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Intensive Mentoring as a Way to Help 
Beginning Teachers Develop 
Balanced Instruction

Randi Nevins Stanulis
Robert E. Floden
Michigan State University

This study examines the impact of intensive mentoring as an induction program component aimed at improving teacher 
quality in ways that link teaching to student engagement. The Atmosphere, Instruction/Content, Management, and Student 
Engagement (AIMS) measure of teaching practice, focused on a research-based conception of high-quality teaching known 
as effective balanced instruction, was used to measure the impact of the intervention. Using a matched comparison group 
design with 24 beginning teachers, the study tested the effects on teaching practice of intensive mentoring. Findings indicate 
that the improvement in the beginning teachers’ AIMS scores from fall to spring was greater for the experimental group 
than for the comparison group of teachers.
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A support gap exists for novices, especially those who 
teach in schools of poverty (Johnson, Kardos, 

Kauffman, Liu, & Donaldson, 2004). Because teacher qual-
ity can make an enormous difference in educational oppor-
tunities for children (Sanders & Rivers, 1996), beginning 
teachers need targeted support to overcome the many chal-
lenges of learning to teach. In high-poverty districts where 
turnover is highest, the quality of school cohesion and per-
formance is affected when teachers leave (Ingersoll, 2004). 
Those responsible for school leadership and policy often do 
not realize that creating a quality induction program can 
make a tremendous difference in teacher satisfaction, 
growth, retention, and impact on students. Only 1% of 
beginning teachers participate in sustained, comprehensive 
induction programs (Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). Although 
the public expects beginning teachers’ performance to 
resemble that of experienced teachers, novices without 
adequate support need 3 to 7 years of teaching to reach their 
maximum impact on student learning. Comprehensive 
induction programs are a way to accelerate this process and 
minimize the amount of time it takes for a beginning teacher 
to be most effective in promoting student learning (Alliance 
for Excellent Education, 2004; Villar, 2004).

Schools face serious challenges as beginning teachers 
leave before they can develop fully as high-quality teach-
ers. As many as 14% of teachers quit after the 1st year, 
with numbers rising as high as 50% leaving within 5 
years of taking their first teaching position. At the point 
when a teacher is ready to make a major impact on stu-
dent achievement, he or she is likely to have left the pro-
fession (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2004). Strong 
induction programs that provide opportunities for teach-
ers to be involved in decision making and that have strong 
administrative support along with support to develop 
strong classroom management can keep teachers in the 
profession (Ingersoll & Smith, 2004). Such programs 
support organizational and instructional conditions that 
can help novices develop as high-quality teachers early in 
their career.

To combat high attrition rates and improve teacher 
quality, researchers have begun to define the qualities and 
components of comprehensive induction programs that 
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make a difference in the lives of teachers and students 
(Alliance for Excellent Education, 2004; Britton, Paine, 
Pimm, & Raizen, 2003; Fletcher, Strong, & Villar, 2005; 
Ingersoll, 2001; Stanulis, 2006). This study examines 
the impact of a program designed to incorporate several 
features thought to be important for induction programs 
aimed at improving teacher quality in ways that link 
teaching to student engagement. The program focuses on 
a research-based conception of high-quality teaching 
known as effective balanced instruction.

Findings from a series of research studies character-
ized three components of effective balanced instruction 
specifically in literacy (e.g., Dolezal, Welsh, Pressley, & 
Vincent, 2003; Pressley et al., 2001; Pressley, Allington, 
Wharton-McDonald, Block, & Morrow, 2001; Wharton-
McDonald, Pressley, & Hampston, 1998), which we 
have worked to weave with other research and adapt 
across subject areas (Stanulis & Manning, 2002; Stein, 
Smith, Henningsen, & Silver, 2000). These three compo-
nents, teaching of worthwhile content, excellent class-
room management that engages students, and strong 
motivation and scaffolding of student learning, described 
in Table 1, compose the basis of the vision of teaching 

that is the intended outcome of the mentoring in this 
induction program.

Comprehensive Induction 
Program Components

As a Teachers for a New Era institution (Carnegie 
Corporation, 2001), we created a specific vision for a 
comprehensive induction program (Stanulis, 2006). As 
coprincipal investigators of the Teachers for a New Era 
project at our institution, the second author (Floden) 
facilitated cross-college collaborations and a structure to 
institutionalize this work. As the induction director, the 
first author (Stanulis) led the design, implementation, and 
research in the induction program. Part of this induction 
program involved the evolution of a collaborative partner-
ship between a midwestern urban school district and our 
university, which was created to pilot-test a comprehen-
sive induction program in a district that anticipated hiring 
more than 100 teachers for the 2005-2006 school year.

The treatment and comparison groups were similar in 
some of the induction assistance they received. All 
beginning teachers in this urban district were invited to 

Table 1
Characteristics of Effective Teaching in the Induction Program

Worthwhile Content

Planning deliberate instructional balance (direct instruction and group/individual application time), instructional density (strong authentic  
  tasks with high expectations, time to discuss and process), and scaffolding.
Planning a structure for setting up and maintaining learning tasks and experiences.
Providing opportunities for students to talk, collaborate, and explore content.
Knowing the content beyond the current lesson.
Thinking about content from the students’ perspective, anticipating student needs.
Understanding that the quality of the time students spend engaged in their work depends on the quality of the tasks they are expected to  
  accomplish.

Excellent Classroom Management That Engages Students

Creating thoughtfully planned routines during the day, including morning meetings, transitions, routines for group and independent work.
Creating environments that stimulate curiosity; students are absorbed in the work.
Planning for time that is well managed, pacing that is effective for the students’ learning. Closure is included in lessons, and much time for  
  interaction, questioning, and discussion is planned.
Paying deliberate attention to both the verbal and the nonverbal environment in the classroom and deliberate attention to both developing  
  relationships with students and among students.
Managing many different kinds of tasks and activities during the day (small group, whole group, one-to-one work with students, discussions,  
  seat and project work).

Strong Motivation and Scaffolding of Student Learning

Developing an environment of high expectations in which students move from dependence to independence in task completion.
Motivating students to spend the time needed to learn complex ideas and solve problems they find interesting.
Anticipating frustrations, segmenting tasks, and providing hints and other mechanisms for students to move from guidance to independence. 
Beginning lessons with a “launch” that invites students into a topic and arouses curiosity.

Based on ideas from: Ball (2000); Pressley, Allington, Wharton-McDonald, Block, & Morrow (2001); Stanulis & Manning (2002); Stein, Smith, 
Henningsen, & Silver (2000); Tomlinson (2003).
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participate in university-led induction experiences. These 
induction experiences for all new teachers included three 
half-day orientation sessions held to prepare teachers for 
this urban context before the school year began, four pro-
fessional development sessions for the novices during the 
school year, work with a comprehensive Web-based 
resource, and a series of seminars for principals. All of the 
treatment- and comparison-group teachers attended the 
orientation sessions held at the beginning of the school 
year. Five teachers from the treatment group attended at 
least one of the four after-school university-led seminars 
held across the year; 6 teachers from the comparison 
group attended at least one of these seminars.

The additional induction support received by teachers 
in the treatment group was intensive mentoring. Those 
who participated in the treatment group (but not those  
in the comparison group) interacted weekly with  
partially released mentors who received intensive prepa-
ration from university staff. The purpose of this research 
study is to compare induction that does not include  
intensive mentoring to induction that does include a spe-
cific model of intensive mentoring based on balanced 
instruction.

Within the program that includes intensive mentoring, 
induction is defined as a distinct phase in learning to 
teach (Feiman-Nemser, 2001a) that “stand[s] as a key 
juncture of learning, growth, and support” for beginning 
teachers (Paine, Pimm, Britton, Raizen, & Wilson, 2003, 
p. 15). At this juncture, the quality of support and learn-
ing is critical. The quality of interactions between begin-
ning teachers and their colleagues can play a critical role 
in the success of novice teachers (Johnson, 2004).

Yet in our experience, we have found that the assign-
ment of mentors is typically based on convenience, vol-
unteerism, and entitlement rather than on selection of 
mentors who are willing to help novices continue learn-
ing to teach (Stanulis, Meloche, & Ames, 2008; Wood & 
Stanulis, in press). Within the induction program with 
intensive mentoring, preparation of mentors focused on 
helping novices enhance student achievement through 
development of effective balanced instructional prac-
tices. Such “educative” mentoring places emphasis on 
engaging beginning teachers in joint inquiry with a men-
tor to help novices understand the importance of learning 
from practice while providing tools useful for studying 
teaching, including observation, feedback, and analysis 
of student work (Allen, 1998; Feiman-Nemser, 2001b). 
This guidance goes beyond sharing instructional tips to 
place the mentor in a teaching role to build on knowledge 
and experiences gained at the university. Mentor prepa-
ration within this program builds on the research base of 
Feiman-Nemser (2001a, 2001b), the New Teacher Center 
(2005; Villar, 2004), and Stanulis et al. (2008), who found 

that through careful preparation and support, mentors 
can learn to have instructional conversations with nov-
ices that include understanding subject matter (Feiman-
Nemser, Schwille, Carver, & Yusko, 1999), planning 
instruction, student engagement, and formative assess-
ment (Wood, 1999).

Although it is a common component of induction, men-
toring is underdeveloped in most school contexts. Our state 
is typical in having an unfunded state mandate to provide 
a mentor for each beginning teacher. To comply with this 
mandate, school districts often assign mentors to provide 
support for novices without contemplating the complexi-
ties of and possibilities for mentoring. Without any prepa-
ration, the assigned mentor can become a “buddy,” 
available for advice and explaining school procedures but 
rarely observing or providing feedback about teaching and 
learning (Stanulis et al., 2008). Evidence suggests, how-
ever, that when mentors have substantial preparation and 
when the mentoring is instructional and standards based, 
beginning teachers can also have a significant impact on 
student achievement (Fletcher et al., 2005).

The intensive mentoring component involved 5 teach-
ers released 1 day each week to mentor 3 beginning teach-
ers. Current classroom teachers were recruited and 
interviewed for mentor positions. Mentor–novice matches 
were based on teaching responsibilities related to content 
and level—secondary science, English, and math; special 
education; and elementary education. Developing mentor-
ing as a practice required intensive, sustained preparation; 
therefore, mentors participated in mentor study groups for 
6 hr each month along with 6 full days of professional 
development during the school year. In addition to meet-
ing weekly with their assigned beginning teacher in the 
novice’s classroom to observe and provide feedback, 
coplan, analyze student work, or demonstrate a teaching 
practice, the mentors also led a monthly seminar with their 
group of novices. These study groups provided a time for 
beginning teachers to connect with one another and for the 
mentor to facilitate discussions about continued learning 
to teach. Finally, university-based coaches support the 
school-based mentors by observing the mentors in their 
conversations with beginning teachers (Stanulis, 2006).

Developing as Effective Teachers

Mentor preparation focused on helping the mentors 
work closely with beginning teachers to support their 
development as effective teachers of balanced instruction. 
Within mentor study group sessions, there was a deliber-
ate effort to have university and school personnel share a 
vision of effective teaching that emphasized developing 
classroom practices that balance holistic learning activity 
and skill instruction, creating effective management that 
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engages learners, and designing instruction that promotes 
student academic motivation through reflective analysis of 
planning, instruction, and assessment (Roehrig, Dolezal, 
Mohan, Bohn, & Pressley, 2003). Mentors learned ways to 
work with novices in managing a class, planning and 
implementing engaging learning tasks, knowing subject 
matter, assessing student learning, and learning in and 
from their practice as teachers.

Methods

The strongest design for testing the effectiveness of this 
program would be one where beginning teachers were 
randomly divided into two groups—an experimental group, 
with both intensive mentoring and the regular district 
induction, and a comparison group, with only the regular 
district induction. But within the realities of working in this 
particular school district, where union and district adminis-
trators required that the experimental intensive mentoring 
be done only with volunteers, we were not able to ran-
domly assign new teachers to treatment and comparison 
groups. To address the concern that selection bias occurred 
because volunteer participants were different from begin-
ning teachers who received only the regular district induc-
tion, we selected teachers for our comparison sample by 
choosing 1st- or 2nd-year teachers who matched treatment 
participants on two relevant characteristics: subject area 
and years of experience working in the district. We were 
able to select comparison teachers who matched on both 
these dimensions with one exception, a treatment-group 
English teacher for whom we could find a match in subject 
area but not in years of experience. All of the participants 
in both groups graduated from a traditional teacher prepa-
ration program. There were not enough males in the sample 
size to match along gender (i.e., there was only 1 male 
elementary teacher and there were only 2 male secondary 
teachers). We also examined whether the two groups were 
teaching students from similar backgrounds; as described 
in more detail later, the two groups of teachers taught in 
schools with similar proportions of students from minority 
groups and students on free and reduced lunch.

Research Design

We selected a measure of teaching practice matched 
to our program’s substantive focus on balanced instruc-
tion. Our research hypothesis was that beginning teach-
ers in the program with intensive mentoring would make 
greater gains in their teaching effectiveness than begin-
ning teachers who had only the regular district induction 
program. With this matched-pairs design, we observed 
and rated 24 beginning teachers’ practice (12 treatment, 12 

comparison) at both the beginning and the end of 
a school year. For the observation, we used the Atmosphere, 
Instruction/Content, Management, and Student Engage-
ment (AIMS) observation instrument, which produced 
ratings along four dimensions of classroom outcomes— 
atmosphere, instruction and content, management, and stu-
dent engagement (Roehrig, 2003). Scales for each dimension 
are based on multiple observation items, each rated on a 
3-point scale.

An illustrative item for the Atmosphere subscale is 
“Teacher encourages curiosity/suspense—getting students 
excited about what they are learning/doing.” A sample  
item for Instruction/Content is “Teacher provides many 
opportunistic mini-lessons at teachable moments.” For 
Management, one item was “Teachers gives explanation/ 
rationale for decisions/rules/requests.” For Student Engage-
ment, one item was “At least 80% of students are consis-
tently on task and highly engaged in class activities.”

Participants

Members of the treatment group were 12 first- and 
second-year teachers in a single midsized, economically 
depressed, urban district. This group of volunteers 
included 3 teachers in English (secondary), 3 in mathe-
matics (secondary), 3 in elementary education, 2 in sci-
ence (secondary), and 1 in special education, with each of 
the subgroups assigned to an intensive mentor within the 
subject matter or area of expertise. Twelve other begin-
ning teachers participated in the project as the compari-
son group, receiving the regular district induction 
interventions (orientation, after-school seminars, princi-
pal seminars) but no “intensive mentor.” The comparison 
group received the typical “building mentor” as assigned 
by the individual school principal. The mentors in the 
comparison group were not matched by subject matter. 
These mentors received no specific preparation for their 
role and were not expected to observe in the beginning 
teacher’s classroom or provide feedback on their develop-
ing practice. Mentors in the comparison group schools 
were not released to spend time with the beginning 
teacher during the school day. The 12 beginning teachers 
in the comparison group, each matched to a teacher in the 
experimental group, agreed to be observed on the same 
schedule as the experimental group.

Participants for the treatment and comparison groups 
were all beginning teachers entering their 1st or 2nd year 
of teaching. All attended the university-led orientation ses-
sions held before the school year began. Nine of the 
matched pairs were 1st-year teachers. Two of the second-
ary mathematics matched pairs were 2nd year teachers. 
One of the English matched pairs included a 1st-year 
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teacher (treatment) and a 2nd-year teacher (comparison 
group). During the orientation session before the school 
year began, we held two different informational meetings 
in small groups with the beginning teachers, outlining the 
program participation option of participating in either the 
comparison or the treatment group. The comparison group 
consented to be observed at the beginning and end of the 
school year. The treatment group consented to the same 
observation, with the addition of weekly intensive men-
toring in their classroom. Of the 102 teachers the district 
hired, only 43 true beginning teachers (i.e., in their 1st or 
2nd year of teaching) attended our orientation session, 
thus restricting our pool. The district does not espouse a 
specific vision of teaching, but a pacing guide regulates 
the kind of practice and pace that teachers should follow. 
The professional development that we provided focused 
on becoming an effective urban teacher, working within 
the context of their curriculum, while introducing new 
ideas and practices. Because this program was not a 
requirement of the district and was promoted mostly by 
the university faculty, the participants had no district 
incentive to participate.

Some beginning teachers were apprehensive about hav-
ing a mentor visit their classroom regularly, stating that 
they were finally “free from this regular scrutiny” since 
graduating from their teacher preparation programs. Others 
had already found a building mentor with whom they had 
bonded and were reticent about entering a new relationship 
with another mentor. We began the study with 15 matched 
pairs, but because of changes in teaching assignments and 
comparison-group members dropping out of the study, we 
collected complete data from 12 matched pairs.

The principals from schools where beginning teachers 
had been hired were invited to three principal breakfast 
seminars led by university faculty. These seminars 
focused on learning about ways to help beginning teach-
ers thrive, ways to provide substantive feedback to 
beginning teachers, and ways to think about fostering 
educative mentoring in their buildings. Principals of 8 of 
the comparison-group teachers and of 10 of the 
experimental-group teachers attended the seminars. (At 
the secondary level, principals had both comparison- and 
treatment-group teachers in their buildings.)

According to their logs, the intensive mentors observed 
each beginning teacher 29 to 31 times across the school 
year. During these sessions, the mentors coplanned, 
observed and provided feedback, taught demonstration 
lessons, went together to observe another teacher, analyzed 
student work, and designed curriculum maps. Mentors 
also helped the beginning teachers garner resources 
needed to teach (textbooks) and survive within difficult 
working conditions (e.g., being the only classroom in the 

school without air conditioning, having the most chal-
lenging group of first graders, teaching high school 
physics when the teacher was certified to teach English, 
moving between two buildings on a lunch hour, teaching 
on a cart without a classroom, teaching in a context that 
does not seem to value a teacher’s ideas, handling mid-
year displacement to another building and grade level). 
Each mentor held eight beginning-teacher study groups 
after school during the year. Each intensive mentor and 
beginning teacher in the treatment group also attended a 
daylong retreat where together we studied and discussed 
issues of teaching in an urban school.

The comparison- and treatment-group participants 
taught in very similar urban contexts. In the high schools 
where teachers from both groups taught, free and reduced 
lunch ranged from 50% to 57% and the percentage of 
minority students ranged from 57% to 79% of the school 
population. At the middle school where teachers from 
both groups taught, free and reduced lunch ranged from 
65% to 75%, and percentage of minority students ranged 
from 62% to 79%. At the elementary level, free and 
reduced lunch ranged from 51% (where a comparison 
teacher taught) to 91% (where a treatment teacher 
taught). The percentage of minority students ranged 
from 50% to 81%.

The AIMS Instrument

Each teacher was evaluated using the AIMS tool, devel-
oped by a team of literacy researchers led by Alysia 
Roehrig (Roehrig et al., 2003). This tool measured 130 
criteria gathered by observing teaching practice and stu-
dent behavior in the classroom. Specifically, Roehrig and 
her colleagues (2003) reported that a high score on the 
AIMS instrument was matched with effective teaching 
practices, including creating rich learning tasks, atmo-
spheres where learning was valued, and excitement about 
academic content and activities, and having few discipline 
problems because students were on task. The AIMS instru-
ment has been used in research that examined effective and 
less effective primary grades teachers (Bohn, Roehrig, & 
Pressley, 2004), mentoring beginning primary teachers for 
exemplary teaching practices (Roehrig, Bohn, Turner, & 
Pressley, 2008), and associations between classroom prac-
tice and preservice teachers’ knowledge about effective 
primary reading instruction (Roehrig, Guidry, et al., 
2008).

The 130 items on the AIMS instrument were based on 
qualitative research on exemplary teachers, including 
observation of classroom teachers and surveys completed 
by exemplary teachers and university researchers (Roehrig 
et al., 2003). The AIMS items were grounded in analysis 
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of classroom practices of teachers who were successful in 
maintaining high levels of student engagement and 
instructional improvement gains in diverse students (e.g., 
Allington & Johnston, 2002; Bogner, Raphael, & Pressley, 
2002; Day, Boothroyd, Johnston, & Cedeno, 1999; 
Pressley et al., 2001). Although originally used to identify 
literacy practices of exemplary teachers, these practices 
can be described and measured in ways appropriate for a 
range of subject areas. They deal with broad categories, 
including classroom atmosphere, classroom instruction, 
classroom management, and student engagement. 
Findings from this research indicated that the more teach-
ers integrated practices similar to those observed in exem-
plary classrooms, the more students were highly engaged 
in classroom learning (Roehrig et al., 2003).

The reliability of the instrument was measured by 
having multiple raters observe 16 different elementary 
teachers with variable teaching experience, with each of 
the 2 to 3 raters observing 3 to 7 hr of instruction. 
Independently, raters indicated whether they observed a 
practice seldom (1), somewhat (2), or consistently (3). 
For individual items, the interrater agreement was 65%.

Roehrig and her colleagues (2003) conducted studies to 
assess multiple aspects of the validity of inferences from 
scores on the AIMS instrument to conclusions about teach-
ing quality. Examination of items and scales by academic 
experts and effective elementary teachers established face 
validity. Evidence of construct validity was provided by 
computing Cronbach alpha statistics for each of the four 
scales. The alpha values for the scales ranged from .60 to 
.96, showing that the scales were internally consistent. 
Construct validity was also examined by computing corre-
lations between student engagement (considered as an out-
come variable) and the other three scales (considered as 
measures of teaching quality). The correlations were all 
positive and statistically significant.

The validity of the instrument was further tested for 
this study. Because the AIMS instrument was initially 
designed for observation of elementary classrooms, a 
second research associate accompanied the primary 
research associate to study a secondary English teacher 
and a secondary science teacher across several class peri-
ods to confirm the validity of the instrument for second-
ary school classrooms and identify items not appropriate 
for observations of secondary instruction. The two raters 
independently identified the same seven items to be 
deleted when observing secondary teachers. These items, 
judged to be inapplicable to a secondary school context, 
were on features of instruction such as art tie-in (e.g., the 
art connected with the lesson), direct phonics instruction 
(e.g., teacher embeds direct phonics instruction, and 

teacher points out and has students find the chunks in 
words), play embedded in instruction, and stretching 
words (e.g., teacher models stretching words, teacher 
encourages students to stretch words). To confirm that the 
coding of the other items remained reliable, two observ-
ers used the instrument in two different secondary class-
rooms, with an interrater agreement of 85%.

Data Collection

To measure the effectiveness of the intervention, a 
researcher, blind to the condition of each of the 24 teach-
ers, observed all of the teachers (both the experimental 
and the comparison groups) in September to October and 
April to May of the school year. In preparation for data 
collection, a second research associate accompanied the 
primary research associate to pilot score two beginning 
elementary teachers and two beginning secondary teach-
ers who were not part of this study. The two researcher 
associates then discussed their scoring differences and 
ways they would distinguish whether a beginning teach-
er’s instruction would fit under seldom, somewhat, or 
consistently in each of the 130 items on the instrument. 
After each observation, the two raters discussed items 
where there was disagreement. In each case, the raters 
were able to reach agreement.

Survey Instrument

At the end of the academic year, the beginning teach-
ers in the treatment group were asked to complete an 
online survey. Although we asked the participants to 
identify themselves, we told them that their individual 
responses would not be reported to their mentor and that 
their responses would be reported only via pseudonyms. 
All 12 beginning teachers responded to the open-ended 
survey questions:

What specific activities were you involved in with your 
mentor during your individual meetings (e.g., observa-
tions and feedback, coplanning)?
What were the benefits and disadvantages of the 
monthly study groups (held by your mentor teacher) to 
your learning?
What specifically did you learn this year from your 
mentor that directly helped your teaching practice?
Describe the benefits (if any) of participating in the 
induction program.
Describe what you wish you could have learned from 
your mentor that you did not learn.
Describe whether you were able to have open and 
candid conversations with your mentor and why (or 
why not).
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Because the survey questions involved data about specific 
interactions with the intensive mentors within this induction 
program, beginning teachers who participated in the com-
parison group were not asked to complete this survey.

Quantitative Analysis and Results

The two questions we addressed were (a) Were the 
AIMS scores for treatment and comparison groups equal 
in the fall, before intensive mentoring began? and (b) 
Was improvement in the beginning teachers’ AIMS 
scores from fall to spring greater for the experimental 
group than for the comparison group?

Descriptive statistics of the teachers’ scores on the AIMS 
tool for the comparison group and experimental are dis-
played in Table 2. The teachers’ average score on the AIMS 
tool in the fall for the comparison group (M  2.07,  
SD  .20, n  12) was slightly higher than for the experi-
mental group (M  1.97, SD  .16, n  12). Our concern 
about selection bias, that better teachers might have volun-
teered to participate in our program, was negated because 
the comparison group began the school year with higher 
scores on the AIMS instrument. That initial superiority of 
the comparison group was also found for each of the four 
subscales.

In spring, teachers in the experimental group (M  
2.11, SD  .16, n  12) demonstrated higher average 
scores on the AIMS tool compared to those in the com-
parison group (M  2.04, SD  .19, n  12). That differ-
ence was also found for each of the subscales (see Table 
3). To answer our second question, we wanted to look at 
differences in gain between the experimental and the 
comparison groups. Given the modest sample sizes, we 
were concerned that the distribution of scores might not 
fit a normal distribution, so we used the nonparametric 
Wilcoxon sign test to test for statistical significance for 

difference between the experimental group and the com-
parison group in their fall-to-spring gains. The Wilcoxon 
test uses a statistic based on rank ordering of matched 
pairs of observations (in this case, rank ordering them on 
the difference in fall-to-spring gain). The Wilcoxon statis-
tic is approximately normally distributed for eight or more 
matched pairs. We conducted the test for both the AIMS 
instrument as a whole and for each of the four subscales.

Table 4 presents the results of the Wilcoxon tests. 
Using a two-tailed test of significance (p  .05), differ-
ences favoring the experimental group were found for 
the overall AIMS score and for three of the four sub-
scales. The one subscale for which the difference was not 
statistically significant (although still favoring the exper-
imental group) was Management.

Qualitative Analysis and Results

The procedures for analysis of the 12 surveys involved 
the following process. First, we read all of the comments 

Table 2
Pretest Means and Standard Deviations for 

Total Atmosphere, Instruction/Content,  
Management, and Student Engagement 

(AIMS) Scale and Four Subscales

 Experimental Comparison  
 Group Group

Scale M SD M SD

AIMS total  1.9725 0.1562 2.0678 0.1951
Atmosphere 1.9924 0.1711 2.1155 0.2011
Instruction/Content 1.9901 0.1145 2.0594 0.1926
Management  1.9149 0.3840 2.0192 0.3298
Student Engagement  1.6042 0.5687 1.8056 0.3064

Table 3
Posttest Means and Standard Deviations for 

Total Atmosphere, Instruction/Content,  
Management, and Student Engagement 

(AIMS) Scale and Four Subscales

 Experimental Comparison  
 Group Group

Scale M SD M SD

AIMS total  2.1153 0.1601 2.0371 0.1880
Atmosphere 2.1155 0.1719 2.0704 0.1822
Instruction/Content 2.1166 0.1308 2.0327 0.1730
Management  2.1142 0.4239 1.9964 0.3086
Student Engagement  2.0208 0.4325 1.8542 0.5163

Table 4
Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test for Total Atmosphere, 

Instruction/Content, Management, and Student 
Engagement (AIMS) Scale and Four Subscales

  Number Sum  
  of of  
  Negative Negative  
Scale N Ranks Ranks Z

AIMS total  12 2 6.0 –2.589*
Atmosphere  12 2 8.5 –2.394*
Instruction/Content 12 1 3.5 –2.786**
Management 12 3 19.5 –1.201
Student Engagement 12 3 7.5 –2.055* 

*p  .05. **p  .01. ***p  .001.
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for a given question. Next, we completed a holistic sum-
mary of the comments for each question. As we devel-
oped the summary for a question, we looked for overall 
patterns as well as frequency of responses. Finally, we 
selected direct quotes that illustrated the general tenor of 
all of the comments. The analysis provides comments 
that were representative of the general ideas provided in 
the responses from the 12 beginning teachers. These 
comments include both the comments reported most fre-
quently as well as the range of the comments provided.

In the surveys, the beginning teachers described the 
mentoring activities they were involved in during the year 
(all names are reported as pseudonyms). The mentoring 
activities that were mentioned most frequently included 
coplanning, observation and feedback, and providing 
management strategies. An elementary teacher, Mary, 
wrote that her mentor “provided thoughtful feedback on 
lessons, analyzed student work and behavior, and used a 
cycle of preplanning, observations, and then reflections 
about lessons observed.” John, an English teacher, wrote 
about how he and his mentor “worked on lesson planning 
and classroom management, and ways to locate instruc-
tional activities for differentiated learning styles.” Andrea, 
a science teacher, wrote, “We met to discuss student 
behavior and analysis of student work. We had co- 
planning sessions that were very helpful.”

There were several benefits and disadvantages men-
tioned regarding participation in after-school seminars 
held with each group of beginning teachers and their men-
tor. The benefits that were mentioned most frequently 
included an opportunity to share ideas, resources, and 
advice; an opportunity to hear from other new teachers 
who were going through similar struggles; and the 
increased openness to try new things in their practice that 
resulted from discussions in the study groups. The disad-
vantages that were mentioned most frequently involved 
feedback that the seminars came at a time after school 
when the beginning teachers were feeling exhausted, 
stressed, and pulled with many other demands. Through 
participation in the eight after-school beginning teacher 
seminars, mathematics teacher Brian stated, “I was chal-
lenged to think about increasing my openness to trying 
things in my classroom that I otherwise may not have 
thought about trying, such as having discussions about 
racial/ethnic diversity and integrating other subjects into 
my teaching.” Barb, an elementary teacher, found the 
study groups “a place for great discussions between begin-
ning teachers and a veteran teacher . . . [where we] dis-
cussed topics such as differentiated instruction, guided 
reading, and diversity in the classroom. We learned a lot 
from each other’s knowledge.” Janet, a science teacher, 
found that through the study groups, “the new ideas we 

talk about get me to do some research into the topics to 
enhance my teaching.” Kathy, an English teacher, said that 
the study group meetings “pushed me and my thinking 
about teaching, and they were simply great motivators to 
keep going.” Marilyn, a middle school special education 
teacher said, “Sometimes after a long day, the meetings 
came at just the time you felt burnt out and ready to go 
home.” She did find that “we were able to share articles 
and resources to expand my thinking about teaching in an 
urban area.”

During this 1st year of the mentoring program, some 
of the beginning teachers did not feel that enough time 
was spent talking about content knowledge. Brian, a 
mathematics teacher, wrote, “Not much time was spent 
discussing content knowledge,” and Sarah and Janet, both 
science teachers, said that there was “not really anything” 
that they specifically learned about content. Mary (ele-
mentary), Edna (mathematics), Barb (elementary), Erica 
(mathematics), and Kathy (English) wrote that they felt 
that their work with their mentor did enhance their con-
tent knowledge.

Although some of the novices could not pinpoint spe-
cific conversations about “content,” they did write about 
ideas and stances that they learned from their mentors that 
directly helped improve their teaching. In particular, the 
beginning teachers wrote about ways in which their men-
tor pushed their thinking, helped them plan, and helped 
them engage students. John (English) described how his 
mentor “provided materials about varied instructional 
methods to address differentiated learning styles to increase 
student engagement.” Ann (science) wrote, “My mentor 
observed my room and kept a detailed log of student 
engagement. I got to find out many things that I didn’t 
notice in my room.” Mary (special education) wrote about 
how “she encouraged innovative and engaging ideas and 
activities [and] emphasized when students were not 
engaged.” Mary (elementary) described how her mentor 
“pushed my thinking as to why I make the choice I do 
when teaching,” and Sarah (science) wrote, “We would 
review the goals of the lesson, and I realized that I did not 
actually meet those goals of that same lesson.” Kathy 
(English) wrote, “I learned about the need to vary instruc-
tion to suit different reading levels and attention spans.”

Many of the beginning teachers wrote about ways that 
they worked with their mentors to analyze student work 
and to collect data about student learning. Mary (elemen-
tary) wrote,

My mentor suggested I create a system to keep all the data 
I collect for a particular student. She helped me evaluate 
running records and we had discussions on how to use the 
information I observed to inform my instruction. We also 
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had a discussion about “authenticity” with assessments and 
how much value to place on just one type of assessment.

Andrea (science) wrote, “We discussed differentiated 
assessment so that all types of learners could succeed. As 
a result, I incorporated projects, papers, test [sic] and 
papers into my assessment curriculum.” Janet (science) 
wrote, “I learned that I need to set higher expectations 
for the students and hold them accountable.”

When asked to describe the greatest benefits of having 
an intensive mentor throughout the school year, the begin-
ning teachers wrote about many ways that they had grown. 
All of the beginning teachers agreed to participate in the 
intensive mentoring for a 2nd year. None of the beginning 
teachers felt that they had not benefited from this joint 
work. Mary (elementary) wrote, “I would have felt very 
alone without a mentor teacher this year. . . . It was very 
helpful to have an open-minded, unbiased, experienced 
observer provide feedback and advice. Debbie was my 
saving grace this past year.” Similarly, Barb (elementary) 
wrote, “There is nothing I can say my mentor hasn’t done 
for me. . . . She has supported me through a very trying 
year. The first week of school I wanted to quit. She made 
me believe in myself and want to continue to grow as a 
teacher.” Brian (mathematics) wrote,

Even though I was not always excited to discuss the seem-
ingly many issues I was having in my classroom, in retro-
spect I am glad that I had the opportunity to discuss those 
areas needing improvement. I’m sure my teaching was 
much better than it would have been without this program.

Kathy (English) wrote, “Wow! Having support from 
Peggy [mentor] and others involved in the program 
helped me so much in realizing how much I could 
improve my practice.”

The beginning teachers also cited ways in which 
they felt the mentoring could improve. When asked 
what they wish they could have learned from their mentor 
that they did not, the beginning teachers most frequently 
said that they would have liked the opportunity to observe 
their mentor teach. Brian (mathematics) wrote, “I would 
have liked to watch her teach on more than one occasion.” 
Sara (science) wrote, “I wish she could have pointed out 
more things for me to work on.” Mary (special education) 
wrote, “I would like more opportunities to look at student 
work together and assess it.” John (English) wrote, “The 
information and materials that we received were excellent 
and will be of great value next year in developing my 
teaching. It was hard to impossible to assimilate the mate-
rial while struggling with the first year of teaching.”

Discussion

The qualitative reports of the treatment group indicate 
that the induction program provided multiple opportunities 
to learn. In addition, the intensive-mentoring induction 
intervention had an effect on gains in teacher effectiveness 
as measured by the AIMS tool. Although the comparison 
group began the school year with higher scores, the experi-
mental group rose above comparison by the end of the 
school year, after 8 months of intensive mentoring and par-
ticipation in induction seminars with university personnel. 
On three of the four subscales (Atmosphere, Instruction/
Content, and Student Engagement), a two-tailed test of sig-
nificance favored the experimental group. Results for the 
Management subscale favored the experimental group, 
although the differences were not statistically significant.

Categories of Effective Teaching

This study shows that intensive mentoring focused on 
balanced instruction improved teaching practice, as mea-
sured by an observation tool aligned with the specific 
program goals. The categories of effective teaching that 
composed the intended intensive mentoring curriculum 
included teaching worthwhile content, classroom man-
agement that engages learners, and strong motivation 
and scaffolding of student learning. It was our hope that 
deliberate study of these dimensions of teaching practice 
through seminars and intensive mentoring would help 
beginning teachers’ practice improve along these dimen-
sions. This intensive mentoring involved close work in 
the classroom, where mentors observed, coplanned, ana-
lyzed student work, and collected and analyzed teaching 
data together with a beginning teacher.

From analysis of the data, we wonder why the AIMS 
management scores in the experimental group did not rise 
significantly even though management was one focus of the 
intensive mentoring. One possible explanation is tied to the 
fact that the mentoring component of our program did not 
begin until 3 weeks into the school year because of hiring 
and placement issues in the district. As other research 
shows, initial management routines established in the first 
weeks are difficult to change (Evertson & Smithey, 2000). 
It is critical for an induction program to begin the mentoring 
component before or during the 1st week of school.

Another possible explanation for the AIMS manage-
ment scores could be the particular focus of the induc-
tion program. In typical mentoring, management is a 
dominant focus of the work with beginning teachers. In 
the induction treatment, mentors focused on helping 
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beginning teachers develop instructional practices that 
extend beyond managing behavior in classrooms. 
Because the curriculum of the induction program empha-
sized balanced instruction that integrated engagement 
with students through strong content, some critical ele-
ments of management (routines, procedures, timing, 
consequences) could have been emphasized less in the 
treatment group.

Limitations of the Study

The experimental and comparison groups taught in 
comparable teaching contexts, serving similar student 
populations within the same urban district. Although we 
acknowledge that teachers who volunteer to participate 
in this kind of treatment are more likely to benefit than 
those who might be required to participate, we do not 
have any evidence that the experimental group of teach-
ers needed more help than the comparison teachers. Still, 
we acknowledge that it is possible that the teachers who 
volunteered to participate may have been more open to 
feedback, limiting the generalizability of the gains they 
made with intensive mentoring.

The fiscal situation in this district created challenges to 
studying the long-term effects on teacher quality and reten-
tion. At the beginning of the year of our study, the district 
hired more than 100 beginning teachers, had an unprece-
dented midyear layoff, and then laid off 65 of these teachers 
at the end of the school year, including most of the begin-
ning teachers in our treatment and comparison groups. The 
intent of the original research was to study these novices 
across their first years of teaching in this district to measure 
the year-to-year gains in teacher effectiveness. The teacher 
layoffs made it impossible to continue our comparisons 
between these two groups of beginners.

We were able to maintain contact with the teachers in 
the treatment group. Remarkably, all of these teachers 
remained in teaching for the next school year, whether in 
or outside of the district. That rate of retention dramati-
cally exceeds national averages. We were not, unfortu-
nately, able to determine how many of the beginners in 
the comparison group also remained in teaching.

Although the preliminary results are positive, there is 
more to be learned about both teacher quality and teacher 
retention. We wonder if the isolation of learning to teach 
and possible lack of support could have hindered promis-
ing teachers in the comparison group from making more 
improvement. More data about the experiences of com-
parison group teachers need to be collected in future 
studies. In addition, we realize that data linking teacher 
effectiveness to student performance are needed. This 
study takes a first important step in defining and analyz-
ing teacher effectiveness.

Next Steps

Next steps in trying to understand the effects of inten-
sive mentoring include attempts to conduct a study with 
random assignment by locating a district willing to ran-
domly assign beginning teachers to either the treatment or 
the comparison group. Another way to conduct a larger 
scale random assignment would be through cross-district 
comparisons, in which some districts receive the intensive 
mentoring treatment and other districts maintain their cur-
rent induction activities. (When assignment of treatment is 
done at the district level, however, getting enough districts 
to secure adequate statistical power for cross-group com-
parisons is difficult.) Student pre- and posttreatment tasks 
aligned with the characteristics of effective teaching could 
provide ways for us to trace a path from teacher effective-
ness to student achievement.

As a result of this initial study, we now have some evi-
dence that with intensive induction, beginning teachers can 
improve in areas of teacher effectiveness. With a larger 
sample and after more time, more can be learned about 
ways in which teacher effectiveness can be accelerated with 
the support of a strong, comprehensive induction program. 
Because a major challenge is designing induction support 
that applies across the range of subject areas, it is desirable 
to establish programs with a research-based focus that can 
be used across subject areas, with matching along subject 
areas for program components as well.
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