
129

6.2 Challenges in mentoring teacher-research, and how to 
overcome them

Ana García Stone Freelance, Madrid and Richard Smith University of Warwick, 
UK

Introduction
Teacher-research (TR) is increasingly recognised as beneficial for teachers and learn-
ers, but specialised mentoring to introduce teachers to such research is also important. 
A teacher-research mentor (TR-mentor) may be a teacher educator but can equally 
well be a fellow teacher who has themselves benefited from TR in the past. However, 
it’s important to acknowledge that TR-mentoring can be challenging and that rela-
tively little guidance exists for new mentors in this area. In our workshop we aimed 
to offer such guidance by inviting discussion of authentic accounts of issues faced by 
TR-mentors, together with some of the strategies they have implemented.

Mentoring Exploratory Action Research
The particular kind of TR that we focused on was Exploratory Action Research (EAR), 
in which teachers explore a particular issue of concern to them and, based on what 
they find, decide whether, and, if so, how to change their teaching. This approach was 
developed originally for projects with schoolteachers in Global South contexts (2013 
onwards) and has by now been quite widely implemented (see British Council, n.d.). 
This has given rise, in turn, to an increasing focus on how mentors can be effectively 
trained and supported. Experience in South Asia, in particular, has informed the 
development of an innovative framework for EAR-mentor training (Smith, 2020) and 
of an international online support network of teacher-research mentors, ‘MenTRnet’ 
(http://mentrnet.net). MenTRnet has been partnering with IATEFL’s Research SIG 
(ReSIG) to offer training and to showcase EAR-mentoring experience, in events and 
a recent publication (Smith et al., 2024). 

Illustrative challenges – and strategies implemented by mentors
In Table 6.2.1 are some of the EAR-mentoring challenges that have been shared by 
MenTRnet members together with strategies they have implemented. The examples 
are authentic ones from difficult situations in India, Iran and Pakistan. 
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Chapter 6: Approaches to teacher development

Mentor Challenge Strategy successfully 
implemented

Based in the 
UK, mentoring a 
university teacher 
in Iran

The mentor felt the mentee 
was over-reliant on her for 
solutions and suggestions. 

Withdrew gradually from 
answering all her mentee’s 
questions and instead started 
to ask more questions, to foster 
self-reliance. 

Based in India, 
mentoring 30 
primary school 
teachers

Teachers went straight ahead 
into developing action plans, 
not planning to explore 
the existing situation. The 
mentor thought the plans 
did not include the learners’ 
points of view and reflected 
too many assumptions

Decided to carefully consider 
and write questions for her 
mentees to lead them to 
re-evaluate their action plans. 
She asked mentees about the 
reasons behind their intended 
actions and the assumptions 
they had about their learners. 

Based in India, 
mentoring a 
large group of 
secondary school 
teachers

Teachers were enthusiastic 
at first but after about a 
month they struggled to 
meet deadlines and found it 
difficult to write reflections on 
the work they were doing.

Created shared online 
documents that allowed 
him to maintain contact 
and keep records. These 
streamlined communication, 
data collection and project 
management, saving time and 
resources.

Mentoring a 
group of nine 
teacher educators 
at a College of 
Education in 
Pakistan

Most have already 
completed research projects 
in the past for postgraduate 
degrees. At first they 
thought EAR is ‘very simple’ 
or ‘not rigorous enough’ for 
undertaking research. 

Emphasised again that EAR is 
a practitioner research approach 
and doesn’t necessarily follow 
norms of relatively positivistic 
research Also, held one-to-one 
sessions, reining in the more 
ambitious ideas and focusing 
attention on ideas arising from 
practice rather than gaps in the 
literature.

Mentoring a 
cohort of 110 
teachers in a face-
to-face in-service 
programme in 
India

Teachers complete the 
exploratory phase of EAR 
but only a few complete the 
action research phase after 
they return to their schools. 

Suggested that teachers carry 
out just one or two activities 
from their action plan and share 
what happened informally in 
a structured template using 
Google Forms. 

  
Table 6.2.1: Illustrative challenges and responses by mentors
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Final thoughts
Authentic situations and strategies actually experienced and implemented by EAR-
mentors can form a useful addition to the still-limited knowledge base for training 
in the field of TR-mentoring, complementing existing experience-based prescriptions 
(e.g. Smith, 2020). Such situations and strategies will continue to be documented 
within MenTRnet, which all interested are invited to join, for further knowledge 
sharing.
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6.3 Dialogic reflection for professional development: all for one

Khoa Do A.S. Hornby Trust, The National College of Education, Ho Chi Minh 
City, Vietnam

 
Introduction
Professional development in English language teaching continues to grapple with how 
best to support reflective, responsive and context-sensitive teacher growth. This paper 
argues for Cooperative Development (CD), a dialogic and non-judgemental framework 
proposed by Edge (2002), as an alternative approach to teacher development along-
side traditional approaches such as going to a workshop. Based on practical imple-
mentation and personal reflections, this paper explores how CD fosters meaningful 
professional learning through structured, empathetic dialogue.
 
Limitations of traditional professional development models
Lortie (1975) characterised teaching as an ‘egg-carton’ profession – suggesting the 
isolating nature of teaching environments where educators work side by side but 
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