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Abstract 
 

The purpose of this research study is to investigate my own teaching practices and 

methods as an in-school mentor.  This paper uses self-study as the research methodology in order 

to explore my teaching practices as I serve in the role of in-school mentor for third year pre-

service teachers.  Data, from my researcher’s logbook, a non-mandatory, self-administered e-

mail survey sent to all pre-service teachers involved in the intervention project, and the 

perspectives of self-selected critical friends are presented.  Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory of 

learning and development (Vygotsky, 1978) is used in the analysis and interpretation of the data.  

Thoroughly investing my own teaching practices, through the data and analysis, will help to 

determine which aspects of my teaching are most effective and which ones need to improvement 

when mentoring pre-service teachers. 
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Chapter One: The Research Project 

1.1 Introduction 

 The teaching of reading and writing in the elementary classroom is of utmost 

importance to the overall education of children in our current society.  The importance of 

this is evident in the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s 

(UNESCO) working definition of literacy as stated in The global literacy challenge 

(United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2008).  The document 

states that:  

Literacy is the ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, communicate, 

compute and use printed and written materials associated with varying contexts.  

Literacy involves a continuum of learning to enable an individual to achieve his 

or her goals, to develop his or her knowledge and potential, and to participate 

fully in the wider society.  (p. 18)   

This literacy continuum involves the synergy of reading and writing as complementary 

processes.  Although I recognize that reading and writing are complementary processes, 

for the purposes of this study, the teaching of reading is the focal point, as is my role of 

in-school mentor for pre-service teachers focused on guided reading instruction.   

Although many other factors come into play, as Gee (2015) states, “literacy is 

already well in motion before children have ever set foot in a school and on the basis of 

oral language [including literacy enhancing practices in the family and community such 

as singing, chanting, rhymes and storytelling]” (p. 68), competence in literacy is most 
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often developed in the classroom.  Especially important in the building of this literacy 

competence, are pre-k to grade five teachers who specifically teach reading and literacy 

skills, which lead to reading and writing practices.  When it comes to literacy instruction, 

“enhanced reading proficiency rests largely on the capacity of classroom teachers to 

provide expert reading instruction” (Allington, 2002, p. 747).  Not only must teachers 

know how to teach reading, they better be really good at it because, as literacy scholars 

reveal, “competence in literacy is essential if an individual is to participate fully in 

society – able to take part in the workforce, engage in democratic processes, and 

contribute to society” (Winch, Johnstone, March, Ljungdahl & Holliday, 2010, p. xxxvii). 

1.2 Background 

The impetus for this study emerged while working on my graduate studies.  A 

language and literacy professor from the Faculty of Education, at the local university in 

my community, spoke to me about a unique learning opportunity.  I was approached to 

help provide a hands-on, experiential practicum for pre-service teachers learning how to 

teach reading.  These pre-service teachers were in their third year of a four year education 

program.  The course instructor wanted to give her students a hands-on, holistic 

experience and provide the best instruction possible for pre-service teachers through a 

collaborative partnership and intervention project.  In other words, the goal was to 

provide opportunities for the pre-service teachers to teach reading to pupils at an 

elementary school.  The elementary school was Broadway Community School 

(pseudonym), where I was the vice-principal, teacher librarian and reading specialist.  

The idea of pre-service teachers having opportunities in partner schools is addressed by 

Harris and Harris (1992) when they state the following: 
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Since the clinical teaching portion of teacher preparation programs has a profound 

influence on how the preservice teacher will eventually perform, important 

changes have been made toward achieving superior literacy education experiences 

in partner schools. (p. 573) 

With the above understanding and pursuing a means to create educational experience in 

partner schools, the course instructor and I developed a collaborative partnership between 

the university and the school at which I worked, Broadway Community School.  This 

type of partnership is discussed by Wangemann, Ingram and Muse (1989) when they 

state that, “University-public school collaboration is a potentially powerful, dynamic tool 

that can use the strengths and resources of dissimilar educational institutions with mutual 

self-interests” (p. 61).  Guided by the ideas proposed by Wangemann, et. al., (1989), this 

partnership had the pre-service teachers observing experienced teachers, then planning 

and teaching guided reading lessons, in collaboration with me, the vice-principal and 

reading specialist at the school.  The project was designed so that I would meet with the 

pre-service teachers regularly, as their mentor, to serve as a resource for them in the areas 

of guided reading and book selection, as they planned guided lessons for selected primary 

students within my school.   

My self-interest in this partnership stemmed from a curiosity about my ability to 

mentor pre-service teachers.  Not only was this mentorship role new to me, but so too 

was working with pre-service teachers.  Although I have an extensive background in 

reading instruction, book selection and the use of guided reading in the classroom, would 

I be able to mentor others in teaching guided reading and choosing book resources to use 

with elementary students?   In order to answer this question, I would need to explore my 
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teaching practices, in relation to my role as a mentor, during this project.  The use of self-

study seemed ideal.  Using self-study methodology (Bullough & Pinnegar, 2001; 

Northfield & Loughran, 1996; Pinnegar & Hamilton, 2009; Pithouse, Mitchell & Weber, 

2009; Samaras, 2011; Samaras & Roberts, 2011) would allow me to design a personally 

situated study, based on my own context, initiated through my own research questions.  I 

could bolster my own professional development as I worked to understand and improve 

my teaching.  

1.3 Context  

There are several objectives that motivated me to want to improve my teaching 

practice and therefore engage in self-study methodology. Working to understand and 

improve my practice could have a direct impact on pre-service teacher learning and also 

on the elementary students at my current school.  Improving my practice could also allow 

me to better contribute to the teaching profession.  Addressing and consequently 

improving my teaching practices, in the role of mentor, was therefore professionally 

significant to me. 

The first reason I chose self-study to help improve my practice was my desire to 

give back to the teaching profession.  I recognize that as a practicing teacher I have a 

professional duty to help support the development of pre-service teachers.  In fact, this is 

a requirement for all Saskatchewan practicing teachers.   The Teaching Profession of 

Saskatchewan: Code of Ethics (Saskatchewan Teachers’ Federation, 2000), highlights 

this requirement as they state that experienced teachers have a professional duty to assist, 

encourage and support new teachers, including pre-service teachers (p.11).   In order to 

fulfill this professional duty however, my teaching practices would need to be effective in 
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assisting pre-service teachers.  The mentorship I provided should have a positive impact 

on their learning journey of becoming teachers of reading.   

Furthermore, ensuring that the mentorship I was providing was helping support 

pre-service teachers was of great importance to me because of my desire to help the 

students within my school.  With me as their mentor, the pre-service teachers provided 

some elementary students, within my school, one-on-one reading intervention as they 

planned and carried out guided reading lessons.  These elementary students would 

receive much needed one-on-one intervention and support from a more experienced and 

knowledgeable adult, a pre-service teacher, but only if my teaching practices through 

mentorship allowed for this.  These are elementary students I know need to be able to 

read before they finish grade three if they are statistically going to be efficient readers 

(Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2010; Hernandez, 2011; Lloyd, 1978).  Specifically, at 

Broadway Community School, the need for one-on-one reading intervention is great.  

This inner city school is designated a community school.  Although now funded locally 

instead of provincially (Saskatchewan Association for Community Education, 2015), the 

Community School Program was introduced by Saskatchewan Learning in the late 

seventies to help address issues of urban Indigenous poverty (Saskatchewan Association 

for Community Education, 2015; Sterzuk, 2008).  The Government of Saskatchewan, 

Department of Finance (2002), describes this program, “The Saskatchewan Community 

Schools Program provides additional resources and supports to high-needs students (and 

their families) impacted by complex socio-economic factors” (p. 17).  Rearden (2011), in 

his paper, The Widening Academic Achievement Gap Between the Rich and the Poor: 

New Evidence and Possible Explanations, explains that “the socioeconomic status of a 
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child’s parents has always been one of the strongest predictors of the child’s academic 

achievement and educational attainment” (p. 3).   

In this particular neighbourhood, where Broadway Community School is situated, 

26% of children under the age of eighteen live in a low income household (Statistics 

Canada, 2011).  The socioeconomic status (SES) is significant because statistically, 

students from low socioeconomic families have lower educational achievement, 

including lower levels of literacy attainment (Anderson & Irvine, 1993; Roos, Brownell, 

Guevremont, Fransoo, Levin, MacWilliam, & Roos, 2006).  These lower levels of 

literacy attainment have been attributed to a multitude of factors.  Studies have shown 

that students from low SES families enter school with initial achievement gaps such as 

lower levels of foundational literacy skills and therefore have delayed acquisition of 

letter-sound knowledge, metacognitive awareness, and logographic foundations, 

contributing to lower levels of literacy attainment (Duncan & Seymour, 2000; Caro, D., 

McDonald, J. & Willms, J., 2009; National Early Literacy Panel, 2009; Robins, Ghosh, 

Rosales & Treiman, 2014).  Additionally, Belfi, et. al., (2014), found that lower levels of 

academic achievement for students from low SES families can be attributed to lower 

levels of parental support of formal schooling, differences in language proficiency, lower 

levels of peer pressure to succeed academically and in some cases cultural differences in 

the importance given to formal academics.   

Additionally, the majority of students at Broadway Community School are of 

Indigenous descent.  This is significant because in Saskatchewan, Indigenous students 

statistically have lower educational achievement than their non-Indigenous peers (Cottrell 

& Orlowski, 2015; Ministry of Education, 2015; Mendelson, 2006; Steeves, Carr-Stewart 
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& Marshall, 2010; Sterzuk, 2008; Vowel, 2016).  This fact is highlighted by the Ministry 

of Education (2009) in Saskatchewan when they state, “First Nations and Métis students 

leave school earlier and have lower high school educational attainment than non-

Aboriginal students” (p. 9).  Lower educational achievement for Indigenous students can 

be attributed to many factors.  The socioeconomic status of Indigenous peoples is one of 

these factors.  Cottrell and Orlowski (2015), state that “poverty is a racialized 

phenomenon in Saskatchewan” (p.258).  In Saskatchewan, child poverty, for Indigenous 

children is more pronounced than for non-Indigenous children.  45% of Indigenous 

children live in low-income families (Pelletier, Cottrell & Hardie, 2013).  This is a 

proportion six times greater than that of non-Indigenous children.  According to Nguyen 

(2011), “historical consequences of colonialism that resulted in diminished sense of self-

worth, self-determination, and culture have placed Aboriginals at the low-end of the 

socio-economic strata” (p.229).  Furthermore, Pelletier, Cottrell and Hardie (2013), state 

that the legacy of residential schools, “has created intergenerational disparities, which 

impede educational progress among many Aboriginal students, leading to the 

reproduction of low socio-economic status in succeeding generations” (p.11).   

Not only does the socioeconomic status of Indigenous students impact educational 

outcomes, colonialism and the legacy of residential schools in Canada continues to create 

educational disparities between Indigenous students and their non-Indigenous peers 

(Cottrell & Orlowski, 2015; Pelletier, Cottrell & Hardie, 2013).  Poitras, Pratt and 

Danyluk (2017) attribute these disparities to lack of understanding and awareness of 

Indigenous issues by educators and the fact that Canadian schools have not gone through 

a decolonizing process.  According to Battiste (2005):  
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Canada and its provincial curricula has continued to marginalize or be indifferent 

 to First Nations peoples, since their political legacies has divided their interests 

 and then created hegemonic power relations evident in colonization, racism and 

 domination which continue to effect First Nations present and future. (p.5)   

Furthermore, the Aboriginal Education Office (2006) states that factors that contribute to 

low Aboriginal student outcomes include, “a lack of awareness among teachers of the 

learning styles of Aboriginal students and a lack of understanding within schools and 

school boards of Aboriginal cultures, histories and perspectives” (p. 1).  In addition to 

curricula and lack of awareness and understanding, the legacy of residential schools 

continues to influence educational outcomes in other ways.  In reference to the legacy of 

residential schools, Cottrell and Orlowski (2015) state that some of the damaging 

consequences on survivors of residential schools (and their family members, descendants 

and community) is, “low self-esteem, negative attitudes toward school or studying, or 

poor educational background” (p.260).  With the majority of students at Broadway 

Community School being of First Nations, Métis and Inuit decent, working to minimize 

literacy attainment disparities, between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students, is a 

necessity to ensure that learning transpires for all students. 

Motivated by my desire to contribute to the teaching profession, to best support 

pre-service teachers in their development, and to support the students within my school, I 

was driven to ensure my teaching practices were effective enough to accomplish these 

things.  I wanted to be the best mentor I could be and examining my practices seemed 

like the best way to ensure this. 
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1.4 Research question 

Stemming from a desire to improve my practice, this research project explored 

my teaching practices and mentorship methods through self-study.  Samaras (2011) 

states, “teacher and school improvement begins with you” (p. xiv).  I believe that 

improvement can begin with me.  Committed to learning about the impact I can make on 

pre-service teacher learning, I sought to uncover the taken-for-granted aspects of my own 

practice, for not only my personal and professional development, but also to “contribute 

to the knowledge base of teaching” (Samaras, 2011, p.14).  Referring to self-study, 

Pithouse, Mitchell and Weber (2009), note that, “learning more about ourselves as 

teacher educators changes us, provokes growth, jolts us out of complacency-sometimes 

radically, in ways that can seem transformative” (p. 48).  Seeking that growth, self-study 

methodology was an advantageous choice for this study. 

This research project used self-study to explore my teaching practices while I 

served in the role of in-school mentor for third year pre-service teachers.  In order to 

ensure that my teaching methods were effective, I posed the following research question: 

in my role as in-school mentor for pre-service teachers, what aspects of my teaching 

practice best helped support pre-service teachers?  Additionally, which aspects of my 

own teaching practices can be identified as strengths and which aspects can be pinpointed 

as needing improvement? 

1.5 Chapter summary 

 In this chapter, the self-study that I engaged in was introduced.  Background was 

given as to why this study was undertaken and my motivation for improving my practice 

was discussed.  The context of the study was introduced and finally, the research question 



10 
 

was presented.  In chapter two, a review of the literature will be presented in order to 

position my study within the context of existing literature. 
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature 

 In this chapter I review literature related to the instruction of pre-service teachers 

in the area of reading.  The importance of having a theoretical background in reading and 

knowledge of practical implementation is presented first.  Then, the importance of 

fieldwork and guided practice is discussed, along with the use of mentors in the field that 

help to provide scaffolding and guided practice.  Lastly, university and school 

collaboration in preparing pre-service teachers in the teaching of reading is included. 

2.1 The teaching of reading 
 

 Teacher training facilities have the responsibility of explicitly preparing pre-

service teachers for the task of teaching reading.  Research shows that a strong theoretical 

background, as well as knowledge of practical implementation in reading, is necessary 

for pre-service teachers to become effective teachers of reading (Brannon & Fiene, 2013; 

Doyle, 1986, International Reading Association, 2007; Johnson, 2010; Stone, 2012; 

Wilson, Shulman & Richert, 1987).  The teaching of reading is a complicated process, 

one which involves a great deal of theoretical understanding.  Gough (1972) describes 

these theoretical understandings when he states:  

Reading involves a rapid succession of intricate events – formation of a visual 

icon, letter-by-letter identification, and association with meaning through 

transposition into abstract phonemic representation – carried out with amazing 

rapidity and coordination in our complex information system. (p. 291) 

Effectively unraveling these complex information systems involves interactively pulling 

together, from a range of sources, semantic, grammatical and grapho-phonic information 



12 
 

(Beard, 1998).  These theoretical understandings must also go beyond just reading the 

word however, as Freire and Slover (1983) describe that: 

Reading is not exhausted merely by decoding the written word or written 

 language, but  rather anticipated by and extending into knowledge of the world.  

 Reading the world precedes reading the word, and the subsequent reading of the 

 word cannot dispense with continually reading the world. (p. 5) 

An understanding of both the theoretical aspects of reading and reading in the social 

world are necessary for pre-service teachers to become responsive teachers of reading 

(Scanlon, Anderson & Sweeney, 2010).   

Being responsive teachers of reading in the social world also means developing a 

critical perspective on reading.  Anderson and Irvine (1993), discuss that, “no literacy 

text or activity is neutral because all knowledge addresses specific interests and is 

historically generated (p. 93). Working to analyze critically the teaching of reading, can 

help propel teachers into social action (Wallowitz, 2008).  Cherland and Harper (2007) 

discuss how Friere viewed literacy education as a form of social action as they write, 

“literacy education according to Freire is viewed not as a set of skills to be learned to 

secure one’s place in the status quo, but rather as the vehicle for promoting social 

change” (p. 26). 

 Based within theoretical understandings and a critical perspective on reading, pre-

service teachers must also be able to practically apply their knowledge of the reading 

components to teach reading effectively.  This is illustrated by Winch, et. al., (2011) 

when they state that, “effective teaching of reading comes through an understanding of 



13 
 

the components that form part of the reading process and of how these are used when we 

read” (p. 29).  In the document, Teaching Reading Well: A Synthesis of the International 

Reading Association’s Research on Teacher Preparation, the International Reading 

Association (2007), describes these reading components, calling them “the six 

foundational elements that teachers must use to produce proficient readers” (p. 2).  The 

IRA (2007) lists these foundational elements as:  (a)  Foundation in research and theory; 

(b) Word-level instruction strategies, including phonemic awareness and phonics, syntax 

and semantics, and making meaning; (c) Text-level comprehension strategies, including 

vocabulary development, fluency, comprehension strategies, strategies for content area 

reading and critical literacy; (d) Reading-writing connections; 5. Instructional approaches 

and materials; (e) Assessment (pp. 2-6).   

2.2 Guided reading 

 One aspect of these foundational elements that is particularly relevant for this 

study is the instructional approach of guided reading.  Used in conjunction with the other 

instructional approaches of modelled, shared and independent reading (Biddulph, 2002) 

and based within Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of guided assistance and the power of 

guided experiences on developmental levels, guided reading is an instructional approach 

positioned on the concept presented by Fountas and Pinnell (2012), “that students learn 

best when they are provided strong instructional support to extend themselves by reading 

texts that are on the edge of their learning—not too easy but not too hard” (p. 269).  

Working one-on-one or with a small group, the teacher in guided reading, as explained by 

Biddulph (2002), is “able to monitor carefully each student’s processing of texts and 

adjust further teaching and text selection in the light of their responses” (p. 5).  Teachers, 
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in guided reading, provide scaffolded support (Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976) as the 

student learns to decode words and comprehend texts (Dugan, 1997) with, using 

Braunger and Lewis’s (1998) term, a “more sophisticated other” (p. 29).  Just as 

scaffolding is provided in the instructional approach of guided reading, so too can pre-

service teachers be provided with guided assistance in learning about guided reading 

through the use of fieldwork (Kindle & Schmidt, 2013). 

2.3 Fieldwork 
 

When provided with experiences that match their developmental level and are 

guided by a more capable mentor, through fieldwork, pre-service teachers can be guided 

to higher levels of development in their ability to effectively teach reading (Kindle & 

Schmidt, 2013).  It has been found that relevant field-based experiences relating directly 

to the teaching of reading are an effective way to guide pre-service teachers to higher 

levels of development (Britzman, 2003; Clift & Brady, 2005; Kindle & Schmidt, 2013).  

Kindle and Schmidt (2013) describe fieldwork as, “programs that seek to integrate 

coursework and practice experiences [and how they] strive to develop declarative and 

situational knowledge together, bridging the theory/practice divide” (p. 84).  In order to 

connect theory to practice in increasingly explicit ways, Brannon and Feine (2013) state 

that, “field experiences must be designed to provide pre-service teachers with an 

opportunity to transfer their content knowledge in the classroom” (p. 185).  When able to 

witness effective practices in use, especially those which have been taught in coursework, 

pre-service teachers have excellent examples to model their own teaching behaviours.  

For instance, Johnson (2010) states “vicarious experiences in the form of observations 

and cognitive modeling by teacher educators and master teachers can positively influence 
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the self-efficacy of pre-service teachers” (p. 24).  In addition, authentic practice in very 

specific contexts is especially effective, as pre-service teachers who work directly with 

struggling readers in one-on-one intervention situations proved to be better prepared to 

teach reading than pre-service teachers who were not involved in this type of fieldwork 

(Sailors, Keehn, Martinez & Harmon, 2015; Snow, Burns & Griffin, 2005).  

Fieldwork is essential for pre-service teachers, but not all fieldwork experiences 

are equally effective at preparing pre-service teachers to teach reading (Brannon & Feine, 

2013; Stone, 2012).  Stone (2012) explores the work of Goodman (1973) as he “found 

that simply placing students in classrooms does not in itself provide meaningful 

educational experiences and that, to a large degree, what is learned may be in contrast to 

the stated intentions of the program” (Stone, 2012, p. 372).  In Brannon and Feine’s 

(2013) research, they found that “pre-service teachers typically revert back to teaching 

the way that they were taught unless they participated in guided experiences designed to 

help them feel empowered to implement the current teaching strategies based on best 

practices that they are learning about in their coursework” (p.186).  Making the most out 

of fieldwork and providing meaningful educational experiences will involve both the pre-

service program and the mentor teachers involved. 

2.4 Mentor teachers and scaffolding 

Providing meaningful educational experiences for pre-service teachers in the field 

is reliant on mentor teachers.  An in-school mentor, described by Godwin, Roegman and 

Reagan (2015) is a person “whose responsibility it is to teach and guide novices as they 

hone their craft” (p. 1199).  Chin and Kutsyuruba (2011) present some of the 

characteristics of a mentor as they state, “mentors provide support, advocacy, advice, 
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help, protection, feedback, and information through acts of teaching, sponsoring, 

encouraging, counselling, and befriending their protégés” (p. 365).  In-school mentors are 

used by university faculties to help prepare pre-service teachers in the field.  This 

invaluable component is instituted because, as Feiman-Nemser (2001) states, “no matter 

what kind of preparation a teacher receives, some aspects of teaching can only be learned 

on the job” (p. 2).  The field experiences, directed and guided by the mentor teacher, help 

to strengthen the pre-service teachers existing skills and knowledge and then apply these 

skills and knowledge to the act of teaching.  The mentor teacher is there to “assist 

preservice teachers in developing the repertoire of skills needed to teach” (Butler & 

Cuenca, 2012, p. 299). 

To be an effective mentor, the individual scaffolds (Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976) 

the learning and supports guided experiences that will lead to a higher state of learning 

within the school setting.  The use of this scaffolding has been shown to be effective in 

the development of pre-service teachers’ ability to teach reading.  Constructed from 

Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the zone of proximal development, scaffolding (Wood, 

Bruner & Ross, 1976) allows for the transfer of responsibility from instructor or mentor 

teacher to pre-service teacher (Kindle & Schmidt, 2013; Rogoff, 1986; Vygotsky, 1978).  

Scaffolding can be described as actions taken by an expert in order to enable a novice to 

perform at a higher level (Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976).  Mentor teachers are those who 

guide pre-service teachers through the practical aspects of teaching reading and move 

from what is known to progressively harder tasks, while engaged in the field.  Ralph 

(2011) describes this process as adaptive mentorship, which he defines as, “a model that 

guides mentors in adjusting their mentorship response to appropriately match the task-
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specific development level of protégés whom they are assisting in the learning/work 

situation” (p.294).   As a result of this scaffolding, the mentors are able to help prepare 

pre-service teachers for teaching reading as it “provides opportunities for [pre-service 

teachers] to move beyond declarative knowledge of teaching practices and apply them in 

a scaffolded teaching experience” (Kindle & Schmidt, 2013, p.84). 

2.5 Mentor teachers and the observation stage 

During this scaffolding experience, the mentor needs to guide the pre-service 

teacher’s transition from observer to lead instructor.  As an observer, the pre-service 

teacher must, ideally, see an effective role model who personifies good teaching.  In this 

way, the pre-service teacher can learn through observing the mentor teacher. Observing 

optimal teaching traits and behaviours provides pre-service teachers with examples to 

model their own teaching after. Through this observation stage, the use of vicarious 

experiences, instructional dialogue and opportunities for reflection must be used.   For 

instance, Johnson (2010) states “vicarious experiences in the form of observations and 

cognitive modeling by teacher educators and master teachers can positively influence the 

self-efficacy of pre-service teachers” (p.24).  When able to witness effective practices in 

use, especially those which have been taught in coursework, pre-service teachers can see 

the connection between theory and practice (praxis) and, as importantly, have excellent 

examples to model their own teaching behaviours from.  Furthermore, being exposed to 

the mentor teacher’s inner dialogue or the reason behind their actions to give a frame of 

reference for pedagogical action, can be especially helpful for pre-service teachers and 

their own metacognition. Opening up the dialogue between mentor teachers and pre-

service teachers can provide for critical feedback or reinforcement of specific skills.  
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Wyss, Seiber and Dowling (2012) discuss the importance of this dialogue, as pre-service 

teachers “identified the availability of faculty for consultation as one of the most 

important pieces of the practicum experience” (p. 600).  Lastly, the opportunity to reflect 

on what they have witnessed in the school setting and reflection on their own 

instructional practices is a key to preparing pre-service teachers for teaching reading.  

Being reflective in teaching, “is generally understood to concern more than the cognition 

involved in teaching, it concerns metacognitive processes of comparison, evaluation and 

self-direction” (Calderhead, 1989, p. 46).  Mentor teachers and pre-service teachers 

collaborate intentionally to strengthen competencies, improve metacognition and praxis, 

and to improve teaching and learning. 

2.6 Pre-service teacher application  

Following the observation stage, pre-service teachers need guidance as they start 

to apply what they have learned.  At this stage, the mentor is much more than just an 

expert in the field, they are required to possess skill in scaffolding the learning for and in 

collaboration with the pre-service teachers.  In order to scaffold this experience for pre-

service teachers, the mentor must first assess the pre-service teacher’s current skills.  

Prehm and Iscson (1985) describe this as “knowing what the student is bringing to the 

table” (p. 14).  Only then can the mentor appropriately scaffold the learning experience 

for the pre-service teacher.  Prehm and Iscson (1985) illustrate this scaffolding when they 

state, “an ideal mentor will throw the protégé in to deeper, swifter water when things 

become too comfortable, but will also recognize when the student is drowning instead of 

learning to swim” (p. 14).  In order to determine the appropriate amount of support to 

provide, mentors not only need to be close at hand, they also need to be consistently 
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monitoring and guiding the pre-service teachers as they work to master their skills, 

become more independent and build confidence in their practice.  The mentor needs to 

increase responsibility and remove scaffolds as the pre-service teacher’s skills improve.  

Davis and Fantozzi (2016), describe the mentor’s role, “they observe and provide 

feedback, assist in instructional growth, and stimulate reflection through dialog” (p. 252).  

With this feedback and dialogue, “the protégé will continue to build on identified 

strengths and minimize areas of weakness under the mentor’s guidance” (Pullman, 2011, 

p. 379).  Through this process, the pre-service teachers are able to develop their skills and 

through guided practice with the support and guidance of the mentor teacher.  

2.7 Mentor as emotional support and social agent 

Throughout the monitoring and guidance that the mentor provides, certain 

characteristics have been shown to be most effective in helping the pre-service teachers 

develop their skills.  Emotional support is one of those characteristics (Butler & Cuenca, 

2012; Davis & Fantozzi, 2016).  According to Butler and Cuenca (2012), “novice 

teachers have uncertainties about what it means to be a teacher, and from a supportive 

perspective, the mentor’s purpose is to help the novice teacher move past these fears” (p. 

300).  Based within a trusting relationship between the mentor and pre-service teacher, 

mentor teachers need to create a supportive and caring environment for the pre-service 

teacher.  Emotional support, in this environment, includes providing appropriate amounts 

of encouragement, cooperation, advice and support.  In their study on pre-service 

teachers’ perceptions on effective mentors, Davis and Fantozzi (2016) stated, “The 

emotional support system involved warm, supportive, face-to-face  conversations that 

focused on more than just the mechanics of teaching, such as relationships with pupils 
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and being present when the student teacher felt the need for it” (p. 257).  In addition to 

the creation of an emotional support system, effective mentor teachers also act as a social 

agent to the pre-service teacher as they share and support the pre-service teacher in the 

practical knowledge of the day to day realities of the school and of teaching in general 

(Butler & Cuenca, 2012, p. 300).  Jonson (2008) illustrates this, “mentors can help the 

newcomer understand the culture and philosophy of the school and can provide the 

emotional and intellectual support needed” (p. 4). 

 Mentor teachers provide a crucial service in the development of pre-service 

teachers, and they do so on a voluntary basis.  Goodwin, Roegman and Reagan (2015) 

explain, “they choose to take on additional work by welcoming our residents [pre-service 

teachers] into their classrooms and spending their most valuable asset – their time – on 

the partnership with the university and on the future of the profession” (p. 1214). 

Entrusted with guiding and helping to develop and promote the principles of good 

teaching practice in pre-service teachers, these mentors are often chosen or encouraged to 

take on these roles because of their teaching skill.  Davis and Fantozzi (2016), outline this 

when they state, “mentor teachers are generally chosen for their teaching skill or years of 

experience, but not necessarily the knowledge of how to mentor” (p. 250).  Not every 

experienced or skilled teacher, however, makes an effective mentor.   

2.8 University and school collaboration 
 

 Providing meaningful educational experiences in the field is dependent on 

university and school collaboration.  Assuredly it is a cooperative collaboration that is 

sought by teacher educators, mentor teachers and pre-service teachers as they work 
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together intentionally to strengthen competences and to improve teaching and learning.  

The collaboration between teachers, teacher educators and pre-service teachers 

perpetually advances the profession of teaching and improves the learning of all 

involved.  These university and school partnerships help to weave theory and practice, as 

Brannon and Fiene (2013) state, “colleges and schools must partner to provide pre-

service teachers field experiences that provide opportunities for reflection that intertwine 

theory and practice” (p. 186).  In addition to these field experiences being shown to help 

prepare pre-service teachers (Brannon & Feine, 2013; Goodman, 1985; Stone, 2012), 

these partnerships help to enhance the understandings and learnings of mentor teachers 

and teacher educators (Cochran, Smith & Lytle, 1999; Sanford & Hopper, 2001; 

Zeichner, 1999), and additionally more committed individuals as explained by Sanford 

and Hopper (2001), when they state, “the closer connections that are forged between 

schools and university courses enable student teachers to be mentored by experienced 

caring professionals who are committed to teacher education” (p. 13). 

The close connection created by the course instructor and myself, as in-school 

mentor, and hence, between the university and a local elementary school, is one created 

out of a desire to enhance the competency of pre-service teachers.  Beneficiaries of this 

partnership include not only the pre-service teachers themselves, but the elementary 

students who receive one-on-one reading intervention.  Myself, as in-school mentor and 

researcher also benefited from this partnership.  It provided me with the opportunity to 

learn and grow as an educator and also provided data that was used to write and publish 

this work.  The opportunity to enhance my own teaching methods, help to educate pre-
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service teachers and provide support for some elementary students who require that 

support is all due to a university and school collaborative partnership. 

2.9 Chapter summary 

 In the preceding chapter, a literature review was presented.  A brief introduction 

to the teaching of reading, including guided reading was presented first.  Then, the use of 

fieldwork in assisting in pre-service teacher education was discussed.  Following this, the 

role of mentor teachers and the various teaching methods they implement were explored.  

To conclude this chapter, the nature of university and school collaboration was outlined. 
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Chapter Three: Contextualizing the Research Project 
  

In this chapter, I will describe the study, including the research questions, 

methodology, ethical considerations, data collection, theoretical framework and finally, 

limitations of the research project. 

3.1 Research questions 

The main research question that guided this research project was: in my role as in-

school mentor for pre-service teachers, what aspects of my teaching practice best helped 

support pre-service teachers?  Additionally, which aspects of my own teaching practices 

can be identified as strengths and which aspects can be pinpointed as needing 

improvement?  Self-study was used to interrogate my teaching practices, as I served in 

the role of in-school mentor for pre-service teachers at Broadway Community School.   

3.2 Methodology 

As a qualitative research methodology (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013), self-study 

stems from a grassroots approach to learning and research as it, “involves [the researcher] 

in an open, reflective, and systematic investigation of an issue [the researcher] want[s] to 

study in [their] own classroom” or site of practice (Samaras, 2011, p. xiv).  Researchers, 

such as myself, choose self-study to elicit change.  In reference to eliciting change, 

Northfield and Loughran (1996) maintain that:  

There is no educational change without people change.  Therefore, by focusing on 

personal practice and experience, teachers may undertake genuine enquiry that 
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leads to a better understanding of the complexities of teaching and learning. (p. 

183)   

Therefore, within this research project, investigating my role as a mentor allowed me to 

better understand how I can support the learning of pre-service teachers.  Examining my 

practices, through analyzing, evaluating, questioning, and challenging taken for granted 

assumptions about my teaching through the theoretical lenses of Vygotsky’s (1978) 

sociocultural theory of learning and development and critical theoretical perspective on 

language and learning (Freire & Macedo, 1987; Gee, 2015;Giroux, 1993; McLaren, 

2009) will help elicit positive change in my teaching methods.   

In order to elicit change in self-study, Samaras and Roberts (2011) state that, 

“teachers critically examine their actions and the context of those actions as a way of 

developing a more consciously driven mode of professional activity, as contrasted with 

action based on habit, tradition, or impulse” (p. 43).  Examining teaching practices are 

not completed in isolation in self-study research.  In this type of research, Loughran 

(2007) states that, “the reality is that self-studies are dramatically strengthened by 

drawing on alternative perspectives and reframing of situations” (p. 12).  These 

alternative perspectives were provided by critical friends and from surveying the pre-

service teachers after the project had concluded.  In order to critically examine my own 

practices and work to improve them, collected data was examined through the two 

theoretical frameworks used in this research project. 

Through examining collected data, self-study positions the researcher as the 

generator of knowledge.  Louie, Drevdahn, Purdy and Stackman (2003) state that “rather 

than playing the role of passive participants, faculty members engaged in self-study 
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research actively control the purpose, agenda, and timing of their work as well as its 

outcomes” (p. 151).  As the generator of knowledge, it is also crucial to note my own 

personal context and how it shapes my professional actions and judgments and how it is 

shaped by my actions and judgments.  Clandinin and Connelly (2000) state that teachers’ 

personal “contexts shape and influence teachers’ lived and told stories” (p. 152) and 

Pithouse, Mitchell and Weber (2009) note that self-studies, like this one, involve, “a 

reading of our situated selves as if it were a text to be interrogated and interpreted within 

the broader, social, political and historical contexts” (p. 45).   Therefore, by positioning 

myself and my teaching practices as the text to be critically interrogated, I will come to a 

better understanding of my practice and reveal and confront the aspects of my teaching 

that need to be altered in the interest of my students and for my own teaching 

development.  

Through this research project, I sought to understand my own teaching practices 

by analyzing several data sources, including collaboration through critical friends.  Self-

study is paradoxical as “learning does not occur in isolation and is dependent upon 

interactions with critical friends” (Samaras, 2011, p. 75).  Seeking alternative 

perspectives in self-study research is essential.  Loughran (2004) states that, “being 

personally involved in experiences can limit one’s ability to recognize oneself as a living 

contradiction and therefore impact the self-study” (p.19).  Consequently, including the 

perspectives of others, who are able to provide alternative viewpoints based on varying 

backgrounds, educational experiences and ideologies is key in self-study research. The 

reliance on collaboration through critical friends is what helps separate self-study 

methodology from other research methods.  Samaras (2011) uses the term “critical 
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friends” to describe “trusted colleagues who seek support and validation of their research 

to gain new perspectives in understanding and reframing of their interpretations” (p. 5).  

The criticality provided by critical friends, in this research project, stemmed from the 

trusting relationship between the researcher and the critical friends.  A trusting 

relationship between myself and critical friends was crucial in order for honest and open 

dialogue and beneficial feedback to occur.  In addition, criticality stemmed from the 

unified desire to help pre-service teachers.   

The role of critical friends in self-study is to extend the learning and inquiry in 

order to improve practice.  Throughout this self-study, critical friends were there to 

provide ongoing feedback on my teaching practices during and following the project 

through email and face-to-face interactions.  Samaras and Roberts (2011) state that, 

“critical friends encourage and solicit respectful questioning and divergent views to 

obtain alternative perspectives, and they work to help validate the quality and legitimacy 

of each other’s claims” (p. 43).  In this way, the dialogue between the critical friends and 

researcher “provides rigor for understandings because the ideas that emerge are 

strengthened, supported, transformed and energized” (Pinnegar & Hamilton, 2009, p. 

88).  This dialogue between critical friends and the researcher, in self-study, plays a key 

role as the diverse perspectives become part of the data that is collected.   Samaras (2011) 

explains that, “critical friend perspectives are data sources that allow you to dialogue 

about your research sources and process to gain multiple perspectives from colleagues” 

(p. 214).   

For this self-study, I sought out three critical friends so that diverse perspectives 

about my role as an in-school mentor could be explored.  One of these critical friends was 
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a superintendent of City Public Schools (pseudonym), who is tasked with elementary 

school literacy as part of her portfolio.  Her desire to participate was based on our 

personal relationship and on her eagerness to assist in pre-service teacher education and 

also to assist me in becoming a better mentor.  The desire to help pre-service teachers 

stems from her role in the hiring of new teachers, which is important because she has a 

vested interest in hiring new teachers that are effective teachers of reading.   

Two other critical friends for this project were teachers with extensive literacy 

knowledge.  One of these teachers has taught primary students for over twenty years and 

worked as a reading intervention teacher for the past five years.  The other critical friend 

was a classroom teacher with a vast amount of experience teaching reading, supporting 

pre-service teachers during internship and coaching new teachers in the teaching of 

reading.  Both of these teachers worked at the same school where the intervention project 

took place.  These teachers were involved in the study by having the pre-service teachers 

working with their students.  They therefore, saw firsthand how I was working with the 

pre-service teachers within their rooms (as I was in and out of their classrooms) and 

within the school.  These teachers, with extensive knowledge of reading education, have 

the expertise and ability to recognize both the strengths and needs of my teaching 

practices in relation to my role as mentor to pre-service teachers.  The teachers’ criticality 

came from our personal relationships and our unified desire to help pre-service teachers.  

Using critical friends in this study allowed for a collaborative approach to improving my 

practice, and was able to provide valuable data and seed richer research.  
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3.3 Ethical considerations 

Having addressed the research methodology, I now explore the ethical 

considerations that were necessary to be aware of and mitigate.  Awareness of the ethical 

issues that may be present and working to mitigate them, helped to preserve the ethical 

standards of my study.  Ethical considerations always need to be explored when engaging 

in research, regardless of the methodology.  In my quest to produce knowledge, I need to 

ensure, as O’Leary (2014) states, that I have, “reached conclusions not tainted by error 

[unrecognized power] and unrecognized bias; and have conducted [my] research with 

professional integrity” (p. 47).  Also, because I am working with others, I need to ensure 

the protection of the rights and well-being for the individuals involved.  For instance, 

Creswell (2015) states that “educational researchers need to anticipate ethical issues 

throughout the research process, but they are especially important during data collection 

and in writing and disseminating reports” (p. 26).  Recognizing this need, Christians 

(2011) outlines the four major guidelines that should direct qualitative research in order 

for it to be ethically sound: (1) informed consent, (2) void of deception, (3) privacy and 

confidentiality, and (4) accuracy (pp. 65-66).  The proposed research for this study was 

found to be acceptable on ethical grounds by the university’s Research Office, as I met 

the requirements for informed consent, avoidance of deception and privacy, and 

confidentiality.  Throughout the research the ethical requirements were followed to 

ensure the integrity of the study. 

Another ethical consideration is the power imbalances that existed during this 

study.  This is of great importance because, as O’Leary (2015) states, “both the integrity 

of the knowledge produced and the well-being of the researched are dependent on the 
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ethical negotiation of power and power relationships” (p. 48).  Issues of power may be 

evident in the relationship between pre-service teachers and myself, as the 

researcher/mentor.  As the in-school mentor, I was tasked with helping to provide a 

hands-on, experiential practicum for pre-service teachers learning how to teach reading 

(e.g. guided reading).  Although not responsible for the evaluation of the pre-service 

teachers, I was positioned as the more knowledgeable other, which placed me in a 

position of power.  Additionally, being the vice-principal of Broadway Community 

School put me in a position of power over the pre-service teachers as well as the critical 

friends who worked within the school. 

The power imbalance between myself and the pre-service teachers would have an 

effect on the data that are collected if not identified, planned for, and mitigated.  In this 

study, pre-service teachers were asked to complete, voluntarily, a self-administered email 

survey.  Although not intentional, as Anyan (2013) explains, “in the exercise of power, 

one can coerce another person in a manner contrary to the person’s interests, and this 

coercion could be applied covertly or overtly” (p. 2).   To mitigate this power imbalance 

and ensure that answers were not coerced, the survey was sent via email only after the 

semester had closed and course marks had been finalized and submitted.  Additionally, 

confidentiality was guaranteed to the pre-service teachers and was protected by using 

pseudonyms instead of participants’ names and when direct quotations were reported, 

anonymity was maintained.  Although asymmetrical power relations may exist, working 

to mitigate them, as I did, helps to reduce the effect these power relations may have on 

the data.   
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3.4 Data collection 

Methods of data collection in qualitative research vary.  In self-study 

methodology, multiple sources of data and muliple perspectives are used to increase 

crediblity (Gipe, 1998; Loughran & Northfield, 1998; Samaras, 2011; Samaras & Freese, 

2006).  In order to make sure the work I do is credible and meets the expectations of self-

study, triangulation was employed by incorporating multiple sources of data.  These 

sources of data included: 1) a self-study researcher’s log; 2) a non-mandatory, self-

administered e-mail survey sent to all pre-service teachers involved in the intervention 

project; and 3) the perspectives of self-selected critical friends.   

As mentioned above, the first method of data collection was a researcher’s log or 

journal (Berry & Russell, 2014; Gipe, 1998; Loughran & Northfield, 1998; Mertler, 

2009; Samaras, 2011).  According to Samaras (2011), a researcher’s log is a “notebook 

that documents the self-study teacher researcher’s meta-conversation to himself or herself 

and to critical friends of an unfolding of questions, reflections, meaning making, and 

shared insights of his or her self-study research project” (p. 175).  In this research project, 

the researcher’s log was used to record daily interactions with pre-service teachers, 

conversations with critical friends, personal reflections about my own teaching methods 

and a log of the role of in-school mentor.  I used the researcher’s log to document my 

experiences as an in-school mentor and to document all aspects of my own teaching, for 

example:     

Most questions that were posed this week by the pre-service teachers are about 

lesson planning because of difficulty in choosing books.  They are unsure about 

book choices in relation to the level of books that would be appropriate.  I am 
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going to make sure to check in with the pre-service teachers, as they arrive, to see 

their book choices and make suggestions as necessary. (A.Hutton, Logbook, 

October 31, 2016) 

In addition to the researcher’s log, a self-administered survey (O’Leary, 2014) 

was sent out via email to pre-service teachers who participated in the in-school portion of 

this project. The email survey was sent after the close of the semester and after the final 

marks for the course had been submitted. This voluntary survey was sent out to all pre-

service teachers, who participated in the intervention project, and was administered to 

gain insight into the experiences and opinions of pre-service teachers.   O’Leary (2014) 

states that self-administered email surveys, “can offer confidentiality/anonymity, allow 

wide geographic coverage, and give respondents the opportunity to answer in their own 

time” (p. 182).  This anonymity granted the pre-service teachers a platform to state their 

opinions without fear of the researcher knowing who they were.  Seven, out of a possible 

thirty pre-service teachers participated in the survey.  The survey allowed me to see my 

own teaching methods through the eyes of those who were directly impacted by them. 

Along with the forgoing, this study also used critical friends’ perspectives as data.  

Data were collected in the form of research memos and written notes and emails, from 

critical friends (Phillips & Carr, 2014; Samaras, 2011) and through semi-structured, one-

on-one interviews (O’Leary, 2014).  Samaras (2011) states that memos can, “spark new 

ideas and promote dialogue to gain another’s interpretations of and perspectives on [my] 

research” (p. 174).  In order to draw out further viewpoints, interviews were used.  

O’Leary (2014) describes the interview as “a method of data collection that involves 

researchers seeking open-ended answers related to a number of questions, topic areas, or 
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themes” (p. 217).  In the semi-structured format that was used in this study, I was able to 

have constructive conversations with critical friends, involving questions posed by both 

the researcher and the interviewee.  This aligns with what O’Leary (2014) illustrates 

when he states that, “interviewers can start with a defined questioning plan, but will shift 

in order to follow the natural flow of conversation” (p. 218). For instance, in the 

interviews, because they were structured to allow for a natural flow to the conversation, I 

observed that the critical friends posed many questions which added to the richness of our 

conversations and the richness of the data.  

3.5 Data analysis 

 The credibility and confirm ability of a qualitative study depends on the manner 

of data collection and the suitability of the data analysis.  For purposes of data analysis in 

this study, transcripts of interviews were constructed and the researcher’s logbook and 

email written responses from pre-service teachers were gathered.  The collected data was 

then coded.  Saldana (2016) describes a code:  

A code in qualitative inquiry is most often a word or short phrase that 

 symbolically assigns a summative salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative 

 attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data. (p. 4) 

Specifically, in this study, a constant comparative method, borrowed from grounded 

theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), of coding and analysis was employed.  This method, 

designed for flexibility, creativity and for use with a variety of available data, “is 

concerned with generating and plausibly suggesting (but not provisionally testing) many 

categories, properties, and hypotheses about general problems” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, 

p. 104).  Data analysis, in this study, consisted of noting categories in the collected data 
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and constantly comparing data coded similarly.  This constant comparison of data lead to 

the generation of themes.   

3.6 Theoretical framework 

As in all research projects, naming and articulating the theoretical framework that 

guides and provides structure for the research study is essential.  Vygotsky’s (1978) 

sociocultural theory of learning and development informed this study.  Vygotsky 

provides an extensive theory on language, learning and development; of this I used two 

specific components, the zone of proximal development and guided assistance 

(Vygotsky, 1978) to explore my own practice.  

This research project involved myself, as mentor, helping to guide pre-service 

teachers to implement their theoretical understandings of literacy in an authentic school 

setting.  Working to guide the pre-service teachers to higher levels of attainment included 

the use of scaffolding (Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976), or guided assistance.  Scaffolding is 

based within Vygotsky’s concept of the zone of proximal development.  A widely 

recognized term, the zone of proximal development refers to the “distance between the 

actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level 

of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or 

in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86).  Originally used to 

describe the guided assistance used to progress children to higher states of learning, the 

zone of proximal development and Vygotsky’s concept of guided assistance have been 

expanded to include “interaction on a task between a more competent person and a less 

competent person, such that the less competent person becomes independently proficient 

at what was initially a jointly accomplished task” (Chaiklin, 2003, p. 41).  In this study, 
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for instance, the pre-service teachers received guided assistance from the researcher in 

order to become more competent in guided reading.  The researcher scaffolded the 

experience for the pre-service teachers.   

3.7 Challenges of my research project 

Having addressed the research questions, the methodology, ethical considerations, 

data collection, and theoretical framework, I have identified one significant challenge to 

this study.  The lack of impartiality of the researcher is considered a limiting factor in 

self-study research.  When using self-study methodology, the effect the research can have 

on the researcher herself needs to be considered; if the researcher is unable to be 

completely critical of her own teaching practices, then change cannot, and will not occur.  

Criticality, for the purposes of this research project, is defined as explicit perspective 

taking, considering of consequences, and questioning the presuppositions on which the 

researcher’s beliefs have been built (Hutchinson, 1998).   

In addition to impartiality, in the use of self-study, a researcher must be mindful 

of how this method will place her practices and beliefs at the center of the 

inquiry.   Placing one’s practices at the center of inquiry, to be evaluated, examined, and 

critiqued, can position the researcher in an uncomfortable situation.  This positionality 

leads self-study methodology to be considered high-risk for the researcher, as her own 

short-comings are documented and practices and beliefs questioned and critiqued.  For 

instance, Louie et al. (2003) state that “some methods of self-study expose sensitive 

issues, which may be problematic for those who are not yet comfortable sharing or 

questioning their deeply held beliefs” (p. 162).  Helping to mitigate the limitations caused 

by positionality is awareness.  As the researcher, I need to be aware of the candidness that 



35 
 

is necessary in this type of research, and remain open and accepting of this research 

methodology, in order to reflect with criticality, on my own teaching practices. 

3.8 Chapter summary 

In summary, this chapter, outlined the research project.  The research questions 

were identified, along with the methodology that was used.  Then, ethical considerations 

were discussed and the forms of data collection were disclosed.  Following this, the 

theoretical frameworks that guided this study were identified and explored.  Finally, the 

limitations were identified, including mitigating efforts.  In chapter four, an analysis of 

the collected data will be presented through the theoretical framework that inform this 

research project. 
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Chapter Four: Data Presentation 
 

In this chapter I present the self-study data that was completed in the fall of 2016 

during the intervention project that pre-service teachers, and myself, as in-school mentor, 

participated in.  Data collected from my researcher’s logbook, along with data collected 

from seven pre-service teachers, and three critical friends are threaded throughout.  

Samaras and Freese (2006), state that “self-study is based on personal experience” (p. 

44).  Presenting my own personal experiences of the self-study allows me to illustrate the 

various dimensions of my teaching and explore how my interactions with the pre-service 

teachers, my critical friends and elementary students involved in the study, shaped my 

understanding of my teaching.   

Throughout this intervention project, the teaching practices I employed were 

varied.  Organizing the learning experience for the pre-service teachers was the first step.  

Arranging the school experience included elementary student selection, classroom 

teacher selection and role clarification for staff members already within the school, and 

management of the project within the school.  Secondly, I employed teaching practices 

involved with mentoring.  This included relationship building and the development of 

collaborative opportunities, followed by modelling, scaffolding and then supporting the 

teaching and learning. 

4.1 Before the pre-service teachers walked through the door 

Like any good teaching lesson, being prepared is key.  To ensure the project 

within the school would run smoothly, I needed to be prepared.  Reading through the 

course textbook and the course syllabus to learn for myself exactly what the pre-service 
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teachers would be studying was one of the first steps.  In order to allow for the 

transposition of content knowledge to practical application, meant ensuring that I was 

aware of what that specific content knowledge was and steering the in-school experience 

to match the content that was being taught within the university course.  My logbook 

highlights this: 

I ordered the textbook that would be used in the ERDG 310 course work and 

 started reading through it.  I wanted to make sure that we were connecting theory 

 to fieldwork.  I also wanted to ensure that I was using the same terminology with 

 the pre-service teachers as they were reading about in their textbook.  (A. 

 Hutton, Logbook, September 10th, 2016) 

Two pre-service teachers also highlighted how the in-school practicum was linked to 

theory, “The project also helps draw the theory from the textbook and lectures into 

realistic situations working alongside these students” (Pre-Service Teacher 5, December 

2016); “It is one thing to read the steps of guided reading in a textbook, but another to 

watch them unfolding in real-life by Ms. Angela Hutton” (Pre-Service Teacher 2, 

December 2016).  Critical friend, Cathy (pseudonym), also commented on the importance 

of linking course information to the in-school practicum when she stated, “working 

towards a common reality between pre-service teacher education and real-life classroom 

experience is important” (Cathy, Critical Friend Communication, January 2017).  To help 

establish this connection between theory and fieldwork, I needed to be aware of the 

course content and then help to facilitate the connection between the course content and 

the pre-service teachers’ work in the field. 
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Getting conditions ready at the school level for the pre-service teachers’ 

experience was also necessary.  First, I wanted to ensure that the pre-service teachers 

would be observing in classrooms where they would see strong models of teaching 

reading.  For me, this meant knowing in which classrooms the pre-service teachers could 

see the best models.  As soon as the school year began, I started observing literacy in the 

primary classrooms.  I spoke to each classroom teacher about how their literacy block 

was set up and how they go about teaching reading within their classroom.  Based on this 

information, the school principal, the university instructor and myself, discussed the best 

classroom placements for the pre-service teachers.   

After finding suitable classrooms in which the pre-service teachers could observe, 

we also needed to ensure that the classroom teachers would be comfortable and willing to 

have a pre-service teacher in their classroom.  I asked the classroom teachers personally 

about their willingness to have pre-service teachers in their classroom.  Several teachers 

were quite excited to have pre-service teachers in their classrooms and others were more 

hesitant.  Concerns arose over having too many pre-service teachers in the room and how 

that would impact their students.  They were concerned that the pre-service teachers may 

cause a distraction for the students.  Another concern that arose was a classroom 

teacher’s confidence in their own teaching ability.  One teacher articulated that they 

didn’t believe they were a strong enough teacher of reading to be a model for others.  

After reassuring this teacher though, she too welcomed pre-service teachers into her 

classroom.  

Once the classroom teachers were chosen, establishing their role within this 

project was imperative.  The classroom teachers’ vital role was to serve as models for the 
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pre-service teachers to observe and to assist with student selection for the intervention 

aspect of the project.  Cognizant of the classroom teachers’ time, all scheduling, email 

communication and management of this project fell on me, the in-school mentor.  I 

personally clarified the role to the classroom teachers.  These teachers were asked to 

come to me directly if there were any questions or concerns about the project, about the 

pre-service teachers in their classrooms or about scheduling conflicts.  I acted as the 

intermediary between the classroom teachers and the professor and between the 

classroom teachers and the pre-service teachers.  The role of the classroom teachers in 

this project were also communicated to the pre-service teachers when I spoke to them 

during one of their class lectures.   

With roles established and clarified, the elementary students that would receive 

the intervention support needed to be chosen.  This was done in collaboration with the 

classroom teachers, the learning resource teacher, the early reading intervention teacher 

and myself.  We chose students based first on their need for intervention, determined by 

in-school formative assessments, their perceived need for extra support and then on their 

attendance history.  Critical friend, Cathy, commented on the importance of choosing 

students based on need, but questioned the reliance on attendance history, as illustrated in 

my logbook:  

“Talked with one of my critical friends today about how things are going in her 

 classroom with the pre-service teachers.[…]She is also happy that some of her 

 highest needs students will be getting some one-on-one intervention.  She was 

 concerned however about leaving out some students who definitely could use the 

 one-on-one support, but have poor attendance.  Through our discussion though, 
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 we both came to agree that because of the short amount of time the pre-service 

 teachers had in the school, that if their focal child was absent it would be difficult 

 for the pre-service teacher to complete their guided reading lessons on time” 

 (A. Hutton, Logbook, November 2, 2016).   

Ensuring that the elementary students would benefit from the support and would be in 

attendance for the pre-service teachers to work with was of importance.   

4.2 Mentoring 
 

In my role as in-school mentor, I was responsible for guiding the pre-service 

teachers through the intervention project.  An in-school mentor, described by Goodwin, 

Roegman and Reagan (2015) is a person “whose responsibility it is to teach and guide 

novices as they hone their craft” (p. 1199).  They are the individual that scaffolds the 

learning and ensures guided experiences that will lead to a higher state of learning within 

the school setting.  Jonson (2008) outlines the goals a mentor should be striving for in 

regards to pre-service teachers: 

• Competence: mastery of the knowledge, skills, and applications that 

effective teaching requires; 

• Self-confidence: belief in one’s ability to make good decisions, to be 

responsible, and to be in control; 

• Self-direction: the assurance and ability to take charge of one’s personal, 

professional, and career development; and, 

• Professionalism: an understanding and assumption of the responsibilities 

and ethics of the profession.  (pp. 10-11) 
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As the in-school mentor, I was seeking to guide pre-service teachers through this 

experience in order to help develop their competence, self-confidence, self-direction and 

professionalism.   

My interaction with the pre-service teachers began with an email, welcoming 

them to Broadway Community School.  It was my way of introducing myself to them and 

to give them a brief introduction to the school and my expectations.  I wanted the pre-

service teachers to feel comfortable walking in on the first day.  I also wanted the pre-

service teachers to feel comfortable with me.  It was my intention to build a positive 

relationship with the pre-service teachers.  As Johnson (2008) states, all mentoring 

programs, “are based on a trusting relationship between an experience adult and a 

novice” (p. 5). 

 The initial email was also sent because I was concerned about the amount of 

phone calls that the school administrative assistant at the school would have to field and 

thought that an introduction email would lessen the need for phone calls to the school.  

My logbook illustrates this: 

 The ERDG 310 class started on Monday night and they were told about their 

 intervention assignment.  I have had a few phone calls and emails of students just 

 introducing themselves.  Time consuming because there are so many students.  I 

 don’t want to put that work on the admin. assistant of the school either who is 

 taking all of the phone calls and messages.  I am putting together an email for 

 them to explain everything and to answer some of the common questions (A. 

 Hutton, logbook, September 14th, 2016). 
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This is a study that I personally took on, and therefore, being cautious about the work the 

study caused other employees at the school was of great importance.  As the vice-

principal of the school I did not want to add unnecessarily to the work intensification of 

any of the staff members. 

4.3 Scaffolding the intervention project 

As the in-school mentor, I used scaffolding to assist with the development of the 

pre-service teachers’ ability to teach reading.  Scaffolding allows for the transfer of 

responsibility from mentor to pre-service teacher.  Scaffolding runs parallel to a common 

practice in the teaching of reading, guided reading.  Fountas and Pinnell (1996), in 

talking about guided reading, state: 

Teachers use questions or prompts to help children learn how to think about 

 different sources of information as they put together a flexible system of strategies 

 they can apply on increasing difficult text.  The teacher listens carefully, observes 

 the precise reading behavior and when appropriate, makes a facilitating response. 

 (p.160)  

In-school mentors guide pre-service teachers through the practical aspects of teaching 

reading by move from what is known to progressively harder tasks.  This scaffolding is 

provided while engaged in the field.  Through this use of scaffolding in the field, mentors 

are better able to prepare pre-service teachers for teaching reading as it “provides 

opportunities for [pre-service teachers] to move beyond declarative knowledge of 

teaching practices and apply them in a scaffolded teaching experience” (Kindle & 

Schmidt, 2013, p.84).   
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4.4 Description of the intervention project 

One of the main aspects of the intervention project was guided reading.  Pre-

service teachers were required to observe an in-service teacher and then move to 

designing and implementing their own guided reading lessons: 

The purpose of the visit [to Broadway Community School] is to observe an 

experienced teacher engaged in the process of teaching reading and writing etc. 

and to assist an emerging reader with reading, writing, and related practices. This 

opportunity allows you to link classroom learning in the faculty with classroom 

teaching and learning in a public school alongside elementary school learners. By 

participating in this initiative, you gain valuable insights about the teaching of 

reading and related literacy practices and thereby develop your competencies as 

emerging teachers in literacy.  [bold print appears in original] (Course Instructor, 

Syllabus, 2016, p.3) 

During their first four visits to the school, pre-service teachers were observing in-service 

teachers.  They were there to watch the classroom structures in place and the activities 

that were being used during the literacy block.  Specifically, the pre-service teachers were 

to focus on the guided reading portion of the literacy block and in this way they would 

see what a guided/scaffolded lesson should look like.  Young and Bender-Slack (2011) 

state “guided observations allow pre-service teachers to recognize and concentrate on a 

single component of teaching or learning” (p. 327).  Two pre-service teachers commented 

on the effectiveness of this, “Beginning with watching an experienced teacher prior to 

going off with a student one-on-one was very helpful.  Therefore we were able to see it in 

practice and gain further ideas and examples of what to work on in our sessions with the 
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students” (Pre-service Teacher 1, December 2016).  Another pre-service teacher stated, 

“From the one-on-one to the observation of the classroom teacher, I feel more ready and 

more knowledgeable to teach reading and literacy” (Pre-Service Teacher 3, December 

2016).  In discussion with critical friend, Debbie (pseudonym) about the importance of 

providing models for the pre-service teachers, Debbie offered to provide another model.  

This is illustrated in my logbook: “She (Debbie) asked if she could offer a few pre-

service teachers the opportunity to watch her complete a guided reading lesson in order to 

provide one more model” (A. Hutton, Logbook, September 19, 2016).  As the foregoing 

data indicate, the opportunity to see guided reading in action was deemed a valuable 

learning opportunity.  Observing an experienced teacher complete guided reading lessons 

provided models for the pre-service teachers to imitate (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 22).   

As the in-school mentor, I travelled between the classrooms during this 

observation stage.  I wanted to ensure that the pre-service teachers were witnessing 

reading instruction in which to model after.  When in the classrooms I would point out 

different aspects of the literacy instruction to the pre-service teachers and engage them in 

conversation about what they were witnessing and cueing metacognition.  Being in the 

classrooms, where the pre-service teachers were observing, lead to the pre-service 

teachers asking more questions.  Because we had observed the same experiences, they 

could ask me more specific questions.  Daily, within the classrooms I would also join in, 

take a group of students and complete a guided reading lesson or take one student and 

complete a formative assessment.  In this way, the pre-service teachers were not just 

observing the classroom teachers, they were also observing me.  In one situation, two 
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pre-service teachers observed a whole lesson that I modelled for them.  This interaction is 

described in my logbook: 

Two pre-service teachers today came in the afternoon, which isn’t during the 

 normal literacy block.  Worked out great though, because I brought them to the 

 library to observe me doing a guided reading session.  I had three students with 

 me who are struggling readers in grade 3.  I thought that this was a great 

 opportunity for the pre-service teachers to see a full guided reading lesson.  I sent 

 the students back at recess time and then had recess to talk with the pre-service 

  teachers.  They had lots of questions, which is great.  They wanted to know how 

 the book was chosen, how I had picked the mini-lesson topic and why all of the 

 students were reading at the same time, but not choral reading.  Awesome 

 questions and a great discussion.  So glad I was able to do this with them. (A. 

 Hutton, Logbook, October 13, 2016) 

Although they had already been provided instruction about the theoretical basis of 

guided reading by their course instructor and through their assigned textbook, I wanted to 

ensure that the pre-service teachers were prepared to observe guided reading in the 

classroom and eventually carry out guided reading lessons on their own.  In order to 

scaffold the learning for the pre-service teachers, I spoke of guided reading during my 

visit to the university as a guest presenter.  In the instructional strategy of guided reading, 

students benefit from learning to read with resources that are at their instructional level, 

and with the assistance of a teacher who gradually lessons support until the student gains 

independence.  This is a stage in which, “the teacher gradually releases task responsibility 

to students” (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983, p. 335) and the instruction “affords students the 



46 
 

opportunity to receive reading instruction in a scaffolded approach” (Huber, 2011, p. 3).  

In this way, the teacher is assisting the student in their zone of proximal development 

(Vygotsky, 1978).  Just as the instructional strategy of guided reading involves a 

scaffolded approach, my role of in-school mentor had me scaffolding learning about 

guided reading for pre-service teachers.  I first needed to determine the pre-service 

teachers’ current level of development in this area.  My logbook entry, immediately 

following my stint as a guest in their class, highlights this aspect: 

The pre-service teachers seem to have a good handle on what guided reading is.  

 Some seemed unsure of how to do it on their own, but I am positive that once they 

 see it in action, they will be able to put all of the pieces together.  I also feel that 

 because I will be right there when they complete their guided reading lessons with 

 their focal student, that if they are stuck or need assistance, I will be there to help 

 them out. (A. Hutton, Logbook, October 18, 2016) 

Another aspect of the intervention project was the completion of a formative 

assessment in reading.  In the case of guided reading, formative assessment, or diagnostic 

tests, are needed to determine what skills and strategies the student already has mastered 

and which ones they still need guidance with.  Critical friend, Marlene (pseudonym), 

cautioned me about only teaching the pre-service teachers how to get a reading level as 

this formative assessment is meant to be diagnostic: 

 It is so much more than finding a level.  Right, I think initially when teachers 

 come in, that is exactly what it is. They assess them, they get a level, they think 

 they have something to report to parents and then they are teaching everybody the 

 same within the class even though they see that the students are at different levels.  
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 They don’t necessarily know what that means.  I think that part is huge – what 

 that information can tell you, what resources you can use, now that you have that 

 information to help you plan for kids. (Marlene, Critical Friend Communication, 

 January 2017) 

This formative assessment tool helps a teacher to determine how to scaffold instruction 

for the child to improve their reading ability and therefore is able to target instruction to 

each student in their zone of proximal development.  

In order to introduce the pre-service teachers to this formative assessment tool, I 

brought the kit with me during my time as a guest presenter.  I felt it imperative that I 

supported their learning and assisted them in their own zone of proximal development in 

regards to completing a formative assessment.  Being something the pre-service teachers 

had never seen or experienced, meant that I needed to first introduce them to the tool and 

scaffold the instruction of its use before the pre-service teachers would be able to use the 

tool independently.  Through direct instruction, I went through the kit with the pre-

service teachers and showed them examples of how the tool kit works.  We then watched 

two videos of two different teachers completing a formative assessment using the kit in 

order for the pre-service teachers to see a model of how it is done.  It was crucial that the 

pre-service teachers were then able to experience the completion of a running record in a 

shared practice.  This shared experience allowed me to further scaffold the learning for 

the pre-service teachers and support them as they learned how to complete this formative 

assessment on their own.  One pre-service teacher stated, “I did a Running Record 

practice in class and it was very helpful because it taught me how to properly assess 

students in reading” (Pre-Service Teacher 2, December 2016).  It was my goal to help 
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them become more proficient. Chaiklin (2003) describes this learning process as: 

“interaction on a task between a more competent person and a less competent person 

becomes independently proficient at what was initially a jointly accomplished task” (p. 

41).  Completing the formative assessment with them, collaboratively, was this joint 

accomplishment and my way of assisting the pre-service teachers in their learning.  

Lapkin, Swain and Psyllakis (2010) explain that this assistance, “should be withdrawn as 

the learner internalizes the knowledge or process, thus developing from other-regulation 

to self-regulation” (p. 478).  It was my intent to scaffold this process for them so that the 

pre-service teachers could complete this task without assistance in the field.   

 The first time the pre-service teacher and their focal student worked together, I 

was present to introduce them to each other and help them find a quiet place within the 

school to work.  Many times, the pre-service teachers and their focal student worked right 

in the hallway.  In other situations, I found other places for them to work.  This is 

illustrated in my logbook, “One pre-service teacher today asked if her and her focal 

student could work in my office because she was over distracted by the action in the 

hallway.  I set her up in the library with her focal student” (A. Hutton, Logbook, 

November 1, 2016). The library, an empty classroom, the lunchroom, and the hallways 

were all sites used by pre-service teachers and their focal students. 

 Also involved in this management piece was ensuring that the focal student was 

in attendance during the lessons.  At times this proved difficult.  One situation, in 

particular, forced me to change a pre-service teacher’s focal student when the focal 

student’s grandfather fell ill and the student suddenly left the country with his family for 

an undetermined amount of time:  
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 Some unfortunate news about one of our students.  I am going to have to change a 

 focal student.  I went through the pre-service teachers’ lesson again though and 

 found a student that would benefit from the lesson.  Feel bad though because the 

 student that is leaving has a vision impairment and the pre-service teacher was 

 doing such a fabulous job creating resources for him. (A. Hutton, Logbook, 

 November 13) 

Other times, this management involved scheduling around special events at the school.  

One example of this was when it was learned that the focal student would be pulled out 

for band during the time the pre-service teacher was to work with her.  In this case, I 

rescheduled the school band timetable to accommodate the intervention project.  

After learning about guided reading and formative assessment in their course 

work, observing in the classroom, being guided through a shared formative assessment, it 

was now time for the pre-service teachers to start planning and implementing their own 

guided reading lessons and completing a formative assessment with a student.  As the in-

school mentor, I was available at the school site in order to further scaffold the learning 

for the pre-service teachers.  I was there to guide and assist them as they became more 

comfortable and confident planning and teaching guided reading lessons, including book 

selection and lesson planning, and completing formative assessments.   

4.5 Formative assessment in the field 

Setting up the pre-service teachers and their focal students was just the beginning.  

After the observation stage, the next step for the pre-service teachers was to complete a 

formative assessment with their focal student.  Through my role as in-school mentor, 
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assisting with completing this formative assessment was fundamental.  As the pre-service 

teachers came into the school, I provided them the formative assessment tools that they 

would require.  I photocopied all of the necessary running record sheets ahead of time 

and had a folder prepared for each pre-service teacher as they came in.  Then, as the pre-

service teachers worked through the formative assessment with their focal students, I 

made myself available to assist by being in close proximity to where the assessments 

were taking place and also checking in with the pre-service teachers at least once during 

the formative assessment.  Many times the pre-service teachers had quick questions or 

asked for clarification during this time.   

4.6 Planning instruction 

Once the formative assessments were complete, the pre-service teachers started 

planning guided reading lessons that would match the developmental level of their focal 

student.  This involved interpreting the formative assessment and then planning lessons 

accordingly.  I encouraged the pre-service teachers to email me or come into the school 

ahead of their lessons for assistance with this lesson planning.  An example of assistance 

is illustrated in the following example from my logbook: 

Pre-service teacher emailed saying, “I am hoping I could have a quick chat with 

 you regarding my student’s reading level and where I can go with her from here, 

 as to be most effective in helping her.  I’ve noticed quite a few things with her 

 work and am hoping you could provide some insight in to what would serve her 

 best at this point.” (A. Hutton, Logbook, October 26, 2016) 

In response to this email, I met with the pre-service teacher, as described here: 
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 Met with a pre-service teacher today.  We went through her oral running record 

 that she had done with her focal student.  She had completed the ORR accurately, 

 but just needed some more help interpreting it.  We worked through it together 

 and she has a plan for designing her lessons.  She is going to bring in the lesson 

 for me the next time she comes of me to look over. (A. Hutton, Logbook, October 

 28, 2016)  

Another pre-service teacher emailed me about feeling overwhelmed by the lesson 

planning.  I met with the pre-service teacher too, as outlined here: 

 Met with a pre-service teacher today who is struggling coming up with a lesson 

 for her focal student.  I can see how she really just wants the best for her student.  

 I walked her through a few sample lessons, hoping that would help. […]  She is 

 going to come up with a lesson tonight and then email it to me so that I can give 

 her advice and suggestions. (A. Hutton, Logbook, October 31, 2016) 

In some situations, the pre-service teachers would just stop in to show me their lessons 

just to make sure they were acceptable.  This is illustrated in my logbook, “Pre-service 

teacher came to check on their next lesson.  She showed me what she did for the last 

lesson and just wanted to make sure she was on the right track for the next lesson” (A. 

Hutton, Logbook, November 16, 2016).  Not only did I view all lessons before they were 

implemented, I also encouraged pre-service teachers to debrief their lessons with me 

afterwards.  Most often informally, during this pre- and post-conferencing, the pre-

service teacher would discuss with me what went well during their lesson and what 

needed improvement.  During this debrief, I was able to offer suggestions, 

encouragement and support to the pre-service teachers.  
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As the pre-service teachers started planning and implementing their own guided 

reading lessons and completing formative assessments, my role as in-school mentor 

intensified, “I am receiving many emails from pre-service teachers.  Feeling a bit 

overwhelmed.  Trying to get my regular job done, on top of focusing on this project is 

tough.  Trying to take it all in stride” (A. Hutton, logbook, September 21st, 2016).  

Availability as the in-school mentor involved moving throughout the school, observing, 

assisting and guiding pre-service teachers on a daily basis.  Twenty-eight pre-service 

teachers were under my mentorship within the school and this lead to some hectic days.  I 

wanted to ensure that I was available to help assist and guide the pre-service teachers, but 

at the same time I was also the vice-principal, teacher-librarian and literacy specialist at 

the school.  Busy or not though, I had an important role to play. 

4.7 Book selection 

 Another aspect that pre-service teachers required assistance with was with book 

selection.  The pre-service teachers were to use books using a critical lens, meaning that 

they were to choose books that were culturally responsive, anti-oppressive, anti-racist and 

raise awareness of differences.  These books also had to be at their focal child’s 

developmental level.  This is described in my logbook:  

They [pre-service teachers] are also unsure about book choices in relation to the 

 level of books that would be appropriate.  I am going to make sure to check in 

 with the pre-service teachers, as they arrive, to see their book choices and make 

 suggestions as necessary.  (A. Hutton, Logbook, October 31, 2016) 
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After received emails from three separate pre-service teachers I set up a time with them 

to help with book selection: 

 I took 3 pre-service teachers up to the library today to help them choose a book 

 for their first lesson.  They asked where the FNMI section was, so I explained to 

 them how all books are dispersed throughout the library. […]  One pre-service 

 teacher wanted a book about mermaids for her focal student, but was having 

 difficulty finding something appropriate.  We talked about changing to an ocean 

 theme and trying an interesting non-fiction book. (A. Hutton, logbook, September 

 22, 2016) 

In another example, I took a pre-service teacher to the library to find a book that would 

both be of interest to her focal student, but also a book chosen through a critical lens: 

I received another question today about the use of a Disney book during the pre-

 service teacher’s lesson.  She feels as though her focal student would really enjoy 

 the book.  We  went to the library together and searched through books that would 

 be of interest to her focal student, and would be a more critically appropriate. (A. 

 Hutton, Logbook, November 4, 2016) 

Book selection was something I was questioned about daily during the intervention 

project as pre-service teachers often wanted to use books that were familiar to them or 

childhood favourites, that were not necessarily books chosen through a critical lens. 

4.8 Mentoring the implementation 

 Not only was I, as in-school mentor, there to provide support in planning, I was 

also there to help during the implementation of the guided reading lessons.  As the pre-
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service teachers were at the school, carrying out their lessons, I was close by, ready to 

offer support.  I moved amongst the pre-service teachers with their focal students while 

the lessons were being delivered so that I was available to answer any questions and to 

offer guidance.  For example, I would step in to remind pre-service teachers to help their 

student track print or to use the picture clues to help decode unknown words.  I was also 

there to offer suggestions when a lesson was not going exactly as planned or when a 

lesson concluded earlier than anticipated.  One pre-service teacher concluded her whole 

lesson within fifteen minutes, then came to ask what to do next.  In this situation, I sat 

down the pre-service teacher and her focal child and demonstrated how simple activities 

could be pulled right from the picture book they were reading.   

Guidance was also provided to the pre-service teachers when their focal student 

was having difficulty focusing or in managing challenging behaviours displayed by their 

focal student.  An example of this is when a very active student was having difficulties 

sitting through an entire literacy lesson.  I noticed this focal child wandering away from 

his pre-service teacher several times during one lesson.  After the lesson, the pre-service 

teacher and I talked about making a more physically active lesson for this child and 

breaking up the activities into more manageable chunks.  The pre-service teacher came 

back the next week with a bean bag throw rhyming game that was implemented between 

two sit down activities for the focal child.  Both the focal child and the pre-service 

teacher appeared to feel more successful after this lesson. 

4.9 Chapter Summary 

 In this chapter I described the intervention project that took place.  My role as in-

school mentor was presented, through my researcher’s logbook and the viewpoints of 
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critical friends and pre-service teachers.  The next chapter will analyze the data that was 

presented in chapter four. 
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Chapter 5: Data Analysis and Conclusion 

In this chapter an analysis of the data, in the facet of self-study, identifies 

strengths and pinpoints areas of improvement in my teaching practice.  Vygotsky’s 

(1978) sociocultural theory is used to analyze the data that were collected through my 

logbook, critical friends and pre-service teachers.  Following the analysis, 

recommendations for further study are presented, followed by a conclusion to the 

research project. 

5.1 Classroom teacher selection 

In preparation for the pre-service teachers’ arrival at the school, there were 

several practices that I employed.  One of these was the selection of classroom teachers 

that would serve as models for the pre-service teachers.  My role as in-school mentor 

involved ensuring that pre-service teachers were connected with highly capable 

classroom teachers.  Pre-service teachers need to be exposed to classroom reading 

practices that align with best practices and theory.  They need to be exposed to 

classrooms that they can model their own teaching from.  Vygotsky (1978) suggests that 

models act as blueprints for future action, giving, in this case, pre-service teachers, 

practices to imitate.  Harris and Harris (1992), state, “new literacy teachers must see 

models of exemplary literacy teaching or a process of “deskilling” will take place when 

they move from preservice preparation to inservice practice” (p. 574).  In order for this to 

occur, the classroom teacher they are observing needs to be highly effective, experienced 

and capable.  Greenberg, McKee and Walsh (2013), discuss the use of classroom mentors 

in teacher training programs: 



57 
 

Just 7 percent of programs ensure that their student teachers will have uniformly 

 strong experiences, such as allowing them to be placed in classrooms taught by 

 teachers who are themselves effective, not just willing volunteers. (p. 2) 

Several pre-service teachers commented on the effective models they witnessed in the 

classrooms.  One pre-service teacher stated, “As I observed the teachers lead their guided 

reading groups, it taught me how to interact with students during guided reading” (Pre-

Service Teacher 2, December 2016).  Another pre-service teacher noted:  

 Beginning with watching an experienced teacher prior to going off with a student 

 one-on-one was very helpful.  Therefore we were able to see it in practice and 

 gain further ideas and examples of what to work on in our sessions with the 

 students. (Pre-Service Teacher 1, December 2016) 

Based on the collected data, my practice in carefully choosing and identifying effective 

models can be identified as a strength that assisted the learning of pre-service teachers. 

5.2 Focal student selection 

Although the careful selection of classroom teachers can be seen as a strength of 

my teaching practice, not ensuring that all focal children were in the same classroom that 

the pre-service teacher observed in can be seen as a practice that needs improvement.  My 

role as in-school mentor involved choosing focal students from the school that would 

receive intervention.  I decided that struggling readers would benefit the most from the 

one-on-one intervention lessons that they would receive.  Although I included all school 

personnel in decided on the students who would most profit from the intervention and 

took school attendance into account, I missed one important factor: ensuring that the pre-
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service teacher observed in the same classroom that their focal child was in. One pre-

service teacher expressed the positive effect observing her focal child ahead of time had: 

 I really enjoyed seeing my young learner work alongside her classmates before 

 my intervention and I implemented the struggles in which I observed from the 

 whole-classroom experiences during the intervention.  This allowed me to best 

 suit her needs. (Pre-service teacher 5, December 2016) 

Concerned that not all pre-service teachers had this experience, Critical Friend, Cathy, 

stated, “Perhaps it would be more beneficial for pre-service teachers to work with 

students in the classrooms which they had observed. I know sometimes this didn’t always 

happen because of scheduling conflicts or perhaps other reasons” (January 2017). This 

critical friend also commented that having the pre-service teachers more familiar with the 

student that they will be taking one-on-one can help facilitate relationships between the 

focal student and the pre-service teacher.  Although attempts were made to have pre-

service teachers observing in the same classroom as their focal student, I struggled 

making this occur because of the large number of pre-service teachers and conflicting 

schedules.  This should have been made a priority however because of the potential 

benefits. 

5.3 Scaffolding of formative assessment  

 Guided reading is based on the premise that students are instructed within their 

zone of proximal development.  In order to determine exactly what that zone of proximal 

development is, formative assessment is used.  Vygotsky (1978) referred to this type of 

assessment as diagnostic tests (p. 88).  The goal of this formative assessment is 
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to monitor student learning to provide ongoing feedback that can be used by teachers to 

improve their teaching and to improve student learning.  More specifically, these 

formative assessments help teachers to identify the students’ strengths and weaknesses 

and target areas that need work.  They also help teachers recognize exactly what area 

students are struggling in and address problems immediately.  In this way, this 

assessment allows teachers to determine the child’s zone of proximal development in 

relation to their reading abilities in order to determine exactly how to scaffold their 

learning further.  As the in-school mentor, it was my role to guide the pre-service 

teachers through the implementation of this diagnostic test so that they could mature their 

skills and move towards independence.   

 In order to scaffold the learning for the pre-service teachers, I employed several 

teaching strategies, including teaching the diagnostic assessment through direct 

instruction during my stint as guest presenter and involving the pre-service teachers in 

jointly completing this assessment.  Conducting a self-study, my goal is to interrogate the 

dimensions of my teaching practices that need improvement, and this is one of those 

aspects.  Although we completed one running record together, in class, I falsely assumed 

that the pre-service teachers would be comfortable completing a running record on their 

own.  Based on the amount of questions that came in the school setting about how to 

complete and interpret the running records, it is clear that I should have done more work 

with the pre-service teachers on this.  My logbook illustrates several examples of this as 

multiple pre-service teachers asked about how to plan guided reading lessons based on 

the running records they had completed or how to interpret the running record.   
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 Pre-service teachers could have practiced several more running records amongst 

themselves before coming out to the school to complete one with a student.  I had 

provided multiple examples in my attempt to scaffold the learning to assist the pre-

service teachers in their zone of proximal development, but I did not do enough.  Wood, 

Bruner and Ross (1976) describe scaffolding as consisting, “essentially of the adult 

“controlling” those elements of the task that are initially beyond the learner’s capability, 

thus permitting him to concentrate upon and complete only those elements that are within 

the range of competence” (p. 90).  I had done some of the scaffolding, but I mistakenly 

removed the scaffolds too quickly before many of the pre-service teachers were ready to 

perform the task independently. Taken from Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal 

development, the use of the gradual release of responsibility model should allow for the 

learner to become independent in the task.  Pearson and Gallagher (1983) state: 

The hope in the [gradual release of responsibility] model is that every student gets to 

the point where she is able to accept total responsibility for the task, including the 

responsibility for determining whether or not she is applying the strategy 

appropriately (i.e, selfmonitoring). (p. 335) 

As the guest lecturer, I should have modelled this process again and provided more 

opportunities for the pre-service teachers to practice, with assistance, before they were 

expected to employ this task with their respective focal learners.  We should have worked 

together on interpreting another running record.   

The analysis of a running record guides the instruction that will be planned for the 

student.  By not providing enough scaffolding in this area, I feel that I did not effectively 

prepare the pre-service teachers to create lessons based on the formative assessment.  Use 
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of Vygotsky’s framework, in this situation, suggests that the pre-service teachers were 

deprived of the appropriate amount of mediation that would allow them to advance their 

development in a way in which they could complete the task independently.  The pre-

service teachers needed to be given several more opportunities to complete a miscue 

analysis in a more scaffolded/guided way using the gradual release of responsibility and 

then work on the creation of lessons based on the analysis. 

5.4 In-school mentoring  

Not only is Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development apparent in the 

instructional approach of guided reading, it is also distinguishable in the pre-service 

teachers’ development of independence in planning and carrying out guided reading 

lessons.  According to the collected data, the opportunity for pre-service teachers to see, 

first hand, how literacy is taught in the classroom and then having the opportunity to 

practice, with a mentor there to help, contributed to the knowledge base of the pre-service 

teachers.  As the in-school mentor I was present within the school, and at times, right 

within the classroom, while the pre-service teachers were involved in observing literacy 

lessons and during the pre-service teachers’ guided reading lessons.  All pre-service 

teachers who responded to the self-administered email questions stated, in various ways, 

that the project gave them much needed hands-on experience which allowed them to feel 

better prepared to teach reading.  One pre-service teacher stated how important it was to 

have someone right at the school to confer with, “The supports that were most helpful at 

Community was the office staff, the library resources and of course Ms. Hutton, being an 

extremely knowledgeable and insightful individual” (Pre-Service Teacher 7, December 

2016). 
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Cathy, critical friend, also stated that: 

I think it is important for a project like this to have an in-school mentor as a go-to 

person for the pre-service teachers. It is important that there is someone to review 

the prepared lessons and ensure they are appropriate for the level of the students. 

To make this type of project worthwhile for the classroom teacher and student and 

the pre-service teacher, the prepared lessons need to be meaningful and the role of 

the in-school mentor allows for an assessment of the prepared lesson plan prior to 

the lesson taking place. (Cathy, Critical Friend Communication, January 2017) 

As the in-school mentor, it was my role to scaffold this learning for the pre-

service teachers and provide guided assistance. The in-school mentor, “whose 

responsibility it is to teach and guide novices as they hone their craft” (Goodwin, 

Roegman & Reagan, 2015, p. 1199), is the person that scaffolds the learning and ensures 

guided experiences that will lead to a higher state of learning within the school setting.  

According to Vygotsky (1978), instructors need to appraise the current level of 

development in order to know how to appropriately scaffold the learning forward.  

Vygotsky states that, “learning should be matched in some manner with the child’s [in 

this case, pre-service teacher’s] developmental level” (p. 85).  Being right at the school, 

alongside the pre-service teachers allowed me to better appraise pre-service teacher’s 

levels of development and match guidance to these developmental levels.  I was able to 

offer suggestions and guidance as I viewed their lessons ahead of time, provided 

guidance in the development of the guided reading lessons and could offer guidance, in 

real time, as the pre-service teachers were engaged in teaching.  Working with the pre-

service teachers and guiding them to higher levels of development was possible because, 
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as in-school mentor, I knew their developmental level and could scaffold the learning 

accordingly.  Vygotsky (1978) illustrates this when he states, “the zone of proximal 

development permits us to delineate the child’s immediate future and his dynamic 

developmental state, allowing not only for what already has been achieved 

developmentally but also for what is in the course of maturing” (p. 87).  My practice of 

moving amongst the pre-service teachers, while in the school, helped me to determine 

these developmental states and allowed me to scaffold the learning in order to help 

mature their development and move towards internalization. This internalization was 

established through the mediated interaction of the more knowledgeable other or “in 

collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86), in this case the in-school 

mentor and in-service teachers, and the learner, in this case the pre-service teachers  

5.5 Scaffolding the process of book selection 
 

Another aspect of this project was book selection.  Pre-service teachers were 

required to choose appropriate books to use within their guided reading lessons.  The 

books were to be developmentally appropriate for the focal student, but also be chosen 

for their inclusion of anti-oppressive, anti-racist content and be culturally responsive or 

raise awareness of differences.  Choosing resources using this critical lens, helped to 

ensure that the resources used with students honoured their diversity and interrogated 

societal and institutional issues. Not only can these books transform social distribution 

they can also have an effect on learning environments in general.  Roberge (2013), states, 

“By teaching students to understand and embrace diverse viewpoints and to consider 

underlying messages, critical literacy may help foster […] safe and caring learning 

environments” (p. 1).  The significance of using these critical literacy resources is worth 
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the time and effort, as Wallowitz (2008), illustrates: 

Critical literacy is a vehicle through which educators teach for social justice.  

Critical literacy aims to challenge the status quo by disrupting commonplace 

notions of socially constructed concepts such as race, class, gender and sexuality. 

(p. 1) 

Some pre-service teachers struggled or resisted finding critical literacy resources, as 

illustrated in the collected data. 

In order to scaffold the process of book selection for the pre-service teachers, I 

worked to guide the pre-service teachers through this procedure.  Pearson and Gallagher 

(1983) state: 

The hope in the [gradual release of responsibility] model is that every student gets to 

the point where she is able to accept total responsibility for the task, including the 

responsibility for determining whether or not she is applying the strategy 

appropriately (i.e, selfmonitoring). (p. 335) 

When asked about book selection, I worked directly with the pre-service teachers and 

assisted them in selecting books, in hopes of transferring this responsibility to them.  I 

took many pre-service teachers to the library, made book suggestions, but most 

importantly gave them the tools to choose books on their own the next time.  In some 

cases I reminded the pre-service teachers about what constitutes a critical literacy book 

by showing them several examples.  I wanted to ensure that the pre-service teachers 

could distinguish critical literacy books independently and could find them within a 

library on their own.  As the pre-service teachers continued with their guided reading 
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lessons, there were less and less questions about book selection, yet more pre-service 

teachers were finding and using critical literacy resources.  This demonstrates their move 

towards independence in book selection.  

5.6 Logistics of intervention project 

With this intervention project, the in-school mentor, along with serving as a 

mentor in reading instruction and a liaison between the university and the school, also 

ensured that the in-school logistics and management were taken care of.  Taking on the 

role of in-school mentor, I overestimated my ability to mentor such a large group of pre-

service teachers.  The work intensification for me, as the in-school facilitator and mentor, 

was intense.  Throughout the project, I would feel pulled in too many different directions.  

Within the school, I serve as vice-principal, teacher librarian, literacy support teacher and 

then on top of that, in-school mentor to twenty eight pre-service teachers.  Already 

adding to my work intensification were current cuts to education.  School divisions are 

being asked to do more with less funds.  In April 2017, the school division in which 

Broadway Community School is a part of, was forced to make significant budgetary cuts.  

“Public Schools is cutting a large slice out of their budget after a $9.5 million shortfall as 

a result of last month's provincial budget” (CBC News, 2017, April 4).  With shortfalls 

such as this, educators are faced with larger class sizes, less teaching resources and less 

support in the form of consultants, educational assistants and special education 

coordinators and programs.  This, in turn, adds more pressure to support teachers, like 

me.  C.A., a classroom teacher from Broadway Community School shared her concern: 

Recent budget cuts will impact teacher intensification and workload and may 

cause teachers to be less willing to have pre-service teachers in the classroom if it 
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is seen as an additional project to take on. Budget cuts make, also make it more 

difficult for in-school mentors of projects such as this to take on such a large task 

while also meeting the demands of their own position. (C.A., Critical Friend 

Communication, January 2017) 

In 2013, a task force was formed in Saskatchewan to investigate the 

intensification of Saskatchewan teachers’ professional time.  In the final report it was 

stated that “teachers are experiencing increased demands of rapid and extensive changes, 

increased expectations for accountability, and decreased supports provided to and for the 

students” (Saskatchewan Teachers’ Federation, 2013, p. 3) which, as a result has created 

an “increase in the number of tasks or duties for which a teacher is responsible, without 

the accompaniment of additional resources or time” (p. 4).  The Saskatchewan Teachers’ 

Federation (2013) reported, “the upshot of intensification is a marked reduction in the 

quality of education delivered to students and diminished opportunities for teachers and 

students to exercise their own creativity, imagination and problem solving” (p. 25).  This 

intensification of teachers’ workloads also, “has implications for the well-being of 

teachers and the well-being of students they work with” (Saskatchewan Teachers’ 

Federation, 2013, p. 22).  From my logbook entries, such as this one, “That overwhelmed 

feeling is back.  School is busy…pre-service teachers need lots of attention…what did I 

get myself into?” I know that the work intensification was too much for me and I should 

not have taken on being an in-school mentor for so many pre-service teachers at once. 

5.7 Recommendations for further study 

 With the intervention project complete and the analysis of the data done, although 

I learned a significant amount about my own teaching practices, there is still so much 
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more that I want to know and so much more research that could be done.  Could an 

intervention project, such as this, really make a significant positive difference in the way 

pre-service teachers teach reading during their internship, during their first year of 

teaching or even further along in their teaching careers?  What impact could this type of 

intervention project have on the future elementary students of these future elementary 

teachers?  Without further research this impact can be predicted, but not known.  Critical 

Friend and school superintendent, M. H, wondered about the effect this project would 

have on pre-service teachers, “Do they feel more confident starting their first teaching 

job, feeling like they have some really solid balanced literacy instruction? Were they 

stronger initially going into their internship?” (January 2017).  Drawn out during a 

conversation with a critical friend, the researcher stated, “I am interested to see that this 

last year, when we did this project previously, those students have now graduated.  So 

they went through this project last year, they did their internship this year and now they 

are out looking for jobs” (Debbie, Critical Friend Communication, January 2017).  

Following pre-service teachers, who participated in this type of intervention project, for 

several years after the project, to see if it helped to contribute to future success/comfort 

level in teaching elementary students how to read is recommended.   

 Another area of recommended further study is the achievement levels of the 

elementary students being instructed by pre-service teachers who participated in this type 

of intervention project.  Did the one-on-one intervention, although minimal is scope, have 

an effect on student reading levels, student confidence or student attitudes towards 

reading?  Although this project is designed to support pre-service teachers in the quest to 

becoming teachers of reading, the parallel benefit is to the primary students receiving 
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intervention.  Knowing the impact that this intervention has on the primary students could 

help to encourage schools and in-school mentors to welcome a project such as this into 

their buildings. 

5.8 Conclusion 

This research project used self-study (Bullough & Pinnegar, 2001; Northfield & 

Loughran, 1996; Pinnegar & Hamilton, 2009; Pithouse, Mitchell & Weber, 2009; 

Samaras, 2011; Samaras & Roberts, 2011) to explore my teaching practices while I 

served in the role of in-school mentor for third year pre-service teachers.  Wanting to 

ensure that my participation was able to best prepare pre-service teachers to teach 

elementary students to read, I wanted to examine my own teaching practices, and 

therefore, I chose to complete a self-study research project.  As Tidwell and Fitzgerald 

(2004) state, self-study research has been “powerful in making a difference in teacher-

researchers’ understandings of their practice, awareness of their beliefs in action, and 

improvement in their practice over time” (p. 88).  The main research question that guided 

this self-study was:  in my role as in-school mentor for pre-service teachers, what aspects 

of my teaching practice best helped support pre-service teachers?  Additionally, which 

aspects of my own teaching practices can be identified as strengths and which aspects can 

be pinpointed as needing improvement? 

In exploring the collected data and analyzing them through Vygotsky’s  (1978) 

sociocultural theory, I was able to determine several aspects of my teaching practice that 

best helped support pre-service teachers and several teaching practices that can be 

pinpointed as needing improvement.  In the capacity of in-school mentor I employed 

many positive teaching practices that added to pre-service teacher learning and 
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development, including matching guidance to pre-service teachers’ development levels.  

Additionally, the scaffolding of book selection for pre-service teachers and carefully 

selecting the teachers that would serve as models for the pre-service teachers can be 

identified as strengths.  Conversely however, my placement of some pre-service teachers 

in classrooms that did not include their focal student can be pinpointed as needing 

improvement.  Other aspects of my teaching that are recognized through the data and 

analysis as needing improvement are my scaffolding of the formative assessment tool the 

pre-service teachers were to use and my naive belief that I was capable of mentoring 

twenty-eight pre-service teachers.  
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Appendix A 

Pre-Service Teacher’s Self-Administered E-mail Survey Questions 

 

1.  Please describe your experience with the in-school portion of the ERDG 310 

intervention assignment.  (What supports were helpful?  How has it prepared you 

to teach reading?) 

2.  What experiences, within [Broadway Community School], have particularly 

helped you prepare for teaching reading? 

3.  If this reading intervention project were to be assigned to another ERDG 310 

course, what aspects of the project would you identify as strengths and which 

aspects would you pinpoint as needing improvement? 
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