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A DESCRIPTIVE STUDY OF ASSIGNED AND UNASSIGNED
MENTORING RELATIONSHIPS OF FIRST YEAR SPECIAL EDUCATION
ADMINISTRATORS IN VIRGINIA
by
Laura Chisom Goad
Harold J. McGrady, Chairman
Administration and Supervision of Special Education
(ABSTRACT)

First year special education administrators in Virginia school systems are
assigned experienced special education administrators as mentors. In most
instances the mentors are not employed by the same school system as the first
year administrators. Case studies of six mentors revealed that each was
involved in more than one mentoring relationship. Four mentors had successful
assigned relationships. Two mentors had assigned relationships which did not
develop. Four of the six mentors were also involved in successful unassigned
relationships. Findings indicated that, with appropriate selection of mentors,
matching of pairs for similar experiences, and a mechanism for regular contact,
assigned relationships can provide benefits to mentors and proteges.

Unassigned mentoring relationships among these six cases typically
occurred between individuals who were employed by the same school system.
The mentor was often the protege's direct supervisor. Pairs in unassigned

relationships observed one another performing job duties which enabled the



mentor to function as a role model. Unassigned mentors functioned as career
enhancers, providing their proteges with challenging opportunities and
exposure. Assigned and unassigned relationships provided specific information,
general survival skills, and overall support to the proteges.

The case studies of the six mentors suggest that the Virginia Department
of Education should continue Project SEAM as both mentors and proteges
benefit from the networking and pooling of resources between their school
systems. Proteges in the assigned reiationships were provided with accurate
information and general support. However, the process could be improved by
offering training to proteges and insuring a commonality of experience in the
matching of pairs. A joint meeting of the assigned pairs in the Spring of each
academic year should be held. At this meeting, the pairs could share their

successes, failures, and ideas for facilitating relationships.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

In the fall of 1992, the Virginia Department of Education and the Virginia
Council of Administrators of Special Education (VCASE) added Project SEAM
(Special Education Administrator Mentorship Program) to the support services
available for administrators of special education in local school divisions' across
the Commonwealth. This project was begun to offer "the assistance of mentors"
to new special education administrators (Spagnolo & Martin, 1992, p.1). In prior
years, beginning special education administrators had access to regional
"Special Education Leadership and Training Academies"”, direct technical
assistance from Department of Education staff, and contact with other
administrators at monthly regional meetings. Evaluation feedback from the
academies and VCASE conferences, along with individual discussions,
indicated that some needs of new special education administrators were not
being met. Specifically, additional information was being requested regarding
"processing state reports, legal issues, program standards/alternative service
delivery models and innovative programming for students with disabilities"
(Spagnolo & Martin, 1992, p.1).

A survey of the state directors of special education in the fifty states and
the District of Columbia indicated that Virginia was one of only four states in

which the department of education offered a formal mentoring program for new

'School districts in Virginia are called school divisions. The word division will be used when
referring to a school district in Virginia.



special education administrators. Formal mentoring programs were defined as
those in which a third party (in this case the state education agency) assigned
the mentor-protege pair. However, 30 state directors of special education
indicated that their departments encouraged informal mentoring in which the
relationships developed naturally (Goad, 1994).
Defining Mentoring

A review of the literature indicates that mentoring relationships can be
differentiated from similar personal or work-related relationships (Jeruchim &
Shapiro, 1992; Shapiro, Haseltine, & Rowe, 1978). To be labelled mentoring,
three components must be present: (1) role modeling with direct involvement,
(2) career navigation and enhancement, and (3) emotional support. Murray and
Owen (1991, p.xiv) define mentoring as: "a deliberate pairing of a more skilled
or experienced person with a lesser skilled or experienced one, with the agreed
upon goal of having the lesser skilled person grow and develop specific
competencies”. When the deliberate pairing is made by a third party, the
relationship is said to be assigned or formal. When the deliberate pairing occurs
on the initiative of the less experienced person, the mentor, or mutually, the
refationship is natural or unassigned.

Anderson and Shannon (1988) have argued that mentoring is an
"intentional process" (p. 38). The intention of both parties to participate in a

mentoring relationship differentiates the role of mentor from that of a role



model. Whereas an individual may emulate a role model from a distance, a
mentor is involved directly with the less experienced person (Bolton, 1980;
Collins, 1983; Murray & Owen, 1991).

However, mentors are not defined simply as intentional role models.
Mentors have been described as sponsors, guides, tutors, coaches or
promoters. A review of the literature, illustrated briefly in Table 1, reveals that
career navigation and enhancement is one of three central components of the

mentoring process. According to Kram (1985b), the career functions of a

mentoring relationship include: sponsorship, exposure-and-visibility, coaching,
protection, and challenging assignments. Due to a wealth of experience and
status in an organization, the mentor is able to provide for upward mobility for
the less experienced person's career. This is accomplished by giving direction
and focus, making introductions to the corporate cuiture, and sharing "inside
information" (Collins, 1983).

The third primary component vital to a mentoring relationship is
emotional support. Whereas bosses may be good training coaches and
sponsors may facilitate advanced placement in organizations, mentors are
persons who possess "genuine generosity, compassion, and concern"
(Woodlands Group, 1980, p.920). The nurturing process and an "ongoing caring
relationship” (p. 40) are vital to Anderson and Shannon's (1988) definition of

mentoring. Trust has been identified as an important factor in the mentoring
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relationship in addition to role modeling and career coaching (Ashby, 1991;
Littleton, Tally-Foos, & Wolaver, 1992). Kram (1983, 1985b) lists among the

psychosocial functions of mentoring: acceptance-and-confirmation, counseling,

and friendship.

In a factor analysis, Burke (1984) found that mentor functions cluster in
three areas which he labelled: role model functions, career development
functions, and psychosocial functions. Concluding a review of the literature,
Jacobi (1991) has suggested that mentoring occurs when any or all of the
following are present: (a) role modeling, "(b) direct assistance with career and
professional development," and (c) psychological and emotional support (p.
513). In summary, mentoring can be said to exist when three components are
present: (1) intentional role modeling, (2) career enhancement, and (3)
emotional support. However, it is the proposition of this author that all of these
components, at one time or the other, serve as the primary focus in a
mentoring relationship, but taken singly none of these constitute mentoring.
Figure 1 provides a graphic depiction of this conceptualization; mentor defined
as a merging of the three vital roles: intentional role model, career enhancer,
and emotional support.

Benefits of Mentoring
Benefits appear to flow from mentoring functions. In general, there are

benefits to the persons involved and to the organization when mentoring



Intentional
Role Model

Career
Enhancer

Emotional
Support

Figure 1. Representation of the three functional characteristics
of a mentor.



relationships are successful. Benefits to new or transitional employees include
the development of interpersonal and technical skills, increased self-confidence,
greater knowledge of the organization, higher performance ratings, greater job
satisfaction, and friendship (Bova & Phillips, 1984, Burke, 1984; Murray &
Owen, 1991; Phillips, 1977). Mentoring has also been identified as a way to
reduce or deal with the isolation experienced by new employees (Daresh &
Playko, 1989; Maddex, 1993).

Benefits specific to beginning teachers have included: job satisfaction
(Fagan & Walter, 1982; Krupp, 1985); assistance with career development
(Gehrke & Kay, 1984); improved skills and behaviors (Fagan & Walter, 1982;
Littleton et al., 1992); and increased self-confidence (Fagan & Walter, 1982;
Krupp, 1985). According to Maddex (1993), mentoring of beginning teachers
addresses "the issues of isolation, abandonment, neglect, and lack of
preparation" (p. 121). Kueker and Haensley (1991) suggest that a formal
mentoring program for beginning special education teachers will assist in
reducing stress and promoting retention.

Comparing mentoring relationships of administrators and teachers,
Daresh and Playko (1989) conclude that mentoring: "will increase the likelihood
of immediate survival as well as long-term success" (p. 95) of both groups. In
addition, mentoring is a means of reducing "the tremendous isolation frequently

experienced by any organizational newcomer" (p.95). Ashby (1991) identified



mutual benefits: (a) professional renewal, (b) decreased feelings of isolation,
and (c) expanded informal networks, when principals were paired with mentors
from other school systems. Mentoring of educational administrators has
facilitated the transition from theory to practice (Daresh & Playko, 1993; Keller,
1994).

Personal satisfaction is mentioned as a benefit for mentors. The
recognition of being a mentor, the chance to teach again, the sense of pride in
seeing others develop, and enhanced self-esteem are benefits for mentors
(Burke, 1984; Daresh & Playko, 1992; Keller, 1994; Maddex, 1993; Murray &
Owen, 1991). A key to benefits for mentors appears to be the exposure to a
professional who is new to the profession or the organization. By contact with
this person, the mentor is exposed to ideas from other school districts, to
research, and/or to fresh perspectives (Burke, 1984; Daresh & Playko, 1992,
Keller, 1994; Murray & Owen, 1991). The experience is often described in
terms of job rejuvenation (Krupp, 1985; Maddex, 1993). According to Newby
and Heide (1992), the addition of the mentoring role to a current position
"creates new responsibilities and adds variety to tasks that otherwise may have
become routine” (p. 8). Zey (1991) contends that in addition to personal
satisfaction, individuals become mentors because of the benefits to themselves
including: assistance in doing their job, access to information, loyalty from

proteges, and prestige within the organization.



Organizations benefit from mentor-protege relationships by the improved
performance and job satisfaction of the individuals involved, as well as by a
reduction in turnover (Bova & Phillips, 1984; Carruthers, 1993; Moorhead &
Griffin, 1992; Zey, 1991). Mentoring may assist with "plateauing among
midcareer individuals" (p. 160) and with entry into the organization by non-
dominant groups such as women and minorities (Kram, 1985b). Having
interviewed 100 managers, Zey (1991) developed the Mutual Benefits Model. In
the model, Zey identified seven areas in which mentoring benefits the
organization: integration of individuals into the organization, reduced turnover,
increased organizational communication, improved development of managerial
skills, smoother transitions among managerial positions, increased productivity,
and an easier socialization to power by managers.

School districts are one of the organizations that may benefit from a
formal mentoring program when administrators are allowed to serve as
mentors. According to Daresh and Playko (1990), administrators in formal
programs become part of a network which allows for and encourages the
sharing of new ideas across school districts. Having an administrator or
administrators selected as mentors is seen as indicative of a top quality
educational program (Daresh & Playko, 1990). In addition to the benefits for
individual staff (i.e., increased capability, motivation, job satisfaction, and self-

esteem); the school district is rewarded with higher productivity and "an attitude



of lifelong learning" (p. 7) among administrative staff (Daresh & Playko, 1993).
The Administration of Special Education

L eaders of national special education organizations have recommended
that special education teachers desiring to become administrators find a model
("Moving up," 1994), a mentor, or several mentors ("Chart a Course," 1995)
with whom to work and learn. However, the research literature is limited to a
description of one program for aspiring special education administrators
(Friedman, 1991). Typically, the literature focuses on mentoring of beginning
teachers, mentoring programs for aspiring principals, and induction programs
for beginning principals. In order to conceptualize the decision to utilize
mentoring with beginning special education administrators, one has to identify
areas of concern in special education administration which might be addressed
by mentoring of entry level administrators. Individuals and organizations
providing leadership in the administration of special education programs face
the following challenges: complex and difficult tasks, isolation from other
administrators, lack of adequate training, role ambiguity, and frequent turnover
in positions.

Job Complexity

Beginning and experienced special education administrators are faced
with a staggering array of responsibilities and chalienges including (but not

limited to): the understanding and implementation of the Individuals with

10



Disabilities Education Act (1990) and its corresponding regulations (Assistance
to States, 1992); an awareness of and response to interpretations of the Act
(IDEA) by the courts and federal agencies; implementation of state statutes and
regulations; the administration of funds designated for special education; the
supervision of special education teachers and programs; collaboration with
families; interagency collaboration; and the development of programs for the
successful transition of students into adult life. Among the challenges that
Special Education Administrators may face are: avoiding unnecessary due
process hearings, collaborating with central office and building level
administrators in the movement to restructure schools, providing leadership in
the facilitation of the inclusion of students with disabilities into the regular
classroom, planning positive programs for behavior management, dealing with
shortages of both teaching and related services personnel, and "arranging
institutional resources to support special education” (Lashley, 1994, p.52).

The literature has been consistent over time in identifying the skill areas
for the administration of special education: legal issues; fiscal management; the
selection, development, and evaluation of personnel, program evaluation; and
relationships with internal and external constituencies (Arick & Krug, 1993;
Finkenbinder, 1981; Gillung, Spears, Campbell, & Rucker, 1992; Howe, 1981;
Podemski, Price, Smith, & Marsh, 1984; Rude & Sasso, 1988, Sage & Burrello,

1986). Lashley (1991) has identified ten categories for performance evaluation

11



of district level special education administrators: advocacy; policy and planning;
leadership; compliance management; fiscal management; human resources
management; curriculum, instruction and related services; community relations;
improving the educational process; and promoting growth/self actualization. In a
recent study, Gillung and his colleagues (1992) identified 75 competencies and
suggested that they serve as the focal point for training programs and as the
"basis of programs for the evaluation and continued professional growth of
special education administrators" (p. 90). In executing these competencies,
administrators of special education programs must deal with identified
"restraining forces" (Esposito & Burbach, 1974 in Tuning, 1979, p. 21) such as
insufficient time, budget restrictions, and resistance or pressure to change by
stakeholders. Therefore, the tasks of leadership in special education have been
described as "tremendous” (Finkenbinder, 1981, p. 493), "numerous" (Tuning,
1979, p. 47), "demanding", and "diverse" (Prillaman & Richardson, 1985, p.
235).
Isolation

Despite suggestions that school systems be organized in such a way
that different personnel are responsible for the administrative and supervisory
functions of special education (Tuning, 1979), there are many systems in which
one individual has the responsibility for both functions. Daresh and Playko

(1989) point to the limited number of peers available to school administrators

12



and suggest that mentoring is an effective means of dealing with the isolation
which may be felt by new administrators. In the case of special education,
administrators have even fewer peers than do school level administrators with
some systems having only one individual designated for leadership in special
education.

Lack of Training

Despite the intensity and extensiveness of administrative responsibilities
in special education, Arick and Krug (1993) found that some individuals in
special education leadership roles had not received adequate training. Of the
special education administrators responding to their survey, 42% did not hoid
certification in special education administration. Twenty-four percent had less
than one term of teacher training and less than one year of teaching experience
in special education (Arick & Krug, 1993). There were "significantly higher
inservice training needs and . . . significantly lower levels of mainstreaming
accurring” (p. 362) in the school districts of the administrators who lacked
teaching experience in and teacher preparation for special education (Arick &
Krug, 1993). Furthermore, there continues to be a limited number of college or
university programs (11 in 10 states) which offer advanced degree programs in
administration or supervision of special education (Jones, Robinett, & Wells,

1993/94).
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