
 Running head: TEACHER-MENTORS LINK THEORY TO PRACTICE  

 

1 

1 

  

 

Teacher mentors link theory to practice – An analysis of papers submitted by 

participants in a teacher mentoring course 

 

 

 

Ella Shoval, Varda Gil & Tussia Mira 

 

 

 

Dr. Ella Shoval – Head, Early Childhood Department , The Zinman College of Physical 

Education at Wingate Institute 

+972 54 7884781 

E-mail: elas@macam.ac.il 

 

 

Varda Gil – National Inspector for counselor and mentor training, Ministry of Education;   

Youth and Social Administration, Ministry of Education, 

tel. +972 50 6283198 

E-mail vardagil2002@gmail.com 

 

    

Tussia Mira – National Inspector for the Academic Training Team, Youth and Social 

Administration, Ministry of Education, 

tel. +972 50 5500273 

E-mail: tossiamere@gmail.com 

 

 

                                                       

 

 

 

All correspondence should be addressed to: 

 Dr. Ella Shoval 

Head, Early Childhood Department  

 The Zinman College of Physical Education at the Wingate Institute 

Netanya 42902,  ISRAEL  

Home address: 11 Aba Hilkia St. Jerusalem 93183 Israel 

Ph:  972-2-6784056;  Fax: 972-2-6799820 

e-mail: elas@macam.ac.il 

 

 

 

 

January, 2013 

 

mailto:elas@macam.ac.il
mailto:vardagil2002@gmail.com
mailto:tossiamere@gmail.com


 Running head: TEACHER-MENTORS LINK THEORY TO PRACTICE  

 

2 

2 

Teacher-Mentors Link Theory to Practice – An Analysis of Papers Submitted by Participants 

in a Teacher Mentoring Course 

 

Abstract 

Teacher mentoring is a complex practical profession whose unique characteristic is the 

teacher-mentors' commitment to helping teachers link theory with teaching practice in the 

process of decision-making and in their reflections on teaching.  The aim of this research is to 

examine the way practicing teacher-mentors participating in a teacher mentoring course made 

the connection between theory and practice.  A qualitative analysis of twenty papers prepared 

by participants led to the creation of the taxonomy of the link between theory and practice. 

This taxonomy may prove to be a useful tool in the teacher-mentor training processes.  

 

Keywords: taxonomy, teacher-mentors, theory, practice, teacher-mentor training 
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 Teacher-mentors Link Theory to Practice – An Analysis of Papers Submitted by Participants 

in a Teacher Mentoring Course 

 

1. Introduction 

Like teaching in general, mentoring of teachers is a complex profession that often requires 

making and carrying out decisions regarding problems whose solutions cannot be prescribed 

or known in advance. In addition, following the practical application of their suggestions by 

the teachers, teacher-mentors need to evaluate their decisions and the way they were carried 

out as part of the decision-making process (Macdonald, R. 2006).  This means that they have 

to be able to link theory with practice. 

 Theory is a generalization that provides an explanation for what occurs in the real 

world. The term includes two concepts: an official theory and a personal, situated theory. 

Official theory (with a capital "T") is a theory that has been examined by research or other 

scientific work, or has accumulated as "professional collective wisdom" (Munby, Russell, & 

Martin, 2001).  Personal theory (with a lower-case "t") is the individual theory of 

professionals based on their acquaintance with Theory concerning their own individual 

teaching practice, and on the connections of familiar official theories with the conclusions 

derived from their own practical experience. Personal theories have no sweeping proof, but 

they may be useful when professionals have to make a transition in their practical activities 

and have to use their judgment, make decisions, and reflect on various teaching situations 

(Korthagen, 2007).   

Practice is the professional application of theoretical considerations.  The ability to 

make the connection between theory and practice, and the quality of this connection, reflect 

the level of professionalism of the practitioner.  If the connection is of high quality, the theory 

enables the professionals to have at their disposal a wider basis for their practical decision-
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making process, and better control of the implementation of their decisions (Schon, 1983). 

The accrued experience turns into a support theory enabling on-going improvement of a 

teacher-mentor's professional practice (Cain, 2009).   

In light of these understandings, teacher-mentors need to link theory and practice on 

two levels simultaneously. As mentors, they should link theory and practice when giving 

support and advice to people acquiring a new profession; as mentors of teachers doing their 

internship they should instruct their mentees on how to link the two.  

 This understanding lies at the foundation of the courses for teacher- mentors of the 

Israeli Ministry of Education. The prerequisites of the course taken by the participants in the 

present study included at least five years' teaching experience, which meant the candidates, as 

teachers, were already somewhat experienced in linking theory and practice.  In addition, 

while taking the course, they were required to mentor beginning teachers doing their 

internship.  The latter requirement offered the teacher-mentors the possibility of establishing 

an ongoing link between mentoring theory and its practice.  Course sessions addressed the 

theoretical principles of mentoring, as well as the presentation and analysis of cases that had 

occurred during the teacher-mentors' own professional experiences and during the mentoring 

practice that took place parallel to the course.  Additionally, participants were required to 

record their reflections on their mentoring practice, relating to the theoretical principles 

studied in the course.  At the end of the course, participants were required to write a short 

paper on the learning processes of the novices they had mentored, as well as on their own 

learning processes as a result of the course. 

 The question is whether the teacher-mentors who underwent this process learned to 

link theory and practice, and if so, how they made the link and what its quality was at the end 

of their training. 
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2. The Significance of the Link between Theory and Practice in Mentoring 

 Communication between teacher-mentors and their novices occurs through on-going 

verbal dialogue, every stage of which is a theorization of teaching practice.  Even the way 

beginners choose to describe an event "just like it was" before analyzing it involves a process 

of changing practice into theory (Strong & Baron, 2004).  Therefore, teacher-mentors actually 

have no choice but to be mindful of the connection between theory and practice, finding ways 

to exploit the mentoring processes that are the most beneficial. First of all, like all 

professionals dealing with complex practical professions, teacher-mentors need theory in 

order to establish a foundation for their practical decisions (Cain, 2009); secondly, they need 

theories in order to be able to explain to the novices the thinking behind practical decisions 

made and carried out as they engage their mentees in discussions on their suggestions 

(Hingley-Jones & Mandin, 2007); thirdly, understanding theoretical complexities and the 

connection between theory and practice enables teacher-mentors to maintain an open mind 

when listening to the novices entrusted in their charge; they should not be expected to provide 

them with "the correct answers." The question is whether the mentees know this, or whether 

teacher-mentors expect answers that suit the novices' stage of development and can help them 

make progress in their teaching (Strong & Baron, 2004). Next, it is essential that teacher-

mentors form their own theories regarding their novices: how they make decisions, the 

connection between their decisions and their theoretical ideas, making transitions from theory 

to practice, and if and how they are aware of the connection between theory and practice that 

fosters learning. Moreover, teacher-mentors should be acquainted with the way teachers 

change in order to choose more effective ways of communicating (Feiman-Nemser, 2001). 

Lastly, teacher-mentors should be able to connect their novices' practical experiences with the 

theories the novices studied at college or university, since these theories are probably still 
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fresh in their minds, but have remained purely academic as far as their practical work in the 

field is concerned (Feiman-Nemser, 2001). 

 Although the connection between theory and practice is actually the pillar at the center 

of quality mentoring of new teachers, making the connection and using it is no easy matter. 

The following describes a number of problems involved in making this connection: the first 

difficulty concerns the necessity of breaking through the existing personal thinking patterns. 

Teacher-mentors are experienced teachers possessing a large amount of prior knowledge and 

ideas formed during their own personal teaching experience. The nature of this knowledge, 

which is private, tends to be structured and closed – "made to size," as it were, for the 

particular teacher that possesses it. If they are to help others who also have their own singular 

personality and cognitive structure, teacher-mentors should be able to break through their own 

thinking patterns (Lopez-Real & Kwan, 2005).   

 A second difficulty stems from the emotional aspect of teacher-mentors as teachers. As 

long as they work in their own classroom, their emotions become part of their personal 

theories of teaching and part of the transition from theory to practice (Zembylas, 2005). 

However, when teachers, tutor and mentor other teachers, their emotions may get in the way 

of clearly presenting to their mentees the logical transitions to be made between theory and 

practice.  For instance, teacher-mentors who are "bothered by noise" in the classroom usually 

set clear limits to the amount of noise to be tolerated in class, but might find it difficult to 

convince novices who are only slightly or not at all bothered by noise to set limits to the 

volume of noise to be tolerated in their classes. Moreover, most teacher-mentors can 

intuitively read their novices' emotions; they identify with their novices, they empathize with 

their plight, and feel a duty to calm their fears and encourage them.  These feelings may 

certainly hinder and sometimes even prevent teacher-mentors from rationally carrying out 

analytical procedures and making the necessary transition from practice to theory. 
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 A third problem involves the emotions and personalities of the novices. An outside 

observer is sometimes left wondering why novices fail to implement the ideas found in 

research that are begging to be tried out in the classroom; however, even in teaching, emotions 

are important, influencing teachers' decision-making processes (Korthagen, 2007).  For 

instance, if a teacher feels a deep emotional need to follow up and be specifically in control of 

the progress of every one of his/her pupils, to ensure that each one has learned what he/she 

was taught, the teacher will find it difficult to make the transition to cooperative learning or 

any other teaching strategy that requires learners to take control of their learning, leaving the 

teacher without full control. This type of teacher would continue to strive to retain control in 

spite of the logical research-proven advantages of cooperative learning. Consequently, 

teacher-mentors should take into consideration their novices' emotions and personalities when 

thinking of possible directions for improving their teaching.   

 A fourth difficulty concerns the problem of dealing with anxiety arising from 

circumstances requiring a change.  Novices possess prior knowledge and views in which they 

may be deeply entrenched, pre-dating their internship.  These act as a powerful filter 

regarding what has to be taught and how it should be taught (Korthagen, 2007).  Since 

adopting new theories in practical teaching requires a teacher to make changes, the situation 

may result in the teacher's loss of stability, and with the uncertainty and unpredictability of 

events.  This may express itself in the teacher resisting a suggested new theory that should be 

linked to his/her practice. Thus, it is suggested that teacher-mentors consider an unthreatening 

way of presenting the transitions from theory to practice, doing so in gradual steps in order to 

try and master the complex and sensitive communication process this is likely to involve.   

 Lastly, since novices are not one monolithic block, variety in learning styles should be 

considered.  Every novice has a way of coping with the difficulties of his/her initiation into 

teaching.  Norman and Feiman-Nemser's (2005) research provides an example.  For two years 
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these researchers interviewed and observed two teacher-mentors related to the support 

program for teaching beginners, finding great differences among novices regarding the way 

they linked theory and practice.  When linking theory and practice, one of the novices needed 

to use familiar patterns, going back to them again and again to feel certain she was doing it 

correctly, but she avoided any practical possibilities of applying theory, even when she 

became convinced of the correctness of the theoretical reasons for doing so. A second 

beginner believed that in order to learn from practical experience she was required to first 

identify what she already knew and only later to consider what she was doing, and then find a 

way that would suit her teaching philosophy. Such disparities make it imperative that teacher-

mentors choose a suitable way to guide each one of the new teachers in their internship.  

To summarize, it can be stated that the picture regarding the connection between 

theory and practice is not that simple. Our survey points to the need for teacher-mentors to 

make this connection and to know how to do it right if they are to provide their mentees with 

good, solid guidance in their work.   

Is it possible to train teacher-mentors in the complex task of connecting theory and 

practice? One of the ways of finding out is to examine the details of the connections the 

teacher-mentors make as they guide beginners in their work.  This is the focus of our study. 

 

 

3. The Research 

3.1. The research framework   

 We analyzed 20 final papers submitted by participants in a course to train teacher 

mentors. The participants were all veteran high-school teachers.  The course comprised 112 

in-class hours in addition to mentoring novices in the field. The lecturers in the course gave 

constant attention to the link between theory and practice. Each theory that was presented in 

course lectures was put into practice for mentoring. At course meetings, a relatively large 
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amount of time was allotted to discussing mentoring situations from the field.  The course 

covered the following topics: the teacher-mentors' perception of their role; formative and 

summative evaluation of the novices; tutoring strategies and tools; types of learners; and ways 

of communicating and dealing with novice teachers' resistance to counseling. 

 The course participants were required to write a 4-5 page reflective summary of their 

field mentoring practice. In addition, they were required to link theories explicitly learned in 

the course to their practice in the field.  

3.2. Text analysis of the papers 

The text analysis of the papers was carried out in stages. First, each paper was divided 

into paragraphs. All the papers together produced 295 full paragraphs. At the second stage, 

paragraphs were classified into four groups: 81 paragraphs were found to contain inductive 

arguments; 60 contained deductive arguments; 90 contained descriptions of mentoring 

practice; and 64 contained presentations of theory. Following our reading of the subdivided 

paragraphs, we came to the realization that many theoretical paragraphs contained practical 

examples, and many seemingly practical paragraphs contained theoretical ideas as well 

(examples can be found in the section dealing with findings). Therefore, in the third stage of 

our work, paragraphs were re-classified with focus placed on the links between theory and 

practice and their subdivision into sub-categories, taking into account the quality of the links. 

The sub-categories and the quality of the links were created only when there were at least 

three paragraphs that met the defining criterion given to the sub-category. Classification at 

this stage actually produced the taxonomy which is presented in the findings and summarized 

in Table 1. 

3.3. Advantages and limitations of the research 

 The limitation of this study is the fact that written course papers usually contain only a 

portion of the writers' thinking processes, and lack the spontaneous interaction that would 
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enable participants to present a wider and more focused picture of how they make the link 

between theory and practice. The advantage of this research is that it provided an opportunity 

to examine authentic information which was written with precision and in which the 

participants - teacher mentors - invested a special effort thinking about the connection 

between theory and practice. This method suited the aim of our research, which was to 

identify the variety and the quality of the links between theory and practice. 

 

4. Findings 

Our analysis of the texts enabled us to create taxonomy of the links between theory and 

practice relating to four topics: the kinds of links made between theory and practice, the 

quality of these links, the links made between private teaching theories and official teaching 

theory, and the qualities of these links. A description of these topics accompanied by some 

demonstration passages are presented below. 

 

4.1. Transition connection from personal theory to practice 

4.1.1 Types of transition 

 A transition in this work means that two consecutive arguments are stated in a text: a 

theoretical one and a practical one. They are distinct from each other, and the passage from 

one to the other is clear.  A theoretical argument is a generalization from which many 

practical conclusions can be drawn. A practical argument is a description of what occurs in 

practice as recorded by a teacher-mentor or a novice. It constitutes the ability to define an 

action needed in connection with the theoretical argument.  When reading the final papers, it 

was found that the teacher-mentors had used three types of transition between theoretical 

arguments and practical arguments, at three levels of quality: 
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 Inductive argument – transition from a practical occurrence to theory.  Induction is the 

transition from a practical occurrence to a principle that constitutes a generalization of the 

specific case, explaining the process that occurred in practice.   

This year I mentored a physical education teacher who was rather unfamiliar with the 

geography of the country and its historical and natural attractions. Eventually, most 

times, because she was afraid to initiate planning, organizing, and teaching, and since I 

was experienced and knowledgeable in the field, she preferred that I do most of the 

things. As a result, I did not give her enough leeway and opportunities to make progress, 

improve and become independent in doing her job (practice). This procedure was the 

opposite of what I had learned in the course, where we were taught that a mentor has to 

know when to "cut the umbilical cord" in order to encourage beginners to become 

independent, and that this should be done even when a beginner does not ask his mentor 

to do so, and even if, for him, it means "jumping in deep water to learn how to swim" 

(theory). (S.Bi) 

 

 Deductive argument – transition from theory to a practical occurrence. Generalization 

and explanation leads to an example of a practical occurrence. 

A mentor's task can be divided into two: on one hand a mentor has to help beginners 

develop so that they will be able to express their uniqueness, become independent 

thinkers, to be flexible and ready for self-criticism, and to be able to change.  On the 

other hand, a mentor has to oversee their integration into the educational program 

prescribed by the authorities so they will to be able to teach according to the 

curriculum.  Since the two processes are somewhat contradictory, the mentor should 

find the correct approach that allows doing both (theory). Practically speaking, when I 

began mentoring, my apprentice had already assimilated the educational program, and 

was acting on the job as any other teacher.  To get him to speak his mind, I had to 

encourage him by asking him questions (What do you think? How do you feel?), and 

help him to be critical (Do you agree with this procedure?) (practice). (A.S.) 

 

 A sequence of arguments – several consecutive transitions between theory and 

practice. Consecutive arguments characterize a text in which many consecutive transitions are 

made from theory to practice and vice versa; they move from generalizations and explanations 

to a practical example, and then they go back to generalizations and more explanations, 

followed by a presentation of another practical example. 

Observing D's first few lessons, I witnessed scenes of total chaos: pupils without 

notebooks, pens, or textbooks.  Those who disrupted the lessons were not thrown out, no 

one took notes, and the classroom was more like a circus than a classroom.  When I 

pointed this out to her, she always made excuses or gave reasons justifying this sad state 

of affairs: "The school is not willing to buy textbooks,"  "I am not allowed to throw 

disruptive pupils out," and so on.  Although I pointed out the problem to her more than 
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once, she did nothing to change the situation.  I was puzzled, to say the least (practice). 

British psychoanalyst Winnicot says that only the patient, and no one else, has the 

answers (theory).  And indeed, after many conversations, she brought up the possibility 

that because she was dyslexic, this might affect her behavior.  As a student, she had 

learned without textbooks or notebooks, never writing a word in her notebooks, and so, 

for this reason, she could seemingly understand pupils who do not write, and she did not 

want to burden them with writing (practice). We can say that D. projected her situation 

on to all her students, regardless of their capabilities.  A teacher should apply rational 

processes in class management, and when a class is being managed, the children with 

learning difficulties should be identified and given leeway to cope with their learning 

(theory). (S.L.)  

 

 Literature on this subject points out that every transition has a different function. The 

ability to make inductive arguments enables a teacher to analyze occurrences in the field in 

the light of theoretical ideas (Whitehead, 2001); using reflection, which is used to check the 

quality of practice using theoretical criteria (Gordon, 2009; Ottesen, 2007); and meta-

cognition, through which we learn about the quality of thinking used to reach practical and 

theoretical arguments (Kolb & Kolb, 2009). The ability to make deductive arguments enables 

a teacher to think about how to apply potentially suitable theoretical ideas. This raises a 

teacher's level of thinking and judgment (Fiemen-Nemser, 2001), and creates coherence 

between theory and practical solutions and harmony in their work (Talmor & Shoval, 2006). 

A teacher's ability to make a whole sequence of transitions between arguments enables 

him/her to implement all the aforementioned processes, both inductive and deductive.  In 

addition, this ability also enables teacher-mentors to consider and select mentoring processes 

while keeping in mind their connection throughout an entire teaching process, starting from 

theoretical decisions made before a mentoring activity and continuing to the decisions and 

actions that occur during mentoring. It also enables them to go on from there to control the 

practical processes through theoretical thinking and the creation of a system of new theoretical 

decisions (Harrison, Lawson, & Worthey,  2005). 

4.1.2. Quality of the transition  
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 When reading the arguments in order to classify them into different types, we noticed 

that the quality of the transitions between theory and practice was not uniform, but varied 

considerably from argument to argument. We identified three different categories of 

transitions: 

 High degree of compatibility between theory and practice. At this level, practice and 

theory, both dealt with the same subject, each one enabling a better understanding of the 

other. 

During our conversation after the observation, the matter became much clearer. In our 

talk, we applied Donald Shawn's idea (practice).  Shawn suggests conducting the feed-

back talk on the lesson on the basis of the notes prepared before the lesson, and asking 

questions without the expectation of reaching one clear solution to a particular problem.  

Such an approach communicates a business-like attitude – a discussion about important 

topics and the possibility of making progress (theory). It became clear to me that the 

detailed notes we used were a crucial tool in presenting and clarifying issues correctly. 

Reading the notes served us as a tool to choose the correct order of priorities of what to 

discuss in our feedback talk.  The way I chose to pose my questions, without suggesting 

one clear solution at the outset, was of great help to my beginner, enabling her to 

candid answers to my questions.  

This free and easy type of talk helped matters very much, creating a good feeling of 

togetherness (practice). (G. K.)    
  

 Partial compatibility between theory and practice. In many of the transition processes 

between theory and practice, and vice versa, theory is mentioned only by name, or in a one-

sentence generalization.  Such a process indicates that a connection has been made between 

theory and practice, but the connection ignores the details of the theory.  Thus, it remains 

unclear whether the transition relates to the content of the theory or if it only mentions the 

theory as a meaningless catchword with no real relevance to practice. 

David Kolb's model regarding learner types (theory) gave me the know-how and a tool 

to characterize the type of learner I was working with, enabling me to see if he was like 

me or different from me as a learner; accordingly, I could apply the correct strategies 

and the proper tools in my work with him as a teacher (practice).(A.K.)  

  

 No compatibility between theory and practice, or erroneous connections. In many 

transition processes from theory to practice, and vice versa, practice is mentioned only as 

something that has occurred, only to be able to say 'I tried it,' without giving any detailed 
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information.  Although a transition was made here, practice does not really demonstrate the 

use of theory. 

I realized that in order to deal with beginner resistance, one does not take it personally.  

A beginner sometimes resists mentors' suggestions because it involves carrying out tasks 

he finds difficult to deal with, preferring to avoid them (theory).  Consequently, as a 

mentor, I intervene and suggest possible solutions, and working together, we try to 

isolate the problem and find a solution (practice).  When too many issues remain 

unresolved, the ones who suffer are the learners. (D.A.)  

   

 Cases such as the above show that it may not be enough for a teacher-mentor to 

connect theory and practice; The teacher-mentor should also pay attention to the quality of the 

connection, in order to ensure that relevant transitions are made and that they fulfill their 

function. 

 

4.2. Interweaving practice and personal theory 

4.2.1. Types of interweaving 

 It is sometimes difficult to distinguish separate arguments connected by a clear 

transition from theory to practice or vice versa; nevertheless, it is still possible to identify 

interwoven theoretical and practical arguments. Combining theoretical ideas in a description 

of practical processes testifies to the fact that a teacher's thinking process and judgment are 

open to these ideas.  It sometimes also testifies to a more precise kind of thinking, made 

possible by professional terms specifically suited to the idea a teacher wishes to express.  

However, since there is no clear separation between the practical and theoretical arguments, it 

is difficult to glean information about their connection; it is also difficult to check the quality 

of the practice derived from a specific theory. Additionally, this blend of theory and practice 

offers little evidence that a teacher is using meta-cognitive processes in his/her thinking, since 

the entire argument is written at the same cognitive level. 

 When reading the final papers, we noticed two types of blending (interweaving), at five 

levels of quality. 
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 Interweaving of practical occurrences in presentation of theory. In this type of 

blending, the argument is essentially theoretical, but it is infused with practical occurrences. 

A mentor and novice's joint annual planning is a vital tool in creating a quality learning 

process. This step is essentially choosing an order of priorities, because at the beginning 

of the year my apprentice thought that everything was needed, everything was essential, 

and everything was urgent.  Annual planning enables one to create a foundation for 

mutual agreement on what is to be expected during the year. (A. T.) 

  

 Interweaving theoretical concepts in presentation of practical processes. In this type of 

interweaving the argument presented is essentially practical, but is infused with theoretical 

ideas studied in the mentoring course. 

During the course and while on the job as a mentor, I learned and experienced the 

process of reflective transformation in the sense of "learning from one's students." Since 

I was "new" at the job, the issues that came up during my observations of the teacher 

doing her internship and in my conversations with her helped me think about my own 

problems with time management when I teach. (N. Mh.) 
 

Although interweaving does not sufficiently reveal a teacher-mentor's ability to connect 

theory and practice, the professional literature points out that a teacher's ability to include 

examples and use professional terminology make for better communication with colleagues 

who share the same theory and professional language (Valencia, Martin, Place, & Grossman, 

2006). 

4.2.2. Quality of Interwoven.  

When reading the interwoven arguments in order to classify them into different types, we 

ascertained that the quality of the blend of theory and practice was also not uniform; we 

noticed five different levels: 

 The occurrences mentioned fully illustrate the theoretical explanation. Presenting 

theory interwoven with real life events gives a full picture of a theoretical idea, even though it 

is presented as a process occurring in practice. 

The essence of the mentoring process is the attempt to bring  a novice's meta-cognitive 

functions to deeper levels of consciousness: in the first few meetings my apprentice 

worked more from a "gut feeling," and his reactions to discipline problems were 

impulsive and not at all thought out – betraying a low level or even a lack of 
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consciousness regarding his actions.  For the last two lessons he had already planned 

his reactions in advance, consciously ignoring some of the discipline problems, so as to 

keep things "simmering on a low flame." This approach is part of a higher level of 

thinking that matches the third level, which includes a conscious use of various 

strategies in order to deal with different issues.  A look at the improvement in the 

novice's methods of instruction also points to the fact that he had reached a higher level 

of thinking: if his first few lessons lacked order and planning, in the last semester his 

planning of instruction improved by his using various teaching methods – something he 

had planned in advance.  Here, too, he seemed to have reached a higher level of meta-

cognition, actually reaching the third level, that is to say a conscious use of different 

strategies. (A. Pr.) 

 

 Theoretical concepts help to explain practical processes. In a great number of the 

teacher-mentors' arguments, theoretical concepts were used in a way that helped them explain 

practical occurrences. In the argument below, in order to enhance our understanding of their 

use, we underlined the theoretical concepts studied in the course.  

Working with my apprentice at the beginning of our sessions, I was tempted to offer him 

suggestions, to "spoon-feed" him, as it were, the solutions to his teaching problems.  But I 

soon realized that this created an increasingly greater dependency on me – phone calls at all 

hours of the day and obsessive searches for my cellular telephone.  So I decided we needed a 

change, to create an atmosphere of equality between us, to de-emphasize my seniority and 

experience in teaching, which somehow created an aura of superiority around me. Instead, I 

decided to stress cooperation and create a well-defined work plan that took into account and 

related to my beginner's ideas as we spoke about the plan.  This change was not easy for my 

apprentice.  He repeatedly tried to squeeze the answers to his problems from me…, but after a 

certain amount of learning in the course and in the field together with the beginner, I was 

able to change my approach to mentoring him.  I communicated with him, I reformulated my 

suggestions, I tried to underline and stress my apprentice's self-efficacy in solving discipline 

problems, or at least make them more manageable. (S. BC.) 
 

 The occurrences mentioned illustrate theoretical explanation only partially. In this 

case, theory is presented in practical terms, but the practical occurrence described by the 

teacher does not give the total picture of the theoretical concept it was meant to illustrate. This 

is the case in the example below, in which the teacher-mentor is satisfied with briefly 

mentioning the fact that at the beginning of her work there were difficulties, but does not 

detail any of them. 

Mentoring the beginner, the learning process included the following stages: 1) Identifies 

his goals and the results of the planned activity; 2) Set criteria defining success; 3) 
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Plans and predicts teaching strategies and testing procedures; 4) Sets focus on 

individual learning and self-evaluation processes; 5) Reflects  on his training. 

At the beginning of our counseling sessions, the beginner found it difficult to identify his 

teaching goals, to plan teaching strategies and to make decisions. (R. A.) 

     

 Theoretical concepts are correct, but do not help explain practical processes. In their 

arguments, some of the teachers-mentors used theoretical concepts that had been correctly 

taught in the course, but they used them vaguely and inappropriately, which did not help to 

explain a specific practical occurrence.  Here, too, they stressed theoretical concepts learned 

in the course in order to demonstrate their use. 

In the course we spoke about 4 main types of learners, and it turns out that I am a 

"divergent" learner – I like to feel things, to taste things, to experience, analyze,  and 

think about things, but I also learn from observation and sensory experience.  In 

contrast, my mentee is a convergent learner – a learner that combines abstract thinking 

and learning from observation.  In addition, we discovered that we are also similar: 

both of us learn from observation, something that can help when working with young 

people, observing and analyzing the observation at the same time.  Although we are also 

different, I did not have to deal with our differences or with our similarities; we 

succeeded in working together, overcoming personal and professional obstacles. (S. Bi). 
 

 Theoretical concepts are disconnected from the description of practical processes or 

are erroneous.  In these cases, the teacher-mentors still used concepts learned in the course, 

but used them in the wrong context, or the concepts they used were erroneous, as in the 

example that follows, where the teacher-mentor used terms to identify and define the problem, 

and come up with several solutions before making a decision that would completely change 

what was to be learned.  In the course teacher-mentors were taught that they had to ensure that 

the beginners doing their internship would carry out this process by themselves, but in this 

case the teacher-mentor reports that actually she herself carried out the process for him. 

When the beginner assigned to me had to carry out a task he found difficult to deal with, 

I saw he preferred to avoid it, so I suggested to him a few possible solutions, helping 

him to identify and define the problem, and then solve it. (A.D.).  

 

 Seemingly, it is insufficient to just interweave theory and practice. The quality of the 

connection should be examined.  When interweaving practical occurrences and theoretical 
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concepts is used to illustrate the theory, the interviewer appears to understand the theory well, 

being able to translate it into everyday professional language.  In addition, when the quality of 

blending theoretical concepts into descriptions of practical teaching is high, and these 

concepts enhance an understanding of teaching practice, it can be assumed that the user has 

acquired a good understanding of the theory, being able to communicate it to others.  At all 

the other levels of quality, we cannot be certain that the theory has been properly understood. 

 

4.3. Compatibility between official theory (T) and personal theory (t):  

4.3.1. Types of compatibility 

 As defined in the theoretical background of this paper, personal teaching theory (t) is a 

generalization derived from practical experience.  As such, it serves as a link between practice 

and official theory (T).  When reading the final papers, we noticed three types of compatibility 

between official theory (T) and personal theory (t): 

 Personal theory reflects the official theory. The teacher-mentors' private teaching 

theories appear in many of their arguments, and as such they serve as a link between teaching 

practice and the official teaching theory studied in the course.  Official theory helped them to 

consolidate their ideas about teaching, as shown in the following example in which a 

troublesome question emerges from the teacher's private theory, whereas the answer repeats 

an idea quoted from somewhere else.  

The question that troubled me was how to talk about anticipated difficulties without 

scaring my novice; all I wanted was to clear the field of superfluous pitfalls.  Popper's 

four steps seemed the most promising: 1) identifying and defining parameters defining 

success; 2) constructing situations with a potential for success; 3) identifying factors 

facilitating success; and 4) identifying inner sources of success.  These four steps enable 

a novice to confront the harsh reality of the classroom while getting mentoring support.  

(P. P.)  
 

 Personal theory assimilates official theory. Many teachers-mentors' arguments show 

that official teaching theory was adopted by the teachers as their own private theory, which 
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had already constituted part of the teacher-mentors' understanding of their profession. The 

source of their private theory disappeared, as in the following passage, in which we can hear 

the echo of several theories studied in the course. 

The first difficulty encountered by beginners, and to my mind the source of other 

additional difficulties, is the transition from a student's supportive academic framework 

to the demanding job of teaching in the field.  This is a transition from one sub-culture 

to another.  A new teacher should integrate his theoretical studies with his teaching.  He 

should take the potential of everything he learned during his training and put it to 

practical use.  He should deal with the disparity dividing his sterilized learning at 

college and the complex daily reality of teaching.  (A. P.) 
 

 Official theory cited as a reinforcement of personal theory. An additional type of 

argument we found concerns the use of official teaching theory as a proof of the correctness 

of personal theory. 

To my mind, human relations, respect, trust, and hope are very important ingredients 

in the mentoring process. This opinion is supported, among other things, by many of 

research studies, one of which was recently done by Spector and Cohen-Jawar. This 

study shows that a good mentor inspires "conscious hope" in his mentee, enabling him 

to deal with the daily difficulties of teaching.  (A. Pr.)  
 

 In the three types of arguments showing compatibility between official theory and 

personal theory, personal theory was the central one.  The teacher-mentors used official theory 

to define their own theory. 

4.3.2. Quality of Compatibility.  

 When reading the final papers we noticed four quality levels of compatibility between 

personal theory and official theory. 

 Personhood theory is consistent with the official theory. In many of the arguments we 

analyzed, there is total compatibility between the two theories. 

 During the course I learned various strategies that have helped and will help me in my 

 mentoring beginners.  One of them is how to look for and map out beginners' 

 resistance.  This process helps one to think more about the way to counsel teachers 

 and about interpersonal relationships between mentors and beginners in order that the 

 way mentoring and evaluation are conducted will be more rational, and not emotional.  

 This process enables a mentor to differentiate between resistance for the sake of 

 resistance and resistance to something that is worth resisting.  (S.M.)  
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 Personal theory is inconsistent with official theory. At times, a slight change in a 

teacher-mentor's personal theory gives it a different meaning than the official theory.  In the 

example below, the two processes – learning theory and analyzing practical experiences – 

constitute two complementary and mutually developing processes, as presented in the official 

theory taught in the course and in the teacher-mentor's personal theory. However, the teacher-

mentor changed them into two contradictory processes. 

In order to improve my mentoring in the future, I should carry out two contradictory 

processes: first, to thoroughly review my theoretical knowledge of the internship and its 

components, and then to be open to free discussion with my mentee about his practical 

experiences in teaching, something not requiring theoretical knowledge. (N. M.)      
 

 The presented theory is at the personal level only. We also discovered personal 

theories in the final papers that have nothing to do with what was studied in the course.  Some 

even contradict what was studied.  

One cannot avoid it.  The time for discussion and telling the truth, as one sees it, always 

comes. Beyond all the theories, the endless number of theories, I am going to have to 

talk with and about live human beings, regarding whom theories do not work. (H. S.) 

 

 The presented theory is at the official theory level only. We sometimes came across 

some mention of official theories that were not assimilated by teacher-mentors and were not 

amalgamated into one general official theory.  The writers of these papers stated that a certain 

theory was important to teacher-mentors, but without mentioning what exactly was important 

in the theory. It is important to point out this type (level) of quality, because on the one hand, 

the very fact that these mentors gave a personal version of the cited theory is a first step in the 

right direction of assimilating the theory, but on the other hand, this falls short of the next 

step, that is a practical application of the theory. 

 It seems that here, too, it is insufficient to make a connection between official theory 

and private theory.  When a teacher-mentor's specified personal theory is consistent in 

meaning with the official theory, it means that the one making the argument has thoroughly 
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understood the official theory, has tested the established theory in teaching practice, and has 

assimilated it as his/her own.  However, when the specified personal theory is inconsistent in 

meaning with the official theory, or is entirely disconnected from it, then it shows that there 

was a disruption in the first step of the transition from the official theory to practice.  
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Table 1  

Taxonomy of the Link between Theory and Practice by Mentoring Teachers 

 

1. Transition  connection from personal theory to practice 

 

Types of transition 

Inductive argument – transition from a practical occurrence to theory 

Deductive argument – transition from theory to a practical occurrence 

A sequence of arguments – several consecutive transitions between theory and practice 

          

Quality of transition  

High degree of compatibility between theory and practice 

Partial compatibility between theory and practice 

No compatibility between theory and practice, or erroneous connection 

 

2. Interweaving practice and personal theory  

 

Types of interweaving  

Interweaving of practical occurrences in presentation of theory 

Interweaving theoretical concepts in presentation of practical processes 

Quality of interweaving   

Noted occurrences fully illustrate the theoretical explanation 

Theoretical concepts help explain practical processes 

Noted occurrences illustrate theoretical explanation only partially 

Theoretical concepts are correct, but do not help explain practical processes 

Theoretical concepts are disconnected from the description of practical processes or    

  are erroneous. 

 

3. Compatibility between official theory (T) and personal theory (t) 
 

Types of compatibility  

Personal theory reflects official theory 

Personal theory assimilates official theory 

Official theory is cited as a reinforcement for personal theory 

Quality of compatibility  

Personal theory is consistent with official theory 

Personal theory is inconsistent with official theory 

The presented theory is at the personal level only  

The presented theory is at the official theory level only 

 

 

Summarizing the findings, the analysis of the teacher-mentors' papers enables us to 

suggest a taxonomy of the link between theory and practice, as summarized in Table 1.  In 

this taxonomy there are three ways in which the connection is made: through a transition from 
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personal theory to practice, through interweaving personal theory and practice, and through 

compatibility of official theory and personal theory.  Each way in which the connection is 

made can be subdivided into several types, pointing to the different functions of the 

connections, with each type having several levels of quality, ranging from high to low.  

 

5. Discussion and Conclusions: The Significance of the Taxonomy for Teacher-Mentors 

 The taxonomy presented here is the result of an analysis of final papers submitted in 

one course for training teacher mentors. There may be additional types of links and additional 

levels of link quality between theory and practice. However, our taxonomy seems to be 

sufficiently detailed to serve as a tool in improving teacher mentoring, even in its present 

form: it can improve making correct decisions; and the counseling of beginners in their 

internship; and it can be used as a tool in thinking about ways to train teacher-mentors.  

5.1. A tool to help in making correct mentoring decisions 

 The taxonomy of connections may be used as a tool enabling teacher-mentors to be 

alert to what kind of decisions they are making and to the quality of their decisions.  Using the 

taxonomy, a teacher-mentor can check the following: Does a transition from theory to practice 

or from practice to theory occur in my decision? When reviewing my decision-making 

methods, are my arguments connected to one another, and do I make transitions by using 

induction and deduction? And to what extent is my mentoring practice consistent with theory? 

Familiarity with the taxonomy may also help teacher-mentors develop a new way of looking 

at the practice of teacher mentoring, since thinking is an objective tool that deals with 

analysis, deduction, and induction, and not content, about which there sometimes is no 

unanimous agreement.  Applying this tool can help weed out erroneous and incoherent ideas 

that have taken root in teaching or mentoring practice. 
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 There are numerous and varied reasons why teacher-mentors find it difficult to connect 

theory and practice:  They may lack theoretical knowledge about mentoring, lack practical 

experience in mentoring, are unable to think logically, and unable to differentiate between 

theory and practice. These problems are not to be taken lightly, because there are still 

incompetent teacher-mentors who have failed at their jobs and have not been held 

accountable.  The identification and diagnosis of the quality of the transition is a gradual 

progression in the process of improving the connection from incompatibility to partial 

compatibility, up to the final stage of full compatibility between theory and practice. This may 

help teacher-mentors to improve and better fulfill their mission as teacher-mentors, without 

"threatening" their personal teaching theories or being at odds with them.  

 One of the foundations of a complex practical profession is the professional language 

used by its practitioners to think and to carry out interactions with other professionals in the 

same field. There is the risk that teacher-mentors will use a professional term because it is 

fashionable, even if they have not really thought out what the full meaning of the term 

implies. The taxonomy might show them that some professional terminology may not be so 

clear to them. 

 At times one can hear a professional make remarks such as "it is good in theory only," 

or "let's stop philosophizing and get to the point."  Remarks of this kind mean that the 

professional does not understand how closely theory is linked to practice. Our taxonomy is 

likely to be a useful tool in convincing teacher-mentors that the connection between theory 

and practice is an integral part of mentoring and teaching, and that its level should be 

examined.  

5.2. A tool for improving the counseling of beginners 

 Our taxonomy could be very helpful to teacher-mentors in gauging the various kinds of 

connections and their quality when beginners attempt to link theory and practice.  Erroneous 
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decisions by beginners are usually due to a lack of practical experience in the field and to a 

lack of experience in linking together theory and practice (Little, 1990).  The objectivity of 

our taxonomy makes it possible to critically examine novices' arguments, focusing on their 

difficulties without involving their mentors' personal teaching theories, which are not always 

consistent with those of their mentees. For instance, if the latter mishandle teaching a new unit 

in the curriculum, they can be asked to give their reasons for employing what turned out to be 

a problematical approach to teaching the particular unit. They can then examine together with 

the teacher-mentor the rationale behind their decisions and attempt to identify the problems 

arising from taking an erroneous approach.  Examining their rationale may help the beginners 

become aware of the principles that led them to make wrong choices in their teaching. This 

may also help them explain to themselves why they took a certain course of action, and so 

become aware of their decision-making process. 

 Relating to these processes and their quality, and not only to content, may enable 

teacher-mentors to be more objective in their criticism of beginners.  This may help a teacher-

mentor overcome subjective feelings, such as anger and frustration, arising from repeatedly 

observing a beginner's recurring mistakes in spite of previous modifications. As a result, 

explicit or latent friction arising from personal or professional differences between teacher-

mentors and mentees may be averted.  A friction-free atmosphere will enable a beginner to 

keep open the channel of communication with his/her mentor, since in this approach there is 

no confrontation between conflicting opinions and no attempt to negate the beginner's 

arguments. On the contrary, the beginner's arguments might be used to help examine the 

dilemmas they have encountered and the various options available for finding a solution.  

Moreover, the taxonomy may be used as a tool by the beginners too, as they become more 

experienced in their profession and no longer have access to other professional advice.  



 Running head: TEACHER-MENTORS LINK THEORY TO PRACTICE  

 

26 

26 

 At times, beginners ask their mentors to explain their arguments. In these cases, our 

taxonomy can serve as the common language of communication in analyzing teacher-mentors' 

arguments. Their teacher-mentors' thinking may be taken as a good example to follow, and as 

an illustration of the complexity of teaching. 

 Beginners have a tendency not to make use of the theories they have just learned at 

their teacher-training colleges (Feiman-Nemser, 2001), but this could change if, using our 

taxonomy, they are able to see the connections between the theories they have studied and 

their personal teaching theories. This can happen even when teacher-mentors are not so well-

acquainted with some of the theories taught at college.  As in the case of the teacher-mentors, 

the beginners can also benefit from the taxonomy as a tool to overcome difficulties when 

attempting to connect theory and practice. They can exercise making the various connections, 

preferably using authentic teaching situations, examining the different types of connections, 

and pointing out ways of improving them. Our taxonomy can also improve the correct use of 

concepts in the professional language of beginners. Erroneous use of concepts and terms 

while blending theory and practice is liable to increase the difficulty in understanding these 

concepts and terms.  This can create an opportunity for the teacher-mentors to clarify, together 

with their apprentices, the principles guiding their thinking and professional judgment. 

 In conclusion, our taxonomy has not yet been put to use in teacher counseling, but it 

may prove to be a significant tool in analyzing the connections the teacher-mentors 

themselves make, as well as those made by the beginners under their tutelage.  

 A Tool to Help in Thinking about Ways to Train Teacher-Mentors   

 We believe that in order to have good teacher mentoring, in which theory and practice 

go hand in hand, our taxonomy should be taught in courses for training teacher mentors. In 

various teaching and mentoring courses students are required to study official theories, and 

are then expected to transfer this theoretical knowledge to their teaching practice on their own. 
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The chances that the students will successfully carry out this process are not very great due to 

the gap between established theories and practice. To close this gap, complex transition 

processes are required, as well as expertise in the research and knowledge presented by the 

established theories. Beginners doing their internship rarely possess this expertise 

(Korthhagen, 2001). 

 In the courses from which the final papers were selected for analysis, an attempt was 

made to deal with the difficulty of making the connection between theory and practice.  For 

this purpose, official theories were processed directly into guiding principles to be used in 

teacher mentoring.  The teacher-mentors were asked to experiment with these principles 

directly in their work with the beginners, and to provide feedback with theoretical conclusions 

of their own.  From the numerous levels of quality that we found, it can be concluded that it is 

insufficient to simply carry out the transition, but instead there needs be some division of the 

transition into more incremental teaching units (stages): a. presenting official theories; b. 

practicing the transition to the teachers' personal theories by guiding the learners to reduce the 

official theory to a few suitable principles; c. applying Kolb's model (Kolb, 2007), that is 

applying a spiraling learning process through experiential learning. This process includes 

conceptualizing of abstract personal theories, searching for ways to solve problems through 

active experimentation, choosing one solution for practical application in concrete experience, 

and reflection on observation, all of which brings us back to a different abstract 

conceptualization of personal theory. At every stage in applying Kolb's model it is important 

to examine the quality of the teacher-mentors' connections between theory and practice.  

 These stages should be seen as the "organizing principle" of the course and teaching 

units should be planned in such a way that each previous stage is reviewed in the following 

units. Organizing the course in such a fashion would provide its participants with an 

opportunity to practice making the connections between theory and practice, until it becomes 
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"second nature" to the teacher-mentors; very likely the ability to connect theory and practice 

will become an example to be followed by their novices in making quality connections 

between theory and practice.  

 Our research also shows that acquiring correct professional language, expressed in an 

"interweaving" of theoretical concepts in teaching practice, does not happen quickly. Like all 

language acquisition it needs practice, whether orally or in written work (Kelley, 2009; 

Orland-Barak, 2001). Practice should include correct usage of the professional language 

during lectures and lessons in the teacher-mentor course (Chanock, 2007), as well as the use 

of  meta-cognitive tools so that teacher-mentors can check if they have correctly blended 

professional terminology in their texts (Kolb & Kolb, 2009). 

 Our taxonomy can be used as a criterion for examining the processes of training 

teacher-mentors.  This could be done in small groups in the mentoring courses, in the 

reflective journals the learners keep in their courses, in the teacher-mentors' feedback with 

their novices, and in reading and analyzing the novice teachers' reflections. At each session, a 

central argument can be chosen in order to examine the type of connection and its quality. Our 

taxonomy is likely to help the mentor trainees analyze three aspects of the training process, 

and to understand: a. whether the personal theory they have formed is consistent with official 

theory; b. whether the interweaving of theory and practice is congruous and befitting, and the 

professional language is appropriate, and c. whether there is a transition from theory to 

practice and vice-versa; and if there is, to what extent theory and practice are compatible.  

 To summarize, it can be stated that this taxonomy breaks up the links between theory 

and practice into detailed segments and organizes them in an orderly fashion. The value and 

efficacy of the taxonomy will become evident only when it is adopted as a tool for mentoring 

or as a basis for research in teacher-mentor thinking. 
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