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Article Info ABSTRACT
Article type: The aim of this study is to explain the nature of mentoring as a new method of professional
Research Article development for Early Childhood Educators (ECE). Given the importance of educators'

role in improving the quality of preschool education, the professional development of this
influential group, who have mostly not received formal pre-service training - is of great
importance. However, traditional professional development models have failed to have a
significant impact, and research has pointed to reasons such as lack of attention to the
needs of mentors, the cycle of theory and practice, and prescriptive training. This study
proposes an alternative model called mentoring and seeks to understand its nature and
discover what it is through phenomenology, which focuses on understanding the essence
Keywords: of experiences related to a phenomenon. For this purpose, the lived experience of five
Mentoring, Professional mentors who have been working with preschool teachers for many years (purposive
development, Early childhood, sampling) was analyzed. Then, to ensure the findings, the results were compared with a
Early childhood education. synthesis of previous research using the triangulation model. Finally, the research findings
are categorized into three themes that provide practical guidelines for the professional

development of preschool educators.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Preschool educators are key agents in the delivery of high-quality early childhood education.
Despite their vital role, many educators in Iran lack access to formal pre-service training.
Traditional models of professional development have often failed to meet their needs due to
their top-down, prescriptive nature and limited integration of theory and practice. As global
research increasingly emphasizes the importance of responsive, context-sensitive approaches
to professional development, mentoring has emerged as a promising alternative. This study
explores the essence and nature of mentoring as a professional development method for
preschool educators through a phenomenological lens, aiming to offer a deeper conceptual and
practical understanding of this approach.

Methodology

This research employed a qualitative phenomenological methodology, which is particularly
suitable for exploring the lived experiences and meanings attributed to a phenomenon by those
who have directly encountered it. Participants included five early childhood professionals
selected through criterion sampling. These individuals met the following criteria: (1) direct
experience with young children and their educators, (2) a demonstrated commitment to child
development, and (3) a progressive, non-behaviorist approach to teaching and learning.

Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews and analyzed using open
and axial coding until thematic saturation was achieved. The key guiding question was: “How
does a mentor support the professional growth of early childhood educators?” To validate the
findings and strengthen theoretical grounding, the interview data were triangulated with a
research synthesis of over 30 global sources, including books and peer-reviewed articles on
mentoring in early childhood education. The synthesis examined mentoring’s definitions,
principles, benefits, and historical development from 1976 to recent years, incorporating global
perspectives.

Findings and Conclusion

The data analysis, primarily based on in-depth interviews, was conducted using open and axial
coding methods. The results of its analysis are presented in this section, and these findings are
discussed in the context of other findings in the literature. A common finding among all
interviewees was the principle that mentoring is a relationship-based process in which a more
experienced learner (mentor) encourages other individuals (mentees) to manage their own
learning in a way that enables mentees to become self-reliant in acquiring knowledge, skills,
creating continuous motivation to do the work, and enhancing the personal and professional
capacities of individuals. This process is governed by principles that guarantee quality.
According to the data classification, the nature of the mentoring phenomenon can be considered
to contain three main parts. The data led to the identification of three main dimensions of the
mentoring experience:

1. Definition of Roles
The analysis of the findings shows that mentoring involves two main roles: mentor and mentee.
The mentee is someone who enters into a mentoring relationship with the mentor to achieve
personal and professional development towards a specific goal. The mentor is an experienced,
role model, and expert in the subject matter who, by using capabilities such as facilitation,
guidance, leadership, and review, leads to the personal and professional growth of the individual
in a specific field.

A mentor supports the individual in becoming empowered to develop self-sufficiency. Every
mentor needs to be equipped with knowledge, skills, and attitudes, with a clear differentiation
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between the mentor and mentee’s responsibilities, emphasizing the mentor’s function as a
facilitator rather than an instructor.

2. Definition of Principles
Core values governing the mentoring relationship included:

1. Selt-knowledge and self-awareness are intertwined with professional development.
2. Listening-based communication is a key factor in effectiveness

3. Choice and time foster an independent mind in growth.

4. Motivation and energy are necessary to move on the path of growth.

5. Rethinking is a way of learning and recreating.

6. The applicability of content ensures learning.

7. All humans are perfect, there are only limitations to their full expression

These findings were supported by theoretical models such as Vella’s (1995) “Learning to
Listen” and Erhard et al.’s (2017) ontological leadership model, which emphasize adult learning
and human-centered leadership, respectively. Together, they provided the analytical lenses
through which mentoring was interpreted and defined.

3. Definition of Process
Mentoring was seen as a dynamic, evolving process that supports the mentee’s independent
learning, professional motivation, and personal growth. The process is guided by a structure,
yet remains flexible and responsive to individual needs.

The process in mentoring process consists of operations and steps required to achieve a
specific goal. These steps include the characteristics that enable the goal to be achieved. The
five characteristics of this process are: communication-oriented, growth-oriented, educational,
participatory, and purposeful.

The main question of this research was: What is the nature of mentoring in early childhood
professional development services? In response to this question, mentoring can be described as
a process where a more experienced learner (mentor) encourages other individuals (mentees)
to manage their own learning in such a way that mentees become self-reliant in acquiring new
knowledge, skills while maintaining continuous motivation for work. This process enhances
individuals’ personal and professional capacities.

Considering this definition, the phenomenon of mentoring possesses the capability of
incorporating professionalism components and acknowledging individual differences. The
main characteristics of this process, as highlighted in this research, include:

o Relationship-oriented

e Goal-oriented and time-bound
e Collaborative

e Educational

Therefore, when a process is structured based on relationships and collaboration and imparts
education through goal-oriented and time-bound frameworks, it can effectively address the
needs of learners.
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In Iran, mentoring emerges as a meaningful alternative to traditional professional development
models for early childhood educators. Instead of imposing knowledge from the top down, this
method fosters an environment of collaborative reflection, empowerment, and continuous
learning. This study presents a new conceptual framework, grounded in local experiences and
global research, which positions mentoring as a sustainable and human-centered model for
teacher development in early childhood education.
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