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Introduction

Even with more extensive preservice teacher prepo-
ration, the beginning year of teaching presents new
challenges and problems for alt teachers that pose
a steep learning curve. Like doctors in their medical
residency, feachers who have the support of more
senior colleagues and opportunities for continuing
their learning become more skilled more quickly.
Research shows that beginning teachers who have
had the continuous support of a skilled mentor are
much more likely to stay in the profession and much
more likely to get beyond clossroom management
concerns to focus on student learning. All beginning
teachers should be assigned o skifled mentor. Effec-
tive mentors should be seleced for their outstand-
ing teaching ability and be given the necessary
training and released time fo work produdively with
their new colleagues.

Ideally, the first year or two of teaching should
be structured much like a residency in medicine, with
teachers continually consulting o seasoned veteran
in their teaching field about the decisions they are
making and receiving ongoing advice and evaluo-
tion. In the quality control system we propose, teach-
ers will have completed the first stage of licensing
tests—examinations of subjedt matier and basic
teaching knowledge—and will be ready to under-
take the second stage—aon examination of teaching
skills conducted through a strucured performance
ossessment that they work on in their first year (What
Matters Most: Teaching for America’s Future, 1996).

In 1989 The Coundil for Exceptional Children’s
Delegote Assembly adopted standards for entry into
professional pradice. Standard IV states:

Each new professional in special
education should receive a mini-
mum of a 1-year mentorship during
the first year of his or her profes-
sional special education practice in
a new role. The mentor should be
an experienced professional in the
same or a similar role, who can
provide expertise and support on a
continuing basis.
The CEC Professional Standards ond Pradice Stand-
ing Commitiee charged its Subcommittee on Certi-
fication fo review the literature on mentoring and o
develop guidelines that would be useful to the field
in implementing the standard.

The adt of arranging for mentoring pariners may
not have positive benefits, but mentoring that has
darity of purpose and quality of delivery does. More
specifically, the following condusions can be drawn

from the literature on mentorships:

* Mentorships provide emotional support to

the new teacher.

» Mentorship programs must be weli-planned
with mentor training occurring prior fo the
opening of school and throughout the school

year.
 Mentors must volunteer.

* Mentor relationships lessen the sense of
isolation experienced by first-year teachers.
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* Mentors facilitate the development of reflec-
tive pradice in protégés.

* Mentorships convey the culture of the school
and distrid.

* Purposes for mentorships are varied.

= Mentorship effect on teacher retention is
undetermined.

* Mentorships encompass opporfunities for di-
rect experience, consultation with colleagues,
and observation of other teachers, the three
most effedive sources of knowledge and skills
as reported by teachers.

Guidelines for Establishing A
Mentorship

Quality speciol education professional preparation
programs provide special educators with essential
knowledge and skills. However, such programs are
not capable of providing their graduates with all of
the knowledge and skills and experiences that would
be expected of a successful special educator. The
same reality is found in other professions. These pro-
fessions provide internships, induction programs, or
other forms of mentoring that enable beginning pro-
fessionals to learn how to apply the knowledge and
skills they have acguired, learn more advanced
knowledge and skills, and acculturate to their pro-
fession and work environment.

Recent studies of the retention and afirition of
special educators provide dear evidence of the need
for support for new special educators in their initiol
teaching experience. Teachers without such support
from experienced professionals in similiar roles have
a higher rote of leaving the profession. Effective
mentoring programs are an important strategy for
reducing the shortage of qualified speciol educators.

The Coundil for Exceptional Children’s Standards
for Entry into Spedal Education Pradice contained
in What Every Special Educator Must Know: The
Infemational Standards for the Preparation and Certi-
fication of Special Education Teachers acknowledges
the challenges for the special educator new to the
field in the critical transition year from preservice
preparation to assumption of responsibility for spe-
cial education students receiving services olong the
continuum of services. As such, Standard IV of the
Standards for Entry into Special Education Practice
provides for the following:

Each new professional in special
education should receive a mini-
mum of a 1 year mentorship during
the first year of his or her profes-
sional special education practice in
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a new role. The mentor should be
an experienced professional in the
same or a similar role, who can
provide expertise and support ona
continuing basis.
In discussing the intent of the Standards for Entry,
What Every Special Educator Must Know states that
this mentorship experience is not part of inifial cer-
tification but on asped of confinuing education that
gids the new teacher in further developing knowl-
edge and skills in the area of certification and pro-
vides the support required to sustain the new teacher
in practice. The mentorship experience is expected to
provide a sofisfying personal and professional ex-
perience for the special educator new to the field
ond to the experienced educator serving as the men-
tor, thereby producing significant outcomes associ-
ated with growth, recognition, and collegiality for
both.

Purposes of a Mentorship
Program

Although the overall goals of a mentorship are to
improve the quality of instruction for students with
exceptionalities and to retain speciol educators in
the field of speciol education, they may be accom-
plished by addressing the following purposes in the
development of the mentorship:

* Facilitate application of
knowledge and skills.

New special educators find themselves in their initial years
of teaching having to apply what they have learned in
their professional preporation programs. They are expected
to be able o select and adept cumriculum, individualize
instruction, develop individualized education progroms,
work effectively with parents and other professionals, and
proctice consistent with legal and ethicol requirements. An
effective mentoring program is designed to assist new
teachers take what they know ond are able to do and
apply their knowledge and skills to the diverse
situations the teachers foce within their proctice.

» Convey advanced knowledge and
skills.

Mentoring programs should be a pert of professional de-
velopment, whereby the new speciol educator leas from
the mentor more advanced knowledge and skills neces-
sary for successful proctice. Offen these competencies can
only be learned from experience. For example, a college
or universily con prepare their future speciol educators
with basic competencies for supervising peroeducators;
however, learning the additional knowledge and skills
necessory for effective supervision needs to be provided

through on-the-job training. Thus an effective mentoring
program is designed to teach new special educators the _..
addifional knowledge and skills they require.

* Assist timely acculturation to the
school climate.

Schools, like any other work environment, have o culture
made up of both explicit and implicit rules. New teach-
ers often find themselves operating in o cultural context
that is foreign. Often schools have @ dominant culture
that guides the overall operation of the school and sub-
cultures composed of groups of professionals within the
school, or even the cultural context of an individual teacher
and his or her dassroom. The modern spedial educator,
pethops more than any other teacher in the school, hos
to function effectively within the variety of cultural con-
texts in the school. Helping the new speciat educator lean
the cultures and how 1o work effectively within them is o
purpose essential fo on effective mentoring program.

* Reduce stress.

Stress is a part of being a special educator. What distin-
quishes those who practice.effectively and retain in the
profession and those who do not is the level of stress and
the ability to cope with stress. Begianing special educo-
tors face o particularly high degree of stress and gener-
ally have not been prepared to cope with that stress.
Mentoring progrums provide speciol educators counsefing,
support, and instruction for manoging stress.

+ Improve job satisfaction.

People who get great satisfaction from their work are more
likely fo stay in their profession. Similarly people who are
satisfied perform at o better rate. Thus high job safisfac-
tion by speciat educators is of great benefit to all parties
invalved with speciol education. Job sefisfaction is of-
fected by two perceptions: how persons perceive their own
performance, and how they perceive how others evaluate
their performance. For new special educators, who often
have unrealistically high expectations of themselves ond
everyone around them, the first years of teaching can be
very frustrating. As schools become more indusive with a
smaller concentration of special educators, new speciol
educators have fewer colleagues with the experience to
help them develop appropriate measures for gauging their
performance and job satisfaction. Mentoring programs
can provide that guidance.

« Support professional induction.

Successful special educators contribute to and derive ben-
efit from their school but also from their community and
profession. Helping new special education professionals
become benefiting and contributing members of the farger



special education profession is an important purpose of
mentoring programs. Local chapters of The Counci! for Ex-
‘eptiona! Children, ond state or provincial orgonizations
such os CEC, provide opportunities for new special edu-
cators fo see themselves as port of o larger community of
special educators and o gain support and new knowl-
edge ond skills from their professional cofleagues.

Features of a Successful
Mentorship
+ Purposes are clearly stated and
assessable.
Successful mentorships ore designed, implemented, and
assessed consistent with clearly stated purposes. Mentor-
ing is not on end in itself, but rather @ meons to achieve
mutvally ogreed upon outcomes. It is imporfant that the
purposes of the mentorship program be developed by per-
sons representotive of the porties that will be involved in
its implementation. After the purposes ond the imple-
menting progrom are developed, it is equally important
that all participants cleatly understand and subscribe to
the purposes.

* Mentor criteria are clear.

The development of o satislying and successful mentor
relationship rests primarily upon the quality and com-
mitment of the mentor. Effective mentors bring to the re-
 lationship a desire fo be 0 mentor, o history of successful
suching, a willingness to be open-minded, flexibility in
scheduling, knowledge of the school culture, the copac-
ity to develop a frusting and confidential relationship, o
nonjudgmental perspective, and effective communication

skills.

+ The mentor has volunteered.
Mentorships require @ commitment of time and on earnest
desire to advance the professional development of o new
special educator. Menfors who volunteer or parficipate in
a selection process demonstrate their interest and deter-
mination to create o mentorship that is sotisfying to both
the mentor and the mentee.

¢ Mentor training occurs prior fo
opening of school and through
the year.
Successful teachers bring valuable instructionol experi-
ence to the mentee. Systematic mentor tgining should de-
velop in mentors other skills, however, that ore important
to 0 successful mentorship. Mentors should receive frain-
ing in communication strategies that encourage sharing,
darify informotion and problems, faclitate problem-soly-
ing, and support the mentee in an adtive and empathetic
manner. Mentors should also be knowledgeable in char-
seristics of odult leamners, the provision of direct in-
wction consistent with the developmental level of the

mentee, and responsibilities within o leadership role.

This comprehensive troining should begin priot to the
anival of new teachers, continue at reqular and planned
intervals thioughout the year and indude the opportunity
for mentors to discuss concerns and issues with support-
ive colleagues.

* There is a high level of interaction

between the mentor and mentee.
A well-plenned mentorship includes regulor opportuni-
ties for the mentor and mentee to discuss and plan. This
often includes an agreed upon time each week as well as
a willingness and flexibility on the part of the mentor to
be available, aport from the planned time, when the new
teacher’s need for support is particularly urgent.

* The mentor has knowledge of and
experience at the same level and
with the same specialization as
the mentee.

Itis essential that the mentot have the knowledge, skills,

and experiences that are necessory o meet the purposes

of the mentorship. A mentor is o professional role model
for the mentee and thus must represent to the mentee

the professional they would like to become. It is also im-

portant that the mentor has experienced the current feach-

ing situation the mentee is experiencing so thot the mentor
can give oppropriote quidance. A mentor who can assist

a mentee from personal experience is at once more cred-

ible ond valuable to the mentee.

* The mentee and mentor have
dependable and ready access to
each other.

While easy access fo the mentor is an expressed desire of
new teachers, this is not always possible due to varia-
fions in student population and dispersion of services. All
mentorships should indude, however, means of commu-
nication that allow the mentee fo have questions and con-
cerns oddressed in a fimely manner. These might include
expedited telephone access, e-mail, planned coverage for
classroom observations within the school, and additional
substitute allowances for observations in schools other
than the mentee’s.

* The mentorship relationship is
guided by mutual respect for
professional views.

A new speciol educator brings o a first or new teaching
assignment experiences, knowledge, and beliefs that will
drive the mentee’s proctice in the early years. The men-
tor’s role is to advence the professional development of
the mentee. Poiring the new teacher with a mentor who
shares or can be respectful of their knowledge, experi-
ence, and beliefs is imporfant for instilling self-confidence
and professional volidation in the mentee.

* Time for interaction is supported
and provided.

Effective mentorships occur when there is o high level of
interaction between the mentor and mentee. Time for this
1o occur must be supported by the building odministra-
tor and colteagues who are invested in the successful tron-
sition of a new teocher info the dassroom. This support
may indude stoff volunteering to cover dlasses of the men-
tor and mentee so that planned fime together can occur
and substitute coverage or reduction in schoolwide
assignments that are time-consuming, such as bus or
lunch duties.

* Mentoring is a highly personal
and sustained relationship.

Mentorship progroms for special educators must be de-
veloped with an awareness of the individual, dynomic,
and interactive noture of successful mentorships and a
commitment fo support both the mentor and the protégé
thiough the duration of the relationship, While guidelines
and best practices provide signposts for development of
progroms, the highly individualized nature of each men-
torship must be respected and aliowed'to define the ben-
efits that it brings to both educators as they move from
teacher and student fo trusted colleagues.

What Every Special Educator Must Know

The International Standards for the
Preparation and (ertification of
Special Education Teachers, Second Edition
The Council for Exceptional Children

Use these professional standards for state
certification and accreditation of profes-
sional preparation programs. Includes
common core standards for knowledge
and skills for all beginning special educa-
tion teachers as well as expanded sets of
standards in the areas of deaf or hard of
hearing, early childhood, emotional/be-
havioral disorders, gifted, learning disabil-
ities, mental retardation/developmental
disabilities, physical and health disabili-
ties; and visual impairments. Contains
technical and clarifying amendments
adopted in May 1996.

#R5128R 1996 145pp
ISBN 0-86586-287-7 $14.30
CEC Members $10
Call 1-800-232-7323 to order today!
The Council for Exceptional Children
Dept. K70638
1920 Association Drive
Reston, VA 20191-1589
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