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Enriching the professional identity 
of early childhood development 
teachers through mentorship1
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The purpose of this paper is to highlight three professional identity tensions that are experienced by beginning 
teachers: the change in role from student to teacher; conflicts between expectations and realities of mentor 
support given to students (mentees), and contradictory notions of learning to teach. Research shows that 
Early Childhood Development (ECD) is losing many highly qualified teachers due to the perceived lack of 
proper mentorship in developing professional identity. This article outlines a study to explore the mentoring 
needs of ECD teachers in developing a positive professional identity. Participatory Reflection and Action 
(PRA) as a data collection method, which relied heavily on interpretivism as epistemology was conducted. 
The research sample consisted of all fourth year (final-year) undergraduate BEd students (n=713), who 
had to attend the compulsory teaching-practice component of the teacher training programme for the first 
time during the second and third quarters of the academic year. The BEd (Foundation Phase) students’ 
completed matrices (maps) were transcribed, coded and categorised through thematic analysis. As a 
result, two dimensions of the participants’ identity construction emerged: (1) Positive Role Modelling and 
(2) Missed Opportunities. It is suggested that mentor training, as well as scheduled talk-time and reflection
opportunities between the mentors and mentees could transform the Work Integrated Learning (WIL)
landscape and enrich the professional identity of Early Childhood Education teachers.12
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It is important that universities pay serious attention to tensions such as helplessness, frustration and anger 
which are related to beginning teachers’ professional identity during Work Integrated Learning (WIL).  
Three professional identity tensions that are experienced by beginning teachers are the change in role 
from student to teacher; conflicts between expectations and realities of mentor support given to students 
(mentees), and contradictory notions of learning to teach (Pillen; Beijaard & den Brok, 2013). There 
has been an increase in the number of studies conducted on teacher professional identity (Al-Khatib & 
Lash, 2017). However, very few studies have been done with the early childhood development (ECD) 
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teachers, especially student teachers in this field (Thomas, 2012). The battle for the appreciation of the 
professional status of early childhood education teachers has been a challenge. The lack of achieving 
common qualifications, unqualified teachers, low pay, and poor public understanding that the work of 
early childhood practitioners is wasting time through play, have led to instabilities surrounding professional 
identity (Bipath & Joubert, 2016). This gap in research exists despite the growing demand for teachers at 
this level. Early childhood education teachers are faced with a number of challenges; among them is lack 
of professional identity and the mentorship needed to develop such an identity (Botha & Onwu, 2013).

Many countries are striving to improve the qualifications of teachers in the Early Childhood Development 
(ECD) phase. Such momentum is aimed at producing better equipped ECD teachers (Gibson, 2015), 
who are able to facilitate the holistic development of young children. Commencement of teaching is a 
particular and compound stage of teacher identity development (Avalos, 2011). Research shows that ECD 
is losing many highly qualified teachers (Fantilli & McDougall, 2009), at times due to the perceived lack 
of professional identity mentoring (amongst other factors). 

This article outlines a study to explore the mentoring needs of ECD teachers in developing a positive 
professional identity. Nurturing of the ECD teachers’ identity alone is not sufficient; it is through mentoring 
that desired change in the ECD teachers’ professional identity will be accomplished. The process of 
mentoring teacher identity begins during the years student teachers spend in teacher training institutions 
and lasts for a lifetime (Osgood, 2006). I argue further that the sustainability of ECD teachers’ professional 
identities relies on the continuation of mentoring by schools (Urban, 2015) and for this reason, I illuminate 
how effective mentoring enriches the professional identity of early childhood education teachers during 
WIL.

The next section provides a brief overview of developing professional identity; training mentors for 
effective professional identity development; mentoring to develop professional identity and the influence 
of mentoring on ECD.

While teacher professional identity does not develop without being nurtured, the questions raised are how 
then should such nurturing, and mentoring be done? Fraser (2018: 7) discovered that student teachers 
complained about their mentor lecturer interactions, and criticised ‘the absence of moral and spiritual 
support, lack of involvement and poor communication styles’. Bouwer, Venketsamy and Bipath (2021: 28) 
suggest that ‘collaborative, comprehensive and critically constructive discussions should be held by mentor 
lecturers after lessons are taught during WIL’. This could perhaps assist student teachers in moulding their 
professional identity.

ECD teacher professional identity entails ‘exploring, understanding and finding one’s own style in 
teaching’ (Abongdia, Foncha & Dakada, 2015: 495).  Professional identity is influenced by one’s past, 
present and future experiences in relation to how they are viewed by those around them. Professional 
identity is ‘an intricate and tangled web of influences and imprints rooted in personal and professional life 
experiences’, says Bukor (2015: 306).  He argues that professional identity reflects the values and beliefs 
of all the interrelationships and connections that human beings experience. This includes the professional, 
educational, and pedagogical aspects of being a teacher. Jackson (2017: 15) considers 

  professional identity as a complex phenomenon spanning awareness of and connection with the 
skills, qualities, behaviours, values, and standards of a student’s chosen profession, as well as one’s 
understanding of professional self in relation to the broader general self. 

  LITERATURE REVIEW
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Societal expectations, field placements during their pre-service course as well as previous experiences of 
teachers and teaching has moulded the professional identity (Beltman et al., 2015).  Friedman (2004: 
312) describes the ‘shattered dreams’ that teachers experience as they journey between the potentially 
conflicting worlds of expectations and reality. The tensions they experience cause teachers to resign after 
a few years, as they realise that teaching is regarded as a low status job. 

The future of the profession rests on our ability to develop new… methods to help individuals cope with the 
new organisation of work that is becoming increasingly less predictable, regulated, stable, and orderly 
(Savickas: 2019: n.p.).

Developing professional identity

At the start of the profession, it is essential to carve a strong, coherent teacher identity in beginning 
teachers. This is related to teacher retention, resilience and effectiveness (Mansfield, Beltman & Price, 
2014). Boydell (1986) alerted us to the three main role players in the WIL relationship: namely, the student 
teacher, the mentor lecturer and the mentor teacher. Understanding how mentee teachers’ professional 
identity develops during the WIL in teacher education programmes will allow mentor lecturers and mentor 
teachers to formulate guidelines to prepare mentee teachers for the reality of teaching.  Mentee teachers 
should this be enlightened on how to engage in ‘a productive process of constructing their professional 
identities’ (Izadinia, 2013: 712).

Training mentors for effective professional identity development

A variety of tasks and tools as well as personal and contextual factors come into play for effective 
mentoring. Beutel and Spooner-Lane (2009) point out the importance of training mentors for their roles. 
The University of Tampere (Finland) ensures that mentor training occurs before mentor teachers are tasked 
with mentoring. Without the training, they are not permitted to mentor students.

Preschool teacher training involves lectures, seminars, small group exercises, and practicums in a 
preschool. In Finland, each practicum has different goals. The ethics and professional identity of the 
preschool teacher, as well as observing the learning environment and the children from the focus of the 
first practicum. The pedagogy and curriculum work of ECD is part of the second practicum. The holistic 
responsibility in the preschool teachers’ work, including cooperation with the preschool’s multi-professional 
team and the children’s parents is realised in the third practicum. This practicum also allows the students 
to investigate the development process in the preschool. It is the responsibility of the university lecturer 
(mentor lecturer) and a preschool teacher (mentor teacher) to guide practicums.

Student teachers (mentees) develop professionally during the three practicums. A mentee’s first years of 
practice is well documented, as the growth and development is referred to during the later practicums. The 
first year is regarded as crucial as this is where the construction process of professional identity begins, 
and students grow into their future roles as teachers. Moreover, Pendergast, Garvis and Keogh (2011) 
state that students are given an opportunity to face the reality of a teacher’s role during these practicums. 
Trained and motivated mentors are thus essential in the development of a mentees’ professional identity 
(Balduzzi & Lazzarri, 2015; Leshem, 2012; Ukkonen-Mikkola & Turtiainen, 2016).

The mentor is looked upon as an example of a professional and a role model (Johnson, 2007). In Russell 
and Russell’s (2011) study, mentors also viewed themselves as guides and individuals offering resources. 
These roles have an impact on the professional identity development of the mentee. A good relationship 
with the mentor supports the student’s professional identity construction (Johnson, 2007). Mentorship and 
professional identity is studied more in the school context (Heikkinen, Jokinen & Tynjälä, 2012).
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Mentoring to develop professional identity

Professional identity (PI) consists of four characteristics (Al-Khatiba & Lash, 2017).  PI depends on an 
individual’s experiences. It is influenced by the interaction of an individual and their surroundings. The 
involvement between the mentors and mentees themselves is of importance in the development of their 
professional identity.

Mentoring to develop professional identity among ECD teachers is essential for beginning teachers 
(Rhodes, 2006). Rhodes (2006) posits that though professional identity is developed by one’s interaction 
with families and cultures, interaction with colleagues in the workplace is prominent. Encounters teachers 
have with their managers on a day-to-day basis are likely to form part of professional identity mentoring.  
Professional identity mentoring, according to Thomas (2012), is a process that involves its construction 
and reconstruction. He reiterates that mentoring professional identity is not a once-off experience, but 
rather a process that lasts a lifetime. Langford (2007) states that acknowledgement of the importance of 
diverse prerequisites is central to the construction and reconstruction of early childhood education teacher 
identities.

Teachers with low self-esteem could be bound to experience lack of professional identity, hence the 
significance of mentorship. Teacher development happens throughout one’s teaching career, indicating 
the need for developing professional identity in schools. In this light, Moloney (2010) argues that in ECD, 
professional identity is awkward due to lack of obligatory training prerequisites.

The influence of mentoring on ECD

The battle for the appreciation of the professional status of early childhood has been unending and 
challenging in Australia as elsewhere. Underqualified and unqualified practitioners, very low wages and 
poor public opinions that the job of an early childhood practitioner is one of babysitting and play rather 
than work have led to uncertainties surrounding professional identity. A positive professional identity has the 
prospective to reduce attrition rates for novice ECD teachers (Cattley, 2007), who make up the majority of 
those who resign from the profession (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2001). 
Teacher identity is related to how teachers teach and their growth as professionals, and it influences plans 
to leave the profession (Schepens et al., 2009). 

Langford (2007) views professional identity as the result of a cultural pact, interference, blending and 
disjuncture. The extent to which a teacher is valued and respected by society impacts on her professional 
identity. Teachers are influenced by their cultures, and this forms a significant aspect of professional 
identity. Culture impacts on our way of doing things in life, so it is the situation with the professional 
identity of ECD teachers. Mentoring of teachers during WIL can emancipate ECD teachers from aspects of 
culture that lead to devaluing and undermining of their professional identity.

Mentors in schools need to have an interest in school activity and have adequate knowledge and skills 
regarding the curriculum and how to execute it, (Kupila, Ukkonen-Mikkola & Rantala, 2017). They hold 
that not mentored, teachers might be frustrated, unstimulated and non-participative in terms of integration 
into a variety of school activities. Fraser’s (2018: 9) study concurs with this statement when he quotes a 
comment from a 4th year student teacher after a mentoring experience: 

  We have learnt to think outside the box. We have learnt to work with one another, which will help us 
in the workplace in order to be able to work with other teachers…

An ECD teacher should be able to work collaboratively with other teachers. Such a level of teamwork 
and support requires influencing professional identity of teachers by the school managers. Professional 
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identity development gives teachers an opportunity to merge theory with practice in their classes. In a 
study conducted by Botha and Onwu (2013: 7), the findings revealed that the novice teachers who were 
mentored during their teaching in terms of relating theory to practice at the workplace, experienced 
‘positive mediating influences that grew and sustained their identity formation’.

The purpose of this study was to determine the mentoring needs of student teachers and the mentoring 
responsibilities of the mentor lecturers and teachers in order to enrich the professional identity of early 
childhood development teachers. 

Paradigm

The qualitative design of the study, with specific reference to PRA school-based activities, relied heavily 
on interpretivism as epistemology. The framework that provided the structure to the study lay vested in 
Engeström’s Activity Theory. This framework represented the broad base of teaching practice which should 
be regarded as the main activity or event defining WIL. It embraced WIL as ‘unit of analysis’ capturing 
the experiences of student teachers over period of time. In the context of this study, mentorship during WIL 
played a sound instrumental role.

Participatory Reflection and Action (PRA) as Data Collection Method  

The decision to use PRA as the research method was built on two premises. The first premise ensured the 
emancipatory and empowering nature of participatory research as data collection strategy. Von Maltzahn 
and van der Riet (2006: 110) refer to the ‘strong social justice orientation’ of participatory research, as 
well as the value of participatory research to construct knowledge within a particular social context. The 
second premise sought security in addressing emerging profession-related challenges and problems as 
they emerge. When we decided to use PRA, we were guided by Von Maltzahn and van der Riet’s (2006: 
110) observation that it ‘gives people an opportunity to articulate what they feel the problems are and 
to generate relevant solutions’. This became the cornerstone of PRA as a data collection and capacity 
building strategy. I decided on a strategy that would allow participants to reflect on the development of 
their professional identities, report on emerging challenges, and also to allow them to introduce measures 
that could strengthen areas of concern. Ferreira and Ebersöhn (2012) explain that PRA is built on three 
premises, namely, the participants working in the field are not experts, those local problems require local 
solutions, and the actions to be taken in solving these problems, would result in empowerment. 

Research Sample 

The research sample consisted of all University of Pretoria fourth year (final year) undergraduate BEd 
students (n=713) who had to attend the compulsory WIL component of the teacher training programme 
for the first time during the second and third quarters of the 2015 academic year. What made this intake 
unique is the fact that it was the participants’ first school visit in four years and many students thought this 
to be extremely challenging and uncertain. The majority of the participants (79%) were female, while 21% 
of the sample were male. The selected sample for this study included all fourth-year students enrolled for 
the foundation phase (n=100). 

Data collection method

Student teachers attended the first three-hour workshop on campus one month into WIL followed by a 
second workshop at the end of their three-month WIL period. At the workshops, they formed groups of 
10 according to their specialisations and participated in the first PRA data collection exercises. Hence 
10 groups of 10 (n=100) foundation phase mentees’ matrices were used as data for this article. Figure 1 
describes the main tasks of the data capturing instruments or matrixes. Matrix 2 was mostly used for the 
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capturing of data for this article.  A two-phased data collection approach which occurred during the 2nd 
quarter and 3rd quarter of the year follows:

 Figure 1: Data collection procedure outline and the data instrument used

Phase 1: 3 hour workshop during the 2nd quarter

Phase 2: 3 hour workshop during the 3rd quarter

Data analysis procedure

Thematic analysis was used to make sense of the data. Matrix 2 used for this article required students to 
rank and state the importance of mentors to the development of their professional identities. This specific 
dimension of identity coincided well with so-called professional identity defined by Day, Elliot and Kington 
(2005: 263) as the expectations of a ‘good teacher’ as well as the ‘educational ideals’ of the teacher. The 
completed matrices were transcribed, and the collected data coded classified and categorised according 
to themes. Member checking was done during the 2nd phase of the data collection which occurred after 
three months.

Ethics
Managing the Research Process prior to the commencement of the PRA workshops and the required 
permission to conduct the study was sought from faculty management as well as from the Ethics Committee 
of the Faculty of Education of the university. Student teachers were informed about the workshop date 
and times by mail and short text messages. Participants were briefed on the purpose of the workshop 
prior to the commencement of each workshop. They gave their written consent before participating in the 
workshop. 

Two dimensions of the students’ experiences that contributed to their identity building emerged for 
consideration; (1) Positive Role Modelling and (2) Missed Opportunities.

Matrix 2
Mapping and quantifying the 
role of stakeholders in terms of 
their identity development

Matrix 3
Mapping action plans: identify 
2 gaps in your developing teach 
identity and propose 2 action 
plans that you would implement 
at school to address these 
shortcurts.

Matrix 1
Mapping student teachers 
opinion on their 4 expert roles

Matrix 4
Mapping out outcomes of the  
selected action plans

  FINDINGS
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Positive Role Modelling

Group 1 complimented their mentor teacher for ‘changing their perspectives of life skills’ and for ‘giving 
them positive feedback regarding their teaching’ and showing them how to change ‘bad situations into 
good ones’. Group 2 was positive regarding the advice about improvement of teaching that was given to 
her from the mentor teacher. 

 They always encourage us to do better and take charge of our lives.

Group 3 described their experience of their mentor teacher as 

  They were transparent, did not hide the challenges. They hinted on things that work and do not work 
in school and teaching in the day we are living in. They taught us how to focus on different types of 
learners, not just focus on the gifted ones only.

Group 4 described their mentor teacher as a ‘second parent’. They elaborated: 

  They were the first role models we were ever exposed to. They helped us with being respectful and 
most disciplined. They helped and motivated us to do better and believe in ourselves and they build 
our knowledge and created a solid foundation for us. 

Group 5 mentioned their positive experience as 

  They involved us more, encouraged us to be more open about our past struggles and victories. They 
encouraged us and gave us tips and ideas. 

Group 6 praised their mentor teacher by saying 

  …they provided helpful guidelines to teach, demonstrated effective administrative strategies, gave us 
tips on dealing with troublesome learners, taught us different methods of teaching and offered realistic 
examples and expectations of actually being a teacher.  

Group 7 said that their mentor teachers 

 gave us guidance, tips, moral support, feedback and were our educators too.  

Group 8 described their experiences as follows: 

  …they exposed us to the real demand of teaching that includes setting of question papers, and they 
gave us guidance in lesson preparation and other admin issues.

Students in Group 8 valued the mentor lecturer as the greatest contributor to their positive identity. They 
said: 

  My mentor lecturer is playing a significant role that is contributing to shaping our teacher identity. She 
is a doctor and well educated. She advised me well and was the stamp of approval in praising me for 
choosing the best career. She gave me ‘rare high marks’ which showed her framing our identity in a 
positive, reflective manner.  

This statement shows that the mentor lecturer can make a difference to students in their final year. However, 
it could be that the marks given by the mentor lecturer was the reason for this positive comment by this 
group. Group 9 also praised the mentor lecturer as follows: 
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  They motivated us through their way in which they present themselves and inspired us through their 
passion for education. 

Thus, role modelling and praise for effort proved an important factor in developing a positive professional 
identity. 

Missed Opportunities

Missed opportunities in developing professional identities amongst student teachers was prevalent in the 
findings. Groups 9 and 10 complained about their mentor teachers: 

 The mentor teachers take advantage and overload us with their work 

and 

  Although our mentor teachers’ characters motivate us as student teachers, they give us their work to do 
while they are sitting and chatting on phones.

The student teachers considered their mentor lecturer to have played the least significant role in their 
professional identity building.  Group 1 recommended that 

  We feel that it can be wise and very helpful if the mentor lecturers can visit at least 5 to 6 times to the 
schools, just for ‘sit ins’ in the student lessons to render motivational words before and after assessment. 

Group 2 questioned 

 Why hasn’t the university taught/shaped us accordingly in some aspects? 

They stated that the university could have 

 focused more on practicals from the first year. 

Clearly, this statement shows that these 10 students in this group realised the benefits of WIL but were 
wondering why teaching practice does not occur from the first year.  Group 3 echoed the same sentiment 
stating that 

  They should have made us do the practical part earlier, exposed us more to the real world and they 
should have designed modules to be more practical and focused on what is done in schools.

Group 4 saw the lack of preparation on the part of mentor lecturers who 

 instead of guiding us on becoming teachers…they encouraged us to continue with our studies. 

Perhaps this is due to some mentor lecturers not being in schools themselves and having adequate training 
as a schoolteacher before they became lecturers. Group 5 complained that instead of being helpful and 
supporting them, they ‘emphasised weaknesses’. However, they mentioned that their mentor lecturers 

 gave us positive criticism, appreciated and encouraged us.  

Group 6 recommended that mentor lecturers 

 must provide us with more practical opportunities and expectations should be realistic. 
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This group complained that theory was quite repetitive. Group 7 complained that their mentor lecturer was 
very disrespectful to them and showed a 

  lack of communication, poor people skills, lacking expertise, inadequate knowledge and poor 
punctuality.

However, Group 10 complained about the lack of preparation by the mentor lecturer: 

  He is not eager to shape me as a student teacher. During his first visit he did not assess my file. He did 
not fill page 9 of the reader of which he was supposed to fill.  

The possible reason for this is that due to lecturers being so overloaded with tasks and research loads, the 
university hires outside people - previous teachers or retired teachers to assist in assessing the students. 
However, if the mentor lecturer is not trained by the university on how to shape the professional identity of 
students, this was an opportunity wasted.

So, it was clear that the mentees valued the input from their mentor teachers more than their mentor lecturers. 
Most students also ranked their mentor teachers’ impact on their professional identity development higher 
than that of the mentor lecturer. 

Discussion 

The aim of the study was to investigate whether mentorship during WIL enriched the professional identity of 
ECD teachers. Unfortunately, the missed opportunities by the mentors proved to be challenges in enriching 
the professional identity development. Therefore, transformation efforts to improve the WIL experience 
needs to be implemented. The themes from the data highlighted the practical implications for enriching the 
mentorship of student teachers during WIL.

Train the mentor teacher and mentor lecturer

The two important mentors (mentor teacher and mentor lecturer) for the optimal development of a student 
teachers’ professional identity, need to be trained.  At universities, student teachers are assigned mentor 
teachers and mentor lecturers. These mentors are given manuals from the WIL office, on how to assess 
and support students. Contact sessions for training are provided for mentor lecturers; however, these are 
not compulsory. Furthermore, these mentor lecturers are assigned an average of 10 students, over and 
above their general workload. Perhaps, university lecturers find themselves inundated with postgraduate 
students as well as research activities that they do not have time to attend training sessions as mentor 
lecturers before going out for WIL assessments. Training sessions should be available online and should 
be compulsory for both mentor lecturers and teachers.

Unawareness of expectations from the mentor lecturers during WIL

The lack of mentor lecturer training regarding expectations from student teachers is clear from the negative 
responses from students on mentor lecturers. One group requested that mentor lecturers come more often, 
‘5 to 6 times for sit ins’ on teaching. This confirms that the students need to prove to lecturers that are 
converting theory to practice. Students seem to want to see their lecturers in their classrooms.   Students 
expressed their discontent about being exposed to WIL very late in their teaching degree. Maybe exposure 
to schools in their first year through practical held in classrooms or having teaching schools linked to 
universities could prove beneficial.

Students enter their schools and listen and learn from their mentor teachers as these teachers will provide a 
final mark for their practice teaching.  The mentor teachers sometimes take advantage of the students and 
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use them ‘as markers for the work that they marked for the term’ (communication from 4th year mentee). 
This practice should not be encouraged, and mentor teachers need to realise their importance as a role 
model for the mentees. They have the power to create unhappiness and demotivation in the mentee and 
this can severely impact their future careers. Universities need to warn mentor teachers to refrain from 
using their power over their mentees ruthlessly.

The importance of motivation and positive professional identity development

Group 9 showed how the mentor lecturer made a difference to their professional identity. The way their 
mentor lecturer 

 presented themselves, inspired us through their passion for education 

showed them that they had chosen the right profession. The students say that due to positive professional 
identity development and moulding, they felt confident that they were in the right profession and were 
going to make a difference in learner’s lives.

Talk-time between mentor teacher and mentee teacher

Adequate time should be scheduled for the meet and greet (initial meeting) between mentor and mentee 
teacher. This relationship building activity is very important when establishing a cooperative, collaborative 
learning relationship. Establishing a trusting communication channel between mentors and mentees would 
allow each to share their experiences in a safe and trusting environment. Bouwer, Venketsamy and 
Bipath (2021 : 29) agree that safe learning spaces for students would ‘ensure Grade R student teachers’ 
experiences of WIL are positive for teaching and learning to occur’. 

Development of Trust

The ‘only vehicle on which the journey can be made is trust’ (Sgroi, 1998: 26).  By valuing each other’s 
ideas and opinions and having an open commitment to in-depth discussions, collaborative expansion of 
ideas is possible. By working as a Community of Practice (COP) with the mentor teachers and lecturers, 
modelling and experimentation of lesson plans can occur. When mentors and mentees are paired, the 
mentee would begin to form ideas of how she or he needs to perform or behave as a teacher. Mentees 
are wanting to emulate good practices, and mentors therefore need to be aware that how they behave 
and what they believe is being scrutinised and this could make an indelible impression on the minds of 
the young teacher. Mentee teachers need to be well informed and encouraged to challenge currently held 
ideas. Explicit guidance is required from mentor teachers. This needs to be discussed in the first mentoring 
session. Adequate time is required to consider the deeper implications on a mentor –mentor partnership. 
Further time spent in stimulating discussion about teaching and learning is as important as time spent 
teaching and observing learners in classrooms.

Reflection opportunities between mentors and mentees

Reflections after every lesson taught or activity facilitated is an expectation of work-integrated placements. 
It is assumed that these reflections would refine their personal philosophies of teaching and learning. The 
students have their personal philosophies in their portfolio files. The mentor lecturer will need to spend 
time reading this and allowing time for the student to reflect on whether the lesson observed showed 
the characteristics of his philosophy as recorded.  The students will also realise the importance of the 
reflections for his /her growth as a professional teacher and will pay more attention to planning and 
preparation of the portfolio file as this file becomes a teaching resource when he/she is a fully fledged 
teacher. It is hoped that mentees would develop reflections of lessons as a habit that they would take 
through in their daily practice as teachers. 
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Field and Field (1994) provide narratives where the student teachers have felt alienated and uncomfortable 
with their mentor teachers. These mentee teachers are afraid to divulge their negative feelings because of 
their fear of being judged by the school and mentor teachers. Compliance is seen as the ‘safer’ option, 
since open and deep discussions are sometimes not entertained. The mentee feels devalued and this leads 
to helplessness, and disenchantment with the job. Therefore, the mentor lecturer needs to ensure that 
reflection occurs in a safe space with respect for mentees and mentor teachers.

Reflection on one’s own practices, experiences, perceptions and beliefs is a core activity for all teachers, 
pre-service and in-service, in schools and universities. The concepts of both teacher role and teacher 
identity are integral to create a zest for life-long learning in the ‘becoming teacher’ (Mayer, 1999). 
The ‘intellectual dimension of expert practice is, for most teachers, reflection’ (Mayer, 1999: n.p.). The 
reflections of their responsiveness and reciprocity in the classrooms with their learners, as well as the 
choice of the resources for stimulating the learner, needs to be discussed in an open and trusting way.  
By doing this student teachers begin to realise that he or she is responsible for quality teaching and thus 
would be more responsible when drawing up lesson plans and setting up learning environments for 
learner achievement.

Portfolio File as a tool for professional development

Student teacher portfolios are available, effective, and appropriate tools in documenting teacher growth 
and development and in promoting reflective, thoughtful practice. Mentors should be given clues on how 
to analyse portfolios in a professional way in order to develop students’ professional identities positively. 
The mentee teacher needs to begin to take responsibility for his actions in the choice of resources, the 
context, as well as the cultural diversity of learners in the class. Positive teacher identity is promoted when 
mentees and mentors dedicate sufficient time to empowering mentee teachers to make their own decisions, 
learn through research in action and understand that the children in the class are reliant on their methods 
of teaching to learn optimally. Thus, the mentor teacher should promote a collegial relationship, based 
more on mentoring rather than supervision. This would enhance the capacity and identity of the mentees. 
They would feel empowered to make a difference to learning and thus feel a sense of pride in becoming 
a professional.

This article aimed to explore the mentorship opportunities and challenges of ECD teachers in developing 
a positive professional identity during WIL. Due to the problem of many teachers leaving the profession 
at an early stage, the importance of an excellent mentoring relationship between mentor teachers/
lecturers and mentees is essential for developing a strong professional identity. The findings of this study 
showed that positive role modelling and missed opportunities within a mentor–mentee relationship led to 
disenchantment and devalued professional identities. Higher Education Institutes will need to train their 
mentor lecturers and mentor teachers so that they realise their motivational role and the deep impression 
that they create in future careers of young teachers. Future training models for mentors need to be created 
where mentees and mentors from schools and higher educational institutions form new habits and work 
as communities of practices (COPs), providing a safe environment for mentee teachers to value their 
professional identity as ECD teachers and become life-long learners. Individuals in a COP share ideas and 
activities, as well as ways of communicating and acting in the profession (Morrell, 2003). Hawkins and 
Rogers (2016) discovered that working in a COP helped student teachers to develop professionally and 
that COPs can be customised to improve WIL experiences. Thus, if we are to transform the WIL landscape, 
mentors cannot only work vertically (top-down) with student teachers. It has become more urgent to work 
horizontally, understand problems and provide the space for students to interact and express themselves 
freely in COPs. This horizontal approach could embrace student teachers’ professional identity and thus 
enrich the mentoring experiences of education graduates at higher educational institutes.
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