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A model of distributed 
mentoring taps into the 
combined knowledge and 
wisdom of a team to focus 
attention on the quality of 
instructional practices and 
the processes involved in 
problem solving and moves 
the beginner from peripheral 
participation to a position 
of immediate contribution.

Distributed Mentoring: 
Designing Contexts for 
Collective Support of 
Teacher Learning

he field of teacher education has 
been dominated by one-to-one 
mentoring approaches, where ex-
perienced practitioners support 

less-experienced practitioners as they enter the field 
of teaching. However, this approach has not been 
implemented without challenge. In our work as 
teacher educators, we have observed mentees and 
mentors whose work together is limited by person-
ality conflicts, professional differences, or simply 
a lack of time to focus on collaborating. Research 
supports the claim that one-to-one mentoring ap-
proaches are fraught with challenges (Grossman, 
Smagorinsky, and Valencia 3; Hobson et al. 210–
13). Myriad conditions appear to be necessary to 
support one-to-one mentoring, including opportu-
nities for mentor training, designated time, care-
ful selection of mentors and pairing of mentors and 
novices, and school contexts that support collegial 
relationships and mutual learning.

There is an alternative to conventional teacher 
mentorship. We describe and analyze here a prom-
ising model of mentorship where multiple mentees 
and mentors, each with varying levels of experi-
ence, engage collaboratively in the study of teach-
ing practice. We have found that well-designed 
contexts in which beginning and experienced 
teachers engage in educative conversation and ex-
amination of shared teaching practice offer avenues 
for rich learning for all involved. Such contexts 
must shift mentoring from an emphasis on roles 
and relationships to an emphasis on supporting the 
learning of new teachers to do the work of teaching 
(Feiman-Nemser).

Drawing on sociocultural and sociocogni-
tive theory, we expand concepts of mentoring to 
explore the situated nature of learning for mentors 
and novices (Lave and Wenger). Vygotskian mod-
els of teacher learning and mentoring (Tharp and 
Gallimore) frame the learning of the novice as the 
internalization of concepts that are first introduced 
in the public sphere through talk about shared 
work (“joint productive activity”) and then made 
one’s own. From a social constructivist perspec-
tive, what it means to know involves understand-
ing one’s own practice within the larger activity 
system of the community. James Spillane, Richard 
Halverson, and John B. Diamond apply this theo-
retical perspective to school leadership settings, de-
scribing “distributed leadership” as “constituted in 
the interactions of school leaders, followers and the  
situation” (3).

We develop a similar frame to describe a 
model of mentoring practice, offering a complex 
image of multiple adults in particular social con-
texts engaged in meaningful teaching activity with 
each other. In this kind of “distributed mentorship” 
(Paré and Le Maistre), the focus is on the teaching 
tasks, rather than on the relationship between one 
mentor and one novice. Anthony Paré and Cathrine 
Le Maistre quote Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger: 
“To take a decentered view of master-novice rela-
tions leads to an understanding that mastery re-
sides not in the master, but in the organization of 
the community of practice of which the master is 
part” (132). We offer here an example of organiz-
ing a teaching and learning context in which the 
mentoring task is “distributed” across and between 
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tion: “Is technology advancing or destroying soci-
ety?” Close reading of the three texts offered a range 
of scenarios and conflicts that provided a context for 
participants to consider this question. 

The mentoring component of the project 
was anchored in a literacy methods course taught 
by Debi at the university, where several instructors 
mentored the 25 interns. Mandy, a doctoral stu-
dent, was apprenticing to become a teacher educa-
tor through involvement in Debi’s course. Debi also 
worked closely with Liz, the university instructor 
for interns’ educational technology course, a col-
laboration that leveraged interns’ opportunities to 
take up the use of educational technology in the 
teaching of language arts. Salvador and Ellen were 
eighth-grade language arts teachers at the partner-
ship middle school. Finally, Jordan was the one-to-
one student teacher assigned to Salvador. However, 
during this collaborative project, Jordan took on a 
“peer mentor” role, where he mentored less-expe-
rienced interns in Debi’s course who had not yet 
begun student teaching. While Salvador served as 
his core mentor, Jordan was also mentored by the 
network of mentors in the project. 

The embedded feature of the course meant 
that interns met at the middle school and enacted 
the teaching practices they were learning about in 
the literacy methods course, focusing specifically 
on facilitating book clubs during the science fic-
tion genre study. Salvador and Ellen’s eighth-grade 
students were divided into small groups of three 
to seven students and assigned to a pair of interns, 
who facilitated book-club meetings once a week 
for four consecutive weeks. Each week, during the 
one-hour class, the interns facilitated both face-to-
face discussion and virtual discussion on an online 
newsfeed, Edmodo, which is designed for secure 
educational use. In the paragraphs that follow, we 
offer a glimpse of the activity in the book-club col-
laborative project. 

A Day in the Life of the Book Club

On book-club mornings, the middle school media 
center is more and more alive with activity as each 
moment passes. Beginning at 9:00, 25 undergradu-
ate teacher interns trickle in, quietly discussing 
their plans for their book-club teaching with peers 
with whom they are seated. A few interns approach 
Debi and Mandy with questions about the feedback 

multiple players and learning takes place through 
distributed cognition—through interactions be-
tween actors and artifacts in a particular context.

An illustrative example: Distributing 
Mentorship during a Book Club Project

Our example of distributed mentorship is situated 
in a university–school district partnership between 
the University of Michigan School of Education 
and the Ann Arbor Public Schools. This partner-
ship involves multiple collaborators from two pub-

lic schools, Scarlett Middle 
School and Mitchell Elemen-
tary School, and the Univer-
sity of Michigan in the work of 
the Mitchell Scarlett Teaching 
and Learning Collaborative 
(MSTLC). This partnership, 
which was initiated in 2010, 
focuses on the teaching of eco-
nomically, socially, and lin-

guistically diverse students in the two partnership 
schools and on building the skills of beginning and 
experienced teachers, administrators, and teacher 
educators who are involved in this work. 

During the past two years, beginning and 
experienced teachers and university faculty have 
worked together on a broad range of short- and 
long-term projects. The project that is the focus 
of this article falls within the category of “embed-
ded coursework,” where university faculty mem-
bers work collaboratively with classroom teachers 
to meaningfully “embed” some key instructional 
practices of the course within a public school class-
room context. The university students engage in 
scaffolded opportunities to use these instructional 
practices with students. As they do so, they are 
mentored by classroom teachers and university fac-
ulty in the shared context of the classroom. 

Two teacher educators (Debi and Liz), a doc-
toral candidate in teacher education (Mandy), two 
middle school language arts teachers (Ellen and 
Salvador), and a student teacher (Jordan) collabora-
tively designed a unit on the study of science fiction, 
where eighth-grade students read one of three sci-
ence fiction texts: Uglies (Westerfeld), Ender’s Game 
(Card), and The Last Book in the Universe (Philbrick). 
The unit activities focused on a single driving ques-
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who is not participating in the discussion. At 11:00 
Ellen’s students leave and Salvador’s enter, start-
ing the second iteration of the process. This time, 
however, the interns switch roles so that those who 
were observing last hour now have a chance to lead 
a book club.

One hour later, the eighth-grade students and 
interns depart in a flurry, going their separate ways 
until the following week. 

How Are Interns Mentored  
in This Embedded Setting?

The mentoring in the book-club project may not be 
immediately evident to those used to a one-to-one 
mentoring model. However, our experience is that 
mentoring is a key feature of the activity in this 
context, and the mentors are making their knowl-
edge of teaching practice available to interns in 
atypical ways. 

All six collaborating individuals (Salvador, 
Ellen, Jordan, Debi, Liz, and Mandy) serve both as 
unit designers and as mentor teachers. For example, 
when Ellen sits down with a group of students that 
she perceives to be unengaged, she models a style 
of questioning for the interns in the group where 
she asks students to make personal connections to 
the text. In other common moments of mentoring, 
an intern may approach one or more of the mentors 
with a dilemma she faced during her lesson. This 
happened, for example, when Renee approached 
Liz, Debi, and Jordan after her lesson to debrief 
about a challenge she encountered with two stu-
dents, Bianca and Ana, who attempted to confuse 
her by exchanging nametags and engaging only 
peripherally in the discussion. On sensing Renee’s 
frustration, Jordan provided the most immediately 
needed words of encouragement, explaining that 
it was not so unusual for these particular students 
to defy a teacher. He also expressed admiration for 
Renee’s immediate and intense scrutiny of her own 
teaching practice. Liz gave Renee explicit recom-
mendations for ways that she and her partner might 
tweak the use of the technology next week; Debi 
shared ideas for collective activities that Renee 
might engage the students in to build rapport and 
a textual focus for discussion, for example, by col-
lectively creating a story quilt. 

Thus, within what can appear, on the surface, 
to be a frenetic scene, these portraits demonstrate  

they received by email on their lesson plans the pre-
vious night. Class begins at 9:10, led by Debi and 
supported by Liz and Mandy. A discussion about 
today’s quickly approaching book-club meetings 
unfolds. Debi recommends that interns review the 
questions they plan to pose to ensure that they will 
elevate student thinking above the level of basic 
plot comprehension. Liz interjects to suggest ways 
that Edmodo can be used to achieve this goal, for 
example, by having interns prompt students to take 
on a character’s identity and post the character’s re-
action to a particular graphic image, popular song, 
or a telling quote. Mandy offers quick tips about 
how interns may want to set up their tables and 
chairs so that students can all be facing one another 
in a close circle yet have enough room for their lap-
top computers. 

The mentor teachers, Salvador and Ellen, and 
mentor student teacher, Jordan, also try to stop by 
during this preparation hour before the students ar-
rive to give the interns quick words of advice and 
caution. Jordan reports that students have been 
unusually rambunctious this week, perhaps due to 
the unexpected 80-degree weather in the middle of 
March! Salvador takes a few minutes to share his ob-
servations from last week that interns had a tendency 
to jump in and talk through awkward silences in the 
discussions. He encourages the interns to approach 
those moments differently this week. “Allow the stu-
dents some space. Speak to them, not at them.” 

At 10:00, Ellen’s 32 eighth-grade students 
enter and quickly spread across the large room, 
where they work in small groups with their interns. 
In each group, two interns lead, while two of their 
peers observe and take notes that they will later 
share with the lead interns. In moments, a focused 
and quiet energy fills the room as all 32 students 
post comments to their online Edmodo discus-
sion boards about the text they have been reading. 
And then, slowly, a quiet hum changes the atmo-
sphere as, one by one, each group begins to engage 
in discussion and to work on collective tasks, such 
as the completion of large concept maps related to 
the themes central to the texts. The mentor teach-
ers and university instructors circulate through the 
room, attending to groups where student participa-
tion appears low. Occasionally, Salvador, Ellen, or 
Jordan join a group and model for the interns how 
they would go about involving a particular student 
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interns’ instructions, as Bianca and Ana had done 
with Renee. The meeting started when Debi initi-
ated a discussion about several instances in which 
both students and interns appeared to be off-task. 
In one case, Salvador observed a group of strug-
gling readers and expressed his concern that the 
interns needed to do more to help the students 
make personal connections to the text. Salvador’s 
comment led Jordan to report on Renee’s sense of 
frustration with her lesson and challenges with 
Bianca and Ana. Jordan noted that at one point 
he stepped into Renee’s group and noticed that 
Ana was unengaged. Renee had asked what her 
thoughts were on a particular character who was a 
new friend of the novel’s protagonist. When Renee 
called on Ana to answer the question, Ana admit-
ted that she hadn’t read to the point in the text 
where she would know. In an effort to engage Ana, 
despite not having read the assigned pages, Jordan 
worked individually with her to make the ques-
tion personally relevant: “What would you look 
for, Ana, in a best friend?” Ana was able to respond 
to this question, and thus he managed to pull her 
back into the conversation. 

Jordan’s reporting on this scenario helped the 
group to develop a way to engage students concep-
tually in the texts. He unpacked Renee’s lesson to 
reveal that Ana had not simply been defying her 
teacher; more importantly, the learning opportuni-
ties Renee had presented were inaccessible to her. 
Jordan prompted the group to think about ways 
interns could be more flexible as they posed ques-
tions. He wondered aloud about the challenges of 
leading a book discussion: “At the moment, can 
you be flexible enough to look at it in a different 
way? Can you, in the moment, change the ques-
tion?” Liz, at this point, suggested that Jordan’s 
question, “What do you look for in a best friend?” 
would be a good way to open the conversation at 
the beginning of the lesson. Interns could pose this 
question and have the whole group collectively 
generate a list in response. Ellen pointed out that 
this question would apply well to each of the three 
texts the students had read, and made specific note 
of the friendships in each book, and their nuanced 
complexities. Drawing on these ideas later, Mandy 
and Debi worked together to draft a set of recom-
mendations for the interns that would serve to en-
gage the students in prevalent conceptual themes, 

that mentoring is occurring, moment by mo-
ment, and in a range of interactions. Most signifi-
cantly, this mentoring is focused on the practice of 
teaching— the explicit teaching moves that interns 
need to make to fully engage their students in ex-
ploration of the text. No one mentor “transmits” 
knowledge to any one individual intern, as may be 
the traditional expectation in a one-to-one men-
toring approach. Instead, a partnership of men-
tors collectively addresses the needs of a group of 
25 teaching interns through the mutual activity of 
text interpretation.

The Lunch Meeting as the Hub  
of the Mentoring Activity

The activity described above has the potential to 
appear chaotic. But the collaborators in this project 
experience this work as synchronous—a synchron-
icity that does not occur by accident. Every week, 

following the interns’ teach-
ing, the mentors meet for 
lunch in the teachers’ lounge. 
The lunch-meeting interac-
tions, where all the men-
tors involved in the project 
meet together, are the hub of 
the mentoring activity, even 
though there are sometimes 
only 20 minutes available for 
the gathering. During these 
meetings, the collaborators 
debrief about their observa-
tions of the intern-facilitated 
book clubs, identify specific 
techniques to recommend to 
the interns who appeared to 

struggle to engage their students, and finalize plans 
for the next week’s activity. The conversations con-
sistently return to the overarching theme of the 
unit, “Is technology advancing or destroying soci-
ety?” and the discussion of teaching moves that will 
support exploration of this question. 

We describe, here, a typical lunch meeting 
that occurred on the day following the book-club 
scene discussed above. The conversation centered 
on a discussion of how the collaborating mentors 
might support interns to engage students who 
were either struggling readers or who were defying 
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the prior week’s lunch meeting and later shared 
with them by their course instructors.

Mentoring in “Designed Settings”

What makes distributed mentoring contexts rich 
learning opportunities? Recent research on reform-
ing clinical aspects of teacher education has high-
lighted the potential of “designed settings” for the 
development of expertise in teaching practice (Ball 
et al.; Grossman et al.). Designed settings, such as 
the eighth-grade book-club conversations, limit 
the number of variables beginning teachers must 
contend with by creating teaching situations where 
interns focus their attention on just a few highly 
specified teaching practices. Interns have opportu-
nities to rehearse the language and behaviors they 
will enact with students, and they are provided di-
rect feedback on their work, both in the moment 
and after teaching. By approximating practice in 
this manner, interns have opportunities to build 
skills, confidence, and even automaticity as they 

without the requirement that all students be on the 
same page in the text. 

Debi also videotaped Salvador as he taught 
a book-club lesson later that day where he used 
the technique Jordan had suggested. Broadening 
questions so they were not plot-specific was effec-
tive with the four students Salvador worked with 
because they had all read up to different points in 
the text. The next week, Debi showed this video 
to the interns in class during the preparation hour, 
thus leveraging Salvador’s practice as a model to 
demonstrate that it is possible to involve multi-
ple students in collectively analyzing a text, even 
when they have each completed reading to different 
points in the text. 

During their lessons the next week, the in-
terns enacted a range of strategies that served both 
to engage students in the texts’ conceptual themes 
while building rapport through small-group activi-
ties, such as constructing a story quilt or concept 
map. Interns developed these strategies as a result 
of recommendations that were developed during 
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learn to enact both the complex and routine prac-
tices of teaching. Clinical teaching opportunities 
that are framed as designed settings require us to 
reframe the role of mentors as well.

In the case of the book-club designed set-
ting, beginning teachers knew their task: to engage 
eighth graders in rich discussion about a core ques-
tion about technology and society using a book-
club structure. They were prepped with questions, 
texts, and technology to draw on as students joined 

them in the media center for 
each session. Yet within this 
clinical setting, beginning 
teachers still needed the assis-
tance of more knowledgeable 
others. Importantly, the more-
experienced teachers who were 
available to them had a range 
of different kinds of assistance 
to offer, depending on their 
own expertise and knowledge 
bases. Even Jordan, the stu-

dent teacher, had unique and significant insights to 
offer. No single mentor in a one-to-one relationship 
with an intern could have provided the full array of 
suggestions and support that a novice might have 
needed in this setting. 

Teachers in this community of practice played 
out different roles (Wenger) as they engaged in the 
joint activity of book-club discussion, learning the 
content and processes of the activities through in-
teractions in the context (Lave and Wenger). Each 
perceived the scene through their personal/profes-
sional lenses, and, through mutual activity, each 
was influenced by the others. The traditional au-
thority of a single mentor was reduced but replaced 
with a community of teachers whose joint produc-
tive activity shaped both the environment and the 
activity within this environment.

Several key features of this clinical setting 
added substance and definition to the work. Teach-
ers and interns shared both practices and artifacts 
that shaped their mutual work. Common science-
fiction texts, a common core question, common 
approaches to assessing student understandings 
and making personal connections—all of these ele-
ments were at the core of the work. Further, this 
project took place within the larger context of the 
MSTLC, a developing long-range partnership be-

tween the school and the university. Trust-build-
ing, creation of shared discourse, and experience 
with similar clinical experiences offered a founda-
tion for this work and increased the possibility that 
participants would be willing to try new structures 
and take new risks.

Moving the Profession Forward

Perhaps we have had unreasonable expectations 
of what traditional mentor/novice relationships 
can offer beginning teachers. In this moment in 
history, when teacher educators and the public 
are carefully scrutinizing teacher preparation and 
considering what constitutes high-quality teacher 
education, we must carefully examine our tradi-
tions and construct clinical settings that draw on 
research-based knowledge about how people learn 
to become members of a community of practice. 
Drawing on sociocultural theory and research on 
distributed cognition, we have described an exam-
ple of mentoring that distributes the knowledge 
and activity across multiple players, all involved in 
a complexly designed task in a specific setting. Dis-
tributing mentorship across participants within a 
highly structured clinical setting offers the poten-
tial for community members to learn together, to 
frame the work of teaching more explicitly, and to 
generate new knowledge that can keep the profes-
sion moving forward (Grossman 6–7). 
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The ReadWriteThink.org strategy guide on Socratic Seminars can assist in executing book clubs. It explains Socratic 
seminars and offers practical methods for applying the approach in your classroom to help students investigate 
multiple perspectives in a text. http://www.readwritethink.org/professional-development/strategy-guides/socratic-
seminars-30600.html 

NCTE Literacy Education Advocacy Day 2013: April 18

Join NCTE members from across the nation for NCTE’s Literacy Education Advocacy Day on Thursday, 
April 18, 2013. NCTE members attending Advocacy Day will learn the latest about literacy education issues 
at the federal level and have a chance to interact with people highly involved with those issues. See  
http://www.ncte.org/action/advocacyday for details.
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