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Mentor Accountability: Varying Responses to the New Jersey
Provisional Teacher Certification Program and their Implications
for Proposed Changes in Wisconsin Licensure

Anne D’ Antonio Stinson
University of Wisconsin, Whitewater

The State of Wisconsin Department of Public Instruc-
tion is currently proposing changes in teacher licensing that
will include the creation of distinct license stages for public
school teachers (State of Wisconsin Department of Public
Instruction 1999). Beginning in the 2004—05 school year,
first-year teachers will be appointed at the “initial educa-
tor” level and will be required to complete 3—5 years of sup-
ported teaching coupled with continued professional
development before progressing to the stage of “profes-
sional educator” and the subsequent stage of “master edu-
cator.” Teachers at the initial stage, the state contends, can
expect support from a variety of sources: administrators,
peers, and, mentors.

The effects of initial professional experiences on be-
ginning teachers are well documented (Hayes and Kilgore,
1991; Shimahara and Sakai, 1995; Zeichner and Gore, 1990).
According to Shimahara and Sakai (1995), this socializa-
tion period may have the more influence on the beginning
teacher than either prior beliefs or teacher education pro-
grams:

Learning to teach is a complex, intersubjective pro-

cess that occurs in multiple social settings, includ-

ing the classroom, hallways, the teachers’ room, and

other formal and informal places... learning to teach

is a sustained process of intense engagement in seek-

ing advice from experienced teachers. (p. 123)

Given the potential influence of these initial experiences,
mentor programs are warranted. And because Wisconsin’s
proposed initial educator license will be non-renewable, the
mentor’s responsibility to the first-year teacher will be great.
However, while the value of mentor programs is well-docu-
mented (Ganser, Bainer, Bendixen-Noe, Brock, Stinson,
Giebelhaus and Runyon, 1998; Anctil, 1991), effective men-
tor programs are neither effortlessly manufactured nor eas-
ily monitored. Will Wisconsin mentors appreciate their
responsibilities to the first-year teachers they will advise?
And how can this appreciation be monitored? These ques-
tions must be addressed before the implementation of
Wisconsin’s proposed licensure changes. An examination
of another state-initiated mentor program may offer some
insight.

Recent discussions of proposed licensure reforms for
teacher certification in Wisconsin have given me cause to
look back at some not-so-recent changes in New Jersey’s
teacher certification requirements. One such change occurred
in the fall of 1995, when the New Jersey Department of Edu-

cation implemented its Provisional Teacher Certification Pro-
gram (see State of New Jersey Department of Education,

n.d.). A first-year teacher applying for initial certification

would no longer be awarded a permanent teaching license.

Instead, the first-year teacher would be awarded a Certifi-
cate of Eligibility with Advanced Standing (CEAS) license
which would authorize the holder to seek employment. Once
under contract, the first-year teacher would be awarded a

Provisional License and would complete one year of

mentored teaching before being issued a standard license.

The hiring district was to appoint an “experienced” veteran
teacher to act as mentor to the new teacher in a non-evalua-
tive, non-supervisory capacity. The mentor’s responsibili-
ties to the new teacher would include bi-weekly observations
during the first ten weeks of school and four additional ob-
servations during the subsequent twenty weeks. In exchange
for providing “training, support, and evaluation,” the men-
tor would receive a $550.00 stipend which was to be de-
ducted from the new teacher’s salary over the course of the
school year.

Coincidentally, during that same fall semester, I began
collecting data for a study of four first-year English teachers
and the influences that affected their curricular and instruc-
tion decision making. While I had not intended to examine
the new mentor program requirement, it did turn out to be
an important influence on the decision making of my par-
ticipants, both in positive and negative respects. The pur-
pose of this article is to explore the various responses that
four first-year teachers, Betty, Caroline, Lori, Marie, and
their mentors had to one state-mandated mentor program
and to consider the implications for Wisconsin’s proposed
program.

A Brief Description of the Study

Four first-year English teachers were selected to par-
ticipate in this study. All four were teaching in a suburban
schools in northern New Jersey. Betty and Lori were teach-
ing in large high schools; both Caroline and Marie were
teaching in middle schools.

Data collection occurred in the teachers’ classrooms.
During each of eight monthly visits to the four classrooms, |
took anthropological field notes; during available periods
following my observations, the teachers’ and I participated
in stimulated recall interviews in which the field notes acted
as stimuli for inquiry into the thinking behind the teachers’
curricular and instructional decision making. On occasion,
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our talk turned to the teachers’ feelings about the new state-
mandated mentor program. Each of the teachers’ mentors

and/or building level administrators had varying responses
to the program. These responses indicated four very differ-
ent views of mentor accountability and resulted in relative

success or failure of the program for the four first-year

teacher-participants.

Varying Responses to One Mentor Program

Betty. When considering Betty and her response to the
Provisional Teacher Certification Program, it is important
to note that participation in the program was, in the fall of
1995, mandatory. Interestingly, Betty did not have a mentor.
Aside from myself and two inclusion teachers assigned to
two of her classes, Betty, a half-time teacher/half-time year-
book coordinator, did not seem to receive a great deal of
support from the other members of the English department,
the department supervisor included. During our last visit,
Betty asked about the other study participants and how they
had fared with their mentors, and she stated that she was not
pleased with the lack of support she had suffered:

Well, it’s bad...I don’t know how anyone else is,

from the people you’ve talked to, how their first

year...you know, the state thing? Where you’re sup-
posed to work with a mentor? I really wish my ex-
perience would have been a lot more formal, the

way it’s supposed to be, where you’re...you know.

I don’t even think they took the money out of my
paycheck. I would have rather that they had done
that and then I would have had the chance to talk to
somebody on a regular basis...Sometime it just

would have helped to check in and to have caught
something before it became a big problem.

For Betty, the Provisional Teacher Certification Pro-
gram was a complete failure. Operating on a
technicality(Betty’s half-time teaching load), the district did
not provide Betty with a mentor. Her half-time status, how-
ever, did not spare her the anxieties experienced by many
first-year teachers. By not providing a mentor for her, Betty’s
building level administrators failed to appreciate the spirit
of the Provisional Teacher Certification Program.

Caroline. Because she held a split position (half-time
at a middle school and half-time at a high school) Caroline
had two mentors. During our first interview, Caroline spoke
of the support she received from her department, and she
mentioned both mentors by name:

Ian is my mentor here [at the middle school] and
Chris is my mentor at the high school. So I have

two mentors and they’re both really good and help-
ful. And they both [are concerned that] they’re

mentoring and helping.

Throughout the course of the year, however, with one
brief exception, Caroline never referred to these mentors
nor mentioned any support or guidance she might have re-

ceived from them. Furthermore, when Ian, Caroline’s men-
tor at the middle school, passed away half-way through the
year, Caroline was not assigned a new mentor. It appeared
that all involved had abandoned the mentor program. Un-
like Betty, who lamented the fact that she did not have a

mentor, Caroline appeared to have much in common with
the 46% of Anctil’s (1991) subjects who reported that a

mentor was not necessary, even though they also reported
that the quality of mentoring they had received was “very
high” (p.7). Although the mentor program was mandatory,
and she should have been assigned a mentor, Caroline, ap-
parently, did not see the need for one. The mentor stipend,
however, continued to be deducted from Caroline’s salary.

Lori. In addition to the support and/or evaluation she
received from other teachers in her department, her depart-
ment chair, and her younger sister, who was also beginning
her teaching career that year, Lori, in contrast to Caroline
and Betty, received a great deal of support from her mentor,
Marty. In fact, Lori often spoke of “Marty-izing” her les-
sons. Lori’s mentor made regular visits to her classroom and
offered suggestions to improve her teaching. He also helped
Lori navigate the politics of that particular school and pro-
vided her with a sounding board off which she could safely
vent her frustrations. As Bower (1991) and Weinstein (1988)
maintain is often the case with beginning teachers, Lori’s
expectations conflicted with the reality of teaching.

Marie. Marie’s story is a worse-case scenario. Marie
had been assigned a mentor; however, as of my last meeting
with Marie, she had yet to meet with her mentor other than
in passing. She described her first year of teaching as less
than rewarding:

They just throw you (into the classroom). Here’s
your classes and you’re just expected to know what
their expectations are of you and the curriculum
and the program and all these things...I think that’s
where the mentor thing was supposed to help. And
I guess that if you had it set up the right way, I can’t
see how it wouldn’t be helpful, at the very least!
But if it’s not set up where you see this person, and
she gets the extra prep...I told her [to observe me
during her extra prep], but she’s never done that.
And she tells me “I hear you’re doing a good job.”

According to Anctil (1991), “mentor accountability” is
a critical issue in mentoring and an area that receives too
little attention. The inadequate response of Marie’s mentor
to this assignment, and the resulting alienation suffered by
Marie, support this contention. Clearly, Marie’s mentor did
not perceive the important of her role as mentor to this first-
year teacher.

Understanding the Mentor’s Role
Hayes and Kilgore (1991) found that new teachers ex-

pect support and assistance from veteran teachers and that
this support helps new teachers develop a reflective teach-
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ing stance. To this end, several states, New Jersey and
Wisconsin among them, have instituted or are about to insti-
tute mentor programs for first-year teachers. Consistent with
these expectations, the apparent level of reflection in which
each of my participants engaged was affected by the amount
and quality of support she received (or didn’t receive)from
her mentor (Stinson, 1999). My findings suggest the impor-
tance of mentor programs for first-year teachers. My find-
ings also illustrate the varying responses mentors and
building-level administrators can and do have to mentor pro-
grams and the need to place more emphasis on the impor-
tance of the first-year teacher/mentor relationship and the
mentor’s responsibility for fostering that relationship.

The mentors mentioned here exhibited very different
understandings of the mentor role. Betty’s building level
administrators failed her by not providing her with a men-
tor. In not appreciating the importance of a mentor for a
first-year teacher, they chose to not assign one to her, as if
half-time teacher do not have the same fears and concerns
about teaching as full-time teachers. In this school, for this
first-year teacher, this resulted in an inadequately imple-
mented mentor program.

Lori’s official mentor and the other members of her ex-
tensive support staff exhibit a strong appreciation of the first-
year teacher/mentor relationship and an appreciation of the
importance of the support and assistance many new teach-
ers want and need. In contrast, Marie’s mentor and those
around her failed to appreciate the importance of their roles;
thus, they failed to provide this necessary support. These
failures resulted in the worst implementation of the Provi-
sional Teacher Certification Program of any school in my
study.

Will Wisconsin’s mentors appreciate their responsibili-
ties to the first-year teachers they will advise? I believe there
are some steps we can take to insure that they do. First, men-
tors must be selected from among experienced teachers who
believe that their influence can have an impact on first-year
teachers. Second, potential mentors should attend inservice
programs or similar training sessions to heighten their sense
of both their responsibility and their scope of influence
with regard to their proposed mentees. Third, administra-
tors must make sure that mentors and mentees have com-
mon prep periods and otherwise compatible schedules.
Fourth, while the level of their participation will be gov-
erned by the first-year teachers themselves, mentor programs
must be made available to all first-year teachers. Finally, to
insure that the mentor programs are being effective, admin-
istrators must be aware of the levels of support being of-
fered in their schools through continued inservice
experiences for mentors and mentees.

Mentor programs are not necessary for everyone. Cer-
tainly Caroline survived, even flourished, without extensive
mentoring. More than likely, Lori would have sought out
her own support system even without the guidance of her
mentor. However, for first-year teachers like Betty and Marie,
first-year teachers who need and want such support in the
form of formal mentor programs, properly implemented
mentor programs administered by trained individuals who
thoroughly understand their roles as mentors are critical to
first-year teaching success.

References

Anctil, M. (1991). Mentor accountability: Acting in accor-
dance with established standards. (ERIC Document Re-
production Service No. 334 162).

Bower, A. (1991). Facilitating the professional role of spe-
cial education teachers: Two mentoring models for self-
contained and resource classrooms. (ERIC Document Re-
production Service No. 329 535).

Hayes, L., and Kilgore, K. (1991). Surviving the first year:
Beginning teachers’ conversations with their colleagues.
(ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. 335 346).

Ganser, T., Bainer, D., Bendixen-Noe, M., Brock, B., Stinson,
A., Giebelhaus, C., and Runyan, C. (1998). Critical issues
in mentoring and mentoring programs for beginning teach-
ers. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the Mid-
Western Educational Research Association, Chicago, IL.

Shimahara, N., and Sakai, A. (1995). Learning to teach in
two cultures: Japan and the United States. New York:
Garland Publishing, Inc.

State of New Jersey Department of Education. (n.d.). Provi-
sional teacher program information and application.
Trenton, NJ: Author.

State of Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction. (1990).
Proposed license stages. Teacher Education and Licens-
ing. http://www.dpi.state.wi.us/dpi/dlsis/tel/stages

Stinson, A. (1999). Why beginning English teachers do what
they do. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the
Wisconsin Council of Teachers of English-Language Arts,
Madison, Wisconsin.

Weinstein, C. (1988). Preservice teachers’ expectations about
the first year of teaching. Teaching and Teacher Educa-
tion, 4(1), 31-40.

Zeichner, K., and Gore, J. (1990). Teacher socialization. In
W. Houston (Ed.), Handbook of research on teacher edu-
cation (pp. 329-348). NY: Macmillian.

Volume 12, Number 4 - Fall 1999

Mid-Western Educational Researcher



	Mentor Accountability: Varying Responses to the New Jersey Provisional Teacher Certification Program and their Implications for Proposed Changes in Wisconsin Licensure
	Recommended Citation

	index

