
Mentoring as a Professional Development 
Strategy for Instructional Coaches: 

Who Mentors the Mentors?

Abstract

School districts across America have responded to the accountabil-
ity movement by increasing professional development activities, including 
the utilization of onsite coaching strategies for educators. But who is men-
toring the mentors? This descriptive study in one Western state found that 
56% of instructional coaches reported they did not have a mentor, yet 90% 
of respondents thought mentoring was important for beginning instructional 
coaches, and 58% thought mentoring was important even for experienced 
instructional coaches. This study also reported on the areas that instruc-
tional coaches thought were important to be mentored in and the barriers 
that hindered their district in providing a mentoring program.

As the accountability movement sweeps across the educational 
landscape of the United States, the pressure on educators has been mount-
ing. As schools search for more effective methods of influencing student 
achievement we can observe increased spending on alternative ways to 
address professional development; among these are instructional coaching 
and peer coaching programs (Stichter, Lewis, Richter, Johnson, & Brad-
ley, 2006). This approach provides training that is sustained over time as 
teachers work one-on-one with an equally or more experienced teacher 
(Boyle, Lamprianou, & Boyle, 2005). Such an approach requires an onsite 
coach who provides not only training, but also modeling and feedback on 
the instructional strategies being implemented (Knight, 2007).

As schools invest more heavily in training their educators in new 
instructional strategies, it becomes important to ensure that the instruc-
tional coaches themselves are provided the support and training they need 
to become successful.   Principals and instructional facilitators alike rec-
ognize the need for mentoring, even for those individuals with experience 
(Duncan & Stock, 2009; Stock & Duncan, 2009).

Since 2006, school districts in the state of Wyoming have been 
provided additional funding outside the normal school funding formula 
for the purpose of hiring instructional facilitators. As of 2009, 398 facili-
tators were working with K–12 teachers in Wyoming schools. This study 
examines how these instructional facilitators were mentored and what in-
structional facilitators saw as their mentoring needs. Who is mentoring the 
mentors?
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Background

In 1995, 31 of Wyoming’s 49 school districts brought a lawsuit 
before the Wyoming Supreme Court alleging inequities in school fund-
ing (Dayton, 1997). The Wyoming Supreme Court’s decision in Campbell 
County Sch. Dist. v. State ultimately resulted in a court ordered reconstruc-
tion of the Wyoming school funding formula (Ryan, 2008). As a result of 
these legal challenges, school districts were eventually provided a signifi-
cant increase in school funding and increases in funding outside the base 
funding model for the purpose of professional development.

On March 10, 2006, the Wyoming House of Representatives of 
the 58th Legislature passed the School-Based Instructional Facilitators/In-
structional Coaches Grant. The purpose of the grant was to provide school 
districts funds outside of Wyoming’s school funding model for school-
based instructional facilitators and instructional coaches (Mockelmann, 
2007). To be eligible for these non-competitive funds, the school districts 
completed an application process. The original grant process funded 344 
teachers as instructional facilitators with 45 of 48 school districts partici-
pating throughout the state of Wyoming. The grant has continued in subse-
quent years, and in 2008–2009 it provided all 48 Wyoming school districts 
statewide the opportunity to hire a total of 398 teachers as instructional 
facilitators/coaches. Under the School-Based Instructional Facilitators/In-
structional Coaches Grant guidelines, the role of instructional facilitators 
has three main purposes (Mockelmann, 2007). The first purpose for in-
structional facilitators is to provide professional development. The second 
main goal is to work directly with teachers to improve teaching practices, 
and the third is to use instructional facilitators to lead alignment of instruc-
tion with curriculum standards and assessment tools.

As instructional facilitator funding is a new initiative in Wyoming, 
not much is known about how school districts train and mentor their new 
instructional facilitators, or what the instructional facilitators perceive as 
barriers to supporting and mentoring them.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the study was to examine the following aspects of 
the implementation of this professional development initiative: What is 
the academic, professional, and demographic profile of instructional fa-
cilitators in Wyoming and how does it compare with the teaching popu-
lation statewide? Do instructional facilitators report the need to receive 
mentoring? In what areas do instructional facilitators perceive the need for 
mentoring? Do elementary and secondary facilitators differ in the areas in 
which they perceive a need for mentoring? What are the perceived barriers 
to providing a mentoring program for instructional facilitators? How often 
are instructional facilitators evaluated and who evaluates them?
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Review of Literature

Instructional coaches or instructional facilitators are professional 
educators who typically work with other classroom teachers to help them 
improve their practice (Knight, 2007). Mentoring is the process of provid-
ing help, advice, and guidance to people with less experience for the pur-
pose of helping them with their personal and career development (Bell, 
2000; Carruthers, 1993; Roberts, 2000). Instructional coaching is different 
from mentoring in that coaching often involves an instructional modeling 
and feedback loop that may or may not be present in a typical mentoring 
program (Knight, 2007).

Although the main purpose of mentoring is to help the new and 
perhaps less experienced person, the mentor often finds the process per-
sonally beneficial. Talley and Henry (2008) described the process of men-
toring as helping both the mentee and the mentor by increasing their satis-
faction and their knowledge. Another positive impact of some mentoring 
programs is the leadership development potential provided for the mentors 
(Hanson & Moir, 2008).

Mentoring is different from supervising employees. Supervisors 
possess an authority that alters the mentoring relationship due to the pow-
er imbalance that supervisors have over employees (Manathunga, 2007).
The process of mentoring is also different from induction, although effec-
tive induction programs often include a mentoring component that match-
es new teachers with more experienced colleagues (Algozzine, Gretes, 
Queen, & Cowan-Hathcock, 2007). Induction programs for new teachers 
often include orientation programs and specific training offered by the or-
ganization but include mentoring as a way of easing the transition from 
the university to the classroom (Stanulis & Ames, 2009). Mentoring with-
out specific and targeted support risks becoming merely a “buddy system” 
(Stanulis & Ames, 2009). While this format may help with retention of 
employees it may have little to no impact on their effectiveness (Stanulis 
& Floden, 2009).

There are often differences of opinion or conflicts between men-
tors and mentees. Bradbury and Koballa (2008) identified communication 
and differences in beliefs about teaching as areas of potential conflict or 
difference between mentees and mentors. Other issues causing problems 
for mentors are confusing roles, lack of time, mismatching of mentors and 
novices, and a lack of goals (Hall, 2008). Ehrich, Hansford and Tennent 
(2004) conducted a meta-analysis of over 300 studies on mentoring and 
reported that lack of time and training were common problems reported in 
the literature.

While much has been written about mentoring of teachers and 
mentoring in general, little is known about how and to what extent teach-
er leaders and specifically instructional facilitators are mentored. Who is 
mentoring those who coach and in many cases mentor the teachers?
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Research Design and Methods 

This study used a survey research design. The population was all 
instructional facilitators (N = 398) working in Wyoming public schools in 
the spring of 2009.

Participants

A mailing list of all instructional facilitators was obtained from 
the Wyoming Department of Education. The survey and a personally ad-
dressed letter of consent explaining the purpose of the study were mailed 
to all instructional facilitators on the list, along with a stamped addressed 
envelope for return. For the purposes of this study, respondents were 
grouped in two categories, K–8 or 9–12 depending on which grade span 
they worked with most often. One hundred and seventy-one surveys of 
398 were returned, giving a return rate of 43%. Table 1 shows the profile 
of the respondents by gender and grade categories.

Table 1

Profile of Instructional Facilitator Respondents by Gender and Grade 
Categories

n (% of N)
Gender Grades K–8 Grades 9–12 Total n (% of N)
Male 5 (3.0) 24 (14.6) 29 (17.6)
Female 60 (36.5) 75 (45.7) 135 (82.3)
Total 65 (39.6) 99 (60.3) a164 (99.9)

aSeven individuals of the 171 did not respond to these survey items.

Demographic data indicated 82% of the instructional facilitators 
who responded were female and 18% were male. Of the 398 instructional 
facilitators in Wyoming, 78% are female and 22% are male. The overall 
profile of instructional facilitators responding to the survey was very simi-
lar to the profile of instructional facilitators statewide.

Instrument

The instrument contained questions regarding gender, years in the 
instructional facilitator position, level of education, school size and grade 
level, district size, the types of mentoring programs available in their dis-
trict, whether they had a mentor, and whether mentoring was a district pol-
icy. Participants were also asked to rate on a Likert-type scale of 1–5 the 
importance of topics in which they would like to be mentored and their 
perceptions of potential barriers to creating a mentoring program for in-
structional facilitators. In addition to the multiple choice questions, there 
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were prompts requesting that respondents write responses to open-ended 
questions. This allowed respondents to clarify their responses or add ad-
ditional information pertinent to the study. Data were analyzed with SPSS 
17 using descriptive statistics, and independent samples t-tests.

Results

What is the profile of instructional facilitators in Wyoming and how does 
it compare with the teaching population statewide? 

The data showed that a large majority of instructional facilitators 
have advanced degrees. Seventy-six percent of the instructional facilita-
tors reported having a Master’s Degree and 21% reported having a Bache-
lor’s Degree. One percent had a Doctoral Degree and 1% reported having 
an advanced degree in another field. Only 15% of respondents reported a 
graduate degree in Educational Leadership. Overall, the gender profile of 
respondents was very similar to the gender profile of the state population 
of instructional facilitators.

In what areas do instructional facilitators perceive the need for mentoring?

Eighty-six percent of the respondents indicated they had three 
years experience or less as an instructional facilitator. Since Wyoming’s 
instructional facilitator program was only three years old at the time of 
the study, this result is not surprising. While most instructional facilitators 
are relatively inexperienced in their new positions, 56% of them reported 
they do not have mentors. Ninety percent of the respondents, however, in-
dicated they felt mentoring was important for beginning instructional fa-
cilitators, compared with 58% who believed it was also important for more 
experienced instructional facilitators. Table 2 shows the experience levels 
reported by instructional facilitators.

Table 2

Reported Years of Experience for Instructional Facilitators

Years of experience Frequency Percent
1 44 26.5
2 26 15.7
3 71 42.8
4 7 4.2
5 7 4.2
6 3 1.8
7 2 1.2

(continued)
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Years of experience Frequency Percent
8 2 1.2

11 1 0.6
13 1 0.6

Total
Note. Not all respondents answered all the questions.

What types of mentoring programs are in place?

Thirty-four percent of respondents indicated their district had a 
formal or informal mentoring program. Fifty percent of the respondents 
said their district did not have an informal or formal mentoring plan and 
16% reported they didn’t know if their district had a mentoring plan. For 
those instructional facilitators who reported they had a mentoring pro-
gram, 45.6% said their mentoring program was perceived “very positive-
ly” in their district; 36.8% indicated it was viewed “somewhat positively;” 
15.7% indicated the perception was “neutral” and 1.7% indicated it was 
viewed “somewhat negatively.”

In what areas do instructional facilitators perceive the need for mentoring? 

Participants were asked to rate how important (1 = not important; 
5 = very important) a mentor could be in exploring and developing cer-
tain areas. The areas where facilitators indicated mentoring would be most 
important were instructional leadership, using data, working with difficult 
staff members and creating a collegial faculty. Table 3 shows the areas that 
instructional facilitators perceived as important for mentoring.

Table 3

Instructional Facilitators and their Perceived Areas of Importance for 
Mentoring

Item N M SD
Instructional leadership 152 4.25 .966
Using data 152 4.18 1.006
Working with difficult staff 152 4.13 1.067
Creating a collegial faculty 152 4.00 1.067
Sustaining personal motivation 152 3.97 1.127
Working with difficult students 152 3.67 1.254
Working with difficult parents 150 3.30 1.225

Table 2 (continued)

(continued)
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Item N M SD
Working with community 149 3.24 1.063
Working with outside agencies 152 3.14 1.147
Dealing with diversity issues 147 3.10 1.129
Dealing with legal issues 150 3.02 1.181
Working with school board 151 3.00 1.104
Working with school budget and finance 151 2.88 1.163
Working with media 151 2.79 1.133

Note. Not all respondents answered all the questions. Likert scale 1–5, where 1= not im-
portant and 5 = very important.

How do K–8 facilitators differ from facilitators in grades 9-12 in the areas 
they perceive important for mentoring?

Table 4 shows the top five areas of perceived importance for men-
toring for K–8 facilitators and 9–12 instructional facilitators. The highest 
ranked areas of importance for K–8 facilitators were instructional leader-
ship, using data, sustaining personal motivation, creating a collegial fac-
ulty and dealing with difficult staff.  For instructional facilitators in grades 
9–12 the highest area of importance for mentoring was in dealing with dif-
ficult staff, followed by instructional leadership, using data, creating a col-
legial faculty and sustaining personal motivation.

Table 4

Ranked Areas of Perceived Importance for Mentoring by K–8 and Grade 
9–12 Facilitators

Topic M SD

        K–8 instructional facilitators

Instructional leadership * 4.45 .81
Using data * 4.37 .95
Sustaining personal motivation 4.15 1.11
Creating a collegial faculty 4.10 .99
Dealing with difficult staff 4.09 1.19

         9–12 instructional facilitators

Dealing with difficult staff 4.17 .97
Instructional leadership * 4.11 1.04
Using data * 4.04 1.02
Creating a collegial faculty 3.92 1.11

Table 3 (continued)

(continued)
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Topic M SD
Sustaining personal motivation 3.84 1.12

Note. For this set of questions there were 151 responses from 177 surveys returned. Likert 
scale 1–5, where 1 = not important and 5 = very important.
* significant at p < 0.05

The highest ranked areas of importance for both groups were all 
internal needs that deal with personal relationships or specific professional 
needs that deal with the immediate tasks at hand such as using data or be-
ing an instructional leader. In both groups the lowest areas of importance 
were all external factors that lie outside their immediate job functions. 
Topics such as dealing with media, dealing with outside agencies, school 
budget issues and legal issues were all ranked low by both elementary and 
secondary facilitators. Although diversity issues could be viewed as an in-
ternal school factor, it was ranked low. With Wyoming’s lack of diversity 
in the schools in comparison to other states, this is not a surprising find-
ing. The areas with statistically significant differences (p < 0.05) between 
the K–8 facilitators and 9–12 instructional facilitators were using data (p = 
.046) and instructional leadership (p = .032).

What are the perceived barriers to providing a mentoring program for 
instructional facilitators? 

The biggest barriers to providing a mentoring program were lack of 
time for mentoring, limited state guidance, and no training. Table 5 shows 
the perceived barriers to an instructional facilitator mentoring program.

Table 5

Perceived Barriers to Instructional Facilitator Mentoring Programs

Barriers to mentoring N M SD
Lack of time for IF mentors 149 3.83 1.090
State guidance is limited 142 3.61 1.180
No training 150 3.52 1.300
Lack of time for beginning IFs 148 3.27 1.330
No interest at district for mentoring IFs 144 3.20 1.180
No recompense 149 3.19 1.200
No supplementary materials and resources 150 3.05 1.252
District unwilling to oversee 149 2.86 1.333
No interest by beginning IFs 150 2.70 1.333

Note. Not all respondents answered all the questions.

Table 4 (continued)
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Responses to open-ended questions

Respondents were given an opportunity to make additional com-
ments regarding their thoughts on mentoring programs for instruction-
al facilitators. One common theme that emerged from these open-ended 
comments was the lack of time. One person wrote, “It is hard enough to 
complete all that is required and requested of me, let alone to find time 
for me to be mentored.” With regards to training one person stated, “Our 
district just put good teachers into these positions without any training. 
Unfortunately being good teachers doesn’t always mean that they will be 
good facilitators to help other teachers.” Another comment was, “There 
were no prep programs in our state – just what the district provides.” Com-
ments such as, “the state provides little support,” and “instructional facili-
tators need training (more than 2–3 days) prior to taking on this job,” were 
representative of responses to the open-ended prompts.

These perceived barriers are not surprising in light of the sud-
den availability of the instructional facilitator funds without prior advance 
training or preparation within individual districts in Wyoming. Despite the 
high ranking indicating an overall lack of state guidance, a number of re-
spondents commented in the open ended sections that they were pleased 
with their local school districts’ training and overall professional develop-
ment for instructional facilitators. One respondent wrote, “Our district has 
our own plan for professional development for instructional coaches that 
matches our initiatives.” Another respondent stated, “Mentors have a great 
support system within our school district.”

While there were no separate survey questions specifically regard-
ing role definitions and job descriptions for instructional facilitators, respon-
dents made numerous comments about role confusion.  One instructional 
facilitator wrote, “The district needs to know/learn the needs/roles of the in-
structional facilitators.” Another one stated, “I believe teachers need to be 
educated as to what an instructional facilitator’s duties are.  They seem woe-
fully uninformed.” And yet another facilitator wrote, “Roles need to be de-
fined more specifically—some facilitators may be expected to have very dif-
ferent roles in different buildings depending on principal leadership.”

How often are instructional facilitators evaluated and who evaluates them? 

Seventy-four percent of instructional facilitators reported they 
are evaluated at least once a year. When asked who evaluates them, 6.7% 
reported no one evaluates them, 65.9% indicated the principal evaluates 
them, 5.5% reported that other building level personnel evaluate them, 
9.8% said the superintendent evaluates them and 12.2% said other central 
office personnel evaluate them. Fifty-one percent reported that instruction-
al facilitators have their own evaluation form and process and 49% indi-
cated they do not have a separate evaluation form or process.
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Discussion

While some research exists around the topic of mentoring teachers 
and administrators, there is a scarcity of studies that explore the use of men-
toring of instructional facilitators. As Daresh and Playko (1992) explained, 
many adults in various phases of life might find mentoring to be of benefit 
to them. This study highlights the areas in which instructional facilitators 
feel a need for mentoring and describes the areas in which they feel barri-
ers to mentoring programs exist. It is interesting to note that the areas of im-
portance for mentoring reported by instructional facilitators are very closely 
aligned with the reported goals of the Wyoming School-Based Instructional 
Facilitators/Instructional Coaches Grant (Mockelmann, 2007). The purpos-
es listed in the grant were for the facilitators to administer professional de-
velopment, work directly with teachers to improve teaching practices, and 
conduct alignment of instruction with curriculum standards and assessment 
tools. The top areas of importance for mentoring mentioned by facilitators 
were instructional leadership, using data, dealing with difficult staff, creat-
ing a collegial faculty and sustaining personal motivation. It appears that in-
structional facilitators see the need for both professional development and 
personal development in dealing with the staff. The majority of instructional 
facilitators report that mentoring is important not only for new instructional 
facilitators but for veterans as well.

This study also demonstrates that instructional facilitators per-
ceive the need for more preparation and role definition at the state and dis-
trict levels to prepare them for their new roles. There is very little known 
about how instructional facilitators were deployed in the state, what the 
decision-making process was, and who made those decisions. One area 
for further research would be to explore how instructional facilitators were 
assigned in their districts and what decision-making processes were used 
across the state.

Conclusions

The results of this survey indicate that the majority of instruction-
al facilitators do not have a mentor, yet most of the respondents indicated 
they felt mentoring was important for beginning instructional facilitators 
and most believed it was important even for more experienced instruction-
al facilitators. It appears that facilitators recognize the value of mentoring 
for their work, even for those with experience.

Survey respondents indicated that time and lack of state guidance 
were important barriers in creating mentoring programs for instructional 
facilitators. This does not seem surprising, given the sudden implementa-
tion of the Wyoming School-Based Instructional Facilitators/Instructional 
Coaches Grant. The funding was provided before training and orientation 
were provided to Wyoming school districts, as many respondents reported. 
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The reported barriers to mentoring programs for instructional facilitators, 
such as lack of time and lack of training, were also consistent with a meta-
analysis of the literature on mentoring (Ehrich, Hanford & Tennant, 2004). 
One possible implication for policy makers and decision makers who are 
considering implementing an instructional facilitator program is to provide 
training and professional development opportunities in advance of program 
implementation, possibly including a mentoring program for facilitators.

Respondents also indicated that a mentor would be important to 
them in learning how to use data. The age of accountability has clearly in-
creased the pressure on all educators to produce documentable results. Fa-
cilitators have reported this as one of their top concerns and this study con-
firms the need that educators have to better understand how to use data to 
improve instruction. This finding may have implications for professional 
developers and those responsible for scheduling and implementing train-
ing and mentoring opportunities for instructional coaches.

Another finding with possible implications for staff developers, 
trainers and mentors is the reported need to work with difficult staff mem-
bers. This research identified it as a top-rated concern for facilitators in 
grades 9–12, perhaps giving further credence to the perception that sec-
ondary school teachers are more resistant to change (Smyth, 2007).

Another finding with implications is that facilitators report a need 
for mentoring in developing their instructional leadership skills. It is ironic 
that instructional facilitators are increasingly thrust into leadership situa-
tions where they must lead individuals who are reluctant to change, yet the 
facilitators have had little mentoring or advance preparation in the field of 
leadership. While it is not known how many facilitators had informal train-
ing or experience in the field of leadership, this survey did show that only 
15% had formal degrees in educational leadership. All the areas discussed 
above are specific areas that are identified as important purposes for the 
School-Based Instructional Facilitators/Instructional Coaches Grant.

Respondents’ comments regarding the lack of time for mentor-
ing reveal the dilemma that instructional facilitators face. While they ac-
knowledged the need for advance training and mentoring in a variety of 
areas, they also see lack of time as a real barrier to being mentored.  The 
implication may be that those responsible for mentoring and training in-
structional facilitators should consider weaving the training and mentor-
ing into the fabric of the work day so that it is not viewed as “just another 
thing” to add to their already crowded plates (Ezarik, 2002).

The use of instructional facilitators and instructional coaches to pro-
vide quality support for educators is a practice that has the potential to sup-
port schools in their efforts to improve public education. As with any in-
novation, careful planning and advance preparation is critical to effective 
implementation. As states throughout the nation compete for federal dollars 
through Race To The Top grants and other funding streams meant to spark 
innovation and school reform, it might be wise for policy makers and deci-
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sion makers who implement these programs to consider the question, “Who 
mentors the mentors?” As revealed by this study, instructional facilitators 
also have mentoring and training needs that deserve careful consideration.
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