employees, Parkway developed and refined the following plan after
a two-year concerted effort to build a strong foundation for our newest
colleagues.

Providing an Essential Component: Hiring Well
Because the best way to promote effective teaching and learning is to hire
talented, committed individuals, Parkway initially focused on aligning its
hiring practices with high standards of professional performance. A struc-
tured interview procedure, accompanied by a uniform, multistage inter-
view process, supplied a consistent approach to hiring skilled teachers.
Through attention to such essentials as an improved background and rec-
ommendation review system and a revised application process and time
line, the district achieved greater control over the quality of new employ-
ees. Without capable educators, any induction program, regardless of its
extent and content, will be inadequate.

Building a Strong Professional Career: 
A Focus on Classroom Competence
Professional development should be responsive to professionals who are in
various stages of their careers but who, at every stage, focus on classroom
competence. Every professional development opportunity at Parkway
addresses one or more of the district’s standards for classroom competence:
teaching and learning for every student; content, instruction, and assess-
ment; and professional reflection and professional relationships. 

A differentiated delivery of staff development programs exists for teach-
ers from recruitment to retirement; one size does not fit all when meeting
the professional growth needs of career educators. Often called Parkway’s
“Zero to Thirty-Plus Professional Development Plan” to indicate the years
from preservice to retirement, the plan focuses all staff development pro-
grams on stages of teacher development. 
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The district’s staff development department challenges Parkway’s
tenured veterans to pursue areas of intensive study or to initiate in-depth
research on topics of content, instruction, and assessment. This depart-
ment also coordinates the entry-level stage of professional development
opportunities for beginning teachers. The entry stage provides initial and
ongoing assistance during the first two years of employment. A descrip-
tion of Parkway’s staff development program designed for teachers in their
first and second years of teaching follows. 

Charting Your Course: A Five-Day Teacher Orientation
Beginning teachers take their first steps on the journey to become career
educators by gaining a clear understanding of professional expectations;
familiarizing themselves with the district; and “charting their course,” the
theme of a five-day orientation. All teachers new to the district are expect-
ed to participate and are paid a $75 daily stipend for their involvement. 

The planning and delivery of the orientation involve a large number of
district veterans who address two questions: What does it mean to be a
teacher in Parkway? What is so important to beginning teachers that it
cannot be left to chance? An integral part of each day of the orientation is
a deliberate intent on the part of all presenters to focus on what is highly
significant to teach and to demonstrate effective instructional strategies to
help beginning teachers add to their repertoire of instructional techniques.

Day One
The five-day orientation begins with a welcoming breakfast for principals
and new teachers, an address about planning for success by the superinten-
dent, and an introduction to Parkway’s expectations for professional teach-
ers. Following a celebratory lunch that includes all administrators, new
teachers have a chance to reflect and to set goals in a professional journal
and to immerse themselves in their own copies of Harry and Rosemary
Wong’s The First Days of School (1998), gifts to them from the district.

Days Two and Three
During the second and third days of the orientation, participants “pack for
their journey” and learn “expectations for the journey” by becoming
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actively involved as a community of learners. Teachers create plans for
setting up their classroom community and share best practices about class-
room management. Personnel from Human Resources and Student
Development present vital information about key policies and laws. The
teachers learn about the Performance-Based Teacher Evaluation process
from an area superintendent. On two afternoons, curriculum coordinators
introduce new teachers to Parkway’s curriculum frameworks, outline con-
tent and instructional standards, and facilitate sessions on lesson and unit
design. 

Day Four
On the fourth day of the orientation, new teachers learn about the dis-
trict’s “life preservers” for students, such as support from social workers,
security resource officers, health services, and the district’s “Earn Your
Way Back” program for suspended students. They learn how to intervene
to support all students. Presentations from the departments of Special
Services and Student Development and a volunteer panel of teachers,
counselors, and nurses give participants guidance about ways to help each
student realize academic success; Individualized Education Plans; and the
Care Team, a group assembled from counseling and special education ser-
vices, building administration, and faculty to assist students when serious
concerns surface. 

For one orientation, high school students, organized by members of the
District Multicultural Study Group, presented their perspectives on how
to embrace all cultures to make each student feel a part of the classroom
and the school. The students’ captivating descriptions and honest answers
to teachers’ questions touched many in the room and provided a voice for
students’ views.

Day Five
On the final day of orientation, veteran teachers, who are selected by
their principals to serve as mentors, come to the Student Development
Center to greet their assigned teachers, the new hires with no teaching
experience. They are joined by all new teachers for a breakfast and a
chance to ask final questions of some of Parkway’s best. After an uplifting
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bon voyage from the superintendent and some warm words of congratula-
tions from the president of the Board of Education, all teachers return to
their assigned schools for a building orientation, with each mentor
accompanying his or her assigned beginning teacher. 

Amid an enthusiastic appraisal by all participants, the beginning teach-
ers’ reactions to what it means to be a Parkway professional are positive:

The orientation was phenomenal. Although I was obviously nervous
about my first few days of teaching, after the orientation I knew I had a
support network that I could call upon.

As a new teacher, I think support is so important. They also taught us a
variety of teaching techniques, many of which I have already used. I
think my students are benefiting because I attended the orientation.

Mentoring Beginning Teachers: A State Law 
and a Parkway Expectation
In accordance with Missouri guidelines, Parkway pairs outstanding veter-
ans with beginning teachers. Principals identify and ask career teachers to
serve as mentors on the basis of experience, demonstrated success, posi-
tive attitudes, and, when possible, certification and grade level. 

The district offers mentors training opportunities in paid summer work-
shops and in a release-day workshop, which focus on developing confer-
encing skills and peer coaching abilities as well as on gaining knowledge
about updated state certification and mentoring requirements. Mentors
receive manuals replete with necessary forms, explanations of certifica-
tion requirements, and details of available resources. The district provides
release days for the mentor to visit his or her assigned teacher’s classes, the
beginning teacher to observe the mentor, and the mentor and beginning
teacher to meet.

As new teachers acclimate to school and district procedures, mentoring
promotes the ongoing support necessary to help new professionals
increase their effective teaching strategies, problem-solving approaches,
and skills related to curriculum and instruction. Mentors also help new
teachers interpret the culture of their school, avoid isolation, and under-
stand district and community expectations.
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New teachers appreciate the guidance and the support they receive from
their mentors, which include both professional and personal assistance. A
middle school teacher remembers the 10 p.m. call to his mentor, whose
words eased his fears. A young elementary teacher claims that peer teach-
ing with her mentor was invaluable to her development of lesson transi-
tions. Another mentions that he had no strategies to help a troubled stu-
dent until he explored alternatives with his mentor. Receiving free access
to the teaching files of a veteran teacher helped a beginning teacher cope
with three different preparations. One high school teacher decided to try
another year in the classroom after sharing his frustrations with the reality
of his first year; his mentor encouraged him by offering the perspective of
a teacher who still loved the profession after years as an educator. 

Promoting a Learning Community: 
The Beginning Teacher Connection
By offering a series of after-school sessions throughout the year, Parkway
staff development facilitators provide ongoing support for beginning
teachers. During the Beginning Teacher Connection meetings, new
teachers network and share instructional ideas, focus on practical topics
that promote growth as an educational practitioner, work with district
personnel and familiarize themselves with district resources, and partially
fulfill Missouri’s staff development certification requirement of 30 hours of
professional development. Although all teachers new to the Parkway dis-
trict are invited to attend, all beginning teachers are expected to partici-
pate in the after-school meetings. 

One year’s topics for the seven Beginning Teacher Connection meet-
ings were Developing Your Professional Growth Plan (a district and state
requirement), Planning for Successful Parent Conferences and
Interactions, Establishing Effective Classroom Management Strategies,
Providing for Differentiated Instruction and Abilities Awareness,
Exploring Instructional Strategies and Lesson Design, Examining
Multicultural Issues in the Classroom, and Familiarizing Yourself with
Parkway Curriculum Frameworks. In addition, opportunities for grade-
level discussions give teachers a chance to share age-appropriate sugges-
tions for real classroom situations. 
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Embedding Professional Development in the Classroom:
Videotapes and Observations
District staff development facilitators visit each beginning teacher’s class-
room twice during the first year of teaching: once to coach and once to
videotape to promote self-analysis and professional reflection. The facili-
tators, career teachers who cycle into two-year staff development posi-
tions, emphasize that the visits should assist new educators in gaining
experience as reflective practitioners, not be used for evaluation purposes.
Each beginning teacher determines the schedule for the observations, and
all written comments as well as the videotape are given directly to the
teacher for professional reflection. 

As teachers observe their videotapes, they reflect on their behavior and
their students’ responses with the help of a district-provided reflection
form. They also analyze the positive aspects of the lesson and set goals for
future lessons.

Each teacher’s professional portfolio contains the videotapes and any
written self-reflections; further videotaped sessions and analyses are
included as the teacher progresses through Parkway’s professional devel-
opment program. Because each first-year teacher files a Professional
Growth Plan with the staff development facilitators, classroom visits and
follow-up coaching sessions can nurture an individual’s area of focus for
personal growth. As the facilitators gain firsthand knowledge of beginning
teachers’ experiences in the classroom, their visits also measure how well
the teachers are implementing the topics covered during the New Teacher
Orientation and the Beginning Teacher Connection meetings as well as
how successful the mentoring arrangements are. 

Evaluating: Planning for the Future
Questions of accountability accompany the district’s significant commit-
ment of time and resources to beginning teachers: Are we accomplishing
our goals? Are participants profiting? Are students benefiting? Can the
costs be justified? 

Based on Thomas Guskey’s (1998) model for determining the effec-
tiveness of staff development programs, formative and summative evalua-
tions influence the future of the New Teacher Orientation, the Beginning
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Teacher Connection meetings, and the staff development facilitator class-
room visits. Beginning teachers have, for the most part, enjoyed their par-
ticipation in workshops and have expressed through evaluations and infor-
mal feedback that they have learned practical classroom applications, satis-
fying Guskey’s first two levels of “Participants’ Reactions” and “Participants’
Learning.” The Board of Education’s support and reallocation of money for
the induction effort, along with widespread district involvement in the
planning and delivery of the orientation programs, indicate alignment with
and evidence of Guskey’s third level, “Organizational Support and
Change.” Through the ongoing, site-based support by staff development
facilitators, Level 4—”Participants’ Use of New Knowledge and Skills”—
can be assessed in classroom visits and videotaped lessons. Observations and
interviews with beginning teachers give evidence of the impact of the ori-
entation, after-school staff development sessions, mentoring assistance,
videotapes, observations, and coaching sessions. 

Evidence of participants’ reactions, direct classroom application, and
the quality of implementation will guide revisions of future New Teacher
Orientation sessions and Beginning Teacher Connection meetings. To
answer the question of most significance—What is the impact on stu-
dents?—evidence becomes more difficult to collect, however. Although
the district has not yet gathered documentation of Guskey’s Level 5,
“Student Learning Outcomes,” it possibly could use measures of student
performance in beginning teachers’ classes, compared with performances
of comparable groups of students with beginning teachers in previous
years, to evaluate return on investment. Student surveys furnish another
avenue to see whether teachers are making classroom applications and
how students react. The planning group, which encompasses a number of
district resource specialists, will address this question as well as ways to
gather evidence to improve the program design and delivery for Parkway’s
future new teachers.

Achieving Student Success Through Teacher Success: 
A Parkway Goal
“Our greatest contribution is to be sure there is a teacher in every class-
room who cares that every student every day learns and grows and feels
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like a real human being,” states Donald Clifton of the Gallup
Organization (Miller, 1998). The knowledge, skills, and attitudes with
which new teachers approach their classes influence students’ capability
and willingness to learn. Giving a new teacher a solid foundation is essen-
tial to establish effective instructional habits that could affect student
achievement in that teacher’s classroom for 30 or more years. 

Supplying district encouragement for networking with other new
teachers and district resource personnel enlarges the safety net and the
resource web for new teachers and lays the groundwork for supportive pro-
fessional relationships that may continue for decades. Providing an effec-
tive induction for beginning teachers requires a large commitment in time
and resources, but it is an investment that can pay off in quality instruc-
tion for the duration of a teacher’s career.

We now ponder the year 2029. Are we closer to fulfilling our mission
that in every classroom, every day, every student can expect an excellent
education? We believe that we are. Through the design and delivery of an
extensive professional development program tailored specifically for
beginning teachers, our students will reap benefits for decades.
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Encouraging Innovation 
in an Age of Reform

Jeffrey Frykholm and Margaret R. Meyer

A model that unites preservice and inservice mathematics educators may be
useful to all who prepare teachers—no matter what the discipline or field.

Aclose examination of today’s school mathematics reveals two faces.
One face looks to the future with a vision articulated by the

Standards documents of the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics
(NCTM, 1989, 1991, 1995). New goals for mathematics curriculum, ped-
agogy, and assessment are based on such ideas as problem solving, mathe-
matical connections, mathematical communication, higher-level reason-
ing, and technology applications. To meet this vision, recently developed
curriculums require new methods of teaching and new ways of assessing
student understanding. Moreover, the Standards documents challenge
teachers to reassess what mathematics is, what it means to know and do
mathematics, and how we can teach mathematics more effectively. 

The other face of mathematics education uses the lessons of the past to
inform its vision. The curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment practices that
characterize most of today’s classrooms are essentially those that were in
place when today’s teachers were students of mathematics themselves.
Many teachers, reinforced by curriculum guides and textbooks that
emphasize skills and repetition, teach what they were taught, the way they
were taught.

The typical mathematics class session has been well documented
(Weiss, 1995; Welch, 1978; Frykholm, 1996): Class begins with questions
about and answers for the previous night’s homework, followed by a 10-
to 15-minute teacher presentation on new material. Students spend the
rest of class time working on the next homework assignment while the
teacher circulates around the room giving individual help. Tests and
quizzes reflect this pattern of instruction because they typically consist of
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short-answer problems that ask students to show that they have acquired
the skills covered in the unit. 

Educators responsible for preparing new mathematics teachers must
understand these two faces of school mathematics. Moreover, they must
recognize the people involved in teacher preparation and identify the
faces they wear as they view mathematics teaching and learning.

Key Players in Teacher Preparation
University mathematics educators are directly involved with the initial
phases of the preparation process. Their work with prospective teachers
typically includes teaching methods classes and coordinating field place-
ments. Throughout the preparation process, teacher educators attempt to
shape the preservice teacher, often by sharing recent ideas in curriculum,
pedagogy, and assessment reforms. One challenge in doing so, however, is
finding a balance between the vision of mathematics teaching they
believe in and the need to prepare teachers for survival in today’s schools. 

It is important for beginning teachers to closely examine, and in many
cases broaden, their belief and knowledge structures. However, teacher
educators must also be mindful that what they share with students in the
university setting is not always reflected in school classrooms. Even as
they encourage beginning teachers to adopt reform-based thinking and
practices, they must help their students develop the tools and dispositions
that will lead to a successful student-teaching experience.

The student-teacher supervisor is the second significant university pres-
ence in the preparation process. The supervisor’s role is usually assumed
by the instructor of the methods course, by adjunct faculty, or, at larger
institutions, by doctoral-level graduate students. In any case, the role of
the supervisor is a difficult one. 

Supervisors are asked to represent the university and to advocate the
goals and vision promoted in the methods courses, but they must do so
within the context of the school setting and in the classroom of an expe-
rienced teacher. Because they are guests, they must be careful not to crit-
icize either the school program or the cooperating teacher. Therefore,
supervisors must delicately negotiate among the positions represented by
the university, the student teacher, and the cooperating teacher.
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Moreover, they must also carefully monitor the feedback they give as they
remain mindful that student teachers must become comfortable with
classroom management and other basic teaching skills before they can try
innovative approaches. 

Mentor teachers play a pivotal role in the preparation of new teachers.
They are usually committed to their profession and to its future, and they
often accept the responsibility of mentoring beginning teachers with lit-
tle compensation. Again, the role of the mentor teacher is one of balance.
Mentors must oversee the gradual process in which student teachers
assume control of the classroom. At the same time, they must be attentive
to the needs of their students, to the guidelines for content coverage and
assessment, and to parental concerns. Even as they attempt to remove
themselves from active roles in the classroom (thereby increasing the
authenticity of the student teacher’s experience), they remain the teacher
of record and must assume responsibility for what takes place within the
classroom. Hence, mentoring, or cooperating, teachers find it difficult at
times to relinquish full control to student teachers for fear that later they
will have to “pick up the pieces.”

Because of the demands of their work and their many responsibilities, it
is not uncommon for mentor teachers to become isolated from the ideas
of mathematics education reform—particularly those promoted in the
university methods courses. Cooperating teachers often must reconcile
their own craft knowledge and practices with those that the teacher-
preparation program has encouraged the student teacher to adopt.
Finding the balance between mentoring and guiding student teachers and
allowing them the space to develop their own ideas and practices about
mathematics teaching can be difficult. 

Student teachers, perhaps, play the hardest role among the participants
in the preparation process. They are at a critical transition point in their
lives. After spending years in the classroom in anticipation of becoming
teachers, they are faced with a defining experience—student teaching—
that will essentially determine whether they made an appropriate career
choice. Although they are still students themselves, they are expected to
perform like professionals. 
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Moreover, student teachers need to satisfy what are often conflicting
expectations from university personnel, their mentor teachers, and stu-
dents. They are conscious of wanting to fit in and be liked by both col-
leagues and students (Campbell & Wheatley, 1983). Classroom manage-
ment is often difficult for student teachers, many of whom are only a few
years older than the students they are teaching. Even when management
is under control, pedagogy can remain a challenge because they have
rarely experienced mathematics teaching and learning the way the uni-
versity program promotes. Moreover, the teaching recommendations of
university professors and supervisors often conflict directly with those of
the cooperating teacher. 

Promoting Common Ground
The many facets defining the preparation process at times appear com-
plex, if not overwhelming. As Zeichner has noted, the lessons of experi-
ence for student teachers often seem to be “determined by the luck of the
draw” (1996, p. 219). 

In the face of these challenges, many mathematics educators continue
to ask important questions about teacher preparation. How can we create
preparation experiences that equip beginning teachers with the knowl-
edge, skills, and habits of mind that lead to effective teaching? How can
we strengthen our relationship with mentor teachers to minimize the dis-
parity between the reform visions presented in the preparation program
and the realities of the classroom? How can we offer more effective super-
vision and meaningful evaluation of our student teachers? In short, how
can we find common ground so that this next generation of teachers may
enter the profession assured that their footing is secure and that their
sense of direction is true?

Building on this metaphor of common ground, we offer the following
model as one that we believe offers significant promise for bridging the
gap between university and school classrooms, for redefining the roles and
relationships of the players involved, and for mobilizing wider support for
reflective teaching in our school mathematics classrooms. 

Four primary forces—student teachers, cooperating teachers, university
supervisors, and the university preparation program—significantly affect
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the development of beginning teachers during the student internship
experience. For example, student teachers work closely with cooperating
teachers, are typically evaluated by university supervisors, and are prod-
ucts of the university preparation program. But only during the student
teaching experience do all constituents converge. 

For preparation programs, cooperating teachers, and school placements
to offer more supportive and successful experiences for beginning teach-
ers, we need to find a way to increase the overlaps in the learning-to-teach
process. As we find ways to bring these constituents closer together, we
increase the likelihood that we can decrease the apprehensions and con-
flict that many beginning teachers experience.

A Model Program
In fall 1997, mathematics education faculty members at Virginia Tech
implemented a new course titled “Secondary Mathematics with
Technology.” The course focused on the technological tools appropriate
for secondary classrooms, such as graphing calculators, the Calculator-
Based Laboratory, computer software, and Internet resources. We
designed the course to have broad appeal and application across the math-
ematics education spectrum. We hoped to attract students from the
undergraduate education program, the master’s level licensure program,
and the doctoral program.

In addition, we were especially interested in attracting practicing sec-
ondary mathematics teachers from the area, particularly those who were
good candidates for working with our students in field experiences. We
saw the course as an excellent opportunity to strengthen our relationships
with local teachers as we shared with them recently developed research
and technological tools that they could implement in their classrooms.
We also saw an opportunity to share ideas about teaching, learning, and
reform through the teaching strategies modeled in the course itself. 

Perhaps our greatest interest was fostering relationships among these
classroom teachers, student teaching supervisors (typically doctoral 
students), and our prospective teachers in ways unavailable in the tradi-
tional student-teaching model. We were hopeful that as our preservice
teachers shared ideas and collaborated with veteran teachers on classroom
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activities and presentations, new relationships would emerge that would
offset the traditional power differential and socialization patterns that so
often mark the student-teaching experience. 

As we had hoped, we were able to place several of our students in the
classrooms of teachers who participated in the course. We followed these
pairs (and, in some cases, triads that included the university supervisor
who had also taken the course) as the semester unfolded. As we informally
examined and evaluated the many interactions that occurred among con-
stituents, such as collaborations in the technology course, lesson observa-
tions, postlesson conferences, e-mail correspondences, and back-to-cam-
pus seminars, a number of interesting and notable preliminary findings
emerged. 

Participant Reactions
Although we did not conduct a rigorous research study, our informal
reflections and anecdotal data point toward the potential and the promise
inherent in this approach to mathematics teacher education. The follow-
ing conversations and observations emerged from two cases in which the
student teacher, the cooperating teacher, and the supervisor had been
involved in the technology course. 

Initially, the individuals enrolled in the course did not seem to be par-
ticularly concerned about, or even attentive to, the makeup of the class.
As one student teacher noted,

I didn’t think too much about the makeup of the class at the time. There
were undergraduate students, graduate students, and teachers in the class.
I noticed the wide variety of ages and experience levels, but for the most
part, I just viewed this as another class where everyone brings different
experiences to the class.

As the course developed, however, it became quite clear that these “dif-
ferent experiences” would have an impact not only on the direction of the
course itself, but also on the relationships that emerged among the par-
ticipants. 

The practicing teachers brought a pragmatism and a wealth of craft
knowledge to the course that did not go unnoticed by the preservice
teachers. As one course participant remarked, 
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They [teachers] were the ones who were more likely to ask questions and
be critical of everything we did. Most of the undergrads with no teaching
experience were more likely to just take in all the information and listen
to the experiences of the teachers. 

The practicing teachers also recognized this opportunity to share their
experiences and to provide, as one said, a “dose of reality” to the class dis-
cussions, small-group conversations, and activities that focused on how
technology might be received and implemented by students.

The technology course had a heavy mathematics component that gave
the preservice students an excellent opportunity to meet the practicing
teachers on equal footing. The students and teachers worked together in
a nonthreatening way and established a give-and-take relationship. One
student noted that, 

At the beginning, I viewed them [practicing teachers] as the “adults” of
the class. But as I worked in groups with them, I gained more confidence
and felt as though I was more on their level at the end of the class. . . . By
the end of the class, I felt completely at ease.

Evolving Relationships 
The many interactions, discussions, and collaborative projects facilitated
the development of relationships among the participants. We intended to
watch the emerging relationships in the course and then assign place-
ments as positively as possible on the basis of interests, personalities, and
communication styles. Two of the inservice teachers beat us to this task,
however, when they asked whether we could place students in the course
with them for the following semester. 

Once our student teachers realized that they would be working in the
classrooms of these teachers in the spring semester, the relationships took
a significant turn. The preservice students became much more sensitive
and focused in their collaborations with their future cooperating teachers.
As one student mentioned, 

When she told me that she thought that I was going to be her student
teacher, it definitely had an effect on our relationship and my attitude
toward the class. . . . I really enjoyed being in her group because I had so
much to learn. . . . I was more inclined to listen to her stories about her
school experiences because these were the students that I very likely
would be teaching in the spring. Plus, I was definitely trying to make a
good impression on her! I guess what I am saying is that knowing that I
was going to be her student teacher, I really tried to learn from her. 
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The early identification of the student teacher–cooperating teacher
pairs also led the practicing teachers to engage in the relationships differ-
ently. They began to prepare their future student teachers by describing
the characteristics and tone of the school environment and of their class-
rooms. They began to think about how the course could help them plan
for the various teaching responsibilities that the student teachers would
assume. For example, one student described an activity involving a
motion detector in which her future cooperating teacher encouraged her
to do much of the work herself as a preparation experience for the class-
room. She noted, 

During one class, we brought in the TI calculator lab where you race the
cars up the ramp. We worked on it together, but Mary made me do every-
thing because she told me that I would do this very lab in the spring with
her kids. 

Given how Mary used this activity to prepare her student teacher for
the coming semester, the technology course appeared to hold the
promise of promoting collaboration and innovative teaching methods
in the classroom. 

The Student-Teaching Experience
The technology course allowed student teachers, cooperating teachers,
and supervisors to start the student-teaching semester with established
working relationships. As one student teacher noted, 

Because we had the class together, we didn’t have to take the “get to
know you” time, or that time when you are trying to earn someone’s
respect. We got to do that in the previous semester. I was not nervous 
at all about student teaching with Mary.

Moreover, we placed two student teachers from the technology course at
the same school, which comforted the student teachers. As one remarked, 

I felt really lucky that I could have such a nice cooperating teacher. Plus
the fact that I also knew Kathy [the second cooperating teacher], I felt as
though I would have two supports at my school in the spring. How many
student teachers can say that? . . . I think this whole experience showed
us how important it is to have teachers at your school that you can count
on. It was the four of us working together and helping one another. 
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The student teachers noted how they felt supported and challenged by
their cooperating teachers almost immediately upon entering the field.
Cindy expressed her confidence in this way “My teacher gave me lots of
freedom to do what I wanted. I wonder if she felt more comfortable with
me because she also knew me from the [technology] class.”

Certainly, establishing good working relationships that allow a student
teacher the freedom to develop lesson plans and a teaching style are not
exclusive to this model. However, we found worthy of reflection the ques-
tion that Cindy raised: “Could this be because she knew me from the class?” 

Encouraging Innovative Teaching Approaches
Perhaps the most important question we could ask regarding this model is
whether it results in innovative, collaborative work in the classroom that
would not have emerged in more traditional models. A primary goal of
the course was to influence the practices of both pre- and inservice teach-
ers by sharing recent and innovative approaches to mathematical content
and by modeling pedagogical practices that embodied the principles of
reform. We were hopeful that teachers would learn new ideas about how
technology could enhance the mathematical understanding of their stu-
dents and also come to a shared understanding of how they might work
together toward that end.

There is little doubt that the content of the course led to specific teach-
ing approaches. Both student and cooperating teachers showed uncom-
mon ease and facility with technology in the classroom. They adapted
many of the activities from the university course for their high school stu-
dents. Supervisors observed lessons that incorporated graphing calcula-
tors, Calculator-Based Laboratories, geometry investigations with the
Geometer’s Sketchpad software, and other tools and computer programs
introduced in the university course. Two notable findings surfaced with
respect to the use of these tools.

First, student and the cooperating teachers engaged in much discussion
about how they could highlight technology in the classroom. In contrast
to teachers in more traditional settings, these teachers showed little dis-
trust of the technology or uncertainty about the importance of its imple-
mentation. Because both student and cooperating teachers were already
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comfortable with the activities and the technology, they could move
beyond discussions about how to use the technology toward more sub-
stantive conversations about how the technology was affecting the learn-
ing of their students. 

Second, the explorations and the inductive focus that were hallmarks
of the university course found their way into the school classrooms. The
cooperating and student teachers encouraged their students to explore
inductively, make conjectures, cooperate with one another, and use the
technology to ask questions that previously were not possible, as they
themselves had done in the university course. The university course not
only resulted in changes in what the teachers taught, but it also produced
changes in how they taught. 

Both changes were supported in part by the depth and the quality of the
relationships between the cooperating and student teachers. Their work
together in the university course not only promoted new teaching
approaches in the classroom, but also supported the development of these
beginning teachers in a powerful way.

Common Ground
Promising points of consideration emerged from our experiences:

Developing a mathematics education community. This model powerfully
connects individuals across the mathematics education spectrum. 
The technology course offered an opportunity for conversations among
mathematics educators with various perspectives instead of conversations
directed at one another. It is rare that university-level professors, classroom
teachers, doctoral-level student supervisors, and preservice teachers gather
around issues central to the future of mathematics education. This model
provided a unique opportunity to meld inservice and preservice teacher
education efforts, thereby broadening the perspectives of all involved.

Socialization redefined: Fostering collaboration. Rich relationships that
developed in the course continued to grow in the subsequent student-
teaching experience. This is particularly significant given what we know
about the powerful socialization forces at work on beginning teachers
(Zeichner & Gore, 1990). By the very nature of the apprenticeship model
that typifies the learning-to-teach process, student and cooperating teach-
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ers rarely engage in the give-and-take that characterized the interactions
in the technology course. 

It is important that the relationships between the student and cooper-
ating teachers were well established before the students entered the school
setting. They formed these relationships from mutual respect, not depen-
dence. The initial days in the school setting, in which student teachers
naturally depend on cooperating teachers for guidance and support, did
not represent their first interactions. As a result, the confidence and secu-
rity of the student teachers remained intact. 

The technology course modeled the kinds of collaborative learning and
teaching advocated in reform literature. As the student and cooperating
teachers worked together on projects and activities, they participated in
the kinds of collaborative learning so important for our classrooms.
Authentic engagement is difficult to manufacture in methods courses. 

Bridging gaps. Finally, this model suggests that we can bridge the gaps
between university preparation programs and school classrooms.
University-based mathematics educators often decry the teaching prac-
tices that are commonplace in our schools. Likewise, many practicing
teachers are quick to point out that the reform visions promoted in ivory
towers do not reflect the realities of life in school classrooms. This model
offers a powerful site for a reconciliation of these perspectives. Through
experiences in the course, both teachers and teacher educators recognized
the extent to which they already agreed with each other. As they learned
to understand their differences, real progress was made where it counts
most—with beginning teachers in the classroom. 

In addition, these common experiences shared by university professors,
supervisors, cooperating teachers, and student teachers may help relieve
the pressure to meet the varied expectations of different individuals that
many student teachers feel. Preservice teachers are often caught between
a rock and a hard place. They must earn the respect and satisfy the 
wishes of the cooperating teacher while responding to pressures to imple-
ment the kinds of instructional practices advocated in methods courses.
Through common experiences, all parties work closely to further the qual-
ity of the internship by building on the ideas and the relationships that
originated in the common course experience.
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Refining the Model
We have presented anecdotal data and promoted assertions that we
derived more from thoughtful reflection than from hard evidence.
Nevertheless, our model is worthy of continued development and exami-
nation. We have suggested how to provide beginning teachers with the
kinds of support and learning experiences that they need to develop the
belief structures and habits of practice that will lead to powerful teaching. 

Although our model needs careful scrutiny, it makes strides toward blur-
ring the boundaries that have for years marked the teacher-preparation
process. As prospective teachers, practicing teachers, and university-based
teacher educators find footing on equal ground, the greater the likelihood
of a teacher-preparation experience that does not rely on the luck of the
draw but rather is strengthened by the collective spirit of everyone
involved.
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Linguistic Coaching: 
Helping Beginning Teachers 

Defeat Discouragement 

Paul Caccia

A new slant on coaching—which focuses on partnership, performance, and
communication—helps novices through those particularly challenging first

days. It also helps seasoned teachers improve their performance. 

Amajor challenge for teacher trainers and principals is “the balloon
goes up, the balloon goes down” syndrome that many novice teach-

ers exhibit. They begin their first year filled with enthusiasm for their
work and optimism about the learning they expect will take place in their
classrooms. However, within a few days or even a few hours, the clash
between what they thought running their own class would be like and
what actually goes on has discouraged and demoralized many of them.
These new teachers describe their interactions with students as an endless
succession of failures and end the teaching day emotionally and physically
drained. Some even quit. 

Usually, the problems that new teachers complain about and the dis-
couragement that they express have little to do with their command of
the subjects they teach or their grasp of effective teaching methods. Most
of them, thanks to their college training, are more than ready to handle
those requirements of the job. But all this knowledge goes for naught
because the new teachers haven’t yet learned how to establish authority
and rapport with their students. If they don’t, they’ll be miserable and
their students won’t learn. If they do, they can recapture their initial
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enthusiasm and develop the confidence and practical know-how they
need to be successful. My responsibility as a teacher trainer is to make sure
that they do establish authority and rapport.

The most effective tool I have found for achieving this purpose is lin-
guistic coaching, a comprehensive system of communications training. By
studying this technique, I learned to establish rapport with and motivate
hard-to-reach students; I improved my ability to get cooperation from par-
ents; and in class, I became a livelier, more engaging, and more creative
teacher. Moreover, I developed a tolerance for stress and a capacity to
think on my feet.

Because of these personal and professional gains, I was sure that I could
effectively use linguistic coaching to give new teachers a greater sense of
authority—that is, an increased confidence in their ability to handle a
class and an increased capacity to learn from problems and develop more
options for dealing with them. In 1990, I began using linguistic coaching
as the basis for a mentoring program for novice teachers. The success of
that program and of subsequent programs for both beginning and veteran
teachers convinced me that linguistic coaching is a valuable tool. It helps
teachers cope more effectively with stress, establish authority for them-
selves in their teaching roles, and improve their overall outlook and per-
formance. 

What Is Linguistic Coaching?
Linguistic coaching, also known as semantic coaching or linguistic ontol-
ogy, is a system of conversational analysis and communication designed by
Fernando Flores (Flores, 1982; Flores & Winogrand, 1986). This system
places such basic semantic distinctions as facts and opinions within the
context of the Theory of Speech Acts pioneered by philosopher John
Austin (1962) and refined by his student John Searle (1969, 1979).
Underlying their work is the premise that all speaking and listening can
be categorized as some kind of action—stating, promising, requesting,
asserting, declaring, deciding, replying—in which the speaker makes a
commitment with the listener. In Austin and Searle’s view of communi-
cation, the central actions involved in, say, constructing the Empire State
Building included not only excavating, lifting, and hammering, but also
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making assessments, requests, offers, and promises. 
Flores realized that looking at communication in this way opened 

new possibilities for helping people avoid misunderstandings and work
together more effectively. He applied Austin and Searle’s categories of
speech acts to make practical improvements in training personnel, design-
ing software products, and managing a staff. 

Linguistic Foundations of Teaching Performance 
I took my point of departure in linguistic coaching from Flores’s approach:
all speaking and listening arise from a pre-existing background of beliefs,
attitudes, experiences, and emotions. Whenever teachers do their jobs—
plan lessons, handle student misbehavior, interact with administrators
and fellow teachers—they bring much more than their professional train-
ing to what they are doing. A host of personal and cultural interpretations
influence teachers’ frames of reference for understanding and reacting to
each teaching situation. Some of these are valid and some are not. Invalid
interpretations make it difficult for teachers to adapt and to perform effec-
tively on the job. 

Mike, a first-year teacher, believed that “strong teachers handle their
own problems.” For him, requiring any kind of outside help in managing
a class, such as sending a disruptive student to the assistant principal, was
a sign of weakness—evidence that he didn’t have what it took to be a real
teacher. If he couldn’t handle classes on his own, he wondered, what was
he doing in teaching? With this nagging question in the background,
Mike struggled through his first weeks on the job. His perpetually closed
classroom door symbolized his isolation from the expertise and support of
his colleagues. Behind it, he battled to maintain order with a mix of sar-
casm, argument, and manipulation. 

For those of us who don’t share Mike’s beliefs, it’s easy to see how they
could hinder his efforts to teach effectively. But because such beliefs and
interpretations are part of the background that a teacher brings to the
classroom, he or she either doesn’t notice them or mistakes them for facts
or truths that need to be dealt with in some specific way (“Tell me how
you get them to keep quiet”). I am not saying that Mike or any of the
other new teachers I’ve worked with didn’t know the difference between
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facts and interpretations, but in my experience, we all sometimes blur this
distinction as we go about the business of everyday living. 

Making the distinction between facts and interpretations is an essential
element of linguistic coaching: People cannot learn to communicate more
effectively unless they develop this skill. Without the ability to make rig-
orous distinctions between facts and interpretations, they will remain
blind to the personal obstacles they put in the way of achieving their goals
and unclear about what they can do to act effectively.

Such lack of clarity often draws people into a hit-or-miss search for
instant solutions to their communication difficulties, such as always say-
ing something positive first or not taking things personally. Unfortunately,
underlying interpretations at odds with the spirit of these communication
techniques often undermine these approaches. By giving priority to exter-
nals—techniques and methods—many people try and discard one method
of communicating after another. As a result, they get stuck in a fruitless
struggle to reach some preconceived solution to a problem without recog-
nizing that their difficulties stem from their perception of the problem
itself—like people in the 1400s trying to figure out how far it was to the
edge of the earth. 

Mike, for example, wanted to know how I avoided being drawn into
arguments with students. Even if I had given him specific methods, I
doubt that doing so during Mike’s first weeks of teaching would have had
much impact on his overall effectiveness. Whether he argued or didn’t
argue, Mike’s conception of his students—28 perpetual threats to his
authority—would have stayed the same. To me, Mike’s reliance on argu-
ing and sarcasm wasn’t the problem, but rather was a symptom of the real
issue: being unaware of how his idea of strong teaching caused him to
communicate with students in ways that perpetuated discipline problems.
To help Mike become a better teacher, I had to deal with his underlying
interpretations about teaching, not just get him to stop making sarcastic
remarks. 

Establishing the Coaching Relationship
Asking people to examine critically their underlying interpretations of
things they care about is tricky business. Conducting this examination
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with Mike in a way that would help him better manage students required
establishing a satisfactory working relationship with him. How free he felt
to honestly share with me his thoughts and actions as a teacher and how
open he was to listening to and acting on my suggestions were crucial to
this relationship. I have found that the best context for fostering this type
of relationship is coaching.

A number of fields, especially business management and education,
borrowed the word coaching from athletics to name practices for improv-
ing professional performance. Some of these practices are little more than
well-established teaching and management techniques dressed up with a
new name. In many cases, the term is used interchangeably with mentor-
ing, demonstrating, instructing, advising, or supervising. However, some
innovators recognize coaching as an educational paradigm with unique
features that promises to surpass traditional modes of teaching and train-
ing. They identify three elements necessary for effective coaching: (1)
partnership, (2) a focus on performance, and (3) the communication of
insights as opposed to information (Evered & Selman, 1989; Mink,
Owen, & Mink, 1993; Delgado, 1994). 

Partnership
The first element, partnership, calls for an explicit agreement on the part
of the person being coached to be coached and on the part of the person
acting as coach to coach. Even in my capacity as Mike’s mentor teacher,
I could not coach him unilaterally. As Evered and Selman point out, “no
one can be coached in the absence of a demand for it” (1989, p. 21). Our
coaching partnership depended as much on Mike’s willingness to do
something about his struggles as it did on my desire to help. 

However, our mutual concern was not enough to create a good coaching
relationship. If it were, I could coach all the teachers who approach me
asking for advice. I’m not able to, though, because many of them lose inter-
est as soon as I say something that challenges their perception of the situ-
ation they want help with. Coaching is not possible under such conditions. 

To be coached, a person must first agree to be coached, that is, grant
authority to, and act on the recommendations of, a coach in a particular
field of performance. Committing to learn through coaching is the
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essence of the coaching part of linguistic coaching, just as making rigor-
ous distinctions among facts, interpretations, and Austin and Searle’s
speech act categories is the essence of the linguistic part. 

In making this commitment, the person being coached does not give up
the freedom to express any doubts or concerns she may have about what
the coach is asking. Mike, for example, often had reservations about what
I said about discipline and authority. Although expressing such reserva-
tions is not a requirement of being coached, doing so can be the basis for
more insightful coaching. By voicing doubt or disagreement, Mike let me
see more deeply into the thinking that lay behind his actions in the class-
room. In fact, his reservations became a frequent topic of our early con-
versations. The point of these conversations was not for me to sell Mike
on my way of thinking or for him to defend his point of view. The purpose
was to give me a clear picture of the interpretations behind Mike’s teach-
ing, reveal this background to Mike as the source of his teaching perfor-
mance, and establish and develop our relationship as a coach and a novice
in a partnership for learning. 

The nature of this partnership sets coaching apart from mentoring.
Unlike coaching, mentoring has no single, clear-cut definition for the
roles of the parties involved. Some mentors describe their role as taking
someone under their wing or showing a novice teacher the ropes. In this
capacity, they pass along stories and anecdotes to illustrate lessons learned
from experience. Others talk about their job as whipping new teachers into
shape, a sort of stern taskmaster role. Still others speak of being available
for new teachers, someone who will listen sympathetically—a confidant.

All these roles can have a positive influence on new teachers. However,
defining these roles remains open to the discretion and the personal inter-
pretation of the mentor and the mentee. Coaching offers no such leeway.
It is an explicit partnership in which a coach offers insights and sugges-
tions for the purpose of producing a specific, observable improvement in
someone’s performance in a particular field of action and in which the
person being coached takes into account the insights and carries out the
instructions of the coach. 

Mentoring might involve coaching, but it can survive without it. For
example, throughout my career I have served informally as a mentor to
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new teachers, who have told me how much they appreciated my observa-
tions. Flattered, I enthusiastically gave them detailed advice on a regular
basis. And, just as regularly, they did almost the opposite of what I had sug-
gested. In such cases, I was mentoring in the role of a favorite uncle—a
sympathetic older person who expresses concern and patiently offers guid-
ance in the hope that through his nonjudgmental but persistent concern,
the younger person will eventually come around. There is nothing wrong
with such a relationship; it’s just not coaching, and, as such, has none of
the incisive impact that coaching can have on professional performance.

A Focus on Improved Performance
Once Mike agreed to let me coach him, we moved on to the second ele-
ment of effective coaching: a focus on performance. Traditional teaching
emphasizes passing on new information or knowledge from teacher to stu-
dent. Although a coach may give information, it’s not the essence of what
he or she does because a coach’s primary focus is on improved perfor-
mance, not just on intellectual understanding. I aimed everything I did
with Mike at enabling him to embody new, more effective ways of com-
municating and to accomplish specific, observable goals.

Communication performance arises from our underlying interpreta-
tions of the world around us. I begin by making this premise explicit to
the person I am coaching. For example, to deal with Mike’s use of sarcasm
and argument, I pointed out the connection between his manner of
speaking and his underlying interpretations. Over the course of several
conversations, I showed him that his understanding of strong teaching
was just that—his understanding, not some immutable truth about edu-
cation. Next, I asked questions designed to help him see how his idea of
“strong” was the source of his “weak” performance: his reliance on sarcasm
and arguments and the resulting ill will and lack of cooperation from his
students. Finally, I suggested a different interpretation of strong teaching,
one that included asking for help, making mistakes, and learning from
those mistakes. In asking Mike to try this new interpretation with his 
students, I warned him that this new interpretation would be difficult to
use and that it wouldn’t feel strong at all but would gradually help him
develop the authority he desired. 
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Each time Mike reported back, I asked him to state the relevant facts
(“A student slammed shut her notebook as I was about to check her
work”), his reaction (“I was mad. I thought that she was trying to make
me look bad”), and his subsequent response (“I made a sarcastic remark”).
I used his comments as a basis for coaching him to develop alternative
interpretations and to take more effective actions. 

In the notebook incident, for example, Mike’s use of sarcasm arose from
his premise that a teacher should “never let students know they got to
you.” I pointed out how this premise led him to resort to sarcasm and to
be thrown off his purpose of checking notebooks. What alternatives, I
asked, might he have employed if it had been OK to let the student know
that she got to him? He agreed to try these alternatives in a follow-up con-
versation with the student. After speaking with her, Mike told me that
being free to acknowledge that he had been upset put his conversation
with her on an entirely different footing. Instead of, as he said, “playing
mind games,” he had been able to tell her frankly what he did and did not
want. As a result, he was able to listen to her version with an open mind. 

The point of my coaching was not to establish rules about communi-
cating honestly or avoiding sarcasm. Rather, my goals were to show Mike
how his thoughts and emotions affected his style of communicating, to
offer an evaluation of how his way of communicating influenced his
efforts to achieve his purpose, and to give him options for communicating
more effectively.

A Focus on Communicating Insights, Not Information
The third essential element of linguistic coaching is the manner in which
coaching conversations are conducted. Whatever I expected Mike to do
with others, I had to do in my conversations with him. As Delgado (1994)
points out in her training manual for communications coaches, coaching
someone to communicate more effectively is communication; it doesn’t
take place in conversational quarantine, isolated from the requirements
and potential pitfalls of everyday human speaking and listening.

For example, at times during our coaching conversations, something Mike
did or said made me think that he wasn’t taking me seriously or that I was
boring him. Rather than pretend that I had no such reaction or simply to
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complain about Mike’s lack of interest, I included my concerns as part of the
coaching by stating my thoughts and emotions in a straightforward manner. 

In doing so, I had three objectives. First, I was taking care of my duties
as a coach. I needed to recognize and be responsible for my own actions,
not just to react out of annoyance or worry. Second, I was showing Mike
how effective communication depends on developing a greater awareness
of the influence of our own backgrounds on how we listen to others.
Third, I was modeling a particular mode of communicating that I wanted
him to learn: reporting as opposed to pretending, accusing, or employing
sarcasm. 

Continuing, I followed my report by asking him questions about his
background: Was he not taking me seriously? Was I boring him?
Regardless of his response, my questions and Mike’s answers engaged us in
an alternative to the common mistake of assuming that we know the
motives behind what the other person is doing. Finally, I made whatever
request, promise, or offer seemed most likely to get us back to the purpose
of our conversation—precisely the skill that I needed to refine to coach
Mike and precisely the skill that he needed to develop to respond to stu-
dent misbehavior without being thrown off track. 

As the coaching continued, Mike became less sarcastic and more direct
with students. He began to use routine discipline procedures, such as
sending disruptive students to the assistant principal, instead of trying to
manage everything on his own. Consequently, he had more time and
energy to focus on teaching, and, as the year progressed, his strengths of
organization, creativity, and compassion emerged: He formed a chess
team, introduced innovative methods of teaching math and science, and
counseled troubled students. These accomplishments were the result of
the gifts that Mike brought to teaching, not of my coaching. However, the
coaching allowed him to develop the resilience, clarity of purpose, and
authority he needed to bring those gifts to light.

Outcomes of Linguistic Coaching
The three beginning teachers I coached during the 1990–91 and 1991–92
school terms achieved better results than their uncoached predecessors.
The progress that the first participant made so impressed the principal

165



A Better Beginning

that she offered him a second-year contract before the winter break. The
following year, another beginning teacher was entrusted with developing
a math and science program for academically gifted students, a job most
often assigned to an experienced teacher. A third novice was offered and
accepted a challenging second-year assignment in an inner-city school in
New York, where she distinguished herself as a writing teacher. Whereas
their predecessors had struggled just to get through the year, the novices I
trained assumed leadership roles in the school community: one coached
the basketball team to a long-sought-after championship, another began
a chess program that was featured by the local media, and another orga-
nized and directed dramatic productions. 

In accounting for their successes, the novice teachers all referred to how
linguistic coaching had improved their teaching. One wrote,

My acceptance of your offer of coaching has turned out to be the best
aspect of our interactions for me. It helped me see the connection
between what I think of myself and what the students (and others) think
of me. You made me observe myself in a new way: I was able to see that 
I have certain ways of thinking and acting that don’t get me the results I
want, but that doesn’t make me a bad person or even a bad teacher.

In the years following my initial work with first-year teachers, I have
seen linguistic coaching improve the performance of administrators and
experienced teachers. For example, a principal said that she learned to
communicate with parents more effectively—to better manage com-
plaints and to elicit greater cooperation—as a result of my coaching. A
skilled veteran teacher reported that she enjoyed her students more
because she had gained a greater capacity for not letting them push her
buttons.

Linguistic coaching is also an effective tool for intervening in serious
professional breakdowns, such as job burnout. When a teacher com-
plained that he sometimes woke up on school days “sorry I’m still alive,”
I proposed that learning to communicate more effectively might help him
overcome his feelings of frustration and powerlessness. 

During the six months I worked with him, the burned-out teacher
learned to communicate in ways that led to more effective action. For
example, he began to participate in what he had considered to be “waste
of time” faculty meetings instead of sitting in the back of the room read-
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ing the newspaper. He learned to make direct requests of students, par-
ents, and administrators instead of airing vague complaints. As he tried
my recommendations, his mood of apathy and hopelessness lifted. To his
amazement, he began working late into the evening to create his own
lessons, parents acknowledged him for keeping them informed about their
children’s behavior and academic progress, and his colleagues sought his
advice on how to manage their classes as smoothly and creatively as he
managed his. 

The Ripple Effect of Linguistic Coaching 
Beyond improving the performance and the outlook of the person being
coached, linguistic coaching creates a ripple effect that benefits others.
The principal and I found that the better Mike became at managing his
classes, the less time we had to spend dealing with disruptive students,
meeting with their parents, or handling the procedural details that go
with enforcing school discipline. The workload of his fellow teachers
became lighter because they no longer had to settle down students com-
ing into their classes upset about some incident in Mike’s room. Mike—
like all first-year teachers—continued to have difficulties. However, nei-
ther he nor his colleagues got bogged down in endless repetitions of the
same problem. His steady progress made all our jobs easier. 

Also, the positive, goal-focused quality of our coaching conversations
spilled over into our dealings with the principal, our colleagues, and the
parents of our students. Many of them responded in kind. Meetings and
conferences became more productive, and the faculty as a whole became
more proactive in dealing with problems.

Of course, the biggest beneficiaries of Mike’s improved communication
skills were his students. Instead of wasting months or even a whole term—
I’ve seen it happen—challenging the teacher for control of the class,
Mike’s students got down to the business of learning. As a result, their
scores on national academic achievement tests exceeded expectations;
their grades improved, as did their general attitude toward school and
learning. All these benefits can be directly attributed to Mike’s rapid
transformation—through linguistic coaching—from an embattled, sarcas-
tic rookie to a commanding, highly focused professional.
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The Videoconference Connection

Ted Scott Henson and Kay Slattery Shapiro

In an effort to link new teachers and mentors in rural regions of 
North Carolina, educational leaders turned to video technology 

as part of a larger support program.

Lost mittens. Overly exuberant children. Stacks of paperwork. Too lit-
tle time. Unfamiliar rules and regulations. Overwhelming grading

problems. New communities and expectations. Too little money. State
requirements for licensure. High-stakes testing. The burdens facing a first-
year teacher are multitudinous and multifaceted. And when a beginning
teacher is also new to a rural area, the challenges are multiplied. 

How can novice teachers get help? Certainly, assigning a mentor to
each new teacher is a step in the right direction. North Carolina, along
with a number of other states, has established such a system. But how do
mentors know how to help? They can provide a listening ear and a caring
attitude, but what tools and techniques do they need to provide ongoing
advice? 

The North Carolina Center for the Advancement of Teaching
(NCCAT) developed Connections, a program to help maximize the
impact of the mentor–beginning teacher relationship. The Connections
program, which the Center launched with a North Carolina school
improvement grant funded through Goals 2000, uses videoconferencing
technology to link the rural school districts of Robeson County and
Vance County—two systems that have identified stronger support for
beginning teachers and their mentors as a priority. 

Helping New Teachers Thrive
North Carolina is not unique in losing many teachers during their first
two or three years of teaching. If this loss of teachers is not reversed, the
possibility of a state teacher shortage looms in the near future. The first
year of teaching is pivotal in the teacher’s future performance and
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longevity in the profession. Fuller (1969) and Katz (1972) refer to the first
year as the survival stage of the teacher’s development. The National
Commission on Teaching and America’s Future says in its report What
Matters Most: Teaching for America’s Future (1996), 

Turnover in the first few years is particularly high because new teachers
are typically given the most challenging teaching assignments and left to
sink or swim with little or no support. . . . Alone in their classrooms,
without access to colleagues for problem solving or role modeling, dis-
couragement can easily set in. (p. 39–40) 

When schools provide trained mentors, beginning teachers are better
able to focus on instructional issues much earlier in their development
(Huling-Austin, Odell, Ishler, Kay, & Edelfdelt, 1989). Such beginning
teachers become more effective because they are learning through guided
practice rather than through trial and error and consequently have a
much lower attrition rate (Darling-Hammond, 1994). 

Dilemmas of Rural Recruitment
On the basis of this and other related research, NCCAT and the public
school districts of Robeson and Vance Counties took on the challenge of
lowering the attrition rate of beginning teachers. Although Vance and
Robeson Counties are situated on opposite borders of North Carolina, the
school districts share many characteristics. Geographically, the counties
are quite large, yet their county seats are home to fewer than 20,000 citi-
zens. Many school families in both counties are economically disadvan-
taged. And the student populations in both systems are quite diverse. In
Vance County, 33 percent of the students are white and 63 percent are
African American. In Robeson County, home to the Lumbee Nation, 44
percent of the students are Native American, 31 percent are African
American, and 24 percent are white. 

Several factors contributed to the high attrition rate for Vance and
Robeson Counties, and both systems must hire more than 100 new teach-
ers each year. First, despite aggressive recruiting efforts, the districts are
unable to hire a sufficient number of teachers within North Carolina.
Consequently, they recruit a large percentage of new teachers from out of
state. Not only do these teachers face the familiar problems of all new
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teachers, but they also are separated from their family and social support
systems. For many, this is the first major separation they have experi-
enced. Second, the rural nature of the counties magnifies these problems.
Many novice teachers feel isolated in their new settings. Most are able to
adjust, but a few never make the transition that is necessary for a success-
ful first year.

A Program to Connect New Teachers
To meet the needs of these beginning teachers and their mentors, the
North Carolina Center for the Advancement of Teaching developed
Connections, a program that uses a videoconferencing network to estab-
lish interactive communication among new teachers, their mentors, and
NCCAT personnel. The Connections program had two major goals: (1)
to show continual improvement in the retention rate for participating
beginning teachers in these two school systems compared with that of
beginning teachers not participating, and (2) to provide instructional sup-
port to increase the effectiveness of beginning teachers and their mentors
within their classrooms. 

To accomplish these goals, the program provided four major areas of
support:

● Videoconferencing sessions. The Connections program used video-
conferencing technology to link the school districts and the center, which
are hundreds of miles apart. The initial grant funded this technology so
that the cost to the participating districts was minimal. After working
with local telephone companies to make certain that ISDN lines were
available for the equipment, the program obtained technical training for
a school employee at each of the three sites. 

With a technically proficient staff member at each site, the program
began broadcast sessions to connect the new teachers and their mentors.
The sessions themselves addressed the unique concerns of the participat-
ing beginning teachers, such as classroom management, time manage-
ment, instructional techniques, and assessment.

● Structured time. The program provided 12 days away from the regu-
lar classroom setting for interaction between the mentors and beginning
teachers. Coordinators also encouraged the beginning teachers and their
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mentors to use the 90-minute breaks to have lunch together and strength-
en their professional bond. 

● Strong support network. The 30 participating beginning teachers, rep-
resenting 19 schools, interacted with one another, their mentors, Regional
Teachers of the Year, and NCCAT staff members. The participants net-
worked closely with the people from their own county and made friends
from the other participating county to create a strong support network.

● Mentor training. The newly developed Mentoring North Carolina
Novice Teachers training program gave mentors three days of training. By
participating in Connections, the mentors met the state requirement of at
least 24 hours of training in a mentoring program. This strongly enhanced
the mentors’ skills and made them eligible for extra pay.

During the spring semester, intensive professional development was
extended over 12 days. At the opening session, the morning was devoted
to team-building activities so that the beginning teachers could become
acquainted with one another’s approach to education before the video-
conferencing sessions. The activities made them less self-conscious when
speaking before the camera. In the afternoon, activities were centered on
determining the teachers’ areas of concern. 

To address these concerns, a team of five regional Teachers of the Year
worked with an NCCAT staff member to develop the topics for each of
the subsequent instructional sessions. The instructional topics included
learning styles, multiple intelligences, classroom management, behavior
management, differentiating instruction, alternative assessment, effective
communication skills, and current educational trends in North Carolina.
The last of the 10 videoconferencing sessions was used as a day for men-
tors and beginning teachers to apply the information they had gained to
individual projects for their classrooms.

The videoconferencing equipment was set up in a central classroom in
both school districts and at NCCAT. The NCCAT staff member provided
instruction during the videoconferences and directed the exchange of
ideas. Two regional Teachers of the Year served as local facilitators at each
school system. 

During interactive conferencing sessions, the teachers shared informa-
tion related to the session topic with the teachers in the other system and
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with NCCAT personnel. Once the participants became familiar with
using the equipment and seeing themselves on a big screen, the three-way
dialogue began to flow freely. Questions and problems raised by the teach-
ers in one system were often solved by the teachers in the other. 

Toward Effective Instruction
Teachers participated in a variety of instructional activities. After identi-
fying the individual student needs in their classrooms, the teachers
described the ideal classroom to meet those needs. They discussed the bar-
riers that prevented them from achieving the ideal classroom, and they
brainstormed solutions. The groups then learned about methods to differ-
entiate instruction. They chose a topic that they would teach and then
designed activities to address different learning styles. 

Hands-on activities were integral to the training. For example, teachers
made paper cubes and wrote one activity on each face of the cube. One
teacher wrote activities for a unit on the Wright Brother’s flight at Kitty
Hawk, North Carolina. The activity on one side of the cube asked students
to construct a diorama of the 1903 plane at Kitty Hawk. Another side
instructed the students to prepare a monologue in which Wilbur Wright told
the story of the first flight. A third side asked students to compare the plane
at Kitty Hawk with a modern plane. The teachers learned that by using a
variety of methods matched to the unique needs of students, that they could
differentiate instruction without doing 25 individual lesson plans.

Participants also discussed the importance of evaluation. They noted
that just as a good photograph reveals details about the person in the pic-
ture, effective assessment gives important details about what the students
know and are able to do at one particular moment. Traditional assessment
tools, such as tests with multiple choice, true/false, and matching ques-
tions, were compared with alternative assessment forms, such as open-
ended questions, essays, portfolios, presentations, and performance tasks.
Participating teachers critiqued each type of assessment by asking the fol-
lowing questions:

● What would a student need to know to answer this question?
● What would I know about a student who responded correctly?
● What would I know about a student who responded incorrectly?
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The teachers learned that using a variety of assessment tools gives a bet-
ter picture of student achievement. Because rubrics are a fast way to mea-
sure overall quality, the teachers developed individual rubrics that could
be used for evaluation in their own classrooms.

Teachers completed an inventory using the theory of multiple intelli-
gences to identify their preferred modalities. They participated in activi-
ties ranging from singing math facts to dramatizing the lives of the
Pilgrims to writing five key statements describing themselves. As they
worked through the activities, they soon realized that for each individual,
some activities were easier to learn than others. They applied this lesson
to their students. By designing activities based on multiple intelligences,
they helped ensure students’ success. 

The interactive sharing proved to be most beneficial to participating
teachers. This was demonstrated during the final videoconferencing ses-
sion, when mentors and beginning teachers chose projects to complete.
During the video sessions, each pair shared what they were working on
and asked for input. One pair shared a unit about the ocean. The other
participants suggested related activities, such as building ocean dioramas
and searching Web sites for information about ocean life. 

Throughout the Connections program, teachers completed journals in
which they reflected on what they had learned in each session. At the
next session, they explained how they applied their new knowledge in the
classroom. Then they analyzed the outcomes. Both the beginning teach-
ers and the mentors participated in this process to foster continual
improvement.

Improving Teacher Retention in Rural Schools
The results from the first year of the Connections program showed a sig-
nificant improvement in the retention of beginning teachers in one
school district and a slight gain in the other. In Robeson County, 80 per-
cent of the participating beginning teachers returned for the second year,
compared with a retention rate of 67 percent for all beginning teachers in
the system. In Vance County, 72 percent of the participating teachers
returned to the county, compared with 70 percent of all beginning teach-
ers in that system. An even larger percentage of teachers remained in
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teaching but did not return to the same school system—86 percent for
Robeson County and 90 percent for Vance County. These first-year sta-
tistics demonstrate the difference that this program makes in the reten-
tion of beginning teachers. 

Participant evaluations revealed another important result of this project.
A high level of trust and support developed among all the participants
through their sharing. Not only did the beginning teachers experience
growth, but the mentors also grew as a result of the enhanced mentoring
process. Mentors mentioned that the variety of newly generated ideas
helped improve their classroom instruction. They appreciated the ideas
shared by novice teachers and felt reaffirmed about their own practice. 

The program continues, and researchers plan to monitor its results over
the next few years. In the meantime, Connections II, the second year of
the program, continues to serve beginning teachers and their mentors—
in an effort to ultimately improve the quality of education for the children
of North Carolina.
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Resurrecting Hope: Knowing the
Facts, Imagining the Future

Anna Ershler Richert

When all the news seems bad, maintaining hope seems impossible. 
But by acknowledging problems, teacher-researchers can begin to understand

and deal with them—and, ultimately, to resurrect the sense 
of hope that led them to the teaching profession

.

Hope is the physician of each misery. 
—Irish proverb 

Ican think of nothing more important to the success of education than
hope: parents’ hope for their children’s well-being, the community’s

hope for its schools’ success in producing good citizens, and teachers’ hope
for making a difference in their students’ lives. Many of us who work in
and around schools understand the complexity of the enterprise of school-
ing in modern life and believe that hope is fundamental to the success of
education. And so, in an era that seems to have lost faith—or hope—in
public education, I see a need to address hope—how to foster it among
teachers and how to resurrect it when it is lost. 

I have learned a great deal about what I have come to see as a crisis of
hope from my students who are teaching in the public schools of
California. Their stories reveal not only the importance and power of
hope but also the challenge of sustaining it. Diane’s story provides one
example.

Diane’s Last Day 
Diane was a student teacher in an Oakland, California, public school, and
I was her teacher in the education department at Mills College. Diane
planned the last day of her class for weeks. She baked cupcakes, made
cards, and prepared a speech for her 7th graders. Diane wrote a personal
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comment for each of her 28 students. She intended to begin her last day
with a speech in which she would recall an anecdote about each child. 

“You will always be my first group of students,” she planned to say. “I
will never forget any of you.” 

As Diane described her proposed last day to me, she told me about
Lance, who finally managed to get to school on time five days in a row,
and Misubi, whose journal details of her boat trip to the United States
gave Diane nightmares for weeks. She laughed about Tyrone’s grand-
mother, who came to class and insisted that Tyrone sing with her before
giving a talk about gospel choirs. She bragged about Pei-Wing, who fig-
ured out the mathematics of enlarging the class’s mural to fit in the hall—
even though she couldn’t string together an English sentence. She
brought pictures of Maria, whose project on chili tomatoes won third
place in the district’s science fair, an event that brought much pride to
Portable No. 3 where Diane held her class. 

I must admit that I felt relief as Diane told me of her plans to close the
year. I had come close to abandoning my commitment to placing teach-
ers in the city’s often-troubled schools when one student was removed
from Diane’s classroom because he had a gun in his backpack and another
student’s brother was killed in a drive-by shooting near the school. That
a hard year was ending made Diane’s preparations for closing the year
especially poignant.

Our conversation was filled with emotion. Diane spoke of what she had
learned from each child and how she was learning to trust the human
capacity to “transcend the struggles of everyday life.” I thought about how
necessary trust is for teachers and children in schools. Through her tears,
she marveled at the genius of her students. I listened and marveled at the
genius of mine. It had been a long, hard road for Diane. Juggling her own
novice teaching skills in a setting beset with struggle, despair, hope, expec-
tation, and love was almost more than she could bear. But she survived. 

In spite of her careful planning, however, Diane’s special day of cele-
bration failed to materialize. Instead, as she rounded the bend into the
school parking lot for her last day, she saw a pillar of thick gray smoke. 

Tyrone was the first of her students to see her as she approached the
back of the building that separated the main school from the 21-year-old
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“temporary” portables that housed close to one-quarter of the school’s
classes. 

“Ms. D, we’re in trouble,” he screamed. “The portable’s been burned
down!” 

Shock consumed Diane as she stood in the crowd of students and teach-
ers watching the firefighters pull pieces of furniture from the ashes: desks,
chairs, and the bookcase from the back of the room. Davis, her student
from the Philippines, thought that he saw the desk he had carved his
name on being pulled from the rubble. Diane felt Maria, the science fair
winner, move closer and grab her arm. Occasionally Maria would heave a
big sob.

“Too bad we didn’t get here sooner,” Diane tried to joke with her.
“Maybe our tears would have stopped the fire. Do you know what hap-
pened?” 

“The 8th graders were mad at Mr. Westin,” Maria explained, “so they
burned down his room. Ours went down with it. What will we do?” 

“What will we do?” Diane repeated to me as she sat in my office. She
continued her story, “I could think of nothing to say to Maria. I felt so
lost.” 

This was not the first time that Diane was at a loss for an answer to a
student’s question. Nor was it the first time that I was at a loss for words
to support a student of mine. I stood face to face with the stark reality of
waning hope among the teachers that I know. 

Sustaining Hope in Difficult Times 
Although the burning of a classroom is not an everyday experience for
teachers, it illustrates how vulnerable hope is—and how quickly it can
disintegrate. Diane’s story is not unique in its description of the conditions
of many urban schools: overcrowding that requires portable classrooms;
uncertainty that arises from teaching children whose language and life
experiences are different from the teacher’s; frustration and anger among
students that sometimes leads to violent behavior; and painful events that
can create a sense of helplessness and hopelessness for teachers. 

Diane cares deeply about her work and about the students she teaches.
However, she faces societal and school conditions that strongly challenge
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her ability to teach. But her experience after the fire opened unexpected
avenues toward restoring hope. 

Diane’s students were one important source of inspiration; their care for
one another—and for her—amazed her. They comforted one another in
the face of their loss and talked about the importance of school in their
lives. As they reflected on the fire and its impact, they expressed their
desire to become more vigilant about making their school safe. The par-
ents of Diane’s students were also outraged by the fire and expressed sen-
timents about the importance of school that mirrored those of their chil-
dren. 

Diane’s student-teacher colleagues provided great solace as well. They
spent hours with her after the fire, discussing how schools must help stu-
dents deal with their anger in productive ways and how significant rela-
tionships with teachers make this possible. 

The entire experience was so moving that Diane decided to change her
career plans and teach middle school instead of high school. She finished
the year determined to take on the challenges that she and her student-
teaching classmates identified as significant in their discussions of this
painful yet inspiring event.

Creating a Context for Nurturing Hope 
How do teachers hold on to hope, given the difficulties they face? What
conditions in the schools and in the profession foster hope? I have gar-
nered new insights about teaching and hope from a group of teachers with
whom I work in a teacher research project on school change. More than
100 teachers have engaged in active inquiry about change efforts at their
school sites. In the course of my study, the emotional and spiritual sides of
school work and school change have become clearer to me. 

Before I began to think systematically about the stories and other data
from the teacher researchers, I read what Hargreaves (1997), Fullan
(1997), Sarason (1990), and others had written on the emotional aspects
of school change work. But not until I had spent considerable time with
the teacher-researchers did I recognize the serious lack of hope for teach-
ers. Through my participation in the research project, I now understand
some possible mechanisms for restoring hope when it appears lost. 
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Restoring Hope by Providing Access to Change 
My interest in hope and its connection to the teacher research project was
sparked as the teacher-researchers began to analyze their material. Their
data revealed in no uncertain terms serious problems with schooling and
with school reform: Student scores were not going up markedly; poor chil-
dren of color were performing in the lowest quartile; teachers were dis-
couraged about the lack of progress toward reform. Yet, as the teacher-
researchers reviewed their school reform data, I noticed an interesting
occurrence: Contrary to my expectations, the teacher-researchers
appeared more hopeful as the project proceeded, even though the data
indicated little progress toward real reform and only slight (if any)
improvement in student outcomes.

What alerted me to this seemingly incongruous reaction was my own
response to the data: When I first encountered them, I had difficulty 
seeing beyond the bleak results. The teacher-researchers, however,
responded differently: They were relieved. For the first time, they had a
clear view of what was “really happening” in their schools. Amazingly, the
data sparked a new commitment on their part to the work of change, a
new capacity for doing it knowingly, and, consequently, a renewed sense
of hope. How was this so? 

For starters, the teacher-researchers were able to see more in the data
than the simple numbers showed. In fact, the full composite of data
revealed that the study itself produced positive indicators: Fellow teach-
ers were happy to be asked about their ideas concerning reform; parents
reported being more interested and knowledgeable as a result of being
included in the survey; students became intrigued in their teachers’ grow-
ing interest in what works and what does not. As I watched the teacher-
researchers do their research work, and as I listened to them share many
stories about change, I recognized how facing the truth can rekindle hope. 

Karen’s School 
Karen’s research offers a telling example of how one teacher revived hope
by, paradoxically, collecting what appeared at first glance to be data that
seemed anything but hopeful. Karen is a seasoned teacher who has spent
most of her career teaching English in the high school where she con-
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ducted her research. At the outset of her project, she expressed substan-
tial concern about what she saw as a collapse of morale among students at
her school. 

Her school is located on the outskirts of the San Francisco Bay Area
and serves two widely diverse communities: a large immigrant population
of children whose parents work in the agricultural industry of the area and
the children of the landed wealthy on whose property the immigrants
work. In presenting her research question, Karen explained that as the
immigrant population grew at her school, and as the welcoming climate
for immigrants simultaneously declined in the state, she noticed growing
hostility among the students on her campus. There were more fights in
the hallways and more expressions of racist and sexist sentiments in stu-
dent writings for her class. 

Karen began her study wondering whether what she perceived as
increased racism and sexism on campus was actually occurring and
whether other teachers also perceived this shift in attitude over the same
period. She also wondered whether the various reform efforts at her
school were having any impact on student beliefs and attitudes about race,
class, and gender. 

Karen collected data from a variety of sources. She reviewed materials
that students had written for her class; she surveyed students about their
ideas, beliefs, and feelings regarding different ethnic groups on campus—
and about school life in general; she interviewed several students; and she
surveyed her colleagues, interviewing several of them as well as the prin-
cipal.

Her collected data presented Karen with a dismal picture indeed. Not
only did the students appear to be racist and sexist in their views, but they
were also even more racist than she had imagined, and more sexist as well.
Although her colleagues were also alarmed at what seemed to be a grow-
ing tension among student groups, Karen found that no one was clear
about what to do, and a good number expressed hopelessness in the face
of community pressure and growing statewide anti-immigrant sentiment. 

In spite of these findings, Karen gained energy for her work: “Ironically,
as I collect more data regarding privileges based on gender, race, and class,
I feel less defeated and vulnerable.” She explained that standing apart
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from the problem in order to study it allowed her to piece together the
puzzle more clearly and accurately. In turn, her understanding of the prob-
lem grew, and she felt for the first time free enough to begin to imagine
how to address it. Before she had taken a systematic look at the situation
at her school, she was consumed by it and unable to see her way clear to
act. When the research took her out of the emotional midst of the prob-
lem and placed her in the position of being both an observer and an ana-
lyzer, she was able to experience curiosity about what really was going on.
As she began to see more clearly, she felt a growing sense of hope. 

Part of the clarity came from Karen’s growing understanding of the super-
ficiality of the students’ rhetoric about race. As she listened closely to their
words in follow-up interviews, Karen learned that their positions on matters
of race were not deeply held. In fact, the students largely had little under-
standing of race and of the racial politics of their community. Karen found
that in substantive conversations, many of her students were quick to aban-
don their opinions. As she learned more about what her students said and
what they meant, Karen understood more clearly how she could teach
them. The possibility of a new course of action renewed her sense of hope.

Joan and Arturo’s Study 
Joan and Arturo’s experience gave me further insight into the value of
inquiry in restoring hope, even when that inquiry reveals troubled condi-
tions in schools. Joan is the head of the English department at a large
comprehensive high school in the San Francisco Bay area; Arturo is a
novice math teacher. As a research team, they decided to study one effect
of California’s reduced class size initiative, which began in 1992 in
California’s 9th grade English classes. Their research question was
whether putting fewer students in a class affected writing achievement.
Their data consisted largely of the writing scores of the 9th graders over a
six-year period.

Joan was especially interested in looking at these scores in a systematic
way. She knew “in her bones” that she could teach better with fewer stu-
dents in her class. Having fewer students allowed her to respond more
fully and quickly to their work, to listen more carefully to their comments
in class, and to be more available when they needed additional help.
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Arturo envied his colleagues in the English department and was eager to
document the beneficial effects of this program so that he could argue for
reducing class size for the math department as well. 

When their data came in, the disappointment that Joan and Arturo felt
was profound. Smaller classes had not resulted in improved scores; the
writing scores did not change. As chair of the department, Joan was espe-
cially disappointed. But, as with Karen, the results sparked new interest
that brought new direction and focus to her work—and renewed hope. 

This path to hope was not easy or obvious, however. The discourage-
ment that Joan and Arturo both felt initially was a response to the stark
truth they were forced to face on reviewing their data. They had deep
concern for their students, whose chances for success did not appear
improved by a reduction in class size. They were also concerned for their
colleagues, whose efforts had not yielded the outcomes toward which they
had worked so hard. Moreover, they were sad for their students’ parents,
who had entrusted them to teach their children well. 

To complicate matters, Joan and Arturo were afraid to call attention to
the negative data. They were fearful that their results would lead to a reac-
tionary response: Class size would go up, and support for reform would
wane. Additionally, they were concerned that school colleagues, antici-
pating positive results, would question their credibility as researchers. 

Despite these concerns, Arturo and Joan worked diligently to under-
stand their data. One strategy was to place their findings in a larger con-
text. They asked themselves about testing in general, for example: What
do we know about tests? Is the writing assessment we use a good indicator
of writing achievement? They asked themselves about demographics and
its possible relationship to their results: What do we know about our stu-
dent population over this six-year period; were there any significant
changes that might help explain our results? They asked themselves about
the reduced class size program as it was being studied across the state:
What are other schools finding from their reduced class size programs?
Are other schools learning something that might help us understand what
our data show? 

Many of Joan’s teacher-researcher colleagues were studying the effects
of class size reduction at their elementary schools. Joan noticed in her dis-
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cussions with them that they emphasized changed pedagogy as an impor-
tant corollary to smaller class size, something she had not considered. She
explained, “When we reduced class size in English, we didn’t talk about
changing our pedagogy because we had fewer students. We simply taught
the same way but with fewer numbers.” 

The conversation in our research group sparked Joan’s thinking about
how teaching writing might be different for smaller classes. Her insight led
to a departmental meeting at which she presented both the negative data
and her emerging idea about how the department could change the peda-
gogy of writing. Citing the work of her teacher-researcher colleagues, she
initiated a conversation that led directly to the development of new teach-
ing strategies and changed pedagogy for the subsequent spring semester. For
example, Joan instituted a new program of peer review that gave students
more feedback about their writing than she could provide on her own. 

Before participating in the teacher-researcher conversations, Joan had
operated under—and had not moved beyond—the belief that with fewer
students, she could offer more feedback. She had not yet revised her
thinking to consider the many new grouping strategies available for a
smaller class. As Joan and Arturo discussed their data with both the
teacher-researchers and their colleagues in the English department, they
began to feel more hopeful that such changes would be effective.

Though the writing-score data for this year are not yet in, Joan and
Arturo have begun to analyze the data they are collecting about teacher
attitudes associated with these new efforts in the English department.
Both teachers express new hope and enthusiasm. As Arturo said, “Teacher
research is powerful because it gives you insights that you would not oth-
erwise have.” He added, “You can initiate change so that hope exists.” As
was true for Karen, when Arturo gained clarity about the situation at his
school, he felt empowered to take new action. 

Teacher Learning, Action, and Hope 

The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas
in the mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to function. One
should, for instance, be able to see that things are hopeless, and yet be
determined to make them otherwise. 

—F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Crack-Up
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As teachers see possibility in the world where they work, and as they learn
how to learn more about that world, they are better situated to act in new
ways because they understand more fully the realities they face. Said one
teacher, 

I am understanding better what’s going on at school as a result of surveys,
meetings, and informal talks with teachers. This gives me a better per-
spective of what needs to be done and what I can do to help.

And another corroborated, 

Through this project, I’ve learned to understand more about the process
of change: its messy parts, its backward steps, and finally some little glim-
mering of positive movement. It has made me a more responsive and risk-
taking teacher.

This risk-taking quality signifies a changed stance toward practice that
is exemplified by Joan, who risked approaching her faculty with the sad
results conveyed in the writing scores and her new ideas about changing
classroom practice. It is what Arturo referred to when he suggested that
new insights provide an impetus for initiating change. 

Many of the teacher-researchers reported this willingness to initiate
change. It is what connects many of them to a renewed sense of hope.
Because of what they are coming to know more comprehensively and
clearly about their school work, they feel confident to step into the uncer-
tain and changing world of practice with new ideas, new plans, new
actions, and new questions. One teacher explained,

I don’t have to do something one way just because it’s an entrenched
method. I can try something different, watch the results and modify it
again, and watch the results and modify it again. 

Being able to stop the action of teaching in order to ask questions and
taking the time to pursue the answers systematically are essential to the
process of changing attitudes and actions in teaching. As one teacher
remarked, 

What I’ve learned from this teacher-research experience is that without
the time to reflect and discuss concerns, there is little hope of changing
anything within our school culture.

What I have learned from the Teacher Action Research Project is that
when teachers engage in honest inquiry, even if that inquiry presents dis-
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heartening findings, hope arises. This engagement of teachers becomes a
transcendent force for changing practice in individual schools and the
world of education in general. When hope is resurrected and nourished, it
connects teachers with the motives that brought them to the profession
in the first place. When we resurrect hope, we resurrect the spirit of pos-
sibility, promise, and change for our schools.
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Preparing to Teach 
in Holistic Classrooms

Kristin Guest and Jeffrey Anderson

Seattle University’s Master in Teaching Program prepares new teachers 
to be holistic educators through collaboration, the arts, and service learning.

By challenging and encouraging their students, teachers invite stu-
dents’ awareness of the possibilities within themselves and of their

ability to serve others. How can we prepare new teachers to have the
knowledge, skills, and habits of mind to teach holistically and effectively?
The Master in Teaching (MIT) Program at Seattle University brings these
things within reach.

Picture these classrooms of MIT graduates:
● Janet Barks, Victoria Carver, and Devorra Eisenberg collaborate in

designing and implementing a 9th Grade Academy, a team-designed,
team-taught integrated curriculum.

● Meg Mahoney’s 6th graders are studying endangered species. Their
unit culminates in a series of dance scenarios narrated by students, who
create and read from “interviews” with endangered species.

● John Traynor’s high school students engage in service learning with
urban social service agencies in Seattle as part of a social studies “Urban
Plunge Weekend.”

These beginning teachers were prepared in a program that has at its
heart a holistic model of teaching (Miller, 1998). A central foundation of
Seattle University’s MIT Program, based on its Jesuit tradition, is that “we
endeavor to assist our students to become knowledgeable, skilled, and
confident; to grow in breadth of perspective and depth of concern; and to
develop their spiritual and ethical talents.” Feedback from principals sug-
gests that program graduates are highly successful first-year teachers who
move quickly into leadership roles.
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Program Overview
The MIT Program, a 60-credit, four-quarter graduate program, prepares
students to succeed as first-year teachers, helping them evolve from begin-
ning to master teachers and leaders in their schools. Throughout the pro-
gram, students move back and forth between university course work and
work in schools, spending approximately 50 percent of their time in each
setting. The program features multiple field experiences with strong
supervisory support and incorporates peer collaboration with team-teach-
ing approaches.

Students begin the MIT Program with a week of intensive study called
“The Teacher As Reflective Decision Maker,” which examines cultural,
social, political, and ethical issues related to schooling in the 21st centu-
ry. It also prepares students to be skilled observers in schools. After a two-
week field experience observing schools, students gather for a retreat,
“The Arts and Cultural Diversity.” 

In the first full quarter of the program, we alternate instruction in uni-
versity classes on “Learners and Instruction” and placement with a peer
coach in a school setting. All students begin the second quarter with a
component on early adolescent development, instruction, and curricu-
lum, as well as a middle school field experience. This is followed by a focus
on methods for the elementary or secondary level, provided partially at
school sites and taught jointly by university and public school faculty. 

The next extended quarter focuses on student teaching, followed by a
reflective teaching seminar during the final quarter. In this seminar, stu-
dents complete a self-assessment and develop a professional improvement
plan that provides guidance and support for their first year as teachers. 

Throughout the program, we interweave applications of technology. In
addition, all students carry out a group action research project; receive
instruction in academic service learning; and participate in a service-
learning project with K–12 teachers, students, and community members.

Four aspects of the MIT preparation are particularly important to the
effectiveness of our training new teachers: a focus on collaboration, the
arts in the classroom, preparation for Washington State’s learning goals
and essential learning requirements, and service learning.
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Collaboration: Caring and Connection in Classrooms
Our teacher preparation program operates from the premise that if our
faculty models collaboration and community, and if students experience
these caring relationships, then students will be more likely to collaborate
as beginning teachers and to create caring communities in their own
classrooms.

Collaboration is essential to the entire design, delivery, and outcome of
the MIT Program. Faculty members collaborate in course curriculum
development and refinement, and most courses are team taught. Students
proceed through the program as members of a cohort, which gives them
the opportunity to create and experience a learning community. 

During the first quarter, students work in cooperative groups as they
learn about the theoretical basis of cooperative learning and apply strate-
gies to their own lesson designs. To reinforce the idea that teachers can be
excellent resources, we place students in their second field experience in
peer coaching pairs to observe and give feedback to each other during their
early classroom teaching. By working largely in groups both on service-
learning projects and action research, beginning teachers learn not only to
survive, but also to thrive during their initial years in the classroom.

As a natural outgrowth of our collaborative efforts, MIT graduates Janet,
Victoria, and Devorra are piloting a 9th Grade Academy at Nathan Hale
High School in Seattle. The Academy has team-designed and team-deliv-
ered instructional blocks, during which language arts, social studies, science,
and health are integrated. Faculty teams meet daily to discuss curriculum
and student progress. They foster community through service-learning pro-
jects and mentoring groups in which each faculty member mentors 21 stu-
dents daily throughout the students’ four years of high school.

Creativity: The Arts in Classrooms
Meg Mahoney’s students use movement to understand and express their
academic learning. This is another example of the MIT Program’s holis-
tic mission. Early in their teacher preparation, MIT students and faculty
gather for a two-day residential retreat on the arts and cultural diversity.
A cadre of experienced and skillful artists, who are also gifted teachers,
engage students in music, movement, drama, and the visual arts, intro-
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duces participants to ways in which all the arts can be integrated into
classrooms.

At the retreat, teacher candidates explore how movement can enhance
academic instruction. To learn language arts, for example, they spell words
with body letters and act out nouns and verbs. For social studies, students
focus on dance elements from four countries and improvise dance with
authentic music from these cultures. Students move in different counts to
gain a kinesthetic understanding of number value in math, and they form
geometric terms with body shapes. In science, students may create a
cinquain about a scientific concept—for example, electricity or
typhoons—and act out the cinquain through movement as it is read
aloud. In addition, our dramatists help students “inhabit history” as they
listen to a concise narrative of a historic event, identify the important
roles in the event, and then explore the events through role play.

Through such experiences, teacher candidates’ creativity explodes as
they see possibilities for teaching with and through the arts. But perhaps
the most exciting outcome of the retreat involves touching the spirit. At
every retreat, a number of students, recalling with pain and tears past
experiences that convinced them that they could not sing, dance, or draw,
break through personal barriers as they risk expressing themselves through
an artistic medium.

We continue to explore the arts at subsequent points in the program,
and we encourage and model creativity. For example, students employ les-
son-planning models that require them to address diverse learning styles
and that involve active, concrete, intuitive, visual, and metaphorical ways
of introducing concepts. For several assignments, MIT students have the
option of synthesizing course themes and their own insights by writing
poetry, composing music, creating a painting or sculpture, or shooting a
video. These experiences allow program graduates to consider alternative
means of performance assessment and to touch their own students’ spirits
through the arts.

Preparing to Address New Standards
Seattle University’s School of Education, which houses the MIT Program,
and three school district partners, the Everett, Northshore, and Shoreline
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districts, are involved in a pilot program funded by Goals 2000 and the
Stuart Foundation to develop a program for beginning teachers. The pilot
allowed us to assess the needs of first- and second-year teachers and to
consider how the MIT Program could better prepare beginning teachers.
The goal is to align preservice and professional certification programs. 

Other districts across the country may also benefit from one of the out-
comes, a matrix of knowledge and skills that articulates the developmen-
tal learning process of a teacher (Simpson, 1997). This matrix, on which
a set of rubrics are based, guides instruction and assessment of student
learning in the MIT Program through a performance-based model.

During the second quarter of the MIT Program, students preparing to
teach in elementary and secondary schools develop unit plans on the basis
of Washington State’s “Essential Academic Learning Requirements.” In
these plans, students must identify specific learning targets and create
multiple forms of assessments, including pretesting and posttesting. While
student teaching, student teachers gather evidence from seven of their
students, each representing a different level of performance, to document
the positive impact that the student teacher had on learning. The student
teachers’ reflections serve as a basis for a professional growth plan in their
first years of teaching.

Service-Learning: Caring in the Community
Within the context of a caring community, “Service Leadership” is a two-
quarter credit course required of all new teachers in the MIT Program.
The primary goal is to facilitate their understanding of collaborative
efforts with the larger community through academic service learning.

Service learning integrates meaningful service to one’s school or com-
munity with academic learning and structured reflection on the service
experience (Krystal, 1998). This teaching method asks students to apply
academic skills and content to the act of serving others. 

While still an MIT student, John Traynor collaborated with teachers at
Seattle Prep High School to plan and implement an intensive service-
learning experience for 50 high school students. These sophomores were
enrolled in two sections of a course that integrated world history, religion,
and English. John collaborated with other teachers to implement an
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“Urban Plunge Weekend.”
John worked with students to explore ways to learn about issues of

homelessness, poverty, and hunger and to contribute to improving the
lives of people caught in these circumstances. The Urban Plunge involved
two weeks of in-class study of these urban problems, followed by a week-
end in which students spent more than 15 hours serving in homeless shel-
ters, food banks, and other social service agencies in and near downtown
Seattle. Students prepared and served food, socialized with agency clients,
cleaned facilities, and ran errands at three homeless shelters. At night, all
50 students returned to the Seattle Prep gym where they slept on the floor
in sleeping bags and reflected on their experiences.

Many students had emotional experiences during the weekend as they
developed insights about and appreciation for the people they met. As the
students reflected on what happened, the group expressed a commitment
to work on underlying issues of social justice. 

John was also deeply affected by the weekend:

I find myself constantly looking for opportunities to incorporate 
service-learning projects in my classes. I believe these activities lead to
enhanced empathy and improved citizenship, compassion, and community
involvement.

MIT Service-Learning Outcomes
John’s experiences are not unique. About one-third of MIT graduates
implemented a service-learning project during the first year of teaching 
at elementary, middle, or high school levels, and 85 percent intend to 
do so in their future teaching. Their K–12 students have created a school 
garden; donated food to homeless shelters; written, illustrated, read, and
donated books (in both Spanish and English) to childcare centers; tutored
recent immigrants to pass citizenship tests; tested water quality and
worked on adopt-a-stream projects; and learned many things while 
serving others.

While in the MIT Program, our preservice teachers have assisted more
than 5,000 students, 60 teachers from 35 schools, and thousands of com-
munity members. Ninety-nine percent of the experienced teachers
requested that MIT students return to provide more service-learning assis-
tance in their classrooms, and we have a waiting list of school sites for
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placing our students. Most important, 21 percent of the experienced
teachers said that they would not have attempted service learning with-
out the MIT students’ help.

Beginning and experienced teachers often find that service learning is
a challenge to use as a pedagogy. To assist MIT graduates who are new
teachers, we place many of our current students with our graduates for the
25-hour service-learning field experience. Collaboration helps our begin-
ning teachers incorporate service learning into their teaching repertoire.

So the ripples spread. Through the themes of collaboration and com-
munity, the arts, performance-based learning, and service learning, MIT
students prepare themselves to touch the lives of tomorrow’s students.
These new teachers kindle joy and meaning in teaching and learning,
enabling their students to grow in breadth of perspective and depth of
concern.
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Keeping Good Teachers: 
Lessons from Novices

Catherine M. Brighton

Going to the source—the new teachers themselves—helps us understand 
why they leave the teaching profession and what we can do 

to encourage them to stay.

Nationally, 60 percent of current teachers are eligible to retire in the
next six years, which will leave many classrooms in urgent need of

teachers. Other factors that affect an increased demand for teachers are
growing school enrollments and state and national mandates to lower
teacher-student ratios.1 This need for teachers makes the high attrition
rate among teachers entering the profession alarming. What can we do to
keep these beginning teachers in the classroom?

My job is to mentor and coach teachers, many of whom are novices
identified by their principals as needing support and additional training.
I see beginning teachers face the challenges that cause frustration and
job dissatisfaction. For example, Carly, a second-year teacher in a south-
ern urban school system, works with me to gain additional classroom
instruction:

I thought I knew all there was to know about teaching children. I graduated
with my masters’ degree. My student teaching experience was really positive;
I easily related to my colleagues as well as to the children and their parents. 

I knew there was trouble when my new principal started our first staff
meeting with “you have the morning to move into your new classrooms” and
all that I was moving into my classroom was in my backpack. I didn’t know
whom to ask or where to look for help, and I was so afraid of looking unpre-
pared. 

The rest of the year I felt like I was running to catch up with my col-
leagues. At the second staff meeting, the principal asked volunteers to share
the best thing that happened during the last week. The best thing was that I
didn’t cry in front of the children.
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Carly is not alone. Studies suggest that frustrated by the demands of the
job and the struggle to maintain control of student behavior, 30 percent
of beginning teachers quit within the first five years; the attrition rate is
often higher in urban districts and specialty fields.

Why Beginning Teachers Leave
Before we can suggest solutions to the problem of teacher attrition, we must
understand why new teachers leave the field. Four major trends emerge
from the literature as well as from the testimonies of novice teachers. 

1. The expectations and scope of the job overwhelm novice teachers.
Teaching is a difficult job even for experienced educators. Meeting the
needs of all students in increasingly diverse school settings, efficiently
handling the excessive paperwork, demonstrating time management, 
and negotiating in a political environment challenge the most savvy edu-
cator. Establishing positive connections between home and school are
additional burdens for new teachers. Some parents communicate 
reticence about dealing with new teachers, fearing that they are largely
unorganized, inexperienced, and unable to control student behavior. 

2. Novice teachers experience disparity between their preparation and the
expectations of the job. The student teaching experience is misleading
because the cooperating teacher and the student teacher share job respon-
sibilities. Administrators usually choose cooperating teachers on the basis
of their demonstrated effectiveness and their willingness to mentor new
teachers. Additionally, the student teaching experience typically begins
after the cooperating teacher has established classroom climate, rapport
with parents, and behavior and work expectations. The cooperating
teacher supervises closely so that he is able to rescue the student teacher
from lessons gone awry. The student teacher is easily lulled into believing
that these elements will be givens in her future classroom. But no such
safety net exists for first-year teachers. 

3. Novice teachers feel isolated and unsupported in their classrooms.
Education students are largely trained (including the practicum experi-
ence) in a collaborative environment in which teamwork, group activi-
ties, and brainstorming are emphasized. However, in real life, teachers are
usually the only adult in a room of children during the instructional day.
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The discrepancy between these two environments causes feelings of iso-
lation and desertion. Further, veteran teachers sometimes view complet-
ing the first year of teaching as a rite of passage that translates into the
belief that “if I could do it, you can do it. If you can’t, you aren’t as strong
as I am.”

4. A gap emerges between novice teachers’ expectations and the realities of
the job. Novice teachers are optimists, certain that they can change the
world and the children in their charge. Many young people enter the field
of education for the same reasons that others join the Peace Corps or
other service organizations. They see their mission as shaping the lives
and the minds of children. Once these idealistic teachers enter their class-
rooms, they are often discouraged that the work is so challenging, the
children are so needy, and the expectations are so high. New teachers
don’t leave because of the difficulty, but feel disheartened that the reality
is so different from their expectations. 

Advice from Novice Teachers
By listening to our own novice teachers talk about new-teacher induc-
tion, we might learn the key to decreasing novice teacher attrition. The
following solutions might keep new teachers in the field. 

Solution 1: Provide nonthreatening feedback about teaching performance. A
beginning teacher shared concerns about the teacher evaluation process
at her school.

I feel torn about taking risks. I am so eager to try new things, but I am
afraid to not have everything go perfectly for my formal observations 
(the only time I get feedback from my boss). I don’t want to fall on my
face taking a risk, so I play it safe and do the boring whole-group lessons
where I can keep total control of my classroom. I wish I could try new
things and get honest feedback from someone who knows me and what 
I am trying to do.

New teachers seek opportunities for feedback about their teaching per-
formance, yet are simultaneously afraid that administrators and supervisors
could use this feedback against them. Some new teachers hesitate to ask
questions for fear of looking inadequate. This contradiction often encour-
ages a new teacher to play it safe in formal observations instead of feeling
confident about taking instructional risks. Supporting new teachers with
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better feedback would benefit administrators. The success of the new
teachers reflects positively on building administrators; conversely, teacher
attrition is seen as their failure. 

Solution 2: Give new teachers dedicated support from a mentor who isn’t a
colleague or a supervisor. Because new teachers want to contribute ideas
and suggestions, colleagues do not always see them as being needy. A staff
member dedicated to work specifically with new teachers can identify
their needs and offer help. One new teacher put it this way:

It’s helpful to talk to Brenda, my mentor, about things I can’t reveal to my
peers or my boss. I don’t always want to take peer teachers’ ideas and
implement them, but I don’t want them to stop sharing with me because 
I didn’t implement this one idea. I want to share with my peers, show off
for my boss, but I want to get real with my mentor. 

Mentors should be veteran teachers, fully aware of school and district
expectations for teachers. In an elementary school in Charlotte, North
Carolina, a veteran educator who left her full-time assignment on mater-
nity leave now mentors novice teachers. The creatively funded, one-
third-time position meets the needs of the school as well as those of the
mentor teacher. In this model, the beginning teacher gets the benefit of
collegial support as well as a dedicated staff member focused on his or her
specific situation.

Solution 3: Provide teachers with tiered expectations—a gradual induction
into the profession—for responsibilities involving outside duties, class assign-
ments, and committee work. New teachers are often shocked to realize that
they have more duties, more challenging classes, and more committee
expectations than their more experienced peers do. The added expecta-
tions beyond regular teaching duties are often the straws that break the
backs of new teachers. Gradually assigning responsibilities and duties can
be a gentle way of indoctrinating new teachers. They will be more pre-
pared, and subsequently more successful, if we present new challenges in
small, incremental steps. 

Solution 4: Release new teachers from regular duties so that they can grow in
professional skills and acclimate to their new role as teacher. The isolation that
a new teacher feels can be alleviated by periodic opportunities to network
and collaborate with other educators both in and out of the school. The
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opportunity to observe successful colleagues in action is inexpensive, yet
invaluable, professional development. Veterans often implement proce-
dures and routines so automatically that outside the context of the class-
room, they have difficulty explaining what they do. Other important rea-
sons to release new teachers include providing additional staff develop-
ment and time to research and plan lessons. 

Reducing some of the stress factors can decrease the sense of being
overwhelmed, a recurring lament from beginning teachers. The cost of
monthly substitutes to release these teachers from assigned duties is far less
than the costs of workshops, conferences, and outside consultants—not to
mention the cost of replacing these undersupported new teachers. 

Teaching children is hard work and requires intelligence, preparation,
creativity, determination, and perseverance. Some teachers who enter the
field don’t have these essential qualities and consequently leave classroom
teaching in search of a better career match. It is not for these teachers that
I worry. 

Instead, I worry about the bright, eager, and well-prepared teachers who
enter the field capable of making a difference but who leave shortly after
their initiation, feeling unsupported by colleagues and administrators. For
these people we must change our induction practices, reexamine our new-
teacher support models, and challenge one another and ourselves to be
supportive colleagues. The future of teaching depends on us.

Note
1 American Association for Employment and Education. (1998). Teacher supply

and demand in the United States: 1997 report. Evanston, IL: Author.
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What Teachers Like
(and Don’t Like) About Mandated

Induction Programs

Rob Danin and Margaret A. Bacon

Knowing “how things get done” and having a nurturing mentor 
and a supportive principal are important elements in a new teacher’s 

success, a Colorado survey finds. 

The mentor-mentee workshops? I have to go to those. . . . They’re state-
mandated. They’re interesting. . . . I get to meet other people, other first-
year teachers.

My mentor? He’s saved me so many times. . . . I’d have been lost without
him.

I can’t really remember any of the induction workshops. . . . I’m always so
tired when I get to the meetings.

If I need help, I always go to my mentor. . . . She’s just a very caring person,
very nurturing.

We know that novice teachers have a tough time surviving in our
profession. In the state of Colorado, we’ve been doing something

to help them, as these comments from first-year teachers indicate.
Induction programs—organized programs designed to ease newcomers
into teaching—have become the norm in many places, but the Colorado
Educator Licensing Act of 1991 requires teachers who want to progress
from the entry-level provisional teacher’s license to a professional license
to participate in a state-approved induction program. New teachers must
be assigned a mentor and must have access to opportunities to enhance
their classroom performance as well as to shape their own professional
development. Many districts conduct monthly induction workshops to
fulfill these requirements. 
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The induction idea makes intuitive sense, and the statistics on the dismal
retention rate of our profession support the need for it. If any of our schools
noted a 30 to 50 percent dropout rate, as the teaching profession does, we
would be appalled. After all, other professions spend time and energy devel-
oping their beginners. Would a new physician be given a caseload of the
most difficult patients with the most complex problems to solve? 

Learning to teach is a developmental process that takes more than a few
years of classes in educational theory and methods and a semester of stu-
dent teaching. And although student teaching should give preservice stu-
dents the real-life experience of conducting the day-to-day activities in a
school classroom, the shock of running their own classrooms overwhelms
many first-year teachers. “My student teaching was in a totally different
school—much smaller, much more community-oriented—not at all like
Washington. And I didn’t really create my own lessons—my cooperating
teacher had structured everything!” a first-year teacher explained. 

A study conducted throughout the state of Colorado in 1996 examined
how provisionally licensed teachers perceived the state-mandated induc-
tion program in their districts. We distributed a written survey to more
than 700 new teachers. Figure 1 shows a sample of the questions. 

The findings of this study, along with interviews conducted with 25
randomly selected first-year teachers, offer insights into the network of
support provided to the new teacher. We learned that the monthly induc-
tion meetings with new teachers were not the vital element for them;
instead, experiences that helped them adapt to school cultures and the
support of a mentor teacher and an administrator saved the new teachers. 

School Culture
An important goal of any induction program is to introduce new teachers
to the culture of their schools (Huling-Austin, 1988). Schools that stress
the importance of developing a professionally stimulating school culture
celebrate the importance of collaborative interactions among staff mem-
bers. These schools encourage cooperation, trust, and support within the
school community (Rosenholtz, 1989).

Teachers new to a school building must quickly learn the culture and
the related nuances that go along with the singular and collective 
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Figure 1

Excerpt from a Survey of Provisionally Licensed Teachers in
Colorado on the Induction Program in Their District

Please rate, on the basis of importance and actual experience, each of these fac-
tors in your teacher induction program.

Please respond to the following statements regarding your induction program by
marking each corresponding column in the way that best reflects your own feel-
ings and experiences.

Degree of Importance

not very 
important important

Was this included in 
your induction program?

a. planning lessons 1 2 3 4 5 Yes___ No___

b. motivating students 1 2 3 4 5 Yes___ No___

c. classroom organization 1 2 3 4 5 Yes___ No___

d. becoming familiar 
with subject matter 1 2 3 4 5 Yes___ No___

e. establishing realistic 
expectations of student 
behavior 1 2 3 4 5 Yes___ No___

My mentor teacher
was able to schedule
time for observation
and consultation.

I had opportunities to
learn new instruction-
al practices.

I learned how to 
conduct parent 
conferences.

__Yes __No __Yes __No __Yes __No __Yes __No

__Yes __No __Yes __No __Yes __No __Yes __No

__Yes __No __Yes __No __Yes __No __Yes __No

Occurred Is this 
activity 
necessary?

Did this 
contribute to
your success?

Did not
occur



What Teachers Like (And Don’t Like)

personalities of the staff. A school’s culture can have a direct effect on a
first-year teacher’s experience. The norms of a school can inhibit or
enhance the abilities of an induction program’s participants (Reiman &
Edelfelt, 1990). Without a knowledge of operating norms, any staff mem-
ber could feel isolated in the work environment. The same goes for know-
ing the community of parents and members-at-large for a particular
school. A vital part of teaching is acting in a diplomatic manner with the
stakeholders of the school district. Developing a team approach with both
the staff and community helps ensure a teacher’s success.

The culture of a building consists of not only the individuals inside its
walls, but also the school’s governing norms and procedural structures. In
the Colorado study, 59 percent of the teachers believed that, in their indi-
vidual school buildings, they were not adequately introduced to how
things get done. An overwhelming majority (79 percent) of these newly
hired teachers stated that their knowledge of the daily operations within
the school building led to their success in the classroom. Because the
building-level induction was insufficient, they had to rely on mentors and
other first-year teachers, workshops, and other staff members for this
information. It makes sense, then, to have building-based information be
an integral part of an induction program.

In contrast, 72 percent of the teachers found that districtwide induction
programs sufficiently covered the school district’s requirements. Districts
often use innovative methods such as bus tours to let newly hired 
teachers see the demographics of their school district. New teachers also
usually learn about district goals and operating procedures.

Role of the Mentor
For new teachers to have productive induction experiences, their senior
colleagues need to resurrect memories and feelings related to their profes-
sional beginnings. They must remember those teaching techniques that
did or did not work for them in their earlier years and share them with
teachers new to the profession so that they will not repeat the same 
mistakes (Tisher, 1979). Induction programs need to build in time for par-
ticipants to share experiences.
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The mentor teacher is an influential and cost-effective method for pro-
fessional development for first-year teachers (Huling-Austin, 1988).
Beginning teachers have expressed that their induction experience was
more satisfying when their mentor was trustworthy, supportive, and will-
ing to listen; valued confidentiality; and held similar pedagogical philoso-
phies (Reiman & Edelfelt, 1990). Those teachers who demonstrate men-
torship qualities have a tendency to reach out to others with encourage-
ment, technical knowledge to solve classroom problems, and enthusiasm
for learning new things  (Rosenholtz, 1989).

The Colorado study corroborated these research findings on the impor-
tance of the mentors  role in the induction process. A clear majority (88
percent) of the teachers in the Colorado study received this type of sup-
port. The teachers  comments we heard highlighted the emotional and
instructional assistance that mentors give to first-year teachers.

The key to the success of any induction program is the collegial rela-
tionship between the mentor and the new teacher. It makes sense to have
this relationship be the central focus for any organized induction program.
Although some teachers naturally assume a mentor’s cloak, most mentors
need training in this new role. The Colorado program calls for a mini-
mum of two days of training, which includes information on the role and
responsibilities of the mentor, coaching skills, and understanding the
mentee. As one mentor in a Colorado induction program stated,

I feel more comfortable about my role as a mentor now. I did so many
things by instinct and now I have a more organized approach. The train-
ing we received was really an eye-opener for me.

The Role of Administrator Support
New teachers perceive building principals to be a vital link in their suc-
cess. However, in schools that do not encourage professional growth, prin-
cipals do not feel obliged to help struggling first-year teachers (or any
teachers) find success (Rosenholtz, 1989). 

Many building administrators who support the induction of new teach-
ers also encourage their more experienced teachers to help in the forma-
tion of these programs (Reiman & Edelfelt, 1990). The inclusion of vet-
eran teachers in planning the orientation of new teachers, as well as
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in structuring joint planning time, helps promote collaboration among
those teachers and provides emotional support for the novice educator. In
the Colorado study, 60 percent of new teachers thought that administra-
tive support was crucial to their success in their first year.

Implications for New Teachers
Newly hired teachers must be willing partners in their induction programs
instead of unwittingly accepting the dictates of others. For the induction
process to be a worthwhile experience, new teachers must make their
needs known. It is their professional growth at stake. Requesting a program
that is tailored to their strengths and weaknesses can provide opportuni-
ties that will both enrich and remediate. In the Colorado study, new
teachers often felt that the monthly meetings required in their induction
programs were nothing more than repetitions of the teacher education
programs they had just completed. As one mentor stated, 

I would pay close attention to whatever the new teachers say they need in
terms of sessions. They know best of all. I’m too comfortable with the
school and its system to see what they need sometimes.

The new teachers themselves indicated that they would like increased
release time for their mentors to observe them, organized materials, a
buddy system for new teachers, and an in-school teacher induction pro-
gram. Over time, these types of experiences are increasing.

Implications for Mentors
A mentorship agreement is based on how well the mentor and the mentee
match in such factors as commitment, accessibility, and teaching assign-
ments. In addition, mentors need a keen understanding that their role is
vital to both the mentee’s and the program’s success. Mentors must fully
comprehend their role as guide and advocate for the teacher in their
charge. Their ability to be supportive is central to the induction program.

Many teachers attribute their initial professional achievements to their
mentor’s help in solving problems. They also appreciate their mentor’s
ability to offer encouragement. In the Colorado study, teachers who
viewed their relationship with their mentor in a positive way generally
gave higher marks to the overall quality of their induction programs. The
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reverse occurred when teachers were less satisfied with their relationship
with their mentor. 

Prospective mentors need to judge whether they have the personal and
the professional qualities to do the job. Mentors need the ability to be sup-
portive and to demonstrate care and concern. They should express a sin-
cere interest in taking on the role. Mentors should understand the needs
of the mentee and be willing to listen. And they must be trustworthy and
value confidentiality.

And we must not overlook the benefits of mentoring for the continued
professional development of the mentors themselves. One mentor dis-
cussed the effects of the induction program on her own growth: 

I see so much of myself in her. And that has been one of the interesting
lessons I have learned as a mentor. It has been interesting to see how far 
I have come and that doesn’t mean I know it all or am a better teacher
than she is.

I have both lost and gained insights over the last 14 years and some-
times I wish I were as flexible, as innocent as she is. She’ll try anything
and tries to explain everything. I have learned to economize in time and
frustration, but I have lost the spontaneity I used to treasure. Maybe
working as a mentor has helped me realize that, and now I will recapture
it. 

In his classic study of the sociology of teaching, Lortie (1975) states,
“For most teachers, learning by experience has been a matter of learning
alone, an exercise in unguided trial and error.” As we approach an era in
which we will need vast numbers of new teachers, shouldn’t we think
about creating environments that will help these teachers, as well as their
students, continue to grow and learn?
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The Best Lessons: Learning to
Teach in a Supportive Context

Debra M. Sullivan

A beginning teacher reflects on how supportive administrators 
create an atmosphere for professional growth. 

On our way to a conference for new teachers in independent elemen-
tary schools, two of my first-year colleagues and I reflected on our

first six weeks at the Chestnut Hill School. We spent much of a two-hour
car ride from Boston to Little Compton, Rhode Island, talking about our
supportive Head of School, reflecting on our Assistant Head’s role as the
new-faculty mentor, and considering the impact of such administrative
guidance on our first year of teaching. Although each of us taught a dif-
ferent grade and faced a variety of professional challenges, we all drew
strength from the collection of resources put in place to support us.

After spending three days at the conference, however, with beginning
teachers from all over New England, we realized that we should not take
our positive experience for granted. Many new teachers from other
schools felt deprived of administrative support and envied the concept of
our first-year mentoring program. Grappling with all of their anxieties as
new teachers, our counterparts felt alone and inadequate. My colleagues
and I drove home from the conference grateful to have begun teaching in
a supportive environment.

A Community of Learners
In an affluent suburb just outside Boston, the Chestnut Hill School is a
small, independent school that serves 175 students from preschool
through 6th grade. Coming from a wide range of cultural and socioeco-
nomic backgrounds, our students benefit from a progressive, developmen-
tal, multicultural curriculum and a strong sense of school community. One
class is taught by two full-time teachers at each grade level. I coteach the
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youngest class in the school, which is a half-day program with a full-day
option, for 16 three-year-olds. This is my first full-time teaching position
since I completed my master’s degree in early childhood education last
spring. 

When I started teaching here, I sensed that I had stumbled into a cir-
cle of educators who would not only make me love teaching but also push
me to be a better teacher. Dealing with parents, designing curriculum,
developing management skills, and creating a multicultural classroom
have challenged me throughout the year, but a carefully constructed net-
work of personal and professional resources has supported my work. This
network has scaffolded my learning as a new teacher in at least four impor-
tant ways: the guidance of a mentor, an administration familiar with the
needs of my students, a sense of shared ownership in my growth as a
teacher, and a reliable network of administrative and peer support. 

Mentoring New Teachers
As the cornerstone of the New Faculty Mentoring Program, Assistant
Head of School Roslyn Raish meets individually with new faculty mem-
bers each week. In this confidential setting, I can explore ideas about my
teaching, reflect on how particular lessons did or did not succeed, and
brainstorm what I might do differently in the future. Most important, our
conversations are opportunities for me to reflect on my students and to ask
questions or to raise concerns that I might have about their academic,
social, or emotional growth. 

I depend on Roz’s thoughtful feedback, whether I am searching for guid-
ance with an upcoming challenge or mulling over a past event that I wish
I had handled better. By sharing relevant stories from her own teaching
experience or by suggesting connections that I may have overlooked, she
sheds light on the issues that I raise and helps me put problems in per-
spective. Our meetings are tutorials in the art of practicing reflective
teaching. I look forward to our mentoring sessions as time to stop and
think about the meaning of my work.

Roz is a source of tangible support because she shares her knowledge of
educational theory and practice so readily. I knew exactly where to turn
when a parent called with concerns about handling the topic of race in a
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preschool classroom, when I ran out of strategies to ease a student’s sepa-
ration anxiety, and when I needed a second opinion on a bibliography for
a presentation to parents and other faculty. In addition to offering me
advice, she refers me to resources both inside and outside the school, iden-
tifying the books, the people, or the organizations that may give me
insight on a problem. Through our conversations, Roz empowers me to
find my own solutions. To help me develop professional problem solving
skills and self-confidence, Roz leads me to the right questions as often as
she leads me to the right answers. 

I value this mentoring relationship, however, not only because it is
practical but also because it is personal. Roz knows me well enough to
effectively support my teaching. She has greatly enriched the quality of
my first year of teaching and has played a central role in the formation of
my identity as a teacher.

Connecting with Students
Visitors to the Chestnut Hill School often remark on the fact that Head
of School Susan C. Bryant knows every student. Her frequent visits to
classrooms and her interactions with the broader school community ben-
efit the students, and her hands-on approach provides valuable instruc-
tional opportunities for new teachers. I learn from watching her. When
Sue addressed my class about an unsafe behavior, for example, she taught
me how to handle similar behaviors in the future. When she reads stories
or answers students’ questions at lower-school community meetings, she
models effective ways of engaging students and responding to their con-
cerns.

Equally important, Sue’s connection to the students informs her guid-
ance of their teachers. She meets with each teaching team biweekly to
learn more about each team’s classroom and to offer administrative sup-
port. She often opens the meetings with such inquiries as, “Whom are you
worried about?” or “How can I help you teach better?” I suspect that most
administrators do not regularly ask their new teachers these questions,
much less listen to the answers. These scheduled meetings are ongoing
forums for program reflection; in them, we gather insights on emerging
curriculum questions or student concerns. Suggestions are helpful because
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they are often based not only on experience, but also on personal knowl-
edge of the students and the teachers.

In a similar way, Roz’s frequent involvement with the students benefits
my teaching. Her formal observation of one of my lessons early in the year
gave me feedback about simple management techniques that I can use in
the classroom, such as reminding the students to raise their hands when
the excitement level in the group builds, and new ideas for enriching the
curriculum, such as using additional literature with my flannel-board lit-
eracy activity. 

Late in the year, Roz videotaped one of my lessons. After reviewing the
video on my own and then discussing it with her, I recognized some oppor-
tunities that I had missed to extend my students’ learning, as well as some
previously unnoticed social dynamics that were operating in the class. 

But the informal, daily observations that my mentors make of my stu-
dents are even more useful than their formal observations of me; they are
a constant reminder that teaching is a dynamic exchange between student
and teacher that can never be evaluated or improved on in isolation. My
mentors model the essence of child-centered education. Their guidance is
a product of the time they take to know me and my students. I believe
that the investment that my administrators make in supporting faculty is
the fullest expression of their commitment to serving students.

The Journey Toward Experience
When administrators communicate a commitment to reflective and
child-centered teaching by how they spend their time, they communicate
a faith in new teachers. Big gestures, such as the institution of a mentor-
ing program, and little gestures, such as frequent special recognition for
new faculty, send messages of support and appreciation. My administrators
encourage me to take pride in my growing skills and abilities that,
although less practiced, are no less valued than the contributions of my
more experienced colleagues. 

Through demonstrating faith in my abilities, the faculty and the admin-
istration of the Chestnut Hill School create a supportive atmosphere in
which I am comfortable asking for help when I need it and am not afraid
to admit mistakes. When I pulled Sue out of a meeting to help me man-
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age a group of 3-year-olds run amok, she did not see me as a failure—she
saw the situation as an inevitable challenge that occurs when teaching
young children. When I inadvertently angered a parent, Sue trusted my
judgment and suggested follow-up steps that successfully restored the rela-
tionship. Quick to offer stories of her own foibles as a new teacher or a
reassuring hug when something falls apart, Sue conveys the message that
making mistakes and growing from them are an expected part of learning
to teach.

The administration shares ownership of my professional growth by sup-
porting the development of my skills and the discovery of my voice as a
teacher. The partnership between the faculty and the administrators is
reflected in my school’s annual evaluation process. At the end of October,
Sue asks each faculty member to list his or her professional goals, and in
early spring, she asks us to complete a detailed self-assessment. We used
my prepared reflections during my evaluation meeting to share thoughts
and feedback on my teaching. Rather than emphasize what I have yet to
accomplish as a new teacher, Sue used these reflections to validate the
things that I do well and to suggest improvements in the areas that I per-
ceive as weaknesses. 

For example, she suggested that I augment my assessment efforts by
keeping notes on index cards. This technique has helped me document
my students’ progress more systematically and better understand their
individual needs. The administration recognizes that professional devel-
opment is a joint endeavor between faculty and administration, and it
offers me support and encouragement for achieving my goals. Beyond the
boundaries of this meeting, the administration continually facilitates my
learning in a highly individualized way by conveying appreciation of the
personal qualities and experiences that uniquely affect my teaching. 

Support Networks
In addition to direct administrative guidance, a wide range of other school
supports has enhanced my work this year. For example, I have received
valuable peer support from my coteacher, who provides a steady source of
ideas and feedback within our classroom. This team approach permeates
the entire school. 
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Substantial professional development opportunities inside and outside
the school also enrich my teaching. The school provides the funding and
the time to attend relevant workshops and conferences. Internal opportu-
nities to extend my learning include monthly multicultural forums that
address the complex issues of diversity and educational equity. We also
have on-site staff development days devoted such topics as instructional
technology and behavior management. At the start of the year, I found
such informational resources as a new-faculty orientation and a regional
conference for beginning teachers helpful. The faculty’s participation in
the professional development program maintains a flow of new ideas and
energy in the school.

I also appreciate having a cohort of four other new teachers with whom
I share the exciting—and sometimes overwhelming—experience of first-
year teaching. Through our own initiative and the efforts our school
makes to bring us together, we offer one another moral support and occa-
sionally exchange resources and curriculum ideas at similar grade levels.
As we struggle with the common fears and frustrations of new teachers,
such as navigating the norms of school culture or writing a first set of
reports, this informal peer network provides the care and the understand-
ing that only new teachers can offer one another. 

With few exceptions, the supports that I have used this year are not spe-
cial privileges of my status as a new teacher. I will continue to receive pro-
fessional support at the Chestnut Hill School because the administration
promotes growth and learning at all levels. The most significant ways that
my school supports new teachers are really the same ways that it supports
all teachers. 

The Best Lesson
I have learned that the most important thing that I can teach my students
is that they are known and loved. On that crucial foundation all mean-
ingful growth and learning take place. The support system for new teach-
ers teaches me the same lesson—and it gives me opportunities to develop
my skills in a setting that is both challenging and nurturing. 

I know from my experience this year that effectively supporting new
teachers is as intricate and personal a process as teaching itself. It does not
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happen by accident, and it does not happen without the active and
thoughtful participation of good administrators who are, first and foremost,
good teachers. If I have learned to teach my own students half as well as
the administrators have taught me, then this year has been a success.

Debra M. Sullivan is a preschool teacher at the Chestnut Hill School, 428 Hammond St.,
Chestnut Hill, MA 02467 (e-mail: dsullivan@tchs.org).
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Helping New Teachers 
Keep the Light in Their Eyes

Beth Hurst and Ginny Reding

What can new teachers learn from veterans who still love to teach? 
Continue to learn, choose material and techniques that interest you, 

and, above all, enjoy your students.

We were on a mission. We set out to find teachers who still love to
teach even after years in the classroom and who still find teaching

an enjoyable and fulfilling career. In a profession in which pressure, stress,
and little thanks come with the territory, it is easy for teachers—veterans
and novices—to get discouraged and want to quit. We know; we are
teachers ourselves. 

We reasoned that one way to help new teachers maintain their enthu-
siasm is to find out how experienced teachers renew their original passion
for teaching. Today, stimulating our students is becoming increasingly dif-
ficult. We believe that to increase student interest and motivation, teach-
ers must themselves show enthusiasm for teaching and learning.

Much publicity has been dedicated to the subject of teacher burnout.
Identified causes include work overload, low pay, lack of appreciation,
poor preparation, inadequate facilities, undesirable student behavior,
struggles with self-confidence, lack of time management and organiza-
tional skills, little peer support, excessive paperwork, and professional iso-
lation. The list goes on. We know the causes of burnout; we want a cure. 

In our search for answers, we interviewed more than 70 teachers who
still love to teach. We talked with real teachers who have faced and dealt
with the problems that all teachers face and continue to get up each
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morning ready and eager to enter their classrooms. We searched for these
teachers’ secrets of success.

As we talked with dozens of teachers around the country, we found a
theme running through their answers to the question, What keeps the
light in your eyes? Teachers may talk for hours about what they do and
how they feel, but in the final analysis, what keeps the light in their eyes
reduces to three things. 

First, teachers themselves love to learn and find that the more they
learn, the more they want to learn. Knowledge is in itself a reward.
Second, teachers have learned to bring their own likes and interests into
their teaching. They look for ways to make learning meaningful not only
to their students, but to themselves as well. And last, and as they will tell
you, most important, teachers love their students. As they see their stu-
dents succeed, and see the light of understanding in their eyes, they know
that what they do is all worthwhile. And teachers are proud to stand
among the ranks of those who change lives—they know that they have
made a difference.

Enjoying Learning
Most of the teachers we interviewed mentioned that learning is one of the
main ingredients that keep them going. We teachers love to learn. That’s
why we became teachers. To us, learning is not something we do just at
school; learning takes place in our everyday lives—as an old Chinese say-
ing goes, in our chopping wood and carrying water. We learn as we tend
our gardens, shop for groceries, or read the newspaper. All of life is a learn-
ing process. Whether we are discovering better ways of handling relation-
ships, new ways of solving problems, or more effective ways of doing our
jobs, we are learning something. 

Part of our job as a teacher is to show our students how we learn in all
situations. By teaching our students how to ask questions and how to find
their own answers, we teach them how to become lifelong learners. It is
important that we be active members in the learning process in our class-
rooms. We need to let our students see that we are learning with them,
that learning takes place everywhere, that learning is forever. 

We teachers are in the business of igniting in our students that excite-
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ment. One way is by creating opportunities for our own learning. If we are
not involved in the process ourselves, our own light is dimmed.

High school teacher Bob Brady shares some of his own philosophy
about learning. 

One reason we become teachers is that we like learning. I have some 
flexibility in what I teach and how I teach it. I might design a lesson on a
theme about something I want to learn more about. I make it an excuse
for learning. 

For example, this year I required my students to memorize a poem by
Goethe, the great German poet. I used this opportunity to do some per-
sonal research on his life. I tried to connect this guy with what my stu-
dents were learning in 11th and 12th grade history and literature. I
learned a lot in doing this, and some of my students got involved in
researching Goethe as well. I have done the same with Martin Luther. On
the 450th anniversary of his death, I created a unit. Students got involved
in the story of Luther’s life and his contributions, and together we learned
a great deal about him. . . .

I have found that you have to look for opportunities to keep learning
for your own self-satisfaction. Just because you have a credential doesn’t
mean that you’ve stopped learning.

Elementary teacher Lori Elliott has a fresh outlook on new trends in
education: 

I overheard a teacher at a conference say, “Some teachers say that trends
in education run in cycles so they quit paying attention to them, but I
learn something each time they come around.” I really liked that. I am
always on the lookout for good ideas, and I feel that I can learn from any-
one or anything. . . . The more I learn, the more I want to learn. The
more I learn, the more I want to change and get better.

I’ve had people ask me how I know the material I teach with my units.
I just tell them that I am researching the information right along with my
students. When I tell my kids we are going to learn about what it was like
to be a cowboy in the old West, I mean literally that we are going to learn
about it. We go to the library together; we check out books; we get on the
Internet; we read the encyclopedias. It’s that constant learning that I love
about teaching.

Our students can be sources of learning for us if we let them. Ralph
Waldo Emerson said, “Every man I meet is my superior in some way. In
that, I learn of him.” We are all teachers, and we are all students. One way
to make teaching more meaningful is to allow ourselves to become learn-
ers with and from our students. 
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Making Learning Meaningful
The fulfilled teachers we talked with have learned to look for ways to
make learning meaningful for themselves. As educators, we have been
trained to focus on the student. We are told to define his needs, identify
her problems, discern the educational strategies that benefit them most. 

Although focusing on our students is important, we have learned that
as we teach, we need to look at ourselves as well. If we enjoy what we do
and are excited about a subject, if we are interested in an idea or a con-
cept, we will be more successful at drawing enthusiasm from our students.
Dale Carnegie,1 who learned from successful leaders in the field of busi-
ness, quoted a man as saying, 

A man rarely succeeds at anything unless he has fun doing it. I have
known men who succeeded because they had a rip-roaring good time 
conducting their business. Later, I saw those men begin to work at the
job. It grew dull. They lost all joy in it, and they failed. 

Teachers can learn a great deal from this observation. When we are
having a good time, when we make learning meaningful for us, we will be
successful, fulfilled teachers.

Veteran teacher Schyrlet Cameron, a 1997 recipient of the Presidential
Award for Excellence in Science and Mathematics Teaching, likes design-
ing projects and enjoys writing grants, not only because they benefit her
students, but also because they keep teaching interesting for her:

I always have a lot of projects going all the time, both at school and at
home. . . . And the kids have projects too. We recently started a mail sys-
tem in our school, and my students named our room Project Plaza. . . . 

The project I was working on when I won the Presidential Award was .
. . the Case of the Missing Millionaire. The students were given informa-
tion about a crime that had been committed. The classroom was cleared
and the students reenacted the crime scene. The local sheriff came to talk
to the “suspects.” The students had to study the facts to solve the case.
We even visited the county court house and met with the circuit judge.
Back at school we reenacted the court case, videotaping the whole thing.
We even had jurors who decided the verdict. The students and I both had
a ball with this. . . .

These projects give me something to think about. I can be driving
down the road, and I will be thinking about the next project I am going
to do. I need to be creating and doing. . . . And that’s what I like about
being a teacher. I’m right there and I am actively involved. And I am try-
ing to get the kids involved with me. I try to get their minds working, and
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I tell them that anything is possible. I tell them to let their minds wander.
If they want to do a project, I tell them to think of the wildest thing they
could do. I want them to do anything other than writing a report. That
was so boring for me as a student. And reading their reports is boring for
me as a teacher. But with projects I learn so much, too. 

One of the things I get out of writing grants is the personal feeling of
knowing that I can do it. I am a terrible writer. I struggle with every word.
It takes me a long time to write a grant. I see it as a self-help thing. They
are my projects. I get a great sense of satisfaction from the accomplish-
ment of completing one. If a grant is not accepted . . . I read the reviews
and suggestions, rewrite it, and submit it the next year.

We all need to realize that only we can change the environment in our
classrooms. It is our responsibility to make our classes what we want them
to be. If we have become complacent in our teaching, then we need to ask
ourselves, What can I do today that will make this a meaningful and ful-
filling day? Instead of focusing only on meeting curricular objectives and
doing paperwork, we can change our perspective: How can we teach what
we need to teach in ways that will be interesting and relevant to us? We
can make teaching more meaningful by adding our own personalities,
styles, and interests. The best things that we as teachers can do for our
students are to enjoy being teachers and to find ways to make teaching
meaningful for us. 

Before an airplane takes off, flight attendants instruct parents that in an
emergency, they should put on their own air masks first. If parents pass out
from lack of oxygen, they cannot help their children. The same can be
said for teachers. If we burn out because of a lack of passion, we cannot
effectively help our students. We need to be aware of what makes learn-
ing meaningful for us because as we make it work for us, it will work for
our students as well.

Enjoying Our Students
Perhaps the number one reason that most of us become teachers is to
make a difference in the lives of our students. We remain in the profes-
sion because of the difference our students make in our lives. The glow of
that “light of understanding” when they finally grasp something that we
have been trying to teach is what gives us fulfillment. From prospective
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teachers to retired teachers, all have an energy, a light, that keeps finding
its way into our eyes when we talk about learning and kids. 

When prospective educators are asked why they want to become teach-
ers, they often respond by saying, “I just love kids.” Although there is
much more to being a good teacher than enjoying children, that love is
still at the heart of good teaching. We can love kids and not love teach-
ing, but we can’t love teaching and not love kids. Fulfilled teachers love
their subject, and they love their students.

Tracey Hankins, an elementary teacher nominated for teacher of the
year in her school district, says that students are at the heart of her love
for teaching.

These kids become such an important part of my life. They are the reason I
get up every day to go to work and face the many challenges we teachers face.
As I reflect back on my years of teaching, I feel as though my students are
like my own children. It is so hard to turn loose of them to let them go on to
the next grade level. 

Kids can say things in passing that you’ll cherish and never forget. One
year I wore to school a sweatshirt with the logo MSTA, Missouri State
Teachers Association. One of my students, Diana Kaercher, asked me what
MSTA stood for. Being the experienced teacher I was, I turned her question
around and asked her, “What do you think it stands for?” Diana replied,
“Most Special Teacher Alive!” I had just received the compliment of my life.
Another teacher in our district heard the story and shared it with the state
MSTA office. The next year, MSTA used “Most Special Teacher Alive” on
all their promotional items. What an honor that was for me.

Just as Diana had made an impact on my life that day with just a simple
comment, I realized that I am making an impact on each and every child’s life
in my classroom by the way I act and the things I say. And just as her comment
had a larger impact on other teachers across our state, I never know what larger
impact my words will have. It is my goal to touch as many children as I can.
The little compliments we give each other really do make a difference!

As the old saying goes, “Nothing succeeds like success.” Nowhere is
that idea more true than in the classroom. Success snowballs. One student
happens onto a little success, and all the others want to jump on the band-
wagon. Good teachers take advantage of that. They plant seeds, water,
feed, and nurture, and one day success blossoms. 

When teachers stay focused on the success of our students, we taste vic-
tory ourselves. When apathy begins to take root, or when the reality of
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student achievement seems hopeless, we should tune in on the success of
our students. If we provide an atmosphere in which success is the only
thing that can grow well, not only will our students blossom, but we will
be energized as well.

Enthusiasm Leads to Good Teaching
As we interviewed teachers from around the country to find out what
keeps them enthusiastic about teaching, we heard the same basic story:
“Teaching has meaning to me.” And we found something else interesting.
Although our focus was not to look for “good” teachers but to interview
teachers who still enjoy teaching, we discovered a strong relationship
between the two. It was almost as though we had handpicked people from
a teachers’ hall of fame. Each person in his or her own way had something
extraordinary to say, something profound, something of significance. We
met award winners, grant writers, creative geniuses, and teachers who
tenaciously persisted in giving their best. One of the secrets of being a
good teacher is to enjoy teaching. And one way to continue to enjoy
teaching is to work to make teaching meaningful for ourselves.

New teachers may feel so overwhelmed with the demands of the job
that they focus on survival, not on self-fulfillment. They may not even see
the need to be concerned about anything beyond the demands of the
classroom at this time in their lives. But for their sake—and that of their
students and schools—we need to guide new teachers to an understand-
ing that they must take care of themselves. In so doing, they will make
themselves into more productive and caring teachers.

In our efforts to support new teachers, we need to remember to encour-
age them to hold on tightly to their original passion for teaching. And
those among us who still love to teach can light the way by being positive
role models and by showing new teachers how we find our own ways to
keep teaching meaningful. As retired teacher Mary Wright told us, “You
catch the spirit of teaching, the spirit of learning, and the spirit of caring;
they all go together.” What an encouraging commentary this is—and
good advice for all new teachers.
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Note
1 Carnegie, D. (1936). How to win friends and influence people. New York: Simon

& Schuster, p. 98.

Beth Hurst is Assistant Professor of Reading, Department of Reading and Special
Education, Southwest Missouri State University, Springfield, MO 65804 (e-mail:
BethHurst@mail.smsu.edu). Ginny Reding is an adjunct instructor at Southwest Missouri
State University, Springfield, MO 65803 (e-mail: var590t@mail.smsu.edu
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Ask Not What Your School 
Can Do for You, 

But What You Can Do for You

Lisa Renard

Despite rocky beginnings and a lack of initial support, new teachers who take
a proactive approach can make their early professional years positive ones.

Angie Rodriquez knew before she was hired that she was a candidate
for a position opening mid-way through the school year. One morn-

ing, she was shocked out of bed by a phone call, only to find that it was
not about the usual substitute teaching job. Instead, it was from the
resigning teacher.

“Angie,” she said, “we need to get together and arrange some turnover.”
Angie sat, uncomprehending. “But I haven’t been offered the job,” she

said.
“That’s funny,” the amused voice at the other end of the line replied.

“The principal announced at yesterday’s faculty meeting that you are my
replacement.”

That’s how Ms. Rodriquez found out that she was hired. The principal
never did call her. Neither did his secretary. Tired of waiting, and curious
beyond belief, Angie finally went to his office and asked about the situa-
tion. He casually told her that the personnel office needed to have her
paperwork completed that afternoon. As she drove to the personnel
office, Angie wondered how long he had intended to let her wait before
telling her.

The school did not assign Angie to an experienced mentor. In fact,
administrators never officially introduced her to the faculty because she
started the school year after the official “welcome back” faculty meeting.
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It seemed to suffice that many of her colleagues knew her as a substitute.
No new-hire packet was available to Angie. No one asked whether she

had received a faculty handbook, and no one offered her one. Indeed, she
never met with her administrator or department chair after being hired,
except for receiving a cursory greeting in the hall.

Angie’s administrator did arrange for a week of transition with the
resigning teacher. When Angie arrived, however, the teacher asked her to
take over the class immediately and then disappeared into a separate
office to work on her own resignation details. Angie’s turnover consisted
of receiving some information on the students, a copy of the first-semes-
ter course outline, and some student-work samples. Hired on a Friday and
expected to have a full-semester plan submitted by the following Monday,
Angie didn’t find the school’s curriculum guide until three weeks later.

No one offered to teach Angie how to use the school’s computer grad-
ing system or intranet mail system; perhaps her colleagues figured that she
had learned what she needed to know when she was a substitute. The per-
sonnel office told Angie that her administrator would discuss her salary
and benefits. Her administrator told her that the personnel office would
take care of that. She didn’t receive a paycheck until the end of her first
quarter of teaching. When she inquired about the delay, Angie was told
that there were people who hadn’t been paid for much longer than that.

The Reality
Angie Rodriquez’s induction into the teaching profession sounds awful,
even ridiculous. Although I haven’t used her real name here, her story is
true to the detail—and it happened within the past three years. It tells an
important tale about new-teacher support.

The same year Angie was hired, her school sent two experienced teach-
ers to a workshop on creating a teacher mentoring program. The school
was about to join the current trend toward supporting new teachers
through formal, organized programs and policies. However, the year fol-
lowing this training, new teachers still had no mentors and no induction
program.

School districts accross the country now advocate reform of new-
teacher support in an attempt to reduce high migration and attrition rates
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during the critical first years. The truth, however, is that even with sup-
port programs cropping up nationwide, we have not seen a prevalence of
effective programs in schools. The National Center for Education
Statistics (Ingersoll & Alsalam, 1997) concedes that even while a major-
ity of schools offer formal programs for new teachers, only a minority of
teachers agree that the assistance is adequate or effective.

A World of Challenges
Few teachers relate positive experiences about their professional induc-
tion. I recently asked colleagues about their perceptions and experiences
as new teachers. I was told that new teachers—both those new to the pro-
fession and those new to a district or a school—face a world of challenges
and disadvantages. Experienced teachers shuddered to remember their
induction, and the newer teachers told of survival despite, rather than
because of, the support that they received.

Individual anecdotes of new-teacher stress are backed by statistics on
teacher migration and attrition. In 1994–95, the majority of teachers
migrating to different schools did so within the first three years
(Whitener, Gruber, Lynch, Tingos, & Fondelier, 1997). According to the
same report, the highest percentage of those leaving teaching as a profes-
sion did so during the same early years. Among teachers choosing to leave
during the first three years, more than half did so before finishing their
first year.

What causes attrition during the early years? Despite recent trends to
institute formal support programs, many educators perceive that neo-
phytes get the short end of the stick. This is what prompted Halford
(1998) to remind us that teaching is sometimes referred to as “the profes-
sion that eats its young” (p. 33). Too often, new-teacher needs are ignored
when they should be addressed.

My quest to learn about teachers’ perceptions revealed that brand-
spanking-new, just-out-of-the-wrapper teachers are often assigned to the
behavior-problem classes, the low-achiever classes, and the most chal-
lenging grade level in the school. They are perceived as frequently find-
ing themselves in the classrooms that nobody else wanted with the equip-
ment left over after experienced teachers ransacked the room.
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Some new teachers don’t even get a classroom or equipment of their
own. They must add to their learning curve the interesting challenge of
pushing a cart around the school in search of other teachers’ classrooms,
where other teachers’ bulletin boards are decorated with other classes’
information. They must organize and plan out of broom-closet-sized
offices, if they are granted an office at all.

Wong and Wong, in their popular book for new teachers, The First Days
of School (1998), concede that being a new teacher is unreasonably
demanding. Teaching, they say, is the only career in which one must
immediately fulfill a complete set of duties while trying to determine what
those duties are and how to do them. The pressure that new teachers feel
is real, as put succinctly by Schempp, Sparkes, and Templin in Identity and
Induction (1999): “Teachers have little choice but to meet the required
demands, for failure to do so means risking the loss of their job” (p. 147).
New teachers, they say, often find this pressure “crushing.” 

What to Do? What to Do?
Angie Rodriquez had a rocky beginning. She found herself confronted
with challenging circumstances at the beginning of a new and daunting
career. Though she did inherit a fine classroom and some of the higher-
level classes from the resigning teacher, she felt the awful isolation and
uncertainty of being a new teacher without adequate support.

I should tell you now that at Angie’s year-end evaluation, she received
the highest possible rating. Her evaluator sat across the table from her and
told her that she was an “educational leader.” This praise came after just
one semester of teaching. Angie not only survived her rocky beginnings,
but she also thrived as a new teacher in a school with no organized induc-
tion program or support system.

Angie Rodriquez did experience frustration, anger, and disappointment
from time to time. She met obstacles and made mistakes. But when people
didn’t hand answers to her, she went looking for them. Angie knew that one
of the most important factors in her success was her ability to be proactive.

Being Proactive
In The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People (1989), Covey says that being
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proactive “means that as human beings, we are responsible for our own
lives” (p. 71). “It is inspiring,” says Covey, “to realize that in choosing our
response to circumstance, we powerfully affect our circumstance” (p. 86).
Covey is discussing the basic principle that when life does not go the way
that it should, truly effective people do not throw their hands in the air, cry
“victim,” and give up or move on. People who apply Covey’s idea of being
proactive to their teaching careers become educational leaders.

When I read articles about new teachers, I am confronted with such
issues as, “How can we better support new teachers?” That’s nice. But why
don’t I ever read about “The top 10 ways new teachers can help them-
selves,” or “How to make your first years the best years”? The focus of our
efforts to help new teachers seems to weigh too heavily on the schools; we
forget to encourage new teachers with practical steps to help themselves.

In this age of abbreviated teacher-training programs, alternative certifi-
cation, and emergency teacher placements, a growing number of teachers
have the potential of arriving in classrooms feeling inadequately prepared.
Instead of arming themselves with the additional resources that they will
need to be successful and sane during those first years, too many stand iso-
lated, wondering bitterly where their welcoming committee could be.

This sounds harsh, I know. The truth is that districts and schools do
need to do more to ensure new-teacher success (and therefore retention).
Analysis of teacher perceptions reveals that new-teacher support pro-
grams still fail to hit the mark in terms of effectively helping new teach-
ers (Ingersoll & Alsalam, 1997). However, this is only part of the truth.
The other part is that new teachers need to be resourceful, tenacious, and
self-motivated to equip themselves with essential knowledge and skills.

What to Do! What to Do!
New teachers can do some concrete things to prepare themselves with the
knowledge and skills to excel during those first few years:

● Find out how to use the programs and equipment that you need on
a regular basis by asking colleagues specific questions. You won’t look
dumb if you pay attention and do it for yourself the next time.

● Scour your room and department for resources that will give you an
idea of what you are expected to do. Get your hands on a faculty hand-
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book. Seek out that curriculum guide. Sure, it should have been given to
you. But if it wasn’t, find it.

● If you weren’t assigned a specific colleague mentor, recruit an unof-
ficial one.

● Don’t be afraid to say “I don’t know.” It seems to give senior col-
leagues a certain satisfaction to hear newbies say those three words. They
are the experts and are often glad to share wisdom and resources. Note
that I did not say “whine and complain to others.” That elicits a whole
different reaction, which is to be labeled “needy” and “ineffective.”

● On your own, seek out information about teaching. If you feel inad-
equate in a particular area, don’t expect the school to bring you up to
speed. Find books, Internet resources, anything that will improve your
knowledge and skills. Expect to spend time on your education beyond the
walls of the university.

● Take classes—even tiny, one-unit, minicourses. Keep educating
yourself. So your school hasn’t offered you the inservice program that you
feel that you need. Find a comparable course on your own and go for it.

● Equip yourself with knowledge about current research-based, best-
known teaching and assessment practices. Motivation & Learning (Rogers,
Graham, & Ludington, 1998) provides important ideas for your class-
room. You’ll also want to read about multiple intelligences and brain-
compatible learning. Books by Eric Jensen or Renate and Geoffrey Caine
will start you out well.

● Read resources intended for new teachers. The First Days of School
(Wong & Wong, 1998) is an excellent beginning. Take care when choos-
ing to be certain that the resources advocate current, theoretically sound
practices. Avoid the myriad new-teacher resources that promote outdated
and unsound practices, such as shaming students as a form of discipline or
planning classes solely for teacher convenience.

● Join professional organizations and subscribe to journals. Doing this
keeps you informed and helps alleviate your feelings of isolation.

● Choose your friends wisely. If the group in the lounge whines, com-
plains, and gossips, eat elsewhere. Seek colleagues who seem happy,
enthusiastic, and professional.
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Being hardworking, smart, resourceful, and willing to seek assistance—
these are the things that will make you successful during those first years
of teaching.

Fear of Being New
Being proactive is not the same as being pushy. Being proactive is recog-
nizing our ability and obligation to make things happen in our own lives
(Covey, 1989, p. 75). New teachers who allow their probationary period
to paralyze them are not on the right track. Being new is neither a sin nor
an offense warranting termination. Novices can be tactful in seeking assis-
tance. When you do that well, no one will fault you for being new.

For all its tribulations, Angie Rodriquez considered her first year a huge
success. She discovered that she was pretty good at teaching. She sought
and found the help and answers that she needed. She was tenacious in
arming herself for success, not waiting on her school to do it for her. Being
proactive paid off.

Success by Sheer Will
In theory, new-teacher programs are terrific. I can’t wait to see more of
them, more completely integrated, in more school districts. But until the
reality of new-teacher support programs matches the theory, new teachers
must still rely on themselves to a great extent. If you want to be the best
teacher that you can be, if you want to be an educational leader in your
own right—ask not what your school can do for you, but what you can do
for yourself. Make your first year a great one by sheer will, if nothing else.
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