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A growing body of evidence supports the centrality of the mentoring relationship as a critical source for prospective teacher learning and for beginning teacher learning (Duffy & Forgan, 2005; Griffin, Winn, Otis-Wilborn, & Kilgore, 2003; White & Mason, 2003; Odell & Huling, 2000; Parker-Katz, in press; Parker-Katz & Bay, 2005; Wang & Odell, 2002; Whitaker, 2000, 2001). Mentoring is also associated with high retention rates in districts (Bridges to Success, 2003) and in alternative certification programs (Governors State University, 2005). In recognition of the importance of mentoring, the Council for Exceptional Children developed Mentoring Induction Principles and Guidelines to provide research-based support for development of mentor programs for novice special education teachers (White & Mason, 2003). 

Another body of teacher preparation literature centers on the importance of high quality teachers who know the subjects they teach and who can garner multiple strategies, approaches and resources to assist all learners (Brownell, Ross, Colon, McCallum, 2005; Darling-Hammond & Young, 2002; Shulman, 1986, 1987; Wilson, Floden, Ferrini-Mundy, 2002.) Factoring in this idea, critical for developing worthwhile mentoring is the mentor’s understanding of the content to be taught and learned, and ways to plan and assess the learning. 

Mentoring is a complex and multifaceted practice, the characteristics of which we are only now beginning to investigate empirically especially in special education.  Recent investigations reveal that integral to the nature of the practice is the need to build and maintain collaborative professional relationships, but the characteristics and consequences of those are difficult to distinguish.  The dominant view of mentoring in which the “mentor” is the expert and the “other” is less knowledgeable overall is also circumspect (e.g., Clark, 2003).  In similar critiques, the generally accepted view that mentoring is helpful is questioned. It can be a quite powerful vehicle for preserving the status quo in that often mentors act as local guides who induct novices into what already exists – how to survive the current system (Feiman-Nemser and Parker, 1993.)  

Changed Views of Mentoring


Traditionally, teachers serve as mentors to prospective teachers at the end of their program or during their first year of teaching. When the mentoring process is systematically used throughout the teacher preparation program and into the first years of teaching, however, mentors and novices can have opportunities in which they conjointly produce knowledge, meaning and learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998.)  Through the communities they can create, they build a different kind of work ethos.  Little (1990) referred to this as “joint work” in which teachers truly engage in work that leads to a different end.  They are not engaged in the same actions necessarily.  Rather, they are engaged in what Wenger (1998, p. 4) refers to as “a more encompassing process of being active participants in the practices of social communities and constructing identities in relation to these communities.” 

In this paper, we argue for a new form of mentoring that centralizes the place of students’ learning and the power of collegial study of that for the purpose of teacher professional growth.  How might mentors use a focus on K- 12 students’ learning of content to help new special educators learn teaching, both in terms of its academic and behavioral components?  The use of artifacts of classroom practice as a means for documenting evidence of student learning, and professional problem-solving about it, holds promise.  In this paper we describe a new initiative, and preliminary evidence about its success and challenges.  We draw upon artifacts of learning from mentors and university students, their written comments about them, and fieldnotes.

Project Overview and Participants


In the STEP=UP project, we explore the potential of mentoring to support novice special education teachers as they learn the new dynamics of special education in schools.  Our project, Special Education Teachers for Exceptional Pupils Equals Urban Promise (STEP=UP), is funded by the U.S. Department of Education for six years, and the aim is to prepare highly qualified teachers to work with linguistically and culturally diverse children with disabilities who live in urban communities. Students are accepted into the special education master’s program, and at completion will be eligible to receive an Illinois teaching certificate in special education. One-third of the students currently hold teaching certificates in general education (elementary or secondary.)  Students’ tuition is paid through the grant. In the project, we emphasize support through three innovative structures of field advisories, a strong mentoring component throughout the program, and an induction program. Students are required to complete a service obligation by accepting a position as a special education teacher in any school in the United States. 


Approximately 40 students and 15 mentors are in STEP=UP. All mentors work in a Chicago public school and teach special education between the grades of K – 12. Most mentors also work with interns and student teachers in supervised fieldwork, so they are versed on the desired program outcomes and processes of learning.  We have a smaller subset of mentors who are our own program graduates. Mentors’ teaching experiences range from two – over 20 years, and are recruited and selected based on ongoing school-university partnerships. We recruit approximately the same number of junior high/high schoolteachers as elementary teachers, which is especially important given the state of Illinois certificate for ages 5 – 21, all disability populations. The group of mentors teaches an array of diverse student populations in terms of grades, culture, and language.   We recruit mentors intentionally from diverse cultural and linguistic groups as well.  


The majority of the STEP=UP students are currently mid-way through their program.  All courses include fieldwork in either a school placement they choose or in their own classroom.  In addition to providing valued instructional strategies, assessment techniques, and disability information, courses also include opportunities for application of ideas to practice. Mentor interactions are aimed at supporting and enabling that application. 

STEP=UP Mentor Purposes and Processes


In addition to the goal of recruitment, preparation and retention of exemplary special education teachers, a major goal of STEP=UP and our masters program is to help students develop the skills and knowledge necessary to ensure successful collaboration between teachers focused on students’ learning and general growth. We use the gathering and discussion of actual classroom artifacts to meet these goals.  What to highlight, and how, will provide new forms of teacher accountability while deepening teacher knowledge about how students can learn.  


While we draw upon the process of mentoring, we change the traditional structure.  We study how receiving mentoring early in one’s preparation can prepare novices for the authentic dynamics of teaching, sustain them in the excitement of creating a change in the cultures of teaching, and prepare them to become leaders in building new collaborative processes. From the beginning of their preparation, urban prospective special educators will see exemplary practice from their mentors, hear about how mentors handle the uncertainties of teaching, and learn ways to enact good practice in the midst of the flood of new policies, politics and regulation. 

In STEP=UP, each novice at the beginning of the masters program is matched to an exemplary Chicago public school special education teacher. One mentor works with one, two, or three STEP=UP students.  Mentor/student matches are changed each year so that novices are exposed to varied disability populations and delivery models. Mentors and STEP=UP students also have interaction with project staff and faculty.   


Mentors work with students in two ways:  through Field Advisories and email/phone contact. Meeting in small groups with peers and two mentors, Field Advisories are meetings that last about 45 minutes and occur three times each semester on campus. In between the meetings, mentors and students have a minimum of one contact through email and/or phone.  Conversations about artifacts ground meeting discussions, and we aim that those discussion might spill over to email and phone talks later.  


Mentor preparation. Mentors meet twice a year for a two-hour workshop, and they meet for 30 – 45 minutes after each field advisory.  We also correspond with them on an individual basis as needed through email and on-site visits if they are mentoring an intern or student teacher (Parker-Katz is the supervisor.) So far, individual discussions with mentors fall into three categories: 1) helping mentors organize their artifact choices (e.g., bring in a mask or bring in a publishing center; which artifact would allow for the greatest quality of discussion about student learning), 2) configuring ways to include all participants in Field Advisory discussions (e.g., how to draw in a student who is less enamored with the discussion, or one who sees the particular artifact as not useful in her classroom or teaching.); 3) logistics and reminders.  


Generally, mentor preparation workshops proceed from 1) discussion about defining an artifact by providing examples, 2) to looking at a sample snippet of a lesson (e.g., a writing conference) and brainstorming the kinds of artifacts one could assemble and present at a Field Advisory from such a lesson, 3) to discussion about ways to guide a mentor/student conversation.  After Field Advisories, mentors meet to discuss the meeting.  We open the discussion with a general question: How did it go today?  Mentors are usually quick to respond, and we notice a beginning trend of them focusing on a greater level of specificity.  That is, they focus on what particular STEP=UP students said and did.  Mentors seem to highlight particular comments as well as lack of comments more than in earlier sessions. Mentors brainstorm questions to ask and ways to structure the conversation that might expand students’ thinking.   


Another beginning trend is mentors’ growing abilities to guide the discourse so that students have ample opportunities to show their own artifacts and discuss them.  At the beginning of the year, many mentors dominated discussions by showing and telling about their artifacts, and time ran out before all students could share.  One mentor, however, disconfirms that finding.  Even last year, he structured his discussions with a conundrum about his own practice.  This year, he had each student make a suggestion about what they might do to manage the dilemma.  After sharing that with other mentors, many now use that strategy as a way to involve the students and lessen the likelihood that the mentors would talk the most.  We plan to examine more closely how mentors expand the comments students make, and learn the art of asking those good questions that enable the expansion.   

Mentoring and Artifacts


We define “artifact” as a sample that can demonstrate teaching and learning in a special education classroom. Using literacy as a backdrop, we ask all mentors and students to bring in artifacts from any content area or life-skills curriculum and to feature the reading, writing, listening and/or speaking that is integral to the teaching and learning (that is, the literacy.) Prior to all field advisories, mentors and students complete an “Artifact Form” in which they discuss their choices of artifacts and uses (see attached.)  Mentors also complete a Mentor Reflection Form after the Field Advisory prior to our debriefing workshop.

Generally, all participants’ artifacts reflect what they teach, and to some extent, how.  Not surprisingly, the high school teachers’ artifacts are quite subject-matter specific. English teachers bring in examples of making The Odyssey as well as other text materials more comprehendible for students through videotape or drawing.  One mentor brought in examples of “vocabulary squares” in which her students brainstormed the meaning and synonyms for words, and then drew a picture.  A math teacher seemed to use the artifact to explore his own concerns about “how language is used in math to describe expressions.”  He realized how off-putting, purposeless, and strange the words would appear to his high school students.  He “made an adjustment in how the information is presented” and that became his artifact (e.g., he included a sheet he found on the internet entitled “Math Code Words.”  We saw no difference in artifacts between secondary teachers who teach in inclusion or self-contained classrooms. 


For elementary and junior high, the teachers’ artifacts also reflect their populations and teaching, though in slightly different ways.  For example, one mentor showed evidence from an extended unit she taught over a one-month period.  In one Field Advisory she detailed how she did a KWL with her intermediate students in a resource/inclusion setting to begin a unit about papermaking. The next month she featured a “Mystery Grab Bag” related to the same unit. Another mentor brought in work from the extended writing she does with students.  Both of those mentors showed teaching they did with a current student teacher from our university, too.  Yet another mentor featured work connected to the culture and language of her students.  We saw the “Advancing Bilingual Communication” questionnaire she’d constructed. 


Mentors consistently bring artifacts to Field Advisories, while the STEP=UP students are less reliable.  While all students completed an artifact form, only about 50% brought actual artifacts to the first two meetings of the year.  The forms are also much less detailed than mentors’ renderings.     

Preliminary Findings


One way to understand the differences between mentors’ and students’ artifacts is, of course, the difference in experiences, availability of resources, and most likely understandings of teaching and learning. The work of gathering and writing about their artifacts is also part of the stipend mentors receive; we define it as part of their mentor work.  Moreover, our students are taking three courses and many work full-time.  However, we believe that having the students participate in the artifact gathering process is integral.  They become more than passive learners in discussions with mentors, since they, too, have collected and analyzed samples of teaching and learning.  Doing so can advance their own understandings to strengthen how they examine students’ learning and see the dynamics of instruction, resource use, and curricular modification on learning.  They see experienced special educators doing that, and they can begin to see the careful sorts of inquiry key to good teaching. 


Mentor learning. In mentors’ artifact analyses and in debriefing workshops after the Field Advisories, we are beginning to see mentors’ learning about teaching.  Clearly when teachers gather to have professional conversations, we hope that teacher learning occurs.  That’s the basis of professional development.  In this work, we explore a slight twist on professional learning by asking how mentors can advance their teaching knowledge in collaborative work that focuses on their students’ learning.  Mentor professional development usually focuses on learning the practice of mentoring, and little on major aspects of teaching that truly need to ground good mentoring.   


One emerging theme in mentors’ reflections touches on the importance of seeing similarities and differences in their students’ learning. They choose their artifacts often based on that idea, expressed by one mentor who wrote about his second artifact

My first artifact was something I felt all of my students benefited from.  This one is specific to a student and specific deficit.  My hope is to demonstrate both the common and specifics needs of my students. .. I want them (STEP=UP students) to begin to learn how I meet my students’ needs.

The student-specific nature of special education teaching is long recognized.  We now wonder how that idea might transform to how mentors work with novices; that is, how might they individualize and recognize the different needs of the STEP=UP students with whom they work.  We are beginning to hear slight differentiations by mentors about how they work with different students assigned to them.  This is especially important given the range of teaching experiences that STEP=UP students have; they are not all pre-service teachers.


Range of teaching experience.  As mentioned above, about 15/40 STEP=UP students are currently teaching (mostly in general education settings though some in emergency certificate special education positions.) Many of those experienced teachers find “mentoring” to be of less use.  We see the issue as one of dispelling the notion of the mentor as expert, and rather instilling the notion of collaborative teacher inquiry as useful for all participants.  We are working on three related aspects of defining the collaborative work as inquiry.  1) How do we help participants understand that “collaborative work as inquiry” can work when authentic examples of teacher work in that vein are difficult to find?  2) How can we help participants structure conversations in which they all (student and mentors) have adequate time to share their artifacts and lead discussions?  3) How can we help participants move beyond a notion that artifacts are useful only if they can be directly applied in the classroom?  We want participants to understand that the importance is discussion of students’ learning and the dilemmas of uncertainty that underlay that process.  Artifacts provide a vehicle to move toward the agenda of studying students’ learning.  


STEP=UP student feedback.  Though early in the year, students’ evaluations of sessions with mentors does consistently show improvement from session to session.  They find the discussions of worth.  Mentors still struggle, however, in structuring discussions so that students participate.  They find the students to be somewhat passive.  We must explore more what mentors are seeking.  What would they expect students to say?  What might we prompt students to say? Acting upon mentors’ suggestions, we recently sent an email to students with issues and questions they might ask mentors pertinent to this time of year, e.g., family conferences, end of first quarter grading.  Might we work in other ways to assist the actual nature of the conversations, teaching all participants ways they can create worthwhile collaborative inquiry around their artifacts?   
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STEP=UP

Mentor Artifact Record Form

Mentor’s Name ____________________________________________ Meeting Date: _________________

Check one:  ____ Mentor Connection     
____ Field Advisory   
____Individual Discussion

What do you call your literacy artifact? Please attach a copy or photo of artifact. 

Tell us how you selected it, and why.  

How do you use it in teaching, or how did you observe it being used?  Be specific.  1) What did you or the other teacher do and say?  2) What did pupils do and say?

What might pupils have learned through its use?  

What do you want UIC students to learn from the discussion of this literacy artifact?

STEP=UP

Mentor Artifact Reflection Form

Mentor’s Name ____________________________________________ Meeting Date: _________________

STEP=UP Students: ______________________________________________________________________

Check one:  ____ Mentor Connection     
____ Field Advisory   
____Individual Discussion

Tell us three or more points you prepared to raise about your artifact in your mentoring today.  

Did you change the way you actually presented it/discussed it?  To what extent?  Why? 

On a scale of 1 – 4 (4 = outstanding), how successful was the discussion you led today around your artifact?  _______

Tell us two specific reasons why you rated the discussion as you did.  

On a scaled of 1 – 4 (4 = outstanding), how successful were you in helping STEP=UP students learn teaching through the choice and preparation of your artifact and related discussion?  ________

Tell us two clear reasons why you rated yourself as you did.  

Tell us something you will change next time in your preparation, presentation, or discussion about your artifact.   
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