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Ambiguities and Possibilities in 
California's Mentor Teacher Program
Over 5,000 California teachers have 
been given stipends and released time 
to provide staff development and 
consultation to other teachers but the 
future of the program remains unclear.

C alifornia's Mentor Teacher Pro 
gram is neither a true career 
ladder nor a merit pay plan, but 

it has several elements as well as 
problems common to both Like 
merit pay plans, the mentor program 
seeks to selectively reward and en 
courage individual teachers based on 
their performance. Like career ladder 
plans, the program links incremental 
responsibilities to incremental pay in 
creases It differs from both in that its 
formal ties to performance evaluation 
are tenuous at best, and it is explicitly 
intended to serve as a staff develop 
ment resource, as well as an encour 
agement for teachers to stay in the 
profession (See Bacharach and oth 
ers, 1984; Cresap and others. 1984. 
Porwall. 19~9; and Wise and Darhng- 
Hammond. 1984. for discussions of 
merit pay. career ladders, and teacher 
evaluation.)

The Mentor Teacher Program is 
only one of approximately 80 provi 
sions legislated in 1983 to upgrade the 
quality of instruction in California's 
schools Authorized in the 1983-84 
Budget Act. it was funded at $10.8 
million in 1983-84. $308 million in 
1984-tfS. and $44 ~ million in 1985- 
86 These funds were allocated to the 
~40 districts choosing to participate in 
the program on a formula basis, allow 
ing $4.000 stipends for district-desig 
nated mentors and $2.000 per mentor 
for implementation costs Approxi- 
matelv S.I00 mentors have been desig-
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naied in 740 of the state's districts and 
county offices of education.

The enabling legislation authorizes 
stipends for up to 5 percent of the 
slate's 180,000 teachers, but actual ap 
propriations for the current school 
year ($44.7 million) will be sufficient 
to support about 3.75 percent of the 
population Districts that have thus far 
chosen not to participate C represent 
ing less than 10 percent of the state's 
teachers and students) are for the 
most pan very small (fewer than 30 
teachers), have had difficulties in com 
ing to agreement with local teacher 
unions, or have already implemented 
master teacher programs they consid 
er incompatible with the mentor pro 
gram

Mentors are appointed for one-, 
two-, or three-year terms to work in a 
staff development capacity with new 
teachers, other career teachers, and 
"teacher trainees" (persons entering 
the profession either right out of un 
dergraduate schools or mid-career 
without formal teacher training expe 
rience).

Mentors must be permanent teach 
ers with recent classroom experience. 
They are nominated by teacher-domi 
nated selection committees, appointed 
by local governing boards, and must 
continue to teach at least 60 percent of 
the time AJ1 aspects of the mentor 
program are included within the 
scope of collective bargaining, except 
the districts decision to participate 
and the actual designation of mentors 
by the board, which is based on com 
mittee recommendations

Both district officials and represen 
tatives of teacher organizations were 
called upon to make speedy decisions 
when the program began in 1983-84 
Reaching agreement was particularly 
difficult because of the permissive na 
ture of the law and the lack of specific 
criteria for identifying and evaluating 
candidates The legislation delegates 
tremendous discretion to local boards, 
requiring only that mentors must:

1 be credentialed classroom teach 
ers with permanent status in their 
district;

2. have substantial recent experi 
ence in classroom instruction; and

3. have demonstrated exemplary 
teaching ability as indicated by effec 
tive communication skills, subject-mat 
ter knowledge, and mastery of a range
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of teaching strategies necessary to 
meet the needs of pupils in different 
contexts.'

Implementing Local Mentor 
Programs
Local selection and implementation 
procedures vary- widely Some candi 
dates wishing to assume the mentor 
role are virtually self-selected, while 
others are given an extraordinarily 
careful and time consuming evalua 
tion. In one district, there was little 
teacher involvement in the program 
design, few teachers applied, and se 
lection criteria were avoided because 
all who applied were accepted At 
the other end of the spectrum are 
districts that have collaboratively de 
veloped program guidelines with par 
ents, teachers, and administrators; 
screened, selected, and trained com 
mittee members; and selected mentor 
teachers through written applications, 
interviews, and classroom observa 
tions of instruction

Initial indications are that the com 
plexity and sophistication of a mentor 
evaluation/selection process are posi 
tively related to the importance that 
district teachers and administrators 
give to the program A second, even 
stronger, relationship seems to exist 
between the selection process and the 
perceived status of mentors in a dis 
trict. Where the selection process has 
been collaboratively developed and 
well articulated, mentors do in fact 
seem to enjoy some status differentia 
tion. This increased stature reportedly 
gives the mentors increased credibility 
and easier access to other teachers' 
classrooms

Like the issue of mentor candidate 
evaluation, the issues of mentor train 
ing, program definition, implementa 
tion, and evaluation are. by statute, 
substantially left to local discretion 
The only legislative guidelines con 
cerning mentor roles and responsibil 
ities are:

1 The priman function of a mentor 
teacher shall be to assist and guide 
new teachers A mentor teacher may 
also assist and guide more experi 
enced teachers

2. Mentor teachers may provide staff 
development for teachers and develop 
special curriculum*

3 A mentor teacher shall not partici 
pate in the evaluation of teachers 2

Interestingly, although the teaching 
of adults is central to the legislated 
description of the mentoring role, nei 
ther knowledge of adult learning the 
ory nor possession of adult training 
and coaching skills is included any 
where in the criteria for selection of 
mentor teachers The authors of the 
legislation seem to have made a verv 
tenuous assumption that the ability to 
work well with children implies an 
ability to work successfully with adults

Mentors work at great risk. They 
have been selected for their expertise, 
but public recognition of their differ 
ential worth and contribution chal 
lenges the time-honored egalitarian 
relationship among teachers To be 
accepted, mentors find they must min 
imize differences in status and salary

In practice, mentors typically wear 
many hats for their districts. Few do 
only peer coaching, staff development, 
or curriculum development. A broadly 
representative sample of 36" districts 
surveyed by the Far West Laboratory in 
the summer of 1984 (Little and others, 
1984) revealed that the five most com 
monly assigned mentor responsibil 
ities were; (1) staff development or 
consultation with individual teachers 
on a request basis (S3 percent of 
current mentors), (2) conducting or 
facilitating school- or district-level staff 
development (SO percent), (3) assist 
ing teachers in locating and organizing 
curriculum materials (42 percent), (4) 
curriculum development in high pri 
ority areas (42 percent), and (S) class 
room or other assistance to beginning 
teachers (41 percent).-1

Not all mentor programs are suc 
cessful, and several are still bogged 
down in negotiation issues However, 
the emerging key to gaining accept 
ance is mutual exchange, sensitivity, 
and responsiveness among teachers 
and administrators to teacher needs. A 
collaborative planning process is es 
sential to establish a constituency for 
the program

Successful Mentor Programs
ABC Unified, a large urban district, is a 
case in point Nestled in the greater 
Los Angeles basin. ABC has 23,000 
students and 900 teachers, 9S percent 
of whom have voluntarily participated 
in some form of clinical teaching or 
instructional skills training For the 
past ten years, the district has funded a 
$200.000 staff development program, 
which supports instructional resource 
teachers (IRTs) who function as peer 
coaches at school sites When the men 
tor program became available in 1984. 
the district dealt directly with the local 
bargaining unit to define a "fair pro 
gram" for mentors. IRTs. and other 
classroom teachers To distinguish be 
tween mentors and instructional re 
source teachers, it was decided that 
IRT functions should be performed 
solely at the school site, while mentors 
also would be a district resource

ABC district currently supports 29 
mentors and S3 IRTs who work togeth 
er to support school and district staff 
development goals. The success of the 
program is based on hard work, not 
magic, and can be attributed to broad 
involvement in program design.
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sound evaluation of mentor candi 
dates, and continuing revision of pro 
gram practices.

Beginning in January 1984, the dis 
trict involved classroom teachers, de 
partment chairpersons, and site and 
district administrators in the design 
and development of the local mentor 
program. Selection, duties, and role 
expectations were consensually de 
fined. Based on committee guidelines, 
the district sought mentors who would 
coach other teachers in curriculum, 
instructional methods, or learning the 
ories. Each site had one representative 
on the appropriate selection commit 
tee. Criteria for committee member 
ship included exemplary communica 
tion and teaching skills, generally the 
same skills expected of mentors. All 
district teachers were invited to apply, 
and one of three selection committees 
(elementary, junior high, or second 
ary) reviewed the applications. Crite 
ria used to assess applications includ 
ed evidence of the ability to:
  communicate well in writing,
  model exemplary teaching,
  prepare and deliver workshops 

for adults,
  lead others,
  build trusting relationships, and
  complete mentor tasks 

Candidates were asked to submit four 
recommendations, one from their site

principal and three from peers, two of 
whom had to be from their own 
school.

Prior staff development experience 
was clearly an advantage in the ap 
plication process. To offset this advan 
tage, special efforts were made to at 
tract teachers with little staff develop 
ment experience, but a strong interest 
in mentoring. Teachers without staff 
development leadership experience 
were given credit for their willingness 
to develop adult training and coaching 
skills.

Candidates successfully evaluated in 
the paper screening process were 
then interviewed by an appropriate 
grade-level selection committee, using 
an interview guide developed by the 
committee Ability to communicate ef 
fectively and work well with others, 
commitment to professional growth, 
and potential success in peer coaching 
were assessed in the structured inter 
view

The candidates were also asked to 
submit a 20-minute videotape of their 
classroom instruction. Directions for 
the videotape allowed for any type of 
content, but required full class instruc 
tion through a logical learning se 
quence. Committee members re 
ceived four hours of training in rating 
instruction before analyzing the video 
tapes, which were rated for lesson

clarity, appropriate teaching methods, 
student participation, effective lesson 
monitoring, consistent standards, and 
student progress toward meeting edu 
cational objectives

ABC divided its allocation of mentor 
slots among the various selection com 
mittees based on the number of teach 
ers at each grade level in the district 
Initially, mentors were given general 
responsibilities based on their area of 
focus. More specific assignments were 
formulated with mentors during two 
weeks of training conducted by the 
district office, which included adult 
learning theory, curriculum imple 
mentation, instructional methodology, 
peer observation, and coaching Des 
ignated mentors were then directed to 
develop district interest in their area 
of focus and support the use of peer 
coaching Additionally, they were en 
couraged to collaborate with existing 
instructional resource teachers to 
form Mentor-Instructional-Resource 
Teams (MlRTs) at school sites. At the 
site level, the teams provide curricu- 
lar, instructional, and management as 
sistance and coaching on request At 
the district level, mentors provide 
model lessons, training, or classroom 
observation and coaching

Program implementation is devel 
opmental, and the ABC mentor pro 
gram is being revised. Initial ambigu-
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ity about the distinction between 
mentor and instructional resource 
teacher roles was clarified through a 
consensual process involving each of 
these groups, as well as building and 
district administrators. At the site level 
both mentors and resource teachers 
report to two district staff developers. 
Mentors are formally supervised by 
district directors of elementary and 
secondary education

A district need not be large or have 
a long staff development history to 
have a successful mentor program. 
Wheatland, a small elementary district 
in the Central Valley, has only 1,600 
students, 83 certificated staff members, 
and three mentor teachers, but the 
district superintendent views the men 
tor program as a way to rejuvenate staff 
and provide opportunities for teachers 
seeking leadership roles The Wheat- 
land program was c(x>peratively devel 
oped by teachers, administrators, and 
board members to improve writing 
across the curriculum and use of com 
puter technology in the academic cur 
riculum During the first two years of 
the program, all teachers in the district 
received 16 hours of training from 
mentors on instructional use of the 
computer, with an emphasis on teach 
ing writing. Mentors are also imple 
menting a summer school program

The Wheatland District has limited

staff development resources to sup 
port the effort, but has received valu 
able assistance and training for men 
tors from the Regional Teacher 
Education and Computer Center 
(TECC) Teachers in Wheatland attri 
bute the positive climate and success 
of the mentor program to: (1) effective 
communication with even-one in 
volved board, administration, teach 
ers, parents, and students; and (2) 
recognition of the "creative genius" 
within the district using local teacher 
expertise rather than hiring external 
"specialists" for staff development.

Documenting and Evaluating 
Mentor Programs
Minimal requirements and guidelines 
have permitted a wide range of locally 
developed program documentation 
and evaluation processes. Most dis 
tricts have some form of time account 
ability for their mentors, requiring evi 
dence of hours spent on mentoring 
activities that are over and above nor 
mal teaching responsibilities Howev 
er, systematic evaluations of local pro 
grams have not as yet been conducted 

In many districts, mentors are re 
quired by contract to work a specified 
number of days, or overtime, or sum 
mer hours. In other districts, mentors 
have individual agreements for the

Mentors are 
appointed for 
one-, two-, or 
three-year terms 
to work in a staff 
development 
capacity with new 
teachers, other 
career teachers, 
and "teacher 
trainees' . . ."
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performance of specific tasks or serv 
ices. Both approaches are congruent 
with the general strategy that the men 
tor role has been defined as one that 
provides extra pay for extra work. The 
very mention of merit pay, any kind of 
formal status differentiation, or re 
wards for excellent teaching are un 
tenable in most districts. It is quite 
clear that, despite the existence of any 
legislative intent to take the first steps 
toward developing a statewide profes 
sional career ladder for teachers, 
teachers themselves or at least their 
bargaining representatives steadfast 
ly resist any initiatives that attempt to 
go against traditional egalitarian con 
ceptions of teaching as a profession.

The California Mentor Teacher Pro 
gram raises a number of significant 
evaluation issues. At the most global 
level, the legislature is interested in 
evidence on which to base policy deci 
sions. Indicators of the program's suc 
cess as well as its cost-effectiveness 
will be required From the standpoint 
of a state education agency, this is a 
difficult challenge; legislated program 
goals frequently are broadly written, 
largely intangible, and difficult to op- 
erationalize. For instance, the goal of 
the Mentor Program is:

to encourage teachers currently em 
ployed in the public school system to 
continue to pursue excellence within their 
profession, to provide incentives to teach 
ers of demonstrated ability and expertise 
to remain in the public school system, and 
to restore the teaching profession to its 
position of primary importance within the 
structure of the state educational system *

While certainly worthwhile and im 
portant, the two goals that deal with 
encouraging the pursuit of excellence 
and restoring the teaching profession 
to a position of importance are rela 
tively intangible Both are difficult to 
quantify and even more difficult to 
assess objectively The one more con 
crete goal, that of "providing incen 
tives for teachers of demonstrated 
ability and expertise to remain in the 
public school system," then becomes a 
central issue for statewide evaluation 
efforts and is certainly one with impor 
tant policy implications How ability 
and expertise in teaching can be rec 
ognized, encouraged, and rewarded 
are often asked but seldom satisfacto 
rily answered questions. Historically, 
almost all merit pay and career ladder 
programs instituted to serve these pur 
poses have faltered on the rocks of 
methodologically inadequate or politi 
cally untenable evaluation efforts.

Past experience has taught us that 
those teachers willing to assume addi 
tional responsibilities are also those 
most likely to leave the teaching pro 
fession A paradox may well exist here 
in that legislation designed to reward 
good teaching and encourage good 
teachers to remain in public education 
has resulted in singling out those 
teachers most likely to leave, but not 
necessarily encouraging them to stay 
Other dimensions of teaching as a 
profession will need to be examined. 
For example, what are the relative 
benefits of improved working condi 
tions, revised salary structures, and 
alternative role definitions of profes 
sional responsibilities'1

Further ambiguity is created by the 
lack of legislative definition of the 
stipend Mentors are to receive an 
"additional annual stipend over and 
above the regular salary," hut this 
amount is not to be counted as salary 
or wages. Thus, while mentors must 
implicitly earn the stipend, it is by 
definition an award or citation and not 
"extra pay for extra work Neverthe 
less, most districts have chosen to tie 
the stipend to specific staff develop 
ment duties, a task reflective of "earn 
ing" the extra money.
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"How ability and 
expertise in 
teaching can be 
recognized, 
encouraged, and 
rewarded are 
often asked 
but seldom 
satisfactorily 
answered 
questions."

Despite all of the evaluation proh 
lems, documenting and evaluating are 
essential if mentor programs are to he 
improved and continued.^ At the men 
tor level, most districts are just begin 
ning a formal evaluation process. Men 
tors maintain activity records, 
participants evaluate mentor work 
shops, and mentors are working with 
district staff members to develop in 
struments for teacher feedback on 
mentor coaching and consultation ac 
tivities. Some districts have also initiat 
ed formative program evaluation ef 
forts. However, at the local level, 
evaluation issues have centered more 
closely around mentor candidate as 
sessment and selection than around 
program improvement The probabili 
ty is high that this will continue to be

the case in all but the most sophistical 
ed, and usually the largest, districts 
unless evaluation requirements and 
budget appropriations are built into 
statute

Although conceived as an attempt to 
encourage outstanding teachers and 
exemplary teaching, the Mentor 
Teacher Program has been almost uni 
versally received as a way to pay select 
ed teachers additional money in ex 
change for performing additional 
tasks. Defining the program in such 
terms has allowed many of the most 
difficult issues in both teacher and 
program evaluation to be substantially 
ignored at present. In districts where 
the Mentor Teacher Program has been 
labeled as particularly successful that 
is, where local teachers and adminis 
trators agree that it has contributed to 
the improvement of instruction is 
sues of teacher evaluation and pro 
gram definition have typically been 
resolved through the collective bar 
gaining process In these districts, pro 
gram evaluation tends to center 
around either the amount (but not the 
quality) of curriculum materials that 
have been produced by mentors, or 
subjective (and predominantly oral 
rather than written) expressions of 
satisfaction from teachers who have 
had individual contacts with mentors

At the same time, the Mentor Teach 
er Program has given many districts 
the opportunity to have teachers, ad 
ministrators, and board members dis 
cuss their conceptions of gcxxi teach 
ing, and in a few notable cases, build 
those conceptions into formal mentor 
selection, implementation, and evalua 
tion processes

An Uncertain Future
The future of the California Mentor 
Teacher Program is substantially un 
known, although given its centrality in 
the omnibus educational reform pack 
age (SB 813, 1983) and its potential to 
help in the implementation of other 
parts of that package, the program is 
likely to persist for at least a few more 
years It is an ambitious, if somewhat 
equivocal, attempt to encourage and 
reward outstanding teachers and sup 
port staff development for other pro 
fessionals. Over the next five years, as 
many as 9.000 mentor teachers may be 
identified in California to work with

new and career teachers If careful 
program development and an extend 
ed support system are provided, men 
tors can have a powerful effect on 
curricular and instructional improve 
ment.

But we must be cautious As the 
mentor role becomes elaborated, 
there will be a tendency to expect 
mentors to do even-thing Just as good 
teaching can't solve all the problems 
facing schools today, mentor teachers 
cannot solve all the problems of teach 
ing. Better salaries and working condi 
tions for all teachers must be provid 
ed The mentor program is just one 
piece of the larger reform that needs 
to take place, and it is crucial that the 
program be integrated with other 
school improvement efforts D

'California Education Code. Section 
44491

KiUtfornia Education Code, Section
444%

'Multiple response yields percentages 
totaling more than 100 percent

 California Education Code. Section 
44490.

 Judith Warren Little. Tom Bird, and the 
Applied Research on Teacher Education 
Group at Far West Laboratory are conduct 
ing research on the program as pan of a 
larger sludv of teacher leadership
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