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.Good aftérnodn ‘members of the Program Review & Investigations Committee
and Education Committeé. My name is Tara Smock. | am a fourth grade teacher in
Norwzch commenting on Razsed Bill 329 and Raised Bill 330, pertaining to the BEST
program recommendataons spec;ﬁcaﬂy in regards to mentoring in an urban district.

The BEST portfolio program is in dire need of an overhaul. One area of the
program that needs a special look is the concept of mentors.

As a teacher who has completed the BEST program | can testify to the
ineffectiveness of the mentor portion of the program. My mentor was a teacher in my
building, however she taught a different grade level. My school district reduired us to |
meet on a weekly basis and hand in minutes of our meetings, adding the task of typing
up minutes to a new téach‘er’s already .busy schedule. Sinbe my mentor was not
familiar with the curriculum in my grade level we spént much of our time looking at the’
cﬁrriculum to help her gét more familiar with what | was to be teaching. This meeting
ttme should have been spent discussing the lessons | had taught and how | could more
' effectzvely teach those concepts. My adea of a mentor was someone who would |
~ observe my t@achmg, discuss my reflections and offer their observations, as well as
| giving suggestions for what to try and what to tweak. Unfoftunately,”in my casé, thé first
time my mentor observed my teaching was as she ran the video camera to tapé my
portfolio lessons. While | was offered release time to travel to LEARN to view exemplar
por’['fouosl my mentor was not allowed to travel with me. If she had been offered this
opportunity it certainly would have given her a better idea of the magnitude of the
project that | was fo complete. It would have been nice to view a portfolio in my grade
level, but this was not available..‘ As far as heip with portfolio fopics goes my mentor had
riothing to off@r.' While she did comment on the lessons that she taped, she had no

suggestions for teaching topics that would be good for portfolio purposes. | do not



believe that her poor mentoring sktils were ent;rely her fault; she was sampfy another
victim of the BEST mentoring system. o

As the president of my local association, the Norwich Teachers’ League, | see
the maladies of the mentoring program thr_ough the eyes of our new teachers. Asan
urban district in need of improvement, according to NCLB, we are under great pressure
to improve test scores. In the beginning teachers' first year of teaching a mentor is
assigned,; finding time to meet with this person is where the trouble comes in. New
teachers need to Iearn curnculum run after school tutorials, collaborate with their grade
level partner and worry about the BEST portfolio all at the same tlme. New teachers
and mentors in Norwich have a difficult ti_mé because the chance that your mentor
teaches in your building is slim and the chance that your mehtor teaches ybur grade
level is even slimmer. Not having a mentor in your building makes meeting with your
mentor a hard'ship; remember, new teachers are teaching after school programs. Not
having a mentor in yoUr grade level means that you need to. teach curriculum, that you
are learning yourself, to your mentor before the actual ment.oring can begin. ‘

Another problem with mentors in Norwich is that they are stretéhed by having to
mentor muitiple new teachers. There are not enough mentors to go around because
there is no incentive to become a mentor. All veteran teachers want to help new.
~ teachers succeed, but the demands of being an effective teacher and an effective
mentor outweigh .the desire to get inv_o.lved. Another problem that mentors face is
having time to visit the classroom of the new teacher and observe their teaching. If a
mentor/teacher team share a building, budget constra;nts leave no paraprofessuonais in
. the building to cover a class so that teams can cbserve each other. Aiso in most
~ cases, common pianmng time does not exist, so teachers are forced to try to find time
before or after school to meet. Since new teachers are tasked with teachsng CMT prep
courses and after school tutorials, time is at a premium. Lastly, many mentors have not
been trained in many years and are not famthar with the requirements of the BEST
portfolio. Many mentors have never completed a portfolio themselves, and as such, do
not understand the' great demands of the process. New teachers are encouraged to
'attend seminars on the sections of the portfolio; meniors should be required to attend

annual seminars to update them on the ever—changmg portfolio requirements.



‘Mentors can be a very effective tool for a new teacher. Teaching is a professi'on
that lends itself to collaboration and sharin_g of ideas. Effective meniérs can greatly
imﬁact and improve the BEST portfolio program. Properly fraine_d mentors that share a
new teacher’s grade level and building wodid'.help a new feacher become a befter
teéoher, more so than actually completing a portfolio. As you look at the BEST portfolio |
program please give great consideration to the area of mentors. Mentors heed proper
training, release time, and some type of compensation for their efforts in assisting new
teachers to improve their teaching. The benefit will not just be for the new teacher, the

children of Connecticut will benefit from more effective teachihg as well.






