Mentors and Peers Join Hillsborough Classrooms This Fall

When the new school year starts in the fall, Hillsborough County Public Schools (HCPS) will launch a groundbreaking new system for evaluating and supporting teachers. More than 100 peers and mentors will greet students and teachers, and work with them throughout the year.

Mentors will provide guidance to new teachers, while peer evaluators will be assigned to experienced teachers. This system is a critical component of HCPS’ Empowering Effective Teachers initiative, funded by a seven-year, $100 million grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. The goal is to improve student achievement by ensuring that every classroom has a highly effective teacher. 

Peer and Mentor Program at a Glance

· More than 650 teachers applied to become peers and mentors. Of those, 72 peers and 47 mentors were chosen by a committee that included teachers, curriculum staff, principals and HCPS administrators.

· Those selected are among HCPS’ highest-performing classroom teachers. Applicants were rated on education level, training/professional development, student achievement, mentoring experience, leadership/management experience, collaboration, evaluation scores and administrative references.

· Peers and mentors will serve two- to three-year rotations, and then return to teaching.

· More than 13,000 teachers will be evaluated through this new system during the 2010-2011 school year.

(Note: For more in-depth coverage on the peer and mentor program, check out a recent HCPS e-zine that highlighted the topic: http://www.sdhc.k12.fl.us/eet/v1/.)

A Closer Look at the New Peer/Mentor Roles

The peers and mentors each will have distinct roles. Peers will observe teachers between two and eight times during the year and will be tasked with providing insightful and consistent feedback, as well as an evaluation. In addition to the evaluation, the mentors each will work closely with approximately 15 first-year teachers to provide coaching and observational analysis of their classroom activities. 

Jody Woods is a physical education teacher at Smith Middle School and has been a teacher for 14 years. She said that in her role as a peer evaluator, she will be able to broaden her horizons and impact many more teachers and students.

“This program has the potential to be so beneficial to all of us,” said Woods. “And especially to those in my field, where we often feel isolated. I’ll be able to witness and impact teaching across disciplines and provide my perspective. I can’t wait.”
The Value of Mentoring in the Business World

Mentoring has long been viewed as a valuable professional development and evaluation tool in many fields, most notably in the corporate world. In fact, in the private sector, 75 percent of executives point to mentoring as playing a key role in their careers, according to the American Society for Training and Development. 

Michael Fencel is the CEO of Brandon Regional Hospital, and like many business professionals, he has benefited from the wisdom and guidance of a mentor throughout his career. In fact, he says the need for a mentor is not limited to those just starting out. He says, “As I have progressed through my career, I have found the need for being mentored equally as important as when I first began my career.”

Intensive training will begin for peers and mentors in June and continue through the summer. One of their tasks will be to learn how to fairly and consistently use HCPS’ new teacher evaluation tool, which has been developed in collaboration with renowned education consultant Charlotte Danielson. 

“Being a teacher requires a real talent,” observed Jean Clements, president of the Hillsborough Classroom Teachers Association, which has been working collaboratively with HCPS on the Empowering Effective Teachers initiative since its inception. “What happens in a classroom cannot be scripted, yet there are factors and qualities that define an effective teacher. This first group of peers and mentors is embarking on a historic journey to help identify and replicate these factors. It is a journey that will change the lives of children in Hillsborough County forever.”

For more information about the Empowering Effective Teachers initiative, please visit www.empoweringteachers.mysdhc.org.
