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ABSTRACT 

New teachers frequently encounter challenges in the profession, especially in making the shift 

from pre-service teacher to in-service teacher. One approach that this study presents to 

addressing these prevailing challenges is to provide opportunities, contexts, and structures for 

collaboration and dialogue in professional learning environments, including mentoring contexts, 

for new and experienced teachers alike. The purpose of this study was to develop understandings 

related to how new and experienced teachers conceptualize mentoring in order to identify the 

range of mentoring practices being employed and consider the role of collaboration in mentoring 

practices. In this way, I was able to consider the role this collaborative approach might play in 

addressing new teacher challenges. The theoretical framework underpinning this research 

utilized theories and concepts from Bakhtin (1981, 1986), Fecho (2011), Fecho et al. (2021), 

Rosenblatt (1995), and Feiman-Nemser (2001, 2003) that worked together as a lens to examine 

the active dialogue that must take place in order for new teachers and experienced teachers alike 

to learn and grow as educators and individuals in a world of varying contexts, languages, and 

cultures. Data generation methods included observations, interviews, and reflective writing 

prompts designed to elicit data related to teachers’ conceptions of and experiences with 

mentoring and collaboration. This study addressed the following research questions: (1) In 

assigned mentor-mentee pairs, what kinds of practices are occurring that are supposed to be 

nurturing developmental growth? and (2) What role might productive collaboration play in 

nurturing developmental growth in assigned mentoring pairs? The generated data indexed the 

crucial role that productive collaboration rooted in dialogue plays in effective mentoring. 



  

Analysis of the data led to the generation of five dialogical characteristics of productive 

collaboration that I view as crucial for nurturing developmental growth in the context of 

mentoring: Openness to mutual shaping through transaction, common goal, shared decision-

making, reflection-on-action, and a consideration of future actions. Four contextual features were 

identified as playing a significant role in the productivity of collaboration in the mentoring 

process. The identified contextual features influencing productive collaboration included the 

following: Hierarchies, teaching experience, school structures and systems, and the social 

environment of the school. Implications of this study reflect the importance of the five dialogical 

characteristics to mentoring and collaboration and how new teacher mentees and experienced 

teacher mentors may benefit from their intentional participation in productive collaboration. 
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GENERAL AUDIENCE ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to develop understandings related to how new and experienced 

teachers conceptualize mentoring in order to identify the range of mentoring practices being 

employed and consider the role of collaboration in mentoring practices. The theoretical 

framework underpinning this research utilized theories and concepts from Bakhtin (1981, 1986), 

Fecho (2011), Fecho et al. (2021), Rosenblatt (1995), and Feiman-Nemser (2001, 2003) that 

worked together as a lens to examine the active dialogue that must take place in order for 

teachers to learn and grow as educators and individuals in a world of varying contexts, 

languages, and cultures. Data generation methods included observations, interviews, and 

reflective writing prompts designed to elicit data related to teachers’ conceptions of and 

experiences with mentoring and collaboration. This study addressed the following research 

questions: (1) In assigned mentor-mentee pairs, what kinds of practices are occurring that are 

supposed to be nurturing developmental growth? and (2) What role might productive 

collaboration play in nurturing developmental growth in assigned mentoring pairs? The 

generated data indexed the importance of five dialogical characteristics (Openness to mutual 

shaping through transaction, common goal, shared decision-making, reflection-on-action, and a 

consideration of future actions) to mentoring and collaboration and how new teacher mentees 

and experienced teacher mentors may benefit from their intentional participation in productive 

collaboration.
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Chapter One: Theoretical Framework 

When I was a first-year teacher in a middle school, the induction I experienced was what 

Feiman-Nemser (2001) referred to as “‘Sink or swim’ induction” (p. 1014). I was assigned a 

mentor, who I would dutifully seek out daily. During these meetings, I would ask her nearly 

every time for her suggestion–really, a solution–for how I might work to better support my 

students. Often, my questions were about classroom management. Other times, I asked about 

time management, about grading, about obtaining necessary supplies. There were rare moments 

when I remember turning to my mentor and asking her, “And how are things going in your 

classroom?” I wanted desperately to survive, and my mentor was the buoy I had been assigned 

to, and so to her I clung. Feiman-Nemser (2001) described how new teachers engaging in “‘Sink 

or swim’ induction” tend to be those who “stick to whatever practices enable them to survive” 

(p. 1014). The practices do not need to be particularly effective. They just need to help the new 

teachers make it to the next day, and then the next day, and so on, until the new teacher has 

survived the school year. I can recall vividly those days in my first year of teaching when I 

would return home and feel like I was barely holding my head above water. My mentor was a 

major source of support for me at the time, but I cannot speak to the level of support she felt 

from me. If I had to guess, I would presume that my neediness dominated nearly all of our one-

sided conversations.  

These one-sided conversations between my mentor and myself were indicative of the 

one-sided mentoring relationship we held. I had developed an understanding that this was the 

way mentoring was supposed to work. New teachers may enter the teaching profession similarly 

enculturated into these conceptions of the roles of mentors and mentees; teachers’ conceptions of 

mentoring are important to examine because these conceptions can, like in my case, inform the 
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actions teachers take in a mentoring context. I now view the world from a theoretical perspective 

that helps me to see how much more effective mentoring can be when it is a process steeped in 

collaboration and mutual shaping. I believe that learning is constructed socially, through others 

and the contexts in which we encounter one another. As such, a mentoring relationship that is 

built upon the premise of social constructionism is one where mentoring is not just one-sided, 

like in the case between my first-year mentor and myself. I hold that mentoring should take on a 

collaborative form, where both mentor and mentee find themselves benefiting from and learning 

through the mentoring experience.  

Throughout this theoretical framework, I utilize the term “collaboration,” which I define 

as a dialogical process (Stewart & McClure, 2013) that includes a common goal (McCann, 2010) 

and shared decision making (Stewart & McClure, 2013). Additionally, I utilize Gay’s (1995) 

succinct definition of mentoring, a process in which “someone facilitates and assists another’s 

development” (p. 103). It is important to consider the definitions of collaboration and mentoring 

beside each other because this theoretical framework will unpack what collaborative mentoring 

may look like and how productive collaboration may look like beyond the scope of formal 

mentoring. Collaboration can be a symbiotic process where individuals involved are able to learn 

from and change as a result of the process; likewise, mentoring can be a mutually beneficial 

process where, at times, mentors may take on the role of mentees and vice versa. In looking at 

Gay’s (1995) definition, this means that both the mentor and mentee are facilitating and assisting 

in each other’s development; it is not just the role of the mentor specifically to make sure the 

mentee develops. Both have the potential to develop as educators during the course of the 

mentoring experience.  
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I have constructed this theoretical framework to support my efforts to examine how new 

(within years 1-3) and experienced teachers (years 4+) can make meaning in collaborative 

settings through mutual shaping that takes place through dialogue. The overarching purpose of 

my research is to develop understandings related to how new and experienced teachers 

conceptualize mentoring in order to identify the range of mentoring practices being employed 

and consider the role of collaboration in mentoring practices. In order to address this purpose, 

this theoretical framework will first utilize Freire (1970) to discuss impediments to mentoring 

and productive collaboration. I will then utilize Bakhtin (1981, 1986), Fecho (2011), and Fecho 

et al. (2021) to examine how dialogue and contexts, including culture and language, may 

influence collaborative mentoring relationships. Next, I will look to Rosenblatt (1995) to discuss 

the mutual shaping through transaction that can occur through productive collaboration and 

dialogue. Finally, I will utilize Feiman-Nemser’s (2001, 2003) work to unpack the multitude of 

ways that productive collaboration can take shape between new and experienced teachers beyond 

the scope of formal mentoring. 

The Role of Power in a Mentoring Relationship 

 Being a new teacher can be overwhelming. New teachers tend to face the same 

responsibilities as their experienced teacher counterparts, and they are expected to understand 

their students’ needs while being new to the environments they find themselves in (Feiman-

Nemser, 2001, 2003; Zembytska, 2015). This challenging environment may create feelings of 

overwhelm and can lead to new teachers clinging to those around them, formally assigned to 

them or otherwise, who can provide them with support or direction (Feiman-Nemser, 2001). 

What may result then is a dependence upon others, rather than any potential for mutual support.  
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 Freire (1970) described the relationship of teachers and students as having the potential to 

be a relationship between oppressor and the oppressed, where teachers may exert control over 

their students who are silenced as a result. In a mentoring relationship, new teachers may 

similarly feel silenced from the mentors they are paired with (Fecho et al., 2021). Sometimes, 

though, new teachers’ feelings of fear or overwhelm can create their dependence upon a mentor, 

which may later result in their compliance in their own silencing. Fecho et al. explained that in 

an asymmetrical power dynamic, “the needs and voice of the least experienced may not be 

heard” (p. 82). Freedom from silencing and freedom from being overlooked needs to be explored 

for new teachers who are entering into a mentoring relationship. Freire (1970) explained, “Not 

even the best-intentioned leadership can bestow independence as a gift” (p. 40). He elaborated to 

say, “While no one liberates himself by his own efforts alone, neither is he liberated by others” 

(p. 40). What this means in the context of mentoring is that new teachers and experienced 

teachers alike must work together to mutually shape one another. This is an active process, but 

even before the action of mutual shaping, individuals need to have hope. Mutual shaping is not 

promised to be an easy process, and Freire (1994) explained, “Without a minimum of hope, we 

cannot so much as start the struggle. But without the struggle, hope, as an ontological need, 

dissipates, loses its bearings, and turns into hopelessness” (p. 17). There should be no top-down 

approach for mentoring where only the mentor is giving instructions and advice with the mentee 

dutifully following directions. Instead, each individual needs to have hope for a relationship 

where they may shape and be shaped by each other; then, they can begin “the struggle” towards 

liberation (Freire, 1994).  

My experience with my mentor during my first year of teaching reflects how I decided 

that she was the expert; I believed I could go to her for any challenge I faced, and she would 
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have the solution for me. I allowed myself to be unintentionally dependent on her, thus reducing 

the potential role that I could play in a mutually supportive mentoring relationship. I felt like I 

had a voice to share my challenges, but I did not allow myself a space to consider—or hope 

for—how I might address these difficulties. I felt because I was only in my first year of teaching, 

I did not have credibility to consider the ways I could address these challenges. I helped 

perpetuate my own silencing in the ways I deferred to my mentor, but it is important to note that 

my mentor allowed for this deference. We agreed, it seemed—she was the authority, and I was to 

follow her lead. It is important, as well, to consider mentors’ perspectives and what may lead 

them to assume a more powerful role in the mentoring relationship. Langdon’s (2017) study, for 

example, examined mentors’ perceptions of their own learning in a mentoring context. One 

mentor who was interviewed explained having “overwhelming feelings of responsibility for the 

mentee’s success” and explained, “‘It is so busy in this school, often it is easier just to tell her 

[the mentee] or show her what to do—it saves time’” (p. 537). These feelings of responsibility 

for the mentee may not excuse this mentor’s authoritative way of communicating—or perhaps of 

not communicating– but there is an explanation provided here that can explain why mentors may 

find themselves taking away the opportunities for dialogue with their mentee.  

Freire’s (1970) vision for providing a more equitable relationship among those who were 

previously oppressor and oppressed is for them to engage in dialogue as they respond to the 

world. Dialogue can be defined as an “act of creation” in which individuals “seek to name the 

world” (Freire, 1970, p. 62). In the context of mentoring, naming the world is a process where 

experienced teachers and new teachers explore and share their lived experiences, where they 

seek to learn from one another and further inform their experiences. At the root of dialogue is 

trust (Freire, 1970). When experienced teachers do not trust new teachers, they might act like the 



RE-IMAGINING MENTORING 6 
 

mentor did in Langdon’s (2017) study: as someone who refuses to dialogue with a new teacher 

and instead determines what information the mentee should know and what behaviors the mentee 

should take. Without trust, teachers cannot engage in dialogue, reflection, or communication 

(Freire, 1970). However, with trust, new teachers and experienced teachers alike can become co-

creators of knowledge and work to flatten the hierarchies (Fecho & Botzakis, 2007) that can exist 

in a mentoring relationship. Dialogue, then, is at the root of collaborative mentoring. 

However, in a mentoring relationship, flattening the hierarchy (Fecho & Botzakis, 2007) 

can be difficult. Dialogue is not necessarily at the root of every formal new teacher induction 

program. School cultures, as well, may create climates that support a more individualistic view 

of teaching, and collaboration may not be seen as a priority (Strom et al., 2018). In other words, 

some schools may promote cultures of isolation rather than cultures of collaboration. 

Additionally, new teachers and experienced teachers may view induction in differing ways 

(Mitchell et al., 2021). Even if an induction program emphasizes the importance of teachers 

working together and co-creating knowledge, new teachers and experienced teachers may 

understand and experience this vision very differently. Mentoring tends to involve a mentor who 

holds the experience and power and a mentee who is inexperienced and seeking support. 

Ingersoll and Smith (2004) referred to mentors as “local guides” (p. 30), and Gay (1995) referred 

to mentors as “role models” (p. 105). Both of these terms imply that it is the mentor's role to 

demonstrate to the mentee what it is that they need to know and do in their new position. It can 

be difficult to disrupt this vision of mentoring in favor of one where new and experienced 

teachers are working together to “name the world” (Freire, 1970, p. 62). 

Context and Dialogue 
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 Freire’s (1970) vision for individuals to work as co-creators of knowledge and engage 

together in dialogue can be furthered by considering Bakhtin’s concept of dialogism (1981). 

Bakhtin (1981) explained dialogue as “the word” entering into spaces where tensions, judgments, 

and interrelationships exist—and where learning and experiences can shift and develop (p. 276). 

Notably, dialogue does not have to involve or be transmitted through utterances (Bakhtin, 1981). 

Individually, one may make meaning through one’s own lived experiences and previous 

understandings and values. This is dialogue. Together, in a mentoring context, for example, 

mentor and mentee may share classroom strategies with one another. The mentor might not want 

to utilize the mentee’s strategy because the mentor may have already tried this strategy without 

success. The mentor may explain this to the mentee, and the mentee might feel pressured to drop 

the strategy, or perhaps, because of their internal drive to succeed, they might feel more 

compelled to prove the mentor wrong and provide a way for the strategy to be implemented. 

Either way, there are ongoing internal transactions that are taking place within mentor and 

mentee as they are exploring and sharing learning strategies with one another. This, too, is 

dialogue. Dialogue does not mean that individuals learn to understand exactly what the other 

understands and then respond accordingly; dialogue is the interactive engagement with ideas. 

There might be tension and disagreement built in, and this is a natural part of what it means to 

engage in dialogue. When we engage in dialogue, we are working to make meaning out of what 

we see, what we hear, and ultimately what we experience and understand. 

 In considering what dialogue is, it is important as well to consider how dialogue can be 

constrained. Bakhtin (1981) introduced the concept of authoritative discourse, which is discourse 

that “demands that we acknowledge it, that we make it our own; it binds us, quite independent of 

any power it might have to persuade us internally; we encounter it with its authority already 



RE-IMAGINING MENTORING 8 
 

fused to it” (p. 342). Authoritative discourse inhibits productive dialogue. Langdon’s (2017) 

description of a mentor who decided what her mentee should do in her classroom is an example 

of authoritative discourse in a mentoring relationship. The mentor in this example refused to 

allow her mentee to consider options that might be appropriate in her mentee’s own classroom 

and specific context; instead, the mentor’s word was final. In cases where authoritative discourse 

is shared, “It is not surrounded by an agitated and cacophonous dialogic life, and the context 

around it dies, words dry up” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 344). In other words, authoritative discourse not 

only stifles dialogue—it also refuses to acknowledge context that might be important to what is 

being shared.  

 One powerful example of authoritative discourse commonly found in the field of 

education is the use of the phrase “best practices.” The naming of any teaching practices as 

“best” exemplifies the dangers of authoritative discourse. Neumann and Meadows (2011) note 

that of a practice labeled as “best,” “It suggests that if we will simply implement this practice or 

this method, then education will improve” (p. 94, emphasis in original). “Best practices” 

suggests that there are practices that are perfect and practices that are less-than-perfect. Who 

would not choose the “perfect” option? However, as is examined by Bakhtin (1981), 

authoritative discourse “can not be represented—it is only transmitted” (p. 344). “Best practices” 

are transmitted by individuals who may feel that they understand all there is to understand about 

teaching and the profession, which is a danger when it comes to dialogue. Insisting upon “best 

practices” constrains dialogue and takes away options that might be better suited to particular 

contexts. Freire (1992) explained this similarly as times when an individual may impose “their 

own ‘reading of the world’” upon another (p. 116).  
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A reading of the world relies on one’s understandings, experiences, and contexts; this 

cannot be dictated by someone’s understanding of what perfect practices may exist. Students’ 

and teachers’ lived experiences and values do not matter if a practice is presumed to be perfect; 

there is no arguing or room for tension if a practice is “best.” The practice merely is and must be 

accepted as it is. However, it is necessary to squash the belief that any one practice can be 

perceived as “perfect” as it is. Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of authoritative discourse informs this 

study’s rationale for examining and exploring the nuances of context. Authoritative discourse is 

devoid of consideration of contexts; what is heard is what is understood and what must be. In my 

study, I examine contextual features that may be influencing the mentoring and collaboration 

practices among mentors and mentees; this is an intentional pivot away from authoritative 

discourse and movement towards recognizing the ways context plays an important role in the 

understandings that I have developed throughout this study.  

Internally persuasive discourse is a form of discourse that differs greatly from 

authoritative discourse and allows for contexts to be considered and for new meaning to be made 

(Bakhtin, 1981). Bakhtin (1981) described internally persuasive discourse as discourse that 

allows for “entirely different possibilities [to] open up,” where ideas can be “applied to new 

material, new conditions” (p. 345). If the mentor in Langdon’s (2017) study, for example, instead 

chose to make suggestions to their mentee about what they might consider trying in their 

classroom—rather than telling them what they should do in their classroom—these utterances 

may have given the mentee space to make meaning of the suggestions and attribute this meaning 

to their contexts. In other words, internally persuasive discourse can afford productive dialogue; 

shaping can take place within the mentee in this example, as they then have the opportunity to 
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create meaning based on suggestions and make considerations of how they might act upon this 

meaning they are making.  

Applebee (1986) explained that, of teaching practices, “We have allowed our 

understanding of teaching and learning to focus on what we do when we teach—the activities 

and curriculum—rather than on why we do it—the principles underlying instruction in general 

and our subject in particular” (p. 6). This “why” calls back to the importance of context; what we 

do in our classrooms should be informed by context, rather than curriculum. There is no 

justification for re-using the same materials year after year with different groups of students. The 

same can be said for a mentoring context; there is no justification for a mentor insisting that a 

mentee’s needs will be the same and look the same as the mentee who came before. Applebee 

(1986) suggested the use of “principled practice,” which he defined as “using the skills of the 

researcher to articulate and sharpen the intuition of the skilled practitioner” (p. 7). Instead of 

relying on “best practices,” principled practice focuses on a teacher’s understanding of why they 

are teaching using the methods and strategies they have chosen. In this way, it is important that 

mentors and mentees also rely on context during their interactions and in their mentoring 

sessions to determine ways they may move forward and make determinations together.   

 The way to squash the concept of “best practices” is through dialogue, and context is a 

necessary factor in dialogue. Dialogue is alive in that it is always taking place in the shifting 

understandings and experiences of individuals. What this also means is that it is fully contextual. 

When a new teacher and an experienced teacher meet with each other, the contexts of their own 

lived experiences are important to their engagement with ideas, as is the context of where they 

are, what words they might be using to interact with one another, how they are expressing the 

words, and even what time of day they are interacting. In a classroom setting, the teacher “must 
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not be ignorant of, underestimate, or reject any of the ‘knowledge of living experience’ with 

which educands come to school” (Freire, 1992, p. 63). Dialogue can only take place through the 

sharing and shaping of lived experiences; context is essential in this regard. Bakhtin (1981) 

explained, “The living utterance, having taken meaning and shape at a particular historical 

moment in a socially specific environment, cannot fail to brush up against thousands of living 

dialogic threads, woven by socio-ideological consciousness around the given object of an 

utterance; it cannot fail to become an active participant in social dialogue” (p. 276). Between 

mentor and mentee, there needs to be “living utterances,” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 276) rather than 

authoritative discourse. Freire (1970) explained that dialogue involves an act of creation, and 

creation can only take place when there is trust, rather than uni-directional power and control, 

among experienced teachers and new teachers. 

Language and Culture 

 Language and culture can also have profound influences upon mentoring contexts and 

mentoring relationships. Together, language and culture shape individuals’ worlds and 

understandings: “Languages of heteroglossia, whatever the principle underlying them and 

making each unique, are specific points of view on the world, forms for conceptualizing the 

world in words, specific world views, each characterized by its own objects, meanings, and 

values” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 292). In dialoguing with others, it is important to consider the contexts 

others may belong to. Fecho et al. (2021) explained how language users make meaning through a 

variety of contexts and with a variety of individuals. They emphasized the importance of “paying 

attention to that journey, noticing dissonance—or moments of wobble” (Fecho et al., 2021, p. 

13) in this process of meaning-making. This journey is active and can be fraught with tensions. 

That tension is what Fecho (2011) referred to as “wobble.” Wobbling involves an ideological 
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moment when one must make a decision—but the decision is not clear-cut nor easy to make. 

Fecho et al. (2021) explained this as a moment of uncertainty where “understandings and 

realities may shift, within which teachers might feel a sense of dread, where the pedagogical 

ground underfoot will appear unstable” (p. ix). It is during these moments of wobble when 

individuals, not just teachers, need to make a complicated decision. Recognizing these differing 

viewpoints and the potential for tensions and wobble moments between and among mentors and 

mentees are important considerations for my study. Without recognizing the influences of 

language, culture, and other contextual factors on decisions that mentors and mentees make, it 

can be easy to make assumptions about individuals’ choices and the motivations influencing 

those choices.  

Tensions may further develop through what Bakhtin (1981) referred to as “centripetal 

forces” and “centrifugal forces.” Centripetal forces are those within language that promote 

standardization, or unification. These forces bring individuals together with common 

understandings. This may be exhibited through a new and experienced teacher mentoring 

relationship where they decide together a text they will both be reading with their respective 

students. However, tension may arise if the mentoring duo were to create the same lesson plans 

together that would be taught in the same ways in their respective classrooms. Too much 

unification can be problematic. On the other hand, centrifugal forces are described as 

“stratifying” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 272). These forces are those that allow for differences in 

understandings and ways of doing. For instance, this might look like if the mentor and mentee 

who decided on a common text for their upcoming units were able to create content for their 

classes that they could decide on, based on their understandings of their students and class 

contexts. Bakhtin described the importance of both forces.  
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In a mentoring context, a new teacher mentee may need scaffolding for the creation of a 

unit—and it may be beneficial to match general unit content with an experienced teacher mentor. 

However, with respect to the importance of dialogue, the new teacher should be prompted to 

learn more about the needs of their students and their contexts instead of relying fully on the 

mentor for standardization in the creation of this unit. Lesson plans that are streamlined and kept 

consistent for all classes, no matter the students’ individual contexts, can be dangerous for 

dialogue and introduce narrow-minded understandings of who students are and what their needs 

are. Smagorinsky (2018) described the dangers behind such streamlining: “‘What works’ 

research has typically been conducted with teachers and students who are remarkably similar to 

the researchers themselves,” and “When [these practices] do not work with other sorts of kids 

with other life experiences, it cannot be the method’s fault, and surely not the researcher’s. It 

must be bad teachers or deficient students, or perhaps communities with the wrong values” (p. 

287). Smagorinsky’s sarcasm draws attention to the concern that too much streamlining and too 

much reliance on “what works” can enter into authoritative discourse territory; too much 

standardization is a danger to dialogue. Centripetal and centrifugal forces can be utilized to 

promote dialogue within a mentoring relationship, but tensions may exist if there are moments 

where standardization becomes too heavy—or when freedom of creation and expression 

becomes too freeform, especially for someone new to the teaching context. 

There may be times when tensions, or wobble moments, develop following 

misunderstandings due to differing contexts. For instance, new teachers tend to enter into schools 

with a lack of familiarity of their surroundings, including well-defined expectations and 

understandings of others in this new context. Fecho et al. (2021) noted how new teachers are 

“lacking contexts, previous events, established routines and the like to draw upon. They often are 
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short on the necessary confidence to know that they are doing good work in a professional world 

that is often equally as short on positive feedback” (p. 24). Their understandings of how they are 

doing and what might be beneficial to them and their practices moving forward may be vastly 

different from experienced teachers’ understandings and anticipations for the future. What is 

important with regards to new teachers is that their personal contexts and backgrounds are able 

to enter into dialogue with contexts and backgrounds of experienced teachers who are more 

familiar with the context of teaching. 

Culture is a central component of context that is important for understanding individuals’ 

worlds and understandings, particularly when considering mentoring and collaboration. Fecho 

(2011) discussed what he referred to as “big-C Culture” and “small-C culture” (p. 79). Big-C 

Culture is the heightened conception of culture as being something grand and sweeping that does 

not directly influence or touch individuals’ lives. Small-C culture, though, involves the ways that 

we present ourselves in the worlds that we make up. Aspects of small-C culture include race and 

religion. These aspects of our lives form our contexts and interact with our lives in a variety of 

ways. Different cultures and contexts can have profound effects on a mentoring relationship. 

Fecho (2011) explained what this might look like: “We all bring different contexts to learning 

and thus we come to different understandings, or even the same understandings at different 

times. Shouldn’t our intent as educators be to understand the make-up of these varied contexts 

and what powerful potential they bring to our learning?” (p. 81). In a collaborative mentoring 

relationship, teachers can gain so much from one another, so long as they are willing and open to 

engaging in dialogue together.  

Small-C cultural differences can create tensions and misunderstandings among 

individuals, but these differences and potential tensions can also serve as powerful moments 
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when learning and dialogue can take place. It is easy for an experienced teacher to silence a new 

teacher through authoritative language and “best practices,” but working through tensions and 

learning through differences can have the opposite effect on new teachers. Instead of being 

silenced, new teachers can be provided with “opportunities for expression” (Fecho, 2011, p. 81). 

Even in sharing common goals, dialoguing with one another creates spaces for new contexts and 

small-C cultures brought from new and experienced teachers alike. Mentoring relationships, 

where new and experienced teachers are working to facilitate and assist in each others’ 

development (Gay, 1995), can serve as spaces where common goals of developing and 

supporting one another may be held.   

Transactional Spaces 

 An environment where experienced and new teachers can engage in dialogue is also a 

space where mutual shaping through transactions can take place. For my exploration of 

transactions in a mentoring context, I have borrowed from Rosenblatt’s (1995) theory of literary 

transaction. Rosenblatt (1995) described through this theory the relationship an individual has 

with a text. Individuals engaged in the act of reading participate in a “to-and-fro spiral, in which 

each [reader and text] is continually being affected by what the other has contributed” (p. 26). 

What this means is that when an individual is reading, they are bringing with them their own 

contexts– their lived experiences, understandings, and values. They are taking these contexts and 

making meaning through what they already know and understand. For example, when I would 

read Romeo and Juliet with groups of freshmen, I noticed that when some would write and 

reflect upon what they were reading, they would discuss Romeo and Juliet as though their love 

was what my own students hoped for in their own lives. Despite our conversations in class about 

the multitude of literary red flags surrounding their relationship and ultimate demises, some 
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students were still sighing and clutching their chests when Romeo died beside Juliet. With 

literary transaction in mind, I can see now that my students were transacting with the text 

according to their understandings and contexts. Freshmen in high school will likely view this 

relationship very differently than I will due to our differences in lived experiences and contexts. I 

have seen those who rush into relationships and make choices in these relationships that they 

later end up admitting they regret. I cannot say that my freshmen have experienced this nor have 

witnessed this in those they know. As such, Romeo and Juliet may indeed be reflecting to them a 

relationship that is colored by beauty and blind love—which my students might find endearing, 

no matter how much I remind them about the catastrophe it turned out to be for all those 

involved.  

The theory of literary transaction considers not only the relationship the reader has to the 

text but also the relationship the text has with the reader. My students were not just bringing their 

contexts into dialogue with the text, but the text was also shaping them as well. Rosenblatt 

(1995) described it in this way: “Since he [the reader] interprets the book or poem in terms of his 

fund of past experiences, it is equally possible and necessary that he come to reinterpret his old 

sense of things in the light of this new literary experience” (p. 101). So, while some of my 

students did not change their understandings of what it means to love after reading about the 

ever-beautiful relationship between Romeo and Juliet, there were still other students who scoffed 

at their relationship and the destruction it caused. And, there were still others who started our 

unit expressing their beliefs in love at first sight and how this can be a profound start to a 

beautiful relationship who later, after reading the text, shared that they were a bit more cautious 

when describing their views on what love at first sight may look like and if it may even exist. I 

use this illustration of reading Romeo and Juliet with my freshmen to explain Rosenblatt’s theory 
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of literary transaction. However, in the context of collaborative mentoring, I have utilized 

Rosenblatt’s theory to unpack transactions that may take place between mentors and mentees. 

 Mentoring contexts are transactional spaces where mutual shaping through dialogue may 

take place. Bakhtin (1981) described dialogue as an ongoing act of creation. This act of creation 

takes place internally and often among individuals whose lived experiences may shape and be 

shaped by one another. I will give an example to illustrate how this might look between a mentor 

and mentee. When I was teaching at a small school in the Midwest, I worked frequently with my 

department head, whom I viewed both as a friend and as a mentor. I remember during one of our 

lunch conversations he was lamenting about how the school had very few diverse texts that we 

could read with our students. I realized during this conversation that while I tended to pride 

myself on connecting class content with students’ lives, I had not even considered the lack of 

representation found in the texts we were required to teach at each grade level. I began to 

consider my own students and how I was teaching texts in our classes that might not connect 

with the lives of all of them. As I considered this potential discrepancy, I asked my department 

head about how we could advocate for this change in our classrooms. I asked why we did not 

have more diverse texts and how we could work towards changing this in the curriculum. It was 

during this casual conversation that my department head opened my eyes to a glaring problem in 

the curriculum that I was ashamed I had not previously realized existed. And, perhaps, I had not 

previously realized the problem in front of me both because the texts were required for us to 

teach and because the representation in these texts were predominantly white, like myself, who 

had failed to see the issue until it had been brought to my attention.  

 There are two important points to be made from this brief conversation I had with my 

department head. The first connects to the important notion of the “two-worlds pitfall” (Feiman-
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Nemser & Buchmann, 1985). This teaching stumbling block can happen when pre-service 

teachers’ understandings from their formal teacher education courses do not seem to align with 

their understandings within the classroom. While I recognized as an in-service teacher, 

theoretically, the importance of diverse texts in the classroom, I did not have diverse texts that I 

could offer to my students during this year of teaching. My understandings and beliefs did not 

align with what I was experiencing, and so the importance of diverse texts was wrongly side-

stepped in my casual acceptance of the texts I was required to use and teach in my classes. I also 

had feelings that I was connecting content with students’ lives; my own feelings about relevance 

should not have been the reason I continued to plow along with texts that may not have actually 

aligned with my students’ actual lives and experiences. Feiman-Nemser and Buchmann (1985) 

explained, if “commonsense notions of teachers and classrooms acquired through the personal 

experience of schooling” do not make sense with “academic learning,” these academic 

understandings are “liable to evaporate, regardless of its worth” (p. 59). My department head was 

the reason I chose in this moment to rebuild the bridge between my academic learning/beliefs 

with my classroom praxis and experiences.  

 This conversation between my department head and myself was also notable because it 

illustrated a significant moment when dialogue and transaction took place. First, I brought with 

me into our conversation my own understandings and lived experiences: I was teaching texts 

required of me, and I was teaching in ways that I was proud of, as I hoped that I was connecting 

students’ lives with the content I was presenting. Second, my department head shared one of his 

own beliefs: the school did not have enough diverse texts for our students. Third, I considered 

my own beliefs with this new information: I realized my idealistic vision of my classroom might 

have been, well, too idealistic a vision; I had failed to see such a glaring issue in the curriculum 
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that I happily taught to my students. Finally, I left our meeting changed as a result of our time 

together: I began to be more intentional in the ways I interpreted the curriculum. I had to 

consider the ways that I could bring in more of my students’ lives, experiences, and small-C 

cultures into the classroom while working within the bounds of literature that was not 

particularly diverse. Collaboration is mutually-formed because dialogue creates space for 

transactions among individuals. I alone did not shape my own understandings about what needed 

to change in my own teaching practices; I engaged in dialogue, which was spurred on by my 

department head’s brief complaint about the district’s curriculum. He and I together shaped my 

new understanding, which allowed me to see what I could change in my own practices. Together, 

transaction, dialogue, and the two-worlds pitfall are significant to my study. This example 

illustrates the importance of mentoring as well as my interest in improving the mentoring process 

in ways that allow collaborative dialogue and transaction to be part of the bridge-building that 

needs to happen between the worlds of teacher preparation and the tension in practice that 

teachers, both new and experienced, may wrestle with.  

Dialogue can create opportunities for consideration of future actions through reflection, 

in the forms of reflection-on-action and reflection-in-action (Schön, 1983). Schön’s (1983) 

conception of reflection-on-action involves reflection on something that already happened, like 

how, in my own example, I reflected on the literature I taught my students, which I found was 

less inclusive than I had previously thought it to be. This reflection-on-action led me to consider 

how I might adjust my practices for the future. Reflection-in-action, on the other hand, involves 

reflection “on-the-spot,” or, in the moment (Schön, 1983, p. 63). An example of this in a 

teaching context might involve a teacher confronted with a fire drill in the middle of a midterm 

test; upon returning to the classroom from the drill, they have to now make a quick decision for 
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their students. Should they continue the test after the fire drill, despite its intrusive interruption? 

Should they instead take a pause on the test and finish it next class, despite students now having 

the opportunity to go home and study what they were unprepared for on the test this first time 

around? This wobble moment marks a moment of reflection-in-action (Schön, 1983); it’s 

important to note that wobble moments require teachers to take a minute to consider what will 

come next; they must now make decisions based on consideration of previous experiences, 

professional knowledge, and understanding of the greater context. Reflection-in-action can be 

prompted by wobble moments but does not always have to take place within a wobble moment; 

if teachers engage in conscious reflection-in-action, they can consider their practices while in the 

moment of behaving and speaking.  

Reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action connect to transactions. Rosenblatt (1995) 

explained transactions as a form of reflective thinking: “If the individual is stimulated often 

enough to engage in this kind of reflection, it may tend to become habitual” (p. 215). If 

individuals engage in frequent reflective thinking, or reflection-on-action, through dialogue and 

transaction, they can continue to grow and be shaped by such thinking, which may result in their 

later participation in reflection-in-action. Rosenblatt (1995) explained further that such shaping 

“usually starts when there is some conflict or discomfort or when habitual behavior is impeded 

and a choice of new paths of behavior must be made” (p. 216). This means that frequent 

transacting can shape individuals, especially when a moment of tension, or wobble, is 

introduced. My department head caused me to wobble in my view of my own practice. I had to 

consider if I was reaching my students or merely teaching what I was supposed to and only 

reaching a subset of my students. I wobbled, engaged in reflection-on-action, and subsequently 

chose to lean into the wobble and learn from the tension I felt within me. I had to question my 
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own practices. To summarize, transaction is an important component of collaborative mentoring 

in that transactions between mentors and mentees can allow for important reflection and wobble, 

along with the creation of knowledge through dialogue. This, then, is effective mentoring. 

Beyond Formal Mentoring 

From a dialogical stance, productive collaboration is a transactional process of learning 

and sharing. In order to productively collaborate, individuals work towards a common goal 

(McCann, 2010) and share in their decision making (Stewart & McClure, 2013). This transaction 

is a dialogical process, during which individuals engage in reflection and considerations of 

action. Productive collaboration is active and ongoing, even following in-person interactions. 

After my experience with my department head, I began making changes in my own classroom. 

While I could not change the texts my students were reading, I worked to change assignments to 

allow for more open-ended interpretations. I wanted my students to be able to express 

themselves and share their own lived experiences through our classroom activities; I refused to 

limit the ways they could express themselves. In other words, I reflected upon the transaction I 

had with my department head, and I chose to take action.  

This theoretical framework has included a discussion of the process of collaboration as 

existing between new teachers and experienced teachers in formal mentoring settings. However, 

productive collaboration may take on a variety of forms between new and experienced teachers– 

not just through formal mentoring programs. At the root of productive collaboration is support 

for one another through dialogue. If this is the root of productive collaboration, then formal 

mentoring is not the only context where this transaction can take shape. Instead, in my own 

naming of the world, I can name the other forms that productive collaboration may take between 

new and experienced teachers. This naming of other forms also allows this theoretical framework 
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to be opened up beyond the scope of formal mentoring and allow for its use in other relevant 

professional learning contexts (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1 
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the two-worlds pitfall (Feiman-Nemser & Buchmann, 1985) that can keep separate theoretical 

understandings and praxis. I remember as a new teacher, sitting through professional 

development sessions at the beginning of the school year, where I would listen to an individual 

of authority who read from a slideshow about something I was supposed to consider for my own 

teaching practices. Based on my vague recollection of these experiences, it is clear that these 

moments of professional development did not resonate with me; they were non-sustained and 

top-down. As such, I remember leaving these incidents with frustration and panic, feeling as 

though I had been interrupted from my own more-relevant moments of prep for the impending 

school year. However, professional development may hold much more importance than in the 

ways I depicted my past experiences here, and my research will address the ways collaboration 

and dialogue may take place in settings of professional learning.  

Feiman-Nemser (2001) explained that if new teachers were engaged in “building a new 

professional culture, they must be introduced early on to the skills of inquiry and given many 

opportunities to develop the habits of critical colleagueship” (p. 1049). She further elaborated to 

express how in order to introduce teachers into such a culture, they need to be “inducted into 

communities of practice where they can learn with and from reform-minded teachers working to 

improve the education and life chances of all students” (p. 1049). I would argue that this 

induction phase where new teachers enter into communities of practice is an ongoing process 

where productive collaboration is at the root. Teachers can learn from and with each other 

through dialogue and engaging in transactions with one another. They can reflect upon their 

practices and consider ways they might take action and make changes and adjustments in these 

practices. In other words, it is through professional development that new teachers engage in 

productive collaboration with others, perhaps not just among experienced teachers but perhaps 
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also among other new teachers as well. Further, Feiman-Nemser (2001) described the importance 

of a professional learning community (PLC), where individuals share common goals and 

interests. Professional development may be considered simultaneously “everybody’s and 

nobody’s responsibility” (Feiman-Nemser, 2001, p. 1049), but with common interest and 

motivation to support one another’s development in the profession, PLCs may serve as 

professional development that can be informal and sustained through the teachers who make 

them up.  

Coaching is another form of professional learning where new and experienced teachers 

may also come together to engage in productive collaboration. Coaches are described by 

Robertson et al. (2020a) as “knowledgeable educators who guide collaborative, site-based, 

differentiated professional learning experiences for teachers over extended periods of time” (p. 

56). What we already see in this definition is professional learning for teachers that is ongoing 

and inherently collaborative. Robertson et al. (2020b) provided an example of how productive 

collaboration may look in a practical way among teachers and coaches in a coaching context. 

They referred to this as “Joint Problem Identification” and described this as a process where the 

teacher and coach analyzed lesson plans together and where “agency appeared to be entirely 

equitable, as coaches and teachers exchanged ideas and seamlessly slipped in and out of the 

‘leadership’ role” (p. 419). Like how mentors and mentees engaging in productive collaboration 

have moments where they switch roles—mentor becoming mentee, mentee becoming mentor—

Joint Problem Identification is a way coaching may look among a teacher and coach where they 

are both spending time when they lead and guide the other through the process of reviewing a 

lesson plan. There is a common goal, shared decision making, and the opportunity for dialogue 

to encourage reflection and change as a result of the interactions the pair share.  
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Ongoing professional learning through professional development sessions, PLCs, 

mentoring, and coaching all reflect the blurry line that exists to tie each to the dialogical support 

found in productive collaboration. My purpose of exploring these blurry ties is to expand this 

theoretical framework beyond the scope of formal mentoring. New teachers and experienced 

teachers—or, experienced teacher educators—can participate in productive collaboration in a 

variety of contexts that cannot be bounded easily.  

Moving Forward 

 I have constructed this theoretical framework to support my examination of how new and 

experienced teachers can make meaning in collaborative settings through mutual shaping that 

takes place through dialogue. This purpose caters to a larger objective of better understanding 

how teacher preparation and teacher induction can prepare teachers to participate in dialogue and 

collaboration with one another. New teachers often enter into the profession experiencing 

feelings of discomfort and a sense that everything around them is brand new (Fecho et al., 2021). 

New teachers often feel, during this time, a lack of time: “to think, to reflect, to measure 

response, to call upon past practice, to choose from a range of options, to gain deeper 

understanding of the stances of others” (Fecho et al., 2021, p. 4). It is difficult to sustain dialogue 

during times when it feels like time is the most needed– and most lacked–element of each day. 

However, this theoretical framework seeks to examine and explain the importance of dialogue 

within ongoing productive collaboration amongst new and experienced teachers. What is not 

sustained is quickly forgotten and undone (Fecho et al., 2021; Feiman-Nemser, 2001, 2003). 

There is an argument in here for providing new teachers with the time they may be lacking 

during induction– so that they can rely less on others to make decisions for them, so that they can 

consider the experiences they and others have, so that they can shape and be shaped by others, so 
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that they can reflect, and so that they can consider how this process of transaction can prompt 

them to action. Knowledge emerges through dialogue, or, as Freire (1970) explained, “through 

invention and re-invention, through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry human 

beings pursue in the world, with the world, and with each other” (p. 45). I use this theoretical 

framework to emphasize the active dialogue that must take place in order for new teachers and 

experienced teachers alike to learn and grow as educators and individuals in a world of varying 

contexts, languages, and cultures.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

The transition from pre-service teacher to in-service teacher is often fraught with 

challenges and unexpected tensions that new teachers are experiencing for the first time. Feiman-

Nemser (2001, 2003) described this as a time when new teachers are simultaneously expected to 

teach while also learning to teach. She wrote,  

There are some things that can only be learned on the job. The preservice experience lays 

a foundation and offers practice in teaching. The first encounter with real teaching occurs 

when beginning teachers step into their own classroom. Then learning to teach begins in 

earnest. (Feiman-Nemser, 2001, p. 1026)  

The figurative and literal step over the transition from pre-service teaching into a classroom of 

one’s own is frequently studied in the field of teacher education and teacher induction. Kardos 

and Johnson (2010) called this act of settling in to the profession as “turbulent landings,” where 

new teachers are “bumped about by the minute-to-minute decisions that determine whether they 

can maintain order among their students” (p. 23). Despite literature’s emphasis on new teachers 

and the challenges they encounter throughout this transition (Ingersoll et al., 2012; Kutcy & 

Schulz, 2006; McCann & Johannessen, 2004; Smeaton & Waters, 2013; Strom et al., 2018), 

many of these same challenges remain enduring and reserved for the profession that “eats its 

young” (Halford, 1998, p. 33). 

 Participation in dialogue with the world around them has the potential to support new 

teachers as they respond to the challenges they encounter. When dialogue is defined as an “act of 

creation,” it can enable teachers to “seek to name the world” (Freire, 1970, p. 62). In this way, 

teachers, not just new teachers, can engage with and make meaning through the varying contexts, 

languages, and cultures they interact with. In naming their world, they can shape and be shaped 
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by others and the contexts they encounter. I utilize a dialogic lens in this literature review to 

explore challenges experienced by new and experienced teachers, new teacher induction, and 

collaborative forms of mentoring. In this literature review, I provide a rationale for a study 

examining new and experienced teachers’ conceptions of mentoring in order to identify the range 

of mentoring practices being employed and consider the role of collaboration in mentoring 

practices. 

Challenges in the Teaching Profession 

I taught in a different school each year spanning my secondary English teaching career. I 

made shifts to and from schools due to familial moves, changes in school funding, and my own 

discovery of who I was and where I felt I could serve students in ways that benefited both them 

and myself. While I grew in my experiences and understandings of the profession and my role in 

it, I found myself feeling like a new teacher each time I would walk through yet another set of 

unfamiliar doors and contexts. It was through these experiences that I grew in my confidence and 

my commitment for my students and the profession, but it was also through these experiences 

that I consistently encountered and re-encountered teaching challenges often reserved for those 

who are entering into their first year of the profession. However, I acknowledge that my 

experiences with these challenges are not necessarily others’ experiences with these challenges. 

In this section that follows, I explore a few of the challenges that are frequently referenced in 

induction-based literature, all of which I too experienced during my years as a new teacher.  

New Teacher Challenges 

 Throughout this literature review, I utilize the terms “new teacher” and “experienced 

teacher.” For the purposes of this review, I define new teachers as those who are in years 1-3 of 

teaching and experienced teachers as those who are in years 4+ of teaching. The transition from 
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pre-service teacher to in-service teacher can be particularly challenging. While pre-service 

teacher programs tend to lay foundations for teaching, new teachers will still not experience the 

realities of teaching until they have entered their classrooms (Fecho et al., 2021, 2024; Feiman-

Nemser, 2001; Smeaton & Waters, 2013). Fecho et al. (2024) described the transition as a 

“watershed moment in the career of any teacher” that signifies “both the culmination of 

dedicated preparation and the first steps of the marathon that will be your teaching career” (p. 1). 

This transition can reinforce the two-worlds pitfall (Feiman-Nemser & Buchmann, 1985), where 

new teachers see a divide between what they learned in their teacher preparation program with 

what they are experiencing in the classroom; this divide may cause teachers to disregard what 

they learned and lean heavily instead on their “personal experience of schooling” (p. 59).  

While pre-service teaching programs provide pre-service teachers with layers of support, 

the marked transition into in-service teaching tends to involve removing nearly all—if not all—

layers of support that were previously in place (Fecho et al., 2021; McCann et al., 2009). This 

feeling of working alone or in isolation is one enduring challenge that new teachers often 

experience (Halford, 1998; Ingersoll, 2012; Lortie, 1975; Stewart et al., 2019). Lortie (1975) 

described the isolation that often exists in schools, where teachers are expected to teach students 

physically alone in their classrooms; he explained how this isolation can reduce the chances 

teachers have to work with and learn from one another. More than a half century following 

Lortie (1975), recent literature (Fecho et al., 2024; Stewart & Jansky, 2024; Strom et al., 2018) 

similarly present understandings that reflect new teachers’ feelings of isolation and 

abandonment. Strom et al. (2018) explained that new teachers may experience isolation as a 

result of the school culture they are working in, describing this culture of isolation as a 

“constraining environmental condition” (p. 22). A culture of isolation can create challenges for 
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teachers as well as students, and a school culture that poses such a challenge can have enduring 

consequences. Johnson et al. (2012) found teachers are “three times more likely to plan to 

transfer from schools with particularly poor conditions of work than are teachers whose work 

environment is of average quality” (p. 30). Poor conditions, described by Johnson et al. (2012) as 

“places of deprivation, disorder, and isolation,” can cause higher rates of turnover in teachers, 

which has an equally negative reaction upon the school that teachers are leaving from (p. 30). 

Leaving a workplace characterized by isolation and disorder can create waves: “These high 

turnover rates erode efforts to foster meaningful collegial relationships, develop instructional 

capacity, and establish a strong organizational culture” (p. 30). A new teacher in such a 

demoralizing environment may have less chance to experience a positive school culture marked 

with collaboration, collegiality, and commitment to students’ success (Johnson et al., 2012), and 

they may decide to leave the school—or the profession.  

Constraining conditions may not all be environmental. McCann and Johannessen (2004) 

explained that sometimes new teachers may feel that isolating can allow them space and time to 

focus on the new and unfamiliar tasks being asked of them. However, when new teachers choose 

to isolate themselves, they are taking away “distractions that might provide healthy relief from 

the daily routine” (McCann & Johannessen, 2004, p. 141). Feiman-Nemser (2003) described this 

self-isolation as “the lonely struggle to survive,” (p. 27) which ties back to the oft-used 

expression “sink or swim” as it relates to the experiences of being a new teacher. Isolation, 

whether the result of school culture or internal prioritization, is a frequently cited challenge of 

new teachers as they navigate their new role in the profession.  

 The isolation of new teachers can take away opportunities for others within the school to 

provide them with support; taking away these layers of support may intensify the challenges that 
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new teachers also experience. Another enduring challenge that new teachers often encounter is 

that of a heavy workload (Clandinin et al., 2015; Kidd et al., 2015; Kutcy & Schulz, 2006; 

Lortie, 1975; Stewart & Jansky, 2022). Kutcy and Schulz (2006) found that new teachers had 

difficulties with their workloads, specifically regarding the number of students in their classes 

and the student behaviors they were expected to manage. Lack of planning was another 

workload-related challenge new teachers spoke about in Smeaton and Waters’ (2013) study. In 

focus groups where they met with new teachers, Smeaton and Waters (2013) described the 

teachers as asking, “Why can’t schools make it easier for new teachers?” (p. 82). Even more 

recently, Kaufman and Diliberti (2021) discussed the influence that Covid-19 had on teachers–

not just new teachers–and how workloads shifted when instruction was moved from in-person to 

virtual formats: “Many teachers had to learn new technology and seek out new strategies and 

materials for engaging their students virtually” (p. 2). They found that “half of all surveyed 

teachers reported working 48 hours or more per week as part of their teaching position in their 

most recent full week of school, and 24 percent reported working 56 or more hours per week” 

(Kaufman & Diliberti, 2021, p. 2). Considering the challenge that workload posed prior to 

Covid-19 for new teachers, it is important to see that the pandemic may have heightened this 

challenge even further. Workload-related challenges remain enduring for new teachers. 

Expectations, like those that make up a new teacher’s workload, that are often placed on new 

teachers at the start of their careers may serve as reminders to them about what they cannot yet 

do (Feiman-Nemser, 2001).  

Many of the challenges new teachers face tend to be more than just professional growing 

pains that they are able to quickly adapt from and learn through; rather, the challenges new 

teachers experience tend to also be the reasons many new teachers leave the profession (Kidd et 
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al., 2015; Strom et al., 2018). Ingersoll et al. (2014) estimated that approximately 40-50% of new 

teachers leave the profession within their first five years, and Sutcher et al. (2016) explained that 

overall attrition levels of teachers is at 8% annually. Additionally, Ingersoll et al. (2018) found a 

“greening” trend of the teaching force, where there are now “more younger people represented in 

the field” (p. 46). If we factor in the rate of greening with the higher rate of new teacher turnover, 

we are faced with the reality of a teacher shortage (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017; 

Ingersoll et al., 2016; Sutcher et al., 2016). In light of the greening and turnover trends, it is 

important to identify mitigation strategies for the enduring challenges new teachers face. Doing 

so can help these teachers feel empowered and supported in their new roles (Stewart et al., 2020; 

Hill et al., 2020).  

Induction’s Role in Addressing Challenges 

 Providing new teachers with the supports that they need upon entering the profession is 

necessary for their retention (Bastian & Marks, 2017; Billingsley, 2002; Ingersoll & Smith, 

2004; Kang & Berliner, 2012). This period of transition, when individuals shift from pre-service 

teachers to in-service teachers, can be referred to as induction (Feiman-Nemser, 2001). Most 

schools require new teachers to participate in formal induction programs as well, which may 

consist of a variety of supports meant to help new teachers ease into the profession (McCann et 

al., 2005). Ingersoll and Strong (2011) found that induction programs have positive influences on 

new teachers’ “satisfaction, commitment, or retention” (p. 225), but, more specifically, induction 

programs that include a mentoring component have been found to have particularly positive 

influences on new teachers.  

Literature on mentoring in the U.S. reflects that there is not a clear consensus about the 

definition for what mentoring is (Mertz, 2004; Zembytska, 2015). Therefore, it is important for 
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me to be clear about my own usage of how I will be operationalizing what a mentor is in the 

context of induction. Across my work, I utilize Gay’s (1995) definition of a mentor, which is 

succinct and can be used in contexts of formal and informal mentoring: “A mentor is someone 

who facilitates and assists another’s development” (p. 103). McCann et al. (2005) suggested 

steps that schools can take to support new teachers’ induction into a school. One step they 

suggested was to “Plan for formal and informal mentoring, without encumbering the new teacher 

with additional time commitments and without imposing an inappropriate partner on the novice” 

(p. 121). While induction can be a transitory process where new teachers are assigned formal 

supports and mentors, induction can also be informal, where new teachers seek out their own 

mentors and support from others with whom they interact. Du and Wang (2017) even suggest a 

“hybrid model of mentoring,” where new teachers are encouraged to seek out informal mentors 

“with whom they can work both professionally and personally,” while school leaders orchestrate 

the ways this informal partnership can be formally supported (p. 326).  

Professional learning communities (PLCs) can serve as forms of informal mentoring, 

depending on if they are required by a school system or formed more naturally by teachers. PLCs 

have been described by Feiman-Nemser (2001) as “communities of practice where they [new 

teachers] can learn with and from reform-minded teachers working to improve the education and 

life chances of all students” (p. 1049). Similar to Gay’s (1995) definition, we can see in Feiman-

Nemser’s description of PLCs that teachers are able to develop with and from other teachers; 

PLCs are just one way mentoring may take shape in the process of new teacher induction. 

However, it is important as well to note that PLCs can also create tensions when they are not 

collaborative (Stewart & Jansky, 2022). Informal mentoring through PLCs is not a solution but 

rather an alternative for one way mentoring may take shape among new and experienced 
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teachers. Induction is important for new teachers’ retention, but professional learning can also 

take shape in a variety of ways outside of the realm of induction. 

Professional Learning Beyond Induction 

 I emphasize the role of mentoring in new teachers’ development and induction into the 

profession, but new teachers may also experience professional learning in a variety of ways other 

than through formal or informal forms of mentoring. Within the category that is professional 

learning, we can identify professional development (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017); coaching 

(Robertson et al., 2020a); and induction (Feiman-Nemser, 2001). However, professional 

development, induction, and coaching are not easy to distinguish between and may seem blurry 

within their overlapping features. Bullough & Draper (2004) found, for instance, that mentors are 

often expected to wear the “coaching” hat as one of their roles as a mentor. As a dialogical 

researcher who engages in the active process of naming the world (Freire, 1970), I believe that 

naming each of these components as separate is unnecessary and complicated. Professional 

learning can take on a variety of forms; it is most important to consider the ways professional 

learning may be presented and the ways professional learning can work to target challenges 

experienced by new teachers. For this literature review and for my own research, I emphasize the 

umbrella that is professional learning and utilize professional development, induction, and 

coaching as forms of professional learning that overlap in a variety of ways.  

Challenging Cultures of Schooling in Relation to Professional Learning 

 Professional learning is not a panacea for the challenges new teachers experience; forms 

of professional learning may also present challenges, especially as they connect with—or clash 

with—cultures of schooling. A school system engages students and teachers of varying 

backgrounds and small-C cultures (Fecho, 2011). We as educators are “multicultural beings 
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transacting in multicultural contexts” who call upon our “cultural lenses” to help us make sense 

of our experiences and environments (Fecho, 2011, p. 80). However, not all school cultures 

promote nor even acknowledge differences among individuals within the school. Smagorinsky 

(2018) explained, “Teaching and learning are always relational and situational, and I question 

whether any method is absolutely capable of moving all teachers and students in the same way” 

(p. 283). Referring to teaching methods as being perfectly capable of reaching students and 

teachers alike in the same influential way is a dangerous way of viewing methods. This vision 

promotes use of “best practices,” which cannot fully be defined, seeing as they cannot exist, but 

they imply that these are practices that “sit at the pinnacle of learning” for all learners (Neumann 

& Meadows, 2011, p. 93). A school culture that will not acknowledge the differences and unique 

lived experiences of those within its doors is one that stifles dialogue and promotes a single-

minded way of thinking and behaving.  

New teachers’ experiences in a monological school culture will likely entail moments of 

silencing, where they may be afraid of asking questions or voicing concerns because of their 

position as novices in the profession and because of the fear of being told that they are wrong 

(Stewart & Jansky, 2022) or unintelligent (Hobson & Malderez, 2013) for asking or saying 

something. For example, one of the new teacher participants in Stewart and Jansky’s (2022) 

study voiced her frustration with being given unhelpful advice from a mentor teacher. The 

advice, to “speed up her teaching,” was not helpful for her classes and instead created confusion 

and frustration in her students; the new teacher explained how she felt “in a funk” and 

“incompetent” following the experience (p. 7). This example is indicative of what Hobson and 

Malderez (2013) referred to as “judgementoring.” Judgementoring can be defined as a one-on-

one mentoring relationship between a new teacher mentee and experienced teacher mentor where 
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the mentor, “in revealing too readily and/or too often her/his own judgements on or evaluations 

of the mentee’s planning and teaching…compromises the mentoring relationship and its 

potential benefits” (Hobson & Malderez, 2013, p. 2). In their study, Hobson and Malderez 

(2013) shared a quote from a new teacher mentee who experienced judgementoring from their 

mentor: “She [the mentor] said…‘oh you shouldn’t be doing that…you should be doing this’...I 

kind of felt ‘all that work and it is worthless because I have got to do it your way’” (p. 7). We 

can see in this example a feeling of frustration (“it is worthless”) from the new teacher, who put 

time and effort into work that they produced, only to have the experienced teacher promote a 

monological way of teaching that they insisted the new teacher also adopt.  

Part of the problem that may exist in the case of judgementoring may be that the mentor 

teacher is taking upon the secondary role of supervisor. Supervisors tend to be those who observe 

and evaluate new teachers and who tend to be separate from any assigned new teacher mentors 

(McCann et al., 2005). However, just as context is important to consider in every situation, there 

are findings that do support how mentors may serve in both “assistance and assessment” roles 

with success in establishing positive relationships with their new teacher mentees (Yusko & 

Feiman-Nemser, 2008, p. 948). But, if there is an overemphasis on evaluation of pre-service 

teachers, this can lead to the promotion of “surface, reproductive learning” (Hawkey, 1995, p. 

176). I believe the same can be true for new teachers as well; if they are over-evaluated, whether 

by a supervisor or mentor who takes on an assessor role, the new teacher may in turn seek only 

to teach from those pre-chosen “best practices” for their classroom and students. In other words, 

the new teacher will allow for a dismantling of dialogue and rejection of the cultures and lived 

experiences of the students in their classroom. Finally, over-evaluation, whether through 

judgementoring or other monological practices, has the potential to reinforce those enduring 
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challenges that new teachers may experience, challenges like feelings of isolation and feelings of 

being silenced by others within the school (Hobson & Malderez, 2013).  

Challenges to new teachers’ growth may be encountered through non-sustained 

opportunities for professional learning. In order to examine this constraint to professional 

learning, I would like to first share two segments of definitions of forms of professional learning. 

One such form, coaching, can be defined as a process by which “knowledgeable educators guide 

collaborative, site-based, differentiated professional learning experiences for teachers over 

extended periods of time” (Robertson et al., 2020a, p. 56). Similarly, Darling-Hammond et al. 

(2017) provided a definition of professional development that consisted of seven components. 

The seventh component is of interest here: effective professional development “is of sustained 

duration” (p. 1). Both Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) and Robertson et al. (2020a) made 

important distinctions about professional learning in that it must be sustained over an extended 

period of time. However, when schools provide teachers with one-off professional development 

sessions, for instance, “Teachers will be unlikely to teach in ways that meet demanding new 

standards for student learning or to participate in the solution of educational problems” (Feiman-

Nemser, 2001, p. 1014). Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) explained that “Effective professional 

development provides teachers with adequate time to learn, practice, implement, and reflect upon 

new strategies that facilitate changes in their practice” (p. 4). One-off professional development 

sessions make dialogue difficult because they are not sustained and do not allow time for this 

process of learning, practicing, implementation, and reflection (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). 

These one-off sessions can more effectively be referred to as “best practices” professional 

learning sessions, as they “gloss over meaningful contextual dynamics that shape educational 
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settings” (Neumann & Meadows, 2011, p. 93), and they do not allow time for reflection and 

considerations of future action. 

Professional learning that takes place through induction programs also has the potential to 

be non-sustained and limited in scope (McCann & Johannessen, 2004, 2009). McCann and 

Johannessen (2009) discussed one facet of induction—specifically of mentoring—that is relevant 

to keeping professional learning active and dialogical: “The idea of a mentor as one wise and 

knowledgeable person who can transmit information and guide development is a rather narrow 

conception. The many members of a community of support can contribute [to mentoring]” (p. 

121). In fact, Pogodzinski (2012) found that new teachers interacted more with their colleagues 

than with their formally assigned mentors. He rationalized that, because of this “socialization 

through informal interactions” and because of how expensive and difficult it is for “district and 

school administrators to recruit, train, and properly assign individual mentors to novice 

teachers,” that “it may be necessary to shift induction policy and practice from solely one-to-one 

relations to a network approach of supporting new teachers” (p. 1011). Over a decade after 

Pogodzinski shared these words, Stewart and Jansky (2024) shared in a study a new teacher 

participant’s experiences with conflict she experienced with her assigned mentor. This new 

teacher, Natalie, shared that she heard through her “adoptive mentor” that rumors had been 

spread by other teachers in the building that Natalie “was not doing her job correctly” (p. 13). In 

sharing this, Natalie voiced how she had been assigned a formal mentor but that this mentor “had 

not come to her directly to voice any concerns,” resulting in Natalie feeling like she was 

“walking on eggshells” in her formal mentoring relationship (p. 14). Natalie’s informal mentor 

may have provided her with important information related to her performance as a teacher, but 

Natalie was not being provided with any context about this performance from the one person 
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who had been formally assigned to provide this information to her. This lack of communication 

between mentor and mentee and Natalie being told about her job performance without context 

and from an informal mentor depict an example of professional learning that is limited in scope 

where the formally-assigned mentor served a mentee ineffectively. To use Pogodzinski’s (2012) 

words, it may still be time, over a decade later, for a shift from “solely one-to-one relations to a 

network approach of supporting new teachers” (p. 1011). If mentoring was expanded to a 

network approach for Natalie, she may have received more timely critique and had the 

opportunity to learn from other teachers, rather than being paired with a mentor who did not 

share with her such important feedback.  

Kutsyuruba et al. (2019) shared findings that described further the importance of informal 

mentors for new teacher mentees. They noted that within their study, for “most of the 

participants who benefited from mentoring, supports mostly came from informal mentoring 

arrangements with colleagues rather than from a formal mentor” (p. 15). They suggested that 

support at both the formal and informal levels of mentoring allowed their participants to “expand 

their understandings of school structures, policies, routines and procedures and thus gain 

confidence in their everyday decisions” (p. 16). With this grounding, the practice of mentoring 

may not always just be between only two people nor does it need to be formally-assigned in 

order to take place. If one is seeking only to learn through and with one other person, mentoring 

can be limited. However, mentoring with one or several others can still serve beneficial; in all 

instances of mentoring, it is crucial to find space to participate in productive collaboration, even 

if it may require navigating complex social dynamics. Dialogue is at the root of productive 

collaboration, and this dialogue can take shape in a variety of mentoring contexts.  
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 Mentoring may be productive in more of a group setting, so long as individuals are 

willing to engage in dialogue with one another. However, McCann and Johannessen (2009) point 

out that there may be times when mentoring might seem limited from the get-go and that not 

even a one-on-one mentoring relationship may be an option for those new to the profession; 

perhaps a teacher is the only English teacher in the building, for example. They explained, “In 

such a circumstance, the teacher may do well to look outside school for the help that an in-school 

mentor teacher might otherwise provide” (p. 121). These “outside” mentors, who Ingersoll and 

Smith (2004) might refer to as an “external network,” might take the form of former teachers or 

professors (McCann & Johannessen, 2009). Nevertheless, there may be times when the culture of 

schooling supports a culture of isolation (Fecho et al., 2021) where new teachers find that they 

do not even want to seek out additional mentors or a PLC. One such example of how this might 

look is exhibited through a participant in Fecho et al.’s (2021) study. This new teacher sought 

support through an administrator in her building. However, she was often met with rolled eyes 

and the feeling that she was being written off by the administrator; eventually, the new teacher 

expressed, “‘I didn’t want to ask her to come visit the classroom even and give me pointers, 

because there was like a lack of trust’” (Fecho et al., 2021, p. 111). In this instance, the enduring 

teacher challenge of isolation was reinforced by the culture of the school this new teacher found 

herself in. She felt dismissed by her administration and retreated into a shell of isolation.  

New teachers may experience challenges and demoralizing school cultures in a variety of 

ways. Johnson et al. (2012) explained that of a teacher who moves from a school with positive 

school culture to a school with negative school culture, her effectiveness may be reduced, “not 

because she becomes a less skilled instructor, but because she can no longer count on a coherent 

code of behavior or high expectations among fellow teachers and students” (pp. 28-29). Hogan 
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and White (2021) similarly discussed how participants in their study “agreed that school 

leadership and how a school is organized plays a significant part in shaping the wellbeing of 

teachers” (p. 32). A positive school culture is crucial for teachers’ success and in exploring their 

potential as educators. What is more important than continuing to discuss challenges and 

monological school cultures, however, is discussing specific ways that productive induction and 

professional learning practices may support new teachers who may be experiencing obstacles 

such as these. 

Collaboration 

Collaboration can be defined as a dialogical process (Stewart & McClure, 2013) that 

includes a common goal (McCann, 2010) and shared decision making (Stewart & McClure, 

2013). Productive collaboration includes reflection and considerations of action (Butler et al., 

2004); it is an active and ongoing process. Collaboration may not always be a fully reciprocal 

process but should aim for a flattening of hierarchies (Fecho & Botzakis, 2007) that may exist 

among those engaged in collaboration.  

Collaborative Induction 

 Research indicates that induction is more likely to reduce new teacher turnover when it 

involves collaboration with other teachers (Haun & Martin, 2004; Ingersoll & Smith, 2004). 

Ingersoll (2012) found linkage between new teachers’ participation in an induction program and 

their retention. Importantly, Ingersoll (2012) found that this link was strengthened depending on 

the types and numbers of supports new teachers received: “The factors with the strongest effect 

were having a mentor teacher from one’s subject area and having common planning or 

collaboration time with other teachers in one’s subject area” (p. 50). Induction can be used 

effectively to reduce new teacher attrition rates, but collaboration plays a key role that can 
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further strengthen the retention rates of these new teachers. What this reflects is the importance 

of exploring ways collaboration may be utilized through induction practices. If this 

understanding is paired with the knowledge that induction has been found to be more positively 

influential for new teachers when it has a mentoring component (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011), then 

it is important to specifically consider exploring ways mentoring can be presented as a form of 

collaboration. 

There are many forms that collaborative mentoring may take (Butler et al., 2004; 

Hollingsworth, 1992; McCann, 2010; Shank, 2005a). Before delving into factors that may 

influence collaborative mentoring, however, it is important to consider an example of how 

collaborative mentoring may look. Shank’s (2005a) study of teachers’ experiences with 

Collaborative Inquiry Groups (CIGs) provides an exemplar for how teachers may experience 

productive collaboration through mentoring. The CIGs Shank (2005a) studied were groups 

aimed to “engage teachers in a collaborative process of examining their teaching practices” 

(Shank, 2005a, p. 74). She concluded her study with the following consideration for future 

induction programs: “Collaborative groups within schools can be powerful places for 

‘mentoring’ of teachers at all stages in their careers as they face the challenges of teaching” (p. 

81). Shank noted further that in such collaborative mentoring relationships, new and experienced 

teachers alike “can learn to be open about their practices and grapple with the complexities of 

teaching” (p. 81). Consistent with the definition I provide of productive collaboration, CIGs 

allowed participants a space where they could dialogue about the profession and its complexities, 

share common goals and decision making, reflect upon their practices, and make considerations 

for the future. 

The Roles of Culture upon Mentoring and Collaboration  
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 Culture plays an important role in mentoring contexts, though, “frequently, educators see 

culture as some remote concept that only tangentially touches us, if at all” (Fecho, 2011, p. 79). 

In this literature review, I utilize Fecho’s (2011) definition of small-C culture to refer to 

individuals’ cultures. Fecho’s (2011) explanation of small-C culture refers to spaces where “we 

seek or accept affiliation and through which we view and present ourselves to the world” (Fecho, 

2011, p. 79). These affiliations and ways we present ourselves to the world may include factors 

like gender, race, and values like religion (Fecho, 2011). These cultural contexts influence how 

individuals make meaning with the environments they exist in (Fecho et al., 2021), thus 

underscoring the importance of dialogue in a mentoring relationship. World views are shaped by 

one’s lived experiences and cultural contexts; when we actively dialogue with others, we can 

shape others and be shaped by others (Bakhtin, 1981). Stewart and McClure (2013) explained 

how dialogue can be “conceptualized as a shared and collaborative act of inquiry” (p. 95). What 

this means for mentoring is that dialogue is necessary for collaboration to take place. Mentoring 

without dialogue is non-collaborative and monological. However, mentoring with dialogue can 

allow for new insights and understandings about the various cultures of individuals. Fecho et al. 

(2021) explained that “Classrooms are unique cultural spaces, which must attend to the rich 

contexts and diverse experiences of those who populate them” (p. 14). The same can be said for 

mentoring contexts between teachers; these contexts should allow for space to dialogue with one 

another.  

McCann et al. (2005) discussed the influence that new teachers’ physical and personal 

characteristics, which may be tied to individuals’ small-C cultures, may have on others within 

the school setting. They gave the example of Winnie, a teacher who taught in an all-boys school. 

Winnie experienced uncomfortable moments where some of the students in the school spoke to 



RE-IMAGINING MENTORING 44 
 

her flirtatiously. During these times, Winnie was described as feeling powerless. She sought out 

support from the dean of students who told her, “Well, boys will be boys” (McCann et al., 2005, 

p. 26). McCann et al. (2005) explained that for Winnie to take action, she had to acknowledge 

that the problem was with the boys who were speaking to her in ways that made her feel 

uncomfortable; the problem was “not with her being young, female, and attractive” (p. 27). 

McCann et al. (2005) went on to suggest that individuals in schools should “grow in knowledge 

of and appreciation for the differences that almost inevitably will exist” (p. 156). These 

differences, described in this literature review as contexts and cultures, can cause tensions among 

teachers and students, and in a mentoring context, can cause tensions among teachers. These 

tensions can be described as moments of “wobble,” (Fecho, 2011; Fecho et al., 2021) where 

individuals enter into “circumstances in which understandings and realities may shift, within 

which teachers might feel a sense of dread, where the pedagogical ground underfoot will appear 

unstable” (Fecho et al., 2021, p.ix). Moments of wobble prompt individuals into a space where 

they need to respond in some manner; even a lack of response is still a response (Bakhtin, 1986). 

Wobble must occur in dialogical classrooms (Fecho, 2011), and I hold that it must occur 

in collaborative mentoring spaces; tensions related to contexts and cultures will occur, and this 

experience is a part of the shaping that takes place in dialogue. Collaboration, which consists of 

dialogue, is not promised to be an easy process where all individuals feel similarly towards all 

concepts and practices. If this was the case, I would refer to this process as monological and non-

collaborative.  

The Roles of Emotions upon Mentoring and Collaboration  

 The first year of teaching tends to be a rollercoaster of highs and lows. My first year of 

teaching brought with it initial feelings of anticipation and anxiety prior to meeting my students. 
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I remember soon after the start of the school year, my anxiety did not dissipate, but my feelings 

of anticipation were replaced with fears that I was already falling short in the classroom. I was 

afraid that I had been too personable with my students and not strict enough. As the weeks 

progressed, I felt the weight of teaching; lesson planning, grading, and planning for ways to 

better manage my classes was taking so much of my time outside of the classroom. I remember, 

one Friday, bringing home cartons of my students’ interactive notebooks, only to spend the entire 

weekend grading them. I returned to school that Monday completely fatigued and feeling 

emotionally unprepared to spend another week with my students. The semester passed in a flurry 

of activity and exhaustion; this was the semester I learned the importance of mental health days 

and how restorative they can be for a teacher. My spring semester started with feelings of hope 

for the semester that came partially from the rest that I was finally able to take over the winter 

break. I felt similar anticipation and nervousness that I felt at the start of the school year, but the 

difference now was that I knew my students and had a firmer handle on the curriculum and our 

routines in the classroom. Unlike the start of the school year, fear did not quickly take over in 

this spring semester. I remember seeing my students’ work more and more reflecting their 

learning of the content of our classes– and feeling like I had really done something. As a teacher, 

I had taught! The school year ended with calmer classes than how they had started, and I know 

now that this was because of my own calming down that took place as I settled, somewhat 

unsteadily, into my role as teacher. The final day of school passed, and I realized that I was 

looking forward to how I would teach content the next year– and what changes I would make to 

my own classroom management practices. The anticipation had begun again. 

Moir (1999) described the stages teachers tend to experience in their first year in the 

classroom. The first stage is the “Anticipation Phase,” where new teachers are excited about their 
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new position; this stage tends to start during pre-service teaching and follows into the first few 

weeks of school. The second phase is the “Survival Phase” that takes place about a month into 

the profession, where new teachers come to realize the expectations of teaching and begin to see 

the time-consuming nature of the profession. The third phase, “Disillusionment Phase,” involves 

a period when teachers experience lower morale and fears that they are not as competent as they 

had hoped they were. This phase starts after about six-eight weeks. “Rejuvenation Phase” starts 

in about January, typically following a break, where teachers begin to feel more accepting of the 

expectations that teaching will place on them this time around, and they feel more hope. This 

tends to last through part of spring, with the “Reflection Phase” transition taking place in the last 

six weeks of school. In this final phase, new teachers reflect about the year they experienced and 

begin to grow in excitement for the following school year, where they may begin implementing 

changes based on what they learned and experienced this school year. The phases Moir (1999) 

described were akin to my own experiences in my first year of teaching; I remember feeling a 

sense of emotional whiplash about the whole experience and feeling both relieved for the end of 

the school year and hopeful for the start of the next.  

McCann et al. (2005) presented a very similar progression of phases that first year 

teachers tend to experience over the course of a school year. The phases they identified include 

the following: “School Opens: Exhilaration and Consternation,” “Late September, Early 

October: End of the Honeymoon,” “Late October, Early November: Debilitating Fatigue,” 

“January, February: Reenergized,” “March: Hope Springs Eternal,” and “April: False Hope, the 

Cruelest Month.” While the titles may be different from Moir’s (1999), McCann et al. (2005) 

wrote about similar experiences and emotions that new teachers experience during the 

rollercoaster that is the first year of teaching. However, what is important in our 
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acknowledgement of these phases is that we also can see that they give us places where new 

teachers and their mentors can target strategies and teaching practices that may help new teachers 

be successful when they are, for example, feeling particularly disillusioned following the 

“Honeymoon” at the start of the school year.  

Not all new teachers will experience these phases, and some new teachers, like past-me, 

may experience these phases every year, but to varying degrees. McCann et al. (2005) urged 

“beginning teachers, their university instructors, their mentors, and their supervisors to become 

familiar with this common pattern of experience to help beginners project the possibilities for the 

first school year” (p. 85). If new teachers and their mentors alike know what they might expect 

during different periods of the school year, this can help them prepare for these transitions and 

provide appropriate emotional and psychological support. One way McCann et al. (2005) 

recommended supporting new teachers through mentoring, with these phases in mind, was for a 

mentoring program to include “special consideration for the inevitable exhaustion and decline 

that teachers experience after the first nine to ten weeks of school” and to, during orientation 

programs, “project for new staff members the cycle of the school year to help them anticipate 

difficult times and recognize that it is normal and natural to feel fatigue and some frustration” (p. 

122). Further, Hobson et al. (2009) identified that emotional and psychological support provided 

to new teachers during mentoring programs can “be helpful in boosting the confidence of 

beginner teachers, enabling them to put difficult experiences into perspective, and increasing 

their morale and job satisfaction” (p. 209). Considering the up-and-down phases that new 

teachers may experience and catering emotional support in relation to these anticipated changes 

can have an array of benefits for those new to the profession. 
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 Bullough and Draper (2004) wrote about the likewise important emotions that mentors 

experience. They found that mentors in their study reported frequent feelings of isolation and 

undervaluation. It is important to consider that new teacher mentees are not only experiencing 

something new and challenging; experienced teacher mentors, specifically those who are new to 

mentoring, are also experiencing something challenging that they might not feel fully equipped 

for. Bullough and Draper (2004) expressed, “Our data suggest that the same arguments that 

support the value of mentoring for beginning teacher development can and should be made for 

mentor teacher development” (p. 287). Not only do new teachers frequently need emotional 

support during their critical first year of teaching, but mentor teachers also need emotional 

support in the roles that they play. Collaboration amongst new teacher mentees and experienced 

teacher mentors may allow for conversations where all individuals can share their lived 

experiences, perhaps directly in relation to how they are feeling and what they are experiencing 

in each phase of the school year. Bullough and Draper (2004) explained that keeping these 

emotions that mentors experience from their mentees is “ultimately unsustainable” and involves 

“far too much emotional labor” (p. 287). Instead, Bullough and Draper (2004) suggested that 

sharing these experiences and emotions can allow for a bridging, where new teachers can see the 

complexity behind mentoring– along with the person behind the mentoring as well. I believe that 

through engaging one another in collaboration and dialogue, new and experienced teachers can 

gain better understandings of each others’ experiences and work to support one another through 

the challenges and phases that they encounter throughout the course of the school year. 

The Roles of School Structures upon Mentoring and Collaboration  

 School structures may afford or constrain aspects of mentoring and collaboration (Fecho 

et al., 2021; Kutcy & Schulz, 2006; Shank, 2005b; Stewart, 2012). When considering what to 
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teach, for example, McCann et al. (2005) explained that this is a process that involves “dialogue 

and negotiation” (p. 154). However, sometimes there is not an opportunity presented for such 

negotiation due to the era of standardization and high-stakes testing that we are experiencing in 

schooling today (Dunn, 2015; Fecho et al., 2021; Stewart, 2012; Stewart & Jansky, 2022, 2024; 

Stewart & McClure, 2013). Stewart and McClure (2013) expressed, “We see the scripted and 

prescriptive formula for teaching and learning as inadequate and misguided” (p. 92). Later, they 

supported how “teachers and students need space to explore content learning in relation to their 

unique community contexts” (p. 92). Standardization takes away students’ contexts by providing 

teachers with set expectations for what to teach– and, often, how to teach. Price Azano and 

Stewart (2015) reinforced the importance of contexts in connection with dialogue. They 

expressed how in a rural context, for example, “We cannot learn to challenge stereotypes, 

misconceptions, or prejudices without first entering into dialogue with them” (Price Azano & 

Stewart, 2015, p. 7). Avoiding topics due to fear or due to standardization can take away feelings 

of discomfort, but Price Azano and Stewart (2015) emphasized that these feelings of discomfort 

are necessary for growth—and necessary for dialogue. The topics that may be most relevant to 

students and their lives might never be discussed in school, creating a rift between students’ lives 

in school and their lives outside of school—rather than their lives as a whole. 

The relationships between teachers and administrators can also reflect a school structure 

that may present a challenge or a strength within a school as it relates to collaboration. For 

example, Fecho et al. (2021) interviewed a new teacher, Sunny, who discussed the dissonance 

that existed between administration and teachers at the school she was teaching at. She 

expressed, “‘I wish there was more dialogue between teachers and administration. I think that 

[administration] think [the dialogue] is better than it really is’” (p. 117). She went on to express 
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how the teachers felt like they were not being listened to; she ended by expressing, “‘And if 

teachers were in charge it would be better, but they’re not, which is the problem’” (Fecho et al., 

2021, p. 118). Kutcy and Schulz’s (2006) study also detailed the tension that can exist 

specifically between new teachers and administrators. Second year teacher participants in their 

study described “inequity in administrative practices” that they noticed after having experienced 

a full year in the school system; these teachers “felt dissatisfied but helpless to change the 

situation” (Kutcy & Schulz, 2006, p. 82). The hierarchy that exists in schooling, where teachers 

are below the ranks of administrators, can be a source of tension.  

Because teachers are the ones who are actively in their classrooms and experiencing what 

it means to be a teacher in their school, it could be a benefit for administrators to collaborate with 

teachers in order to better understand the needs in the schools. But, if teachers feel like they are 

not being listened to by administration, then administration becomes the determiner of what the 

needs of the school are. Determining others’ needs without considering the varied contexts of the 

other can be considered a form of authoritative discourse (Bakhtin, 1981). Bakhtin (1981) 

described authoritative discourse as that which runs counter to dialogue, creating “a compact and 

indivisible mass; one must either totally affirm it, or totally reject it” (p. 343). What the 

participants detailed in Fecho et al.’s (2021) and Kutcy and Schulz’s (2006) studies show is the 

lack of dialogue between administrators and teachers and the feelings that the teachers do not 

have a say in the authoritative discourse brought forth from administrators. Stewart (2012) too 

discussed the authoritative discourse that is often present between teachers and administrators, 

explaining that “the uni-directional, top-down nature of this dialogue leaves teachers feeling 

powerless and incapable of influencing the policies in their school. This asymmetry of power 

exerts an unhealthy tension on the interactions between these two vital cultural groups in 
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schools” (p. 385). While some tension within dialogue can create opportunities for individuals to 

shape and be shaped by others, tension that is created from authoritative discourse takes away 

opportunities for mutual shaping. 

There is a silencing that takes place without collaboration and dialogue among the 

stakeholders who work for and with the students. Ingersoll and Tran (2023) completed a study 

with a focus on teacher shortages and turnover in rural schools. They found that for those 

teachers who chose to leave, the most frequently cited reasons were “dissatisfaction with the 

school administration, dissatisfaction with accountability/testing and dissatisfaction with a lack 

of classroom autonomy/input into decision making” (p. 25). Administration, testing, and 

autonomy are all components of school structures that can influence new teachers’ retention and 

can influence collaboration among teachers and other stakeholders in a school. It is important to 

note as well that the hierarchy that exists among teachers and administrators can also exist 

among new teacher mentees and their paired experienced teacher mentors. Feelings of silencing 

can take place in a mentoring context where mentors fail to “create safe, trusting relationships” 

due to providing an overabundance of judgment upon mentees (Hobson & Malderez, 2013, p. 6). 

Strom and Viesca (2020) explained that teachers, students, pedagogy, content, and contexts of 

schools and classrooms interact with one another; none of these “are independent of one 

another,” and viewing them as separate supports “binaries like ‘teacher-centered’ and ‘student-

centered’ instruction” (p. 17). Hierarchies can exist in a variety of contexts within school 

structures: standardization-to-teacher, administration-to-teacher, and even teacher-to-teacher.   

Constraints upon Productive Collaboration 

 There are other pitfalls besides unfavorable school structures that may prevent productive 

collaboration from taking place in a mentoring context. Productive collaboration can be defined 
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as a dialogical process (Stewart & McClure, 2013) that includes a common goal (McCann, 2010) 

and shared decision making (Stewart & McClure, 2013). It is followed by reflection and 

considerations of action (Butler et al., 2004). One way productive collaboration may be hindered 

can be through pre-service teaching programs that do not emphasize the importance of dialogue 

(Fecho et al., 2021; Prytula et al., 2010). Prytula et al. (2010) provided an example of how this 

might look: “If educators enter the profession with the understanding that teaching is done in 

isolation, isolated preparation time will be highly important to them; while professional 

development and collaborative planning time will continue to be low in terms of importance to 

their success as teachers” (p. 24). Stewart and McClure (2013) referred to this lack of dialogue as 

isolating oneself “from the possibilities to learn and change from their influence” (p. 104). 

Avoiding spaces where collaboration in mentoring may take place means that there will be no 

space to shape others and no space to be shaped by others.  

 Contexts and cultures that teachers encounter in the schools they work in can create 

opportunities for dialogue but can also create potential hindrances to collaboration in mentoring. 

School cultures that emphasize teaching in isolation can create challenges to collaboration 

(Fecho et al., 2021; Langdon, 2017; Lortie, 1975). Fecho et al. (2021) interviewed a new teacher, 

Kristen, who described her school’s teacher’s lounge as a space where teachers went to 

complain. This lounge space, Fecho et al. (2021) argued, “is a direct result of teachers not having 

adequate space and time to reflect openly and honestly on their practice, the tensions they face, 

and their personal reactions to their work with students” (p. 26). The teacher’s lounge became a 

toxic outlet for teachers because they were lacking times and places where they could 

productively collaborate and dialogue with one another. School cultures can also be those that do 

not support the role of a mentor. Langdon (2017) described Kate, a mentor, who was not 
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provided with support from her administration: “She was left to her own devices to ensure the 

beginning teacher had the required support to meet the national criteria to become a fully 

certificated teacher” (p. 543). Cultures and contexts of a school can influence the ways 

mentoring is viewed and supported; they do not always work in support of mentoring and the 

collaboration that can take place. 

 Lack of mentors, mentors who do not want to serve in the mentoring role (McCann & 

Johannessen, 2009), and mentors who have not been adequately prepared for the mentoring role 

(Hobson & Malderez, 2013; Kidd et al., 2015) can be further hindrances to collaboration in 

mentoring. In Hobson and Malderez’s (2013) exploration of judgementoring, they expressed 

how providing opportunities for mentor training but not requirements for mentor training may 

have led to mentors’ “failure to recognise the difference between mentoring and performance 

management” (p. 8). Instead of providing new teachers with support and collaboration, these 

mentors saw their primary role as assessors of mentees. Bullough and Draper (2004) found that 

mentors, despite participating in ongoing mentor training, had their own preconceived 

conceptions of what it meant to be a mentor. Additionally, McCann and Johannessen (2009) 

shared the experience of a mentee who had been ill-paired with a mentor. The mentor, who was 

an experienced teacher and had been trained for mentoring, was described by the mentee in the 

following terms: “‘My mentor did not want to be a mentor. She hates me; I hate her. I wanted to 

be with another teacher with whom I have more in common, and a good teacher’” (p. 120, 

emphasis in original). Sometimes, despite appropriate training, mentors are still not appropriately 

matched with mentees—and vice versa.  

Nurturing Productive Collaboration 
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 The challenges that may hinder productive collaboration can also be addressed ahead of 

time and in a variety of ways. Researchers, teacher educators, professional learning leaders, 

mentors, and mentees all have a role to play when it comes to nurturing productive collaboration.  

 Pre-service teacher preparation programs play a crucial role in readying pre-service 

teachers for the transition into in-service teaching. Smeaton and Waters (2013) recommended 

that faculty be “knowledgeable about the current challenges in secondary education and be able 

to consistently include that content in the curriculum” (p. 85). If there is a challenge related to 

isolating school cultures, for example, then faculty should be addressing ways to encourage 

dialogue in schools and ways to encourage collaboration amongst teachers in formal and 

informal professional learning contexts. An example of how current challenges may be 

addressed through dialogue in a teacher preparation program can be seen in Stewart et al.’s 

(2020) study, where pre-service teachers were asked to engage in problem-posing seminars. 

These seminars involved students’ consideration of their own wobble moments, or moments of 

tension, within their student teaching placements. They then brought these challenges, or 

tensions, to their peers, where they were able to hear from others in relation to their own 

suggestions and experiences with the tension presented. In other words, a collaborative dialogue 

ensued, specifically around these tensions and the ways they pushed sometimes against the 

theory and practices examined during their teacher preparation program. Stewart et al. (2020) 

wrote, “Across the data set, we saw the participants working together to bring theory into 

dialogue with practice” (p. 65). This study is an important example that shows not only how 

teacher education programs can facilitate opportunities for pre-service teachers to engage in 

collaboration and dialogue about the challenges they are experiencing, but it also shows how the 

bridge between theory and practice may be constructed by pre-service teachers. 
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Collaboration and collaborative communities may be constructed with pre-service 

teachers through the help of a teacher education program, but collaboration and collaborative 

communities are not as easy to come by in the professional teaching world (McCann et al., 

2009). McCann et al. (2009) suggested universities create for their alumni who are employed in 

schools as teachers an ongoing space of support where they can collaborate with one another 

with the hopes that this may improve teacher retention rates. In other words, where there may be 

a lack of collaboration for new teachers in their teaching positions, the university can work to 

generate this space as a form of support for new teacher needs and collaboration. If the structure 

of schooling cannot be changed, the goal here is to create another structure that addresses its 

shortcomings.  

Hollingsworth (1992) provided an example of how one might construct a collaborative 

community of support for alumni in the teaching profession. She set up meetings with teachers 

whom she taught during their teacher preparation program; during these meetings, however, she 

assumed the new stances of researcher, “colearner, and creator of evolving expertise” (p. 375). 

Hollingsworth and the teachers engaged in “collaborative conversations,” where the group was 

able to develop a “mutually-informed agenda” that allowed them to identify and understand their 

“common stories about learning to teach” (p. 375). These conversations allowed for “continuous 

cycles of critique, knowledge construction, and social action” (p. 398). The teachers collaborated 

with one another in ways that were dialogic, mutually-formed, included common goals and 

shared decision-making, and gave individuals the opportunities to reflect and consider their own 

teaching practice. In other words, productive collaboration took place through a university-led 

form of induction.  
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 One challenge addressed earlier was in relation to those school cultures that reinforce 

isolation and those that do not provide helpful support for mentoring. Schools must provide 

spaces for and encouragement for collaboration among teachers (Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Kang & 

Berliner, 2012; Langdon, 2017; Woodland [nee Gajda] & Koliba, 2008). Woodland [nee Gajda] 

and Koliba (2008) wrote, “Creating space, time, structure, and training for teacher collaboration 

is important” (p. 150). Shank (2005b) similarly discussed the important roles that “everyday 

structures of space, time, and work can have” in collaborative workspaces (p. 19). She explained 

further that these structures can have “a tremendous influence on new teachers’ learning and on 

their feelings of well-being” (Shank, 2005b, p. 19). However, even if districts and schools 

provide structured time for teachers to collaborate with one another, teachers still might not 

choose to take advantage of these opportunities. It is crucial for teachers, mentors and mentees 

included, to make and spend intentional time collaborating with one another.  

It is important to note too that providing spaces and encouragement for collaboration can 

also be pushed too hard; mandating collaboration or having collaboration initiated by 

administration may not be as well-received as collaboration that is initiated by teachers (Tallman, 

2019). Through teacher-initiated collaboration, Tallman (2019) found that teachers were 

transparent with those they collaborated with, teachers were “more willing to question their 

existing approaches and try new ones,” and teachers “felt less isolation and developed more 

teacher knowledge” (p. 1). Teachers need structured time and space to collaborate, and they need 

a sense that what they are doing is for a reason that will benefit them, not that they are just 

following instructions from a higher authority (Stewart, 2012). Formal mentoring contexts may 

be spaces that provide structures that can be well-defined but open-ended enough to allow for 

collaboration and dialogue to take place.  
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 In order for mentoring to be a space where productive collaboration can take place, 

attitudes towards collaboration and mentoring may also need to be addressed. McCann and 

Johannessen (2009) discussed the mentee who perceived that her mentor did not want to be in a 

mentoring role; the two had mutual feelings of “hate” for each other (p. 120). Mentors who do 

not want to be in a mentoring role may not be motivated to engage in dialogue with their 

mentees. Hobson et al. (2009) referred to this pairing of unwilling individuals as a “forced 

marriage,” where chances at success are minimal (p. 212). For success in productive 

collaboration, dialogue is necessary; shaping and being shaped by others can create opportunities 

for mentors and mentees alike to learn from each others’ experiences. Hobson et al. (2009) 

suggest that mentoring benefits the mentors by allowing them insight into new ways of teaching, 

along with helping them to better understand the new teachers they are trying to support and 

mentor. If mentors are not interested in mentoring, they may not be able to reap its benefits for 

their own practices because they may not be willing to engage in dialogue. 

At the root of dialogue is trust (Freire, 1970). Without trust, teachers cannot engage in 

dialogue, reflection, or communication (Freire, 1970), and their relationship may become 

strained, like in the case of the mentor-mentee relationship described by McCann and 

Johannessen (2009). With trust, though, new teachers and experienced teachers can become co-

creators of knowledge. Even at a surface level, Kolleck et al. (2021) found that teachers involved 

in collaborative team-teaching “are perceived by other colleagues as being trustworthy” (p. 14). 

Seeing others taking part in a collaborative relationship may create an illusion of trust; it is 

important to consider how that trust may grow between educators who are actually engaging in 

collaboration and dialogue. 
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 A key way dialogue and collaboration can be nurtured among mentors and mentees can 

be through active listening. Good listening skills are a frequently-cited characteristic seen as 

important for mentors to possess in a mentoring context (Hobson & Malderez, 2013; Hobson et 

al., 2009; Zembytska, 2015). Active listening can support dialogue; when teachers listen and are 

heard by one another, they can gain insight into each others’ contexts and experiences. For 

example, Hollingsworth’s (1992) creation of a collaborative space with new teachers came 

together, in part, from the ways the group listened to one another. One teacher in the group, Lisa, 

noted, “I think what’s important is that we’re meeting, listening, and understanding each other. 

That’s more valuable than important tips” (p. 399). My research utilizes Weger et al. (2010)’s 

definition for what active listening is and the components it consists of: (1) providing one’s full 

attention to another, (2) paraphrasing the content uttered by the speaker “by restating, in the 

listener’s own words, what the listener thinks the speaker is trying to say,” and (3) asking 

questions to the speaker in order to gain a better understanding of their “beliefs or feelings” (p. 

35). An oft-cited challenge new teachers encounter is feeling silenced (Hobson & Malderez, 

2013; Stewart & Jansky, 2022), or “voiceless” (Kutcy & Schulz, 2006, p. 84). One way to 

address this challenge can be through active listening, which can provide the opportunity in 

mentoring contexts to show new teachers that their voices are heard and that their needs, 

frustrations, and concerns are valid. Feiman-Nemser (2001) explained how in “conventional 

models” of teaching and learning in a classroom setting, teaching is equated to telling, and 

learning is equated to listening; however, “reform-oriented models call for teachers to do more 

listening as they elicit student thinking and assess their understanding” (p. 1015). In this flipped 

script, the students have the opportunity to “investigate authentic problems and share their 

solutions” (p. 1015). A mentoring context may benefit similarly, where the mentor instructs and 
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advises less and instead spends more time listening and considering what the mentee chooses to 

share. A mentoring relationship should not be marked by authoritative discourse but rather active 

listening, where mentor and mentee engage in dialogue and mutual shaping that can take place 

by just providing space simply to listen and respond to one another.  

There may be times when mentors seem few and far between for new teachers entering 

into the profession, which may create a reliance on the more experienced teachers in a school to 

serve as mentors, even if they might not be interested nor well-trained for the role of mentor 

(Hobson & Malderez, 2013). Considering the teacher shortage that we are facing and the amount 

of experienced teachers who are leaving the field (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017; 

Ingersoll et al., 2016; Sutcher et al., 2016), this perception of fewer mentors may actually be the 

reality in many schools. During times when there is a lack of mentors for any number of reasons, 

virtual mentoring should be considered as a possibility for new teachers. Virtual mentoring, also 

referred to as e-mentoring, can provide new teachers with supports in the realms of knowledge 

and skills that they may not have available to them in their current positions (Berry & Byrd, 

2012). E-mentoring has the potential to be a collaborative alternative to in-person mentoring 

(Bell, 2024), and if teachers are hesitant to bring up their needs with those physically around 

them, they “may be more comfortable using an on-line community to voice their concerns” 

(Kutcy & Schulz, 2006). With regards to professional learning, Leighton et al. (2018) also 

identified that digital tools may be utilized to provide flexibility that might not be available in a 

fully in-person coaching relationship. There are a variety of ways that productive collaboration 

may be nurtured for new teachers, and there are numerous stakeholders who have responsibilities 

to help provide new teachers with opportunities and support for collaboration.  

Conclusion 
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 New teachers continue to experience “sink or swim induction” (Feiman-Nemser, 2001, p. 

1030) in an isolating profession (Lortie, 1975) that “eats its young” (Halford, 1998, p. 33). 

Challenges that new teachers face are frighteningly enduring, seemingly without change over 

decades. These challenges may relate to job duties, school cultures and attitudes, school 

structures, and unrealistic expectations of the profession. However, one way to work to address 

the prevailing challenges is to provide opportunities, contexts, and structures for collaboration in 

professional learning environments for new and experienced teachers alike. Dialogue plays an 

important role in collaboration, and it is through this dialogue that teachers are able to make 

meaning of the world around them. They may shape and be shaped by others through dialogical 

transactions, and they may see, too, that they are not alone in a challenging profession. This 

literature review works to provide a rationale for a study examining new and experienced 

teachers’ conceptions of mentoring in order to identify the range of mentoring practices being 

employed and consider the role of collaboration in mentoring practices. I share the same 

sentiments as Hollingsworth (1992) when she wrote, “It may be time for entertaining different 

conversations about supporting learning to teach” (p. 402). 
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Chapter Three: Methodology and Methods 

My research directly addresses the pressing need to support new and experienced 

teachers in an induction/mentoring context in order to address the long-standing challenges 

associated with the profession. By examining mentoring processes in formally-assigned 

mentoring pairs, I aim to learn about what productive collaboration and mentoring as dialogical 

processes look like. The central purpose of this study is to develop understandings related to how 

new and experienced teachers conceptualize mentoring in order to identify the range of 

mentoring practices being employed and consider the role of productive collaboration in these 

mentoring practices. This study addresses the following research questions: (1) In assigned 

mentor-mentee pairs, what kinds of practices are occurring that are supposed to be nurturing 

developmental growth? and (2) What role might productive collaboration play in nurturing 

developmental growth in assigned mentoring pairs? 

Methodology 

As a researcher who believes knowledge and meaning-making are socially constructed 

and shaped by culture, context, and lived experiences, I maintain that learning, whether within 

the teaching profession or outside of it, is constructed socially. This study utilizes a dialogic lens, 

which gives me the opportunity to inquire into and place emphasis on the contexts my 

participants belong to. Pairing this dialogic lens with my positioning as a social constructionist 

and my focus on collaboration amongst teachers is the reason I have taken a social approach 

(Creswell, 2014) to my research and used qualitative methods. 

Creswell (2014) explained qualitative research as “an approach for exploring and 

understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (p. 4). 

Qualitative research is contextual and relies on individuals’ lived experiences to explore topics or 

questions of interest. Key to qualitative research is its “focus on individual meaning” (Creswell, 
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2014, p. 4). In other words, if I ask a new teacher about their experiences collaborating with 

other teachers, I am relying on the meaning that the new teacher ascribes to their experiences 

with collaboration (Creswell, 2014). Bailey (2018) explained that qualitative research utilizes 

texts as data: “written field notes about what was observed, interview transcripts, and 

paraphrases of conversations” (p. 3). These texts are often socially constructed between the 

researcher and the participants; the texts should not solely rely on the researcher’s 

understandings, especially if the research is seeking to explore another’s experiences with a topic 

of interest. I carried out this study utilizing the three qualitative methods of observations, 

interviews, and reflective writing to generate understandings of teachers’ conceptions of and 

experiences with mentoring and collaboration. Below, I describe my data sources and provide 

rationales for their use in this study. In addition, I share an overview of the components that 

make up my data analysis. 

Data Sources 

         This study utilized data sources from interviews, observations, and reflective writing to 

examine the following research questions: (1) In assigned mentor-mentee pairs, what kinds of 

practices are occurring that are supposed to be nurturing developmental growth? and (2) What 

role might productive collaboration play in nurturing developmental growth in assigned 

mentoring pairs? Both research questions align with Gay’s (1995) definition of mentor, 

highlighting the importance of nurturing developmental growth. Additionally, the use of 

“supposed to” in question one is in relation to induction and new teacher literature that indicate 

what effective mentoring is and can be. While effective mentoring may look a variety of ways, 

this question allowed me the opportunity to consider if what I saw was aligning with literature—

and, if there was not alignment, allowed me the opportunity to consider what was happening 

instead. 
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I used multiple methods of data generation to better index and understand the ways 

participants made meaning individually and with others and how they experienced—or did not 

experience—collaboration in a mentoring context. Observations provided me a surface-level 

opportunity to see and hear communications between teachers in a setting where mentoring 

activities were taking place; interviews provided me with deeper understandings of teachers’ 

mentoring and collaboration experiences and provided me with their words and ways of 

interpreting their experiences; and reflective writing supplemented observations and interviews 

by providing further insights into teachers’ evolving experiences with and conceptions of 

mentoring and collaboration. 

Observations: A Look Within 

Observations are a qualitative method that provide researchers opportunities to formally 

or informally participate in “the systematic noting and recording of events, behaviors, 

interactions, and artifacts in the social setting” (Marshall & Rossman, 2016, p. 143). Bailey 

(2018) emphasized the importance of focusing on setting, people, and activities during 

observations. Each of these three components may provide windows into exploring who is 

making meaning, along with where and how meaning is being made. Additionally, observations 

may be conducted in a variety of ways. For this study, I utilized what Marshall and Rossman 

(2016) would refer to as a focused observation and what Bailey (2018) would refer to as a 

structured observation. These observations “go beyond just ‘hanging out’” and require an 

adherence to a specific purpose related to the research (Marshall & Rossman, 2016, p. 143). This 

adherence to a specific purpose is the reason I utilized an observation protocol (see Appendix D). 

Observations can provide a researcher with helpful insights into the setting being studied, 

but they can also be challenging for a variety of reasons. Crotty (1998) explained that humans 

are born into a “world of meaning,” where we use our understandings of the world around us to 
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make sense of phenomena we encounter (p. 54). In other words, we make meaning of the world 

and contexts around us based on our own understandings—which may include our cultures, 

values, and experiences. For this study, I observed spaces where mentoring took place between 

mentor and mentee pairings. These mentoring contexts had the potential to be transactional 

spaces where mutual shaping could take place. Mentors and mentees in these spaces could 

engage in dialogue and share facets of their own lives and understandings with each other; each 

could leave the setting changed as a result of the transaction. 

In any given setting, individuals may adjust their words or behaviors based on what they 

experience. Bakhtin (1981) explained that a word “tastes of the context and contexts in which it 

has lived is socially charged life” (p. 293). What this means is that context is necessary for 

examination when utterances are provided; the focus cannot simply be on the utterances 

themselves. This focus on context is also necessary for those times when individuals encounter a 

researcher participating in an overt observation. Participants in the setting may react or behave 

differently due to the phenomenon of the researcher in a space where the researcher may not tend 

to be. When a researcher is engaging in overt observations, there is the possibility that 

individuals in the setting will be influenced in some way. Observations may be seen as an 

“intrusive” method of data collection (Creswell, 2014, p. 191), which can cause participants to 

become “self-conscious and [may] generate anxiety” (Patton, 2015, p. 560). Johnson et al. (2009) 

described overt in-person classroom observations as having the potential to “pollute the 

authenticity of the very context that [research] seeks to understand” (p. 34). For these reasons, I 

chose to utilize other data sources paired with observations to dig deeper into understandings 

generated from observations. 

The ways a researcher understands or interprets a setting, participants, and activities are 

important considerations that must also be made. It was important that I considered how 
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observations were dependent on my own perceptions of a setting, of individuals, and of activities 

taking place. Patton (2015) explained, “Our culture shapes what we see; our early-childhood 

socialization forms how we look at the world; and our value systems tell us how to interpret what 

passes before our eyes” (p. 497). And, with regards to what I perceived, I had to keep in mind 

that I was a part of what I observed. So, not only did I note important observations according to 

what I understand to be important, but I was also a part of what I took in. Because I engaged in 

overt observations, I could not assume that I was unnoticed in a setting; I was present, and my 

field notes reflect this. Regardless of form, observations “invade the life of the informant” 

(Creswell, 2014, p. 208), and it was important that I generated data separate from the observation 

to provide further triangulation to this study. 

Interviews with Teachers: Emphasizing Teachers’ Voices and Narratives 

         Interviews are frequently paired with observations in research studies (Patton, 2015), 

especially when the focus is on participants’ experiences with a phenomenon. In fact, it is 

important during interviews to discuss what was observed because researchers may be guilty of 

preconceived notions (Gillham, 2003; Mishler, 1986); if I assume that I have the full picture of a 

mentor-mentee relationship, for example, after observing the pair during a mentoring session, 

then I might not want to interview the pair for fear of finding out that my perceptions were 

inaccurate to what individuals actually felt that they experienced during the mentoring session. 

Gillham (2003) explained, “Research is about creating new knowledge, and the open-minded 

researcher cannot always be sure what direction that will take” (pp. 2-3). Maintaining an open-

mind and bringing together research methods was important as I examined teachers’ experiences 

with mentoring and collaboration. 

Bailey (2018) explained that field research interviews “require careful planning and 

practice, as well as the ability to adapt to changing settings and situations” (p. 105). An interview 
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style that is too rigid may create an environment for the interviewee that dissuades dialogue from 

taking place (Mishler, 1986). It is important for the interviewee to not feel interrogated nor 

intimidated but rather feel that there is a dialogue taking place between interviewer and 

interviewee. With this in mind, semi-structured interviews (Bailey, 2018) were appropriate for 

providing a balance between how an interview was conducted while providing “some structure 

over its parameters” (p. 107). Semi-structured interviews utilize pre-established questions (see 

interview protocols) that may be addressed in an order most appropriate for the flow of 

conversation between the interviewer and interviewee, and questions that have already been 

addressed by the interviewee can be skipped entirely. 

Semi-structured interviews are important because interviews are methods of data 

generation that can emphasize an unequal power dynamic between researcher and participant 

(Gillham, 2003; Mishler, 1986, 1999). Mishler (1986) explained that highly-structured 

“standard” interviews reinforce one view of the world to participants. He described the world 

that participants see reflected in these interviews as “abstract, fragmented, precategorized, 

standardized, divorced from personal and local contexts of relevance, and with its meanings 

defined and controlled by researchers” (Mishler, 1986, p. 120). How can there be a social 

construction of knowledge during a research interview when the interviewer is taking away 

power from the participants by shaping their worlds for them? This way of taking away 

participants’ power reflects the notion of authoritative discourse (Bakhtin, 1981). Authoritative 

discourse refuses to acknowledge others’ contexts and leaves no space for dialogue. If I chose to 

approach an interview by taking away the participants’ voices and contexts, there would be no 

reason for the interview besides to exert my own power upon the setting. Thus, it was crucial 

both to create space for flexibility in the interviews I conducted and to rely on the participants’ 

experiences to create a dialogue. Finally, it was important for me to consider my own positioning 
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as a researcher and generator of data when I interviewed individuals and work to ensure that my 

subjectivities were not shaping the responses that participants provided. If I observed a 

professional learning setting where a new teacher mentee was meeting with her experienced 

teacher mentor, and I later wanted to interview each participant to explore their perspectives on 

their interactions and the collaboration that may or may not have taken place, it would be 

important for me to create an interview setting where teachers felt they could participate in a 

dialogue without feeling silenced or as though I was shaping the narrative with the questions that 

I asked. 

New teachers’ participation in mentoring and collaboration with other teachers can be 

well-explored through interviews where they are asked to share their experiences of and stories 

about mentoring and collaboration. The needs of new teachers are going to differ from teacher to 

teacher; McCann (2010) explained, “As with any kind of learning, learning to teach is 

contextualized” (p. 19). What this means in the context of collaboration is that even though an 

experience might be perceived as collaborative from those who are observing a setting, the 

experience may still be far from collaborative for those involved. I find it disingenuous to 

describe settings as collaborative without speaking to those who participated in what I took to be 

collaborative; what I might not have been able to witness in an observation, I was able to inquire 

further into during interviewing sessions. As a researcher, I could not lean on my own 

understandings about and experiences with collaboration to merely observe a so-called 

collaborative context; I had to heed Mishler’s (1986) advice and take part in “granting 

respondents the right to control how meanings are constructed from their response” (p. 126). In 

other words, I needed to give participants the power to own their narratives and other 

information they shared with me through interviews; they were the ones who should define their 

experiences. 
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Asking interview questions that are primarily experiential (Patton, 2015) created an 

emphasis on participants’ stories and experiences with the topics of collaboration and mentoring. 

Capturing participants’ stories and experiences allowed me “to understand both social and 

individual aspects of the self; through narratives, we can capture how other people’s voices have 

become part of teachers’ experiences” (Millán et al., 2024, p. 3). Seeing others’ voices in 

teachers’ experiences allowed me a deeper understanding of the dialogical quality and character 

that exists in mentoring contexts between mentor and mentee pairings. In this study, I utilized 

interviews to access participants’ stories and other interview responses, and I relied on their 

words primarily to provide insight into their experiences with mentoring and collaboration. This 

way of generating data aligned with the dialogical aims of this study.  

Reflective Writing: Providing Insights from the Source 

Throughout this study, I defined reflection in two ways. The first way, reflection-on-

action, is a process where individuals, teachers in the context of this study, reflect upon actions 

they have taken in a previous context (Schön, 1983). Take as an example the following scenario: 

At the end of a school day, a new teacher recounts to her mentor the ways she handled classroom 

management and what the outcome of her managing was in her last class. She is considering 

what happened during a past event, and she is discussing this with her mentor. The second way 

reflection was used within the context of this study was through reflection-in-action. Schön 

(1983) described this form of reflection as taking place within an action, where an individual 

becomes “a researcher in the practice context” (p. 68). What this means is that reflection-in-

action requires an individual’s awareness of mental considerations and processes; they “construct 

a new theory of the unique case” that they are experiencing (p. 68). For instance, an experienced 

teacher is reflecting-in-action if, while actively teaching and noting students’ looks of confusion, 

reflects upon what is happening, including what he is doing and saying and what he knows about 
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his students and the current context of his classroom, in order to make a knowledgeable decision 

for what to do next to address the situation at hand. It is important to note, in the case of 

reflection-in-action, that this is not necessarily a reflection where the same steps are considered 

and then taken; instead, this is a process where uncertainty and the uniqueness of a situation are 

considered and actions are reflected upon before being taken. Both reflection-on-action and 

reflection-in-action were considered within the context of this study. Interview questions and 

reflective prompts gave teachers the opportunity to reflect-on-action while potentially prompting 

teachers’ future reflection-in-action. 

Participants in this study were asked to reflect in the form of written documents. Asking 

participants to create documents related to research purposes is one way to supplement data 

generated through observations and interviews (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). These documents 

may be public or private; public documents might include newspapers, and private documents 

might include journals or letters (Creswell, 2014). Creswell (2014) provided a few limitations of 

using documents as a form of data, including the following relevant points: “Not all people are 

equally articulate and perceptive” and “Materials may be incomplete” (pp. 191-192). Documents, 

specifically those that are private, may not provide detailed accounts of experiences. Where in an 

interview, a researcher might ask follow-up questions when participants are vague or otherwise 

unclear, a written document does not afford the same opportunity for immediate follow-up. 

However, there are a variety of affordances related to using documents to supplement data. 

Creswell (2014) provided many of these affordances: “Enables a researcher to obtain the 

language and words of participants,” “Represents data to which participants have given 

attention,” and, perhaps more practically, “As written evidence, it saves a researcher the time and 

expense of transcribing” (pp. 191-192). Written documents can be utilized in a variety of ways. 

For this study, I utilized reflective writing as a method of data generation. Additionally, with 



RE-IMAGINING MENTORING 70 
 

inclusivity in mind, I allowed my participants the option of orally recording their responses to the 

reflective prompts that I provided; however, all participants chose to write out their reflections.  

Utilizing reflective writing in the context of this study was important for a number of 

reasons. As discussed previously in the context of conducting observations, it can be difficult and 

feel intrusive to watch a meeting between a mentor and mentee (Creswell, 2014; Patton, 2015). 

One way to gain a deeper understanding into the nuances of a mentoring relationship can be to 

ask both mentee and mentor to construct reflective pieces of writing related to the mentoring 

context. These pieces of writing can relate to events that take place in these often-one-on-one 

meetings. Having individual pieces of reflective writing from the separate perspectives of the 

two teachers can provide individual reflections related to how mentoring and collaboration are 

perceived, along with stories detailing specific practices of mentoring and collaboration. 

Productive collaboration is an ongoing process where individuals, even after interacting with 

others, reflect upon this collaboration and make considerations for future action. By definition, 

collaboration should be paired with reflection-on-action in order to allow for an ongoing 

dialogue about these experiences; mutual shaping through dialogue can continue to take place, 

even following in-person interactions between mentor and mentee pairings. Reflective writing is 

one way individuals can continue to dialogue with these collaborative experiences, which can be 

particularly useful in terms of developing insights into the unique experiences individuals have 

as they participate in a mentoring process.  

I believe that asking participants to engage in reflective writing was a way to further 

allow space for dialogue to take shape and for individuals, if they are experiencing collaboration, 

to continue to reflect upon these collaborative experiences in ways that may lead them to future 

action. Reflective writing is one method that had the potential to serve my needs as a researcher 

exploring the experiences of teachers in a mentoring context while also serving the needs of my 
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participants who could benefit from writing reflectively as well. For new teacher mentees, 

Reeves et al. (2022) found that the creation of “portfolios, diaries, or journals during induction 

was associated with more positive teacher practices and self-efficacy” (p. 6). In her study as well, 

Tillman (2003) recommended to principals the use of reflection and journaling as “part of a 

specific set of strategies to assist new teachers” (p. 232). Additionally, utilizing reflective 

practices in general, such as reflective writing, can have positive effects on new and experienced 

teachers; reflection may help teachers “focus on what drives them to teach and their guiding 

principles” and further be “cognizant of the reasoning behind their actions,” both of which may 

benefit their future actions and decisions (Machost & Stains, 2023, p. 2). Teachers, too, may be 

able to see an evolution of the ways they conceive practices of mentoring and collaboration; in 

their own writing, they can see changes in their conceptions of and experiences with these 

practices. The reason I offer up benefits of reflective writing with regards to new and 

experienced teachers is because reflective writing can be deeply personal. In utilizing reflective 

writing as one form of data generation, I have aimed, first and foremost, to have this form of 

writing serve my participants in some way as well. Rather than reinforcing hierarchies that place 

me in a position of power above my participants, I planned for my research practices to work to 

benefit my participants in some manner.  

Data Analysis: An Overview 

To analyze the data generated from observations, interviews, and reflective writing, I 

employed an analysis that drew on components of both transactional analysis (Stewart, 2011) 

and latent thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Stewart (2011) explained designing 

transactional analysis to emphasize the “mutual shaping that occurs as the utterances of 

individuals transact with one another in the research situation” (p. 286). Transactional analysis 

grounds my work in the ways that my experiences as a new teacher are shaping the meaning I am 
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making from the data. Additionally, Stewart (2011) laid out a variety of tools that I employed in 

this study, including use of semi-structured interviews, participants’ narrative accounts of their 

experiences, and mapping during the initial data analysis phase of research. Where I differ from 

Stewart’s (2011) transactional analysis is in my use of codes I developed paired with additional a 

priori codes.  

 I chose to pair transactional analysis with latent thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) 

to allow for a depth of data interpretation that tied in with my theoretical framework. Latent 

thematic analysis “goes beyond the semantic content of the data, and starts to identify or examine 

the underlying ideas, assumptions, and conceptualizations—and ideologies—that are theorized 

as shaping or informing the semantic content of the data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 84). In 

essence, this process required I take a deeper look at the data beyond what was noted on a 

surface level; I analyzed data with my theoretical framework in mind, where I worked to index 

what I heard and read from my participants contextual factors influencing participants’ 

productive collaboration in mentoring. Where I looked at the semantic content of my data 

through the use of a priori codes, I utilized latent thematic analysis in the development of codes 

related to contextual features. The semantic portion of data analysis relied upon the a priori codes 

that I developed based on features of effective mentoring and productive collaboration. These 

components form the foundation of data analysis for this study. The steps I took in this process 

of analysis are depicted below and are explained for each of my three data sources.  

Methods 

This section will describe the methods of participant selection, data generation, and data 

analysis that I employed in this study to both examine teachers’ conceptions of mentoring and 

collaboration and their experiences with mentoring and collaboration. These methods align with 

my theoretical framework by highlighting throughout the importance of context; providing 
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participants with opportunities for formal reflection-on-action, meaning-making, and multiple 

ways where they could define and discuss their own experiences and understandings with 

mentoring and collaboration; and utilizing these methods of data generation and recursive 

methods of analysis to triangulate the study data. 

Participant Selection 

Patton (2002) explained that decisions related to sampling “must be selected to fit the 

purpose of the study, the resources available, the questions being asked, and the constraints being 

faced” (p. 242). My intention was to observe, interview, and create opportunities for participant 

reflection during this study in order to learn from and through my participants’ experiences with 

and conceptions of mentoring and collaboration. For this reason, I utilized “information-rich” 

purposeful participant sampling (Patton, 2015, p. 105) with the intention of identifying teachers 

that met pre-established criteria appropriate for this study. 

Participant Criteria 

         I used the criteria below to recruit participants: 

1. Participants must be employed as an English or Language Arts teacher. 

2. Participants must be employed at a secondary school level (grades 6-12). 

3. Participants must be part of a district- or school-assigned mentor-mentee pairing. 

4. New teacher mentee participants must be within years 1-3 of teaching. 

         Participant Criteria #1 and #2. Examining teachers’ conceptions of and experiences 

with mentoring and collaboration does not necessarily mean that teachers must be within a 

particular subject area or teaching a particular grade level. However, I have intentionally chosen 

that participants be English or Language Arts secondary-level teachers because this is my own 

content area and level where I have teaching experience. These similarities in content area and 

level may create opportunities for flattening hierarchies (Fecho & Botzakis, 2007) among the 
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research participants and myself. As researcher conducting this study, I acknowledge that this 

position alone may contribute to an unequal power dynamic with my participants (Feldman, 

1993); however, being able to share my own positioning as someone connected to the profession 

on a personal level may create opportunities for connection with my participants. Participants 

may feel comfortable sharing more about their experiences in teaching and mentoring when they 

understand that I am an “insider” to the profession, rather than someone looking in at those in a 

profession not personally nor professionally familiar to themselves (Berger, 2015). Berger 

(2015) explained that “the degree of researcher’s personal familiarity with the experience of 

participants potentially impacts all phases of the research process” (p. 229). I have had to be 

mindful of this potential influence in these specific criteria. Additionally, requiring that both 

mentors and mentees in this study be a part of the same content area was also intentional on my 

part. When new teachers have a mentor within their same subject area, they are more likely to be 

retained in the profession (Ingersoll & Smith, 2004; Kang, 2011; Schwan et al., 2020); retaining 

high quality teachers in the profession is important. While not looking specifically at retention 

levels in this study, I chose to keep this component of the pairings consistent in order to share 

understandings about a specific population of participants. 

Participant Criteria #3.  Formal school- and district-assigned mentoring create pairings 

where teachers’ attributes, their attitudes about mentoring, and their perceptions of the mentoring 

process may not be considered (Hobson & Malderez, 2013; McCann & Johannessen, 2009). For 

example, Hobson and Malderez (2013) found that “the attitudes and characteristics of some 

mentees provide challenges to the potential success of the mentoring relationship”; however, 

some of these attitudes may come about in part from mentors’ failures “to create a safe and 

trusting relationship” (p. 6). Mentors and mentees who are assigned to each other haphazardly 

may create challenges for mentors and mentees alike. With this said, I chose to keep the context 
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of school- and district-assigned pairings consistent so that I could consider the roles that power 

might play in these relationships and the ways this could manifest in the process of mentoring 

and collaborating. My theoretical framework underpinning this study examines how new and 

experienced teachers can make meaning in collaborative settings through mutual shaping that 

takes place through dialogue. By keeping the context consistent, I can consider the ways mutual 

shaping does or does not take place in mentoring and collaboration among new and experienced 

teachers and what potential factors influencing this mutual shaping may be. 

Participant Criteria #4. The process of mentoring may be intended for a variety of 

purposes, including but not limited to the induction of new teachers (Ingersoll & Smith, 2004), 

support provided to new-to-a-school experienced teachers (Mecham et al., 2023), and support for 

experienced teachers who are transitioning to different subject areas or grade levels. My own 

experience as someone who was provided a new-to-a-school mentor in four different school 

systems allowed me the insight to consider the different ways mentoring may be offered to 

teachers who have any number of years of teaching experience. For this reason, I chose to be 

specific about the years of teaching experience the new teacher mentees who participate in this 

study have; new teacher mentees should be within years 1-3 of teaching. 

Participant Profiles 

 In this section, I have provided participant profiles that share details about their lived 

experiences and present them as individuals whose utterances, both written and spoken, are 

steeped in important context that shapes meaning making (Bakhtin, 1981). I constructed each of 

the participant profiles based on the ways participants described themselves to me during the 

interviews; all participant names are pseudonyms. See Table 1 for participants’ mentoring roles 

and pairings. 

Table 1 
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Participants: Mentoring Roles and Pairings 

 

 Mentor #1: Emily. Emily was a mentor and a part of the first mentor-mentee pairing in 

this study. During the time of the study, she was teaching at Pine Forest Middle School and was 

in her 30th, and final, year in the profession. Her district-paired mentee was Jane, a first-year 

teacher. Emily explained that she had taught all 30 years as a 6th grade teacher, but she floated 

between teaching English, social studies, and a combination of English and social studies. For 

approximately the last eight years, she had just been teaching English. As a teacher, she 

described her philosophy as “trying to do the right thing with the parameters that are placed 

around me” (Emily Intake Interview). She explained that relationships came before academics, 

noting that it was questioning if she had spoken to some students during the day that kept her up 

at night, rather than focusing on if a student understood an English concept. Later in the intake 

interview, Emily described her deep love for the profession, noting that she enjoyed most aspects 

of the job: “I love the structure, I love packing my lunch, I love relationships with my colleagues, 

I love relationships with my students, I love watching my students have relationships with each 

other. Really, I’m not Pollyanna—I love this profession.”  

 Emily and Jane were paired together at the end of the summer prior to the start of Jane’s 

first year of teaching. Emily explained how she was called up by the principal, who asked if she 

Participant  Mentoring role and pairing 

Emily Mentor, paired with Jane 

Jane Mentee, paired with Emily 

Casey Mentor, paired with Riley 

Riley Mentee, paired with Casey 



RE-IMAGINING MENTORING 77 
 

would serve as a mentor, and how she readily agreed. She had served as a mentor on previous 

occasions but explained that what was now different about her being paired with Jane was that 

there was “all this paperwork” involved, including a mentoring checklist supplied by the district 

for mentors (Emily Intake Interview). In Emily’s final year of teaching and mentoring, her 

approach to mentoring was focused more on supporting and shaping her mentee, Jane, rather 

than being shaped herself. 

Mentee #1: Jane. Jane was a mentee and a part of the first mentoring pair in this study; 

she was Emily’s district-paired mentee. She graduated with her Master’s degree prior to starting 

at Pine Forest Middle School in the fall. While she had been a teaching assistant and teaching 

fellow at her university, this was her first year of teaching outside of graduating. She taught 7th 

grade English and belonged to a separate school “pod” from Emily. As a teacher, Jane described 

the importance of being “present” in her classroom and getting to know her students. She 

explained that being present had allowed her to build relationships: “I want to know you as a 

person and not just know that you know who Edgar Allan Poe was or whatever” (Jane Intake 

Interview). Jane described a few of the challenges she faced with teaching as well, noting that 

she was frequently challenged with not having “a scale to know what’s normal” in relation to 

students’ behaviors and scenarios she encountered (Jane Intake Interview). She relied on Emily 

for support in developing this scale that she could reference when making decisions related to the 

profession. 

Jane explained that she was a late addition to Pine Forest Middle School and met Emily 

sometime around her second week of starting at the school. She went on to explain of being 

paired with Emily, a teacher in her last year before retirement, “I think they try to pair with 

someone who is going to stay around for a while, but I don’t think there is a whole lot [to choose 

from]” (Jane Intake Interview). Of the pairing process, she explained,  
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They were just like, ‘Here’s your mentor. We finally found you one. Hooray.’ It’s not at 

all Emily’s fault, but yeah. The lady who worked in my position was sort of—she moved 

up, she’s now the English kind of data coach. So, it was sort of like a last-minute change, 

too. A lot of kids’ schedules still said her name instead of my name, and I had to switch 

rooms with the history teacher. So, yeah, it was like a whole thing. (Jane Intake 

Interview) 

Jane explained that she and Emily met around once a month, but she noted that sometimes she 

would seek Emily out on other occasions when she faced challenges.  

Mentor #2: Casey. Casey was a mentor and a part of the second mentor-mentee pairing 

of this study. She was in her 9th year of teaching English at Laughing Hills Middle School. This 

was her first year teaching 8th grade; her previous years had been spent in 7th grade. She was 

serving as a district-assigned mentor for Riley, a first-year teacher. Additionally, she served as a 

mentor for another first-year teacher at the school; however, this second mentee belonged to the 

Civics department and was not a participant of this study. Casey described herself as an 

“extremely, like, intrusive, outgoing person, so there’s like a running joke in my friend group 

that I collect introverts as friends, and, like, make them more outgoing “(Casey Post-Ob 

Interview 2). Of her teaching, Casey explained, “My overall philosophy is I want the humans 

that enter here to leave better than when they came” (Casey Intake Interview). She noted that this 

“leaving better” did not necessarily mean that students left knowing better how to read, for 

instance, but that they may be better in the ways they treated others, noting that she has students 

tell each other affirmations if they broke the social contracts that they came up with as a class 

(Casey Intake Interview). Casey explained that some of the challenges she faced in the 

profession included communicating with parents and instances when students did not put forth 

effort into their learning. She revealed during the first post-observation interview that she was 
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also taking “admin classes” but that she had not yet decided what a potential future in 

administration could look like for her (Casey Post-Ob Interview 1). 

Casey and Riley met up “every day. Multiple times a day” (Casey Intake Interview). 

They met for the first time when Riley was touring the school following her teaching interview; 

she was taken into Casey’s classroom to observe, and at the time, they did not know that they 

would be paired together as mentor and mentee. Casey had previously applied to be a mentor, 

and she found out during the summer before the start of the school year that she had been paired 

with Riley. This school year also happened to be the first year the district had a formal mentoring 

program. Casey explained that this was the first time she was being paid to be a mentor, where in 

past years, she had served as an informal mentor for new teachers: “Just kind of like, any time 

anyone new needed help, they knew that they could always go to me and ask, and I would help 

them either find the person that they needed or help them with whatever” (Casey Intake 

Interview). She described, as well, that she and Riley shared the grade level and subject area they 

taught as well as their planning period.  

Mentee #2: Riley. Riley was a mentee and a part of the second mentor-mentee pairing of 

this study. She was a first-year 8th grade English teacher at Laughing Hills Middle School. She 

had been paired with Casey as her mentor. Of the profession, Riley described her “why” behind 

her decisions in the classroom: 

It’s really important for kids to realize that even if they don’t like someone, they can 

respect someone. So, I try to respect them. I also use humor a lot. I think when I go into a 

situation, I always try to think about, like, how can I stop it before it escalates into 

something big? So, how can I take something that could have been a problem and turn it 

into a learning opportunity? (Riley Intake Interview) 
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She explained that her teaching philosophy was heavily influenced by learning from mistakes, 

especially as a first-year teacher—and also “just because I’m human” (Riley Intake Interview). 

Riley described stress as a challenge she experienced as a teacher; she noted the importance of 

slowing down and modeling to her students how to react to situations.  

 Riley explained that she took from her university the importance of having a mentor 

during the first year of teaching. During her teaching interview, she was told that the district did 

not have a mentoring program; however, she still decided to accept the teaching position and 

start her career at Laughing Hills Middle School. Later, “during one of the trainings, they said 

they had just gotten a mentor program. I was like, ‘Yes!’” (Riley Intake Interview). She 

described how she met Casey during her interview as she toured the school; she remembered 

seeing the couches in Casey’s room and how Casey’s students were working diligently but not 

silently on the tasks assigned to them—she liked what she saw and described how excited she 

was when she learned that she had been paired with Casey as her mentor: “I was super nervous, 

and I didn’t know anybody, but I knew her! And I was like, that’s a connection I already know 

about” (Riley Intake Interview). Riley iterated Casey’s comment about how the two of them met 

up every day, even if it just involved Riley coming into Casey’s room to informally spend time 

and read a book.  

Indexing Features of Effective Mentoring and Productive Collaboration 

 Ahead of generating data in the sessions depicted below, I developed a priori codes based 

on features of effective mentoring and productive collaboration. I utilized these a priori codes in 

the observation protocol (Appendix D) and throughout initial stages of data analysis. Here, I list 

these features as belonging to separate categories of mentoring and collaboration; however, they 

are not completely distinct. Effective mentoring, for instance, includes components of 

collaboration (Feiman-Nemser, 1998, 2001; Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; McCann & Lloyd, 2013; 
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Zembytska, 2015). This obvious overlap is the reason these codes are listed in the observation 

protocol without designation as to whether or not they belong as components of effective 

mentoring or productive collaboration. I list them distinctly below in order to highlight the ways 

they tie into the definitions I utilize in my research as well as to indicate literature that highlight 

their characteristics. 

The features-of-productive-collaboration-turned-a-priori-codes, along with the literature 

they point to, are as follows: dialogical (Stewart & McClure, 2013), inclusion of a common goal 

(McCann, 2010), shared decision making (Stewart & McClure, 2013), reflection, and 

considerations of action (Butler et al., 2004). These components align with the definition of 

productive collaboration that I utilize in this study: an active and ongoing dialogical process 

(Stewart & McClure, 2013) that includes a common goal (McCann, 2010), shared decision 

making (Stewart & McClure, 2013), reflection, and considerations of action (Butler et al., 2004). 

         The definition of mentoring that I employ for this study is succinct and comes from 

Gay’s definition of a mentor: “someone who facilitates and assists another’s development” (Gay, 

1995, p. 103). The development of another individual can be difficult to see in an observational 

setting and can be difficult to inquire about in an interview or reflective writing response. Thus, I 

have utilized characteristics that literature has outlined as being indicative of effective 

mentoring. These characteristics are not meant to serve as “best practices” (Neumann & 

Meadows, 2011) to illustrate whether a mentor-mentee duo is reaching their full mentoring 

potential; instead, these characteristics are meant to highlight literature in the field of induction, 

and they served as a general set of guiding principles while I generated and analyzed data. The 

characteristics-turned-a-priori-codes reflecting effective mentoring, along with the literature they 

point to, are as follows: Having an open/willing attitude (Hobson & Malderez, 2013; McCann & 

Johannessen, 2004, 2009), providing emotional and psychological support (Gay, 1995; Hobson 
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et al., 2009; Izadinia, 2016; McCann & Johannessen, 2004), considering contexts (Feiman-

Nemser, 2003; McCann et al., 2005), active listening (Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Hobson & 

Malderez, 2013), and making/spending intentional time with each other (Hobson et al., 2009; 

Shank, 2005a). The coding criteria for these a priori codes can be seen in Table 2, which includes 

criteria of each feature of mentoring and/or collaboration along with potential ways these 

characteristics may be noted in observations, interviews, and written responses. It is important to 

note that these a priori codes were a starting point in the analysis process. The final codes and 

coding criteria were determined by combining a priori codes with theory and the data.  

In the sections that follow, I first share the ways I generated data throughout the course of 

the study. Following this description of the data generation sessions, I explain the ways that I 

analyzed the data with these a priori codes as a starting point and how I determined the final 

codes and coding criteria. I also explain in the sections that follow the ways that I analyzed the 

data using the additional codes that I generated related to contextual factors. 

Table 2 

A priori codes and coding criteria 

Effective mentoring and 
productive collaboration a 

priori codes 

Coding criteria Potential indicators* 

Open/willing attitude Indicating a readiness to 
engage in the mentoring 
process 

-Verbal/written language (e.g., 
mention of trust in the other) 
-Body language (e.g., sitting upright, 
uncrossed arms) 

Emotional and 
psychological support 

Indicating support for 
mentor/mentee through 
acknowledgement of their 
feelings 

-Verbal/written language (e.g., 
empathy shown through “I 
understand” or “That must be hard”) 
-Body language (e.g., nodding) 
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Consideration of contexts Mentor/mentee indication of 
the importance of contextual 
factors when constructing 
knowledge and/or making 
decisions 

-Verbal/written language (e.g., asking 
about class environment, asking about 
time of day something happened) 
-Physical evidence (e.g., bringing 
assignments from each class period to 
discuss why the differences exist) 

Active listening Indicating full attention to 
mentor/mentee, 
paraphrasing content the 
other spoke, and/or asking 
questions to gain a better 
understanding of what was 
said 

-Verbal/written language (e.g., 
rewording what the other said, asking 
“Is this what you mean?”) 
-Body language (e.g., leaning 
forward, nodding) 

Making and spending 
intentional time with each 

other 

Making time for mentoring 
activities and indicating that 
time spent with the 
mentor/mentee is important 
and/or worthwhile 

-Verbal/written language (e.g., 
making plans for a future meeting, 
asking if there is anything else to chat 
about) 
-Body language (e.g., open, relaxed 
demeanor) 

Dialogical Indicating an openness to 
shape and be shaped by 
mentor/mentee’s 
experiences, understandings, 
and/or values 

-Verbal/written language (e.g., 
discussing reasons for potential 
tensions, considering others’ opinions 
in relation to one’s own 
understandings) 
-Physical evidence (e.g., sharing 
lesson plans with similar content but 
different ways of teaching) 

Common goal Indicating that mentor and 
mentee share the same 
goal(s) for mentoring 
activities 

-Verbal/written language (e.g., 
describing the purpose of the 
meeting) 
-Physical evidence (e.g., coming 
prepared with documents [lesson 
plans, assignments, etc.] to discuss) 

Shared decision-making Indicating that mentor and 
mentee make determinations 
together 

-Verbal/written language (e.g., asking 
“What do you think about…”) 
-Body language (e.g., nodding in 
agreement) 
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Reflection Reflection-on-action: 
(Between mentor and 
mentee) Consideration of 
actions that have happened 
in the past 
  
Reflection-in-action: 
(Between mentor and 
mentee) Consideration of 
ongoing actions and 
processes related to these 
actions 

-Verbal/written language (e.g., 
describing something that happened 
in their classroom) 
-Physical evidence (e.g., coming 
prepared to discuss an assignment 
students were confused with) 

Consideration of future 
actions 

Mentor/mentee 
contemplation of decisions 
that will happen in the future 
based on past actions and/or 
understandings 

-Verbal/written language (e.g., 
explaining “In the future, I will…” or 
“I plan to…”) 
-Physical evidence (e.g., fixing a 
lesson plan for the upcoming week 
with previous lessons in mind) 

  
*The “Potential indicators” column provides ways these characteristics may manifest in 
observation, interview, and/or reflective writing data. These are not comprehensive indicators but 
rather areas to keep in mind while analyzing data. 
 

Data Generation Sessions 

         This study included eight data generation events, including five interviews, three 

observations, and three participant reflections. Below, I refer to each of these events as 

“sessions” where data generation took place. Appendix A includes a description of each session, 

an estimated amount of time for each session, and tentative dates for each session. 

Session One 

         The first session of data generation consisted of an intake interview. This was an 

opportunity for me to begin getting to know the participants in this study along with working to 

start building relationships and establishing trust. Freire (1970) explained that the root of 

dialogue is trust, and I intended to co-create a space during this initial interview where 
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participants and myself could learn more about each other. Ideally, these conversations would 

help us to create a dialogical space for our future interactions. The intake interview was a semi-

structured interview (Bailey, 2018) where I asked about who participants were as well as their 

contexts regarding mentoring and collaboration. See Appendix B for the intake interview 

protocol. Upon the completion of these interviews, I sent participants home with the intake 

reflection (Appendix C). This reflection, which could be responded to in writing or recorded 

speech, focused on the participants’ conceptions of both mentoring and collaboration. 

Additionally, they were asked to provide examples where they detailed their reasoning behind 

these conceptions. This reflection created an opportunity for the participants to engage in 

reflection-on-action (Schön, 1983) in relation to their experiences with collaboration and 

mentoring and in their positioning as a mentor or as a mentee. Additionally, this opportunity for 

reflection-on-action could have created future opportunities for conscious reflection-in-action 

(Schön, 1983) during the mentoring process.  

Session Two 

         The next stage of data generation included the first observation of a mentoring context. 

This observation followed the observation protocol outlined in Appendix D. The protocol for this 

structured observation (Bailey, 2018) includes components of what induction research has 

identified as effective mentoring and productive collaboration. I wrote field notes regarding 

whether or not I observed any of these components and from whom (mentor and/or mentee) I 

observed them; if I did not observe these components, I took field notes related to what I 

observed mentors and mentees doing instead. I find it important here to note that whether or not 

a mentoring session reflected the characteristics included in my observation protocol does not 

necessarily mean that mentoring was or was not effective; the characteristics I included on the 

observation protocol were developed from literature but are not generalizable in every mentoring 
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context. Additionally, these characteristics are not labeled in the observation protocol as 

specifically related to effective mentoring or productive collaboration. This is because, within 

induction research, the two areas are intertwined; literature, for instance, frequently points to the 

importance of collaboration as a part of mentoring activities (Feiman-Nemser, 1998, 2001; 

Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; McCann & Lloyd, 2013; Zembytska, 2015). 

Session Three 

Post-observation interview #1 followed soon after the first observation, participants’ 

schedules permitting. During this interview, the focus was on what was observed and 

experienced during the first observation. Patton (2015) described observations and interviews as 

“mutually reinforcing qualitative techniques” that “bridge to understanding the fundamentally 

people-oriented nature of qualitative inquiry” (p. 81). This bridging can allow for participants in 

the observed setting to later discuss their own perceptions of what was observed. As a researcher, 

my own contexts and experiences shape my understandings of what I perceive to be noteworthy 

in an observation. It was necessary, thus, to pair all the observations I conducted with interviews, 

where my understandings could be shaped by my participants and their experiences. See protocol 

in Appendix E for post-observation interview #1; note that this protocol remained the same for 

post-observation interview #3 as well and allowed opportunities for me to revisit topics with 

participants. 

Sessions Four and Five 

         Sessions four and five followed the same general flow as sessions two and three with the 

inclusion of a reflection. The second observation utilized the same observation protocol outlined 

in Appendix D. The second post-observation interview followed the protocol outlined in 

Appendix F. This interview served as the midway point in the data generation process, and there 

were additional questions included here that were not present in post-observation interviews #1 
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and #3. Following the post-observation interview #2, I sent participants home with the midpoint 

reflection (Appendix G). This second reflection asked participants to examine their conceptions 

of mentoring and collaboration and their potential evolution during the course of data generation 

thus far. 

Sessions Six and Seven 

         The sixth and seventh sessions of data generation followed the same flow as sessions four 

and five, including observation #3 (see Appendix D for protocol), post-observation interview #3 

(see Appendix E for protocol), and an exit reflection (see Appendix H for prompts). The purpose 

of this stage was to further examine participants’ experiences with and conceptions of mentoring 

and collaboration. I asked questions related to changes in their understandings of mentoring and 

collaboration and why they may have been changing their perceptions as the study progressed. 

Session Eight 

         The final session of data generation was an exit interview. This exit interview allowed me 

the opportunity to ask participants about the data I had gathered thus far from their interviews, 

reflections, and observations. This allowed me to ask questions and clarify information I 

understood about what they shared with me over the course of the previous weeks. Additionally, 

a central component of productive collaboration is reflection and consideration of future actions 

(Butler et al., 2004). Where the participants were formally reflecting in the previous four 

interviews and three reflections, the exit interview provided an opportunity for me to inquire into 

participants’ considerations of future actions based on their experiences with and conceptions of 

mentoring and collaboration. See protocol for this final interview in Appendix I. 

Data Analysis  

 The steps I took to analyze the generated data were structured and followed a sequential 

order. I participated in the following steps during data analysis: mapping of interview and 
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reflective writing data, a priori coding, refining and developing codes, coding with newly-

developed codes, latent thematic analysis for contextual codes, and coding with thematic codes. 

Each of these steps is described in fuller detail in the sections that follow.  

Step One: Mapping the Interview and Reflective Writing Data 

I began interview mapping (Stewart, 2011) soon after conducting each participant 

interview. The process of mapping required that I listen to the interview recording and note 

“times during the interview session when participants addressed topics that were related to my 

research questions” (Stewart, 2011, p. 288). It was during this mapping process that I noted 

interview times reflecting moments relevant to the a priori codes I produced related to effective 

mentoring and productive collaboration. Then, I highlighted preliminary codes relevant to the 

contextual factors influencing participants’ productive collaboration in mentoring. This initial 

phase of data analysis also aligns with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) “Phase 2” of thematic analysis, 

following a reading and familiarization of the data, where the researcher has “generated an initial 

list of ideas about what is in the data and what is interesting about them” (p. 88). The difference 

in my initial analytic process was a focus beyond what was “interesting” to me, but rather how 

the data pointed back to the a priori codes and also helped me develop codes related to 

contextual factors. Starting the initial data analysis process so soon after conducting interviews 

also allowed me the opportunity to consider any follow-up questions that I chose to revisit in 

subsequent interviews. It was my intention that interviews would build upon one another in a 

transactional process between me and my participants. Interview mapping was followed by 

transcribing the interviews in full. This was an important step as well because I chose 

intentionally to transcribe the data myself, which allowed me to “develop a far more thorough 

understanding of [the] data” in the reading and rereading of data (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 88).  
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Following interview mapping and transcription, I participated in mapping the reflective 

writing data. In order to map the written reflections, I produced a key where I highlighted using 

different colors the sections and lines of the written data, noting general areas where a priori 

codes were present. Below the reflective writing responses, I wrote out mapping notes, 

identifying initial codes depicting contextual features that I noticed in this data. 

Step Two: A Priori Coding to Index Literature-Identified “Best Practices” 

 Mapping was a helpful practice to start the process of identifying key moments in 

interviews and reflective writing where a priori codes may be present. Following this mapping 

process and the transcription of all interviews, I worked through the observation, interview, and 

reflective writing data and coded these data for the a priori codes reflecting literature-identified 

“best practices” related to effective ways of mentoring and collaborating. This a priori coding 

process allowed me to see where participants aligned with these literature-identified practices. 

During this coding process, I developed a set of coding tables documenting what I found. Each a 

priori code had its own table, where I included the raw data that aligned with the code in the left 

column and an explanation for how the data aligned with the a priori code in the right column. 

Step Three: Refining/Developing Codes Indexing Dialogical Characteristics of Productive 

Collaboration 

 The completed a priori coding tables showed several of these practices as not observed or 

as poorly represented in the data. Moreover, these a priori codes depicting mentoring and 

collaborating practices did not provide a mechanism aligning with my theoretical framework for 

indexing the dialogical characteristics that are essential for effective mentoring. Thus, I 

constructed a new set of codes, which I employed to index these items. 

My first step in this process of refining and developing a new set of codes was to 

determine which codes could be combined to better align with my theoretical framework and 
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with what I saw in the data. For instance, I combined the “Dialogical,” “Open/willing attitude,” 

and “Consideration of contexts” a priori codes to form a new code, which I called, “Openness to 

mutual shaping through transaction.” After consideration of where to combine codes to align 

with theory and the study’s data points, I moved into considering which a priori codes could be 

cut. One example of a code I cut was “reflection-in-action.” I cut this code because I did not have 

any data points that indexed it. While reflection-in-action has the potential to demonstrate 

dialogue within productive collaboration, I had no data points to show how this was a 

characteristic of dialogue within my study, so it was an invalid code that needed to be eliminated. 

For each newly-developed/refined code, I established new coding criteria. The final refined 

coding table depicting dialogical characteristics of productive collaboration and paired coding 

criteria can be seen in Table 3. 

Table 3 

Codes indexing dialogical characteristics of productive collaboration with coding criteria  

Dialogical characteristics codes Coding criteria   

Openness to mutual shaping 
through transaction 

Indicating an openness to shape and be shaped by mentor/mentee’s 
experiences, understandings, and/or values; this shaping relates to 
mentors’/mentees’ contexts and their openness to readjust these 
contexts in light of new information, experiences, and 
understandings 

Common goal Indicating that mentor and mentee share the same goal(s) for 
mentoring activities 

Shared decision-making Indicating that mentor and mentee make determinations together 

Reflection-on-action (Between mentor and mentee) Consideration of actions that have 
happened in the past 

Consideration of future actions Mentor/mentee contemplation of decisions that will happen in the 
future based on past actions and/or understandings 
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Step Four: Coding with Final Codes 

 These newly developed codes and coding criteria necessitated my going back through the 

data of all three data sources; I re-coded the data for these codes indexing dialogical 

characteristics of productive collaboration. I developed a finalized set of tables during this re-

coding process. Each of the final codes had its own table, where I included the raw data that 

aligned with the code in the left column and an explanation for how the data aligned with the 

code in the right column. 

Step Five: Latent Thematic Analysis to Develop Contextual Codes 

 Upon completion of the re-coding process of all data based on the refined codes above, I 

reviewed the interview transcripts and reflective writing data to develop my thematic coding 

scheme. My initial plan for this second phase of analysis was to code for the quality and 

character of dialogue among participants. However, through the initial mapping process, I came 

to see the important role that contextual factors had on participants’ utterances in the interview 

and reflective writing data. With this understanding, I developed a thematic coding scheme that 

would sift the data according to the contextual factors that were shaping these dialogical 

characteristics and qualities of the participants’ utterances during the interviews and in their 

reflective writing. These contextual codes are as follows: Hierarchies, Teaching experience, 

School structures and systems, and Social environment of the school. Table 4 provides the codes 

and coding criteria I employed to code these data sources with the purpose of focusing attention 

and indexing the contextual factors that were affording and/or constraining what I viewed as 

productive collaboration. 
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Table 4 

Codes indexing contextual factors affording and/or constraining productive collaboration with 

coding criteria  

 
 The process of developing codes indexing contextual factors affording and/or 

constraining productive collaboration began during the initial mapping phase of analysis. The 

preliminary codes I developed during this analysis step were refined through the steps I describe 

here. I started by cutting out the codes that were repeated, were vague, and/or that pointed more 

specifically to a priori codes. For instance, I cut out the code of “reassurance” because this 

reflected a form of emotional support from a mentor/mentee; this aligned with my a priori code 

of “Emotional/psychological support.” The sifting through of initial codes led me to a more 

condensed list that I refined into the final codes indexing contextual factors that had the potential 

to afford and/or hinder dialogue between mentors and mentees. For example, I combined the 

following condensed codes into the refined code of “Hierarchies”: “power/hierarchy,” “trust,” 

Contextual factor codes Coding criteria   

Hierarchies Participants’ perceived ranking of self and/or others within the 
school context 

Teaching experience Participants’ perceived needs, challenges, and understandings based 
upon their years of experience in the profession. Related to 
participants’ experience levels, confidence, competence, and 
frustrations; not linked to power structures created by 
mentor/mentee relationships. 

School structures and systems Procedures, practices, and policies within a school including 
personnel and/or school/district resources that influenced 
participants’ understandings and/or actions. 

Social environment of the 
school 

Social conditions within a school; includes school culture, 
administrative leadership, and colleague relationships; related to 
school structures and systems 
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“connection (to mentee, to student),” “personalities,” and “rigidity and relinquishing.” The 

coding criteria for this theme was for statements indexing “Participants’ perceived ranking of 

self and/or others within the school context.”  

It is important to note that the latent thematic analysis employed only interview and 

reflective writing data sources because this was where participants gave explanations and 

descriptions related to mentoring and collaboration activities through their perspectives and 

understandings. Observational data depicted what was said and what happened during mentoring 

sessions between participants. I did not, during these sessions, make assumptions based on what 

might have been in the moment influencing these mentoring activities. Instead, I use my field 

notes from observations as further context in Chapter Four, when I am describing the contextual 

features identified from data analysis through interviews with and reflective writing from 

participants.  

Step Six: Refining and Coding with Thematic Codes  

 I utilized the developed thematic codes indexing contextual factors that were affording 

and/or constraining productive collaboration to code all of the interview and reflective writing 

data. I developed a set of coding tables during this process; each thematic code was given its own 

table, where I included the raw data that aligned with the code in the left column and an 

explanation for how the data aligned with the code in the right column. This coding process 

made evident the ways contextual factors often overlapped with each other in their influence 

upon participants’ participation in productive collaboration. There were several data extracts that 

I felt belonged into multiple categories of codes, with the most prominent overlap taking place 

within both the “School structures and systems” and “Social environment of the school” 

categories.  
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I further developed and revised my codes to better align with the data during this coding 

process. For instance, the “Teaching experience” code was initially titled “New teacher 

challenges.” I chose to broaden this code because one participant, Emily, was in her last year of 

teaching and spoke often of her years of experience and the ways this experience influenced her 

and her mentee’s relationship and mentoring activities. I found this to be an important 

contributor to the dialogical quality between this mentor and her mentee and wanted to ensure 

that the code reflected this. As I continued the coding process, I found that all four participants 

spoke of their levels of experience, and I found this revision to be appropriate to this contextual 

code. Following any revisions and adjustments I made to codes, I started over in my coding 

process to ensure that any previously-coded data was still aligned to the new criteria—and in 

order to make sure that I had not missed any data that could now fit into the revised criteria.  

After the creation of all coding sheets, including those indexing contextual factors and 

those indexing dialogical characteristics, I went back through all the data to double-check the 

ways I organized tables to ensure that I did not miss any important data extracts. It was during 

this second look-through that I added to and took away some data extracts. Braun and Clarke 

(2006) explained that while it might not be feasible within the process of coding to “provide 

clear guidelines on when to stop,” they explained, “when your refinements are not adding 

anything substantial, stop!” (p. 92). At this stage in the analysis process, I had engaged in the 

recursive process of coding and recoding paired with a double-check of all data; all revisions at 

this stage were minimal, and this, thus, became my ending point in the analysis process. 

Appendix J includes a table showing all final codes, criteria, examples, and justification for 

examples.  

Validity 
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         Arguments and disagreements abound when considering what may count as a show of 

“validity”—or even whether or not the term “validity” may be useful—in qualitative research 

(Freeman et al., 2007). In this vein, it is important to note that within qualitative research, “data 

are produced from social interactions and are therefore constructions or interpretations” 

(Freeman et al., 2007, p. 27). For this reason, I refer to the “data collection” period of research as 

“data generation”; it is together, among myself and my participants, that data has been generated. 

I cannot claim that I know and fully understand my participants’ conceptions of and experiences 

with mentoring and collaboration. I can only come to research understandings based on the data 

participants provide me with and my own contexts, understandings, and experiences that make 

up my own ways of understanding and knowing. In this way, the data I present may be taken as 

dialogue; the understandings are based on the mutual shaping that took place between me and 

my participants during the data generation and data analysis processes. I present research 

understandings explicitly by sharing how my own ways of knowing, including my past 

experiences, beliefs, and values, played a role in their development. Freeman et al. (2007) 

explained that readers of qualitative research may look for “indicators of researcher skepticism: 

Do authors of research reports reveal themselves as their own best critics? Do they discuss the 

limits and uncertainties of their work? How forthright are they about competing interpretations 

and explanations for the patterns they claim?” (p. 30). It is my intention to be my own “best 

critic” in the ways I present my subjectivities, limitations, and interpretations of my research and 

the data I present as understandings. 

         In my aims for validity, I have constructed this study to be methodologically triangulated 

in the ways that I combined a variety of methods in order to respond to my research questions. 

Interviews, observations, and reflective writing can individually be helpful components to 

understand teachers’ conceptions of and experiences with mentoring and collaboration. 
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However, the combination of interviews, observations, and reflective writing into one study 

creates a robustly triangulated study where I rely on multiple forms of data from my participants. 

Methodological triangulation allows me to consider the consistency of the data I have collected 

and allows me to “obtain a more comprehensive and deeper understanding of the participants and 

the setting” (Bailey, 2018, p.153). 

 Within this chapter and the next, I have provided descriptions of the practices I employed 

with my participants and with the data. I have provided examples in this chapter showing the 

ways I developed codes by utilizing theory and data. Below, I explain how my subjectivities may 

have influenced the ways I have made and continue to make meaning with and through my 

participants. I provide examples in Chapter Four to illustrate the ways I have formed 

understandings based on my data analysis. Throughout this study, I explain the ways my 

theoretical framework undergirds and focuses this study. Ultimately, I participate in these 

practices of transparency to reflect my own dialogue throughout the course of this study and how 

I am not separate from the data but rather a generator of the data and the understandings that 

come from them. 

Subjectivities 

         Conducting this study through a dialogical lens means that the ways that I construct 

meaning are not the only ways meaning may be constructed; it is important for me to make sure 

that I am not interpreting others’ words and experiences as what I, solely, understand these 

words and experiences to be and mean. Another way I can attend to validity in this study is 

through being explicit about my subjectivities (Peshkin, 1988). Qualitative research is always 

colored by the researcher presenting the research findings, but “good qualitative research 

contains comments by the researchers about how their interpretation of the findings is shaped by 

their background, such as their gender, culture, history, and socioeconomic origin” (Creswell, 
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2014, p. 202). During data generation and data analysis, I have had to consider how individuals’ 

contexts, language use, and cultures may influence the ways they understand and experience 

mentoring and collaboration; additionally, I must make the same considerations for myself as I 

am generating and presenting data, especially data that I am not personally producing based on 

my own experiences. 

         A key component of my own subjectivities has to do with my experiences as an English 

teacher. Prior to the start of my PhD program in the fall of 2021, I taught for five years, with four 

of those years being at a secondary level and one year at a post-high-school level. Each year, I 

taught at a different school, experiencing a total of six different school systems. My own 

experiences of mentoring involved me feeling like a new teacher every time I entered into a new 

school system. The contexts were unfamiliar to me; I did not know the students, my colleagues, 

or, frequently, the areas that the school systems belonged to. As such, my interest in induction 

stems from my own extreme familiarity with entering into a new induction program almost every 

time I entered into a new school. I consistently felt like a brand new teacher in the ways I was 

treated as someone who was unfamiliar with the profession and the demands and challenges 

associated with it. For instance, I cannot remember just how many times I was shown a rendition 

of Moir’s (1999) phases of the first year of teaching in some sort of professional development 

session meant only for new teachers—or new-to-the-area teachers, like myself. However, I can 

express that Moir’s phases were always shown in isolation from my paired mentor; the 

information provided to me from this rollercoaster-esque mapping of the first year of teaching 

was information meant only for me, which felt more like a warning, rather than a way of feeling 

supported. 

My experiences during my teaching career created in me a reliance on my own 

foundation of knowledge and skills that had helped me in each school system—which I 
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continued to build upon, whether with other teachers who made me feel supported and part of a 

team or whether it was in isolation in my own classroom with door pulled shut. My confidence in 

my abilities grew, but I also had a difficult time expressing to others that they did not need to 

doubt me and my abilities just because they did not know me. Sometimes this caused me to 

retreat into my classroom because I was afraid to have my skills as a teacher be undermined; I 

would rather create lessons in secret than be handed a lesson plan by an experienced teacher and 

be told that I had to teach it to my own students. For all of the reasons provided here, I have a 

passion for the process of mentoring through collaborative means, where classroom contexts are 

considered, mutual shaping through dialogue takes place, and teachers can shape each other with 

no emphasis on who is considered “mentor” or “mentee.” These are some of the most prominent 

and relevant areas of subjectivities that I must consider and keep in mind throughout every phase 

of my research study; these experiences and related understandings and emotions will shape my 

understandings and the ways I interact with participants, whether or not I am conscious of them. 

In choosing to be conscious of these parts of myself, however, I am also choosing to be 

transparent about the ways I am dialoguing and making meaning with and through my 

participants.  

Limitations 

         Being my own “best critic” relies on my own consideration of limitations to my research 

study (Freeman et al., 2007, p. 30). The limitation I discuss here was one that created a wobble 

moment (Fecho, 2011; Fecho et al., 2021) within me as a researcher during the conception of this 

study. Described within the “Participant Criteria” section is the criteria that mentor and mentee 

duos must be school- or district-assigned. I chose to make this distinction in order to more fully 

create a consistent image when discussing the final understandings, but I also chose to make this 

distinction in order to have a richer discussion about the potential role that power dynamics may 
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play in a mentoring relationship. However, not allowing participants to choose their designated 

“mentor,” whether they be formally assigned or informally adopted, could have created a 

limitation; literature indicates that informally-adopted mentors and professional learning 

communities may benefit some mentees more than their school- or district-assigned mentors 

(Kutsyuruba et al., 2019; Pogodzinski, 2012). Creating boundaries, while necessary for my own 

study, could have constricted the opportunities for effective mentoring and productive 

collaboration that I witnessed, read about, or heard about. 

Conclusion 

Joining observations, interviews, and reflective writing into this research study has 

allowed me to form deeper understandings of teachers’ conceptions of and experiences with 

professional learning, specifically in the context of mentoring. With these understandings, my 

research goal is to create recommendations for the development and implementation of dialogic, 

collaborative approaches to mentoring new teachers. The generation and analysis of data 

involved a recursive process of shaping and being shaped by participants, showing alignment 

between data and my theoretical framework, and being open about the ways my subjectivities 

may have influenced the understandings of this study. Qualitative research is social research 

(Creswell, 2014), and the methods for data generation and analysis that I utilized in this study are 

meant to illustrate the ways that this study was not undergone in isolation but rather was a 

transactional process among my participants and myself. I aim for the social aspect of this 

research to be at the forefront as I share my understandings developed out of the analysis 

processes described here.  
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Chapter Four: Understandings 

 Imagine observing a mentoring session between a mentor and mentee pairing. Ahead of 

the mentee, Riley, entering the classroom, the mentor, Casey, turns to you and says, “You’re in 

for a spicy one” (Casey & Riley Ob 2). After entering Casey’s classroom, one of the first topics 

Riley brings up is in describing her frustration with a process within the school that seems to take 

away authority from the teachers and places it in the hands of the students. Casey listens, asks 

questions, and makes suggestions. The conversation moves past this frustration into a new 

annoyance Riley has been experiencing regarding the process of requesting school supplies for 

the following year. In response to Riley’s venting about this new challenge, Casey opens her 

laptop and shows Riley the supplies that she already requested for her own classroom in the fall. 

They discuss the problems of not being able to get the supplies they want for their students. This 

scene, a back-and-forth between mentor and mentee, where Riley came into the session with 

frustrations and topics to vent about, may not at face-value seem to be a productively 

collaborative space. These events took place during the second mentoring session between Casey 

and Riley that I observed over the course of the study. During the interviews following this 

observation, however, I learned from Casey and Riley about the ways that they participated in 

venting in order to release emotions, rather than stew in complaining (Riley Post-Ob Interview 

2).  

The roles that Riley and Casey took on during venting sessions allowed for opportunities 

where they supported one another and helped each other consider ways they might move forward 

with venting topic challenges in mind (Riley Post-Ob Interview 3). This observed “spicy” 

mentoring session may have presented as a session focused on complaining from mentee to 

mentor; however, this was a mentoring session where both mentor and mentee participated in a 

process of productive collaboration. This example, one of many ways mentors and mentees in 
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this study participated in productive collaboration through their mentoring activities, is of great 

importance because it demonstrates an example of a way that mentoring may support teachers 

and the long-standing challenges they may experience. Halford (1998) explained that teaching is 

a profession that “eats its young,” (p. 33) but mentoring may serve as a buoy to support not only 

the “young” teacher mentees new to the profession but experienced teacher mentors as well. 

In this chapter, I present the understandings I have developed from my data analysis. The 

most significant understanding I have learned from this study was that my analysis indexed five 

dialogical characteristics that are essential for productive collaboration that supports effective 

mentoring in formally assigned mentor-mentee pairings. In the following sections, I present data 

that explicate each of these dialogical characteristics while also addressing the contextual factors 

that influenced the collaboration between the mentor-mentee pairs who participated in this study. 

Characteristic #1: Productive Collaboration in Mentoring is Dialogical When it Involves an 

Openness to Mutual Shaping Through Transaction 

 Freire (1970) envisioned dialogue as a co-creation among individuals; in other words, 

both individuals are able to shape and be shaped by each other. From a dialogical stance, 

productive collaboration is a transactional process of learning and sharing. Those engaged in 

productive collaboration are “continually being affected by what the other has contributed” 

(Rosenblatt, 1995, p. 26) as they enter into dialogue with each other and their own lived 

experiences, understandings, and values. From this perspective, I argue that when an individual 

engages in dialogue, they are taking part in an active process where they share facets of 

themselves—their understandings, values, and experiences—with others; they can learn from 

others and further inform and contextualize their experiences.  This first characteristic, openness 

to mutual shaping through transaction, was indexed in this study when individuals indicated an 

openness to shape and be shaped by mentors’/mentees’ experiences, understandings, and/or 
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values; this shaping relates to mentors’/mentees’ contexts and their openness to readjust these 

contexts in light of new information, experiences, and understandings. Below, I provide 

examples from the data set that point to mentoring activities between one mentor-mentee pairing 

that index productive collaboration and demonstrate a shared openness to mutual shaping within 

transactions. Additionally, I provide examples from the data set that point to mentoring activities 

between another mentor-mentee pairing that do not index productive collaboration and where 

shaping is non-mutual and inconsistent.  

Mentor-Mentee Pairing #1: Casey and Riley 

 The mentoring pair from Laughing Hills Middle School, Riley and Casey, demonstrated 

their openness to mutual shaping through transaction in the ways they asked about and 

considered each others’ contexts and experiences in relation to their own. Their productive 

collaboration relied on a back-and-forth between mentor and mentee in the construction of new 

knowledge and understandings. Mentor Casey explained in the second post-observation 

interview about the support she received from mentee Riley: 

Sometimes I’ll pose her scenarios, like, “How would you have handled this?” Like, the 

other day, I did ask her what she thought about, I had these two kids who had kind of a 

blow-up, and one of them I know, whose parents are extremely strict and were going to 

blow it completely out of proportion. So, I was like, “I really don’t want to call because 

it’s not that big of a deal, but they’ll make it into one.” And so, I was talking through that 

with her because she was like, she had a side, and I was like, “But this is my 

side.”...Sometimes I’ll just get her perspective and be like, “What do you think about 

this?” And she does the same with me.  
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This example demonstrates how, when Casey faced complex scenarios in her classroom, she 

might ask Riley for her take on what was going on; she was able to consider a perspective 

outside of her own that could lend itself to her making a decision about the situation. She 

demonstrated her openness to being shaped by Riley’s experiences and understandings related to 

the scenarios that she posed. Casey also noted that not only did she ask for Riley’s perspective on 

situations that she encountered, but Riley also asked Casey similar questions about situations of 

her own. To this point, Riley explained one instance when she relied on Casey’s perspective and 

experiences in order to make changes in her own practice. In her first reflective writing response, 

Riley described how earlier in the school year, she had been having a hard time with engagement 

issues during note-taking in her classroom. She brought this challenge to Casey, who “showed 

[her] how to use EPR (Every Pupil Responds) strategies to boost engagement.” Riley explained 

how she was able to learn from Casey and made the decision to try out these strategies in her 

own classroom: “I tried them out for the first time and loved them! I now incorporate EPR 

strategies into all my lessons, and even into my agenda-reading and closures” (Riley Reflection 

1). This example further illustrates the ways Casey and Riley were willing to shape and be 

shaped by one another in order to make decisions about their own classroom contexts and 

situations that they encountered. It is important to consider, as well, how contextual factors may 

have afforded and/or hindered participants’ openness to mutual shaping through transaction. 

Below, I describe the contextual features that influenced Casey and Riley’s productive 

collaboration in mentoring in connection to the dialogical characteristic of openness to mutual 

shaping through transaction. 

Contextual Factor: Hierarchies 
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 Teachers make decisions based on their own understandings, experiences, and contexts—

they negotiate with these factors in order to make decisions about themselves and others, 

including their students. Strom and Viesca (2020) explained, “The teacher is a multiplicity 

himself (their background experiences, previous learning, beliefs and attitudes, and their physical 

body) and is also connected or part of the classroom, the school, and the district” (p. 16). All of 

these potential influences and factors come together to shape teachers’ contexts. Fecho (2011) 

summed up the important relationship between context and dialogue: “All dialogue is based in 

context and that context represents elements of time as well as physical and psychic space” (p. 

13). Working from a dialogical lens, I believe that contextual factors are necessary to examine in 

order to better understand what may be influencing study participants’ dialogue—and thus what 

may be influencing participants’ productive collaboration in mentoring. These factors have the 

potential to afford and/or constrain dialogue; without mention of these factors, it can be easy to 

make assumptions and guesses as to why dialogue in collaboration took place between one 

mentor-mentee pairing, for instance, versus another. To address this potential, I discuss the 

contextual factors that participants spoke and wrote about throughout the course of this study.  

Prior to discussing a specific contextual feature that influenced one mentor-mentee 

pairing, it is important to note that all four study participants expressed a desire to engage in 

collaboration—or a retroactive desire to have engaged in collaboration. Jane expressed in our 

first interview the ways she wanted to move forward and be more of a collaborator: “I think I 

definitely should collaborate more.” In our next interview, she reiterated this, putting the onus on 

herself: “I think I need to be a better collaborator. I think I need to be more open to 

collaboration” (Jane Post-Ob Interview 1). The ways Jane’s mentor, Emily, wrote about 

collaboration were similar to Jane’s in terms of wishing for more of it; the difference here was 
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that Emily’s desires were rooted in the past. She wrote in her second reflection, “My feelings on 

collaboration have not changed much, and I don’t really feel like Jane and I have had the 

opportunity to truly collaborate.” She explained further in the final reflection, “I would have 

liked to have this mentorship be more collaborative” (Emily Reflection 3). Casey and Riley 

similarly described the importance of collaboration. Casey looked forward to stronger 

collaboration and wrote about it in her second reflection: “I would like to work toward being 

more intentional with collaboration as my mentee and my relationship continue to grow.” She 

added, in the final reflection, “I want to collaborate more. I think that it is so important to get the 

perspective of others and know how to collectively work together.” Riley’s interest in 

collaboration was broader; she explained in the first post-observation interview the benefits of 

collaboration: “Collaborating with someone who’s really excited to do it and change and become 

better together, that’s great. That’s fun.” All four participants showed an interest in collaboration, 

even though they might have also expressed a current or past weakness in the ways collaboration 

took place—or did not take place. Understanding participants’ motivations regarding 

collaboration makes it all the more important to describe contextual factors that afforded and/or 

constrained collaboration between mentors and mentees. If all four participants were proponents 

for collaboration, what may have aided in their collaboration in their mentoring context? On the 

other hand, what may have kept them from participating in collaboration? In this section and the 

contextual factor sections that follow, I describe the ways that contextual factors influenced each 

mentoring duo’s participation in the dialogical characteristics of collaboration in mentoring, 

including where this participation may have been hindered and/or afforded. 

One important contextual factor influencing participants’ dialogue in their mentoring 

context was hierarchies. I identified hierarchies in the generated data as participants’ perceived 
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ranking of self and/or others within the school context. Hierarchies influenced Riley and Casey’s 

collaborative and dialogical potential in the ways they considered the role of trust in their 

mentoring relationship. Freire (1970) explained that dialogue requires trust; where trust exists 

between individuals, there is greater potential for dialogue, reflection, and communication: 

“Whoever lacks this trust will fail to initiate (or will abandon) dialogue, reflection, and 

communication, and will fall into using slogans, communiqués, monologues, and instructions” 

(p. 40). Where trust is lacking among mentor and mentee, there is a lack of openness to engage 

in mutual shaping. Additionally, where there is trust and the potential for dialogue, there is a 

greater potential for working towards a flattening of hierarchies. Fecho and Botzakis (2007) 

described working towards flattened hierarchies among teacher and students as a process where, 

first, wisdom coming from all individuals (teachers and students) is acknowledged and where 

there are routine “opportunities to mine that wisdom through mutually empowering discourse” 

(p. 554).  

When individuals, including mentors and mentees, are working towards flattened 

hierarchies, they are recognizing and digging into the wisdom each other has and allowing for 

mutual shaping to take place in each of them. Trust that can move individuals towards flattening 

hierarchies can take time in relationships—especially in mentoring, which is something that 

Casey and Riley’s relationship demonstrated. For example, Riley’s mentor Casey noted during 

the first post-observation interview that the two of them were able to begin effectively 

collaborating after Riley “proved herself.” Casey explained, “I don’t feel like that sounds very 

nice that you have to prove to somebody, but, like, I am a person with very high expectations, 

and if you don’t meet those, then I have a very hard time giving you any more responsibilities” 

(Casey Post-Ob Interview 1). Casey explained in the same interview that collaboration with 
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adults “is just very frustrating” (Casey Post-Ob Interview 1). Casey demonstrated a hesitation in 

her openness to being shaped by Riley, which may have been due in part to Casey’s previous 

experiences with others, where she had to trudge through working with colleagues unwilling to 

collaborate. However, Casey noted, “I never got those vibes from her at all…So, I think just her 

moving past any of her hesitations or reservations or fears. Once I saw that she was good to go, I 

was like, ‘Alright, let’s do it’” (Casey Post-Ob Interview 1). Casey allowing Riley to collaborate 

with her demonstrates the need for there to be trust between mentor and mentee. The idea of 

“allowing” someone to engage in collaboration, as well, indicates a pre-existing hierarchy, where 

permission had to be granted in order for mutual shaping to be able to take place. Engaging in 

dialogue with others can be a vulnerable process; dialogue involves a willingness to not just 

shape others but also to be shaped by others. Casey indicated the way she came to trust Riley, 

which ultimately benefited their mentoring relationship and allowed for the hierarchies between 

them to begin to be flattened. Casey explained about her and Riley’s relationship, 

I mean, I’m sure you picked up on it, like, the vibe between us is just really good. I feel 

like we are both colleagues and friends, and we talk about everything, and we spent a lot 

of the time joking and laughing. Yeah, I feel like there’s no, like, off-limits things 

between us. Like I don’t feel like I need to walk on eggshells around her. I don’t think 

she feels that about me either. (Casey Post-Ob Interview 1) 

This explanation depicts the ways Casey viewed the flattened hierarchy between her and Riley; 

both participated in a shared feeling of comfort with the other, where they were not just 

colleagues but also friends. Casey later, in the exit interview, expressed the importance, as a 

mentor and teacher, of putting effort into relationships: “You have to continually be a life-long 

learner. I think as a mentor, as well, you need to understand, like, I need to step back and 
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evaluate how I am talking to this person, how I am teaching this person, how I’m working with 

this person, how I am or am not collaborating with this person.” Mentors, then, need to be doing 

more than just teaching mentees—Casey noted the importance of working with and collaborating 

with mentees. This process, which includes dialogue within collaboration, needs to be 

intentional. It requires effort and trust. 

 There was a sense of agreement from Casey’s words and understandings with mentee 

Riley’s own vision of the flattened hierarchies within her and Casey’s relationship. Similar to 

Casey’s initial hesitancy with Riley, Riley also had to develop trust for Casey. Riley described 

during the intake interview how she viewed Casey at the beginning of their mentoring 

relationship as “an emergency contact in the phone,” where she reached out to her when she was 

“freaking out” about a situation she encountered. However, she described how now, “At this 

point, we’re friends” (Riley Intake Interview). The emergency contact simile indicates how Riley 

initially saw Casey as someone who had the power to help her during times when she did not 

know how to react; there was a power dynamic that existed between them. Of the ways she 

envisioned collaboration earlier on in the year, Riley wrote in her final reflection, “In the past, I 

often saw collaboration without compromise; like a game of follow the leader, the person with 

[the] strongest personality ‘won.’ But collaboration should not be a competition, but a supportive 

learning activity.” This reflection was written about her and Casey’s relationship; Riley initially 

saw collaboration as a struggle for control—a seemingly contradictory view of what 

collaboration could be and a potential rejection of dialogue within collaboration. In her 

relationship with Casey and her understanding of collaboration, Riley came to understand both as 

important spaces where hierarchies should be flattened. In this flattening, Riley demonstrated an 

openness to the shaping process that takes place in transaction. She described in our final 
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interview the way she eventually came to view the mentoring relationship: “In my brain, it 

became more of a two-way symbiotic relationship, rather than just a mentor supporting a mentee 

because the mentee also supports the mentor.” The flattening of hierarchies created spaces where 

Riley and Casey were able to engage in dialogue in collaboration; there was a lessening of 

pressure to claim power-defined roles in the mentoring and collaborative spaces.  

Contextual Factor: Teaching Experience 

 Participants’ teaching experiences was a contextual factor that afforded and/or hindered 

productive collaboration demonstrated within this study. Teaching experience was indexed as 

participants’ perceived needs, challenges, and understandings based upon their years of 

experience in the profession. Teaching experience related to participants’ experience levels, 

confidence, competence, and frustrations; this code was not linked to power structures created by 

mentor-mentee relationships, which separates it from the contextual factor of hierarchies. In a 

mentoring relationship involving a first-year teacher mentee and an experienced teacher mentor, 

the mentee’s lack of experience may promote their reliance on the practices and reassurance 

from the mentor. This reliance may promote a monological way of mentoring, where there is a 

one-way reliance from the mentee to the mentor. A monological form of mentoring may lend 

itself dangerously to authoritative discourse, where mentors “transmit” information to mentees; 

no other contexts or understandings may be considered, as what is said is what is meant and 

cannot be changed or reconsidered (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 344). What this potential for reliance can 

create is a responsibility for mentors to support their mentees while also encouraging two-way 

mentoring that promotes dialogue and productive collaboration. Teaching experience as a 

contextual factor afforded and hindered collaboration between Casey and Riley in the areas of 

reliance, confidence, and varying levels of openness to new ideas and experiences.  
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 Riley experienced challenges that come with being new to the profession. One such 

challenge she faced that influenced her confidence and reliance on Casey came in the form of her 

stress and anxiety. She described during the intake interview, “I really struggle with trying new 

things sometimes because I freak myself out about it. And then, when I’m in a situation, I don’t 

always know how to react.” Paired with stress was Riley’s lack of context in the profession and 

its associated experiences. Riley explained during the third post-observation interview, “At the 

beginning of the year, I was much more hesitant about [classroom management] because I was 

like, ‘I don’t know where to draw the line on behavior.’” She went on to explain how, with the 

experience she gained throughout the school year, “Now, it’s pretty much, ‘Oh, wait, if I don’t 

like it in my classroom, I can just stop it. That’s okay’” (Riley Post-Ob Interview 3). The passing 

of the school year allowed Riley time to better conceptualize the ways she might respond to the 

management-related challenges she encountered in the classroom.  

With mentoring in mind, Riley found a mentor to be necessary to her own first-year 

experiences. She explained during our first interview that ahead of accepting the position with 

Laughing Hills Middle School, she was set on “having a mentor because I knew from 

[University], they had warned me at the beginning if you don’t have a mentor, it can be really 

rough that first year.” Even though LHMS did not have a mentoring program when Riley 

accepted the position, she found out before starting the school year that they had, to her relief, 

just adopted such a program. This meant that she could lean on her mentor for the support that 

she had hoped for. During the first post-observation interview, mentor Casey discussed what 

Riley’s start of the school year looked like from her perspective:  

I think she wasn’t comfortable. So, for the first little bit, when we first started school, she 

was using my lesson plans. She was using my materials. So, once she got comfortable to, 
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like, adapt those for herself, that’s where she really took off. So, she, like, relied on me to 

get started, but then she was like, “Okay, I got this” and took off. 

Riley, prior to accepting the position, was ready and willing to learn from and be shaped by her 

mentor, whoever that would become. Casey’s description of Riley’s reliance on her lesson plans 

and materials at the start of the school year indicated the ways Riley’s initial discomfort 

prompted a reliance on her mentor and her ways of teaching. This willingness to be shaped 

showed a potential openness to dialogue and collaboration once Riley felt more confident in her 

abilities. 

 Where Riley started the school year with less confidence and more of a tendency to rely 

on her mentor, Casey described her own teaching experience and the ways she tended to feel 

confident as a teacher. She explained in the second post-observation interview how she doesn’t 

tend to “hyperreact to things” and how her “patience has increased” with her years of experience. 

Where her mentoring relationship was concerned, she described in the final interview how she 

needed to work on being more open-minded to being shaped by Riley’s experiences and 

understandings: “I am going to try to be a little bit more open-minded with some of her ideas 

because I’m trying not to be like an old head and be like, ‘Well, this is how we do it! And this is 

what works!’” She explained how this might look in action: “I want to be more like, ‘Okay, we’ll 

give that a try,’ and kind of maybe let her take a little bit more of the reins and just be more of a 

supporting kind of like, ‘Yeah, I’ll do this in my class too, and we’ll debrief and see how it 

went’” (Casey Exit Interview). Casey noted here her own distaste for “old heads” who cling to 

their own understandings and do not allow themselves to learn from others. Casey indicated her 

own desire to hold less tightly to the reins and be more open to Riley’s ideas. Casey’s 
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acknowledgement of how she can continue to grow in this area is an important step towards 

productive collaboration in mentoring.  

Contextual Factor: Social Environment of the School 

Hierarchies and teaching experience were two contextual factors that both constrained 

and afforded collaborative potential in Riley and Casey’s mentoring relationship as they 

connected back to the dialogical characteristic of openness to mutual shaping through 

transaction. The social environment of the school was the final coded-for contextual factor that 

afforded and/or constrained Riley and Casey’s mentoring relationship. The social environment of 

the school was indexed by social conditions within a school. These social conditions included 

school culture, administrative leadership, and colleague relationships. The social environment of 

the school challenged Riley and Casey’s collaboration with each other as well as with their 

colleagues.   

Riley and Casey shared their grade level; thus, many of their experiences with the social 

environment of the school were also shared. Casey explained to me in the second post-

observation interview about the evolution of her and Riley’s relationship with the rest of the 8th 

grade team: 

At the beginning of the year, the 8th grade team was super close. We all would have 

lunch in [the same room]. We would all hang out, all talk, and whatever. And then there 

was some point where something just broke, and now everybody except the two of us 

goes into the team leader’s room and—but again, any time I go in there, it is just 

“Negative Nancy.”  

I was given insight to “where something just broke” in an interview with Riley. Riley explained 

in the first post-observation interview, “Casey and I just started just meeting in her room for 
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lunches, and the rest of the 8th grade team went to the science teacher because somebody had 

told the admin that I was planning on taking off as a joke.” Riley gave me the longer version of 

this story in this interview, explaining how she had been sick and intended to take the following 

day off due to illness. She found out that Casey was also taking the day off, and Riley joked, in 

the breakroom, “Mentor, mentee! Let’s do it! Let’s both take off!” (Riley Post-Ob Interview 1). 

However, Riley’s joke was taken seriously by another teacher, someone on the 8th grade team, 

who had been present in the breakroom at that moment. Riley explained, “When I went down on 

Thursday, like visibly sick, and said I wouldn’t be coming in on Friday, I was told that taking 

Fridays off is not a good way to prove myself as a first-year teacher. I got really upset” (Riley 

Post-Ob Interview 1). What this meant was that Riley’s joke was taken to administration, who 

spoke sharply to Riley when she explained she needed to take the day off due to being sick. She 

was upset, and she and Casey chose to stop meeting with the 8th grade team during lunch time; 

there had been a serious breach in trust.  

 Casey described the negative social atmosphere that surrounded the 8th grade team. She 

explained in the first post-observation interview how within the school, “there are groups of 

individuals that choose every day to wake up and complain and be miserable.” The 8th grade 

team represented a negative subset within the school, but Casey noted that the atmosphere of the 

school as a whole was notably negative as well. She explained in the final post-observation 

interview, “Yeah, this is, like, school-culture-wise, kind of the worst I’ve ever seen here.” She 

provided an example for me, describing how one of her colleagues sent her a screenshot of a 

negative review that someone had written about the school. Casey elaborated, “You can tell that 

it’s written by a teacher or at least a friend of a teacher because the information relayed in that is 

too close to not be someone who works here” (Casey Post-Ob Interview 3). The claim about the 
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social environment of the school remaining negative also connected to Casey’s earlier point 

about collaboration with her peers as not going particularly smoothly: “Riley and I are good. Our 

collaboration is great. But, other outside sources, where we might have to collaborate with 

others, I don’t feel like, necessarily, goes that well” (Casey Post-Ob Interview 1). The culture 

and collaboration amongst colleagues were described negatively by Casey. Where collaboration 

among Casey and Riley may have been hindered or helped may have connected back to these 

challenges as well. As described previously, Casey noted how Riley needed to “prove herself” 

(Casey Post-Ob Interview 1) before Casey felt like the two of them would be able to collaborate 

effectively. Casey had an initial hesitancy with Riley regarding collaboration; she did not say 

“Alright, let’s do it” until Riley had made it clear that she was “good to go” (Casey Post-Ob 

Interview 1). Luckily for their partnership and future collaboration, Riley passed any tests that 

Casey had construed for her, and the two were able to work towards establishing trust with one 

another. However, the effects from the social environment may have led to that initial hindrance 

in Casey and Riley’s openness to mutual shaping.  

 Riley’s relationship with the 8th grade team was slightly more complicated than how 

Casey described. Where the mentoring duo had physically separated themselves during lunch 

times, Riley explained to me in the first post-observation interview that she still felt that the team 

was welcoming, despite many of them being “pretty set in their ways and unwilling to move 

forward in them.” This stubbornness may validate Casey’s claim about the team’s negativity and 

may also indicate a hindrance to dialogue between Casey/Riley and the 8th grade team. When 

individuals are “set in their ways,” they may not be open to being shaped by others’ experiences 

and understandings—which would also explain the challenge Casey described of collaborating 

with her colleagues. However, Riley did affirm their collaborative efforts during their shared 
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PLCs. She wrote in her second reflection about a recent PLC that consisted of her and the other 

8th grade team members breaking off into two teams, “poster makers and skit makers,” where 

each group worked together to build “different ideas into one cohesive whole.” Riley went back 

and forth with the ways she described her relationship with the 8th grade team; sometimes she 

described their stubbornness, and other times she praised the ways she was able to collaborate 

with them. When I asked Riley in the second post-observation interview what she thought the 

school community would look like for her without Casey, Riley explained,  

I would feel pretty isolated. I mean, sometimes I sit in with the 8th grade team, and I like 

them all, but it’s very hard for me to build close friendships with people. And I would say 

only one other person in this school do I have, like, something resembling a close 

friendship with. And that’s the ELL teacher. 

Riley’s view of the 8th grade team was complicated, and, based on this statement, still involved 

keeping these teachers at arm’s length, noting that she would be isolated if her mentor, Casey, 

was not at the school.  

 The connection Riley held with Casey was important from the start because of Riley’s 

initial hope that she would be paired with a mentor. The two took time to develop trust between 

them, which extended to Riley putting trust in colleague relationships that Casey held. This 

extension of trust meant that Riley determined through Casey’s relationships who else she could 

trust within the school. Riley described to me how she attended a PLC where she felt she could 

“rely on her teammates because [she] trusted them as a person” (Riley Post-Ob Interview 2). She 

elaborated to explain that these teammates were close with Casey; one was Casey’s instructional 

aide, and the other was a good friend of Casey’s, even though she did not teach in any 8th grade 

classes. Riley explained that it was because of these connections that she knew these were “all 
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trustworthy people here” (Riley Post-Ob Interview 2). What is notable here is that Riley’s trust 

she had placed in Casey allowed her to extend that trust elsewhere to other colleagues within the 

school, even if she did not know them as well. The openness to mutual shaping that was present 

in her relationship with Casey could be extended, through this sort of auxiliary trust, to 

colleagues within the school, especially with those whom Casey saw as being trustworthy. The 

social environment of the school, for Casey and Riley, served as a complicated affordance and 

constraint for collaboration among the mentoring duo in connection with their openness to 

mutual shaping within transaction. 

Mentor-Mentee Pairing #2: Emily and Jane 

Emily and Jane, the mentoring pair from Pine Forest Middle School, demonstrated 

different levels of their openness to mutual shaping through transaction, which may have 

hindered productive collaboration in their mentoring context. Mentee Jane described her own 

willingness to learn from others’ experiences and understandings. In her first written reflection, 

she was prompted to write about the roles mentors and mentees take on in a mentoring context. 

Of mentees, she explained, “I need to be adaptable to change and suggestions.” She described 

further, 

As a mentee, I am basically turning myself into a sponge trying to absorb as much as I 

can observe. I am trying to take what my colleagues have learned through their years of 

experience and utilize that knowledge, so I do not have to face those same hardships to 

come to the same conclusions. (Jane Reflection 1) 

This metaphor of turning herself into a sponge demonstrated Jane’s willingness to be shaped by 

others in her desire to grow as an educator and learn from the challenges that others may have 

experienced. In the first mentoring session I observed, I noted Jane asking mentor Emily, “Have 
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you ever experienced this?” in relation to a challenge she was facing with the ways parents spoke 

about their children. Jane spoke frequently during our interviews about her desire to have a 

“gauge” for situations she encountered, so that she might better understand “what’s important 

and what’s unimportant, or, I don’t know, what to be concerned about” (Jane Post-Ob Interview 

1). Fecho et al. (2021) wrote about the importance of bringing others’ voices into dialogue with 

experiences and contexts that teachers encounter: “When the complexity becomes more intricate, 

we need the benefit of multiple perspectives to create more complete sketches of what is 

occurring around us as well as more possible paths to work through the uncertainty” (p. 83). 

Asking Emily about her experiences was one way that Jane was able to enter into dialogue; she 

could consider her own experiences, add Emily’s experiences and understandings to her own 

scale, and work to make more informed decisions about future complex scenarios she 

encountered. However, it is important to note that the dialogue that Jane entered into did not 

index instances of productive collaboration because Emily did not share the same willingness to 

be shaped that Jane exhibited. 

 Where Jane demonstrated an openness to mutual shaping through transaction, less data 

indexed Emily’s willingness to enter into mutual shaping through transactions with Jane. Emily 

explained in her third written reflection the importance “for the mentor to look for ways their 

experiences can be helpful if shared with the mentee,” which supports the ways Jane was able to 

shape her understandings through Emily; Emily was frequently sharing her experiences with 

Jane as a form of mentoring support. This may also reflect Emily’s own understanding of her 

role as a mentor. A mentor, she explained during the intake interview, should be “a touch-point 

in the school for any question that [Jane] has.” In other words, Emily described her role as a 

provider of information for her mentee; she was meant to support her mentee, rather than this 
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being a mutual support system for both teachers involved in the pairing. This understanding of 

her role in the mentoring relationship may have been one reason for Emily’s lack of openness to 

mutual shaping with Jane through transaction. Without this openness for mutual shaping from 

both the mentor and mentee, productive collaboration is constrained.  

 The data set consistently indexed times when Emily showed her willingness towards 

shaping Jane rather than being open to shaping from Jane; nevertheless, there was one outlier 

that I identified in the data with this in mind. This example highlights upon an instance of 

shaping that Emily described to me in her final written reflection. Emily wrote about how she 

had been asked to guide her students in “county-mandated SOL review warm-ups” (Emily 

Reflection 3). She expressed not being particularly excited for these mandatory warm-ups related 

to the state standardized test; however, she spent time observing in Jane’s classroom and noted 

Jane’s interactive use of the same warm-ups. In her reflection, Emily explained how she went 

back to her classroom and “tried that with [her] students and they were absolutely more engaged! 

As a ‘mentor,’ I took great ideas from my ‘mentee,’ too!” (Emily Reflection 3). This reflection 

indicates a time when Emily made a change in her classroom based on what she noticed in Jane’s 

classroom during an observation. Her mention in this reflection of how she, as a mentor, was 

shaped by her mentee, may indicate a belief of Emily’s that mentors do not tend to take ideas 

from their mentees, which would explain why this data point was an outlier when compared to 

the other data that came from observations, interviews, and reflective writing. In the 

“Hierarchies” contextual factor section below, I further describe the ways Emily struggled with 

the challenge of what is expected or not expected from a mentor to a mentee and how this 

struggle may have influenced the ways she did not typically participate in shaping from mentee 

to mentor. 
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 It is important to distinguish here that while Emily’s lack of participation in mutual 

shaping may have prevented opportunities for productive collaboration between her and Jane, 

this does not mean that collaboration was not present. Jane shared in her third, and final, written 

reflection her understanding of what collaboration could look like. She wrote, “Sometimes 

collaboration can be as simple as someone giving you an idea or feedback. Sometimes 

collaboration can be using someone else’s assignment or work for a class. Sometimes 

collaboration can simply be someone pointing you in the right direction.” Jane’s description here 

demonstrates more of a single-sided take on collaboration; she explained that collaboration can 

present more as an opportunity where one individual can provide the other with information, 

suggestions, and/or materials. While both individuals involved in this exchange may not leave 

shaped from the experience and come away with new understandings, collaboration may still 

have been present. The productive aspect of productive collaboration, however, may be left 

lacking. 

Contextual Factor: Hierarchies  

The ways mentors and mentees collaborate or do not collaborate with each other are 

intertwined in the contexts where this collaboration or lack thereof is taking place. Fecho (2011), 

working from Bakhtin’s (1986) influence, explained, “All meaning is contingent on the context 

in which it operates” (p. 73). Hierarchies within mentoring and school contexts was one 

contextual factor that had the potential to hinder Emily and Jane’s productive collaboration with 

one another in the ways that they considered what it meant to mentor/be mentored as well as 

through the hierarchies that existed within the larger school environment.  
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The titles of “mentor” and “mentee” served to be a point of tension for mentor Emily as 

she considered potential hierarchies within the mentoring relationship. Of the role she played in 

mentoring, Emily explained in the second post-observation interview,  

So, I feel like my understanding of mentoring, the way it happens this year, mentor isn’t 

quite the right word. You know? I don’t feel like I’m the “wise old teacher dispensing 

wisdom to you.” I feel like as a first-year teacher, what I needed the most was a 

cheerleader. I needed someone to say, “Hey, I saw you doing that, and that was really 

cool.” 

Emily described here how the title of mentor implied that she was expected to “dispense 

wisdom” to the mentee, the one who presumably needed the wisdom. However, she noted that 

this was not the way she chose to approach mentoring; she instead chose her own role as that of a 

cheerleader, which was what she needed when she was a new teacher. Where Emily rejected the 

role of mentoring that she described here, she later explained in the third post-observation 

interview, “I think [Jane] is a fabulous teacher, but I think that balance of power is a weird—but 

the roles…aren’t conducive to what my version of true collaboration is.” Emily noted the 

challenge of being in a role of power as a mentor; she explained that this power that she held 

barred her and Jane from engaging in collaboration. Where Emily rejected the powerful role of 

“mentor” earlier, she later used it as the reason her and Jane could not participate in 

collaboration, which indicates a hindrance to her own openness to the shaping process that takes 

place within dialogue. Our final interview was a similar space where Emily grappled with the 

title of mentor. I asked her a question about what I noticed in her third written reflection:  
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I noticed in your reflection when you were writing about it, you were like, “I took great 

ideas from my ‘mentee’ too.” And you were like, “as a ‘mentor.’” Can you talk more 

about why you put those quotation marks in there at that point? (Emily Exit Interview)  

Emily responded, “Because that’s, you know, that’s the official way that we’re together, but it’s 

really, we’re colleagues…For these questions, those are our roles. But yeah, no, we’re really just 

colleagues” (Emily Exit Interview). Emily participated in a back and forth throughout the study, 

where she considered her title of mentor; during some instances, she noted its constraining power 

where it hindered her and Jane’s collaboration. During other instances, she rejected this power 

and noted how she and Jane were simply colleagues; there was “not a hierarchy” in their 

relationship (Emily Post-Ob Interview 3). The hierarchies and the lack of hierarchies described 

by Emily may have created obstacles within herself that could have hindered her and Jane’s 

dialogical potential and taken away opportunities for the two to engage in productive 

collaboration. 

 Where Emily grappled with the roles of mentors and mentees, which influenced the 

mentoring context, mentee Jane spoke both about the hierarchy within the mentoring relationship 

and beyond this relationship, describing the hierarchy also that existed within the school, 

especially in relation to herself as someone young and new to the profession. Jane described in 

her first written reflection the ways the mentoring structure may indicate a hierarchy between 

mentor and mentee: “Being on either side of the mentor/mentee relationship can be quite difficult 

since there is somewhat of an unspoken power imbalance simultaneous to them also being peers 

in a sense.” Jane noted the challenge of her relationship with Emily—they both taught in the 

same school, which made them colleagues. However, Emily was also her mentor, which seemed 

to imply some sense of power that she had over Jane as a mentee. Jane explained this tension 



RE-IMAGINING MENTORING 122 
 

further during the third post-observation interview where she described the power she saw Emily 

having, as someone with more experience: 

So, she has, like, a better set of norms already. She obviously has a lot more experience 

than I do. She’s got, you know, established relationships with people. She knows the 

resources and who to contact. So, she does have that. You know, she does have more 

power than I have because if something happens, I’m like, “I don’t know who to email.” 

Like, I have to ask who to email, probably like four or five people. Who do I talk to? 

Where does this go? And, also, you know, she’s, at the same time, just my coworker. 

Like, in theory, she doesn’t have any more power than I do, but she also has connection 

and community a lot more than I have.  

Jane’s frustration with not having as much experience or knowledge of norms within the school 

relates to the ways she understood the hierarchy within the school. According to Jane, it seemed 

as though Emily had more power due to the “connection and community” (Jane Post-Ob 

Interview 3) and knowledge she had about the school. Jane, on the other hand, had less power. 

She described the position of those new to the profession as being “at the bottom of the totem 

pole…I think I’m just on a need to know basis” (Jane Post-Ob Interview 3). She expressed not 

having the connections and community that Emily had and noted here that these limitations 

seemed to be further reinforced within the school; her social status as a new teacher gave her a 

disadvantage and lack of power within the school. Despite the hierarchy that Jane recognized in 

her mentoring relationship and within the school community, she still expressed her desire to be 

shaped by those around her. Jane’s openness to being shaped by others with more experience 

may have served her well within the context of mentoring; however, Emily’s consideration of the 



RE-IMAGINING MENTORING 123 
 

roles and expectations of mentors and mentees seemed to create uncertainty in her that may have 

caused her to reject the notion that she could be shaped by Jane. 

Contextual Factor: Teaching experience  

 Jane and Emily had very different levels of experience as teachers, and this was a 

contextual factor with both a constraining and affording influence on their openness to mutual 

shaping within the mentoring context. As Jane’s mentor, Emily had a second-hand view of the 

feelings of overwhelm that can come with being new to the profession (Halford, 1998; Stewart & 

Jansky, 2024). During the first post-observation interview, Emily described how she saw Jane’s 

emotions take over near the start of the school year: “There were times earlier in the year when 

she was completely overwhelmed…there were tears when we talked, and there was, like, I’m 

sure every first-year teacher does, there was some questioning of ‘Have I made a big mistake?’” 

Jane addressed this issue during the intake interview when she said, 

Yeah, I think it’s been a difficult job to say the least. Which, I didn’t come into this 

thinking that it was going to be an easy job. However, I think like reading your mission 

statement—being isolating for first-year teachers, I really agree. Yeah, I think it’s been a 

little difficult.  

In her third reflection, Jane identified other ways the profession was challenging for her as a 

first-year teacher, besides the isolation she experienced. She noted the “unfair workload” (Jane 

Reflection 3) and also how she did not want “people to know I’m a first-year teacher, a little. I 

like when people tell me…‘Oh, I would have never guessed.’ And it’s like, ‘Yeah, I’ve been here 

since 8:00…at night’” (Jane Intake Interview). Where Jane joked about the time she spent in her 

classroom, she did make important points about the amount of work new teachers put in during 

their first year and the ways new teachers might be viewed by others. Jane did not want to be 
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seen as less capable and thus tried to keep her newness to herself. She explained many times 

throughout the study how she wished she had some sort of gauge for the profession, the school, 

and its associated experiences. A scale, or gauge, might have served her well, as she described 

how “Middle school is just one big unexpected event”; however, she did go on to explain, “I 

think as I get to know kids more, unexpected events occurred less” (Jane Post-Ob Interview 1). 

Jane’s response here indexes her belief that with more teaching experience came more of a 

familiarity with what she might experience with her students. These challenges are important to 

consider as they relate to the ways she interacted with—or did not interact with—her mentor, 

Emily.  

 Many of the interactions between Jane and Emily indexed the ways Jane showed her 

openness to mutual shaping. One example of this was demonstrated in the third mentoring 

session I observed between the mentoring pair. During this mentoring session, Jane and Emily 

discussed an evaluation that Jane needed to complete electronically. Jane had questions about the 

process and needed Emily’s help. Emily supported Jane through this process by pulling up her 

own electronic evaluation she filled out to show her an example of how her own might look: 

“This is a growth goal that I loaded up…and I also have—this is all I put for my professional 

development” (Emily and Jane Ob 3). Rather than saying explicitly what Jane needed to write in 

her own evaluation documents, Emily provided her with an example that gave suggestions for 

Jane’s own use. While Emily described what she wrote and showed Jane these examples, Jane 

took notes to reference later during her own filling-out of the same forms. Later in the study, 

Jane spoke during the exit interview about the help she received from Emily during this 

mentoring session. She said, “Unless I had Emily, I wouldn’t know exactly—like, they have 

descriptions on there, but I don’t really know what they want. I wouldn't know what to put out 
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there.” She described her confusion with the electronic evaluation process and how she had to 

lean on Emily’s understandings and experiences to learn for herself about what she needed to do 

for the evaluation document. This single experience was echoed throughout the study, as I noted 

Jane’s frequent reliance on Emily and her knowledge and experience. This reliance manifested 

largely in Jane’s need for reassurance as a first-year teacher. The exit interview was also when 

Jane explained, crying, how Emily made her feel seen and validated:  

I was just like, “I don’t know how to work any harder. I don’t know how to be any nicer 

to my co-workers. I don’t know how to, you know, at this point, I’m just running myself 

out.” I didn’t know how to be more exciting or, like, I was maxed out fully I think for a 

while…She’s been really helpful to reassure me, to be like, “Hey, like, it’s not your fault. 

I know you’re trying. I see how much—” and that’s the good thing about her emailing 

me, like, “I love how you do this! It’s so fun! You’re trying so hard!”  

As a new teacher, Jane did not have a well-defined frame of reference to lean upon when making 

decisions or when trying to comfort herself. Instead, she kept working harder and harder until 

she had over-extended herself in many areas; it was her mentor, Emily, who kept her grounded 

and reassured her. In Jane’s need for consolation, she opened herself up to dialogue with Emily’s 

shared experiences and understandings, which allowed for collaboration between the mentoring 

pair. This opening up of herself to being shaped by Jane also created the potential for productive 

collaboration, should Emily also open herself up in a similar way.  

 Jane’s lack of experience and lack of a scale can be contrasted by Emily’s wealth of 

experience. Now in her final year of teaching, Emily explained, “Yeah, after thirty years, lots of 

unexpecteds have turned into expecteds. You know?” (Emily Post-Ob Interview 2). Emily noted 

how she came to know what to expect from her experiences within a school context; where she 
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used to have a lack of scale, much like Jane, she now has experiences she can pull from to help 

inform her decisions. An example of a data point where Emily contrasted herself with Jane, 

related to their different levels of teaching experience, can be reflected in the ways the two of 

them adopted—or chose not to adopt—the county’s curriculum. Emily explained during the first 

post-observation interview that Jane was “a first-year teacher, and I guess until you’re a 

continuing contract, she’s still kind of sticking to the county’s scope and sequence or whatever.” 

Emily contrasted Jane’s sticking to the county’s expectations with her own feelings about 

expectations laid out for her by the county: 

Maybe because I’m near the end of my career, I’m not feeling as tied to that. I have 30 

years of, like, trial and error and know what works and when works and when is best to 

teach it. So, I have a little more freedom than she does. (Emily Post-Ob Interview 1) 

In other words, Emily described how her wealth of experience has allowed her to lean on her 

own understandings of “what works.” The danger in these words is Emily’s treading close to a 

reliance on “best practices” (Neumann & Meadows, 2011), which can be a quick way to 

eliminate any potential for dialogue between a mentor and a mentee; if one individual is set on 

specific ways of teaching, they might not choose to open themselves up to learning from others’ 

experiences and understandings—which would also prevent productive collaboration from 

taking shape within their mentor-mentee pairing. Emily and Jane may have participated in 

collaboration in mentoring, but they stopped just short of productive collaboration due, in part, to 

their differing levels of openness to mutual shaping.  

Contextual Factors: School Structures and Systems and Social Environment of the School 

Jane and Emily made frequent reference throughout the study to the school structures and 

systems as well as the social environment of Pine Forest Middle School. School structures and 
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systems were indexed as procedures, practices, and policies within a school, including personnel 

and/or school/division resources that influenced participants’ understandings and/or actions. Data 

identified under this designation related to the “what” that took place within schools. The social 

environment of the school was separate from the coding designation of school structures and 

systems because this code specifically indexed the social conditions that existed within a 

school’s setting. Despite the differences in these codes, there was a frequent overlap between the 

two. This makes sense because school policies, procedures, and practices are typically 

introduced and upheld by those who make up a school or district; if there are challenges within 

the school’s social environment, this can create challenges to the implementation of practices—

or even in teachers’ desires to uphold policies. This overlap is the reason these two contextual 

features are paired together here. For Emily and Jane, these two contextual factors constrained 

and afforded their potential for productive collaboration. Their openness to mutual shaping 

through transaction was influenced by these two factors in the areas of isolation and challenges 

related to trust.   

 Jane described frequently throughout the study about her struggles with feeling isolated at 

Pine Forest Middle School. This isolation connected to the social environment of the school, 

school-related differences between Jane and Emily, and Jane’s own feelings of trust. The social 

environment of the school came up frequently during Emily and Jane’s mentoring sessions, 

which Emily referred to as being related specifically to “colleague interpersonal issues” (Emily 

Post-Ob Interview 2). Of these challenges, Jane experienced many; she described several of 

these challenges to me during interviews, noting during the intake interview specifically, “I think 

coworkers has maybe been the most challenging part of being here. Unfortunately” (Jane Intake 

Interview). Part of this challenge for Jane was in relation to teachers who were well-established 



RE-IMAGINING MENTORING 128 
 

within the school and culture. She described during the first post-observation a recent 

uncomfortable interpersonal situation: 

I feel like it’s really hard to break down the barriers of the already-established friendships 

and stuff. Like, just little stupid things. Like, as I was walking to go find you, all the other 

teachers in the pod were talking, and I didn’t know that.  

Jane described feeling left out of a meeting taking place among the other teachers on her team. 

Even if this was a casual meeting, Jane walking by and seeing all the team teachers chatting 

without her created in her a sense of unease. She described another instance where she felt 

similarly left out in her pod:  

One time, after a professional development, my special ed teacher—we had to go to it 

together—she’s like, “Oh, if you want, I’ll send you this link, and you can put a sandwich 

order in,” which is something they did like hours before, but she was like, “You’ve got to 

do it in the next ten minutes.” And I was like, “I’m good!” (Jane Post-Ob Interview 1) 

Something as inconsequential as being left out of a sandwich order might seem like a “little 

stupid thing,” as Jane called it, but these “things” were building up for Jane in ways that made 

her feel isolated from those on her team (Jane Post-Ob Interview 1). She explained that during 

her planning periods, she was usually “an island of isolation” (Jane Post-Ob Interview 3). Jane 

also expressed her frustration with the lack of communication not just within her pod but within 

the school as a whole. She explained, “The communication here sucks” (Jane Post-Ob Interview 

2). From Jane’s perspective, the environment of her pod and the school as a whole fostered an 

environment that consisted of poor communication and feelings of isolation. 

Jane supplied a multitude of areas in which her co-teacher, her pod, and the school as a 

whole were lacking in the areas of communication and colleague inclusion. Building up the 
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picture of school culture from Jane’s perspective is important because it can better illustrate the 

ways Jane’s potential for productive collaboration and dialogue suffered. Jane and I chatted 

about collaboration during the intake interview. She explained how divvying up tasks that work 

toward a single outcome  

requires a lot of trust and reliability, and I definitely need to work on trusting and relying 

on other people. I know I’m not as collaborative as I should be all times, but it does 

feel—I don’t know, this job can feel very isolating. So it’s hard to build trusting 

relationships when you’re like, okay, I’m on this island all alone stranded.  

Isolation stemming from colleague challenges created in Jane feelings of distrust and 

disconnection; feeling separated from others did not work to help Jane foster a sense of 

belonging among her peers. What this separation did create in Jane was a barrier to productive 

collaboration and dialogue. If trust is not present, productive collaboration and dialogue cannot 

take shape either; there is no willingness to shape and be shaped by others (Freire, 1970).  

 Differences between Jane and Emily also reinforced the isolation that Jane experienced at 

PFMS. An important way that Emily and Jane were constrained in their collaboration was in 

their difference of grade levels and physical separation within the school. Emily explained during 

the second post-observation interview that curricular help, provided from mentor to mentee, can 

be more beneficial when the two teach the same grade level:  

Like, I think it’s more appropriate to have, you know, someone that’s teaching the same 

thing to be a mentor because I haven’t really helped her with any planning or 

assessments—And then I think that is a part of the mentoring that I just haven’t done.  

Emily, who taught 6th grade, had a different curriculum than 7th grade, which was the level that 

Jane taught. Emily also wrote in her first reflection about the challenge of having different 



RE-IMAGINING MENTORING 130 
 

planning periods from Emily due to their difference in grade level: “It is difficult (we have not 

even discussed this) to collaborate with Jane because we teach different grade levels and have 

different plannings. We have not found much time to even meet and check in this year” (Emily 

Reflection 1). Jane spoke about the same issue and how it was compounded due to the location 

of her pod in relation to Emily’s: “It’s harder for me to go in and pop in and ask a question 

because I gotta hike. The lack of common planning/even same period schedule’s kind of on and 

off. So that does serve as a little bit of an opposition to me” (Jane Post-Ob Interview 1). The 

structures in place at PFMS were meant to allow for collaboration among teams; teams consisted 

of teachers who shared a grade level. The reality of Jane’s experience was that she felt isolated 

from teachers on her team, and her mentor was difficult to meet with due to their differing 

planning periods and physical separation in the school. Despite Jane’s openness to mutual 

shaping during the times she met with Emily, it is important to see how these meetings were few 

and far between, which may have constrained the shaping that could have taken place between 

mentor and mentee. 

 Jane’s challenges related to trusting colleagues and her mentor served as additional 

factors that constrained productive collaboration. Jane described how Emily was a well-

established member of PFMS and how this understanding created in Jane a hesitation to ask 

about and tell her concerns she had regarding colleagues. During the first post-observation 

interview, Jane expressed, “It’s sometimes hard because I know she’s worked here for a while, 

and other people have too, and sometimes I do feel a little awkward about being like, ‘I don’t 

know what to do about this person. Is this normal?’” She described her unease at approaching 

Emily, a well-established member of the school community and culture, with her own questions 
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and concerns about colleagues. Jane described a specific example of this sense of unease in a 

later interview:  

I’ve always felt pretty comfortable with Emily, personally. I don’t know—I did see her at 

our book study talking to my special ed teacher, and I was like, “Oh God, I’m so sorry. I 

didn’t realize that you guys were like—.” They’ve both been here for a while, but I was 

like, “Oh God, I feel bad saying things about this person in front of you, when you guys 

know each other very well.” (Jane Post-Ob Interview 2) 

Jane realized at a faculty book club that Emily and Jane’s co-teacher were friendly with each 

other. This created in Jane a sense of unease because she had previously spoken with Emily 

about the challenges she had faced relating to her co-teacher. Her explanation here of how she 

felt “bad” about the things she said about the co-teacher further represented her confusion as to 

who she might be able to trust or not trust with the interpersonal challenges she was 

experiencing. If she could not trust her mentor with this information for fear of her co-teacher 

finding out what Jane was saying about her, then who might she go to? With this in mind, Jane 

did tell me how she considered chatting with other colleagues to gather other perspectives about 

her co-teacher and the ways she might “work better with her specifically” (Jane Post-Ob 

Interview 2). However, her content specialist was yet another person she discovered she could 

not go to for this support because she “was in [the co-teacher’s] wedding” (Jane Post-Ob 

Interview 2). Jane explained, “I mean colleges are also political, but this is like a different sort of 

political, and I just don’t know who’s aligned with who. And like, what’s going to get back to 

who” (Jane Post-Ob Interview 2). Jane’s fear of her words getting back to those she spoke about 

could have served as a serious hindrance to any dialogue or productive collaboration she might 

take part in; if she felt she could not trust other teachers—or perhaps even her mentor, Emily—
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with her concerns, she might have been reinforcing the isolation that she spoke about. She 

described in the third post-observation interview, “I just don’t want to ask questions about people 

in a way to make people think I’m gossiping about them or like, yeah. [Town] people are very 

interesting.” Jane’s noting here about [Town] people suggests a further distancing of herself from 

the culture of the school. Listing herself as separate from the people in her school—in the town 

where she is teaching—is a clear way she shows disconnection from the social environment of 

the school. Jane’s openness to mutual shaping was constrained by the level of trust she held for 

her colleagues. She felt disconnected and distanced, and she may have furthered this distancing 

by mentally isolating herself further from those she felt she could not trust.  

Characteristics #2 and #3: Productive Collaboration in Mentoring is Dialogical When it 

Involves a Common Goal and Shared Decision-Making 

No two people will come from the same set of understandings, beliefs, and contexts. If 

individuals choose to enter into the active process of dialogue, they are intentionally opening 

themselves up to the multitude of voices and perspectives around them. Another way productive 

collaboration in mentoring indexed dialogue was in the ways mentors and mentees engaged in 

shared decision-making towards common goals. Engaging in shared decision-making and 

working towards common goals indicated mentors’ and mentees’ openness to engaging with 

each other in this way, despite the potential for disagreement, misunderstanding, and tension. 

Engaging in a common goal within productive collaboration was indexed when mentor and 

mentee shared the same goal(s) for mentoring activities. Shared decision-making within 

productive collaboration was indexed when mentor and mentee made determinations together 

towards their goal(s). These two characteristics were important because they allowed 

opportunities for participants to enter into dialogue about common topics and move towards new 
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understandings together. More specifically, these two characteristics held potential to influence 

participants and the ways they participated in transaction with each other.  Below, I describe the 

ways common goals and shared decision-making allowed for dialogue to take place within 

productive collaboration among one mentor-mentee pairing and where dialogue was hindered in 

another mentor-mentee pairing when these two characteristics were not paired together 

effectively in mentoring activities. 

Mentor-Mentee Pairing #1: Casey and Riley 

 The definitions of collaboration provided by Riley and Casey provide helpful context for 

the ways they collaborated with each other, keeping in mind common goals and shared decision-

making. The first written reflection was where participants were asked about their conceptions of 

collaboration and mentoring. Collaboration, mentor Casey explained, is when “multiple parties 

are working together towards a common goal. Riley and I work really well together because we 

are both good at different things” (Casey Reflection 1). Casey noted here the importance of a 

common goal when collaborating with Riley, and she described how they are both skilled in 

different areas, which relates to shared, or in this case designated, decision-making within a 

collaborative context: “She is excellent at finding resources and technology, I am good with 

lesson plan writing and logistics” (Casey Reflection 1). Similarly, her mentee, Riley, explained 

that collaboration with her mentor happened when they were “both unsure of how to move 

forward and must learn together. This means that both of us have a similar starting point; neither 

of us know what to do and we both must embrace the learning process to succeed” (Riley 

Reflection 1). This emphasis on a similar starting point denotes the importance of relying on 

each other to achieve a common goal. Riley went on to explain, 
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This requires more time and more effort than working together and may lead to things 

such as brainstorming and researching together, building off each other’s ideas, sharing, 

changing, then resharing activities, taking risks and discussing the outcomes, and being 

ready to fail. (Riley Reflection 1) 

Riley’s list of the ways the two might collaborate draws alignment to shared decision-making as 

well as the dialogue that also takes form in such a transactional experience.  

 Riley and Casey’s definitions of collaboration aligned with the ways they described 

during separate intake interviews a specific instance of when they collaborated together. This 

experience involved them engaging in collaboration in the planning and implementation of a 

Black History Month project. Riley and Casey both individually explained that this was a new 

endeavor for each of them. Riley, tying back to her own definition of collaboration and the 

importance of beginning from a similar starting point, noted, “Even though she’s the mentor, and 

she has a lot of experience, and I’m the mentee, and I don’t have as much, we were both kind of 

at ground zero. Neither of us had done this before, and we had to learn together” (Riley Intake 

Interview). Casey, tying back to her own definition of collaboration, noted how she and Riley 

worked toward the goal of designing this project but how they “each did different things. Riley 

did these, like, posters with quotes and pictures and then, yeah. We all collaborated on that” 

(Casey Intake Interview). Working from a similar starting point and then divvying up the 

responsibilities to work towards their shared goal was an effective strategy that aided in Casey 

and Riley’s productive collaboration. This collaborative activity demonstrated the openness the 

two had towards dialogue; they were open to new understandings and were willing to participate 

in collaboration despite neither of them having a strong background in the tasks at hand.  

Contextual Factor: Teaching Experience 
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 Teaching experience was one contextual factor that had the potential to afford or 

constrain the productive collaboration between mentors and their mentees. Casey showed a 

willingness to be shaped by Riley, even though she acknowledged that she may not have always 

been so keen on implementing Riley’s ideas in her own classroom due to her own 

understandings of what worked for her students (Casey Exit Interview). However, Casey did 

describe throughout the duration of the study instances when she opened herself up to dialogue 

and collaboration with Riley. During the intake interview, for example, Casey explained how 

their mentoring sessions tended to look:  

Basically, she’ll come to me. We both teach English, so we’re able to plan our lessons 

and stuff together. She has got that first-year teacher spirit, so she is super planned and 

organized, and I’m just like, “Thank you so much!” But she does all kinds of, like, 

technology things that I don’t know anything about. And I’m like, “That’s so cool.”  

Casey, early on in the study, noted ways that Riley had been an asset to their mentoring 

relationship; she was organized and well-planned, with knowledge of technology that might be 

new to Casey. Taking time to plan lessons “and stuff” together could also create opportunities for 

Casey and Riley to develop common goals and participate in shared decision-making toward 

meeting these goals. Creating spaces for herself to learn from Riley allowed Casey the 

opportunity to engage in dialogue with Riley and may have opened the both of them up to 

collaborating together.  

Contextual Factors: School Structures and Systems and Social Environment of the School 

Riley and Casey shared several examples throughout the study of the ways that the 

structures in place within their school and district were affording their opportunities for 
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collaboration in their mentoring sessions and among their colleagues. Casey described the 

different times scheduled in a regular week when she was able to meet with other teachers:  

We do have scheduled meetings. So, Tuesdays, we have PLCs with the whole grade. And 

then some Thursdays, we have, like, an informal grade level meeting, where our grade 

level head will give out information…And Wednesdays are supposed to be content PLCs, 

where you meet with the other English teachers or science meets with science. (Casey 

Post-Ob Interview 1) 

The meetings that Casey described were opportunities for collaboration among colleagues, but 

more importantly for this study, these were opportunities where Casey and Riley could 

collaborate together with their colleagues. They both shared the content area of English, they 

both taught 8th grade students, and they both shared a planning period. This meant that, on top of 

already-frequent meetings between them, Casey and Riley also had scheduled times when they 

met with other teachers as well. Already, the structures in place allowed them plenty of 

opportunities for meeting and potentially collaborating. Casey recognized this as a strength as 

well: “I do feel like we’ve been blessed, though, to have the same planning period. And I know a 

lot of mentee-mentors don’t get that. So, I know that that has probably contributed to our success 

as a mentee-mentor relationship because we get that time” (Casey Post-Ob Interview 2). Another 

structure in place was curated by Casey, who saw the need for a mentor-mentee group. She 

explained during the first post-observation interview,  

I met with my principal, and I came up with something called the [Club]...So, twice a 

month, all the mentees and mentors are supposed to come for breakfast, and we just meet 

in here, we do a PD usually, we do some sort of reflective thinking…I have really tried to 

cultivate a space that is welcoming here. 
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Casey saw a need for mentors and mentees to come together, and she worked with administration 

to introduce a program to address this need. A structure where mentors and mentees can come 

together with the common goals of participating in community and reflection may be a helpful 

support to allow for further dialogue, not just among mentors and their paired mentees, but 

within a wider net of mentors and mentees within Laughing Hills Middle School. Riley also 

noted the importance of such a club but explained that she felt “like certain individuals could 

have also planned to make a mentor-mentee club instead of one of the [mentors] having to step 

up and do it” (Riley Post-Ob Interview 1). Here, she described how others outside of the role of 

mentor or mentee should have noted the importance of such a structure and implemented it—

implying here that administration could have stepped up to establish this program.  

Structural issues stemming from administration were topics that Riley and Casey 

discussed frequently. Casey described during the third post-observation interview how, at the 

beginning of the school year, administration met with each grade level for 45-minute “grade 

level talks,” where they spoke about procedures and policies in place; however, Casey explained 

how these systems quickly dissolved:  

I see girls coming in here half-naked. I see phones everywhere. Everybody’s got 

headphones on and Airpods and all this. And I personally don’t have those things in my 

room, but…most teachers feel so unsupported that they don’t follow the step-by-steps 

because they’re like, “Well, it’s not going to change anything anyway.” 

Casey explained how school-wide rules were quickly broken by students, and even though there 

were systems in place for addressing these rules, teachers chose not to follow those systems 

because they felt the steps would not make any difference. Casey explained that when, 

“collectively, like, the whole group is that run-down, everything just kind of falls apart. And it 
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just feels like that’s kinda what’s happening” (Casey Post-Ob Interview 3). This example 

demonstrates an instance where the wearied social environment of the school caused teachers to 

intentionally disregard systems and structures that were meant to be in place. Riley spoke 

similarly about what she saw in the school, with regards to administration and a lack of follow-

through with systems that were supposed to be in place. She described during the second post-

observation interview how she went up to a member of administration for help that she needed: 

“I was complaining about things, and I went back, and I’m like, ‘She basically just said she’s not 

going to do shit.’” Riley’s way of talking about administration made clear her frustration with 

those whom she needed help from who were unable or perhaps unwilling to assist with the 

challenges she was experiencing. The lack of follow-through with systems and lack of support 

from school personnel to teachers created challenges for Riley and Casey. However, they shared 

a similar mindset about not wanting to let rules slide, even if it may have seemed like the 

majority of individuals within the school were allowing this to happen. I asked Casey during the 

third post-observation interview of these happenings: “Do you feel like that isolates you and 

Riley to some degree, too?” She explained, “Oh for sure because we’re not jumping on the, ‘Oh, 

everything is just whatever.’ We’re sticking to our guns.” Casey and Riley’s isolation may have 

served as a hindrance to their potential collaboration and dialogue with others, including 

administration and other teachers, but this did not poorly influence their collaboration with one 

another. Rather, like Casey explained, it seemed to bind them closer together in their shared 

decision in “sticking to [their] guns” (Casey Post-Ob Interview 3). This common goal of 

establishing expectations and not allowing for an everything-goes mindset within their classes 

may have isolated Casey and Riley from others within the school; however, this may have 

created a kind of reliance on each other when it came to decision-making regarding disciplinary 
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actions. In the previously-shared example where Casey mentioned the ways she would ask for 

Riley’s perspective on complex situations in her classroom (Casey Post-Ob Interview 2), the 

example Casey shared was related to a management issue. If Casey and Riley both felt that they 

could not approach administration because they would not be adequately supported, then they 

may have felt an obligation to rely on each other for decision-making since they shared the 

common goal, or mindset, of being resolute in their classroom expectations for their students. 

The contextual factors of school structures and systems and social environment of the school 

served to be affordances, rather than constraints, regarding common goals and shared decision-

making in this mentoring relationship. 

Mentor-Mentee Pairing #2: Emily and Jane 

Collaboration took place between Jane and Emily in their mentoring context; however, 

they had different ways they expected the process of collaboration to look and take form. Their 

mentoring sessions were times when they demonstrated differing approaches to shared decision-

making in addressing common goals. Jane explained during the second post-observation 

interview about the typical flow of their mentoring sessions: “I feel like I just bring the problems 

to her, and then we, like, talk it out, and then she gives me possible solutions, and/or resources, 

and I have to kind of determine how to distribute [act on] those.” Jane expressed during this 

interview how she brought her challenges to Emily in an environment where they would then 

discuss them; a common goal is demonstrated here of determining a potential solution or coming 

up with helpful resources to address the struggles Jane experienced. When Jane said that she had 

to “distribute” these “possible solutions,” this indexes her potential desire to be told how to solve 

the challenges she encounters. When Emily offered suggestions rather than direct answers or 

solutions to problems, I argue that this is indicative of Emily’s approach to share in a decision-



RE-IMAGINING MENTORING 140 
 

making process toward a common goal. Even though Jane was left with the final decision to 

make on her own, Emily had provided suggestions that guided her towards making decisions that 

may be appropriate for her and her students’ needs. Additionally, it is important to remember 

Emily’s understanding of what mentoring should look like. To her, there was value in the mentor 

looking for “ways their experiences can be helpful if shared with the mentee” (Emily Reflection 

3). This description from Emily’s final written reflection supports the understanding that Emily 

was not looking to solve Jane’s problems; she was looking for opportunities to share her 

experiences with Jane with the intention that these experiences may be able to inform Jane’s 

decisions moving forward. 

If Emily were to tell Jane precisely what she should do regarding the different scenarios 

she brought to Emily, this could indicate a level of authoritative discourse. This would indicate a 

lack of dialogue; solutions would travel from mentor to mentee with little to no space for the 

mentee to consider their own contexts, needs, and understandings in light of new information or 

suggestions. Instead, Emily and Jane’s mentoring interactions demonstrated opportunities for 

internally persuasive discourse within Jane. Internally persuasive discourse takes place when an 

individual takes in information from another and re-fashions this information for another use 

based on their own contexts (Bakhtin, 1981); in this case, Jane could take in Emily’s suggestions 

and fashion them to align with her own students’ situations and needs. There was shared 

decision-making taking place between Emily and Jane that guided Jane toward making more 

informed decisions and choices regarding the challenges she encountered. Jane had the potential 

to be shaped in these mentoring activities, but it is unclear if Emily encountered her own shaping 

during these times. 
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 Jane and Emily demonstrated during the third observed mentoring session an instance 

when they shared decision-making and common goals to support Jane with situations she may 

encounter and questions that she had prepared ahead of time. During this session, Jane brought a 

sticky note where she had written topics she wanted to discuss with Emily. Emily, as well, 

brought along the county-issued mentoring checklist to see if any of the items listed on it could 

serve helpful in their conversations during this session. Ultimately, the goals of this mentoring 

session related to Jane’s sticky note needs and Emily’s checklist points; they discussed items on 

their respective lists. Some of Jane’s questions were as follows: “So, I can keep the stuff on my 

walls?”, “What do you do to prepare for next year?”, and “What else should I do to prepare for 

my evaluation with [principal]?” (Emily and Jane Ob 3). These questions are important and 

responses could help Jane prepare for the end of the school year, but these questions also do not 

necessarily open the conversations up for shared decision-making; they may instead invite 

moments where Emily could give her solutions about what Jane might do, moving forward. 

However, Emily only provided Jane with direct answers when it related to processes within the 

school. For instance, when Jane asked, “Do I need to break my neck to do some extra PD?,” Jane 

responded, “You only need like 15 hours” (Emily and Jane Ob 3). Emily was direct in explaining 

what the expectation from the school was; she provided information that Jane might not know or 

have access to. However, when asked about what Emily did to prepare for the next school year, 

Emily did not provide solutions for Jane where she explained what Jane should do with her time 

over the summer. Instead, Emily modeled for Jane what she did each summer to prepare for her 

upcoming school year. She modeled the ways she went through lesson plans from the past school 

year in order to consider what she might keep or change for the following school year: “I’d like 

to do this again, that wasn’t really very great” (Emily and Jane Ob 3). By modeling her process 
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to Jane, Emily was allowing Jane to make her own meaning from this interaction. Emily, then, 

worked to nurture growth in Jane through shared decision-making, even though, ultimately, Jane 

had to do the bulk of the decision-making with the information she took in from Emily. Jane may 

have brought the majority of the questions the pair addressed, but Emily did not explicitly bring 

any solutions. Where Emily modeled her own process of reflection and living out her view of 

what mentoring should look like, her utterances function as an internally persuasive discourse. 

According to Bakhtin (1981), this means there is room for new meaning to be made. Jane had the 

opportunity to make meaning of what Emily shared and attribute that meaning to her contexts. It 

is important to recognize as well that while there was collaboration and dialogue that took place 

in instances like these between Emily and Jane, productive collaboration was still lacking. The 

shared decision-making involved suggestions and modeling from Emily to Jane, rather than also 

involving a movement from mentee to mentor regarding challenges that Emily herself might 

have been facing. It is necessary, then, to consider the roles that mentors and mentees play in 

shared decision-making and common goals in order to consider the ways that mentoring 

activities can be named as productively collaborative and dialogical.  

Contextual Factor: Teaching Experience 

Emily’s thirty years in the teaching profession allowed her to feel more free in the 

decision-making she made in her classroom (Emily Post-Ob Interview 1). In an example I shared 

previously, Emily explained how her teaching experience, where she is now “near the end of 

[her] career,” (Emily Post-Ob Interview 1) created in her a sense that she did not have to stay 

tethered to the curricular expectations or recommendations from the district. She explained that 

Jane, however, was a first-year teacher and might have different feelings than Emily: “I guess 

until you’re a continuing contract, she’s still kind of sticking to the county’s scope and sequence 
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or whatever” (Emily Post-Ob Interview 1). Besides their teaching two different grade levels, if 

Emily was straying from the county’s expectations, and Jane was making sure to abide by them, 

it makes sense that the two did not discuss certain topics during their mentoring sessions: “I 

haven’t really helped her with any planning or assessments” (Emily Post-Ob Interview 2). 

When Jane and I spoke together about curriculum, she talked about it in contexts that 

were unrelated to mentoring. For example, during the second post-observation interview, Jane 

explained to me about a Frankenstein unit she was doing with her 7th graders. She said that this 

was technically a “locked text,” that “you’re not supposed to teach unless you teach that grade 

level” (Jane Post-Ob Interview 2). She explained that because of this district rule, she was 

making sure to teach the text in a unique way, where students were not actually reading the full 

text from a single book:  

I followed the rules because I’m allowed to read sections and excerpts from it, so I’ve 

bought a bunch of adaptations from various places, and we’ve been reading, following 

the story line, but just reading different versions of it to cut through my rule. (Jane Post-

Ob Interview 2)  

Jane explained here how she was technically following district expectations while also bending 

them just slightly; she was able to justify how she was still following the “locked text” rule that 

was set in place by the county. This explanation by Jane supports Emily’s commentary about 

Jane making sure that she did not fully break any curricular rules set by the district. However, 

Emily’s aversion to the county’s “scope and sequence” may have created circumstances where 

she and Jane had such different experiences and expectations for themselves that they actually 

could not participate in collaboration because they did not share common goals that they could 

make shared decisions towards together. In other words, they took such different approaches to 
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teaching and their perceptions of district expectations that they may have taken away some 

opportunities for collaboration; there was little to collaborate upon, at least where curriculum 

was involved.  

Contextual Factors: School Structures and Systems and Social Environment of the School 

 Many of the school structures and systems described by participants had the potential to 

be beneficial for teachers; however, issues lay in the ways these structures and systems were 

realistically demonstrated or followed through within school settings. Understanding how 

practices looked previously within a school system can be helpful for understanding mentors’ 

and mentees’ feelings about and rejection/acceptance of practices in the current day. For 

instance, Emily described her distaste for current practices within Pine Forest Middle School as 

they compared to how practices looked “in the past.” She wrote in her first reflection, 

I have had very deep and constant collaboration with colleagues. Before our school 

system became so incredibly data and skill-focused, my 6th-grade ELA colleagues and I 

would build interdisciplinary novel units…When the unit was ready to go, we would 

teach it at the same time and, sometimes, even teach each other’s classes. At the 

conclusion of the first time we taught the unit, we would get together and discuss what 

worked and what was a struggle and make revisions for the next year. That kind of 

teaching and collaborating energized all of us.  

Emily’s description of collaboration was similar to the five identified characteristics indexing 

dialogue in this study: Openness to mutual shaping through transaction, common goal, shared 

decision-making, reflection-on-action, and a consideration of future actions. She described a past 

time when she would work together with colleagues toward a common goal and be intentional 

about reflecting upon the implementation of lessons and the consideration of future action—or 
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changes made—for the next school year. The present-day issue Emily described in her first 

reflection related to the heavy data-focus in the school district. She described during the intake 

interview how the structure of schooling has looked for her in recent years: “We’re so data-

focused now. We have benchmark tests, and data this, and data that.” With a data focus came 

meetings. Emily suggested in a later interview, “Our time needs to be protected. And that’s, you 

know, what teachers beg for always. Our time needs to be protected” (Emily Post-Ob Interview 

2). She explained that there are some systems in place that may allow for collaboration, but these 

systems have been overwritten with different expectations that run contrary to collaboration: 

“We’ve been given a collaboration planning time. My sixth grade colleagues, we have a planning 

together, and then my team colleagues, we have a planning. But, it’s like meeting after meeting 

after meeting after meeting” (Emily Post-Ob Interview 2). Emily described how in the past, she 

was able to experience collaboration with her colleagues, but now, the time for collaboration has 

been diminished in favor of meetings and a sharper focus on data. Emily’s resentment for these 

changes is evident.  

 Where a PLC-shared planning may present as an opportunity for collaboration with 

colleagues, in practice at PFMS, meetings took up time that could be useful for collaboration. 

Another system in place at PFMS that may have been beneficial for school-wide collaboration 

but turned out to be constraining related to the team-based model that the middle school had 

adopted. Emily described it during the intake interview in the following way: “The middle 

school concept and philosophy sort of already sets people up for support because they have 

teammates. And then we have, like in the English [department], we have our literacy coach.” The 

team-based model at PFMS clumps teachers based on grade level, although there are multiple 

teams for each grade. Each team is physically separated into pods, where they are within close 
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proximity of those on their specific team. As Emily mentioned, teams shared a planning period. 

She went on to describe how it was due to this team-based model that “Jane and I have not really 

talked much curriculum at all,” (Emily Intake Interview) indicating that this was related to her 

and Jane teaching two different grade levels—thus belonging to different teams within the 

school. Later in the study, Emily elaborated on not having “played that role” of curricular 

support with Jane: “You know, her new teacher orientation took care of a lot of that and then just 

her teammates took care of a lot of that” (Emily Exit Interview).  

It is important to consider Jane’s perspective on the team that she was a part of during the 

study’s duration in order to gather a fuller picture of whether or not this team-based structure 

served for her as an asset or a hindrance with collaboration in mind. Jane explained during the 

intake interview about the teachers she interacted with: 

Emily has been great, and I have a friend across the hall who is also new here, and she 

has lived in West Virginia, so she gets it a little bit more than other teachers. But teachers 

in my pod have been nice, but it’s like I have to go seek it out a lot. Rather than anyone 

coming to check in with me.  

Despite the physical proximity of other teachers who may be able to support Jane in their shared 

plans and with challenges she might experience as someone new to the profession, Jane 

described how she had to seek out the help, rather than feeling like the support was willingly 

given. She elaborated upon this feeling in the first post-observation interview: “I feel like my 

pod, it’s very much like, ‘If you need help, we’re here, but sometimes we’re begrudgingly 

helping you.’”This challenge to dialogue related to school structures and systems shares an 

overlap with the social environment of the school. The team-based structure of PFMS, in theory, 

allows for teachers to collaborate and learn from and with each other. However, if teachers are 
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not willing to participate in these actions, collaboration, including shared decision-making 

towards common goals, cannot simply be manifested. In this case, the social environment of 

Jane’s team made it so that the structure in place could not be used in its desired manner.  

The challenge that relates back to Jane and Emily’s mentoring relationship is that Emily 

assumed that Jane was receiving curricular support from her teammates. Jane received support 

from the gifted coordinator and a couple of helpful teachers nearby, but she was not necessarily 

receiving the curricular support from her team that Emily had assumed she was. She described 

during the first post-observation interview an example of a time when one of her teammates, her 

special education co-teacher, made it difficult to collaborate on curriculum with her. Jane 

explained, “It feels like I’m the only one that’s ever initiating co-planning” (Jane Post-Ob 

Interview 1). Jane went on to explain that she understood the busy schedule that comes with 

being a special education teacher, so sometimes Jane would try and send her text messages 

regarding co-planning. Jane went on to say, “She is very good at being like, okay, here’s what 

will or won’t work with an idea. But sometimes I think that she, I don’t know—I don’t think that 

she really trusts my opinion a lot of times” (Jane Post-Ob Interview 1). Collaboration was 

difficult between Jane and her co-teacher, but it did not seem that this was for a lack of effort on 

Jane’s end. When Emily assumed that “[Jane’s] teammates took care of a lot of [curricular 

support]” (Emily Exit Interview), she was able to justify that the two of them did not need to 

discuss curriculum, which may have hindered the dialogue and topics that Emily and Jane could 

have benefitted from during their sessions. 

Characteristics #4 and #5: Productive Collaboration in Mentoring is Dialogical When it 

Involves Reflection-on-Action and Consideration of Future Actions 
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Dialogue is an active process that does not stop after individuals finish interacting with 

each other. Reflection allows dialogue to continue to move and grow and change, and 

consideration of future action can allow dialogue to move from internal considerations to 

externally-taken actions. Fecho (2011) described the importance of pairing reflection with action: 

“There should be no action without thought and no thought without action” (p. 21). Reflection 

may take on a variety of forms. Within the context of this study, I looked for instances of 

reflection-on-action and reflection-in-action (Schön, 1984). Reflection-on-action between mentor 

and mentee involved a consideration of actions that happened in the past. Reflection-in-action 

between mentor and mentee involved a consideration of ongoing actions and processes related to 

these actions. However, the only reflection I noted from participants based on observations, 

interviews, and reflective writing was in the form of reflection-on-action. There are many 

reasons why this may have been the case, but within the data sources, participants reflected 

frequently upon what happened in their classes and within the school as a whole; thus, reflection-

in-action related to the topics mentors and mentees discussed would likely take place in the 

classroom setting—a setting that was not included in the scope of this study. However, it is 

important to note that frequent reflection-on-action does have the potential to influence future 

reflection-in-action (Schön, 1984), even though I was not privy to what this may have looked 

like for these mentors and mentees. Consideration of future action within the scope of this study 

was indexed by mentor/mentee contemplation of decisions that would happen in the future based 

on past actions and/or understandings. Where productive collaboration took place, consideration 

of future actions frequently followed reflection-on-action. It is for this reason that I have paired 

these two characteristics together here. This is not to say that reflection-on-action and 

considerations of future action did not take place separately within the scope of this study among 
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mentor-mentee pairings, but where productive collaboration took place, the two activities were 

paired together.  

These two characteristics are important as they connect to dialogue’s active role of 

shaping. When reflection-on-action and consideration of future actions take place among 

individuals, this is an intentional act of shaping made external in a mentoring context. These two 

characteristics form an essential part of the “productive” component of productive collaboration, 

which is where the shaping takes place; together, these characteristics require the consideration 

of past events in order to make plans or considerations for what may take place in the future. 

Participants demonstrated reflection-on-action and consideration of future action in differing 

ways, with Riley and Casey displaying their mentoring context as a mutually-supportive space 

for dialogue that allowed for reflection and consideration of future action, and with Emily and 

Jane demonstrating their mentoring context as a supportive space for reflection and consideration 

of future action but one that was not necessarily mutually-shared.  

Mentor-Mentee Pairing #1: Casey and Riley 

One form of productive collaboration in mentoring for Riley and Casey was 

demonstrated in the mentoring activity of venting. Venting allowed them to productively reflect-

on-action and, based on this reflection, consider future actions. In order to provide further 

context for an activity that may initially sound non-productive, it’s important to understand how 

Riley and Casey viewed the activity of venting. During the second post-observation interview, 

Riley differentiated between venting and complaining: “Venting is getting the emotions out, and 

complaining is wallowing in it.” She went on in the third post-observation interview to explain 

the roles she and Casey might play during the process of venting; when Riley needed an outlet to 

vent, she explained that Casey played any of three roles:  
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One is just listening. And that’s nice because I feel, like, acknowledged, and I can just let 

it out. There’s another one, which is, like, complaining with me, which means that I don’t 

feel so, like, alone in being frustrated and upset…And then, the last one is, like, offering 

solutions. And sometimes I need that to get me out of my funk and stop venting. And I 

feel like oftentimes it starts with venting with me or listening and then moves to solutions 

as time passes through.  

Riley described the general venting process as involving the one venting as getting the emotions 

out related to a previous or ongoing challenge. This venting is a process of reflection, where they 

are “letting out” frustrations or other emotions tied to the topic at hand. The one who is not 

venting, then, plays an important role in moving the conversation forward in a productive 

manner. While it is unclear if every venting session between this duo involved a consideration of 

“solutions” to the topic at hand, this process of moving forward with potential ways to address 

the challenge(s) created an opportunity for Riley to hear Casey’s perspective and consider the 

ways she might move forward herself. Riley also took time to explain to me the roles that she 

would take on when Casey also needed time and space to vent:  

I try to be the listener…Sometimes I can vent with her if it’s things I relate to, like admin 

or a student. And I offer solutions for some things, but I’m obviously a little bit less vocal 

there because she’s usually already taken those solutions cuz she’s more experienced than 

I am. (Riley Post-Ob Interview 3)  

Despite Riley’s reluctance to share potential ways to address Casey’s challenges she raised 

during venting sessions, Riley still tried to help Casey consider future actions for the issues she 

faced. What is important here as well is that venting was not a one-sided activity between Casey 
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and Riley. Both mentor and mentee initiated venting sessions, and both played key roles in 

moving the session topic(s) forward towards something productive.  

Riley’s description of venting sessions between her and Casey demonstrated a form of 

productive collaboration, where the two of them engaged in shared decision-making and working 

towards common goals depending on the roles they were playing in the collaboration; ultimately, 

they engaged in reflection and, at times, a consideration of future actions, which allowed the 

venting sessions to serve as productive spaces where topics were not just being complained about 

but rather spaces where dialogue and transaction could take place. Casey’s description of her and 

Riley’s venting sessions provides further support for the reflection and consideration of future 

actions that they participated in during these times. Casey explained in the third post-observation 

interview of the ways she relied on Riley: “I rely on her as like a vent partner, someone who, 

like, we both equally vent. I ask her for her perspective on things, just as, like, a secondary 

opinion.” Venting was not just complaining for this mentoring pair; this was a productive and 

dialogical activity that had the potential to support both Casey and Riley in the challenges that 

they experienced in the profession. 

Casey and Riley’s supportive venting sessions can be demonstrated through the following 

example, taken from the second observation I conducted of their mentoring sessions. During this 

session, Casey asked Riley to reflect upon the first two periods of the day. Riley explained that 

she was frustrated that “the school caters too much to the kids” (Casey and Riley Ob 2). She was 

describing here a situation with a student who had been given permission to not be in her 

classroom anymore. Casey seemed then to take on the role of “offering solutions” (Riley Post-

Ob Interview 3) at this point in the conversation and asked, “Have you followed up with her?” 

(Casey and Riley Ob 2), referring to Riley following up with administration. After asking this, 
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Casey noted that if the student was taken from her classroom that she would “just say, ‘Yes!’” 

(Casey and Riley Ob 2). In this session, Riley expressed frustration with the way a student 

situation was being handled by administration. Casey responded by recommending Riley check 

into the situation to make sure that the way she understood it to be was actually the way it was 

being handled. Additionally, Casey indicated that this was a situation that did not require more of 

Riley’s energy; it was a chance to not have to worry about a challenging student, and it would 

give her the chance to move forward, even if the scenario wasn’t handled in Riley’s hoped-for 

way. What is seen here is an example where the mentee, Riley, reflected upon what happened in 

the past (student situation handled by admin), and mentor, Casey, provided support for ways to 

consider moving forward with these past events in mind. This interaction demonstrates how a 

venting session between Riley and Casey presented from the outside looking in; the roles aligned 

in the ways Riley described them. While I was not able to see the result of this venting session 

and if Riley followed up in the ways Casey suggested, I still was able to witness first-hand an 

example where Riley reflected on a challenge and Casey provided her with considerations for 

moving forward with the challenge in mind. 

Contextual Factors: School Structures and Systems and Social Environment of the School 

Riley and Casey’s descriptions of the importance of venting discussed above 

demonstrated one way that they took time to reflect upon previous actions and consider future 

actions and responses. It is important to consider the topics that Riley and Casey took time to 

discuss and vent upon during their mentoring sessions. These topics connected frequently back to 

school structures and systems as well as the social environment of LHMS. During their second 

observation, Riley vented to Casey about her frustrations with the way administration handled a 

student situation. During the follow-up interview from this observation, I asked about this 
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situation; Casey provided me with context that helped me better understand the factors 

influencing the venting that took place. She explained of Riley, 

She was just very frustrated by that because she has, like, a vision of how she wants 

things to go. And she has also been very upset about discipline things, like things are not 

being handled in a way that’s—I don’t remember if we talked about it at that [time] or if 

we talked about this a different day, but basically [Riley] got an email from admin saying 

that “This kid may or may not be in her class because she’s allowed to have an alternate 

setting of ISS.” (Casey Post-Ob Interview 2)  

Casey went on to express her own frustrations with the situation Riley had been reflecting upon 

during the mentoring session: “Kids are like, ‘I want to go to ISS. I don’t want to go to class.’ 

And it’s like, okay, why are we giving kids…” (Casey Post-Ob Interview 2). Casey trailing off 

here demonstrated her own frustrations with administration allowing students opportunities to 

get out of class. This recounted venting session between Casey and Riley was influenced by 

school structures and systems in the ways that administration was making decisions related to 

student discipline; if there were systems in place being followed by administration, however, 

Casey and Riley did not understand how they were helping keep students accountable and in 

their classes. Additionally, this venting example demonstrates the social environment of the 

school as a contextual factor influencing their reflection and consideration of future actions. 

Riley was frustrated about the administration's ways of handling student discipline. Casey’s 

response to Riley’s frustration also demonstrated some agreement on her end. During the same 

post-observation interview, Casey explained how during the observation she tried to shift Riley’s 

frustration into a more productive moving-forward space. She recounted, “So I know that she 

was frustrated about that. But, I told her, I was like, ‘You just gotta think of it in the side of, “Oh 
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well, you’re not my problem anymore. So, one less thing I have to worry about”’” (Casey Post-

Ob Interview 2). Rather than just allowing both of them to stew in their irritation about 

administration’s decisions and potential systems in place, Casey moved the conversation forward 

and encouraged Riley to accept that she cannot change the circumstances, so it is better to look 

on the bright side of not having to worry about having a student creating behavioral challenges in 

her classroom. It is important to recognize, too, that administration created this scenario that 

Riley felt was important enough to reflect upon and that Casey felt required some way to 

address. School structures and systems and the social environment of the school were factors that 

specifically influenced the topics that Riley and Casey reflected upon during their mentoring 

sessions.  

Mentor-Mentee Pairing #2: Emily and Jane 

Riley and Casey played mutually-supportive roles in the ways they “equally vent” (Casey 

Post-Ob Interview 3) in their mentoring sessions. Similar to this duo, Jane and Emily also 

created space in their mentoring sessions for reflection and consideration of future actions. 

However, this space was not explicitly mutually-shared, and reflection stemmed largely from 

Jane, the mentee, rather than from Emily, the mentor. Below, I describe an experience that Jane 

shared with me during the second post-observation interview that shows how she reflected upon 

an experience she had in her classroom. She described how, following an instance when a 

student in her advisement class threatened to say a racial slur aloud, she sought out Emily to 

recount what had happened:  

I was just very quickly trying to share it with her, and she’s very good at listening. And, 

she was like, “Well, what did your special ed teacher say or do about it?” And I was like, 

“We had a meeting, and we went over her checklist, and she didn’t technically like do 
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any of the behaviors on her checklist.” So, she, like, couldn’t get in trouble. And, so I 

think I am understanding more about—because I have very little to judge things against, 

so I think [Emily’s] reaction to things and her, like, her placing expectations on certain 

things has been helpful for me to know, like, “Okay, there’s nothing I should have done 

here differently.” (Jane Post-Ob Interview 2) 

Here, Jane explained the way she reflected upon the incident by describing it to Emily. She noted 

the way Emily listened to the story and, after, how she worked to better understand what 

happened, so that she might offer suggestions or affirmation. Emily asked about the way the 

special education teacher reacted and later asked how administration reacted. Her understanding 

of the scenario and lack of suggestions gave reassurance to Jane, who spoke again in the 

interview of her need to have a scale to judge events against; she felt that her lack of experiences 

and understandings sometimes stood in the way of her making decisions regarding challenging 

experiences like this one. Jane’s decision that there was “nothing [she] should have done here 

differently” denotes her consideration of future actions. Based on her past actions and 

experiences, she determined through Emily’s reaction that she reacted appropriately originally 

and that she did not need to make changes moving forward in order to better address this 

situation. She felt she did the right thing, but only after being provided with an implied 

endorsement from her mentor.  

 Jane reflected upon a challenge and considered future actions for how she might move 

forward with the challenge in mind. She engaged in dialogue with the situation she encountered 

and came away with reassurance that she had made the correct choices in her past actions. 

Emily’s role in this process was to help Jane navigate the challenge she was experiencing and 

provide her with support without explicitly providing her with solutions for the challenge. She 
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explained throughout the course of the study how her role was to help Jane navigate the 

challenges she faced: “I feel like more of my role is just to help her navigate some of those, let 

her know what’s okay, what’s not okay, or how to talk about that with people or deal with 

specific issues” (Emily Post-Ob Interview 3). The way Emily viewed her purpose as a mentor 

was what she practiced in her interactions with Jane. Ultimately, Emily understood her role as 

one that helped untangle the decisions Jane needed to make—rather than giving Jane the 

opportunity to engage with Emily in her own untangling processes in areas where she might also 

need support. Jane engaged in productive reflection and consideration of future actions through 

the support of Emily’s suggestions and responses. Emily may not have reflected with Jane about 

challenges that she encountered, but she was still able to serve her understood purpose of what it 

meant to mentor, even if this understood purpose did not create opportunities for productive 

collaboration and shared dialogue. 

Contextual Factor: Teaching Experience 

During the study, Emily was in her final year of teaching before she planned to enter into 

retirement. Additionally, the study’s events took place during her final semester of teaching. This 

is important context to keep in mind when considering the ways Emily described her experiences 

with and knowledge of the profession. One contrast between her and Jane that Emily described 

during the second post-observation interview was that Jane was “not jaded yet.” Emily went on 

to explain,  

When they were doing the benchmark test or whatever throughout the year, [Jane]’d 

make fun little competitions with her kids about, you know, they could have a…Mario 

Kart day, I think, if they beat their scores…I’m like, “I hate this test. You shouldn’t have 

to take it, so we’re just—who cares.” (Emily Post-Ob Interview 2) 
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Emily described how in her own frustrations and experiences with the benchmark test, she chose 

not to spend so much time with her students to get them ready for something that she felt was 

useless. “Jaded” here can indicate Emily’s feelings of fatigue around the district’s expectations; 

she expressed feeling worn down by these expectations to the point where she no longer felt that 

she needed to pretend about her frustrations with them. Emily’s note of how Jane is not jaded 

“yet” is an indicator that with experience comes a sort of bringing to light of the negative facets 

of the profession; Jane might not yet have the experience to create this sense of weariness 

towards district mandates that might seem unnecessary or unhelpful. It is also important to note 

that Emily described how Jane’s focus on incentivizing benchmark test prep is “probably what 

should be done,” even though Emily still seemed to reject this practice for herself (Emily Post-

Ob Interview 2). Despite Jane doing something that Emily commended her for, Emily still leaned 

on her own belief that the district was wrong in mandating the benchmark test, rather than 

allowing herself to be shaped by the experiences Jane shared with her. This leaning on her own 

understanding took away a potentially valuable opportunity for Emily to consider Jane’s 

practices, reflect upon her own, and make considerations for future actions in her own classroom.  

An important component of collaboration is the emphasis on reflection and consideration 

of future actions; dialogue, as well, does not stop once an interaction or utterance concludes. 

Emily explained how being in her final year of teaching might eliminate some of her need to 

reflect and consider her future actions: “It’s weird because since I’m retiring, I would say…, 

‘What did you need that…you didn’t know that you need or that I didn’t know you needed or 

whatever?’ to inform my own mentoring thing, but I don’t think I’ll have a mentoring thing” 

(Emily Post-Ob Interview 2). Emily expressed here that if it was not her last year in the 

profession, she would ask Jane questions about this past year to inform her future mentoring self, 
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but she explained that she likely would not be mentoring in the future, implying that there is no 

need for such reflection. Where Jane opened herself up to Emily’s experiences and 

understandings in order to better inform her own practices and receive support, Emily may have 

unintentionally rejected some of this dialogue and collaboration due to her thirty years of 

teaching experience and knowledge of how she needed to operate in the classroom and as a 

mentor in her final year of mentoring and teaching.   

Contextual Factors: School Structures and Systems and Social Environment of the School 

 School structures and systems paired with the social environment of the school were two 

factors that hindered productive collaboration between Jane and Emily. Emily shared ways that 

the school structure had changed over time in ways that prevented opportunities for 

collaboration. She explained during the final interview that the previous structure allowed for the 

following:  

There was more collaboration, but there was also—it was same grade level, same subject, 

so we worked together and created lesson plans, or I shared and then we revised my 

lesson plans. And, I was also in close proximity, so it was like, “Oh, hey, today, this is 

happening. Make sure you have this, this, and this.” So, I haven’t played that role at all 

with Jane.  

Emily’s description of the days of old indicates that Pine Forest Middle School has changed in 

ways that make collaborative interactions with other teachers more of a logistical challenge. Her 

mention of working with colleagues to create and revise lesson plans shows how she used to 

participate in reflection and consideration of future actions regarding lesson implementation. 

However, it is necessary to understand some of the changes that have led to such a shift in the 

collaborative potential among colleagues at PFMS. It was during the intake interview that Emily 
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took time to both reminisce on times past but also to explain about the structural changes that 

have led to today’s lessened colleague collaboration. She described, 

One of the teachers, we taught the same thing for years in a row, and there were no strict 

SOLs. There were no data meetings. So, we would write novel units together that had 

true literature circles. And oh—it was awesome. Like every three years, we would 

write—and there was all this money flowing, too. Every three years we would write a 

new novel unit and get like 30 different titles, but it would be on a different theme, like 

bravery, and that one we had like all Underground Railroad…And so we would come up 

with an idea together. We would research books together. We would write lessons 

together. That felt like true collaboration. I collaborate with my team teachers, you know. 

And you know, parent-teacher conferences and meetings and stuff. I would not say I have 

collaborated with Jane. Really. I think she’s open to it, I think I’m open to it, I think just 

the way it’s set up, I don’t think we thought of an opportunity to at least. (Emily Intake 

Interview) 

Emily’s description of “the way it’s set up” shows how this was a structural or systemic change 

within the school—and may also denote a shift in culture towards a heavier data focus. 

Somewhere along the way, things changed in the ways teachers engaged in collaboration with 

one another. Now, Emily noted that she and Jane would have to think “of an opportunity” (Emily 

Intake Interview) to engage in collaboration. This statement implies that collaboration was no 

longer built into the structure of the school and that teachers would have to intentionally carve 

out their own time if they wanted to engage in collaboration with one another. Emily described 

during the final interview that Jane was being taken care of in these areas of collaboration on 

lesson plans by her “new teacher orientation” and her teammates (Emily Exit Interview). 
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However, Jane made evident in her descriptions of colleague issues and subsequent isolation that 

she was not receiving some of the supports she needed as a new teacher. During the exit 

interview, Jane explained that she was working to better understand the reasons she felt so 

isolated:  

I set my own expectations and, like, what I can do is what I can do. And so I think I’ve 

done a lot of isolatory work, and I’m going to have to manage my expectations of what 

other people can do a little bit better because of that. (Jane Exit Interview) 

Jane’s mention of her own expectations of others and the reality of working in isolation shows 

how her expectations of working with others had not been met. By mentioning how she now 

needs to “manage [her] expectations of what other people can do,” she demonstrates how she is 

resigning herself to the non-collaborative and “isolatory” experiences she has had at PFMS. 

Instead of expecting more from her colleagues, Jane explained her decision to temper her 

expectations and be more understanding of others and what they can and cannot do. Where 

Emily experienced a lessening in collaboration over the years among her colleagues, Jane also, in 

a separate pod, was experiencing isolation and lack of collaboration. Collaboration, which 

involves reflection upon actions and consideration of future actions, was not happening across 

the school as much as it was previously.  

 The social environment was a further hindrance to Jane’s reflection and consideration of 

future actions in the ways she felt she could not fully put trust in her colleagues. Despite noting 

how she “had no distrust for Emily” (Jane Post-Ob Interview 3), she still described being worried 

about going to Emily for advice about challenges she was having with her co-teacher. Reflecting 

with Emily and considering the ways she might move forward with addressing some of these co-

teacher challenges could have been an asset for Jane, but she expressed how “You never know 
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who to say what to or who to ask” (Jane Post-Ob Interview 3). While I learned from Emily that 

Jane did share some of her co-teacher challenges with her (“they hit some rough patches this 

year” [Emily Post-Ob Interview 2]), Jane still described to me her hesitancy to share about these 

challenging experiences with Emily. The fear of her reflections about her co-teacher being 

repeated back to the co-teacher may have prevented Jane from confiding in Emily and working 

to develop considerations for future action regarding this colleague relationship. 

Conclusion 

 Productive collaboration rooted in dialogue is necessary for effective mentoring that 

benefits both mentors and mentees. The characteristics indexing productive collaboration rooted 

in dialogue included an openness to mutual shaping through transaction, common goal, shared 

decision-making, reflection-on-action, and a consideration of future actions. Productive 

collaboration in mentoring is a combination of intentional behaviors and reactions; dialogue is an 

active process, and productive collaboration, thus, is active and ongoing. This process of 

productive collaboration was influenced throughout this study by contextual factors; these 

factors are essential to understanding what productive collaboration that nurtures development 

can look like.  

A statement that Casey made during the exit interview is emblematic of the most 

important meaning I have made from my analysis of the data: “To be a good mentor, you do 

need to collaborate. You do need to be intentional about that. Even though we teach the same 

grade and subject, that doesn’t mean that we are collaborating” (Casey Exit Interview). Casey’s 

statement is a reflection that shows how even if circumstances allow for collaboration to take 

shape, this does not mean that collaboration will definitely happen; instead, productive 

collaboration in mentoring requires intentionality, trust, and, at the core, dialogue.  
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

 The field of new teacher induction research has identified enduring challenges that new 

teachers may experience as they transition from pre-service teacher to new teacher (Ingersoll et 

al., 2012; Kutcy & Schulz, 2006; Lortie, 1975; McCann & Johannessen, 2004; Smeaton & 

Waters, 2013; Strom et al., 2018). Numerous studies and publications have recommended ways 

new teachers may be supported by educational leaders with these challenges in mind, from 

providing new teachers with proactive and trained mentors (e.g., Feiman-Nemser, 2003; Halford, 

1998; McCann & Johannessen, 2004; Yusko & Feiman-Nemser, 2008), placing importance on 

school cultures that support effective teaching and learning (e.g., Johnson et al., 2012; Kutcy & 

Schulz, 2006), equipping new teachers with timely and relevant support (e.g., Shank, 2005b; 

Stewart et al., 2019; Turton, 2023), and encouraging collaboration among teachers (e.g., Haun & 

Martin, 2004; Kutsyuruba et al., 2019; Langdon, 2017; McCann, 2013; McCann & Lloyd, 2013; 

Shank, 2005a). These articles provide important recommendations for the ways educational 

leaders may support new teachers. What is also important to recognize, however, is that these 

recommendations span decades and that new teachers are continuing to leave the field at 

alarming rates (Ingersoll et al., 2014; Sutcher et al., 2016).  

My research directly responds to this troubling trend by investigating the roles mentoring 

and collaboration play in supporting new teachers. The data from this study index productive 

collaboration—rooted in dialogue—as a vital facet of effective mentoring that benefits both 

mentors and mentees. In this chapter, I provide explanations of what I consider to be the five 

characteristics necessary for collaboration to be productive and therefore an essential part of 

effective mentoring. It is through these five dialogical characteristics that collaboration becomes 

productive between mentors and mentees. The focus of this chapter is two-fold. First, I discuss 
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the implications of these five characteristics to mentoring and collaboration and how new teacher 

mentees and experienced teacher mentors may benefit from their intentional participation in 

productive collaboration. Second, I recommend ways stakeholders can provide mentors and 

mentees with access to an understanding of these characteristics and ways they can apply them to 

their practice.  

Implications 

 The following section discusses the importance of each of the five dialogical 

characteristics indexing productive collaboration in mentoring (openness to mutual shaping 

through transaction, common goal, shared decision-making, reflection-on-action, and 

consideration of future actions) and articulates the benefits that can occur when mentors and 

mentees employ these characteristics in their mentoring sessions.  

Openness to Mutual Shaping through Transaction 

Openness to mutual shaping through transaction is the first dialogical characteristic 

indexing productive collaboration in mentoring. This characteristic is particularly important to 

productive collaboration because dialogue and transaction cannot take place without individuals 

making the intentional decision to shape and be shaped by one another; this is a vulnerable 

choice that requires individuals to acknowledge that entering into dialogue and transaction with 

one another may cause them to undergo changes in their own understandings and values. In a 

mentoring context, openness to mutual shaping is a process where mentor and mentee are taking 

the first step towards dialogue together. They are showing a willingness to learn from the other, 

including learning from the other’s experiences, values, and understandings. This can create 

learning, as well, in the sharing of challenges that new and experienced teachers encounter; both 

can arrive at new understandings when experiences are shared. This characteristic is vital for 
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mentoring pairs who participate in dialogue through the process of productive collaboration. 

Without this openness, dialogue cannot take shape and mentoring may not be effective.  

Dialogue, defined by Freire (1970), involves an “encounter between [individuals], 

mediated by the world, in order to name the world” (p. 61). This encounter is an act where 

individuals share experiences, ideas, understandings, and values; they learn from and shape one 

another. It is together that individuals construct the “world” through this naming process. Freire 

(1970) went on to explain, “Dialogue cannot occur between those who want to name the world 

and those who do not wish this naming—between those who deny others the right to speak their 

word and those whose right to speak has been denied them” (p. 61). This important statement 

carries weight in this study. Freire explained that dialogue cannot exist between individuals who 

are not both open to the shaping process that takes place in dialogue. If there is no willingness to 

shape and be shaped, dialogue comes to a screeching halt. Mentoring is a relational process that 

depends upon mentors’ and mentees’ openness to growth and new ideas that can be developed 

through productive dialogue.  

Rosenblatt’s (1995) notion of transaction provides a key construct for examining 

openness (or lack thereof) to mutual shaping during the mentoring process. When individuals 

have an openness to participate in dialogue with one another, transaction is also possible. 

Rosenblatt (1995) described transaction as an interaction between a reader and text, where a 

reader shapes their understandings based on what they are reading as well as where their 

understandings also shape what they are reading. She described this as a “give-and-take with the 

signs on the page” and a time when “meaning emerges” (p. 26). In a mentoring context, mutual 

shaping looks like the mentor and mentee seeking to be shaped by what each other shares based 

on their own understandings and contexts. Together, new meanings can be made from 



RE-IMAGINING MENTORING 165 
 

transactions that take place between mentors and mentees; both mentor and mentee have the 

potential to be changed as a result of the dialogue and transaction that they take part in.  

Take one mentor-mentee duo, Jane and Emily, to consider their halfway participation in 

this characteristic. Jane described her role of mentee as akin to a “sponge,” where she was 

“trying to absorb as much as [she could] observe” (Jane Reflection 1). This absorption is one 

way of describing an openness to shaping; the mentee in this example was ready to take in 

information and participate in her own shaping from mentor to mentee. However, she did not 

describe her willingness to shape her mentor, Emily. Emily, throughout the study, expressed her 

willingness to shape as a mentor. She described how her role as a mentor meant that she should 

“look for ways [her] experiences can be helpful if shared with the mentee” (Emily Reflection 3). 

Throughout the course of the study, Jane demonstrated her willingness to be shaped, and Emily 

demonstrated her willingness to shape; however, they were missing the essential components of 

dialogue and productive collaboration in that Jane did not discuss her willingness to shape 

Emily, and Emily, besides one outlier example, did not discuss her willingness to be shaped by 

Jane. Productive collaboration requires an openness to mutual shaping through transaction, 

which means that while Emily and Jane participated in collaboration, this collaboration was not 

productive and did not involve transaction between mentor and mentee. When mentors and 

mentees demonstrate openness to shaping and being shaped, they express hope for flattened 

hierarchies (Freire, 1994) in their mentoring context; this is their first step towards productive 

collaboration and creates opportunities for their growth through the successes, challenges, and 

tensions that may come with the mentoring process. 

Common Goal and Shared Decision-Making 
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 Openness to mutual shaping through transaction is the first step in participating in the 

dialogical process of productive collaboration. However, individuals can be open to shaping 

without introducing a catalyst for this shaping to take place. In other words, a mentor might be 

interested in learning from and growing through their mentee’s experiences and ideas, but they 

might not know how to introduce the circumstances allowing for this shaping. The next step in 

participating in productive collaboration comes from mentor and mentee participating in shared 

decision-making towards a common goal.  

 In dialogical spaces, new meaning is constructed through shaping. Such spaces are 

“dialogically agitated and tension-filled” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 276); tensions can complicate 

experiences and learning while also allowing for shaping. Mentors and mentees that work 

together to develop common goals and establish shared decision-making towards these goals 

introduce opportunities for tensions and judgments to take place. As they work towards their 

common goals, they may navigate their own differing experiences, understandings, and values. 

This can be a difficult process and may create challenges in their relationship; despite challenges 

and tensions, working towards common goals together can allow for shaping in each, even if this 

shaping looks different from individual to individual. Ultimately, these two characteristics, 

specifically paired together, allow opportunities where mentors and mentees can enter into 

dialogue about common topics and move towards new understandings together. Mentee Riley 

summed up the key aspects of these two characteristics in the ways she explained how she and 

her mentor Casey collaborated in their mentoring sessions. She explained that collaboration often 

took place between them when they needed to both “embrace the learning process to succeed,” 

which involved  
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more time and more effort than working together and may lead to things such as 

brainstorming and researching together, building off each other’s ideas, sharing, 

changing, then resharing activities, taking risks and discussing the outcomes, and being 

ready to fail. (Riley Reflection 1) 

Riley’s description of collaboration illustrates the openness/willingness described in the first 

dialogical characteristic; she noted that they both needed to be willing to participate together in a 

process of sharing, learning, risk-taking, and even failing. Her description is indicative of the 

transactional process that she and Casey participated in by sharing ideas and being willing to 

take in new understandings through this sharing process; Riley’s mention of “changing” 

indicates an openness to actively participating in shaping, both as the one shaping the other and 

the one being shaped. Of the second and third characteristics, Riley’s reflection above depicts 

shared decision-making in the mention of “working together” and a common goal in the 

description of activities that guide her and Casey in their collaboration. The two cannot build 

“off each other’s ideas” or participate in an activity of brainstorming/researching without having 

a shared goal they are working towards together. By establishing goals and sharing in the 

decision-making process towards these goals, mentors and mentees stimulate the active process 

of dialogue and work towards productive collaboration in their partnerships.   

Reflection-on-Action and Consideration of Future Actions 

 Productive collaboration requires mentors’ and mentees’ willingness to participate in 

transactions with one another as well as their establishing of common goals and participation of 

shared decision-making towards these goals. In a mentoring partnership, the final dialogical 

characteristics necessary for participation in productive collaboration include reflection-on-

action and consideration of future actions. Even when goals have been met, shaping can continue 



RE-IMAGINING MENTORING 168 
 

within mentors and mentees. Reflection-on-action between mentors and mentees involves their 

consideration of past events and experiences. Consideration of future actions should be paired 

with this practice because reflection can be made productive when it is used to inform future 

decisions. The pairing of these characteristics can be seen through Riley and Casey’s use of 

venting in their mentoring sessions. Venting allowed them to share challenging experiences with 

each other in order to get “the emotions out” (Riley Post-Ob Interview 2). The one who was not 

venting could facilitate the movement of the conversation towards “solutions” (Riley Post-Ob 

Interview 3), where mentor and mentee could consider future actions based on the topic of the 

venting session. Mentors and mentees who choose to reflect upon past actions without the active 

component of making considerations for the future introduce non-productive activities like 

complaining or “wallowing” (Riley Post-Ob Interview 2) into the mentoring context. There is no 

productive action that comes from wallowing and complaining. Rather than participating in non-

productive activities in mentoring, pairing reflection on past actions with consideration of future 

actions creates an opportunity to continue the dialogical process that is productive collaboration; 

in this way, mentors and mentees continue to dialogue, both externally with each other and 

internally, as they actively consider their own roles and responsibilities as educators. By 

externally reflecting upon past events with each other rather than just internally reflecting, 

mentors and mentees have more opportunity to be shaped by each other; they can use each 

other’s reflections on past actions, rather than solely their only own reflections, to potentially 

inform and shape their future decisions and actions.  

By participating in reflection-on-action with the intention of using this reflection to 

inform future actions, mentors and mentees may also be participating in a recursive process of 

establishing common goals and shared decision-making (i.e., informing future actions based on 
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past experiences). These last two characteristics, thus, do not represent the finale of productive 

collaboration; instead, in order for collaboration to be productive, this active process looks 

something like this: a willingness towards and an active participation in sharing, building, 

reflecting, constructing, tearing down, agreeing upon, disagreeing upon, and reimagining 

knowledge and understandings as well as failing, succeeding, and starting again in a recursive 

process of dialogical shaping. 

Productive collaboration is an active, recursive process and requires the five dialogical 

characteristics of openness to mutual shaping through transaction, common goal, shared 

decision-making, reflection-on-action, and considerations of future actions. These are 

characteristics that, when employed by mentors and mentees, have the potential to shape 

mentoring pairs and where the internal practices of dialogue become external in productive 

action. The long-enduring challenges that new teachers experience in the profession may be 

aptly-addressed when mentees and their paired mentors participate together in these five 

characteristics. Research supports the importance of mentoring (Guarino et al., 2006; Heider, 

2005; Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; Schwan et al., 2020) and collaboration (Ingersoll, 2012; 

McCann, 2010; Schwan et al., 2020; Shank, 2005a, 2005b) in new teachers’ induction; therefore, 

this identification of five characteristics that can establish collaboration as productive introduce 

ways that mentoring can be made effective for not only new teachers but also for experienced 

teachers who similarly can learn and be shaped through this process. 

Recommendations 

 The understandings from Chapter Four and the implications presented above detail the 

importance of the five dialogical characteristics indexing productive collaboration in mentoring. 

This foundation is necessary to establish so that stakeholders may first understand both their 
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importance and what can happen when they are employed in a mentoring context. Then, 

stakeholders can provide mentors and mentees access to an understanding of these characteristics 

as well as ways to take this theoretical understanding and apply it to their practices. This 

recommendations section will be organized by stakeholders and the ways they may support 

mentors and/or mentees through use of these five characteristics, including recommendations for 

teacher educators, recommendations for school leaders, and recommendations for professional 

development leaders.  

 It is my purpose in presenting recommendations for stakeholders to ensure that I am 

presenting and utilizing principled practice (Applebee, 1986) rather than any explicit “best 

practices.” There are a variety of ways to support teachers in their understandings and use of the 

five dialogical characteristics. With this said, it is important for stakeholders to keep in mind that 

practices they employ should be a negotiation among contexts (Neumann & Meadows, 2011). 

Smagorinsky (2009), informed by Applebee’s (1986) notion of principled practice, explained 

that this practice should be “informed: about available pedagogies, about students both generally 

and particularly, about community and administrative values and priorities, and about how to 

make wise and prudent decisions within the contested political environment of schooling” (p. 21, 

emphasis in original). I argue that Smagorinsky’s points here about practices in the classroom 

can be attributed to the recommendations and environments I describe here. My suggestions and 

recommendations presented in this section provide stakeholders with a variety of 

considerations—some that may align with stakeholders’, mentors’, and mentees’ contexts and 

others that may require further negotiation within contexts. 

Recommendations for Teacher Educators 
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 Teacher educators have an important role to play when it comes to nurturing the 

development of the five dialogical characteristics in pre-service teachers ahead of their transition 

to in-service teaching. Teacher educators carry the responsibility of teaching about and 

practicing utilization of the dialogical characteristics with pre-service teachers as well as the 

responsibility of discussing and practicing scenarios with pre-service teachers related to complex 

social dynamics that may hinder participation in productive collaboration in mentoring. The 

sections below provide recommendations related to these two important areas regarding the roles 

of teacher educators. Providing pre-service teachers with early-on guidance related to and 

practice with these dialogical characteristics can better prepare them for challenges they may 

encounter and for navigating a formal mentoring context.  

Teaching about and Practicing with Dialogical Characteristics 

 Teacher educators can teach pre-service teachers about the five dialogical characteristics 

in terms of what they are, what they can look like in action, and the roles of a mentee 

participating in these characteristics in a formal mentoring context. This foundational preparation 

is also an important time for teacher educators to discuss with pre-service teachers the goals of 

productive collaboration and its movement towards flattening the hierarchies that may exist 

between new teacher mentees and experienced teacher mentors. 

 Pre-service teachers participate in field experiences including student teaching where 

they take on the roles and responsibilities of a teacher while receiving support from their teacher 

education programs and assigned cooperating, or mentor, teacher. Within teacher education 

programs, pre-service teachers learn about the profession and develop understandings related to 

what it means to serve in a teaching role. It is within teacher education programs that pre-service 

teachers can provided with opportunities to learn about the five dialogical characteristics, where 
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teacher educators describe their importance individually as features of dialogue and together as 

features that index productive collaboration in mentoring. Once pre-service teachers have a 

general understanding of the “what” behind these characteristics, then these characteristics 

should be made accessible to them as practices that they can participate in.  

Teacher educators might employ practices like role-playing or case studies to give 

students opportunities to identify the use of these characteristics and consider how these 

characteristics may be implemented into real and imagined scenarios between mentors and 

mentees. For example, a teacher educator might present a case study along the following lines: A 

new teacher has been having a difficult time with classroom management in their classroom. 

They have tried a variety of strategies they learned in their teacher education program, but none 

of them are working for their challenging class, and they are becoming frustrated. They bring the 

situation to their formally-assigned mentor, and their mentor suggests they try some strategies. 

Unfortunately, these are strategies that the new teacher has already employed without success. 

The new teacher thanks them for their ideas and continues to try management strategies that 

make no difference in students’ behavior. They continue to be frustrated and choose not to bring 

up these ongoing challenges with their mentor because they feel that they have already exhausted 

all of the advice the mentor might have for them. A case study like this can give pre-service 

teachers a chance to discuss what may have gone wrong between the mentor and mentee and 

consider how characteristics like reflection-on-action and consideration of future actions could 

have better afforded collaboration between mentor and mentee regarding this challenge.  

With case studies and posed scenarios, it is important for pre-service teachers to consider 

their own experiences that they have encountered in their field placements as well. That way, 

they are engaging in a dialogue with classmates and teacher educators related to contexts and 
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scenarios familiar to them, and they may find practical value in having these conversations. 

Smagorinsky (2018), in a discussion about the dangers of “best practices,” explained that  

Teacher education requires an understanding of who is teaching, who is learning, and 

what sorts of institutions they occupy. If teacher education ignores what I consider to be 

this reality, then it runs the risk of fulfilling its presumptive role of being too theoretical 

and out of touch with the real world. (p. 300) 

When teacher education focuses heavily on theoretical principles and touches praxis less, it has 

the potential to introduce the two-worlds pitfall (Feiman-Nemser & Buchmann, 1985), where 

pre-service teachers’ understandings from their formal teacher education courses do not seem to 

align with their understandings from their field study experiences. If the five dialogical 

characteristics are taught in ways that do not align with pre-service teachers’ experiences in their 

field placements and what they might experience as new teachers, these characteristics can easily 

be forgotten and tucked back on a shelf at the start of in-service teaching because they are only 

theory-based without the necessary praxis to go along with them.  

 Case studies and posed scenarios can be used with pre-service teachers to practice 

participating in a form of productive collaboration themselves. Teacher educators might also 

consider having pre-service teachers participate in dialogic problem-posing seminars (Hill et al., 

2020; Stewart et al., 2020). These seminars take on the structure of a Socratic seminar, where 

“all participants have an equal role in posing questions, raising concerns, and positing 

suggestions in response to the specific problem shared by the [pre-service teacher] leading the 

seminar” (Hill et al., 2020, p. 361). Problem-posing seminars give pre-service teachers the 

opportunity to participate in productive collaboration. These are times when participants engage 

in openness to mutual shaping through transaction, where they are sharing about challenges that 
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they are encountering in their field placements and asking their peers to provide them with 

suggestions and insights about these challenges. Further, the common goal is to provide the 

sharer with suggestions related to the challenge they have shared; peers come together in a show 

of shared decision-making as they dialogue about the problem at hand. Finally, the problem 

being posed demonstrates the sharer’s reflection-on-action; the challenge they are experiencing 

is something that has happened—or has been happening. The idea behind the seminar is to make 

considerations for future action with this challenge in mind. Being explicit about this as a way 

for pre-service teachers to demonstrate productive collaboration can further emphasize the 

importance of this practice ahead of pre-service teachers’ entrance into the teaching profession. 

This can also serve the purpose of showing mentees the different roles they can take on in 

productive collaboration; problem-posing seminars afford them the opportunity to act as the one 

sharing a challenge as well as one who is working to collaborate towards addressing a challenge. 

Alternatives to the problem-posing seminar that can still provide pre-service teachers with 

occasions to participate in productive collaboration within teacher education programs may 

include the Oral Inquiry Process (Fecho et al., 2021; Stewart & Jansky, 2022, 2024; Stewart et 

al., 2019) or even a more informal “collaborative conversation” structure (see Hollingsworth, 

1992).  

During the process of teaching pre-service teachers about the five dialogical 

characteristics and their uses, teacher educators also have the important role of discussing the 

goals of productive collaboration regarding its movement towards flattening hierarchies that may 

exist within a mentoring pair. New teachers often enter the field feeling powerless (Fecho et al., 

2021; Kutcy & Schulz, 2006). They enter teaching spaces as newcomers unfamiliar to the 

contexts they are now having to navigate. Hierarchies perceived by mentors and mentees was a 
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contextual factor of this study that influenced opportunities for productive collaboration in 

mentoring. For example, mentor Emily grappled with the title of “mentor” and how the role she 

served as a mentor may have created a power dynamic between her and mentee Jane that limited 

their potential for collaboration in mentoring: “I think that balance of power is a weird—but the 

roles…aren’t conducive to what my version of true collaboration is” (Emily Post-Ob Interview 

3). Mentee Jane spoke frequently about the lack of power she felt as a new teacher in her school: 

“I think I’m just on a need to know basis” (Jane Post-Ob Interview 3). These perceptions by 

Emily and Jane may have created hindrances in their potential for participating in productive 

collaboration in mentoring. With Emily and Jane’s experiences in mind, as well as the other 

experiences between mentors and mentees shared in Chapter Four, it is important that teacher 

educators take the time to discuss the ways hierarchies can exist in mentoring contexts and how 

mutual participation in productive collaboration can facilitate the flattening of these hierarchies. 

Fecho and Botzakis (2007) discussed the importance of individuals acknowledging in each other 

the understandings and wisdom that they bring to the table, as well as working to seek out 

“opportunities to mine that wisdom through mutually empowering discourse” (p. 554). In other 

words, experienced teacher mentors and new teacher mentees both have roles to play in moving 

their partnership towards a flattened hierarchy. Instead of new teachers learning about this 

mutually-beneficial relationship only while they are navigating the challenges that come with 

being new to the profession, teacher educators have the important role of teaching about the 

benefits of productive collaboration and pre-service teachers’ roles in this process ahead of their 

entrance into the profession.  

Teaching about and Practicing with Complex Social Dynamics 
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 Teacher educators are in an important position to help pre-service teachers learn to think 

about how they might work through the contextual factors that may afford and/or constrain 

dialogue in productive collaboration. Contextual factors related to complex social dynamics 

among mentors and mentees may be navigated by new teachers if they are taught about, shown, 

and given opportunities to practice with communication. This practice with communication 

refers to teachers being transparent with each other about mentoring expectations and 

understandings, sharing the ways they prefer to communicate and recognizing that others might 

not share these same preferences, and determining compromise regarding these understandings 

and preferences. Teacher educators can engage pre-service teachers in conversations and practice 

with these aspects of communication and compromise. 

 A challenge to productive collaboration in mentoring that mentee Jane and mentor Emily 

experienced related to their differing expectations they had for mentoring. Emily saw her role as 

a cheerleader and reassurer as she supported Jane and the experiences she was having in her first 

year of teaching. On the other hand, Jane saw her role as that of a sponge, where she soaked up 

information and feedback from those around her. While complementary roles, these roles were 

still vastly different and did not present opportunities for Emily to seek advice from Jane; much 

of the support given and received within this mentoring duo was unidirectional. Additionally, 

where Jane desired solutions to the challenges that she faced, Emily preferred to provide 

suggestions rather than answers for Jane’s problems. Jane frequently discussed the lack of scale 

that she had; she did not have a firm grasp upon what could be considered “normal” in the 

profession and from her students, and she sought information from Emily that would provide her 

with temporary reassurance in this area. This mentoring pair’s differing expectations created a 

mentoring environment that was not conducive for productive collaboration; they did not share 
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the understanding that they both could benefit similarly from mentoring. This example is 

important for consideration because even if new teachers understand the five dialogical 

characteristics and have an understanding of their role in productive collaboration, they may 

encounter scenarios with their formally-assigned mentor where they do not align in their 

expectations for mentoring. While this can create challenges and frustrations among mentors and 

mentees, it is important that new teachers advocate for themselves and their understandings of 

what it means to participate in the process of mentoring.  

Teacher educators have a responsibility to pre-service teachers to have conversations and 

lead them in practice with scenarios such as this—when it is necessary for new teachers to take 

ownership of their roles in a mentoring relationship and advocate for their needs, acknowledge 

differences that exist between their understandings of mentoring and their mentor’s 

understandings of mentoring, and work with their mentor to identify compromise in the ways 

that they communicate and collaborate. Case studies and role-playing can be ways pre-service 

teachers can practice with these scenarios. Problem-posing seminars may also be utilized if pre-

service teachers have communication-related issues they may be encountering regarding their 

cooperating teacher/mentor; however, these contexts will be different to what new teachers may 

experience due to the nature of pre-service field placements, so it is the responsibility of teacher 

educators to still present hypothetical scenarios where pre-service teachers can practice 

navigating such complex social dynamics and working toward compromise. It is important as 

well for teacher educators to promote pre-service teachers’ understanding of compromise in 

mentoring relationships. If new teachers participate in a formal mentoring relationship with 

someone whose ideas related to mentoring they do not align with, they may find it difficult to 

speak up and make their own understandings and preferences clear. Taking this step with a 
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formally-assigned mentor can prompt movement towards flattening hierarchies in the mentoring 

context from the very beginning. Teaching about and practicing with complex social dynamics 

during teacher preparation programs can prompt a shift in pre-service teachers’ philosophies as 

they may better understand mentoring as a transactional process; having this understanding may 

be the impetus for their intentional use of the five dialogical characteristics in a mentoring 

context. 

Recommendations for School Leaders  

 School cultures and working conditions of schools carry weight for teachers, students, 

and administration; in a school with a positive culture, teachers may be retained, and learning 

can be enhanced for students (Johnson et al., 2012). Principals play a particularly important role 

in establishing an appropriate and encouraging environment for teachers to thrive: “Effective 

principals create an orderly school environment, are responsive to teachers’ concerns, and 

provide instructional leadership by ensuring that teachers receive regular and meaningful 

feedback about their teaching practice” (Johnson et al., 2012, p. 27). Additionally, principals can 

help teachers curate an environment where colleagues support one another in varied ways. Such 

support “allow teachers to learn from peers, solve problems together, and hold one another 

accountable” (Johnson et al., 2012, p. 27). School leaders, including principals and 

superintendents, play a vital role in supporting mentors and mentees and their use of the five 

dialogical characteristics. Establishing a foundational understanding of these characteristics can 

start during pre-service educational leadership programs. Following these programs, the role of 

in-service school leaders includes building in time and space for productive collaboration among 

mentors and mentees as well as bringing in professional development leaders who will 



RE-IMAGINING MENTORING 179 
 

specifically guide mentors and mentees in practices supporting the five characteristics of 

productive collaboration. 

 Educational leadership programs can be places where pre-service school leaders are 

provided with an initial grounding in the five dialogical characteristics ahead of their passage 

into in-service school leader positions. Prytula et al. (2010) explained, “There is the implication 

that a school leader must understand what teacher collaboration and group planning means prior 

to embarking on a school improvement initiative through the process of instructional leadership” 

(p. 23). In other words, school leaders cannot announce a culture shift towards productive 

collaboration without first understanding what this means and can look like for their teachers in a 

mentoring context. Educational leadership program leaders may consider, like teacher educators, 

the ways they may introduce these characteristics to pre-service school leaders utilizing 

contextually relevant recommendations from the previous section. Educational leadership 

program leaders may also consider a cross-curricular approach, where they pair up with teacher 

educators to guide pre-service teachers and pre-service school leaders together through scenarios 

and case studies regarding the five dialogical characteristics and how they relate to their 

respective future positions. For instance, the case study example presented above involved a 

mentee feeling like they had exhausted the options their mentor shared with them; they decided 

they would no longer consult the mentor regarding their classroom management difficulties 

because they did not think it would make any difference. When pre-service teachers consider this 

scenario, they might discuss the ways reflection-on-action and consideration of future actions 

could have improved the collaboration in this situation. If pre-service school leaders are invited 

to collaborate with pre-service teachers, they might further consider how their future roles could 

help to reduce some of the barriers that might stand in the way of such reflection between this 
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mentor and mentee; for instance, they might consider how providing both the mentee and mentor 

with a substitute-covered class could give them the chance to observe in the other’s classroom, 

which may give them better understandings into each other’s management styles and strategies. 

This could be the catalyst that invites the mentor into asking the mentee deeper questions and 

providing more relevant suggestions regarding classroom management. Similarly, this could be 

the catalyst that invites the mentee to ask the mentor about specific actions seen in the mentor’s 

classroom regarding classroom management that may be later attributed into their own 

classroom. In this collaborative case study consideration, pre-service teachers and pre-service 

school leaders can discuss the roles of dialogical characteristics in this situation and consider 

how structural supports may be added in to better support mentoring pairs’ use of the dialogical 

characteristics. Starting these conversations about and practice with the dialogical characteristics 

during pre-service school leader programs can be an important way to begin to establish the 

importance of productive collaboration for educators and school leaders alike.  

 In-service school leaders who want to offer effective professional learning and make 

changes in schools can benefit from working collaboratively with other school leaders to 

examine the characteristics of productive collaboration, practice their own implementation of 

these practices, and consider the implementation of these characteristics within the current 

structures and systems present in the district/school—and contemplate where structures and 

systems may need to be adjusted. This might involve use of case studies, but, for more 

appropriate consideration of current contexts, can involve inviting teachers and professional 

development leaders to discussions regarding the use of productive collaboration in mentoring. 

Joining school leaders, professional development leaders, and teachers in conversations 

regarding the five dialogical characteristics and their use and importance is a way to establish a 
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bridge, where school leaders are better informed about teachers’ needs and ways they and 

professional development leaders may support and facilitate their participation in productive 

collaboration. 

School leaders can support mentoring pairs by building in time and space for their 

productive collaboration as well as bringing in professional development leaders who will guide 

and nurture the productive collaboration among these pairs. Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) 

recommended that professional development be structured to be long-term and ongoing. Thus, 

once school leaders have established their understanding of productive collaboration, they may 

then build time into the school day for mentors and mentees to participate in ongoing 

professional development related to these five characteristics, as well as build time into the 

school day for mentors and mentees to meet with each other so that they can utilize these 

characteristics during their mentoring sessions. It is imperative that school leaders show that they 

value the practice of productive collaboration in mentoring and reflect this through the time and 

professional development they provide to mentors and mentees. In mentor Emily’s experiences 

with school structures and social environment, she struggled with being provided with shared 

planning time with her colleagues (but not mentee) and consistently having this time taken from 

them in the name of meetings and a focus on data. This was a challenge in and of itself, but more 

so, Emily and Jane did not even share a planning period or other formal time to meet for their 

mentoring sessions. Emily’s case provides compelling support for the importance of providing 

new and experienced teachers with time to participate in productive collaboration together. 

Mentors and mentees need time built in to the school day when they are able to meet without 

other commitments (like data meetings) taking precedence. What this may look like, in terms of 

school structures and systems, can look a variety of different ways, depending on the needs of a 
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school or district. Mentors and mentees, for example, may be provided with a shared planning 

period. Additionally, they might be provided with substitute teachers for those days when 

professional development happens.  

There are many ways teachers can be supported in their use of the five characteristics as 

they move towards productive collaboration in mentoring. School leaders’ main roles are to 

educate and familiarize themselves with the five dialogical characteristics and provide mentors 

and mentees with opportunities for intentional mentoring and structured professional 

development. Finally, educational leaders need to ensure that the professional development 

leaders they recruit have a firm grasp of the five dialogical characteristics and ground their 

practices in dialogue working towards productive collaboration. 

Recommendations for Professional Development Leaders 

 Professional development that is ongoing (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017) and grounded 

in the five dialogical characteristics indexing productive collaboration in mentoring can provide 

mentors and mentees times when they may, individually and collectively, learn about and 

practice with the these dialogical characteristics. Professional development sessions can be 

structured as guided learning and reflection opportunities—initially to educate mentors and 

mentees about the five dialogical characteristics but later to guide mentors’ and mentees’ 

reflections upon their practices and where they have employed and can continue to employ the 

characteristics during their mentoring sessions. Professional development sessions can also be 

structured as opportunities to reflect and dialogue about factors that might be hindering mentors’ 

and mentees’ shared participation in productive collaboration. 

Professional Development Involving Mentors and Mentees Together 
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 I recommend professional development leaders organize sessions providing opportunities 

for mentors and mentees to work together and opportunities where they work independently of 

each other, where mentors are paired with mentors and mentees with mentees. For professional 

development sessions that mentors and mentees attend together, professional development 

leaders can educate mentoring pairs about the dialogical characteristics as well as ask pairs to 

reflect upon their shared participation, or lack of participation, in these practices. Through this 

reflection, mentors and mentees can make considerations for their future use of the dialogical 

characteristics in their mentoring sessions. 

Professional development leaders can support mentoring pairs’ openness to mutual 

shaping through transaction by facilitating share-outs, like think-pair-shares, where mentors and 

mentees make explicit the ways they are learning from and being shaped by one another. By 

asking not only mentees to share with their mentors what they have learned from them but by 

also asking mentors to turn to their mentees and share their own shaping allows for the oft-

unidirectional flow of mentoring to become explicitly reciprocal. This is an opportunity for 

professional development leaders to emphasize the importance of flattening hierarchies that can 

exist in mentoring contexts; mentees are not—and should not be—the only ones who can benefit 

from and grow through mentoring.  

It is important for professional development leaders to recognize that mentors and 

mentees may not be able to recall or identify where they have been shaped by one another. If this 

is the case, mentors and mentees may need to be guided through further reflection, where the 

professional development leader might ask them to reflect upon the strengths of one other and 

where each of them may learn from these strengths. Having identified each other’s strengths, 

mentors and mentees can then make plans for future mentoring sessions where they can practice 
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mutual shaping in a more structured way. For example, a mentor may identify the technology-

savvy ways of the mentee; together, they can make plans for future mentoring sessions where the 

mentee shows their mentor ways to use a new technology. In this way, mentor and mentee can 

make explicit plans to learn from one another and acknowledge the ways they can be shaped by 

each other. For some, this process might not come naturally and may need to be planned out 

ahead of time under the guidance of the knowledgeable professional development leader.  

 Professional development leaders can support mentoring pairs’ communication skills and 

understandings of each other’s needs by facilitating times for teachers to share their 

understandings of what it means to be a part of a mentoring context and the roles that each 

teacher plays. Together, mentoring pairs can work towards being explicit about their needs 

regarding their positioning as mentors and mentees as well as their needs regarding 

communication. One way this might look could be for the professional development leader to 

begin the school year with having mentors and mentees share with each other their 

understandings of their role and the role of their counterpart. Later, once the five dialogical 

characteristics have been made clear to mentors and mentees as necessary components to 

productive collaboration in mentoring, the professional development leader may again ask the 

same questions about the roles of mentors and mentees. This way, the professional development 

leader is facilitating this share-out; the conversation about needs starts in the professional 

development session, rather than mentor or mentee feeling that they have to bring this up during 

a mentoring session.  

In addition to making these roles more explicit, professional development leaders can 

facilitate times for mentors and mentees to share with each other the ways they prefer to 

communicate. By making explicit preferences for communication and modes for collaboration, 
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mentors and mentees can make plans for how they share in decision-making for future instances 

of productive collaboration in mentoring. For instance, regarding collaboration upon lesson 

plans, one mentor might share that they prefer making a general lesson plan ahead of time and 

then discussing what they prepared during mentoring sessions and making adjustments together. 

Their mentee, however, might share that their preference is to anticipate mentoring sessions as 

times to brainstorm and create the lesson plan together before finishing individually. Making 

these preferences explicit can allow mentor and mentee to better understand each other and make 

compromises so that each of them feels like they are collaborating and communicating in ways 

that work for them and their needs. Professional development involving mentors and mentees 

together is a particularly important time for teachers to learn about the five dialogical 

characteristics, reflect upon their mentoring and collaboration with each other, make explicit 

their preferences for communication and modes for collaboration, and make plans for their future 

mentoring sessions regarding the five characteristics and how they can together work towards 

productive collaboration. 

Professional Development Involving Mentors and Mentees Separately 

 Mentors and mentees can also benefit from structured professional development that 

takes place separate from their counterparts. Giving mentors and mentees the chance to 

participate in professional development away from each other can give them the chance to 

evaluate the roles that they play in mentoring and what this means for their participation in 

productive collaboration with their mentor/mentee. Additionally, having a space separate from 

their counterpart can allow mentors and mentees opportunities to consider factors, including 

hierarchies, that may afford or constrain their mentoring and collaboration; they can reflect upon 

their roles regarding these factors and make considerations and decisions for the future. Mentors 
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and mentees may benefit from this separate professional development to work through their roles 

in the mentoring structure as well as their roles and responsibilities as active participants in 

productive collaboration. 

In a professional development context, mentors can pair with mentors and mentees with 

mentees to reflect upon their experiences and the ways they have been participating with the five 

dialogical characteristics to work towards productive collaboration with their mentoring 

counterparts. One method that professional development leaders might employ in these settings 

can include problem-posing seminars (Hill et al., 2020; Stewart et al., 2020), where teachers 

share ways they have been challenged with any of the five characteristics in their mentoring 

contexts. Stewart and Jansky (2022), in their study, noted the importance of providing new 

teachers with “professional development that is grounded in an intentional focus on bringing 

frustrating topics into dialogue for exploration” (p. 7). By participating in problem-posing 

seminars, mentors and mentees can talk with others in similar positions to them (mentors with 

mentors; mentees with mentees) and receive feedback and engage in dialogue regarding ways 

they might move forward with the challenges they are facing. In this way, professional 

development leaders can facilitate reflection and dialogue related to factors that might be 

hindering mentors’ and/or mentees’ shared participation in productive collaboration, which may 

align with the contextual features influencing dialogue identified in this study. This reflection 

and dialogue may allow mentees and mentors to separately recognize the ways they might be 

adding to or taking away from factors influencing their collaborative potential in mentoring; this 

recognition is an important step in mentors’ and mentees’ movement towards productive 

collaboration with each other. 
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It is important to recognize that these are recommendations for principled practice 

(Applebee, 1986). The suggestions provided here can be altered to meet contextual needs; there 

are a variety of factors at play that may influence the structure that professional development can 

take on and the ways mentors and mentees may be facilitated in their understanding of what it 

means to participate in productive collaboration through the five dialogical characteristics. 

Ultimately, these recommendations are offered as ways to support and nurture the development 

of mentors and mentees and their abilities to engage in mentoring and productive collaboration 

that is grounded in the five dialogical characteristics. 

Future Research 

 This study has allowed me to consider further areas that can be examined in future 

renditions of this study or future areas to research related to this study. A potentially informative 

way to examine the mentoring process from a different perspective can focus specifically on 

mentors’ and mentees’ identities. Throughout this study, facets of mentors’ and mentees’ 

identities influenced contextual features that led productive collaboration to be afforded and/or 

constrained. For example, mentors’ and mentees’ understandings of what it meant to be a mentor 

and/or mentee created instances where they may have been more or less open to feedback from 

each other. The “new” or “veteran” statuses of teachers also created instances where their 

identities concerning their teaching experience influenced the ways they viewed mentoring and 

collaboration. Emily, for instance, did not seek out feedback on her performance as a mentor 

because she would be retiring at the end of the school year (Emily Post-Ob Interview 2); she 

would not be mentoring again, so her status as a retiring teacher kept her from asking Jane about 

any unmet needs she might have had that Emily did not address. A future study that would focus 

specifically on the influences that identities have on mentors and mentees and their participation 
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in productive collaboration could utilize the same participants (or, perhaps only Riley and Casey, 

considering Emily’s retirement) and involve the researcher teaching participants about I-

positions (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 2010). I-positions require reflection of the self; these 

are positions of the self that make up facets of one’s being (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 

2010). By teaching participants about I-positions, the researcher gives participants the 

opportunity to consider the voices and positions that are a part of them and make these positions 

more explicit by naming them. For instance, Emily might have identified herself as I-as retiring 

teacher or I-as veteran teacher. By identifying I-positions such as these, the researcher can 

examine, still through the research methods of interviewing, observation, and reflective writing, 

the ways that participants evolve in their use of productive collaboration in mentoring.  

Conclusion 

 Growing up, I understood collaboration to be a process of working alongside others. A 

group project, where classmates and I divvied up parts of a whole and worked on them 

independently of each other, was collaborative. Discussions in class where the same five people 

provide their insights and the rest of their classmates nod their heads in agreement—that was 

also collaboration. But, these scenarios were not productive; while loosely “collaborative,” the 

mutual buy-in in these instances was lacking. Mentee Riley, in her first written reflection of the 

study, explained the difference between simply “working together” and “collaborating.” She 

wrote, “I work together with Casey, my mentor, and [teacher], the other 8th grade English 

teacher, daily…This involves sharing lesson plans, ideas, and activities.” Of collaboration, Riley 

explained that this process is where “Casey and I had to learn new things, take risks and devote 

lots of time into the project.” Trust, risk, and effort are three key components of collaboration; 

this can be a shaky process, where collaborators might wobble, disagree, and develop 
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frustrations. The point here is that collaboration is difficult and, in a mentoring context, requires 

mutual buy-in from mentors and mentees. I am excited for the potential a study like this can have 

because it provides mentoring pairs who want to engage in productive collaboration (or, as 

mentor Emily might call it, “Real collaboration”) a list of five dialogical characteristics that they 

can point to as key facets of what productive collaboration consists of. What this study also 

provides is the use of principled practice, rather than best practices, to invite mentors and 

mentees to consider how these dialogical characteristics fit into their own mentoring context. 

Sharing contextual factors that influenced productive collaboration and dialogue between 

mentors and mentees involved in this study is another helpful contribution; by identifying these 

factors ahead of time, teacher educators, educational leaders, professional development leaders, 

mentors, and mentees can be mindful of contextual factors’ potential influences and be better 

equipped to address them in their specific relationship and school contexts. Finally, this study 

provides an important focus on the mutual development of mentees and mentors in mentoring 

relationships and contexts. Productive collaboration in mentoring requires an openness to mutual 

shaping through transaction from both mentors and mentees; without this willingness to enter 

into dialogue and shaping with one another, mentoring may continue to be framed as a 

unidirectional process where mentors guide mentees and where mentors’ needs may be 

overlooked. Effective mentoring is a transactional process.  

 The dialogical lens I utilize throughout this study recasts mentoring in a light focusing on 

collaboration, dialogue, and hierarchies. This recasting makes explicit the importance of 

productive collaboration and the challenges that may work against its implementation in a 

mentoring context; by utilizing the five dialogical characteristics and considering the ways 

constraining contextual features may be addressed, teachers’ developmental growth may be 
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nurtured through mentoring. Decades of research about new teachers and the challenges they 

experience as they are inducted into the profession have said the same things again and again. 

This study represents a new way of thinking about something that the teaching profession and 

induction literature has been trying to do for a hundred years without much success.  
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Appendix A: Data Generation Sessions 

Data generation 
stage/session 

Description of 
stage/session 

Estimated length of time Tentative date 

Session one Intake interview, send 
participants home with 

Reflection #1 

30-60 minutes First week of March 

Session two Observation #1 30-60 minutes Second week of March 

Session three Interview #1 30-60 minutes Second week of March 

Session four Observation #2 30-60 minutes Fourth week of March 

Session five Interview #2, send 
participants home with 

Reflection #2 

30-60 minutes Fourth week of March 

Session six Observation #3 30-60 minutes Second week of April 

Session seven Interview #3, send 
participants home with 

Reflection #3 

30-60 minutes Second week of April 

Session eight Exit interview 30-60 minutes Fourth week of April 
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Appendix B: Intake Interview Protocol 

This interview will focus on participants’ teaching backgrounds, mentoring contexts, and 

conceptions of mentoring and collaboration. Each individual participant will be interviewed 

privately. Questions that may be asked include the following: 

Background: 

1. How long have you been teaching? 

2. Why did you decide to become a teacher? 

3. Tell me a little bit about yourself as a teacher. Can you think of a story about how 

someone influenced your approach to teaching? 

4. How would you describe your teaching philosophy? Give me an example to illustrate 

your teaching philosophy. 

1. What do you believe influences your teaching philosophy? (e.g., values/beliefs, 

culture, etc.) 

5. Tell me about something you enjoy about teaching. 

6. Tell me about something that challenges you about teaching. 

7. What’s your comfort like with noticing something (good or challenging) and responding 

to it in the moment? Tell me about a time when you noticed a problem or something 

going well in your classroom, and you made a change to respond to it in the moment. 

Mentoring context: 

8. How long have you known your mentee/mentor? 

9. How did you find out about being paired with your mentor/mentee? Did you have any 

reservations about being mentored/about mentoring? 

10. [ONLY FOR MENTORS] Have you mentored before? Describe what that experience 

was like. 
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11. Tell me about a time when you encountered a challenge as a mentee/mentor. What was 

the challenge, and why was it difficult? 

12. How often do you meet with your mentee/mentor? 

1. What do those meetings look like? 

2. What kinds of things do you normally talk about? 

Current mentoring and collaboration conceptions: 

13. What is the role of a mentor? What kinds of things should a mentor be doing? 

14. What is the role of a mentee? What kinds of things should a mentee be doing? 

15. Tell me a story that would help me understand your thoughts about the roles mentors and 

mentees take on when they are working together. 

16. How do you define collaboration? Tell me a story that would help me understand your 

view of what collaboration means. 
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Appendix C: Intake Reflection Prompt 

The researcher will end the intake interview by giving the participant this two-part prompt, and 

the participant will respond to the following prompt either in writing or orally in a recording. The 

response to the prompt will need to be emailed to the researcher within five days of receiving the 

prompt. 

  

Prompt: 

1. During today’s conversation, we chatted about what you believe mentoring should look 

like. Spend time here reflecting on your definition or understanding of what mentoring 

means and the roles that you think are important for mentors and mentees to take on in a 

mentoring context. In your response, I’d like you to share those thoughts about what it 

means to mentor and be mentored. As you share these thoughts, please tell me a story that 

helps me understand your current views on mentoring and the roles both parties play in 

the process. 

2. During today’s conversation, we chatted about what you believe collaboration should 

look like. Spend time here reflecting about what collaboration is, what you’ve seen it 

look like, and what you think it ought to look like. I’d like you to share those thoughts 

with me in this response. As you share these thoughts, please tell me a story that helps me 

understand your experiences with collaboration and what you think it looks like when it’s 

going well.   
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Appendix D: Observation #1, #2, #3 Protocol 

Date/time of observation: 

Setting of observation: 

Participants observed: 

The researcher will include “O” for observed characteristics and “NO” for characteristics not 

observed.  

Mentoring and collaboration 
characteristics 

Observed 
or not 

observed 
(mentor) 

Observed 
or not 

observed 
(mentee) 

Field notes 

Open/willing attitude     
 

Emotional and psychological 
support  

   
 

Consideration of contexts  
 

   
 

Active listening     
 

Making and spending intentional 
time with each other 

   
 

Dialogical     
 

Common goal    
 

Shared decision-making     
 

Reflection     
 

Considerations of future action     
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Appendix E: Post-Observation Interview #1 and #3 Protocol 

This interview will involve the participant (mentor or mentee) discussing their most recent 

observation. Each individual participant will be interviewed privately. Questions that may be 

asked include the following: 

1. What was the purpose of the mentoring session? 

2. How was this purpose met or not met during the session? 

3. Did you have any particular concerns that you wanted to address in this session? 

1. Were they addressed? If so, how did you feel during that process? 

2. If they were not, why didn’t you bring them up? What will you do about that 

going forward? 

4. Was this a typical mentoring session between you and your mentee/mentor? Explain. 

5. Describe what you feel went well during this mentoring session. 

6. Describe what you feel did not go well during this mentoring session. 

7. How supported do you feel following this mentoring session? Explain. 

8. What is something that you think your mentor/mentee could have done differently to 

make the session more productive? 

9. How do you feel you did overall in this mentoring session as a mentee/mentor? 

10. To what extent were you and your mentee/mentor collaborative in this mentoring 

session? Explain. 

11. How do you feel you did overall as a collaborator? 

12. Describe how you envision your next mentoring session to be like with your 

mentee/mentor. Explain. 

13. What is changing about your understanding of mentoring? 

14. What is changing about your understanding of collaboration? 
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15. In your classroom, have you noticed any increases in your ability to respond to 

unexpected events in the moment? 

16. [Specific questions related to what I observed and/or read in the participant’s reflection.] 

1. E.g., You mentioned in your reflection about _____, but I noticed that in talking 

about it, you just said _____. Can you explain what has changed in your 

conception of _____? 

2. E.g., I noticed that during the last observation, you _____. Can you explain why 

you did this with your mentor/mentee? 
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Appendix F: Post-Observation Interview #2 Protocol 

This interview will involve the participant (mentor or mentee) discussing their experiences 

during/after the second observation. Each individual participant will be interviewed privately. 

This interview is separate from the other post-observation interview protocol because it also 

serves as a midway point in the study; midterm questions will be asked in addition to the post-

observation questions. Questions that may be asked include the following: 

1. What was the purpose of the mentoring session? 

2. How was this purpose met or not met during the session? 

3. Did you have any particular concerns that you wanted to address in this session? 

1. Were they addressed? If so, how did you feel during that process? 

2. If they were not, why didn’t you bring them up? What will you do about that 

going forward? 

4. Was this a typical mentoring session between you and your mentee/mentor? Explain. 

5. Describe what you feel went well during this mentoring session. 

6. Describe what you feel did not go well during this mentoring session. 

7. How supported do you feel following this mentoring session? Explain. 

8. What is something that you think your mentor/mentee could have done differently to 

make the session more productive? 

9. How do you feel you did overall in this mentoring session as a mentee/mentor? 

10. To what extent were you and your mentee/mentor collaborative in this mentoring 

session? Explain. 

11. How do you feel you did overall as a collaborator? 

12. Describe how you envision your next mentoring session to be like with your 

mentee/mentor. Explain. 
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13. What is changing about your understanding of mentoring? 

14. What is changing about your understanding of collaboration? 

15. In your classroom, have you noticed any increases in your ability to respond to 

unexpected events in the moment? 

16. [Specific questions related to what I observed/read in the participant’s reflection.] 

1. E.g., You mentioned in your reflection about _____, but I noticed that in talking 

about it, you just said _____. Can you explain what has changed in your 

conception of _____? 

2. E.g., I noticed that during the last observation, you _____. Can you explain why 

you did this with your mentor/mentee? 

17. What thoughts do you have about your relationship with your mentee/mentor? 

1. Are you getting more comfortable with one another? Why? Why not? 

2. Are you developing any concerns about this relationship? Have your shared them 

with your mentor/mentee? Why? Why not? 

18. Tell me about something else that has happened so far this semester with your 

mentee/mentor this semester that has shaped your understanding of mentoring. 

19. Tell me about something else that has happened so far this semester with your 

mentee/mentor this semester that has shaped your understanding of collaboration. 
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Appendix G: Midpoint Reflection Prompt 

The researcher will end post-observation interview #2 by giving the participant this prompt, and 

the participant will respond to the following two-part prompt either in writing or orally in a 

recording. The response to the prompt will need to be emailed to the researcher within five days 

of receiving the prompt. 

  

Prompt: 

1. Reflect upon your experiences with mentoring during our time together this semester. 

Can you think of a particular moment in time that stands out to you as to how your view 

of mentoring is evolving? I would like you to share here about the moment that stands out 

to you, along with an explanation that helps me see how your view of mentoring is 

evolving. 

2. Reflect upon your experiences with collaboration during our time together this semester. 

Can you think of a particular moment in time that stands out to you as to how your view 

of collaboration is evolving? I would like you to share here about the moment that stands 

out to you, along with an explanation that helps me see how your view of collaboration is 

evolving. 
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Appendix H: Exit Reflection Prompt 

The researcher will end post-observation interview #3 by giving the participant this prompt, and 

the participant will respond to the following two-part prompt either in writing or orally in a 

recording. The response to the prompt will need to be emailed to the researcher within five days 

of receiving the prompt. 

  

Prompt: 

1. Reflect upon something that has happened up to this point in this study that relates to 

what your view of mentoring is. What connections can you make between how you 

viewed mentoring in the past and how you view it now? I’d like you to share these 

thoughts with me in your response. As you do, try to think of and share an example that 

would help me see what you mean. 

2. Reflect upon something that has happened up to this point in the study that relates to what 

your view of collaboration is. What connections can you make between how you viewed 

collaboration in the past and how you view it now? I’d like you to share these thoughts 

with me in your response. As you do, try to think of and share an example that would 

help me see what you mean. 
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Appendix I: Exit Interview Protocol 

This interview will consist of a consideration of participants’ conceptions of and experiences 

with mentoring and collaboration. Each individual participant will be interviewed privately. The 

researcher will ask participants to summarize what they have shared about mentoring and 

collaboration during the course of the study and ask follow-up questions related to the changes in 

the ways they experience and view mentoring and collaboration and why. Questions may include 

the following: 

1. Tell me a little bit about the evolution of your definition of mentoring since the study 

began. 

2. Tell you tell me a little bit about the evolution of your definition of collaboration since 

the study began. 

3. Why do you think your initial understanding of mentoring has/has not changed during the 

course of this study? Share an example with me to help me see what you mean. 

4. Why do you think your initial understanding of collaboration has/has not changed during 

the course of this study? Share an example with me that will help me see what you mean. 

5. How do you envision what future mentoring sessions will look like with your 

mentor/mentee? What kinds of things will you do or say in those sessions? 

6. Describe how you envision what future collaboration will look like with your 

mentor/mentee. What kinds of things will you do to support collaboration? 

7. How has this experience with mentoring changed your approach to being a teacher or 

helped you grow as a teacher? Can you think of something your mentee/mentor does that 

you do now? 
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8. How has this experience and the time you have spent collaborating and reflecting upon 

collaboration changed your approach to mentoring/being mentored? What does this mean 

for you as a mentee/mentor? 

9. How do you feel you have grown in the ways you respond to unexpected events in your 

classroom in the moment? 
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Appendix J: Final Codes, Coding Criteria, Examples, and Example Justification 

Codes indexing 
dialogical 

characteristics of 
productive 

collaboration 

Coding criteria Example Justification 

Openness to mutual 
shaping through 

transaction 

Indicating an openness to 
shape and be shaped by 
mentor/mentee’s 
experiences, 
understandings, and/or 
values; this shaping relates 
to mentors’/mentees’ 
contexts and their openness 
to readjust these contexts in 
light of new information, 
experiences, and 
understandings 

“I’d say I get a lot of 
support from her in the, 
like, content development. 
But sometimes I’ll pose her 
scenarios, like, ‘How would 
you have handled this?’ 
Like, the other day, I did 
ask her what she thought 
about, I had these two kids 
who had kind of a blow-up, 
and one of them I know 
whose parents are 
extremely strict and were 
going to blow it completely 
out of proportion. So, I was 
like, ‘I really don’t want to 
call because it’s not that big 
of a deal, but they’ll make 
it into one.’ And so, I was 
talking through that with 
her because she was like, 
she had a side, and I was 
like, ‘But this is my side.’ 
She was like, ‘Well, if you 
feel that, blahblahblah,’ and 
I was like, ‘Yeah.’ So that. 
Sometimes I’ll just get her 
perspective and be like, 
‘What do you think about 
this?’ And she does the 
same with me” (Casey 
Post-Ob Interview 2). 

Casey describes how she 
poses scenarios to Riley to 
gain her perspective on 
how she might handle 
these scenarios. This 
indicates Casey’s 
willingness to enter into 
dialogue and potentially 
be shaped by Riley’s 
perspectives on the 
situation at hand. Casey 
explained as well that 
Riley does the same back 
to Casey, indicating a 
potential for mutual 
shaping with one another 
through these posed 
scenarios. 
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Common goal Indicating that mentor and 
mentee share the same 
goal(s) for mentoring 
activities 

“So, we basically meet 
every planning period. So, 
it’s just kind of like a 
debrief, talk about how the 
first two class periods went, 
talk about if there’s any 
adjustments that need to be 
made, and then sometimes 
we’ll also plan for the next 
week. So, sometimes if we 
have, like, a particular 
reason for meeting, it’s 
usually at the end of the day 
because it’ll be like after 
everything has happened 
for the day. So, sometimes 
Riley will text me and be 
like, ‘Hey, can we talk after 
school? I want to debrief 
about—’ and I’m like, 
‘Yeah, sure!’ But, usually, 
like, the session you 
observed, is just kind of, 
like, decompressing after 
the first two class periods 
and figuring out what we 
need to change for the next 
two” (Casey Post-Ob 
Interview 1). 

Casey describes the 
common purpose for their 
planning period meetings 
(debrief/decompression) 
and describes the after-
school meetings as having 
a more specific common 
purpose that can vary. 

Shared decision-
making 

Indicating that mentor and 
mentee make 
determinations together 

“Neither of us had done it 
before, so we had to play 
off each other and come up 
with ideas together and try 
to make it genuine and 
natural and sincere for the 
students while both never 
doing it before. So, even 
though she’s the mentor, 
and she has a lot of 
experience, and I’m the 

Riley describes how she 
and Casey worked on a 
Black History Month 
project together. Because 
they were both working 
from “ground zero,” they 
had to come up with ideas 
together for the project to 
come together, which 
involved shared decision-
making. This is also an 
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mentee, and I don’t have as 
much, we were both kind of 
at ground zero. Neither of 
us had done this before, and 
we had to learn together” 
(Riley Intake Interview). 

example of mentor and 
mentee working toward a 
common goal. 

Reflection-on-action (Between mentor and 
mentee) Consideration of 
actions that have happened 
in the past  

“So, Emily’s really been 
helpful, like, you know, 
shaping who should I talk 
to, who should I expect to 
have a reaction to this, or 
who should be handling 
this. She’s like, ‘Okay, the 
principal didn’t show up. 
Like, the vice principal 
didn’t show up. [Name] 
didn’t do anything. You 
just met with her about her 
behavioral plan.’ You 
know? So, it made me at 
least feel better to be like, 
okay, well there’s nothing 
that I could have done 
really that much differently 
because there’s no way to 
prevent her trigger 
behaviors” (Jane Post-Ob 
Interview 2). 

Jane describes a time 
when she told Emily about 
a challenge that she faced. 
She reflected on the 
challenge, and Emily 
helped her talk through 
how it went and helped 
Jane feel more justified in 
the ways that she reacted. 
This is also an example of 
consideration of future 
actions. 

Consideration of 
future actions 

Mentor/mentee 
contemplation of decisions 
that will happen in the 
future based on past actions 
and/or understandings 

“I feel like I just bring the 
problems to her, and then 
we like talk it out, and then 
she gives me possible 
solutions, and/or resources, 
and I have to like, kind of, 
determine how to distribute 
those” (Jane Post-Ob 
Interview 2). 

Jane describes how after 
talking out her problems 
with Emily, she has to 
determine how to move 
forward with the potential 
solutions/resources that 
Emily has offered to her. 
This is also an example of 
reflection-on-action. 

Codes indexing 
contextual factors 

Coding criteria Example Justification 
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influencing 
productive 

collaboration 
Hierarchies Participants’ perceived 

ranking of self and/or 
others within the school 
context 

“So, I feel like my 
understanding of 
mentoring, the way it 
happens this year, ‘mentor’ 
isn’t quite the right word. 
You know? I don’t feel like 
I’m the ‘wise old teacher 
dispensing wisdom to you.’ 
I feel like, as a first-year 
teacher, what I needed the 
most was a cheerleader. I 
needed someone to say, 
‘Hey, I saw you doing that, 
and that was really cool.’ 
And when I started a 
million years ago, that was 
not, you know, that wasn’t 
in the mix” (Emily Post-Ob 
Interview 2). 

Emily describes her role 
of mentor as that of a 
cheerleader/supporter. She 
explains that she does not 
feel like she is in a role of 
power as a mentor; she 
described the power that a 
mentor wields as akin to 
someone who dispenses 
“wisdom” to a new 
teacher mentee. 

Teaching 
experience 

Participants’ perceived 
needs, challenges, and 
understandings based upon 
their years of experience in 
the profession. Related to 
participants’ experience 
levels, confidence, 
competence, and 
frustrations; not linked to 
power structures created by 
mentor/mentee 
relationships. 

“I think new teachers are 
usually at the bottom of the 
totem pole…I think I’m just 
on a need to know basis. 
Like, ‘Oh, when it’s about 
to happen, I’ll let you 
know.’ Or, you know, 
things like field trips. I hate 
field trips with all my heart. 
I’ve had nothing but 
negative experiences on 
field trips. But, it’s because 
they’ve all been before. 
And they know, like, 
exactly where it is. They 
know about how long it’ll 
get there on a bus. They 
know what we do when we 

Jane explains that she 
does not have the 
knowledge that more 
veteran teachers at her 
school have. She explains 
that new teachers are on 
“the bottom of the totem 
pole,” indicating that they 
are unimportant in the 
scope of the school. She 
also expresses her dislike 
for field trips due to her 
lack of knowledge going 
into these trips, which she 
attributes to her newness 
and a lack of 
communication. 
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get there. They know, like. 
And you know they have, 
like, documents and stuff, 
but it’s not enough 
information for me to fill in 
that gap of knowledge” 
(Jane Post-Ob Interview 3). 

School structures 
and systems 

Procedures, practices, and 
policies within a school 
including personnel and/or 
school/district resources 
that influenced participants’ 
understandings and/or 
actions. 

“The middle school concept 
and philosophy sort of 
already sets people up for 
support because they have 
teammates. And then we 
have, like in the English, 
we have our literacy coach 
who…so I have not 
really—Jane and I have not 
really talked much 
curriculum at all” (Emily 
Intake Interview). 

Emily describes how the 
structure of their middle 
school sets teachers up for 
multiple areas of support 
in the form of grade-level 
teammates on their pod. 
She also mentions how the 
English department has 
additional support through 
a literacy coach. With all 
this potential for 
curricular support through 
these different school and 
district channels, Emily 
makes the point here that 
she and Jane have not 
discussed curriculum at all 
in their mentoring 
sessions. 

Social environment 
of the school 

Social conditions within a 
school; includes school 
culture, administrative 
leadership, and colleague 
relationships; related to 
school structures and 
systems 

“I think there are groups of 
individuals that choose 
every day to wake up and 
complain and be miserable, 
and that really does impact 
new teachers because 
whatever you’re surrounded 
by a whole team of people 
who are just like, ‘We don’t 
like the principal, and we 
don’t like this, and we don’t 
like that. The kids are awful 
and all this,’ then as a new 
teacher, you’re like, ‘I don’t 

Casey describes how, 
within the school, there 
are those who present 
themselves as miserable 
and complaining. She 
mentions how this can 
create overwhelming 
feelings for new teachers, 
who are just getting to 
know their environment 
and who are taking in 
their surroundings, in part, 
based on what they are 
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know what to think. I’m 
really overwhelmed’” 
(Casey Post-Ob Interview 
1). 

told about this new 
setting. 
 

  
 
 


