[image: ]
2025 Premier’s University of New South Wales Rural and Remote Education Scholarship
Beyond the beginning:
Advancing mid-career teacher mentorship initiatives in NSW rural and remote schools as an incentive for teacher retention and growth
Danielle Barisa
Coonabarabran High School
Sponsored by the University of New South Wales
[image: ]

The Premier’s Teacher Scholarships program – an initiative of the NSW Premier’s Department and administered by the NSW Department of Education – provides funding for a 5-week study tour to explore best practice in a recipient’s chosen focus area. The program aims to deliver outcomes for recipients, students, teacher colleagues and school communities. 
This report was completed following scholarship study tour activities. It captures the highlights of the many observations and learnings gained, which are to be further shared through future educational opportunities. The report is produced by the author in their capacity as a scholarship recipient and may not represent the views of the NSW government, employing authority or sponsoring organisation.
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Introduction
Ensuring high-quality teaching and sustained professional development is vital for equitable outcomes in rural and remote New South Wales. While schools typically provide robust induction support for early-career teachers, this assistance often tapers off after two to three years, just as teachers begin to face new questions, evolving responsibilities and complex challenges. These extend from curriculum leadership to community engagement, and teachers risk plateauing in their practice or being consumed by burnout by the seventh year without ongoing guidance. This research therefore examined global trends in teacher quality, career-long mentoring and extending support beyond induction, to determine their relevance for rural NSW schools. Recognising that teachers exert the greatest influence on student learning, fostering their sense of belonging, wellbeing and ongoing career development is crucial to retaining educators in these communities.
Mid-career teachers, defined here as those in their seventh year or beyond, face a pivotal decision point: whether or not they will commit to their profession. Supporting this cohort is especially important in rural settings, where recruitment and retention challenges are acute. Mentoring can bolster wellbeing, enhance pedagogical skills, build leadership capacity and strengthen school culture, thereby encouraging teachers to continue their careers in remote locations. 
Using a mixed-methods design, the study conducted in-depth interviews with educators and leaders from international schools renowned for comprehensive mentoring frameworks. On-site visits enabled observation of these structures in practice. Mid-career participants shared insights into how sustained mentoring shaped their professional learning trajectories, leadership readiness and, ultimately, student outcomes. Analysis identified core elements of career-long mentoring initiatives and their adaptability to rural NSW, addressing challenges such as geographic isolation and limited resources. The findings underpinned a context-sensitive mentoring framework tailored to remote schools. By embedding this framework in professional development policies, the study offers practical strategies to enhance teacher belonging and wellbeing, support career progression and, in turn, improve teacher retention and student achievement in rural NSW.
Focus of Study
The focus of this study was to investigate the role of mentoring in sustaining teacher retention and development in rural NSW schools. It centred on:
· Mentoring as a decisive factor in keeping teachers in the profession and in rural settings.
· Practical approaches for embedding a culture of mentoring within school communities.
· The impact of curated, career-long mentoring on teacher retention, professional growth and wellbeing.
· Potential risks and safeguards in mentoring relationships, with regard to psychological safety and the development of emotional intelligence.
By engaging directly with mid-career educators, school leaders, university academics, and mentoring practitioners, the study sought to distil actionable insights and safeguards that can be adopted by rural and remote NSW schools to strengthen mentoring practices and, ultimately, improve teacher stability and student outcomes.
Significant Learning
Mentoring offers an accessible support mechanism for rural teachers who often feel isolated and ungrounded after relocating from metropolitan areas. Many reported that a sense of belonging and connection, fostered through regular mentor contact, was the key factor that made them stay in a rural school. Unlike more resource-intensive interventions, formal, top-down mentoring structures often prove less effective than relationships that grow organically; instead, mentoring remains cost-effective and flexible, requiring no rigid logistical or organisational frameworks. It can be scaled through regional mentor registers or virtual pairings, ensuring that even schools with minimal staff can provide tailored support and strengthen community ties.
‘Research has shown that such mentoring can have a range of powerful, positive impacts on mentees, mentors, schools, colleges and education systems; yet, unless appropriate conditions for mentorship are created, mentoring can be ineffectual and even harmful.’ – Professor Andrew Hobson (2017)
This warning resonates across all career stages and contexts, but is especially pertinent for rural and remote settings, where geographic isolation, resource constraints and professional solitude amplify both the promise and perils of mentoring. 
The present study distilled ten significant learnings from interviews, site visits, and a literature review. Together, these insights underscore the necessity of thoughtful design, clear role-definition and systemic support for mentoring to thrive and for teachers to remain in the profession beyond seven years, a critical attrition point exacerbated by the unique pressures of disadvantaged regions (Zhang, Nguyen & Pham 2025).
1. Distinguishing mentoring from coaching 
A persistent source of confusion lies in conflating mentoring, anchored in long-term holistic support for identity, belonging, and career development, with coaching, which tends to target performance goals. In an interview, Dr Haili Hughes succinctly characterised mentoring as ‘tea and tissues,’ emphasising its emotional and psychosocial dimensions. By contrast, coaching is short-term, and aligns with goal-setting, feedback loops, and accountability. Larsen et al. (2023) caution that the boundary between growth-oriented mentoring and evaluative accountability can dangerously blur. Schools must articulate clear protocols: mentors do not assess, write performance reviews or influence appraisal outcomes.
Further, in mentoring, short-term pairings yield fleeting insights, whereas sustained relationships cultivate trust, self-awareness and incremental skill acquisition. Mid-career teachers both in rural NSW and international contexts emphasised that mentor turnover, driven by administrative reshuffles or mentor burnout, undermines progress and fosters cynicism. 
2. What makes a good mentor?
A good mentor embodies the soft skills that underpin effective, reflective, calm and happy teaching, and schools must therefore invest in developing these capacities in potential mentors. Central to this is psychological safety. 
‘Once you create a safe space, then transformation is possible.’ - Liana Pirovino, Zurich University
Together with relational trust and empathy, psychological safety enables honest dialogue and risk-taking. Clear communication skills and visible presence reinforce that mentors are approachable and consistent, while healthy boundaries prevent role overload and maintain professional integrity. Effective mentors must resist cloning their mentees, instead adapting to diverse needs by tailoring guidance accordingly. Their availability and steadiness fosters continuity, directly correlating with stronger classroom practice and improved student outcomes. By cultivating these attributes, schools not only bolster the impact of the mentor role but also model the emotional intelligence vital for teaching excellence.
‘A bad day does not mean a bad teacher.’ – Dr Nigel Brown, Headmaster English College Prague
Mentoring involves vulnerability; mentors must face the challenge of navigating sensitive emotional terrain without overstepping. Schools should adopt the principle that ‘a bad day does not mean a bad teacher’, embedding this refrain across staff briefings and peer-support circles. In rural contexts, the risk of familiarity undermines colleague confidentiality and presents unique contexts whereby professional and social circles may overlap with stakeholders. As such, many teachers remain reluctant to show vulnerability unless absolute trust has been earned.
3. The power of multiple mentors
Time constraints emerged as a universal barrier to effective mentoring, as both mentors and mentees struggle to allocate sustained engagement amid competing demands. Adopting a multi-mentor model eases this load by distributing responsibilities across specialised roles. For example, at Prague International School, pairing a ‘social mentor’ to foster collegial integration and emotional support with a pedagogical mentor to provide classroom strategy guidance has proven effective. This approach not only broadens the support network and mitigates mismatch risk but also accommodates the multifaceted and fast-paced nature of contemporary teaching.
Further, multiple mentors then mitigate the strain of ‘wearing many hats’. During interviews, Dr Anna Locher and Dr Daniel Rosen highlighted the cognitive and emotional dissonance mentors endure when balancing pastoral care, instructional planning, leadership duties, and personal life. Many mentors described their role as a juggling act. To prevent mentor attrition, training must include boundary-setting, self-care strategies, and development of support networks. 
4. Cultivating mentor capacity
Encouraging mentees to take on mentor roles, whether for pre-service teachers, support staff or community volunteers, transforms recipients into agents of their own learning. Several mid-career educators who initially resisted mentorship found that guiding others sharpened their reflective practice, bolstered self-efficacy and reaffirmed professional identity. Reciprocal mentoring also diffuses responsibility for teacher development across the staff, mitigating mentor workload and embedding a culture of collective growth. 
However, as Tony Emmerson, Deputy Principal of The English College Prague (ECP) reminds us, ‘just because you are a good teacher, it doesn’t mean you are a good mentor’. Effective mentors require interpersonal finesse, active listening skills and cultural competence, especially crucial in diverse rural communities where First Nations and low socioeconomic status cohorts converge. Selection processes should consider the empathy and reflective capacity of potential mentors.
5. Building a mentoring culture
‘Schools must be imbued with a culture of mentoring.’ – Associate Professor Hoa Nguyen, University of New South Wales
Mentoring must be visible, valued, and woven into every facet of school life – from induction checklists to leadership communications. Integrating mentoring into staff meetings, professional development days, and performance conversations normalises it as a professional right and expectation. Leadership modelling, where principals and senior executives openly share their own mentor-mentee experiences, signals that mentoring transcends rank.
Equally, mentoring must be mutually rewarding. Across both rural and international contexts, despite no financial incentive, mentors consistently cited enhanced self-efficacy, increased job satisfaction, and the intrinsic reward of contributing to another’s professional journey as career highlights. By ensuring that both mentees and mentors derive clear value from the relationship, schools can build a sustainable mentoring culture that endures well beyond induction for the benefit of their school communities.
6. Establish a bank of mentors
Most educators surveyed, particularly in rural NSW, were unaware of available mentors or how to access them. Establishing a central register, detailing each mentor’s expertise, availability and contact protocol, demystifies the process. While it is true that it is impossible to predict synergy; mentoring relationships must be organic and not forced, yet visibility of options accelerates organic matching. In rural contexts, regional hubs can maintain shared registers across clusters of schools, pooling mentor resources to offset local shortages; this is particularly important because some small schools with perhaps only two or three teachers may find that internal mentoring relationships compromise psychological safety, making external mentors essential.
7. Needs analysis at the seven-year mark
Teacher attrition spikes around year seven, when initial idealism collides with systemic realities and subsequent career progression becomes uncertain. In rural NSW, mid-career teachers consistently reported that this milestone often coincides with taking on a new role – such as Year Advisor, Head Teacher or Sports Coordinator – which they identified as their most significant stressor. A targeted needs analysis of teachers approaching this threshold should therefore surface and explore evolving demands – curriculum overload, leadership aspirations and the challenges of role transition. School leaders must map existing supports (mentoring, coaching, leadership shadowing) and pinpoint gaps. Tailored interventions that pair teachers with mentors experienced in those new roles can provide timely guidance far more effectively than generic programmes.
A distinct cohort within this study comprised of women who had returned from maternity leave after five or more years in the classroom, often interspersed with part-time work between children. Despite their tenure, these teachers felt viewed as experts yet found themselves out of step with curriculum changes, school processes, and staffing changes. Uncertain how to seek support and reluctant to appear less competent, they frequently missed out on informal mentoring opportunities. Schools should therefore consider reintegration pathways that include dedicated mentors and phased re-entry plans, ensuring these experienced educators regain confidence, up-to-date knowledge, and re-establish a genuine sense of belonging.
8. Addressing burnout
[bookmark: _o14uyg6xmruu]According to Zhang, Nguyen, and Pham (2025), teachers in remote and economically disadvantaged areas face unique stressors, including limited access to professional networks, technological deficits, and expanded pastoral roles that extend beyond the classroom. Mentors must therefore be prepared to offer both professional guidance and emotional support, modelling adaptive coping strategies. Embedding discussions on self-care, boundary-setting and community wellbeing within mentoring sessions normalises these topics and reduces the stigma around seeking help.
9. The lasting impact of previous mentoring experiences
Although this study focused on mid-career mentoring, the interviews made it abundantly clear that positive early experiences shape teachers’ willingness to engage with mentorship at a later stage. Many effective mentors recounted benefiting from a long-standing mentor earlier in their careers whose guidance in communication, empathy, and reflective practice provided a template they themselves would later emulate. These formative professional relationships instilled both the skills and the confidence to assume mentoring roles themselves.
School leaders should audit induction and early-career mentoring programs. It was clear from interviews with teachers in rural NSW that a negative encounter in the first one or two years often breeds lasting cynicism and reluctance to seek support, whereas a strong initial match can foster a lifelong commitment to both giving and receiving mentorship. By ensuring early mentors are well-trained, well-matched and supported, schools lay the groundwork for a sustainable mentoring culture that endures throughout teachers’ careers.
10. Bridging the research gap 
Although early-career mentoring is well-researched, there is a clear lack of studies on support for teachers beyond induction, particularly in rural settings that present unique challenges. Few investigations consider the needs of educators with seven to ten years of experience, who face new leadership roles, shifting work-life demands, and a risk of stalled growth. This gap makes it difficult for policymakers and school leaders to consider the value of evidence-based mentoring for experienced teachers. Future research should explore mentoring pathways and cross-school partnerships that address the unique challenges of mid-career professionals.
[bookmark: _jo1d8j7tx93r]Conclusion
‘The profession is only as strong as the professionals.’ Professor Julianne Moss, Deakin University
As Professor Moss explained in an interview, this underscores why context-sensitive mentoring is so vital in rural and remote NSW. The ten learnings outlined above coalesce into a clear set of principles for effective, context-sensitive mentoring in rural and remote NSW. First, mentoring must be carefully distinguished from coaching and appraisal. Clear role definitions are essential: mentors should act as trusted guides rather than evaluators, facilitating a psychologically safe environment in which teachers can share challenges without fear of judgement. This boundary preserves relational trust and underpins the emotional support intrinsic to effective mentoring.
Schools must invest in developing mentor competencies. Selection processes should prioritise empathy, cultural competence and communication skills alongside pedagogical expertise, recognising that developing a mentor’s soft skills directly influence both teacher wellbeing and student outcomes. Training programmes ought to include strategies for maintaining healthy boundaries, navigating emotional dissonance and fostering adaptive coping mechanisms, all of which are critical for sustaining mentor engagement over time.
Mentoring relationships flourish when they grow organically and distribute responsibility across multiple specialists. A bank of mentors eases time pressures by sharing the load and matching support to specific needs. This multi-mentor model accommodates the multifaceted demands of contemporary teaching and mitigates the strain on any single individual.
For mentoring to effectively develop and retain teachers, embedding mentoring visibly into school culture should be non-negotiable. Leaders should frequently model mentor-mentee relationships, integrate mentoring into staff meetings and professional learning days, and conduct regular needs analyses at pivotal career junctures. 
Mentoring must be accessible and flexible. In small schools, internal mentoring can risk breaches of confidentiality. To address this, regional hubs and virtual pairings enable teachers to connect with external experts. These innovative approaches could strengthen community ties without imposing onerous logistical demands. This scalability makes mentoring a cost-effective alternative to resource-heavy interventions.
[bookmark: _4n5nxi83d2xk]Further, acknowledging mutual benefits sustains the programme. Schools are inherently relationship-driven and relationship-based, and effective mentoring exemplifies the quality connections at the heart of educational work. Mentors derive increased self-efficacy, job satisfaction, and intrinsic reward from contributing to another’s growth; model relationships that teachers can then echo with students in their own classrooms. Recognising these gains through informal acknowledgement or leadership pathways helps maintain mentor motivation and reinforces the relational culture schools aim to foster.
[bookmark: _f5f2m65n9bqc]Finally, closing the research gap beyond early-career mentoring is essential to retaining the quality teachers the profession already has, ensuring that their expertise continues to benefit students and communities. Targeted studies on mid-career pathways will inform differentiated frameworks, peer-led cohorts and collaborations that address the unique challenges of experienced teachers. By continuously refining mentoring practices through evidence-informed research, rural and remote NSW schools can bolster teacher retention, prevent burnout and promote more equitable outcomes for their students and communities.
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