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Abstract 

 

This analysis considers the possibilities of a transformative relationship between an 

inductee and master teacher in the liminal stage of the student teaching experience. The 

mentoring process, considered in the teaching profession a rite of passage, is 

underestimated for its capacity to foster in the student the positive efficacy essential to 

effective pedagogy. The current state of educational malaise brought about and 

perpetuated by the so-called "age of accountability" has placed undue demands upon the 

apprentice. Overemphasis on  the routines and rigors of teaching inherent in the process 

of preparing a neophyte for professional responsibility have usurped the potentially 

transformative power of the master-disciple dyad. Through a systematic process of open 

and reflective peer observation and a dismantling of the idea of a "privatized" classroom, 

the Master teacher can be identified for work with a suitable protégé. Only then can the 

intellectual and spiritual activities necessary to set the neophyte on the path to mastery 

begin, thereby  deflecting the ruinous effects of unpreparedness and uninspired teaching.  
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Introduction 

 Like most other products of an educational system that relied upon a host of 

teaching personalities to carry out its instructional aims, I forged a cognitive template of 

what constituted a so-called "good" teacher. The power and influence of a "good" or 

"bad" teacher in our lives is certainly one of the universal experiences of being human in 

the industrialized world. Each one of us carries rich emotional memories of those 

authorities who subtly shaped our intellectual growth. Those memories inform our 

constructs about education, and individual teachers in their greatness or mediocrity can 

be singularly or cumulatively responsible for our motivation (or lack thereof) to continue 

being educated.  Teachers have the capacity to uplift or demoralize, to promote or negate 

our values, to excite or to bore. They are essential agents in our emotional and intellectual 

development, and the reach of their influence is perhaps beyond measure.  

 I have been under the influence of teachers, directly or indirectly, my entire life. 

And now that I near the end of another round of graduate study, and as I enter the fourth 

official year of my teaching career, I feel a renewed urgency to somehow encapsulate 

those essential traits that make a teacher great. I learned volumes about teaching before 

engaging in the rite of passage known as student teaching, primarily through observation 

as a guest in the classrooms of others. Whether I was in a paraeducator position, tutoring, 

or co-teaching while substituting, there was no shortage of opportunity to watch other 

teachers in action and to watch how their students responded to those actions.  

I took a circuitous route to becoming a teacher. It began post-college when, 

journalism degree in hand, I had the stark realization that I had chosen a major entirely 

unsuitable to my character. I immediately returned to the calling I had denied early on in 
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my collegial career, though I feared the lackluster salary a career in teaching usually 

entails. Departing one vocational path to another was daunting at times. But what I 

ultimately learned via the non-traditional route was something that the exhortations of the 

progressive educational movement, in all its attempts at reform, have only cursorily 

addressed. The narrative to follow chronicles my journey to understanding and embracing 

the potent influence of teacher mentoring. I was fortunate enough to work with many 

talented teachers, and on the path to attaining my own classroom, I considered all of them 

to be my mentors. This confluence of experiences both with persons more knowledgeable 

and talented than myself was invaluable and likely benefited me far beyond a mere 

semester spent student teaching.  

 I earned my way into the teaching profession through AmeriCorps, which I joined 

after college. In exchange for 1700 hours of tutoring service to Kurdish and Iraqi refugee 

students, I would be able to fund a post-baccalaureate teaching certification program. For 

the first time in my life, I was part of the inner workings of a classroom and not just a 

student. I spent countless hours with the students in my charge in their classrooms and 

with their teachers, watching, observing, taking mental and sometimes actual notes. I 

even began an idea journal in which I recorded activities, projects, and techniques I 

would use in my own classroom. I mostly felt like an out-of-place guest and I sensed that 

at times, I made these teachers uncomfortable. My role as tutor was ambiguous at best, as 

an essential part of my AmeriCorps task was to create a program where none had existed. 

Whatever the source of the discomfort I caused, it struck me that for most teachers, 

teaching was largely a private practice, almost akin to the delicate exchange of verbal 

intimacy between a psychological therapist and her client. 
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 The tutoring experience also marked the dawning of another powerful realization 

about the teaching profession. An insipid reality of the variegated nature of teaching 

ability in any given building emerged. I was enthralled by those teachers who could 

captivate a classroom,   

perplexed by others who created dispiriting exercises in pedagogy, who exhibited almost 

no passion for a job I could scarcely wait to perform. But I was fortunate to find, during 

this period of my career, a first mentor. The English as a Second Language teacher with 

whom I worked closely provided an outstanding role model. She had what seemed a 

purely instinctive style with her students, and with a quiet but positive air of authority, 

led her diverse group of students to learn English. The student body represented almost 

every continent and a variety of languages that she did not speak. Yet through persistent 

and thoughtful instruction, she was instrumental in leading each one to begin speaking 

conversational and eventually academic English. Some of those students had never been 

schooled before, and most had arrived in the United States with no prior schooling even 

in their home countries.  

 She also welcomed me into the classroom community, and I tutored her students 

several mornings per week. She even allowed me to conduct small reading groups. But 

more than anything else, I wanted to imitate her style. I thought that if I possessed her 

uncanny ability to engage students, I would someday be a worthwhile teacher. I sensed 

her competence on an intuitive level, but little did I realize that mere imitation would not 

suffice. I would need to develop my own teaching style, and I was grateful to be allowed 

the first tentative steps at doing so. Mrs. L took me under her wing, and once my 

AmeriCorps assignment was complete, I was hired as her ESL paraprofessional. I spent 
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the year assisting the students, and at every opportunity, observing the art of teaching 

from a variety of practitioners. The relationship I had with Mrs. L was invaluable, and it 

laid the foundations for my professional growth.  

 Marriage brought me to the east coast, where I was able to substitute teach in a 

large urban school district. I began this venture as a non-certified day-to-day substitute, 

and before long I demonstrated enough competence to be hired long-term. The daily 

experience was trial by fire, as the urban, low-income school district in which I worked 

was rife with challenges. Each day I practiced the secret role known to most educators, 

which was that of entertainer. Walking into an unruly classroom of disenfranchised 

students each day required not only the carrying out of effective discipline, but a 

demeanor that would engage the students. It required a level of energy and 

resourcefulness that was both astounding and exhausting. I was also without a mentor 

during this time, and the lack of reflective practice with a trusted colleague was 

bewildering.  

 Another cross-country move brought me into an entirely different realm of 

teaching. It marked a polar departure from anything I had heretofore experienced. I was 

hired to apprentice at one of the premiere Montessori academies in the country, a thriving 

and aesthetically stunning complex of buildings nestled in a Georgia forest. The school 

was also one of the few Montessori programs in the country that extended beyond the 

primary level. I spent the year working in the middle school, a two-level circular building 

surrounded by windows and bright, young teenagers from affluent families. Over time I 

became intimately acquainted with the marvels of a Montessori curriculum and by doing 

so, experienced a schematic shift in how I conceptualized the role of a teacher. In the 
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Montessori tradition, the classroom leader is not the collective focus of the environment, 

but rather a facilitator who directs her attention primarily to an individual child. The 

teaching role in this setting was markedly dissimilar to what I had known. I needed  

guidance to navigate this new way of thinking, and my hopes for a rewarding mentor 

experience abounded. My new mentor was a 25-year veteran of the Montessori school 

and one of the founding teachers. Her children had attended, and she both conceived of 

and created the middle school program. Not only that, but Mrs. M conducted a middle 

level Montessori training program for teachers wishing to become certified. She was 

certainly a capable professional, and her dedication to the tenets of a Montessori 

education was remarkable.  

 Despite my high expectations and the drive and compassion of Mrs. M, after a 

period of time our relationship deteriorated into what Moberg & Velasquez (2004) would 

classify as dysfunctional. While my position was considered an apprenticeship and my 

mentor attempted to form a meaningful bond, personality differences usurped the 

working relationship we had tried to establish. I finished out the year, taking with me the 

knowledge and dispositions I had cultivated in my time there. We left on good terms, and 

I still considered her to be a mentor, however difficult it had been.  

 Three years later I was finally ready to embark upon my official stint of student 

teaching. I was assigned to a teacher and building in the traditional manner: randomly to 

whomever had volunteered to mentor a student teacher in Language Arts that year. I 

arrived in the middle school that morning with trepidation. My classmates had (falsely) 

given me the impression that this particular building was filled with so-called “behavior 

problems” and that surely I would encounter great difficulty trying to teach this inner 
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city, largely immigrant population of adolescents. But that day I met Mr. O, who would 

expertly guide me through that hectic but rewarding semester of student teaching. He was 

two years away from retiring, kind and gentle with a charming Brooklyn accent. He wore 

short-sleeved shirts and never raised his voice, and could expertly craft a spellbinding 

tale. He could captivate a class of students with his stories, and as much as he was a 

Language Arts teacher, he was a history teacher as well. His daily advice to me as I stood 

in front of his classroom was often the same: “Never let „em see you sweat.” He was 

crass at times, for sure, and wayward on the spectrum of politically correct. He didn‟t 

mire himself down in the clerical tasks of teaching. Nor did he burden his students with 

the technicalities of grammar. But he was a master teacher, a sage among his colleagues. 

Years of teaching the toughest students had softened his disciplinary tactics, made them 

more understated. The students intuited how to behave, which paved the way for his 

story-telling sessions. He garnered respect without involving his emotions, as many 

teachers do. His even-keeled disposition made me feel supremely at ease, and I 

immediately understood that our relationship was a fortunate pairing.  

 The semester of student teaching had begun, and as much as I struggled with its 

demands, I was in awe of Mr. O. His way of teaching had me mesmerized, but more than 

that, it gave me tremendous hope. The hope was two-fold. I was refreshed to know that 

mastery in teaching was possible in a real human being and not just in the overly 

romanticized, clichéd style of movie teachers. (Hollywood has effectively hoodwinked its 

viewing public to believe that an impossibly small fraction of teachers possess some sort 

of other-worldly voodoo that overcomes even the most dire situations of poverty and 

crime). Perhaps worse, these unrealistic cinematic portrayals would have viewers believe 
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that the only way to be worth your salt in teaching is to completely abandon any hints of 

a personal life. Mr. O restored my hope that mastery was attainable, and not at the great 

personal sacrifice many are led to believe. Here was a man who effortlessly balanced 

home and work. His passion for teaching was of a more subtle variety, but his heart for 

students spoke clearly. I had finally found an ideal mentor.  

 

The Contemporary Practice of Mentoring 

 Like most other professions, teaching relies upon the age-old tradition of 

mentoring to induct its newest members. The idea and practice of mentoring has received 

significant attention in recent years in most of those other professions as well, both 

among scholars and practitioners. But teaching has seen no significant reform in the art of 

mentoring. Despite its being an integral part of the career trajectory of a student teacher, 

the same methods of assignment to a master teacher are prescribed according to subject 

matter and the availability of someone willing to take on an apprentice. Currently, 

mentoring in the academic world also follows that of a business model, which has some 

inherent limitation. Master teaching certainly does not view the ends of its means as 

products. Especially within the ideals of the progressive education movement, children 

are wholly complex, and it is imperative that the whole child be educated: mind, body, 

and spirit. The role of the teacher is to facilitate learning on the premise that learning 

occurs on a continuum. Learning is not terminal, and the need for teachers is ongoing, 

even for the teachers themselves. Just as I had the advantage of multiple mentors 

throughout my circuitous route to having my own classroom, so should others. The 
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section to follow discusses the origins and traditions of the mentoring relationship, and 

how contemporary practices echo the finite nature of the business mentoring model.  

 The term mentor refers to a typically older, more experienced person who 

acclimates a less experienced, usually younger individual into a new profession. 

Occasionally referred to as sponsors, mentors are tasked with instructing, handing down 

tradition, providing emotional support, ensuring future leadership, and at times providing 

informal gatekeeping. The word mentor is owed to Greek mythology, and originates from 

the fabled character in Homer‟s Odyssey. Mentor was the trusted friend and counselor of 

the son of the title character, in whose disguise Athena became the guardian and teacher 

of Telemachus. Mentor was a trusted friend left to care for household matters in the 

absence of Odysseus. Hereafter, the word appeared in other great works of literature. In 

French and English the noun mentor came to mean “wise counselor,” first recorded in 

1750 (http://www.answers.com/topic/mentor).  

 According to Bloom, (2010), the practice of mentoring experienced its rise in the 

feudal Renaissance of Europe and Japan. Patronage was the means by which a person 

started and maintained an occupation, conducted trade, created works of art, or merely 

survived. Patronage thrived under a system of complicated rules and boundaries. Access 

to goods and resources were largely dependent upon access to the social hierarchy. The 

rules of patronage were clearly understood and strictly enforced. More powerful 

individuals bestowed favors upon their counterparts of lower social standing in hopes of 

appearing favorably to those more powerful than themselves. The motives of mentors 

were more explicit than they are in modern times. Mentors sought to make political and 

http://www.answers.com/topic/mentor
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economic gains, while their supplicants conducted themselves in manners consistent with 

the social order, ever watchful of the desires and wishes of the more powerful.  

 The world has changed, and perhaps the boundary lines between the mentors and 

the mentored have blurred as society has become more democratic. But, socioeconomic 

differences remain a stark reality, and alliances between members of the power system 

are still formed and maintained so that those lower on the hierarchy are educated, those 

established are refreshed in their practices, and traditions within an organization are 

continued.  

 As it applies to teaching, mentoring fulfills many of the same functions as it does 

in other realms of the working world. In the traditional dyadic model, an older, more 

experienced teacher is paired with a younger, less experienced protégé. Guidance and 

support flowing one way from the mentor to the mentee is the primary aim of the 

relationship, though cooperation and egalitarianism are emphasized. Based on the 

premise that solid teaching skills are central to high student achievement, mentoring in 

academia relies upon seasoned veterans to pass down characteristics that most directly 

impact student achievement. According to Yost (2002), attributes such as communication 

skills, instructional style, planning and management skills, and content knowledge are 

among the intellectual activities engaged in by competent teachers. The confluence of 

intellectual activities comprises what is known as teacher efficacy, or “how one forges his 

or her ability to achieve a certain level of accomplishment” (2002, p. 195). The 

implications of teacher efficacy have to do with how significantly a teacher is able to 

impact the “bottom line,” or what is student success on mandated, standardized 

achievement tests. In the current climate of individual teacher accountability, those 
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“bottom line” scores increasingly determine whether or not a teacher keeps his or her job. 

The relationship between efficacy and student achievement is direct: the higher the 

efficacy the better the academic gains of students. In recent years, increasing emphasis 

has been placed on orienting new teachers in the ways of effective instruction.  

 Jones and Lowe (1990) described what constitutes effective professional 

development for new teachers. Such experiences should 

be ongoing rather than a single activity; include research investigation on 

questions teachers are asking; necessitate practice of new techniques and 

practices, include release time and recognition; and involve learners in the 

planning to accommodate individual differences and goals (p. 9).   

 The tables have turned, and now I am a mentor. I have maneuvered two new 

teachers through the trials and tribulations of their first year with the mentoring program 

used by my district. Using a prescribed course that directs new teachers in the ways of 

reflective practice, I employed some of the tenets described above. In both instances, I 

was assigned to the mentee and conducted mentoring activities without formal training. It 

was only during my second term that our dyad visited with the principal to discuss 

pertinent matters, and not until the majority of the mentoring had been accomplished in 

that second term did I receive the day-long professional development offered by the 

district. I entered both relationships armed with compassion, the best of intentions, and 

blank graphic organizers designed to document the experience.  

 The mentoring was ongoing throughout the school year, culminating sometime in 

June when my protégé would be ready, presumably, to conduct the second year of 

teaching independently. If my success as a mentor was measured by the overall job 
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satisfaction and increased efficacy of my protégé, then my first experience would be 

deemed an utter failure. She resigned at the end of the school year. I underestimated, in 

both experiences, just how much of an emotional load I would help my mentee carry. In 

the case of my first mentor/mentee relationship, I was not equipped with the 

psychological wherewithal to counsel my protégé on the level she required, nor would it 

have been appropriate. I felt that her emotional needs extended beyond the demands of 

teaching. She was on her own for the first time, away from family, and unaccustomed to 

the unique cultural context of teaching an inner-city, largely minority student population.  

 Her first year of teaching was marked by discipline problems in her classroom 

that, on most days, almost completely overwhelmed her disposition. As I offered daily 

positive encouragement or just a comforting word, I realized that the mentoring 

relationship went beyond the bounds of my graphic organizer. My first mentee had needs 

that went unaddressed by any training I would receive, and soon I felt I bore the burden 

of whatever teaching program had left her wholly unprepared for her first year of 

teaching.  

 My next experience with mentoring, while it shared some of the same features as 

the first, was radically different. Although we had been matched more out of convenience 

than any kind of thoughtfulness on the part of administration, the pairing was a success. 

We had similar teaching styles, and on a larger scale, perspectives about life and 

relationships. These similarities were a shortcut to understanding one another, which 

paved the way for deeper work. Because she had a handle on matters of discipline, we 

attended to more rigorous issues such as lesson planning, reading strategies, instructional 
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time allotment, and curriculum sequence. The discussions of pedagogy were more 

substantive, and I found my mentoring role to be significantly more satisfying.  

 I also realized the reciprocal power of the mentor/protégé relationship during 

these experiences. One criticism of the traditional mentoring relationship is that, 

according to McGuire and Reger (2003), “…traditional mentoring relationships reinforce 

power imbalances between participants because one person in the relationship has a 

monopoly on knowledge, skills, and resources” (p. 57). This might have been my initial 

perception, but I soon found the power of reciprocity to be a delightful product of the 

relationship. As much as I helped my protégés with knowledge, skills, and resources, 

they helped me with technical assistance, fresh teaching ideas, material resources, and at 

times a sympathetic ear on a challenging day. In both cases, the emotional and practical 

support ran both ways. The artifice of paperwork could not capture the complex 

undercurrents of the dynamic we shared.  

 One study found that mentor teachers, along with their neophyte counterparts, 

experienced enhanced efficacy by the conclusion of the mentoring term. Yost (2002), 

through a naturalistic study of a group of mentors and their protégés that consisted of 

interviews, document collection, and observation, found that  

The mentors who participated in the program stated that they became 

more aware of their teaching and of the responsibilities they had to their 

students. Looking at classroom learning through the eyes of another often 

resulted in new realizations about how teacher practice could directly 

affect learning. One mentor commented, “As I watched my new teacher 
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work I could actually see what was happening in the students‟ learning” 

(p. 196).  

 

Research in the domain of neophytes and their host teachers has emphasized the 

functions of the relationship as conceptualized by the colleagues involved. And while 

many of the studies acknowledged the potential for friendships to emerge between the 

two, as well as the reciprocal nature of the relationship in which the host teacher benefits 

in myriad ways, few studies veered their focus away from the functional aspects of the 

relationship. Any mutual benefits that emerged from the relationship was a surprising 

byproduct, rather than something explicitly aimed for at the outset. According to 

Weasmer and Woods (2003) the student teaching experience guides neophytes along the 

lines of values, beliefs, and teaching skills. In this study, host teachers responded to their 

perceptions about their role in the student teaching experience. The premise of the study 

held that the cooperating teacher “sets the tone for the experience” (p. 174) and that “It is 

their approach to mentoring that determines whether their relationship will be patriarchal, 

collegial, or collaborative” (p. 174). Participants largely identified their roles as mentors, 

guides, and models. Some of the cooperating teachers clarified this role by expressing 

desire to be worthy role models in the eyes of their protégés. The cooperating teachers 

also believed that because novices are likely to adopt the behaviors and dispositions of 

the host, modeling untoward behavior could be detrimental.  

 A cooperating teacher acting as guide is certainly a vital component of the student 

teaching term. Grading protocols, lesson planning, classroom management, and parent 

communication comprise unchartered territory for the novice, and weakness in any of 
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these  mundane tasks of teaching are likely causes for angst. Novices have a high need in 

these practical areas, and in this regard cooperating teachers are wise to take the lead.  

 In terms of cooperating teachers as models, the study delineated a clear hierarchy 

in the relationship, especially where critical intervention was involved. Some cooperating 

teachers advocated the interruption of the act of teaching if the novice was veering off 

course. Failure to implement an appropriately timed discipline strategy, for example, 

might be cause for the mentor to interject in front of an audience of students. 

Furthermore, the authors stated that  

Such intervention establishes the host teacher‟s continuing authority in the 

classroom, even when the student teacher is serving in the role of an 

educator. Such pedagogy demonstrates clear distinctions between the 

cooperating teacher and the student teacher rather than portraying a 

reciprocal collegial rapport. Nonetheless, the students have the benefit of 

two adults aiding them in the learning process. (Weasmer & Woods, 2003, 

p. 176).  

 

While the study acknowledged that the novice would eventually need a gradual 

release of responsibility and sufficient latitude to conduct the class according to his or her 

own personal style, the need for a clear hierarchy was established. It is here that some of 

the limitations of the traditional mentoring model emerge.  

If a host teacher crafts the student teaching experience according to his or her own 

perceptions about it, a subtle transfer may occur in which the host teacher places undue 

expectations about teaching style and pedagogical techniques onto the novice. A more 

neutral approach, whereby the hierarchy is not so clearly delineated, might be 
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advantageous. A more thoughtful and intentional approach toward discovering and 

developing the unique teaching style of the student teacher and his or her own capacity to 

generate positive chemistry within the classroom would be a powerful perceptual shift. 

This is not to suggest that an emphasis on differences in teaching styles is not considered 

in the experience. However, in the traditional mentoring model the hierarchical structure 

is the norm, and deeper dialogue about interpersonal dynamics is neglected. Furthermore, 

the failure to help the neophyte develop unique skills during the term of student teaching 

is in opposition to the basic tenets of the progressive education movement, which seeks to 

discover and exploit the character attributes, abilities, and talents of the students. It 

should naturally follow that the same conceptual framework is honored within the master 

teacher neophyte relationship. During my own term of student teaching, I felt that my 

cooperating teacher, Mr. O, indeed recognized that I would not be able to conduct his 

class in the manner he had before I arrived on the scene. And although we did not have 

discussions about this fact, I perceived that, because he provided ongoing positive 

support and criticized the more material aspects of my teaching, that he too believed, as a 

true master does, I would eventually develop a style that aligned with my personality and 

underlying beliefs about education. On my first day in front of his classroom (this 

occurred early in the semester), he pointed out that my body language, arms crossed 

while giving directions, was not projecting confidence. I appreciated the feedback, and 

because he used it sparingly, it was much more impactful. But he offered the feedback 

after the lesson, and I believe it would have been quite unsettling if it had been offered 

during the lesson.  
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Mr. O approached our relationship in a manner consistent with that of his 

relationship with his students. In the same way that he appreciated the beliefs and 

dispositions that were unique to my teaching style, he allowed his students to develop and 

express their personalities in a gentle and respectful way. He accomplished this through 

celebrating their strengths and through the use of authentic listening.  

 

Limitations of the Traditional Mentoring Model 

 My mentor took a more egalitarian approach to our relationship, but this is 

atypical. A criticism of the traditional mentoring relationship is that it reinforces power 

imbalances. The simple fact of the terms “mentor” and “protégé” suggests that 

knowledge, resources, and capabilities flow one way from the older, more experienced 

person to the younger, less experienced. But this belies the true nature of the possibilities 

for mutual benefit in the relationship. Novices come into their student teaching 

experience armed with skills, techniques, and instructional practices that are perhaps 

more innovative and fresh than what the master teacher employs. There is potential for 

the novice to help the master teacher take new and interesting approaches to his or her 

teaching.   

 A drawback to the traditional hierarchical model is that, according to McGuire 

and Reger (2003), the power imbalance might cause the protégé to feel reluctant to assert 

his or her own values and needs and that this “makes it difficult for protégés to find their 

own intellectual niche” (p. 57). This study focused on the mentoring relationship in 

higher education as it pertains to graduate students being mentored by faculty members 

for purposes of research and related functions of higher academia. But there are certainly 
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applications for novices and their mentors in teacher training situations. A body of 

research has raised questions about the ethical drawbacks of mentoring. Moberg and 

Velasquez (2004) offered some indictments that ranged from the more innocuous: it 

embodies favoritism and is too time-consuming for the mentor to a host of serious 

criticisms: mentoring often excludes women and people of color, abuse and tyranny in 

the relationship, and disgraceful protégé behaviors such as manipulation and 

backstabbing. The authors of this study made another pointed criticism that more aptly 

suits the hierarchical derivation in the student teaching experience. “some scholars have 

noted that mentoring is typically a conservative process that reflects and reinforces the 

status quo in terms of power and conflict” (Moberg & Velasquez, 2004, p. 96). The 

authors conducted a systematic examination of the detrimental effects of a so-called 

“dysfunctional” mentoring relationship and how its consequences may be quite severe. 

One such dysfunction comes in the form of major differences in personality, values, and 

work habits between mentor and protégé. 

 The study found this to be a common complaint from the perspective of the 

protégé. According to the authors, “Some protégés apparently sensed irreconcilable 

differences in their ways of thinking or doing things” (Moberg & Velaszquez, 2004, p. 

97). Additionally, some protégés felt that their mentor lacked sufficient time to provide 

guidance and support, and were left with feeling neglected. Other less common forms of 

dysfunction were reported as well that included deception, micromanaging, and 

sometimes mentor incompetence.  

 While slightly less frequent in occurrence, the study outlined dysfunctions as 

perceived by the mentor about the protégé. The primary concern was that the protégé 
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took up a disproportionate amount of time. The mentors found it difficult to balance their 

typical workloads with the time demands of their protégés. Other problems included 

forms of dishonesty, inauthenticity, and distorting the truth, as well as situations in which 

the protégé self-censored during interactions with the mentor according to how the mood 

of the mentor was perceived. Some mentors reported that their protégés were needy and 

too dependent on them for support.  

Some researchers have criticized the power differential in the cooperating-student 

teacher relationship. Anderson (2003) stated that “a fundamental flaw exists,” (p. 307) 

because the cooperating teacher is responsible for the ultimate evaluation- positive or 

negative, that will determine whether or not the student teacher is prepared to enter the 

profession. Student teachers would be reluctant to ask for help and share struggles when 

the potential for negative evaluation by that mentor is understood. Other studies (e.g. 

Borko & Mayfield, 1995; Graham, 1995) have found that student teachers have marked 

tendencies to avoid conflict and indicated that student teachers, being aware of the power 

held by their cooperating teachers, valued compliance and imitation more than challenge. 

Given that failure to “pass” the student teaching experience and avoid the enormous time 

and financial burdens that would accompany repeating it, student teachers desire a 

positive evaluation. This desire may run counter to the nature of the relationship. While 

novices want support and nurturing from their mentors and the ability to practice their 

burgeoning craft, the inherent power differential would make this difficult.  

It is evident that since compliance is valued so highly, the multifarious potential 

for teaching growth to emerge from the experience is degraded. When the mentor teacher 

acts as evaluator and gatekeeper, there is an implicit end-goal built into the relationship, 
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and student teachers must be psychologically and behaviorally vigilant to realize that 

goal. In my student teaching experience, differing styles and philosophies were not 

discussed, nor did we have deep discussion throughout the semester as to how I could 

improve the nuances of delivery and technique. I considered my cooperating teacher to be 

an ideal match, but there were limitations as to the depth of our work together. I did not 

fear a negative evaluation because I had a high sense of efficacy and was back by some 

years of experience, but I still had the distinct cognitive impression that I was merely 

enduring the experience. I got a similar sense when my classmates and I would meet for 

discussion. The flavor of the conversation was that this liminal stage was being tolerated 

and endured to various degrees. The overall impression was that student teaching 

represented an arduous rite of passage, and that if we debriefed and vented with one 

another enough, we would all pass through to the other side. These sentiments were 

echoed by our professors, who frequently and with some dose of humor encouraged us to 

keep going, to take intentional efforts at self-care, and to reach out to others as need 

arose. These lamentations did not by any means reflect an ideal collective experience. 

Helping one another hone our craft through personal reflection, or engaging in rigorous 

dialogue about how our teaching philosophies manifested when faced with the real 

demands of a classroom would have indicated a richer student teaching experience. It 

seemed to be more about survival, however, and a couple of my colleagues did not fare at 

all and were not granted the ultimate prize: an actual teaching position. I would have 

appreciated the chance to begin developing an intellectual construct about teaching that 

aligned the theoretical body of knowledge from my coursework into the actual experience 

of teaching.  
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 The results of these dysfunctions, particularly where they apply to student 

teaching, could be quite detrimental, especially for the student teacher. In extreme 

situations, it would be difficult to conceal salient, negative dynamics from being played 

out in front of the students; most teachers can attest to the acute powers of perception 

employed by their students particularly at inopportune times. Student teachers, who enter 

a classroom as strangers, must work hard to establish first rapport, then trust with their 

new charges. Any sense of hostility between the cooperating and student teacher would 

prove this job especially difficult.   

 I was once privy to a conversation between a cooperating math teacher and her 

student teacher, who were discussing the negative behavior of a student. Since she had 

taken over full instructional duties, the student had taken to openly challenging her during 

the lessons, and being quite argumentative upon redirection. Both mentor and protégé 

concluded that the young man was upset about the change in routine, and was 

demonstrating his distaste for the new student teacher behaviorally. The conversation 

brought me back to my own term of student teaching, and because my cooperating 

teacher was so popular in the eyes of his students, at times their unrest as I began 

teaching was almost palpable. Discipline problems are inherent to the student teaching 

experience, and arguably more exaggerated since the novice is putting theoretical 

knowledge and skills and testing his or her own limits for the first time. The potential for 

discipline problems to be amplified and complicated by dysfunctions in the mentoring 

relationship would be enormous in less-than-ideal circumstances. Furthermore, if values, 

personality, and teaching styles are not aligned between the two, it would be exceedingly 

difficult for the mentor to help the protégé resolve discipline matters.  
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A significant problem in the induction of new teachers is that, unlike in other 

professions where inductees receive years of support to develop essential skills in a 

progressively demanding way, first-year teachers take on all responsibilities of a veteran 

teacher in their first year. The central malfunction, in fact, is that “The teaching 

profession is largely characterized by „sink or swim‟ or „trial by fire‟ (Curley, 1988, p. 6). 

It is inconceivable to think that Mentor and Telemachus accomplished their aims in the 

standard semester allotted to the novice teacher.  

Inductees to the teaching profession, like novices in other professions, have needs 

that may be largely neglected by the contemporary practice of mentoring. Beginning 

teachers may be hesitant to ask for certain types of help, and older, more experienced 

colleagues may be hesitant to offer for fear of intruding. Although many school districts 

have identified and attempted to better address these needs by means of assigning novices 

to mentors during their first full year of teaching, new teachers express deficiencies in 

their knowledge and ability. Specifically, many feel, according to Curley (1988), 

“abandoned by the institutions where they received their preservice education and 

neglected by overburdened supervising personnel” (p. 7). I was assigned a mentor during 

my first year of teaching in my current position. The teacher, though she was admirable 

in many regards and emotionally generous to a fault, was largely absent from the day-to-

day functions of my new role. She often joked that she was my „invisible mentor.‟ 

Despite what I believed to be her talent as a teacher based on her thoughtful and wise (but 

rare) interactions with me, the opportunities to engage in deep dialogue were few and far 

between. Not only that, but the sense of distance was exacerbated by the fact that I never 

once had the chance to personally observe her skill in the classroom. If given the 
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opportunity, I definitely would have selected her to be my mentor, as I felt I could learn 

much from her style and ability. The establishment and maintenance of our relationship, 

however, seemed like mere lip service paid by the district to address my needs as a new 

teacher. Despite the fact that many school districts have initiated mentoring programs, 

and varied the degree to which they are required, it is unlikely that such programs have 

evolved enough to genuinely service new teachers.  

This is troubling, especially considering that most student teachers probably 

consider the student teaching experience the most valuable one in preparing them to teach 

on their own. Student teaching is a certification requirement in all 50 states, and its 

functions constitute the boundary between what a neophyte learns in coursework and the 

realities of the teaching profession. In order to pass successfully out of the realm of 

nonteaching and into the realm of teaching, according to White (1989) “Applicants must 

successfully undergo this passage if they wish to become a teacher, a member of a 

professional group with a set of specialized practices, knowledge, and beliefs” (p. 177). 

The inherent value of rites of passage cannot be understated in its capacity to induct 

members of society into the norms and mores of social institutions, but as it applies to 

student teaching, there are embedded flaws. While others have criticized the prescribed 

cooperating-student teacher relationship as promoting a power differential, White has set 

forth an equally sinister indictment of the relationship.  

The concept of rites of passage allows us to study student teaching as 

inherently problematic. Local school systems, the university, and the 

neophytes each compete to establish their own agendas for admittance into 

the profession during this transitional period. Given that there are diverse 
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individuals with diverse experiences, biographies, and values seeking 

admission, the teaching profession must find a way to ensure that its 

version of reality and in particular its fundamental tenets will be 

transmitted and accepted without question (1989, p. 178).  

 

Thus the underlying obstacle becomes apparent again. Upholding a system 

whereby certain members operate with authority and decision-making power over others 

is inevitable, however, it becomes counterproductive when the differential goes 

unacknowledged. Missed opportunities abound when a cooperating and student teachers 

do not develop a framework for discussing the complexities of the socialization process. 

Foucault (1972) suggested that power and knowledge are inextricably linked. Those with 

the majority of knowledge have power over those without. Power is not always an 

intentional exercise. Powerful individuals may not understand their own authority or be 

aware of how it manifests. But in the student teaching forum where a novice may 

acquiesce to desires and preferences of the authority, opportunities for refinement of 

teaching are lost. According to Anderson (2004) “Issues that are not up for debate, 

default to the status quo” (p. 309). Historically, this type of system has negated our ability 

to engage in dialogue about what comprises the sacred art of teaching and how 

individuals from diverse backgrounds and philosophies can discuss its common 

undercurrents. Conceptualizing the student teaching term as a rite of passage, or 

something to be survived by an attitude of compliance, is short-sighted at best.  

Whether intentional or not, by perpetuating a hierarchy of power both cooperating 

and student teachers are to some degree maintaining a problematic system. When the 

cooperating teacher interrupts a lesson to provide correction, and when the student 
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teacher acquiesces to the feedback and alters their behavior in order to please the more 

powerful individual, intellectual negotiation is lost. Instead of considering alternate 

theoretical and practical perspectives, the cooperating teacher is effectively silencing an 

opportunity for meaningful reflection. This is not to suggest that the mentor does not hold 

a higher degree of skill and experience than the novice, however, it does call for a new 

way to envisage the relationship. Under the pressure of national commissions attending to 

the declining state of American education, states are scrambling to enact complicated and 

expensive reforms in how student teachers are inducted. This need not be the case. 

Reforms that redefine the mentoring relationship to the ends of bringing about the 

beginnings of mastery in the neophyte can occur at a building level, and do not require 

complicated and expensive efforts.  

 

A New Conceptual Framework 

 A return to ancient Greek mythology provides a cogent starting point for 

reconceptualizing the mentoring relationship. When Odysseus left for the Trojan War, he 

petitioned the Goddess Athene (in disguise as Mentor the tutor) to watch over his son 

Telemachus and help him become a man. The first mentoring relationship was a success, 

and under the guidance of Mentor, Telemachus became an ardent warrior who preserved 

the throne of his father and eventually helped him defeat the enemies who had threatened 

to destroy the family line. The story aptly illustrates some of the expected roles of a 

mentor. First and foremost, the mentor is a tutor who instructs his charge in the 

intricacies of conducting life and business. Furthermore, according to Moberg and 

Velazquez (2004), mentors “transmit the established canon (in ancient Greece: rhetoric, 
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logic, history, mathematics) as needed by the protégé (p. 98) and that mentors convey 

“what you need to understand in order to live well and cope with the central problems 

and avoid the dangers in the predicament that human beings find themselves in” (p. 98).  

Williams (1993) characterized the predominant roles of the mentor: role model, 

facilitator, counselor, adviser, teacher, and assessor and mentors certainly do perform all 

of these functions. But there is room to bring about new understanding beyond the extant 

rhetoric and a call to engender more sacred aspects of these roles, particularly where the 

time-honored art of teaching is involved.  

The pretext of the first mentoring relationship is almost sacrosanct; Mentor was 

entrusted with that which makes human beings most auspicious and most vulnerable, a 

child, and tasked with not only keeping that child safe, but engendering in his person the 

most noble of creatures capable of ensuring the success of future generations. The 

implications of the first mentoring relationship are that the mentor seeks to bring the 

protégé up to his level, perhaps even making him greater than himself.  

A true master teacher, like the original mentor, would be remiss in failing to 

acknowledge the absolute necessity of bringing the protégé into the beginning realm of 

his or her own mastery. Such a task cannot be accomplished through happenstance 

meetings as schedules allow. It cannot be encapsulated by paperwork that requires a list 

of mentoring activities, or by occasionally sharing ideas for discipline interventions. 

Steiner (2003) laid the foundation for what is embodied by authentic teaching, whether it 

be mentoring or traditional classroom pedagogy:  

To teach seriously is to lay hands on what is most vital in a human being. 

It is to seek access to the quick and innermost of a child‟s or an adult‟s 
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integrity. A Master invades, he breaks open, he can lay waste in order to 

cleanse and to  rebuild… The contrasting ideal of a true Master is no 

romantic fantasy or utopia out of practical reach. The fortunate among us 

will have met with true Masters (p. 19).  

Teachers carry the responsibility to awaken in their students realms of possibility 

yet to be imagined, and this onus should be considered no less cardinal in the mentor-

protégé relationship. At its outset, the ambition of the pairing should be explicit to both 

parties: setting the protégé on the path to mastery. Some studies have called for a shift in 

how cooperating teachers understand and realize their roles.  

The 1983 publication A Nation at Risk and dozens of subsequent reports caused 

states to institute various policy changes as the declining state of public education began 

to be realized. American students were falling behind in key academic areas such as 

reading, writing, and  mathematics. Students in other parts of the developed world were 

outpacing Americans in these areas, which would carry dire implications for the future of 

global competition. Curley (1988) succinctly stated that  

Times of crisis can also be times of opportunity; people often become 

receptive to change when a crisis situation exists and the need for change 

is clearly indicated. It is clear that one of the fundamental changes that 

will need to be made in the United States during the remainder of this 

century, if current problems are to be addressed and future needs met, 

relates to the induction of new teachers (p. 3).  

A byproduct of the fervor surrounding the current teacher accountability 

movement is the intense pressure to demonstrate teaching prowess in the form of bottom-
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line student achievement. The movement toward accountability began in 2001 with the 

No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). The bill, which was remarkable for the degree of 

bipartisan support it received, was created in the spirit of establishing higher standards for 

students. The idea is that creating measurable goals and using assessments to measure 

outcomes will assure individual students master basic skills. The underlying principle of 

NCLB is standards-based education reform, which requires individual states to design 

and administer assessments that measure student progress according to a pre-established 

set of learning standards. In turn, meeting those standards determines whether or not 

states will receive federal education dollars. That funding has increased exponentially 

since the inception of NCLB, and a portion of it is allotted to interventions for so-called 

“failing” schools. Of course, the most sinister threat underlying NCLB is the closing of 

schools. School buildings, and therefore teachers, are under increased pressure to make 

sure students are showing achievement gains. Their jobs, after all, could be hanging in 

the balance.  

A necessary step toward progress in this area may be a transformation in how 

cooperating and student teachers conduct their term of service together. Fostering the 

culture of the master teacher within a school building and then allowing a novice to 

thoughtfully pair with a talented cooperating teacher and have some exposure to the 

teaching ability of the master teacher is crucial. It is not adequate to assign a mentor to 

the first-year teacher with no regard to accountability, and especially no regard for what 

should be the sacred outcome of the relationship. While many researchers have criticized 

the traditional power structure inherent to the student teaching process, little is 

understood about how the power realistically plays out. Perhaps a starting point is to 
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realize that what has been traditionally understood as power is actually a set of tenets 

about teaching that are effective and immutable, and just because one individual 

possesses them does not mean they hold a premium over the other. Every mentor 

imagines the day a pupil will surpass them in knowledge and ability and is validated that 

he or she has done the job of mentoring well.  

Feiman-Nemser (1998) investigated why mentor teachers do not consider 

themselves part of a larger community of “teacher educators” (p. 64), school-based 

personnel responsible for helping novices learn how to teach. The study indicated several 

reasons for this dissonance, among them: teachers feel that the art of teaching cannot be 

taught and must be experienced, it is the responsibility of the university to cover 

pedagogical skills, or that the rite of passage known as student teaching should be 

experienced as „sink or swim.‟ But the study offered a pointed criticism and provided 

another possibility for why cooperating teachers do not see themselves as teacher 

educators. The author pointed to an epistemological gap in what research deems effective 

teaching versus what competent teachers actually practice, and that it is possible to draw 

upon a codified body of knowledge about effective teaching. The author enhanced her 

argument by stating that “…the gap between the visions of teaching promoted at the 

university and the gritty realities of uninspired classrooms compounds the problem” 

(Feiman-Nemser, 1998, p. 65).  

Some studies have suggested a shift in how the mentoring relationship is 

conceptualized, both practically and theoretically. Mentorship reform as it applies to 

education would be aimed at more efficiently and authentically moving the novice 

towards mastery. Such a shift could provide a basis for transforming the mentoring 



29 
 

dynamic between the cooperating and student teacher, as well as provide the foundations 

for intellectual rigor that could at least partially constitute the larger picture of education 

reform.  

Once such reform in mentoring was described by Moberg and Vazquez (2004). 

The study suggested that the necessity for a level of intimacy in the mentoring 

relationship be acknowledged and fostered. Mentors must know their protégés 

sufficiently to provide them enduring wisdom. The transfer of wisdom also requires the 

mentor to reveal him or herself. A degree of partiality is also necessary in the 

relationship. The tale of Mentor and Telemachus serves as a model whereby one human 

being sees quite beyond the tasks of induction and into the moral and spiritual potential 

of the other. This concept aligns with the overarching goal of the mentoring relationship, 

one that primarily benefits the protégé and which ultimately brings that individual to a 

profoundly higher level of expertise. In this way, some of the power differential can be 

undermined because the underlying principle is that not one of power but of mastery, and 

inherently acknowledged that the master began where the protégé began. There are other 

ideas for reform of the mentoring process that do not so clearly delineate the power 

structure and instead emphasize the transfer of knowledge through a process of 

thoughtful socialization into the teaching profession.   

Historically, education research on pedagogy has emphasized what White (1989) 

referred to as “a deficit model of knowledge” (p. 191). It is often assumed that teachers 

operate haphazardly, intuitively and through a process of trial and error. This idea has its 

origins in the belief that since educators do not always follow traditional processes of 

scientific deductive reasoning, that their knowledge base is less sophisticated. Combined 
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with the criticism that the theoretical body of knowledge a novice learned during 

coursework is abandoned in the face of the messy and uncertain business of delivering 

instruction, it is no wonder this false notion persists. White (1989), suggested that in this 

study, “members of the teaching profession have successfully mounted the „bold and 

original fiction‟ that by acquiring their body of professional knowledge, the practice of 

teaching may be made rational, orderly, and above all, manageable” (p. 191). But without 

an explicit attempt at engendering this body of knowledge, a novice to the profession 

must run the gauntlet of uncertainty:  

Success in student teaching is based on resolving a series of conflicts and  

contradictions: 1. How to maintain dominance and rapport simultaneously  

so that students willingly do what the teacher tells them to do. 2. How to  

efficiently and consistently maintain a workload that could easily be 

overwhelming and impossible. 3. How to teach academic knowledge and  

attend to individual needs within a routinized and perhaps rigid workplace 

(p. 191).  

The tasks of student teaching, which can be overwhelming for the novice in some 

cases, are largely misunderstood when they are not connected to theoretical knowledge or 

honored as part of the broader tradition of teaching excellence. White (2004) and others 

have called for the development of a cultural body of knowledge, or a codified 

understanding of what exceptional teachers know and do. These ways of knowing usually 

derive from sound theory, however, often teachers are deemed mere “practitioners.” 

Prevailing epistemology relies upon the college textbook rather than the competence of 

the true master. In conceptualizing student teacher induction, it is beneficial to flesh out a 
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codified body of knowledge in an explicit and accessible manner. This approach would 

necessitate a reconceptualization of the cooperating teacher‟s role. No longer would he or 

she be an arbiter of knowledge and skills, but rather a collaborative entity, guiding the 

novice through the necessary paces with a healthy measure of transparency and 

compassion.  

Educational anthropologists have sought to identify the stages by which the 

novice acquires the cultural body of knowledge specific to the teaching profession. To 

summarize the findings of White (2004), novices become humbled early on in their 

experience when they realize the beliefs and knowledge they held prior to actual 

experience begin to break down. They can no longer rely on what they thought they 

understood in light of the real demands of day-to-day teaching. In this initial stage they 

begin to realize the importance of classroom management and discipline, which is 

reported in so many studies to be of utmost concern to the student teacher. After some 

basic competencies are tried and practiced, the novice begins to understand the non-

verbal nuances of teaching. Eye contact, body language, and vocal pitch are part of the 

complex interplay of what constitutes “teacher talk,” and all novices must develop their 

own. Thirdly, the student teacher must attend to the smallest of details: localized and 

specialized knowledge of the minute functions of teaching such as time allotted to 

instructional tasks, handling classroom disruptions efficiently, and protocols for restroom 

breaks. The course of mastery in this progression of domains will ultimately allow the 

student teacher to return to more complex theoretical tenets they were exposed to during 

coursework. An ongoing task of socialization into the teaching profession is the 

development of efficacy. Armed with practical skills, the novice can devote energy 
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toward integrating increasingly sophisticated pedagogy, all with the strong belief that it 

will promote student learning. When these experimentations are met with success, the 

confidence and aptitude of the novice will hopefully build and grow exponentially. 

Most student teaching experiences stay in the realm of „sink or swim,‟ and if clear 

stages are indeed real and definable, they are not made known to the protégé. The study 

of student teaching, such as it is, is almost nonexistent. Teacher education programs make 

known the basics of the experience, but do not adequately exploit the available research. 

White (1989) and others have concluded that mentors and change agents “might try to 

identify the times and contexts in which the more valued activities occur. Noting and 

identifying contexts in which valued norms, behaviors and knowledge are present might 

serve as starting points from which to initiate and expand the reform” (p. 193).  

Initiation of basic reforms, such as transmitting social and cultural norms about 

teaching is naturally the responsibility of the cooperating teacher. In the traditional 

mentoring relationship, it is indeed the older, more experienced individual who has the 

greater degree of knowledge and resources. Arguably, many cooperating teachers have a 

functional understanding of the powerful and multifaceted influence they have on the 

attitudes, beliefs, and dispositions of beginning teachers, and possibly even their career 

trajectory. It is hopefully what drives them to become mentors in the first place. A 

knowledge gap exists, however, and a need to more thoroughly train master teachers in 

authentic mentoring would be a step in the right direction. Anderson (2004) stated that 

“cooperating teachers should be made to recognize that many of their actions, from 

evaluations and positive affirmations to their inherent vested authority and reverence, 

perpetuate hierarchical rather than collegial relationships” (p. 322). What is called for, 
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then, is a redefinition of how cooperating and student teachers relate, because issues of 

power are present in the relationship. The cooperating teacher can be perceived as an 

authority figure who is evaluating the skill sets of the novice that have had minimal time 

to develop. If the cooperating teacher took less of an evaluative role, they would more 

authentically serve the needs of the novice.  

Issues of power in the classroom are real. Teachers have authority over students 

on a variety of levels, whether it be managing behavior or assuring assignments are 

completed. This power also manifests in complex socioeconomic ways as well. Teachers, 

particularly those in urban settings who have economically disadvantaged students, are 

members of the dominant, educated class of people. Having arrived at their profession by 

successfully navigating the norms and mores of the dominant culture, they have access to 

a world their students may not. These issues are little understood, however, and instead of 

trying to downplay or deny the existing order, it might be wise for teaching professionals 

to foster relationships, both with students and colleagues, that are conducive to open 

discussion. A commitment to transparency about how issues of power influence teaching 

activities would create a pathway for enhanced understanding. Delpit (1995) delineated 

how issues of power are enacted in the classroom, the first premise being that a culture of 

power is largely a silenced dialogue, and that the effects of this are detrimental for 

students. In fact, when the culture of power is denied, students are denied access to 

power. Delpit outlined five aspects of power for the purposes of creating a dialogue:  

1. Issues of power are enacted in classrooms. 2. There are codes or rules for 

participating in power; that is, there is a “culture of power.” 3. The rules of 

the culture of power are a reflection of the rules of the culture of those 
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who have power. 4. If you are not already a participant in the culture of 

power, being told explicitly the rules of that culture makes acquiring 

power easier. 5. Those with power are frequently least aware of- or at least 

willing to acknowledge- its existence. Those with less power are often 

most aware of its existence (p. 24).  

 Typically, these codes of power are not directly communicated, in fact, the 

acknowledgment of power becomes less explicit when those who possess it are tasked 

with its exertion. A level of complexity is added to this problem by the fact that those 

who possess power have already internalized its rules and codes, and those without it are 

at a cultural disadvantage. As I reflect on my own experience as a neophyte in the world 

of Montessori education, I realize that perhaps these issues of power hindered the 

relationship. My acculturation into that particular teaching approach was met with 

disappointment, and likely the dysfunction stemmed not from personality differences 

with my mentor, but from gross misunderstanding about how my mentor‟s approach to 

teaching was aligned with the particulars of that culture of learning. Kind to a fault and 

wishing to exert in our relationship the same level of equality sought between instructor 

and student in the Montessori way of being, my mentor was reluctant to acknowledge 

how her ways of doing and thinking related to adherence to the tenets. There was a vast 

chasm separating our levels of practice, and many missed opportunities for explicitly 

discussing that power differential. As her apprentice, I was left feeling bewildered, left 

out of the culture because its rules were ambiguous. During this time I initiated an 

independent study of the Montessori method, in part because I had received no formal 

training and wanted more than just experience within the framework to shape my 
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understanding. I read voraciously on the subject and even prepared journals to document 

my new register of knowledge. I shared these enthusiastically with my mentor, but it did 

not resolve the disconnection between theoretical and actual. I simply could not reconcile 

theoretical knowledge with my role in this type of classroom, especially when I had 

considerably less influence as the assistant. Had we strived toward a deeper and more 

open forum for communication, we likely could have negotiated a relationship that was 

mutually beneficial.  

Some scholars have echoed these sentiments by stressing the need for cooperating 

teachers to re-conceptualize their role as more collegial than hierarchical. Feiman-

Nemser (1998) explained mentoring in terms of “joint work:”  

What we need are new models of mentoring that respect the complex and  

contextualized nature of teaching, that honour teachers‟ knowledge and 

ways of knowing, and that engage novices, mentors, and university-based 

teacher educators in a joint inquiry about teaching and learning to teach (p. 

66).  

A necessary part of the reform is to re-envision a system in which master teachers 

perceive themselves as vital components in a process of educative mentoring. Power 

differentials would be mute within such a framework, and entirely counterproductive to 

its end goals: the acculturation of new teachers into reflective pedagogy and excellence.  

Another way mentoring reform can occur is by embracing a vision of teaching 

excellence. Mentors and their protégés must have clear ideas about the salient aspects of 

effective pedagogy. Current research on lesson planning reinforces the idea of backwards 

planning which entails curriculum sequencing that focuses on the end result, or what skill 
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the students will learn or master. Backwards planning can be easily applied in the context 

of student teaching. By establishing objectives and making them known and 

comprehensible to the novice, the cooperating teacher sets a clear purpose for each 

interaction. In turn, the student teacher anticipates those objectives and can more readily 

reflect upon their relative mastery. The end goal is diffuse to the process of teaching and 

a salient feature of each interaction and activity. Reform-minded practices that are 

thoughtful and explicit within mentor-novice pairings provide the foundation for this kind 

of work. Both professionals must share a commitment to focused activities that do not 

rely upon trial and error.  

The end approach acknowledges that the path to success varies for each teacher. 

Lemov (2010) concluded that the path to success means approaching teaching as an art. It 

requires careful discretion and technique to master, and that path might be different for 

every teacher. In the mentor-novice pairing, the cooperating teacher should help the 

student teacher develop craftsmanship by refining strategies and techniques while 

honoring his or her unique capabilities. Of course, the focused goal is always the 

betterment of student achievement. Applying a model of end planning in the student 

teaching experience would ensure that the student teacher also enhances his or her own 

achievement of efficacy. In order for this to occur, there must be a joint effort to engage 

together in goal-directed activities. The mentoring pair must engage in meaningful 

activities associated with teaching that help students achieve, and ultimately gives them 

access to the culture of power. Novices and their mentors must lay out a plan that has the 

end in mind and consciously enact that plan. It is not enough to give mere lip service to 

the process of mentoring, or engage in it for its own sake.  
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Curley (1988) outlined some elemental changes in aspects of mentoring put forth 

by the National Commission on Excellence. Its mission, in part, was to improve teacher-

induction practices so that new teachers could feel the experience was more than just “a 

token effort” (p. 10). One logical way to accomplish this would be an extended release 

time rather than the usual terminality of the school year. This would allow for, according 

to the author, “the provision of consistent and meaningful attention to teachers in need of 

assistance” (p. 10). Among other recommendations were that specially selected and 

trained mentor teachers participated in the program and their role would be non-

evaluative, occasional release from regular teaching duties for both parties to engage in 

mentoring activities, and the meaningful involvement of teacher-training institutions, and 

state and local school districts in the induction process. Many states have initiated such 

reforms, according to Curley (1988), all with the ultimate goal of improving student 

learning by increasing the professionalism of teaching.  

 

The Qualified Mentor 

 Any model of new teacher induction reform through mentoring must rely on a 

clearer understanding of what constitutes good teaching. Without such a basis, less-than-

qualified individuals will continue to be placed in mentoring roles. Hopefully, those traits 

that make someone an outstanding teacher will also make them an outstanding teacher of 

the novice. Since these master teachers know how to build relationships that are optimal 

for learning, they can readily translate them into a relationship with the new teacher. Old 

ways of assigning cooperating teachers must be scrutinized for their reliability in 

selecting worthy individuals for the important tasks associated with helping neophytes 



38 
 

gain mastery. School districts and administrators must re-examine the processes by which 

cooperating teachers are selected as thoughtfully as they re-envision the process of 

mentoring.  

Educational philosophers, academicians, and policy makers have written volumes 

of conjecture through the ages on the essential traits of good teaching. In the effort to 

synthesize the aggregate qualities that push a teacher out of the realm of mediocre and 

into that of great, there has been much rhetoric. Of late, there have been numerous 

attempts to hone in on what constitutes great teaching, and broadened attention has been 

paid to a teacher‟s ability to help students achieve bottom-line test scores. As school 

districts fail to meet mandates set forth by No Child Left Behind and risk losing funding, 

added pressure is funneled from the top down. Public school teachers face scrutiny like 

never before. As poorly performing schools are thrust into the forefront (so-called 

“failing” schools are published in local newspapers), the nation has naturally begun to 

place blame, which is increasingly aimed at teachers. Often, teachers are singularly 

responsible, and held accountable for, the performance of students on standardized tests. 

It is no wonder that increasingly, a teacher‟s product in the form of adequate test scores is 

being added to the definition of worthy teaching. Contemporary research has certainly 

focused attention on solid teaching as school districts become eager, if not desperate, to 

prepare teaching professionals in the rigors of the age of accountability.  

 Green (2010) in asking the question of what makes a good teacher, ruled out 

certain factors that do not seem to indicate success as a teacher:  

There have been many quests for the one essential trait, and they have all 

come up empty-handed. Among the factors that do not predict whether a 
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teacher will succeed: a graduate-school degree, a high score on the SAT, 

an extroverted personality, politeness, confidence, warmth, enthusiasm 

and having passed the teacher certification exam on the first try. When 

Bill Gates announced recently that his foundation was investing millions 

in a project to improve teaching quality in the United States, he added a 

rueful caveat. “Unfortunately, it seems the field doesn‟t have a clear view 

of what characterizes good teaching,” Gates said. “I‟m personally very 

curious” (p. 4).  

 The author also demonstrated how a weak teacher can be detrimental to student 

achievement.  Citing statistician William Sanders, who studied Tennessee teachers, one 

study found that on average, a student with a weak teacher scored 50 percentile points 

lower than a similar student with a more skilled teacher. Furthermore, one Stanford 

economist concluded that the top 5 percent of teachers can impart 1.5 years of learning to 

students in just a single school year, while the weakest 5 percent advanced their students 

a mere half year of material each year.  

 Studies such as these have led many to believe that certain teachers possess an 

abstract, largely instinctual, inimitable set of dispositions that combined, amount to 

teaching talent. If certain skills cannot be taught, the good teaching might be out of reach 

for otherwise well-intentioned individuals. Green (2010) characterized the attitudes of 

several key players in education reform, one of which who stated “You either have it or 

you don‟t” (p. 2). Such sentiments about teaching echo the earlier argument that the 

teaching profession lacks a codified body of knowledge, or a cultural theory that drives 

its members to conduct activities based on this background of knowledge. Some 
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reformers have made a conscious attempt to demystify the notion of “magical” teaching. 

In doing so, they have begun to succeed in fleshing out the deliberate techniques that 

make teachers truly effective. In other words, that sound teaching is observable, 

definable, and comprised of actionable delivery. And if this is so, then great teaching is 

not the ethereal happenstance of the lucky few, but attainable for all teaching 

professionals willing to engage in rich professional development.   

 Lemov (2010) summarized an approach to teaching that is more inclusive for any 

teacher wishing to effectuate more sophisticated pedagogy.  

Great teaching is an art. In other arts- painting, sculpture, the writing of 

novels- great masters leverage a proficiency with basic tools to transform 

the rawest of material (stone, paper, ink) into the most valued assets in 

society. This alchemy is all the more astounding because the tools often 

appear unremarkable to others.  Who would look at a chisel, a mallet, and 

a file and imagine them producing Michelangelo‟s David? (p. 1).  

 Years later, as admirers of the art examine and appreciate it, they will likely 

postulate upon the theory of school of thought from which it derived rather than the 

practiced strokes of paintbrush or chisel that brought the vision of the artist to fruition. 

The same can be said for teaching. It is often assumed that great teaching is a sort of 

“voo-doo” that some, however well-intentioned in their desire to teach, simply do not 

possess. But many contemporary researchers have argued that this not need be the case. 

Specific use of teaching tools that are actionable and concrete, when commingled with 

vision and high positive efficacy, build the framework for excellent teaching. The section 

to follow will provide theoretical history of the facets of excellent teaching put forth by 
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the great educational thinkers of our time as well as contemporary research on the 

subject. The underlying premise of such discourse is that in order to reform the mentoring 

process, careful attention must be paid to identifying true master teachers to be paired 

with novices.  

 In examining what the great philosophers have said about quality teaching, it is 

imperative to also understand the context from which their perspectives derive. Unique 

cultural, socioeconomic, and historical factors must be considered when attempting to 

apply canonical wisdom to modern practice. Garber (1998) pointed out that when 

Descartes published his Discourse on the Method of Rightly Conducting One’s Reason 

and Seeking the Truth in the Sciences in 1637, for example, he did so within a framework 

of a humanist education; he attended a Jesuit academy whose curriculum was grounded 

in the Greek and Roman antiquity that had re-emerged in the Renaissance. And according 

to Garber (1998), when Hobbes postulated a new moral and political philosophy that 

decried the educational institutions of the sixteenth and early seventeenth century, he did 

so in a climate of vast illiteracy. Some 70 percent of the male population of England was 

illiterate, and those who did receive university education (primarily males) experienced it 

in an intensely linguistic context. Scholasticism of the time was grounded largely in 

Latin, and emphasis on the reading of classical texts prevailed. Still others sought to 

radically reformulate systems of public education in a spirit of backlash against tyrannical 

societal orders in which those individuals lived.  
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Mastery Teaching Defined 

On the premise that universal truths about excellence in teaching are applicable 

through the ages, we have much to learn from our scholastic predecessors. In doing so, 

contemporary educators can augment pedagogical practice with a critical dialogue. This 

dialogue is more vital than ever to contemporary practice, in fact, as much of western 

civilization is in the throes of serious intellectual malaise. American children are being 

rapidly outpaced by the rest of the developed world in critical subject areas such as math 

and science. This has broad implications as we assert our position in the age of 

information. But amidst turmoil there is opportunity, and the recent attention paid to the 

mastery of teaching is a welcome and necessary dialogue. Teachers have much to learn 

from one another, and the convention of the privatized classroom will not serve to help 

teaching colleagues, beginning or otherwise, hone the pedagogical skills that will benefit 

students.  

As much as historical context should be understood in considering the 

perspectives of  philosophers from eras past, contemporary context should be understood 

as well. Teachers face pressure as never before in history, and demands stretch far 

beyond the scholastic activities within the classroom. Teachers are tasked with fulfilling a 

staggering number of roles in a given day, not least among which is teaching a myriad of 

modern-era technology competencies that they themselves have probably not mastered. 

Sometimes, teachers must forego rich and engaging content in order to help students meet 

or exceed minimum standards on state mandated tests, in essence becoming testing 

“coaches” and willingly or not, spending class time “teaching to the test.” Furthermore, 

teachers must compete for the attention spans of students that are increasingly and 
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alarmingly shortened by a host of competition in popular culture. Add poverty, 

socioeconomic inequalities, breakdown of the family structure, child abuse and neglect, 

learning disabilities, and bullying into the mix, and one quickly realizes just how 

enormous and potentially overwhelming the load of teaching has become. Many of these 

encumbrances, especially where they concern the physical and emotional wellbeing of 

students, supersede instructional demands.  

My team of colleagues once conducted a meeting for the purpose of assisting a 

student for whom we shared concerns. Student and mother were both present along with 

several teachers, a guidance counselor, and the dean of students. Our primary concerns 

were his classroom behavior, which frequently disrupted the learning environment, and 

frequent absences. I put my usual tactful but direct series of questions to his mother, 

which included whether or not the student received consequences at home for poor 

behavior at school. I also asked about some general health habits such as amount of sleep 

he got each night and whether or not he ate breakfast every morning. Through the course 

of questioning, we learned that this student lived with his father and girlfriend, who left 

the boy unsupervised frequently. Rules were loosely established in the home, which 

included a set bedtime. Not only that, but our student reported that he went without 

breakfast most days because there was no food in the kitchen, and he arrived at school 

too late to eat the free breakfast offered. As for regular absences and being late to school, 

the student said his father didn‟t use an alarm clock, and sometimes slept in himself; he 

was then unmotivated to drive his children the few blocks to school.  

My response to such revelations is always one of mild shock, but this is because I 

make a quality judgment based on my own upbringing, which provided me with the 
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necessary physical and psychological comforts that are assets to healthy development. 

And then I have a more sobering reaction, which is a renewed realization that my true 

concerns for a student have much more to do with his happiness as a human being than 

any academic interest I can arouse. I have also participated in meetings where we 

completely abandon the artifices of academic discussion in light of serious concerns 

about the student‟s wellbeing. I also don‟t pretend that just because a student exhibits 

appropriate social behavior, he or she is not experiencing the same hardships at home as a 

student with grossly inappropriate behavior.  

The scenario described above is meant to illustrate just how complex and onerous 

a teacher‟s job has become. When a teacher engages in practicing the intricacies of 

effective pedagogy, he or she must do so always with an eye toward multitudinous 

factors that occur entirely outside of the classroom environment. A starting point to 

defining what makes a teacher a true master is their ability to operate with compassion. 

They envision the outcomes of their work in terms of academic as well as moral, 

psychological, and spiritual development of the child. The realization that a student 

cannot develop intellectually with severe emotional hindrances drives not only instruction 

but interaction with students. Intellectual activities must be conducted against the 

backdrop of, first and foremost, a sapient understanding of the developmental stages of 

childhood. This understanding must be coupled with an instinctual desire to recognize 

possible disturbances in the developmental trajectory and act accordingly. Sometimes this 

process is as simple as asking the right questions and then applying an appropriate 

intervention. In the case of my troubled student, the team of teachers provided an alarm 

clock for the household.  
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Beyond acknowledging and honoring the spiritual and emotional needs of 

children, the master teacher knows how to adapt instruction to the individual needs of 

students. John Dewey, an eminent philosopher, psychologist, educational reformer, and 

social critic, advocated for the early progressivist education movement. A recurrent 

theme in his body of writings on education held that balance must be struck between 

transmitting knowledge and honoring the unique experiences, dispositions, and 

capabilities of the student. The outcome of an education should be the moral as well as 

intellectual development of the child, and they do not occur in a mutually exclusive 

fashion. Dewey (1909), in discussing the psychological aspects of education, elucidated 

the relevance of character development:  

It is a commonplace to say that the development of character is the end of 

all school work. The difficulty lies in the execution of the idea. And an 

underlying difficulty in this execution is the lack of a clear conception of 

what character means (p. 49).  

Dewey went on to describe in detail the definition of character as a system of 

working forces and the role of an able teacher in discovering and positively exploiting 

what is of value in the child:  

The individual must have the power to stand up and count for something 

in the actual conflicts of life. He must have initiative, insistence, 

persistence, courage, and industry. He must, in a word, have all that goes 

under the name “force of character.” Undoubtedly, individuals differ 

greatly in their native endowment in this respect. None the less, each has a 

certain primary equipment of impulse, of tendency forward, of innate 
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urgency to do. The problem of education on this side is that of discovering 

what this native fund of power is, and then of utilizing it in such a way 

(affording conditions which both stimulate and control) as to organize it 

into a definite conserved modes of action- habits (p. 50).  

Dewey laid the foundation for what contemporary educators promote in teaching 

courses and continuing professional development. A prevalent theme in these milieus is 

the education of the whole child, an emphasis on discovering each child‟s unique learning 

ability, intelligence, or talent and creating activities designed to bring those traits full 

circle. But to merely design and execute lessons is not enough. Excellent teachers rely 

upon their relationship with the child as much as they depend upon the practical aspects 

of teaching. A fundamental purpose of education being the building of character, as 

Dewey suggested, requires more than a curriculum that differentiates instruction to meet 

the needs of diverse students. And while many of the daily routines and activities of the 

school day encourage socially appropriate behaviors, the dedicated work of the true 

master is focused on steadily building a relationship that will foster the authentic growth 

only a healthy relationship can. The ability of the master teacher to forge productive and 

uplifting relationships would be highly advantageous to the student teacher in the 

mentoring relationship. Not only would the novice benefit from the healthy collaboration, 

but they would be receiving constant modeling that could be applied to their relationships 

with students. Of course, this would require a level of explicitness on the part of the 

mentor. A worthy mentor should be transparent with his or her intentions by elucidating 

for the novice the importance of establishing and nurturing relationships.  
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Another feature of mastery teaching is that of providing students with both 

rigorous and relevant curriculum. This contemporary movement is designed to make 

students more excited about learning by making it more personal and challenging to 

them. The idea is that student work should be designed with equal measures of ambitious 

material and hearty rationale for its mastery. Using rigor and relevance requires the 

teacher to teach with intent by vigilantly explaining to students the “why” of their 

learning. If one clarifies for students how particular skills or concepts will benefit them in 

some way, and does so in a manner that is inspirational to the student, it is much more 

likely that authentic learning will occur.  

Every fall, I continue a classroom tradition of reading the classic, “The Raven,” 

by Edgar Allan Poe. It is a challenging text for adolescents who by and large read below 

grade level, but as much as possible, I try to make it accessible through a variety of 

techniques. The culminating activity is to watch a clip of “The Simpsons” in which the 

main characters re-enact the chamber scene. It is always a joy to explain to students how 

becoming a literate individual adds layers of richness to what they enjoy in popular 

culture. Not only that, but because the dialogue of the episode is true to the original 

narrative, the content is reinforced. Good teaching can be at least partially defined as the 

ability to bring these components of learning to the student.  

In the same way, a mentor has boundless opportunity to provide rigor and 

relevance in the mentee relationship. But since these skills take considerable lengths of 

time for a teacher to master, it would follow that in the mentoring relationship a more 

thoughtful approach should be taken. Not everyone is suitable to take on the sacred tasks 

of mentoring. Dewey certainly provided the modern groundwork for rigor and relevance. 
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His early works analyzed the role of the application of knowledge in the learning process 

which can be easily applied to the cooperating-student teacher relationship. He explained 

how possessing knowledge is fruitless without a directed purpose:  

The difference between mere knowledge, or information, and judgment is 

that the former is simply held, not used; judgment is knowledge directed 

with reference to to the accomplishment of ends. Good judgment is a 

sense of respective or proportionate values. The one who has judgment is 

the one who has the ability to size up a situation. He is the one who can 

grasp the scene or situation before him, ignoring what is irrelevant, or 

what for the time being is unimportant, who can seize upon the factors 

which demand attention, and grade them according to their respective 

claims (1909, p. 51).  

 

The Knowledge of Teaching 

Socrates held similar views on the ideal teacher, and it was closely tied to how 

they would make knowledge into a useful engine. Woodruff (1998) articulated how 

Socrates viewed education in the Platonic ideal of Athens. Teachers would, like true 

philosophers, know how best to “…develop in each child the character appropriate to that 

person‟s role in the web of society” (p. 24). A worthy teacher, armed with an 

understanding of what unique strengths and abilities the student possesses, and doing so 

by developing strong relationships, will drive knowledge toward a directed purpose.  
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Not only that, but Socrates touched upon ideas about relevance in the learning 

process. He argued that students come to a teacher with innate resources of distinction. 

According to Woodruff (1998):  

Sophisticated learning depends on the resources already in the command 

of the student: resources including basic concepts and the abilities to draw 

inferences and reject contradictions when these become evident. But 

students come  equipped for more than this sort of reasoning. They already 

know how to tell whether an image is appropriate or far-fetched (for 

example), and they are experts at picking out and labeling for oblivion all 

of the many things they find irrelevant to their concerns. This thinking 

ability is theirs from childhood, and has grown as they grew, so that they 

are no strangers to validity or relevance, even if they are unable to explain 

the terms (p.23).  

Centuries later, educational thinkers like Piaget echoed similar sentiments about 

application of new knowledge. Piaget, according to Stendler-Lavatelli (1970) defined 

intelligence as a process of adaption whereby an individual strives for organizational 

equilibrium. As new knowledge is introduced, existing knowledge must shift to 

accommodate. Mental construction begins in infancy, and as a child develops, fresh 

experiences are constantly supplied to the existing order. “As Piaget puts it, knowledge is 

not a copy of reality; to know something is to modify external reality. Knowledge always 

involves a mental operation which permits one to transform what one sees in the light of 

what one already knows” (p. 38). The process is applicable to children as well as adults. 

Cooperating teachers, armed with such an understanding, could translate that into helping 
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novices connect the theoretical knowledge they gained in the classroom part of their 

training into the actual practice of teaching.  

What Socrates and Piaget illuminated about good teaching was what today is 

known as metacognition, or the ability to reflect intelligently on one‟s own thought 

processes. They articulated how the learning process cannot occur without certain innate 

faculties, which would designate the teacher as a sort of facilitator to the process of 

applying those faculties to new knowledge. Hence a necessity for the master teacher is to 

know the terms and have a repertoire of skills for presenting them in challenging ways. 

Socrates defined a true master teacher, as one who had “both the authority of a 

practitioner and the articulate wisdom of a sage” (Woodruff, 1998, p. 26). The sage can 

pose questions, answer them, or choose not to answer them. Their art lies in a delicate 

discernment of how and to what degree to challenge a student with questions and 

problems that will promote metacognition. If the basic ingredients of thought are already 

present, the sage knows how to develop within the student progressively higher 

reasoning. Contemporary researchers like Feiman-Nemser who have argued for a more 

explicit development of a codified body of cultural knowledge about teaching are echoing 

these sentiments in reform of the student teaching experience. Master teachers who 

possess this body of knowledge could apply the Socratic method to the mentoring 

relationship. Their sacred task would involve helping the novice to apply existing 

knowledge to an array of new experiences, experiences with actual “in the trenches” 

teaching. The ideal cooperating teacher would challenge the novice to reflect on teaching 

practices in a way that would hold them responsible for their learning. The Socratic 

method practiced and honed over the years with students is an essential ability, and 
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teachers who have mastered it are likely the ones equipped to take on the sacred act of 

mentoring. 

Augustine of Hippo was yet another philosopher to define good teaching in terms 

of accommodating learning through the incorporation of new knowledge. Augustine 

spoke out against the knowledge-transfer model of education, mainly on the premise that 

learning does not occur just because a teacher stands in front of a room and imparts what 

he or she knows. This method relies upon the student understanding the thoughts behind 

the words spoken by the teacher, which is unreliable at best. A better path is to use 

explicitness so that the potential for lies and deception is minimized. Augustine criticized 

what Steiner later called “dead teaching” or “anti-teaching” (2003, p. 18) by describing a 

teacher who would stand in front of his class and deliver a lecture, all the while distracted 

by totally unrelated thoughts. Uninspired teaching is what arises when a teacher merely 

goes through the motions and never provides students the opportunity to authentically 

connect new information, much less question the new knowledge with critical thinking 

skills. According to Quinn (1998), “Much of what such teachers do is not imparting 

understanding; it is instead prompting students to acquire it for themselves” (p. 86).  

Chomsky, in a collection of essays on the state of education in America, further 

clarified the dangers of teachers passing lies and deception off as the truth, particularly 

where it concerns female and minority students.  He refers to a pedagogy of “big lies” 

(2000, p. 6) where students are indoctrinated with such falsities as the calculated 

genocide of Native Americans, or the true extent and severity of slavery practices in the 

United States. A more honest and thorough account of American history to the present 

day reveals an alarming picture of reality that most students will never be privy to. Where 
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the socioeconomically disadvantaged are concerned, the danger of promoting hypocrisy 

is their increased sense of disillusionment within a system of pedagogy that minimizes 

the subordination they have experienced. Acknowledging that there are complex 

sociopolitical implications of a long history of subordination of certain groups is a 

necessary part of the dialogue as these students struggle to fit into a social order that still 

puts them at a disadvantage. The argument for disillusionment within a dysfunctional 

doctrinal system of education could certainly account for the alarming high school 

dropout rate in the United States today.  

I assert that disillusionment with the teaching profession occurs along the same 

lines. There is an inadequate system of thought about the true nature of teaching, and the 

teaching field has a high rate of novices leaving the career within the first five years of 

teaching. The cultural body of knowledge about teaching has been inaccessible to veteran 

teachers who have not been trained in the spirit of collegial, rigorous discussion about 

excellence. One common indication of blame for this is that teacher colleges lean heavily 

toward the theoretical, and do a gross disservice to their pre-service teachers by not 

adequately preparing them for the real demands of the job. Then, as the candidates 

participate in the student teaching process, they are made products of a “sink or swim” 

method of induction. It is little wonder that many new teachers cannot connect broad 

theoretical understanding with the tangible uncertainties, frustrations, and challenges of 

being with students every day, charged with the education of their whole person. 

Hopefully a passionate and thoughtful teacher will embark upon a journey of constant 

reflection and willingness to experiment with practices, but many new teachers simply 

become overwhelmed and eventually, disillusioned.  
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In my experience thus far, a dialogue about the commonalities of good teaching 

has been largely absent. It is difficult to say whether or not my program of study 

adequately prepared me, because I had taught prior to becoming fully licensed and 

therefore knew about the messy business of teaching. But my pre-service program 

certainly provided me a thoroughly grounded theoretical framework: the purposes of an 

education, its history and key players, the physical and intellectual developments of a 

child, important educational philosophers, ethical issues with teaching, and the political 

implications of current educational policy were all covered and discussed. I appreciated 

gaining the perspective in a somewhat backwards order, because it fired within me the 

desire to always apply deeper theoretical understanding to my pedagogical practices. Not 

all new teachers get this opportunity, because once their career has begun, they have few, 

if any, chances to return to the philosophical theory that can drive instruction into more 

meaningful realms. I have attended plenty of professional development sessions, but they 

often focus on various contemporary strategies and “tricks” expounded in the current 

literature, complete with PowerPoints and handouts about whatever latest method will, if 

executed properly, transform teaching. The emphasis is usually “a mile wide and an inch 

deep” and while it is always beneficial to refresh teaching with new ideas, the continued 

learning that goes on during the course of a career lacks depth. Rarely are teachers invited 

to engage in discussion with colleagues on the true nature of teaching, our teaching 

philosophies and how we arrived at them, or how we connect that understanding with the 

gritty challenges of day-to-day teaching. I have found that in the current system of 

professional development, there is a thematic absence. Discussion of what constitutes 
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excellent teaching is not emphasized, and though practical techniques and strategies are a 

vital part of the formula, they do not comprise the whole picture. 

 

Toward Transparency in Teaching 

Discussions of theory, if done authentically, would force teachers to reflect 

honestly and critically about how they conduct their teaching and in the process 

illuminate the more arcane aspects of practice. A purposeful dialogue about our own 

knowledge, and the “whys” and “hows” of transmitting that knowledge to students is a 

necessary step in defining an understanding of what makes a teacher great. Of course, this 

process would require teachers to open themselves up to appraisal, both self- and other-

initiated, and by doing so flesh out criticism about the alignment of pedagogical practice 

and knowledge. Descartes saw this discussion as vital part of the process of imparting 

knowledge.  

I hope too that the truths I set forth will not be any less well received for 

their not being derived from Aristotle or Plato, and that they will have 

currency in the world in the same way as money, whose value is no less 

when it comes from the purse of a peasant than when it comes from a 

bank. Moreover I have done my best to make these truths equally useful to 

everybody. I could find no style better suited to this end than that of a 

conversation in which several friends, frankly and without ceremony, 

disclose the best of their thoughts to each other (Descartes, as cited in 

Garber, 1998, p. 135).  

 



55 
 

A common theme arises from this body of thought about knowledge. It calls for a 

replacement of our traditional conceptualization of hierarchy and instead begs for its 

replacement with explicitness. Students desire to hear the inner workings of their 

teacher‟s intellect. If teachers are to be paragons of intelligence, it is also their onus to 

reveal what is usually hidden. A master teacher makes known how his or her own 

learning occurs. A method I use regularly in my classroom is that of the “think-aloud,” 

which is a reading comprehension strategy. I have practiced it for the last couple of years, 

and am still learning the finer nuances. It basically involves reading aloud to the students 

(particularly more difficult texts) and pausing occasionally to vocalize my thoughts about 

the content. Shortly after thinking out loud, I often pose a follow-up question to students, 

which prompts them to think about it on their own terms. The activity is powerful, 

because it also affords me an opportunity to tell a personal story about my life. As any 

teacher knows, students love to hear stories about their teachers, especially ones that 

reveal something unanticipated. Inevitably, I will witness their certain facial expressions 

that let me know they are quickly assimilating what I have revealed with what they 

thought they knew about me. It is always a joyful experience, but it can be an elusive one. 

It requires preplanning and disciplined practice.  

I considered my cooperating teacher to be a sage of sorts, and I formed this 

impression because I deeply admired his storytelling finesse. In the first tentative weeks 

of observing him, I was privy to his masterful craft in front of the students. No bit of 

history that was encountered in the literary works he taught went without his verbalizing 

his own understanding of it, and because he was advanced in years, nearing retirement, 

he had lived through much of the history. I had the honor and privilege of being with him 
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while we read The Diary of Anne Frank in the larger context of the Holocaust. 

Throughout the unit, he told personal stories of living in the Bronx during World War II 

and being the first generation son of Italian immigrants in a diverse New York City 

neighborhood. During the quarter-long unit, he also emphasized personal storytelling by 

Holocaust survivors. He showed a moving Stephen Spielberg documentary that was akin 

to the narrative project of the early 1980s that documented the life experiences slaves. 

The stories of survivors were cinematically and artistically chronicled. The footage 

riveted the students, and they appreciated the art of storytelling because they had been 

captivated by it in the tradition of Mr. O‟s classroom. Through storytelling that revealed 

his own character, he taught students how to tap into their existing humanity and then 

stretch it to embrace the extreme experiences of the victims of the Nazi regime. And 

though he came from a Protestant background, he was an active member of the Jewish 

Community Center and told his students about the activities with which he was involved. 

He also inspired me to affiliate with the local Jewish community, and my students have 

benefited from what I have learned by doing so. Last school year I participated in a 

Public Broadcasting System (PBS) pilot project in which the students created news pieces 

for an online collection. I brought my students to the Jewish Community Center, where 

we conducted on-camera interviews with senior staff as well as a Holocaust survivor. It 

was an incredible experience for the students, who were undertaking the project after an 

entire unit of study on the Holocaust. I felt that their learning had come full circle, and 

they were now creatively expressing a story through digital media. It would not be 

adequate to just impart my knowledge about such a heavy topic to the students. They 

must be able to apply the knowledge to real experience. It is also in this unit of study that 
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I encourage students to make tacit discoveries about their curiosities. I admit to my 

students that there are gaps in my knowledge due to the vast amount of information to be 

known about such a complex period of history. There are doctoral degrees in the 

scholarly pursuit of Holocaust studies, and to have even a cursory understanding requires 

serious study. I encourage my students to challenge my responses to questions, and if 

they doubt me, to investigate it for themselves. They often do so quite spontaneously.  

I learned about the pedagogical power of storytelling by observing Mr. O with his 

students. But perhaps what made him a sage in my mind was that he told me stories about 

becoming a teacher in the true spirit of “becoming.” He rarely made any specific 

criticism of my teaching, but instead told stories about his own experience at that same 

stage of development with an emphasis on how he thought his way through it. The stories 

were, more often than not, self-deprecating. This style put me at ease, but more 

importantly, subtly and surely it reinforced my belief that through reflection and practice, 

I could attain mastery. He made his inner intellectual workings known to me, and let me 

be privy to how a true craftsman engages in contemplation in murky waters. Teaching 

can be an extremely uncertain task, but a master teacher could certainly be defined as one 

who continues to tease apart its nuances with the all-encompassing aim of inspiring 

student learning, whether that student be an adult novice or a small child.  

Feiman-Nemser (1998) applied the idea of “thinking aloud” to the mentoring 

relationship. She regularly gathered input from a group of cooperating teachers, who 

would meet periodically to reflect on their experiences with student teachers. During one 

of the sessions, a teacher who would later become a successful author of pedagogical 

texts, found mentoring to be simple. Her method involved pulling student teachers into 
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her kindergarten class twice weekly and while teaching, “say out loud everything that 

was going on in my head” (p. 69). This strategy, striking in its simplicity, is powerful in 

its capacity to reveal the intellectual processes behind teaching:  

By making visible and explicit what is usually invisible and implicit, Paley 

opened a window on what Dewey (1971) calls “the habits of mind” of a 

thoughtful experienced teacher. Thinking aloud, Paley shared her 

knowledge and ways of thinking as well as her processes of inquiry. The 

student teachers could see how a thoughtful experienced teacher perceives 

events in her classroom, how she thinks through issues and raises 

questions, how she interprets what children say and do, where she looks 

for evidence, what she finds problematic, how she connects different 

experiences. By active listening as well as by asking questions and trying 

to interpret their own classroom experiences, novices could begin learning 

to know and think like a teacher (1998, p. 69).   

Feiman-Nemser was also careful to point out how teaching is an “uncertain 

enterprise,” one that depends on “interpretation, judgment, decision making” (1998, p. 

69). It is crucial for student teachers to learn to think like a teacher. Application of 

knowledge learned in education courses to the real experience would assure more 

intellectual practice and guard against a sense of disillusionment. Pedagogical theory, 

when applied to instructional situations, is a surer route to enhanced practice, but would 

call for a paradigm shift in the process of new teacher induction. It would rely not on the 

emotional and psychological fortitude of the novice in “surviving” the first year of 

teaching, but instead on a side-by-side mentoring approach in which the master teacher 
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uses a high degree of explicitness, both with his or her own students as well as the student 

teacher.  

Issues of authority and power that play out within the classroom cannot be 

understated and are recurrent theme in many philosophical writings on what makes a 

teacher “good.”  Teachers, at least the kind of teachers who are beloved by students, 

practice the fine art of both exerting their authority with students and simultaneously 

encouraging students to challenge it in a respectful way. I once read a story about a 

science teacher who delivered to his students a short series of lectures on the 

“cattywampus,” a nocturnal animal that had gone extinct sometime during the Ice Age. 

The students listened attentively to the lively lesson, asked questions, and took careful 

notes. Their teacher delivered engaging lessons, and this one was no different.  So many 

of the students were surprised when they received a failing grade on the cattywampus 

quiz, the author of this little story among them. The science teacher carefully 

reconstructed his lecture, pointing out the fallacies and untruths they had willingly 

accepted without question. At the same time he had been showing them a cattywampus 

skull, he had simultaneously told them that no trace of the animal remained. (He had 

shown them a cat‟s skull). None of the students had questioned him when he also gave 

specific details on myriad other aspects of the cattywampus‟ physical traits. The students 

were outraged when they received zeroes, but not for long. The science teacher 

reprimanded his students for their total lack of skepticism, and explained that their “zero” 

in the gradebook was just one of the serious consequences of accepting authority without 

question. The teacher also capitalized on his students‟ sense of feeling tricked, and not 

only did he give them a personal (and painful) experience of that feeling, but he 



60 
 

explained how only they are to blame for feeling so. The students quickly forgave their 

teacher and brought their newfound sense of query into other classes, which was not 

appreciated by some teachers.  

This story has stuck with me because I thought it was a brilliant reminder of how 

inspired teaching is, at its heart, awakening critical thinking skills. A task of my job as an 

English teacher involves the mundane mechanics of the English language and instructing 

students on the finer points of its use. But it is also my duty to contextualize some of 

those things. For example, while I cannot allow my students to incorporate “textspeak” 

into a formal research paper, I must also invite them into the dialogue about the evolution 

of the English language. We discuss the acrynomic principle, which states that over time, 

human beings naturally make their language more efficient through the use of 

abbreviations, acronyms, and the like. It behooves them to know that, as speakers of a 

language, they are part of a slowly evolving linguistic heritage and to be fully competent 

in it, they must have knowledge of its use in the dominant culture. And since the majority 

of my students come from Spanish-speaking households, there are further opportunities 

to convey how different language families shape the culture of the people. My students 

must reconcile their rooted linguistic traditions with the ones in which they are currently 

operating, all the while trying to master English both spoken and written. As an authority 

on the uses of language in the dominant academic culture, I have an obligation to guide 

my students toward its mastery. By doing so, I assert my own position and knowledge, 

but I would be remiss if I did not invite them to both question and criticize.  
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Issues of Discipline and Authority in the Classroom 

Descartes was a philosopher who recognized a paradox about authority in the 

classroom. Of course, in his time, the teaching tradition was that of the lecturer delivering 

carefully crafted (and sometimes rehearsed) orations to students, who would in turn note 

every word for later study. There was a clear hierarchy in this model in terms of who held 

and who received the knowledge. Garber (1998) pointed out that Descartes distanced 

himself from this style of teaching by using certain personaes in other of his writings. In 

Search After Truth, for example, Descartes used a dialogue to both convey his own point 

of view and through the course of vigorous dialogue, help students to arrive at their own. 

“Though it is clear from the beginning which position Descartes himself endorses 

(unfortunately, in his use of the form, Descartes is not the equal of Plato or Hume, or 

even Berkeley), it is through debate and the interchange of arguments that the reader is 

led to see the wisdom of the Cartesian point of view, and not through being told what to 

think” (Garber, 1998, p. 136). Descartes had in interest in leaning away from a dogmatic, 

purely didactic style that would deny students opportunities to think for themselves:  

My present aim, then, is not to teach the method which everyone must 

follow in order to direct his reason correctly, but only to reveal how I have 

tried to direct my own. One who presumes to give precepts must think 

himself more skillful than those to whom he gives them; and if he makes 

the slightest mistake, he may be blamed. But I am presenting this work 

only as a story [histoire] or, if you prefer, a fable in which, among certain 

examples worthy of imitation, you will perhaps also find many others that 

it would be right not to follow; and so I hope it will be useful for some 
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without being harmful to any, and that everyone will be grateful to me for 

my frankness” (Descartes, as cited in Garber, 1998, p. 136).  

A well-known axiom about education today is that students retain minimal 

amounts of what they hear, significantly more of what they discuss, and still more of 

what they personally experience. It would follow, then, that an apt teacher cannot rely 

solely upon his or her own authority within the classroom. He or she must share personal 

experience candidly and honor the unique experiences of students, all the while 

encouraging critical dialogue about the issues at hand. This is no easy task, even in the 

ideal circumstances of Descartes‟ teaching experience with scholastically-minded, mature 

adults. I am charged with the spasmodic and unruly nature of adolescents, and others with 

the precarious behaviors of toddlers and elementary-aged children. But I have come to 

believe that these higher orders of critical thinking are applicable at all ages, though they 

take different forms depending on the developmental stage of the student.  

When Maria Montessori established her first school in 1907, she enacted a 

paradigm shift in thought about education, one that permeates almost every aspect of 

education today. Her method was grounded on the precept that an education occurs not 

by what a teachers say or the knowledge they impart to the student, but by the 

experiences students have with the environment. Education is a natural inclination of the 

human being, and is usually done quite spontaneously when hindrances are removed. The 

role of the teacher is to facilitate the environment in such a way that the student is at 

liberty to move about and make his or her own discoveries. To this end, the Montessori 

environment is beautiful, efficiently arranged, and full of attractive educational materials. 

It is designed to serve the needs of the young child, both physically and intellectually. 
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The students use the environment to pursue curiosities, thereby allowing the natural 

process of education to occur. The traditional hierarchy is turned on its side in the 

Montessori tradition, and the teacher plays a much more subdued role. There is no readily 

apparent hierarchy of power within the environment, and the teacher is more of a servant 

to the needs of the students than their authoritative master. A predictable reaction by a 

visitor to such an educational environment is that of awe and surprise at the calmness and 

productivity of the students. The teacher occasionally instructs the students or 

demonstrates new materials within the classroom, but the majority of time is spent 

circulating quietly, offering assistance when requested, and in general conducting the 

environment in an orderly fashion, always with subtlety and calm. The role of the teacher 

is to assure that students are challenged with an appealing curriculum which is largely 

tactile in the primary grades. 

Though some view the Montessori tradition as somewhat utopian and difficult to 

execute within an urban setting that is typical of many school districts, there are many 

theoretical applications for the excellent teacher. And while Montessori did not write a 

great deal about her educational method for the adolescent and young adult, many of the 

tenets she proposed are applicable to secondary teachers. To fully understand how to 

make the leap from primary to secondary, one must understand how the foundations of 

education are laid in the Montessori tradition. At earlier stages of development where a 

child‟s critical thought processes are not fully streamlined, the skilled teacher can lay the 

groundwork for this important later work.  

Early education, when taken at a gradual and natural pace, has many 

benefits. It lays a solid foundation on which future learning can be 
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successfully built, and gives the child confidence in himself and his 

abilities. Confidence means competence, and the child who feels 

successful becomes so. The enjoyment of learning and development of 

good work habits come from early learning. The motivation, self-

confidence, and discipline the child masters through progressing from the 

simple to the complex in a free learning atmosphere are things that will 

stay with him always (Montessori, as cited in Orem, 1974).  

A setting in which essential elements are carefully placed and executed is ideal, 

and some parents are willing to pay a premium to have their children educated within a 

philosophical framework they feel deeply about. Montessori herself recognized the 

importance of parental support. She deemed the parent as the first and foremost teacher 

of the child. However, most teachers of today do not teach students whose social, 

emotional, and academic foundations have been so carefully laid. Students in the modern 

age face all kinds of achievement barriers, and often come from home environments 

where developmental needs go unmet and education is not valued. This is not to suggest 

that the duties of a Montessori teacher are lighter or easier than that of a public school 

teacher, but certain essential qualities should be present in both. The excellent teacher, as 

discussed previously, has a high level of efficacy about his or her students. This quality 

should transcend every adverse teaching situation, even those in which the teacher faces 

the potential for violence, as is the case with severely emotionally disturbed students. But 

efficacy fills the gap, and any wise teacher knows that this, perhaps above all else, 

accounts for academic achievement. Montessori (as cited in Orem, 1974), was one of the 

first educational philosophers to propel this idea into mainstream thinking: “The patience, 
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sincere interest, and enthusiasm that you show toward his achievements will greatly 

influence his desire to learn. Your child should continue to think of learning as an 

exciting and challenging experience that will continue throughout his life. And with help, 

he will (p. 135).  

Beyond the idea of efficacy, the study of Montessori tradition has much to  

offer regarding matters of discipline. Her work began with the dismantling of Victorian-

era notions of a child being “seen and not heard” She believed that absolute obedience 

should be achieved through gentle persuasion and minimally intrusive discipline. An 

gentler approach to interacting with students will allow the teacher to achieve a 

harmonious classroom environment that is more conducive to learning. In the Montessori 

tradition, discipline is achieved not by reprimands or commands by the teacher. It is made 

possible by a “sort of miracle occurring in the inner life of each child” (p. 138). She 

likened the blooming of internalized discipline to that of spiritual awakenings 

experienced by martyrs, apostles, and monks.  

To obtain such discipline it is quite useless to count on reprimands or 

spoken exhortations. Such means might perhaps at the beginning have an 

appearance of efficacy; but very soon, the instant that real discipline 

appears, all of this falls miserably to the earth, an illusion confronted with 

reality: “Night gives way to day” (as cited in Orem, 1974, p. 139).  

 The true means of discipline is in the work. The teacher must provide work that is 

intuitively desired by the student. Before assigning a reading or writing task, the teacher 

must believe that a child is naturally inclined to partake in these activities. In my 

classroom, I conduct a program of silent sustained reading (SSR) whereby students read 
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silently for a length of time, usually twenty to thirty minutes. My students and I have had 

great success with this, and some of my colleagues are surprised to see a large group of 

otherwise unruly adolescents completely silent and engaged. I have laid the groundwork 

for this activity in a variety of ways. First, the students self-select their reading material. 

If I were to force them to read for pleasure books not of their own choosing, I would be 

diminishing their enjoyment. This is not to suggest that we never read the same material 

together and that this is not enjoyable. When we do read as a whole group, I explicitly 

convey our purpose for doing so and provide enough intrigue about the selection so that 

the interest level is higher. But the program would not be successful if I did not believe 

that the peaceful cognitive work of pleasure-reading was a deeply appealing activity and 

something they are naturally inclined to.  I also provide an appealing environment for the 

silent reading. Bean bag and other comfortable chairs are placed strategically around the 

room and the lighting is softened with small lamps around the room. Before executing the 

program, I carefully laid the ground rules: sit no closer to another within the length of 

your “wingspan,” no talking, read something you enjoy. It is a beautiful sight to behold as 

I glance up from my own book to see twenty teenagers in their own twenty worlds.  And 

more often than not, extra time is requested. Because I believed my students could 

internalize the joys of reading, they were able to do so. These and other activities that 

involve a student in a deep and reflective state are indicative of another Montessori tenet.  

In her work with young children, Montessori referred to a state of silence that 

must be taught. In infancy, children are wildly mobile. They lack muscular discipline and 

flail about in “perpetual disorderly movement” (as cited in Orem, 1974, p. 140). There is 

a latent predisposition in the infant to establish kinesthetic control, and as the child 
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grows, the apt teacher can reinforce these with demonstrative acts. “Perfect immobility 

and the successive perfectioning of action—these take the place of the customary 

command, „Be quiet! Be still!‟ (p. 141). Learning self-discipline is aided by the teacher 

through modeling, maintaining the orderly (and comfortable) environment, and by 

providing opportunities for silence. The frenetic energy of adolescence can be tempered 

if I strive to create a peaceful classroom environment which is optimal for developing 

inner intellectual life.  

Above all, a capable teacher has a rooted theoretical construct of the 

developmental needs of the student. The strong teacher infuses every part of the day‟s 

lesson with this understanding and employs available resources that do not constrict the 

child unnaturally. Working with teenagers in a small classroom for 90-minute blocks of 

time proves challenging. The most successful days begin with silent reading. There is a 

sense of calm for the balance of the class, and other activities we do are much more 

manageable. But I also recognize that my students, particularly my male students, have a 

strong need to physically move about. This year I have a class at the end of the day that is 

comprised of 18 boys and three girls. When they enter the room at 1:00, the sense of 

restless energy is palpable. I have radically altered my approach with this group. Instead 

of expecting them to sit and complete a study guide, I sometimes tape the questions to the 

row of lockers outside the classroom, allowing them to engage in critical thinking while 

moving. I provide other opportunities for mobility as well, be it as simple as an 

impromptu game of “noun catch.”  

Adolescence also desires interaction with peers, as in this developmental stage 

children are in the complex process of reconciling identity through relationships. Group-
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work activities are essential. Of course, productive group-work must be modeled and 

when observed, rewarded. I employ a fishbowl technique early on the school year to 

demonstrate the power of the group in fleshing out the ideas of others as they relate to 

academic content. I provide a problem-oriented reading selection in which the student 

must form some opinion or take a stand on either side of an issue. The selection is 

something relevant to their reality, such as teenage curfews, school uniforms, or the 

advantages/disadvantages of homework. I then provide criteria for what constitutes an 

effective group discussion. They must have made preparations prior to joining the group 

and bring notes, listen respectfully with eye contact and use follow-up questions, restate 

the ideas or opinions of others before offering an alternative approach, and not interrupt 

one another. Finally, every member must contribute. The groups then take turns being 

inside the “fishbowl” while the other students evaluate the discussion on the designated 

criteria. Students on the outside have a graphic organizer and evaluation scale on a sheet 

of paper, while the students on the inside have their discussion questions and a copy of 

the reading. It is modeling at its finest, because it removes me from the job. I am no 

longer the evaluator, and I fulfill a developmental need for the student to be appraised by 

peers instead of adults. As students move through adolescence, they are in the process of 

breaking psychological ties with parents and other authority figures and imagining a 

reality of social groups of their own crafting. Forging healthy relationships is vital to 

success and happiness in adulthood. The modeling of respectful interaction honors this 

need, but it also speaks to another. As students grapple with the identity issues, they must 

be gently pushed to examine the limits of their own comfort-level. The fishbowl strategy 

is remarkable for its capacity to stretch a student beyond that which he or she is 
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accustomed. The most confident of students can become self-conscious, and the shy 

student sometimes becomes outspoken when he or she contributes to discussion that has 

pre-determined parameters. Students who tend to seek negative attention through their 

behavior often derive the greatest benefit. Their need for attention is fulfilled and a good 

grade is the added motivation for the attention to be positive. Another benefit of the 

fishbowl is that the students come to realize they can have deep discussions without an 

adult, and that they can sharpen their own intellect with the ideas and viewpoints of 

others. Of course, a thread that runs throughout the discussion is how a student arrived at 

a certain opinion via personal experience with the issue at hand. Montessori summarized 

the true nature of discipline as follows:  

The child disciplined in this way is no longer the child he was at first, who  

knows how to be good passively; he is an individual who has made 

himself better, who has overcome the usual limits of his age, who has 

made a great step forward, who has conquered his future in his present. He 

has, therefore, enlarged his dominion. He will not need to have someone 

always at hand to tell him vainly (confusing two opposite conceptions), 

“Be quiet! Be good!”  The goodness he has conquered cannot be summed 

up by inertia: his goodness now is all made up of action. As a matter of 

fact, good people are those who advance toward the good—that good 

which is made up of their own self-development and of external acts of 

order and usefulness (as cited in Orem, 1974, p. 141).  

 Augustine teased out these very issues and attempted to reconstruct the nature of 

an education by asking “What is my nature?” According to Harrison (1998)  
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It is this question that Augustine attempts, autobiographically and 

philosophically, to ask and to answer: autobiographically by examining 

the influence upon his life and the way they construct his identity and his 

knowledge about himself, philosophically by asking about the way such 

influences work—by asking about the nature of education and about what 

it imparts. Augustine encounters education as what makes us what we are. 

But what are we? How did we become what we are? (p. 66).  

 

I do not believe that parents send their children to school to learn what the teacher 

thinks or believes. Augustine as well as Plato believed that knowledge cannot be taught 

by merely telling. A good teacher affords an opportunity to learn something by enabling 

something to be experienced or seen. Students are not products of a certain desired 

outcome of the teacher, but rather free-thinking agents trying to make their way in an 

ever more complicated world. They are free to form their own opinions, and with my 

help, they can understand how those opinions were shaped by their own personal 

experience. Furthermore, they can learn to honor the unique experiences of others. This is 

especially important for adolescents, who tend toward an egocentric worldview. Again, 

the power of efficacy in either direction cannot be understated. Teachers who believe 

they are manufacturing some sort of product do their students a great disservice. At its 

core, such an approach runs counter to effective teaching as it renders genuine learning 

impossible.  

Understanding the developmental stages of childhood is certainly an important 

component to effective pedagogy. The pedagogy in the mentoring relationship can be 

enhanced if this same understanding is applied. Adults have developmental needs just as 
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children do, and he worthy mentor should acknowledge them and make decisions based 

on them. The work of Piaget spanned decades and produced a foundation by which 

teachers can inform their instruction according to where students lie on the continuum of 

social, moral, and neurological development. Erik Erikson applied phase theory to the life 

of adults. According to Levine (1989), phase theories “focus on the major life tasks or 

conflicts that stimulate growth. These tasks or conflicts emerge at relatively specific 

times in the life cycle” (p. 57). The implications for the mentor are that student teachers 

come to them at various stages of life, and there are other complex variables such as age, 

gender, and life experience. The needs of a young female teacher fresh out of college 

would markedly contrast with that of a middle-aged male, for example, entering into a 

second career late in life, perhaps even after retirement. Levine (1989) underscored a 

universal adult need as that of intimacy with others.  

Adults in schools often feel isolated. Although they may be constantly 

surrounded by students, they are frequently cut off from other adults. 

During the school day, teachers barely have time for themselves, let alone 

others. Though classes may be dismissed by mid-afternoon, teachers 

report that they are often exhausted from their concentrated exposure to 

children. Many extend their day into the late afternoon or into the evening 

with preparations and paperwork, and some have second jobs (p. 61).  

Mentor teachers have the responsibility to acculturate their student teachers into 

this new reality, which could have varying degrees of impact on the student teacher 

according to his or her particular stage of life.  
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Becoming a worthwhile teacher takes years. True masters are ones who never feel 

they have “arrived” at mastery, but rather recognize that at the heart of teaching lies 

thoughtfulness and reflection. Educational philosophers have tried to identify the 

undercurrents of mastery that run through effective teaching at any level or educational 

situation. In other words, there do exist universal attributes that comprise a cultural body 

of knowledge about teaching. Good teachers have discernment and naturally shy away 

from the “bag of tricks” approach to teaching. They are able to bring about learning by 

meaningful interaction instead of relying on the latest trend or fad in education. They can 

bring about discipline by providing rigor and relevance, and they can engender healthy 

development of the student by honoring developmental needs. The central belief about 

their teaching is that students can and should learn to think critically. The master teacher 

is explicit about instruction, and removes the veil of mystery that rigid authority creates. 

Master teachers are flexible and readily adapt academic work depending on the needs of 

individual students or whole classes. They are deeply student-centered in their approach 

and passionate about their subject matter. They reveal the inner workings of their own 

mind, are entertaining in their speech, and can admit to gaps in their own knowledge. 

Whether dealing with a group of small children or a student teacher, the master teacher, 

above all else, is honest, unbound by the pitfalls of misplaced authority, and continuously 

humbled by the sacred nature of teaching. They will have obtained mastery at least 

partially through servitude to their students. Augustine synthesized this idea well in his 

Letter  

I hold that a proper education results, not in the laboriously acquired 

symmetry of phrases and language, but in a healthy condition of mind, I 
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mean a mind that has understanding and true opinions about things good 

and evil, honourable and base.  Therefore, when a man thinks one thing 

and teaches his pupils another, in my opinion he fails to educate exactly in 

proportion as he fails to be an honest man” as cited in Harrison, 1998, p. 

68).  

Honesty and humility are dually necessary to excellent teaching, as students of all 

kinds can connect with these attributes. True master teachers, through the process of 

authentic and sacred mentoring, can bring an intellectual fervor to the dialogue about 

teaching, and further extrapolate the cultural body of knowledge about the skills and 

dispositions required for excellence. 

 

The Problem of Pedagogical Solitude 

It is only possible to engender a culture of the master teacher if the professionals 

in a school building are committed to de-privatizing the classroom. Although the true 

masters in the art of teaching are an intellectual gift to their students, their talents have 

been too long shut out from peers. The social organization of schools and the present 

culture of teaching do not allow for the inner dynamics of a classroom to be revealed. 

The result is that teachers have few opportunities to engage in rich dialogue about the 

skills and dispositions of master teaching. Teachers typically work alone in the solitude 

of their own classrooms, rarely seeing one another in action. Feiman-Nemser (1998) 

explained the origins of the American tendency toward privatization and its effects upon 

novices entering the field:  
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The culture of teaching reflects Western values of individualism and 

autonomy.  US teachers consider teaching to be a highly personal practice. 

Each teacher is supposed to develop his or her own style. Going into 

another teacher‟s classroom is considered an intrusion. These norms work 

against the development of a collaborative culture and of shared standards 

for what counts as good practice.  They also limit what cooperating 

teachers and mentor teachers are comfortable with and capable of doing 

with novices (p. 65).  

There is clearly a need to move in the direction of peer observation, not only to 

improve the mentoring relationship, but to bring renewed attention to the intricacies of 

good teaching. It is an idea that has gained recent attention from education reformers in 

the United States. According to Feiman-Nemser (1998) some organizations such as he 

Holmes Group and the Carnegie Foundation recommend novices be trained at specialized 

internship sites where they can learn from teachers who are studying and changing their 

own teaching. “The hope is that learning alongside teachers who are engaged in the 

complex, messy, uncertain business of reforming teaching will not only foster a 

commitment to collaboration and inquiry, but also help novices appreciate what learning 

to teach in reform-minded ways entails” (p. 65). This is certainly an exciting prospect, 

but there is another underlying assumption about this model of student teaching. Of 

course, the necessary organizational adjustments to bring the vision to fruition would be a 

first step. But assuming it could occur, a new breed of teacher would emerge, one who 

has begun his or her career in the tradition of rich dialogue about the highly 
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contextualized nature of teaching. The potential for transformation would be powerful 

and significant.  

Anyone who reads the contemporary literature on education reform knows that 

major initiatives are entrenched in complicated and expensive processes. Significant 

changes happen slowly, if at all, and are too often bound up in funding allocation, state 

and federal legislation, and the influence of powerful teacher unions. Seldom does 

significant reform occur, and when it does, it rarely involves focused attention on 

teaching. The section to follow will describe a foundational model that that could be 

implemented without a costly or messy overhaul of present functioning. The basis of the 

model is a commitment to peer observation. A thoughtful and systematic approach to 

begin the tradition of learning from one‟s peers, be they cooperating teachers or 

colleagues of the same experience level, is an integral first step. Building-level 

transformation is possible if professionals in that building recognize the value of teaching 

talent.  

The proposed model is not meant to undermine or exclude the merits of 

traditional teacher supervision. The current practice of a principal observing and 

evaluating individual teachers fulfills many functions. The methods of conducting these 

evaluations vary from school to school, but they serve some common purposes. 

Observations provide insight into the climate and rapport a teacher has with his or her 

students, and worthwhile principals can lead their teachers to improve in these areas. 

They are also vital to revealing instructional practices. Because the various domains 

being evaluated are fairly exhaustive and do include the strategies and techniques 

teachers use, there are opportunities for the teacher to reflect and make adjustments. The 
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process of observation also helps the teacher establish a working relationship with an 

experienced principal who can be a source of support and encouragement. In addition, 

traditional observation is valuable in evaluating the effectiveness of various programs, 

and determining whether or not they are being implemented according to the established 

guidelines.  

 

The Drawbacks of Traditional Modes of Observation and Evaluation 

To illustrate some of its limitations, I will draw upon my own experience with 

being observed in my classroom by an authority figure. My first three years of teaching 

yielded a total of nine classroom observations by the principal and two assistant 

principals. District policy states that one announced and two unannounced observations 

occur each of the first three years of teaching. My first formal observation came 

relatively late in the school year, and I had begun to think it might not happen at all. 

When it did, my visceral emotional reaction to seeing the principal seat herself in the 

back of my classroom with a clipboard was memorable to say the least. My heart rate 

immediately spiked, and I suddenly felt as though every perceived flaw was on display 

for negative evaluation. My reaction was probably typical for that of a first-year teacher, 

as the first observation can be a frightening experience. This is probably a typical 

reaction for a first-year teacher, but it was a frightening experience nonetheless. I was 

fortunate that on that particular day. I was executing a carefully planned lesson that was 

both rigorous and fun, accommodated different learning styles, and was differentiated for 

ability level. The students were situated in groups, and at the time of the principal‟s 

arrival they were enthusiastically engaged with the lesson. The final evaluation for the 



77 
 

year was overwhelmingly positive. I must admit that although I did strive to deliver lively 

and challenging content in my classroom, I was indeed aware of an impending 

observation. (Rumors of such events tend to spread like wildfire once the principal is 

seen charging the hallway with her infamous black binder.) One commonly understood 

limitation of the traditional model is that when it is planned—or sometimes not, teachers 

put on a sort of “false show” that might not be indicative of what is truly taking place on 

a regular basis. Certainly it is a natural instinct to be at your very best in the 

circumstances of being watched, but it begs the question of constant accountability. 

Planned observations happen infrequently and are somewhat ineffective in assuring the 

teacher is consistently teaching well. The glory of my first round of evaluation was short-

lived and the next year‟s yielded less than stellar results.  

During my first unannounced observation of the following year, I was struggling 

to explain a difficult concept to a large class of restless students toward the end of the 

day. And when I realized the struggle would be watched, my anxiety got the best of me 

and suddenly I had no hope for recovering the activity. Though I had planned the day‟s 

lesson thoughtfully, the students were not engaged. Fortunately they were respectful and 

on-task, and I received high marks in the “classroom climate” domain. This can be 

deceiving, however, because often students are on their best behavior in the presence of 

such a powerful and intimidating authority figure. Hence another drawback emerges. 

Traditional observations may not yield a clear picture of a teacher‟s rapport with the 

students, especially if those students are not displaying their typical behavior. In that 

case, the administrator observing may not witness the discipline problems that are at the 

forefront of a new teacher‟s concerns. If an underlying premise of observation is for the 
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principal to provide behavioral coaching, it may be left untended if they do not perceive a 

problem in this area. Overwhelmingly, my fellow teachers indicated that the most 

important domain for evaluation was a teacher‟s rapport with their students. They wanted 

their administrators to have a positive impression of their relationships with students. If 

students became more accustomed to intervals of observation and grew comfortable with 

an administrator‟s presence, a better understanding of these relationships might emerge, 

and the necessary supports could be enacted. The same holds true for some teachers who 

experience “stage fright” upon being observed. Just as students might relax in the 

presence of authority, so might teachers. Perhaps if the observations occurred at more 

regular intervals, some of the anxiety that affects performance would be minimized.  

The following two observations that year were largely positive, but on the 

summative rubric, I felt that an accurate measure of my ability was not taken. And now 

that I am a tenured professional, I will not be observed for another three years. This is 

quite problematic. A nearly complete lack of outside accountability could cause some 

teachers to become stagnant. It is human nature, after all, to be at our best when we are 

threatened by negative evaluation. When asked “To what extent do you feel that 

traditional methods of observation and evaluation help improve your teaching?” in an 

informal survey of my colleagues, one teacher commented that “I don‟t believe the way 

evaluation is currently done is effective—people know they are being observed—I think 

principals should pop in and out of classrooms on a regular basis, not just during an 

observation year (Anonymous, 2010).  

My colleagues know that certain administrators will, by and large, provide mostly 

positive evaluations. Those administrators are sought-after to help soothe the otherwise 
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anxiety-provoking experience of being observed and assuring a kind evaluation. This is 

perhaps even more problematic than receiving an unfair negative evaluation. It‟s not hard 

to imagine that in some school buildings, poor teaching goes unnoticed altogether. One of 

my colleagues noted that observations were ineffective because “I don‟t feel they 

improve my teaching. Usually they don‟t have many things to say that would benefit me 

the next time other than „good job‟” (Anonymous, 2010). It is a frightening prospect that 

teachers with extremely poor practices may “fly under the radar” under the traditional 

system of observation.  

Another limitation is that despite a principal‟s high level of skills and best 

intentions of providing instructional leadership, they may be far removed from the day-

to-day operations of a classroom. Many of those responsible for conducting observations 

have been out of the classroom for years, and unless they have made concerted efforts to 

stay on top of research-based strategies and techniques, may not be the best gauge of 

what works. Not only that, but just because a principal is in his or her current position 

does not mean they were an exceptionally capable teacher themselves. Sadly, in the 

education world some teachers who were less-than-successful in the classroom find their 

refuge in administrative positions. Hopefully this number is small, but it is worthy of 

consideration.  

There is also the possibility that an administrator has no prior relationship with 

the teacher being evaluated, and therefore has a tendency to misinterpret what is 

observed. Every teacher has a unique style that is driven by the complexities of 

personality, age, gender, and life history. When a virtual stranger enters the classroom 

and expects to understand that teacher‟s dynamic with students, they must have some 
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understanding of the teacher. I recall during my third year of observation when a fifth 

grade administrator whom I had never had conversation with came to observe my eighth 

grade classroom. When we met to discuss the observation, she had noted that I used 

sarcasm with a student when I stated “Come on now, that essay is not going to write 

itself.” I was stunned to say the least. It not a comment that was even memorable, but I 

was fairly certain that it was a routine one—one of thousands spoken to students 

throughout the day in trying to motivate them to complete work. I was also surprised 

because not only would it be out of character for me to use blatant, non-playful sarcasm 

with a student, but I would certainly not do it during an observation. Because this 

administrator had no personal knowledge of my personality, teaching style, or 

relationship with my students, I felt the interaction was misinterpreted.  

When my colleagues responded to an informal survey about the relative 

effectiveness of the traditional model of observation, they overwhelmingly felt that it did 

not help improve their teaching. This is quite concerning, as that is the overarching aim 

of the practice. I would argue that the model is ineffective, at least partially, because it 

does not employ the tenets of meaningful mentorship as outlined in the previous section. 

In my experience, the scenario of being observed and evaluated by an authority has left 

much to be desired, and this seems to be a fairly common experience among my 

colleagues. One of the problems is that traditional evaluation relies upon a clearly 

delineated hierarchy of authority, one that can be intimidating for teachers. One of my 

fellow teachers succinctly stated that “An administrator in [my classroom] does nothing 

for my teaching but make me nervous that I‟ll do something wrong. I don‟t feel that it 

helps me improve at all” (Anonymous, 2010).  
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Effective mentoring as described in the first section of this paper involves two 

persons of the same occupation, one more experienced than the other but with the aim of 

minimizing the power differential as much as possible and focusing more on the 

improvement of teaching. In the case of traditional observation, one person is on a 

different track altogether. One colleague noted that “I think observing my peers or vice 

versa would provide way better feedback than any administrator—after all, we go 

through the same thing with the same kids every day!” (Anonymous, 2010). An 

administrator likely had several years of teaching prior to his or her current position, but 

not necessarily in the content area of the teacher with whom they are conducting a 

classroom observation. I have been observed several times by a principal whose years of 

teaching experienced were in physical education and coaching. His observations of my 

teaching were highly positive, but I wondered about his ability to evaluate my work in the 

radically different domains of literacy instruction. While I believe that components of 

excellent teaching are applicable across all disciplines, my tasks as an English teacher are 

highly specialized and contextualized to that area of teaching. This is not to suggest that 

my colleagues and I should not learn from one another across our disciplines, because 

there is certainly potential to develop better understanding and a global conceptualization 

of how we educate students. But in terms of what I teach, I would rather be evaluated by 

someone who has an even greater degree of expertise so that I can learn ways to help my 

students read and write better. Only in my student teaching experience was I observed 

and (informally) evaluated by someone from my discipline. That was long ago, and I do 

not foresee having this opportunity in the next several years unless significant changes 

take place.  
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This is also the potential for administrators to be cognitively distanced from its 

day-to-day realities. Furthermore, they may not be authentically invested in helping that 

teacher improve, especially when no prior relationship has been established. The life of a 

principal is demanding, and sometimes they squeeze observations into an already hectic 

schedule. Authentic mentoring relies on an explicit effort at building a healthy working 

relationship, being transparent about the processes and goals of the relationship, and 

spending significant time together to carry out meaningful activities. Few of these criteria 

really apply to the traditional model of observation. A principal conducting a surprise 

visit can feel more like a “sneak attack” and set in motion a series of anxious reactions 

that affect performance. Ideally, the individual responsible for setting one onto a path of 

mastery will be a master themselves. Where it applies to teaching, they will possess those 

honorable and sacred traits that make someone excellent in their practice. They will have 

an intimate understanding of teaching and all of its complexities and be on their own 

personal path to constantly improving and evolving. I would argue that a principal, 

though he or she likely has good intentions and genuinely want teachers to be the best 

they can be, are in a mindset wholly different from someone in the trenches of 

instruction. For this reason, a new way of approaching mentorship and evaluation is 

called for. This new way of thinking and doing must incorporate the multifarious 

practices of excellent teaching. It is one that recognizes the mentor as a teacher educator, 

and draws upon the very best facets of the student-teacher relationship.  

 

 

 



83 
 

The Case for Peer Observation 

The true scholarship of teaching and learning can be brought about through the 

process of peer observation. It can fulfill many functions, and is a model that does not 

rely solely on an administrator evaluating teaching. Peer observation does not even 

emphasize evaluation, but rather on the improvement of teaching. It joins colleagues 

together in a rich and meaningful process of helping one another reflect on their practices 

and promotes healthy criticism. It provides a framework for authentic mentoring and 

subtly identifies the master teachers who should be responsible for acclimating novices to 

the field of teaching. And if the model is conducted with the goal of helping one another 

achieve mastery and involves novice teachers, a culture is created in which the novice is 

nurtured from the very beginning of his or her career. Peer observation is ongoing, and 

trumps the traditional model in assuring a degree of consistent accountability. It can help 

teaching professionals extract a cultural body of knowledge, or the unique ways of doing 

and thinking that teaching embodies. The peer observation protocol, if executed carefully 

and thoughtfully, assures that teachers do not become stagnant, or merely “go through the 

motions” as is unfortunately so common. Finally, it speaks to the developmental needs of 

adults just as excellent teaching speaks to the developmental needs of students. Teachers 

need not feel so isolated in their own classrooms, alone in their daily struggles with the 

demanding nature of teaching. By opening the doors to colleagues, teachers can truly 

empathize with one another, providing refreshment and energy when it is needed most.  

It may be useful to first define the need for peer observation. Mainly, it is driven 

by a need to capture teaching and learning into a functional scholarship that can be built 

upon and create a communal approach to teaching practices. According to Huber and 
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Hutchings (2005) we must “stop losing the intellectual work that is regularly being done 

and create a community of teachers whose decisions about how to teach will be informed 

by the collective effectiveness of the work” (p. 18). Many false preconceived notions 

exist about teaching, and sadly some teachers still buy into them. Teaching is truly heavy 

intellectual work, yet ideas persist about its being some sort of magical voodoo that some 

possess and some do not. Some believe it is just a collection of techniques and tricks, and 

still others believe that “anyone can teach.” For this reason, advancement of the field has 

been slow. But perhaps the most salient need for peer observation is the detriments of the 

privatized classroom. The worthy teacher constantly strives to hone his or her craft, 

however, this is usually done behind doors that are both physically and metaphorically 

closed. Thus pedagogical solitude prevents a collaborative effort from moving forward, 

and means by which teachers can learn from colleagues are lost. There are very few 

opportunities for teachers to engage with other experts and further the scholarship of 

teaching and learning. Shulman, (1987) pointed out that in other fields, collaboration is 

essential:  

Unlike fields such as architecture (which serves its creations in both plans 

and edifices), law (which builds a case literature of opinions and 

interpretations), medicine (with its records and case studies), and even 

unlike chess and bridge, or ballet (with their traditions of preserving both 

memorable games and choreographed performances through inventive 

forms of notation and recording), teaching is conducted without an 

audience of peers. It is devoid of a history of practice” (pp. 11-12).  
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Besides the salient need for teachers to create a common language about the 

knowledge of teaching, the landscape of American education has changed unfavorably. 

In a recent speech, U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan relayed the following 

statistics: “One-quarter of U.S. high school students drop out or fail to graduate on time. 

Almost one million students leave our schools for the streets each year” (as cited in 

Green, 2010). And in a recent report by a group of retired generals and admirals, “75 

percent of young Americans, between the ages of 17 to 24, are unable to enlist in the 

military today because they have failed to graduate from high school, have a criminal 

record, or are physically unfit,” (as cited by Green, 2010). Duncan has focused his efforts 

on “raising the status of the teaching profession,” in part because countries leading the 

United States in public education require that their teachers come from the top one-third 

of their college graduating classes and have invested in attracting, recruiting, and training 

only the excellent. Duncan went on to say that “We have to reward excellence. We‟ve 

been scared in education to talk about excellence. We treated everyone like 

interchangeable widgets. Just throw a kid in a class and throw a teacher in a class” (as 

cited by Green, 2010).  

The fact that the U.S. is lagging behind other countries in achievement is but one 

reason for the need to bring serious scholarship to teaching and learning. What worked in 

the classrooms of decades past may not work today. Technology has outpaced the 

aptitude of many teachers, and many are ill-equipped to prepare today‟s students for the 

jobs of tomorrow. Pedagogical innovation is essential in order to outfit students with 

specialized skills and critical problem-solving necessary to function in a technologically 

advanced economy. Teaching is certainly more difficult than it has ever been; add to that 
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the fact that pedagogical innovation in the teaching world today is rapid. The risk of 

falling behind is real, but the real risk is that ultimately, students fall behind.  

The mention of peer observation typically causes a degree of angst for most 

teachers who have been accustomed to teaching behind closed doors. Naturally, a teacher 

might feel awkward, anxious, or apprehensive. Allchin (1999) noted that this reaction 

was primarily emotional as opposed to intellectual, and furthermore, that the reaction is 

worth exploring:  

The feeling of awkwardness is probably built on the assumption (generally 

secure) about the classroom environment—an unstated norm that the visitor 

has violated. That is, we tend to view the classroom as the teacher‟s domain, 

a relatively private space. From one perspective, the norm is a natural 

expression of respect for the teacher‟s academic freedom in determining 

course content and form. From another perspective, however, a view that 

“privatizes” the classroom contrasts oddly with open enrollment of students, 

who can converse freely and publicly about what occurs there. Is the 

classroom public or private?  

(http://sunconference.utep.edu/CETaL/resources/portfolios/communal.htm). 

It‟s fairly easy to trace the source of such anxiety. More often than not, when a 

visitor enters the classroom it is a powerful authority figure there to make critical 

evaluations, ones that may determine future promotion. The sense of self and identity 

could be easily disrupted by a perceived intrusion. A necessary first step in implementing 

peer observation is to acknowledge the affective reaction, and then to clearly state the 

motivation and purpose of the observation so as to alleviate it as much as possible. This 

http://sunconference.utep.edu/CETaL/resources/portfolios/communal.htm
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first step is essential because not only does it put both parties at ease, but starts the 

interaction with an open and explicit discussion. As was discussed earlier, this can be the 

foundation of any productive relationship. When the hierarchy is minimized and the 

professionals involved come to an understanding that observation is for the ultimate 

benefit of everyone involved, a sort of mutual mentoring emerges. A new 

conceptualization of mentoring could then occur among colleagues that would set a 

precedence for how master teachers mentor novices. Ideally, student teachers would be 

immediately acclimated to the practice of peer observation, and would emerge 

professionally in the tradition of scholarship about teaching.  

The long tradition of teaching behind closed doors has understandably closed 

some teachers off to other ways of teaching. One of my colleagues, when responding to 

whether or not she would be open to observation by her peers, stated that “I would not 

want to observe my peers of my peers observe me for evaluation type reasons. Teachers 

tend to have strong feelings about the way things should be taught. If you do not teach it 

the way they do, they could feel you did not do a good job. It is just the way teachers are. 

I also believe this could cause a large amount of friction within the peers due to the lack 

of professionalism” (Anonymous, 2010). This comment reflects an unfortunate mindset 

of some teachers that runs quite counter to what was earlier described as essential to 

effective pedagogy. A worthy teacher does not insist upon a certain way of doing or 

thinking, but instead instills in the student the value of thinking critically. This requires 

considering the ways of thinking and doing of others. Most teachers would not overlook a 

student who insisted that his or her way was right, or allow that student to become 

stagnant in development of critical thought. So it is curious that some teachers would 
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hold to a mindset that their way is best. Fleshing out a cultural body of knowledge about 

teaching is an essentially collective process. The Socratic method is at the heart of the 

peer observation model. If it is thoughtfully implemented, it mimics the highest level of 

relationship that a teacher can have with a student because both teacher and student are 

intimately involved in the process for the betterment of each. It provides the model by 

which more meaningful mentoring can occur on a variety of levels.  

 

Peer Observation and the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning 

Evaluation that derives from the practice of peer observation is a subtle byproduct 

but not its stated purpose. While it would be naïve to suggest that when colleagues watch 

one another that spontaneous value judgments do not occur, formal evaluation is not the 

intention. It is not evaluative in terms of determining promotion or merit pay, nor do the 

outcomes become a part of a personnel file. (It does, however, in an indirect way, invite 

teachers to determine those suited to mentoring, which will be discussed in more detail 

later). According to Huber and Hutchings (2005) the scholarship that emerges from peer 

observation can be divided into “four core practices that make up the scholarship of 

teaching and learning: framing questions, gathering and exploring evidence, trying out 

and refining new insights in the classroom, and going public with what is learned in ways 

that others can build on” (p. 20).  

The practice of questioning marks the first foray into true scholarship, which 

begins with inquiry. It is an “urge to understand more clearly what is happening and 

why” (Huber & Hutchings, 2005, p. 20). Of course, the nature of the inquiry is student 

learning, and all questioning should be done in the spirit of investigation of how students 
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learn in certain contexts and disciplines. When a teacher observes a peer using a certain 

strategy or technique to teach a concept or skill, questioning should occur about why the 

teacher employed that particular strategy for their purposes. Questioning is the natural 

origin of scholarship, which begins with the posing of intellectual problem or question. 

But in this regard, teaching has failed to be scholarly. Bass (1999) described the disparity 

between teaching and research:  

One telling measure of how differently teaching is regarded from 

traditional scholarship or research within the academy is what a difference 

it makes to have a “problem” in one versus the other. In scholarship and 

research, having a “problem” is at the heart of the investigative process; it 

is the compound of the generative questions around which all creative and 

productive activity revolves.  But in one‟s teaching, a “problem” is 

something you don‟t want to have, and if you have one, you probably 

want to fix it. Asking a colleague about a problem in his or her research is 

an invitation; asking about a problem in one‟s teaching would probably 

seem like an accusation (as cited in Huber & Hutchings, 2005, p. 

23).  

 So perhaps a logical accompaniment to the initial stage of questioning is to 

provide a rationale for its use. Peer observation is for fleshing out problems with other 

knowledgeable practitioners. Not only would teachers become more comfortable with 

intellectual inquiry, but also foster a pride in the elevation of their craft to more scholarly 

levels.   
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The second defining feature is that of gathering and exploring evidence. Once 

teachers begin the process of intellectual questioning, they must then “devise ways to 

explore those questions and shed light on them. The scholarship of teaching and 

learning…entails systematic, disciplined inquiry, and requires hard thinking about how to 

gather and analyze evidence” (Huber & Hutchings, 2005, p. 24). The author noted that 

with the advanced state of technology and pedagogical techniques widely available to 

teachers, there is an array of possibility for the collection of evidence. Sophisticated 

rubrics, electronic portfolios, video streaming, focus groups, questionnaires and surveys, 

classroom observation records, and student work samples can all be part of the process of 

collecting evidence that contributes to intellectual inquiry. Since teaching is a 

complicated and contextualized activity, there must be some flexibility in how evidence 

is gathered and in what form.  Huber and Hutchings (2005) referred to “methodological 

pluralism” (p. 24) to meet the complex needs of gathering and exploring evidence.  

Of course, making new discoveries about teaching by using the processes 

described above would be rather fruitless unless some experimentation took place. A key 

defining feature of garnering scholarship about teaching and learning is a willingness to 

make modifications within the classroom. Trying out new methods and challenging what 

was previously believed to have worked is a vital component to affecting how one 

teaches. Sadly, many teachers develop a sense of complacency about what they do in the 

classroom, or they feel that what they do is somehow beyond reproach. While it is 

healthy to have a certain amount of pride in performing a job with passion, it is also 

healthy to have some dissatisfaction. My own experience has taught me that the angst I 

feel after attending a workshop or professional development session is positive and 
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productive. The nagging doubt I experience indicates that I could be doing something 

more effectively, and can be turned into a positive action that will better serve my 

students. But workshops and seminars are infrequent. They also lack the collegial 

intimacy of teachers who teach the same students as I and are acquainted with my 

personality and abilities. Not only that, but where a workshop is concerned, there is not 

the opportunity to reconvene after the new strategies have been practiced.  

The final defining element of the peer observation model is going public with 

findings. Developing a scholarly approach to teaching is useful when it produces 

“…knowledge that is available for others to use and build on” (Huber & Hutchings, 2005, 

p. 27). Again, the array of available technology is an advantage. Multimedia technologies 

permeate many school settings, and teachers who use them judiciously can set an 

exchange of ideas into motion. This is probably the most ambitious and problematic 

application, however. Most of the research conducted on peer observation has been for its 

use in higher education. University faculty likely have more professional inclination and 

time and material resources to embark upon scholarly publication. But “going public” 

need not be a formalized process with a publishable product. The spirit of the activity is 

the development of a wider audience that eventually reaches beyond the home group of 

teachers. Whether this occurs as a district-wide blog or a newsletter article does not 

matter as long as what was learned is offered to others.  

There is incredible potential for peer observation to transform teaching. It does 

not require significant funding or policy change, and could easily take the place of other 

professional development activities that are less-than-helpful. All it requires initially is 

group discussion that addresses the knee-jerk response to being observed and a clearly 
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stated purpose for its use. But based on the small sampling of attitudes of my own 

colleagues, I gathered that there was indeed interest in the practice. Overwhelmingly, my 

peers felt as though peer observation would be superior to the traditional method. It 

would not be difficult to implement the model in my own school building.  

Currently, my team of teachers meets five times per week for an hour, which does 

not include two monthly whole-staff after-school meetings. There are 6 types of weekly 

meetings: one that addresses assorted business matters, two for individual student 

concerns, one for examining test data, one for professional development, one for creating 

team lessons, and a department meeting with other grade levels. The after-school 

meetings are a mixed bag of agenda items. My colleagues are understandably frustrated 

with the number of meetings, as they feel it detracts from the important work of preparing 

to teach. While we certainly discuss important issues and exchange valuable information, 

only one of these meetings touches on the nature of teaching. Every other week 

departments in the school meet as what are called “independent learning teams.” The 

process requires us to identify a common student need and develop a team lesson to 

address the need. We then reconvene and discuss the outcomes. There is both a test and 

pretest which measure the relative success of the objective. Adjustments are made along 

the way, and if the team deems necessary the lesson is re-taught and the cycle begins 

again. By my own estimation it takes approximately 7 months to fully cycle through the 

schematic, even with administrative pressure to complete multiple cycles within a school 

year. There are, however, parallels to the model described previously. There is discussion 

about teaching and learning, thoughtful pedagogy, and the gathering of evidence and 

sharing of results. It engages teachers in discussion about the social, emotional, and 
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academic needs of students. It also helps flesh out what teachers know and do, and 

through collaboration teachers add to the body of knowledge about teaching. But it is 

time-consuming, and for this reason students do not receive content in a timely way. 

Also, the process is bound up in semantic complexity. The components of the schematic 

are laden with jargon that begs interpretation, and much of the meeting is spent in 

semantic debate. The problem is compounded by the fact that the groups are comprised 

of 12-15 teachers. It becomes exceedingly difficult to come to group consensus, and the 

process is so cumbersome that some teachers choose not to participate at all.  

A certain sense of accountability is lacking, and that accountability could be 

achieved through peer observation. The model could be introduced and employed in a 

number of ways; in my case, I would encourage my colleagues to observe one another 

delivering the lesson they had created and then coming back together for discussion. By 

adding observation as an element to an already familiar process, it would negate the 

initial reticence some have about being watched.  

 

Observation and Discussion 

Appendix A offers a guide for scholarly discussion after a series of observations 

has taken place. It is conceivable that the discussion questions could occur within a small 

group setting, perhaps 3-4 colleagues once a team of teachers has had opportunity to 

observe one another over a period of time. The rubric could also be used for cooperating 

and student teachers throughout the course of the student teaching term. It is important to 

note that the rubric is aimed not at making formal evaluations of teaching, but rather to 

promote deep discussion about practices as they relate to effective pedagogy. Because the 
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rubric is designed for reflection, it will assist teachers in taking a more intellectual, and 

hopefully honest, approach to discussing teaching. For this reason, the rubric has been 

formatted with open-ended questions intended to spark rich dialogue about a teacher‟s 

practices, attitudes, dispositions, and beliefs about teaching, and most importantly, where 

there is room for improvement.  

The rubric is divided into 5 domains: delivery of instruction, classroom 

management, the quality of activities associated with learning, advance preparation, and 

the classroom environment. The domains were chosen to the extent they are observable 

by a peer. In other words, the domains are not exhaustive—there are certainly aspects of 

teaching, interaction with parents, for example, that while important, do not lend 

themselves as readily to discussion through peer observation. The domains, taken 

holistically, are meant to create a picture of the particular academic energy in the 

classroom environment. The liveliness of direct instruction and student response to it in 

the form of observable engagement are emphasized. To this end, each domain is assessed 

according to 3 criteria: observable practice, application, and epistemology. Observable 

practice refers to what a colleague would be able to observe about the individual‟s 

teaching. Application is what the colleague would be able to observe about how students 

respond to those aspects of teaching, and the epistemological questions require the 

teacher to reflect on how practices align with available research (current or otherwise) on 

a particular domain of pedagogy. Of course, the section meant to appraise student 

response to a particular style of teaching is incomplete without some established form of 

student assessment. While student evaluations are a key component of faculty assessment 

in higher education, they are largely ignored in K-12 education. Ideally, the rubric for 
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peer observation would be supplemented with formal student evaluation of teaching to 

inform assessments.  

The epistemological questions are the same for all categories. These questions lie 

at the heart of what makes peer observation such a useful tool for improving teaching. 

They require the individual being observed to deeply reflect on teaching practices, and 

dig into the “why‟s” and “how‟s” of his or her particular ways of thinking or doing. Per 

the previous section on the importance of bringing about a cultural body of knowledge 

about teaching, this area of the rubric will generate scholarly discussion on the science of 

effective pedagogy. One particular question, “How might development in this area evolve 

over time” was designed to yield reflection on how the teacher anticipates current level of 

functioning to change as he or she gains knowledge and experience. It is essentially an 

invitation to pursue knowledge about certain domains of teaching, and the question 

should be revisited as peer observations occur throughout an individual‟s career.  

However the peer observation model is manifested according to the unique needs 

structures of individual schools, it should be done in a natural and organic way. The 

teachers should dictate its course but depend upon the driving principles of developing 

the scholarship of teaching and learning. It looks beyond the idiosyncrasies of individual 

teachers and goes to the core of what engenders effective teaching. Peer observation 

uncovers the great mystery surrounding the education profession—how do other teachers 

teach? It relies on transparency and explicit purpose and discussion. It seeks out mastery 

in teaching, and to share that knowledge with others. Peer observation requires the letting 

go of ego and replacing it with an openness to change. If combined with a genuine 

scholarly approach to teaching and learning, peer observation brings about a vocabulary 
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of excellence. It asks teachers to constantly evolve, and in a collegial spirit, share what 

they know and do so that they can become greater than what they are. It energizes 

teaching and constantly sparks curiosity about teaching and learning. Finally, it speaks to 

the developmental needs of adults at different stages of their lives and careers. Teachers 

need not feel so isolated from one another, and instead join in a lively dialogue about 

common experience.  

By and large, the model dismantles the traditional hierarchy among teaching 

faculty that ultimately hinders growth. Herein lies its power to establish a more perfect 

realization of the mentoring relationship. Colleagues become co-mentors in the endeavor 

to improve teaching, which is what the ideal cooperating-student relationship entails. 

When veteran teachers learn the more ideal and productive ways of mentoring, student 

teachers benefit and a culture of collaboration is brought about. If the model is applied to 

the mentoring relationship, it can be used to bring teaching professionals into the 

decision-making process of which teachers are most suitable to mentor based on mastery 

of teaching.  
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