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Study a"er study shows the quality of teaching is paramount to student achievement. Next to parents, 
teachers are the most important people in determining a student’s academic success. So what makes a 
great teacher? How can educational leaders support and increase the skills of teachers? And what can be 
done to help new teachers become highly skilled teachers?

To $nd out, the Foundation for Excellence in Education has interviewed more than 240 of Florida’s 
most e%ective teachers over the past three years. Teachers were chosen because their students made the 
most progress in reading or math for students in fourth through tenth grades based on the results of the 
Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test, the state’s annual standardized test.

!ese teachers shared their experience and expertise with researchers during focus groups moderated 
by the University of Florida’s Lastinger Center for Learning, a national leader in developing innovative 
professional development initiatives designed to improve instruction in classrooms across our country. 
Over three years, teachers have been asked questions about instructional practice and e%ective supports 
for teacher learning.

!e insights into excellence in teaching, professional development and mentoring from these teachers 
echoed across subject and grade. !ese recurring themes, re*ected in the words of the teachers 
themselves, reinforced the $ndings of multiple research papers and projects from renowned institutions 
across the country.

!e Excellence in Teaching program emphasizes student progress, not performance. It rewards teachers 
who motivate students — whether they are high achievers or struggling with the fundamentals — to 
gain more than a year’s worth of knowledge in a year’s time. !e 2010 Excel Award winners represent 14 
achievement pro$les for students, based on seven categories in reading or math: all students, students 
who were high achieving students, students performing below grade level, students eligible for free or 
reduced lunch, students learning the English Language, students with disabilities and charter school 
students. 

!e “Secrets of Success” in teaching (Ross & Adams, 2010) captures the wisdom of practice from 
the 2008 and 2009 award-winning teachers. A companion document, “!e Secrets of Successful 
Professional Development” (Ross, Dodman, Vescio, Adams & Humphries, 2011), captures the guidance 
of the 2009 award winners about the nature of supports for professional learning necessary to help 
all teachers enhance their knowledge and practice. !e current document captures the guidance of 
the 2010 award winners about the nature of support necessary to help novice teachers become highly 
e%ective teachers.
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SECRETS FOR SUPPORTING NOVICE TEACHERS 

!ere is a strong consensus that among the variables for improving student achievement, the teacher ma/ers more than 

any other single factor (Rowan, Correnti & Miller, 2002). Yet we know that many novices struggle and that approximately 

one-third of new teachers leave the profession within $ve years (Darling-Hammond, 2003). Because it may take up to $ve 

years for teachers to become con$dent and highly skilled (Moore, Johnson & others, 2004), the induction and mentoring 

of novice teachers to help them develop both competence and con$dence is of critical consequence for student 

achievement. !e 2010 Excel Award-winning teachers shared their insights regarding important aspects of supporting 

novice teachers. !eir Secrets for Supporting Novice Teachers are divided into three sections: the content of an ideal 

induction experience, the processes of successful mentoring, and the role of school leaders. Within each section, several 

secrets capture their insights about high-quality support.
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QUICK TIP: 
Help novices examine 
how all the pieces fit 
together.

Besides helping novices with 
each piece of the lesson planning 
process, the 2010 Excel Award 
winning teachers stressed that 
mentors should help novices 
think about whether the lesson 
is structured to help students 
proceed logically through an 
instructional sequence and 
whether the various elements 
of the lesson are “in sync” or 
aligned with one another: 

(Elementary; Reading; All 

SECRET #1: Provide novice teachers with 
guidance on strong lesson planning.

Almost all novice teachers begin their $rst year with some background in 
lesson planning. One might assume this would be an easy skill for a beginning 
teacher, but the Excel teachers stressed that lesson planning involves 
judgment that novices are still developing. !is means they need mentors 
who can help them focus on the varied needs of students:

!e 2010 Excel Award-winning teachers had clear ideas about the appropriate 
focus for an induction program. Based on their recollections of their beginning 
years and experiences in supporting novices, they identi$ed areas where novices 
need the guidance of more experienced colleagues. !ese included lesson 
planning, classroom management, professional judgment, and school routines 
and procedures.

Content of an Ideal Induction Experience
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SECRET #2: Provide ongoing guidance related to  
classroom management. 

!e Excel teachers stressed that strong classroom management involves judgment and skills that are developed 
over time and with practice. !ey noted that novices struggle with $nding the balance between nurturing 
students and being authoritative. !ey also stressed the complexity of making classroom management 
decisions, which require that the teacher know about management and about the speci$c children in the 
classroom, as well as have the ability to handle multiple tasks at one time. Because these are complex judgments 
with no one “right” way, novices clearly need knowledgeable mentors to help them re*ect on their decisions:
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SECRET #3: Provide guidance and support in making 
professional decisions. 

Teachers today are given many professional resources from textbooks, to curriculum guidelines, to pacing 
guides. Each is valuable, yet the Excel teachers stressed that they use their professional judgment to decide 
how to use materials and resources based upon their judgments about what their students need. !e 
Excel teachers stressed that to become highly e%ective teachers, novices need to quickly learn to trust the 
professional decisions they make related to tailoring instruction to students’ needs. !e guidance of a skilled 
mentor is essential in this process: 

SECRET #4: Remember to teach novices routine school 
procedures. 

Beyond developing their pedagogical skills, novice teachers must have support in learning routine school 
procedures that impact their daily work. !e 2010 Excel Award-winning educators discussed the importance 
of supporting novice teachers in understanding procedures that ranged from turning in $eld trip money to 
knowing whom to turn to for help with classroom technology:

p

p

Content of an Ideal Induction Experience
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QUICK TIP: 
Reinforce existing skills 
that the novice brings to 
the classroom to boost 
professional confidence.

Using the existing strengths 
that novice teachers bring to the 
classroom is an important step in 
facilitating the development of 
their skills as educators:

teacher how they can teach the 

What the Research Says  

Secrets one through four emphasize that novice teachers have many needs that 
must be met in order for them to grow as educators. Many novice teachers feel 
that classroom management is the primary challenge they face; they believe it is 

the foundation upon which e%ective 
teaching is based, and it is o"en an 
area in which they struggle. !ey want 
and need immediate help in learning 
e%ective classroom management 
strategies (Hertzog, 2002; Ingersoll 
& Smith, 2004). Developing a set 
of e%ective classroom management 
strategies takes time and practice, and 
novice teachers bene$t from being 
able to work with mentors who have 
developed a strong toolkit of such 
strategies. 

Besides classroom management issues, 
novice teachers o"en report that they 
want mentors who will be transparent 
about their content and how they teach 
it (Athanases et al., 2008; Boreen & 
Niday, 2000; Evertson & Smithey, 
2000). Providing novice teachers with 
mentors who teach the same subjects 
and grade levels that they do creates 
natural alliances that focus on how to 
teach content in order help them to 
best teach their students. To teach well, 
(Feiman-Nemser 2001) teachers need 
to determine the learning styles of their 
students and then design instruction in 
ways that capitalize on those learning 
preferences. E%ective mentors have 
a wealth of experience in addressing 
the diversity of their students’ needs, 
and can guide the novice teachers they 
work with as they learn to di%erentiate 

instruction for their own students. In addition, timely noti$cation about and 
assistance with the logistical demands of teaching, such as when reports are due, 
makes the $rst year less stressful
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QUICK TIP: 
Select mentors who also 
appreciate the importance 
of providing emotional 
support for the novice 
teacher. 

When talking about their 
own induction experiences, 
these award-winning teachers 
focused on the signi$cance of 
the emotional support that key 
mentors provided to them at the 
start of their careers: 

it made me feel so good that my 
mentor wanted to try something 

had con"dence all my life and he 

SECRET #5: Select coaches and mentors 
who have the time and desire to work with 
novice teachers. 

Ensuring support for novice teachers requires selecting mentor teachers who 
not only have the necessary skills and content knowledge but also have the 
desire and commitment to work with a novice. !e Excel teachers noted 
that e%ective mentoring requires that the mentor work with the novice on 
an ongoing basis. Moving from novice teacher to highly e%ective teacher 
takes time, so the support given to novice teachers needs to be more than a 
sporadic e%ort; rather, it must occur on a consistent and persistent basis. !e 
teachers noted that their most e%ective mentors were highly skilled and gave 
them the gi" of time.

!e Components of an E"ective Mentoring Process

!e Excel teachers also had numerous suggestions about key components of 
the mentoring process. !ey noted that the way mentoring is delivered is as 
important as what content is included in a program. Secrets $ve through seven 
capture their suggestions for structuring a mentoring program to make sure a 
novice is connected to the right mentor doing the right things to support his/
her learning.
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QUICK TIP: 
A teaching team setting 
provides a natural context for 
observation and collaboration 
that supports the learning of 
novice teachers.

A number of the teachers emphasized 
the value of placing a novice teacher 
on a teaching team with more 
experienced teachers. When the team 
includes teachers who are commi/ed 
to mentoring, the team provides the 
opportunities for teachers to observe 
one another and provide situation-
speci$c feedback for novices.

classroom with a veteran teacher? 

SECRET #6: Provide frequent opportunities 
for novice teachers to observe and be 
observed by experienced teachers.

!e signi$cance of opportunities to learn from more experienced teachers 
was regularly stressed as being important for novice teachers. Here the 
teachers talked about the value of learning through activities such as 
observing and team teaching:

ffff

!e Components of an E"ective Mentoring Process
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What the Research Says  

Secrets five through seven capture the effective 
processes of mentoring that ensure new teachers 
receive the concerted support they need as they learn 
to teach. An ideal induction program pairs novice 
teachers with highly effective, experienced mentors 
who teach related content and who have a desire to 
help others learn to be effective teachers. Successful 
mentors commit the time necessary to be accessible so 
they can address the many questions novices have as 
they learn their craft and help their mentees find the 
basic materials and supplies any new employee might 
need (Cherubini, 2007; Ingersoll & Smith, 2004). 
That is, strong mentors commit the time to ensure they are there so that the novices’ questions are 
answered right away. Additionally, mentors provide emotional support by acting as sounding boards 
for novice teachers to discuss the issues they are experiencing in their classrooms in an effort to find 
ways to address such issues (Street, 2004). 

Mentors serve as a safety net as novice teachers try out what they already have or are currently learning. 
The mentoring relationship is enhanced when mentors and novice teachers are given dedicated time to 
work together (Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Katkus, 2007; Street, 2004). Novice teachers also benefit from 
becoming a part of a community of learners in which more experienced teachers may model effective 
teaching behaviors as the novice teacher observes or even co-teaches with such teachers in order to 
gain valuable teaching experience (Lieberman & Miller, 2008). Those who design teacher induction 
programs can enhance the impact of the programs by providing time and opportunities for mentors 
and novice teachers to work together.

!e Components of an E"ective Mentoring Process

SECRET #7: Use modeling to help novice teachers learn 
important teaching skills. 

!ese experienced teachers spoke to the signi$cance of showing new teachers what to do and how to do it. 
Beyond simply se/ing up time for them to observe and be observed, there should be an intentional focus 
on modeling e%ective teaching as part of structured mentoring activities.
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QUICK TIP: 
Help novice teachers 
manage their time.

Novice teachers may $nd it 
challenging to make decisions 
about what they must do and what 
can be put to the side. School 
leaders can help them with these 
decisions:

allowing them to have the time to 

!e Role of School Leaders

SECRET #8: Provide novice teachers with a 
reasonable teaching load that supports the 
needs of new teachers.

!e 2010 Excel Award teachers discussed key strategies that school leaders 
should use to help novice teachers. !eir suggestions included ideas such as 
lightening the load of responsibilities for new teachers and being mindful of the 
students who are placed into a new teacher’s classroom:

Administrators obviously have an important role in the mentoring of novice 
teachers. One way this is evidenced is in the steps they take to create a school-
wide culture that re*ects an ethos of support, open communication, collaboration 
and continuous learning. Secrets 8 and 9 highlight the speci$c actions principals 
can take to support novice teachers, including a/ention to the teaching load and 
supports for novices to grow on the job. 
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QUICK TIP: 
Appropriately structured 
meetings and roles 
create opportunities for 
collaboration.

Well-structured meetings can 
provide time for teachers to 
collaborate around curriculum 
and instruction. !ese kinds 
of meetings are particularly 
helpful to novice teachers who 
get the opportunity to engage 
in instructional deliberation 
with their more experienced 
colleagues:

SECRET #9: Provide supports for observation, 
sharing , and collaboration.

Time constraints associated with the responsibilities of teaching were continually 
on the minds of these experienced educators. !ey discussed the importance of 
administrators who creatively used time and structures to provide opportunities 
for mentors to work with novice teachers. Such strategies as *exible scheduling 
and pairing novice teachers with experienced teachers in co-teaching models 
were among the more successful approaches mentioned: 

!e Role of School Leaders

What the Research Says 

School leaders should work hard to help novice teachers experience a 
smooth transition into the classroom. Secrets eight and nine capture and 
reinforce recommendations from the literature on how administrators can 
support novice teachers. Administrators should be mindful that novice 
teachers need time to hone their cra". Novice teachers should be provided 
ample time to work with their mentors, and administrators can meet this 
need by designing the master schedule in such a way that novices and 
mentors can meet consistently to discuss the professional growth of those 
novice teachers (Algozzine, Gretes, Queen & Cowen-Hathcock, 2007; 
Ingersoll & Smith, 2004). Experienced teacher leaders should work to make 
novice teachers a part of collaborative communities of practice where novice 
teachers can see e%ective teaching in practice (Dana & Yendol-Hoppey, 
2008). In these ways, the school leader working in tandem with the novice 
teacher and his or her mentor can provide an environment in which the 
novice teacher can grow and thrive.
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!e Lastinger Center for Learning is an educational innovation incubator. We harness the
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philanthropies, governmental entities and the private sector to design, build, $eld-test and
disseminate education innovations and models that transform teaching, improve learning and
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Housed at the University of Florida College of Education, the Lastinger Center blends the latest 
research with e%ective practice to build award-winning learning systems and programs that boost 
teaching practice and advance student achievement. 

Deeply commi/ed to racial equity and championing teachers and children in the most vulnerable 
schools, the Lastinger Center is increasingly recognized as an emerging leader in the teacher 
quality movement. It won the US Department of Education’s 2011 Investing in Innovation (i3) 
award; the 2012 Florida Association for Sta% Development’s award for the state’s top professional 
development partnership; and the 2011 award for top teacher professional development program 
in the country by the Association of Teacher Educators.

As an emerging leader in the teacher quality movement, the Lastinger Center designs and builds 
learning systems and programs that recharge teaching and learning. Our award-winning model 
sharpens educators’ skills, broadens and deepens knowledge, establishes e%ective communities 
of practice and helps students succeed. 

!e Lastinger Center is honored to partner with the Foundation for Excellence in Education to
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