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Modelling individuality but advising universality: 
ethnography of mentoring pre-service teachers with regard 
to student diversity
Petr Svojanovský and Jana Obrovská

Department of Education, Masaryk University, Brno, Czech Republic

ABSTRACT
Student diversity in the classroom represents a significant profes
sional challenge for pre-service teachers. The goal of this study is to 
explore how mentor teachers support pre-service teachers in 
addressing student diversity during their practicum. Eight pre- 
service teachers and their six mentor teachers were participants in 
a multi-sited ethnographic study conducted in the Czech Republic. 
Data collection took place at lower secondary schools and in 
a teacher education faculty. We identified seven strategies that 
mentor teachers use and we explain how these strategies shape 
pre-service teachers’ thinking and behaviour related to student 
diversity. The overall outcome presents a contradiction: when men
tor teachers model practice, they tend to emphasise individuality; 
however, when they provide feedback, they tend to emphasise 
universality. Importantly, we proved that feedback shaped pre- 
service teachers more than modelling. From the discussion of our 
findings, we derive six indicators that determine quality mentoring 
regarding addressing student diversity.
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Introduction

Differences among students spring from a wide range of specifics, be they social, cultural 
or health-related, as well as other diverse individual educational needs based on academic 
strengths, pace, learning profiles, etc. This complex student diversity represents 
a significant professional challenge especially for pre-service teachers (PSTs) (e.g. 
Cochran-Smith et al. 2016), who, on their practicum, are confronted and often over
whelmed at the beginning of their professional career by a number of pressing issues 
(e.g. Moore 2003). Thus, PSTs need considerable guidance in order to effectively address 
diversity in the classroom (Darling-Hammond et al. 2019), which they can learn especially 
during their practicum. Field-based experience is crucial in shaping PSTs’ attitudes to 
student diversity (Pérez-Castejón and Vigo-Arrazola 2021), increasing motivation and 
developing practices to address student diversity (Whitaker and Valtierra 2018). 
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According to PSTs, mentor teachers (MTs), and especially their style of mentoring 
(Hennissen et al. 2008), play a key role in how they learn to teach through the practicum 
(Clarke, Triggs, and Nielson 2014). Therefore, in this study we interlink two important 
concepts of mentoring and student diversity because research on mentoring with regard 
to student diversity is rather scarce (cf. Ellis, Alonzo, and Nguyen 2020; Hoffman et al.  
2015). The goal of this study is to explore how MTs support PSTs in addressing student 
diversity during their practicum. The research took place in lower secondary classrooms 
located in one large city in the Czech Republic with a sample of eight PSTs and six MTs.

Student diversity

Although the specialist discourse (e.g. Darling-Hammond et al. 2019) puts an emphasis on 
meeting the individual needs of all students, authors typically accentuate addressing the 
needs of only some groups of students, specifically students with a socio-cultural disadvan
tage and/or students with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND). For example, 
based on an analysis of 152 articles, chapters, reports and books, Grant and Gibson (2011) 
found out that diversity in the context of teacher education is defined predominantly in 
terms of race, ethnicity and/or culture, despite frequent mentions in these publications of 
the importance of addressing the needs of ‘all students’. Similarly, based on a landscape 
review of more than 1500 empirical studies, Cochran-Smith et al. (2016) present research on 
teacher preparation for diversity and equity as one of the three dominant research trends in 
this field. In the reviewed studies, diversity is mainly defined in terms of colour, urban 
background, language, disability, and gender. More recently, Rowan et al. (2021) have also 
pointed out that previous review studies concerned with teacher education and student 
diversity as well as studies included in their own review study stressed the needs of students 
with SEND and socio-cultural disadvantages. In addition to approaches emphasising the 
socio-cultural perspective of student diversity, such as social justice and equity (Cochran- 
Smith et al. 2016) and approaches focused on the education of students with SEND, such as 
some concepts of inclusive education (cf. Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson 2006), there are also 
pedagogical perspectives such as differentiated instruction (DI) (Tomlinson 2017) emphasis
ing the diversity which manifests in the learning process itself, that is, through different 
interests, motivations, learning profiles, and academic strengths, etc. It is precisely the 
pedagogical perspectives regarding student diversity that can be promising in terms of 
addressing the needs of all students, because they assume that each student has learning 
strengths and needs and may encounter barriers to learning and participation (Woodcock 
et al. 2022). By presupposing that variability exists in any group of students (Griful-Freixenet 
et al. 2020), the pedagogical perspectives foster the idea that each student’s learning needs 
are responded to effectively.

Differentiated instruction

Following the need to address the needs of all students led us to define student diversity 
in our research using the concept of DI (Tomlinson 2022), because it represents a broader 
and more nuanced framework for understanding diversity by going beyond selective 
conceptualisations arising from narrow socio-cultural categories or simple designations of 
SEND (cf. Ruys et al. 2013). Moreover, the perspective of diversity in the presented 
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research is determined by contextual factors. The research took place in the post- 
socialistic context of the Czech Republic, from which the socio-cultural homogeneity 
characteristic of the communist past is slowly disappearing (Jarkovská et al. 2015). Since 
the fall of the Iron Curtain, an acknowledgement of the heterogeneity of students in these 
countries has been steadily increasing, although socio-cultural diversity is not nearly as 
pronounced as in many so-called Western societies. Furthermore, the focus on inclusion in 
education is becoming an important part of the discourse of educational policy and 
practice in the Czech context, which has seen an increase in the number of students 
with SEND in mainstream classes. Nevertheless, the average Czech classroom contains 
approximately 10% of students with SEND, students with socio-cultural disadvantages 
and foreign students (Czech Statistical Office 2019). Therefore, the places where PSTs 
conducted their practicum within our research were heterogeneous classrooms charac
teristic of student diversity manifested through different students’ individual learning 
needs, which are based not just on disabilities or socio-cultural disadvantages, but on 
other individual characteristics such as motivation, interests, etc.

These reasons lead us to use the concept of DI, as it is an approach to teaching in which 
the teacher proactively modifies the content, process and product of their teaching to 
address the diverse needs of students in order to maximise the learning opportunities for 
each student (Tomlinson 2017). The basic components of DI include teachers’ positive 
attitudes, an environment that supports learning, the diagnosis of student progress 
through diversified and ongoing assessment, adapting teaching to the level of individual 
students and usage of flexible grouping. In order to be able to respond to student 
diversity, the teachers are attentive to homogeneous or heterogeneous grouping accord
ing to given criteria, or they adapt their teaching to the level of individual students, which 
is known as individualisation (Smale-Jacobse et al. 2019). Through these organisational 
forms, the teacher differentiates their teaching based on different student characteristics.

Mentoring with regard to student diversity

Literature reviews (e.g. Clarke, Triggs, and Nielson 2014; Ellis, Alonzo, and Nguyen 2020; 
Hennissen et al. 2008; Hobson et al. 2009; Hoffman et al. 2015; Nesje and Lejonberg 2022; 
Orland-Barak and Wang 2021; Wang and Odell 2002) summarise a very wide range of 
knowledge about mentoring in the context of teacher education. A number of mentoring 
approaches, strategies and tactics have been found to be effective across different 
contexts (Hobson et al. 2009). Importantly, with regard to addressing student diversity 
when mentoring, literature reviews have shown that some approaches, such as the critical 
constructivist perspective (Wang and Odell 2002) or the critical transformative approach 
(Orland-Barak and Wang 2021), reflect student diversity in the educational process. These 
approaches stress the importance of helping PSTs to learn to teach in ways that promote 
social justice. However, although position papers and general conceptual studies on 
teacher mentoring approaches as well as various mentoring programmes propose the 
critical approach as one of the important approaches to mentoring, empirical studies on 
how mentoring encourages PSTs to address diversity are rarely present in review studies 
and knowledge is not systematically connected. For example, out of 70 studies analysed 
in the review study by Ellis, Alonzo, and Nguyen (2020) identifying what a quality MT is 
expected to know and be able to do, only one study mentions guidance of PSTs by MTs in 
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taking the needs of diverse learners into account. In their review of 30 studies, Nesje and 
Lejonberg (2022) analysed the knowledge of tools used in mentoring PSTs during the 
practicum, and the use of only one tool, namely working with critical incidents, explicitly 
helped PSTs to learn about individual learners’ differences. A search beyond review 
studies led us to a few studies that directly dealt with mentoring oriented at taking the 
different needs of students into account, typically in a socio-cultural tradition (e.g. 
Achinstein and Athanases 2005; Naidoo and Wagner 2020). The empirical evidence on 
mentoring within the perspective of DI is scarce and not systematically linked (Hudson  
2013; Joseph and John 2014).

Methodology

This study was guided by two research questions: 1) What strategies do MTs use to 
support PSTs in addressing student diversity? 2) What is the relationship between MTs’ 
strategies in supporting PSTs in addressing student diversity and the behaviour and 
thinking of PSTs? We applied an ethnographic methodological design, which allows us 
to capture in detail the thinking and actions of actors both in the longer term and in 
everyday contexts, emphasising the triangulation of different data sources (Hammersley 
and Atkinson 2007).

The research took place mainly in lower secondary schools where MTs helped PSTs to 
learn to teach within their practicum, but also partly at the university where the PSTs were 
enrolled. At the university, the PSTs look at their interaction with a MT on their practicum 
retrospectively within a single course, pseudonymised as ‘reflective course’, which aims to 
enable PSTs to share and reflect on their experience from the practicum.

As the object of our study was a phenomenon spread over multiple environments, we 
were inspired by Marcus’ (1995) multi-sited ethnography, the main principle of which is to 
follow people, associations, and relationships between sites. Different environments are 
chosen in order to provide different information about the phenomenon under study 
(Falzon 2009). As such, we follow the ‘ethnography through thick and thin’ principle 
(Marcus and Fischer 1999), which implies that while places that are more important in 
terms of research focus must be dealt with ‘thickly’ – in our case lower secondary schools, 
where the MTs work, in others ‘thinly’ is enough – in our case the university, where there is 
only one subject with a direct link to PSTs’ practicum and their cooperation with MTs. The 
basic imperative of multi-sited ethnography, to ‘follow people’, also allowed us to respond 
flexibly to anti-COVID-19 measures, due to which about a third of the data from the PSTs’ 
practicum at school were collected online. The partial shift of the research carried out 
from the physical to the virtual research field was thus an opportunity to observe how the 
participants addressed the researched phenomenon in another environment (Bagga- 
Gupta, Dahlberg, and Gynne 2019).

Contexts: closer look at lower secondary schools and university environments

Although student diversity in Czech education is growing and educational policies are 
promoting it (see section ‘Differentiated Instruction’), the institutions where the research 
took place do not noticeably address the topic of student diversity. There is no unified 
approach to addressing student diversity, such as DI, in either of the institutional settings, 
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and usually neither MTs nor teacher educators are trained in such an approach. 
Consequently, PSTs do not have any courses in their university preparation in which 
they learn about DI and the MTs’ approach does not rely on DI. Nevertheless, we based 
our research on the DI concept, which we work with as a ‘sensitising concept’ (Bowen  
2006), allowing us to get a grasp of student diversity in the researched environments 
analytically (see section ‘Data Analysis’).

The most common way to obtain a teaching degree for lower secondary schools in the 
Czech Republic is through the structured consecutive model at a public university, 
consisting of a three-year Bachelor’s study programme and a two-year follow-up 
Master’s study programme. The studies are a combination of specific preparation for 
teaching a given subject together with the study of general pedagogy and psychology 
(for more details see Novotná 2019). This path was also the case of PSTs involved in this 
research. An important role in the follow-up Master’s studies is played by the practicum, 
which PSTs carry out over three semesters. Each semester they have to complete 120  
hours, of which they teach for approximately 40 lessons.

The direct connection of the university with schools takes place mainly through the 
abovementioned practicum and the reflective course. While the connection between the 
university and the school where the PST attends the practicum is typically provided by an 
interaction of the MT, the PST and the university supervisor (Cohen, Hoz, and Kaplan  
2013), in our context the role of university supervisors is de facto not established and the 
interaction in this triad takes place only exceptionally. Although the MTs involved in this 
research were respected by school leaders as well as colleagues for their mentoring and 
teaching skills, they did not undergo any mentor training. Relatedly, mentoring provided 
for teachers in their different career phases is not regulated in the Czech context.

Participants and data collection

Our sample consisted of eight PSTs during their practicum along with their six MTs 
(Table 1). All these participants are white and of majority ethnic background. Data 
collection took place in three selected lower secondary schools and in nine different 
classes attended by students who all have different individual educational needs from the 
perspective of DI. Additional data were collected in the reflective course at the faculty. All 
participants, namely PSTs, their peers from the university course, teachers of the course, 
MTs, and the parents of students from lower secondary classes, signed consent forms 
which were approved by the Research Ethics Committee. The names of the participants, 
as well as of the institutions, have been anonymised using pseudonyms. We fully 
respected the procedural ethical obligations such as the protection of participants’ 
personal data, but we also performed ‘ethics in practice’ (Guillemin and Gillam 2004), 
requiring reflexivity in the day to day conduct of the research.

All ethnographic observations of the practicum of PSTs, conducted in the subjects of 
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) and Civics as well as in post-lesson interviews and in 
other PSTs’ activities at school e.g. informal interviews with MTs, were captured via 
fieldnotes which consisted of detailed descriptive accounts of the interactions and 
incidents regarding diversity, as well as the atmosphere, and characterisations of the 
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actors and settings (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 2011). In addition to fieldnotes, we also 
collected other data sources. A complete overview of the extensive data corpus is given in 
Figure 1.

In all, data were collected for a period of 10 months during the two academic years 
2019/2020 and 2020/2021 over the three semesters when PSTs had their practicum. The 
frequency of our stays in schools was in line with the ‘selective intermittent mode’ of 
dealing with time in ethnographic research (cf. Jeffrey and Troman 2004). This means that 

Table 1. Participants’ characteristics – pre-service teachers and their mentors.
MT 

Gender/age; 
teaching experience 
(in years);number of 
mentored PSTs in 
the past

PST 
gender/age

Field 
Specialization of MT 

and PST

Grade in which practicum 
took place

School 
Where practicum 

took place

Jakub(M/48) 24 15 Karolína(F/24) 
Helena(F/23)

EFL 
EFL

7/8/9 
8/9

Kaštanová 
School

Monika(F/33) 3 6 Helena(F/23) EFL 8/9 Kaštanová 
School

Marie(F/54) 30 40 Klára(F/23) 
Adam(M/24) 
Pavla(F/25)

Civics 
Civics 
Civics

8/9 
7/8 

8

Kaštanová 
School

Květa(F/56) 31 50 Pavla(F/25) Civics 7/8 Javorová 
School

Jasmína(F/44) 21 40 Petr(M/25) EFL 8/9 Javorová 
School

Emma(F/46) 22 12 Daniel (M/27) 
Natálie(F/23)

EFL 
Civics

7/8 
9/8

Dubová 
School

Figure 1. Overview of collected data.
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data collection had varying intensity with a flexible approach to individual school visits, 
which depended on the individual situation of the PST.

Data analysis

Analytical procedures were applied in correspondence with ethnographic design 
(Hammersley and Atkinson 2007) and thus data sources were analysed via 1) close read
ing, i.e. detailed and repeated readings of data; 2) coding, i.e. systematic labelling snippets 
of data; 3) and theoretical memos, i.e. notes reviewing and developing researchers’ 
analytical ideas. More specifically, the analysis proceeded in two complete parts, where 
in the first part the first segment of the collected data was analysed in four phases and in 
the second part the second segment of the collected data was analysed in four phases 
(see Figure 2). This procedure is in line with ethnographical assumptions that: 1) data 
analysis is not a distinct stage of the research process; 2) subsequent data collection is 
guided strategically by emergent explanations developed out of data analysis; and 3) 
analysis needs to become gradually more focused. While the first segment of data 
consisted of less than half of all data, exclusively from physical research sites, 
the second segment consisted of the remainder of the data corpus and included data 
from both physical and virtual research sites.

Figure 2. Phases of data analysis. Note. The conical background colour expresses the gradual focus in 
the data analysis.
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To ensure the validity of the findings, we respected several analytical strategies typical 
in ethnographic research. By respecting the idea that coding is a recurrent process, 
researchers repeatedly read and coded data in several analytical phases, ensuring the 
groundedness of the findings. Further, a related analytical strategy we used was triangu
lation, which meant developing analysis and interpretation by contrasting different data 
sources (see Figure 1) from various environments i.e. lower secondary schools and 
university environments as well as physical and virtual environments. This was facilitated 
by the Atlas.ti programme, where different data sources were coded simultaneously and 
thus constantly contrasted to enhance the validity and robustness of the findings, with 
the exception of video-recordings, which were analysed selectively if other coded data 
sources were not sufficiently detailed. Finally, the findings are based on a cross-case 
analysis of all participants and are grounded in richly saturated codes and categories.

We worked analytically with DI as with a ‘sensitising concept’ (Bowen 2006) that helped us 
understand how MTs help PSTs address student diversity. However, at the same time, when 
working with data, we followed the inductive character of ethnographic design. We balanced 
between two analytical positions, where important categories of DI served as background 
ideas which informed our inductively driven data collection and subsequent analysis.

Findings

In the first Findings section, we introduce the strategies that MTs use to support PSTs in 
working with student diversity, thereby addressing the first research question. In 
the second Findings section, we explain the relationship between MTs’ strategies and 
the behaviour and thinking of PSTs, thereby addressing the second research question. 
Illustrative data excerpts are listed directly in the text, but also in Appendix A and 
Appendix B.

Mentor teachers’ strategies supporting pre-service teachers in addressing student 
diversity

In our data, with regard to mentoring on the issue of student diversity, two of the principal 
ways in which MTs participate in teacher education (Clarke, Triggs, and Nielson 2014) 
were evident: providing feedback and modelling practice.

Within these two dominant ways of mentoring which were used with regard to student 
diversity we identified seven mentoring strategies. These strategies reflect the way MTs 
think and act when they:

(1) advise PSTs on how to think about student diversity, how to work with it, and in 
this context also evaluate the PSTs’ treatment of student diversity during their 
teaching (strategies 1-4);and

(2) demonstrate for the PSTs how they think about student diversity and how they 
address student diversity in teaching (strategies 5-7).

The strategies were applied in the context of three different types of organisational forms 
of teaching: one-to-one instruction (strategies 3–6), group instruction (strategy 1) and 
within whole-class instruction (strategies 2 and 7).
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Providing feedback with regard to student diversity
First, we present the strategy corresponding to the organisational form, referred to above 
as group instruction, specifically homogeneous grouping. We call this strategy ‘invisible’ 
homogeneous grouping because MTs advised PSTs to divide students into groups only 
mentally. The imaginary division into groups is not obvious to the students in the class
room, because the PST does not verbalise it. Students then experience only the effects of 
this mental activity of the PST. MTs advise PSTs on how to behave with respect to 
different, typically contrasting, homogeneous groups of students (strategy 1):

(a) students who either participate in class or not – MTs advise PSTs, for example not to 
call on all those who want to say something;

(b) students following instructions or not – MTs recommend, for example, strategies 
for preventing discipline problems;

(c) struggling/advanced students – MTs recommend, for example, helping struggling 
students; and

(d) fast/slow students – MTs recommend, for example, continuing with another activ
ity if most of the class has completed the previous task.

We illustrate this type of recommendation with an excerpt in which MT Jakub encourages 
PST Karolína to support the students who put up their hands, but at the same time to 
encourage those who only put up their hands now and then or not at all to be more active 
e.g. those students who are passive or lack confidence.

MT Jakub: There are children who keep putting their hands up and it bothers us as teachers to 
leave the children with their hands up and not to call on them (. . .), but those passive students 
who don’t have confidence have to talk in that lesson.

PST Karolína: Mhm.

MT Jakub: (. . .) So in fact, eh, you should never get into a situation where you are just grateful 
to someone who says something. (Post-lesson interview with MT Jakub and PST Karolína)

As for the approach to classroom students, MTs recommend that PSTs perceive the 
uniqueness of each student in the class, have respect for them, do not embarrass them 
and allow everyone to experience success (strategy 2). In the words of MT Jakub, it is 
essential that ‘every single individual student feels that the teacher is interested in them, 
that they are simply not just formless grey matter’ (semi-structured interview with MT 
Jakub). We refer to these principles emphasised by MTs as a learner-centred approach 
because they stress the accepting relationship between teacher and student, although 
only in general terms.

In addition to the learner-centred approach, MTs advise PSTs on various individualised 
strategies, including strategies for responding to or preventing discipline problems e.g. 
using signals instead of shouting (strategy 3). Often, these are recommendations regard
ing students with SEND, but also students without formalised support measures who are 
conspicuous in terms of their degree of disruption, talent or speed in performing assigned 
tasks, etc. We refer to these students analytically as ‘conspicuous’ students. For example, 
MT Monika advised PST Helena to regularly check on ‘conspicuous’ student Václav, who 
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has attention deficit disorder, to see if he was working on the assigned task (post-lesson 
interview with MT Monika and PST Helena).

Individualised recommendations were also related to the relationship between the 
individual and the class (strategy 4). Surprisingly, these recommendations typically do not 
take the educational needs of individual students into account, but rather prioritise the 
needs of the class as a whole. Although at first glance it may seem that such recommen
dations imply individualisation, as they are aimed at specific students, in reality the 
individual in this sense is more a tool to make teaching the class as a whole more effective. 
For various reasons, MTs advise PSTs on how to talk to individuals or not in a way that 
takes the needs of the whole class into account. For example, MT Jasmína recommended 
that PST Petr moderate student with SEND Kryštof’s speaking, so that the rest of the class 
could also speak. The MT even stated that she turned off Kryštof’s microphone towards 
the end of the online lesson (post-lesson interview with MT Jasmína and PST Petr).

Modelling practice with regard to student diversity
Modelling is ‘intentionally displaying certain teaching behaviour with the aim of promot
ing student teachers’ professional learning’ (Lunenberg, Korthagen, and Swennen 2007, 
589); however, it does not have to be just about behaviour: modelling of thinking is also 
important (Glazer and Hannafin 2006). Both forms of modelling appeared as important 
ways of mentoring with regard to student diversity in our data.

The results of the analysis show that MTs model a comprehensive approach in relation 
to ‘conspicuous’ students, but unlike when providing feedback, they also perform it in 
relation to other students (strategy 5). This comprehensive approach manifests itself in 
three ways: diagnosis based on a deep knowledge of the socio-economic and cultural 
conditions of the student; thinking about individual educational needs; and a learner- 
centred approach. The following quote illustrates all these aspects in interrelationship:

MT Emma: I had a meeting with Mr. Smith, that’s his [Sergei’s] dad with a special pedagogue 
and three teachers, on the topic that he was changing the family environment; he switched 
from living with his mother to living with his father. The father suddenly requires discipline 
and so on (. . .) And one of those things [dad wants him to do] is to behave himself, which 
means to be polite, helpful, stop clowning around and he is working on it. (Post-lesson 
interview with MT Emma and PST Daniel)

The MT models detailed knowledge of the family background of Sergei, who has an 
African-American father and a mother of Ukrainian origin, and is thus being brought up 
tri-lingually. This is reflected in his weaker achievement in Czech and English. Emma 
shows her that she is working closely with Sergei’s father, and they agreed that they 
would work together on helping Sergei to behave politely.

MTs also inscribed the comprehensive approach to working with diversity in 
their behaviour either, for example, within their own teaching, which PSTs usually 
observe at the beginning of the practicum, or during their co-teaching with PSTs. 
MTs model work with student diversity in the provision of individual support, as 
opposed to feedback, to all students (strategy 6), although the way MTs differ
entiated for students’ needs was typically rather reactive. This means that student 
support was limited as it was not usually based on an explicit system of planned 
differentiation strategies. The following excerpt illustrates modelling of providing 
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positive feedback to student Nina in the English lesson, the aim of which was to 
present individual students’ projects focused on the definition of selected objects 
from space.

MT Emma: Nina, very nice (. . .) so thank you very much (she claps), this is probably the first 
time that Nina has produced such a beautiful thing and especially how long you have been 
speaking, Nina, I think you can be very proud of yourself. Don’t you think?

Nina: I don’t know (shyly, pleased).

MT Emma: What? You’ve never spoken for such a long time in one go. Really.

(Video recording of MT Emma’s teaching)

The quote suggests that the MT provides individualised and encouraging feedback on the 
presented project to a rather shy student. This is an example of a MT’s reactive indivi
dualisation to a student’s speech in a lesson, which, however, had not been planned in 
advance.

In the last strategy (7) we identified MTs modelling individualisation within whole-class 
instruction. In the following excerpt, MT Marie illustrates the significance of the subject of 
the lesson, which is the influence of the environment on a person’s personality, with 
respect to student Suri from India.

Then [Marie] asks Suri and firstly she clarifies for me and Klára in the back that Suri came from 
an Indian school, her father is Indian, and her mother is Czech. At Marie’s request Suri talks 
about what the difference was, for example, that they were ‘very generous, but there were 50 
of them in the class’. (. . .) Marie emphasises that ‘there is order and discipline there’, as Suri 
said. (Fieldnotes from MT Maria’s teaching)

In this strategy Marie ‘personifies’ the curriculum of civics with the characteristics and life 
experiences of student Suri. Even curricular topics that do not explicitly address human 
diversity are taught through students’ specific interests and experiences, because MTs 
make use of the knowledge of students’ characteristics and family backgrounds.

The relationship between mentors’ strategies and the behaviour and thinking of 
pre-service teachers

It turns out that PSTs are mainly shaped by feedback of MTs, rather than their modelling. 
This statement is based on the dominant patterns in the data about the behaviour and 
thinking of PSTs related to student diversity, which are visibly linked to the strategies 
applied by MTs when giving feedback.

PSTs differentiate unevenly in their teaching – they reflect on and take into account 
almost exclusively the individual educational needs of the ‘conspicuous’ students, who, 
however, form only a minority of the class. For example, PST Adam helped student Pepa 
to engage in the group, which is difficult for the student due to his signs of autism.

The students are divided into groups, and Pepa remains alone. PST Adam invites him to join 
a group. When he hesitates, he assigns him to one of the groups. (. . .) Pepa gets up and joins 
his classmates. During the activity, he is not very involved in group work. Adam goes over to 
the given group several times during the activity and tries to help Pepa to participate more in 
the activity. (Fieldnotes from PST Adam’s teaching)
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The focus on ‘conspicuous’ students was manifested not only in their actions, but also in 
the PSTs’ thinking. This can be seen, for example, in the reflective diary of PST Pavla, who 
reflected on how to enable student Zora with ADHD to experience success and thus 
prevent her indiscipline (PST Pavla’s third reflective diary). This implies that PSTs are 
shaped by mentoring strategy 3, in which MTs advise PSTs on various individualised 
strategies, typically involving ‘conspicuous’ students.

PSTs address differentiation for the majority of the students in the class significantly 
less. If they already differentiated in their teaching, it concerned especially high- 
performing students, who are advanced, faster or more active, as illustrated by the 
following quotation from the teaching of Petr: ‘Petr checks the students’ work, and if 
someone has finished, he assigns them exercise 3’ (fieldnotes from PST Petr’s teaching). 
This way of differentiation implies that PSTs are shaped by mentoring strategy 1, within 
which MTs advise PSTs on how to behave with respect to different, typically contrasting, 
homogeneous groups of students. PSTs often applied a similar type of strategy 
in situations where their attention had to be given to one student and to the rest of the 
class at the same time, implying that PSTs are shaped by mentoring strategy 4, in which 
MTs advise PSTs on how to talk to individuals or not in a way that takes the needs of the 
whole class into account.

PST Daniel asks how to say the word earthquake in English. Leoš knows and answers again. 
Daniel asks him to write it in the chat. Daniel comments that today Leoš is ‘a bit overexcited’ 
and knows everything, but that he has to give space to the others as well. Moments later, the 
situation repeats itself. Leoš wants to read again, but Daniel says that it will be good if 
someone else reads (Fieldnotes from PST Daniel’s online teaching)

Although PSTs tried to balance this conflict of attention to a greater or lesser extent 
during their practicum, for example through the strategy in which the PST invites the class 
to help the individual, in these situations the individual served as a teacher’s tool to make 
teaching the whole class more effective, rather than to primarily take their individual 
needs into account.

As implied by the compelling relation between the PSTs’ behaviour and thinking and 
the MT feedback strategies, PSTs typically accept their MTs’ advice and put it into practice 
in their dealings with students in the classroom, even though they do not always agree 
with it. In some cases, the acceptance of advice led to a dampening of PSTs’ efforts to take 
the diverse needs of students into account. A potential disagreement is usually reflected 
on by the PSTs themselves, for example in their reflective diaries, not in direct interaction 
with the MT, as illustrated in the following excerpt from the semi-structured interview 
with PST Karolína.

Researcher: Do you think it has something to do with what MT Jakub recommended that 
when two-thirds of [students] have finished, you should move on and not wait?

PST Karolína: Definitely, but (. . .) I don’t think it would save that much time, like it would save 
a minute or two, but I don’t think it would help me that much, but I have to be careful when 
the bell is going to ring in a minute, for example, to end even a little earlier and maybe give it 
to them for homework (. . .). Jakub doesn’t give homework, so when we finish halfway 
through the activity, I’d like to tell them to finish it at home, but then I realise that they 
don’t get homework (. . .). (Semi-structured interview with PST Karolína)

12 P. SVOJANOVSKÝ AND J. OBROVSKÁ



Karolína distances herself from the advice given by Jakub, who, like other MTs, advises 
continuing on to the next activity when most of the students in the class have completed 
the previous one. She reproduces her MT’s advice, which was focused on working with 
pace, even though she disagrees with it.

The process of reproduction, when a PST’s behaviour changes based on their MT’s 
advice, was the markedly dominant response to the MTs’ feedback. Our analysis showed 
that reproduction was occasionally disrupted when, in addition to the mentoring strategy, 
the PSTs’ learning to teach process was shaped by another strong influence, such as 
a mentoring style or the MT’s relationship with the mentee.

Discussion

We structure the discussion into three sections. In the first section, we explain that the 
extent to which the mentoring strategies encourage PSTs to take the needs of individual 
students into account varies. In response to the first research question, we claim that 
while strategies addressed by MTs through feedback led PSTs to universalise teaching, 
strategies addressed through modelling encouraged PSTs to individualise teaching. In 
the second section we explain why PSTs were shaped by the MT’s feedback more than by 
the modelling. In response to the second research question, we explain that while feed
back was explicit and directive, modelling was implicit and reactive and we discuss this 
claim. In the last section, we propose the implications for practice, limitations of our 
research and future areas of study.

Polarity between individuality and universality

The results of our research suggest that the extent to which individual mentoring 
strategies encourage the PST to take into account the diverse needs of students varies. 
It appears that this rate is determined by two criteria: firstly, the organisational form of 
teaching in the context of which the strategy was applied – one-to-one instruction, group 
instruction or whole-class instruction (Tomlinson 2017); and secondly, the approach to 
teaching that the strategy encouraged – a universalising approach or an individualising 
approach. We illustrate the intersection of these two criteria through an Individuality- 
Universality continuum whose poles represent the minimum and maximum possible 
degree of consideration of the diverse needs of students (Figure 3).

The left-hand side of the continuum shows strategies encouraging PSTs towards an 
individualising approach to teaching (individuality), where the instruction is organised to 
accommodate a diverse range of needs of each student. The right-hand side of the 
continuum shows the strategies encouraging PSTs towards a universalising approach to 
teaching (universality), where the instruction is organised to accommodate the mean 
level of the students in the class.

We can see that while strategies addressed by MTs through feedback led PSTs to 
universalise teaching, strategies addressed through modelling encouraged PSTs to indi
vidualise teaching. In our diagram we make this contradiction explicit by explaining why 
some strategies are used by MTs to emphasise universality whereas other strategies 
emphasise individuality while using the same organisational forms. There are three 
reasons supporting the interpretation that MTs encourage PSTs to use strategies 
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embedded in organisational forms based on assumptions of universality in their feedback. 
In explaining these reasons, we refer to the individual strategies, which we rank according 
to the extent to which they encourage PSTs to universalise.

First, strategy 1, ‘invisible’ homogeneous grouping i.e. the mental division of a class 
into typically two contrasting groups of students, for example, faster versus slower 
students, surprisingly may not always encourage PSTs to work with different groups of 
students in the class to support the individual needs of diverse students. Unlike as 
conceptualised in the DI framework (Smale-Jacobse et al. 2019), this type of grouping 
may be more a reactive whole-class management strategy e.g. behavioural manage
ment of the whole class through the division of students into a group fulfilling the 
teacher’s instructions versus non-compliant student grouping than sophisticated dif
ferentiation based on proactive diagnosis and well-thought-out criteria where students 
are divided into particular groups. Therefore, we can see this strategy in the position 
of GR-U on the right side of the continuum emphasising universality in Figure 3.

Second, strategy 4, in which MTs gave feedback on the relationship between the 
individual and the class as a whole, usually resulted in the PST being encouraged to 
prioritise the needs of the majority of students in the class at the expense of the 
individual. With such feedback, the individual serves as a teacher’s tool to make teaching 
the whole class more effective. Therefore, we can see this strategy on the ON-U position 
on the right side of the continuum emphasising universality in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Individuality-universality continuum.
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Third, the feedback that really encouraged PSTs to individualise instruction was mainly 
about taking the diverse needs of ‘conspicuous’ students into account while typically 
working with discipline problems (strategy 3, see the position ON-U in the Figure 3). With 
their needs, these students stand out so much from the class as a whole that it is not 
possible to work with the class without paying increased attention to them. Viewed from 
the perspective of mastering the class as a whole, guiding PSTs to work with these 
students can be understood as correcting imaginary extremes in the classroom in an 
effort to universalise the teaching process. As a result, ‘conspicuous’ students are impli
citly labelled and treated differently and thus the learning needs of all students are not 
equitably or effectively catered for in a truly inclusive manner (cf. Woodcock et al. 2022). In 
addition, although MTs recommend that PSTs individualise through strategy 2, called the 
‘learner-centred approach’, which refers to students’ need to be accepted and valued as 
emphasised within the DI framework (Tomlinson 2022), this happens in a rather general 
and unaddressed way (see position WH-I on the left side of Figure 3). This is the only 
feedback strategy which is based on the assumptions of individuality; however, thanks to 
its unaddressed nature, it does not represent a strong counter case regarding the above- 
described pattern.

However, if we look at the MTs’ modelling of practice, as opposed to feedback on 
practice, we find a different pattern in mentoring with regard to student diversity. Here, 
MTs encourage PSTs to use organisational forms based on assumptions of individuality in 
which they demonstrate advanced competencies in working with student diversity. We 
rank the explanation of the diagram positions of individual strategies applied by MTs in 
modelling according to the extent to which they encourage PSTs to individualise. Strategy 
5 represents a comprehensive learner-centred approach to each classroom student based 
on detailed knowledge of his/her background and individual needs. It thus falls within the 
ON-I position on the left-hand side of the continuum emphasising individuality, as does 
strategy 6, which consists of provision of individual support to all students. These two 
strategies thus differ from strategy 3 applied in feedback, where individualisation was 
limited to ‘conspicuous’ students, mainly related to discipline problems. Lastly, Strategy 7 
represents ‘personification’ in teaching of civics, where the curriculum, though delivered 
through the whole class organisational form, is linked to the experiences or characteristics 
of individual students, which is within the DI framework referred to as students’ interests 
and learning profile (Tomlinson 2017). This is why we place this strategy in the WH-I 
position on the left-hand side of the continuum emphasising individuality.

Why pre-service teachers were shaped by the mentors’ feedback more than by the 
modelling

We demonstrated that the extent to which the strategies encourage PSTs to take the 
needs of individual students into account varies, and while strategies addressed by MTs 
through feedback led PSTs to take the needs of individual students in the classroom into 
account less, strategies addressed by MTs through modelling encouraged them to do this 
to a greater extent. Hobson et al. (2009) point out that it is difficult to determine the direct 
impact of mentoring because different potential contributors to mentee professional 
development operate simultaneously. Although we identified a number of influences 
that affected PSTs, such as mentoring style and MT’s relationship with their mentee (Ellis, 
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Alonzo, and Nguyen 2020; Hobson et al. 2009), we were able to demonstrate that it was 
specifically the feedback strategies of MTs that decisively shaped PSTs’ thinking and 
behaviour. In contrast to modelling, the feedback was explicit, which provided PSTs 
with clear information on how important MTs thought it was to act and think in practice, 
as well as directive, which implies the demands and urgency of such information. The 
directive style of mentoring identified in our data corresponds to the prevailing trend 
among MTs during their practicum (Hennissen et al. 2008; Hoffman et al. 2015). The 
strength of feedback was manifested not only in that the PSTs followed what the MTs 
recommended, but also by the fact that the PSTs usually respected the MTs’ advice even if 
they did not agree with it (cf. Hawkey 1998). Similarly to previous research, we also found 
that a typical PST’s response to directive feedback, which usually does not provide much 
room for reflection and creativity, is to reproduce the MT’s style of teaching (Hoffman et al.  
2015).

Although modelling is considered one of the key ways in which MTs participate in 
teacher education (Clarke, Triggs, and Nielson 2014; Ellis, Alonzo, and Nguyen 2020), our 
research shows that in relation to differentiation with respect to students’ needs, MT 
modelling shaped PSTs only to a limited extent, for two reasons. First, while feedback was 
addressed explicitly and required by MTs, the strategies applied by MTs in modelling were 
far more implicit (Loughran 1996), which is why we can understand them more as 
optional, non-directive inspiration for PSTs. In implicit modelling, PSTs have to derive 
the message from the comments or actions of the MTs themselves, which they are often 
unable to do (Kang 2021). The influence of implicit modelling of differentiation on PSTs is 
limited (Ruys et al. 2013). Second, mentoring modelling strategies did not imprint much 
onto PSTs’ thinking and behaviour, because the needs of students were taken into 
account by MTs rather reactively, that is, not based on a proactively planned system of 
strategies which is one of the defining principles of DI (Tomlinson 2017). The reactive 
nature of differentiation speaks of the MTs’ deep knowledge of the students, on the basis 
of which such differentiation is possible, although this is difficult for PSTs to attain due to 
the limited length of their practicum.

PSTs were shaped by their MT’s feedback more than by the modelling, and thus 
devoted their attention mainly to the topics emphasised by the MTs during feedback. 
Thus, they learned to universalise rather than individualise teaching. It turns out that it is 
more important for MTs to help PSTs to learn to work with the class as a whole than to 
encourage them to differentiate instruction. This interpretation is supported by previous 
research, which recognised the existence of a hierarchy of importance of topics that MTs 
raise during mentoring (e.g. Ellis, Alonzo, and Nguyen 2020; Hennissen et al. 2008; 
Hoffman et al. 2015; Moore 2003), where less importance tends to be assigned to the 
topic of addressing diverse individual needs of students. Review studies reveal that MTs 
are mainly concerned with the instructional and organisational competence of PSTs, such 
as planning, maintaining order, classroom management (Hennissen et al. 2008) or topics 
related to instruction, organisation and content of teaching (Hoffman et al. 2015).

Implications, limitations, future research

When starting their practicum, PSTs are challenged by many pressing issues, such as 
classroom management, time management, or teaching content. These topics are also 
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prioritised by mentors in dialogues with PSTs (e.g. Hennissen et al. 2008; Hoffman et al.  
2015; Moore 2003). MTs should go beyond these most frequently proposed topics, 
which usually encourage PSTs to work with the entire class as one undifferentiated 
whole. In the hierarchy of importance of topics addressed by MTs, the topic of student 
diversity should appear more often, encouraging PSTs to take an individualising 
approach to teaching.

For PSTs to learn from their MTs to differentiate in order to provide for the needs of all 
students, mentoring strategies must be based on an individualising approach and on 
a system of planned differentiation strategies which is proposed by instructional models 
such as DI (Tomlinson 2017). Moreover, MTs should develop a versatile repertoire of mentor
ing skills, which makes it possible to use both directive and non-directive mentoring styles (cf. 
Hennissen et al. 2008). The directive direction of PSTs towards an individualising approach is 
desirable, and the application of a less directive style of mentoring can support PSTs in their 
own initiative to take the individual educational needs of different students into account.

Although research on teacher preparation for diversity was recognised as one of the 
dominant research trends in the field of teacher education (Cochran-Smith et al. 2016), 
recent reviews describing existing mentoring approaches (Orland-Barak and Wang 2021) 
and key elements of quality mentoring of PSTs (Ellis, Alonzo, and Nguyen 2020) do not 
elaborate the form of mentoring with regard to student diversity in much detail. Based on 
the discussion of our findings we propose six specific indicators determining quality 
mentoring with regard to student diversity:

● An MT applies an individualising approach to differentiation;
● An MT takes the needs of all students into account, not just the needs of some 

(groups of) students;
● An MT applies a versatile repertoire of mentoring skills when addressing student 

diversity;
● An MT models work with student diversity proactively in a planned way and explicitly 

by explaining actions and thinking;
● PST mentor support when working with student diversity is based on a system of 

differentiation strategies;
● The topic of student diversity is an important part of mentoring dialogues.

Despite the fact that an experienced teacher does not necessarily make an effec
tive MT, previous research documented that there is a lack of mandatory systema
tised programmes preparing MTs for their mentoring role (Ellis, Alonzo, and 
Nguyen 2020). We suggest that the proposed indicators of quality mentoring 
regarding student diversity should inform policy-makers and be inscribed into 
the mentor training programmes.

The limitation of our study is that we captured students’ perspectives on how they 
view PSTs as well as how MTs provided for their individual educational needs only 
indirectly. We did not conduct individual interviews with students and thus their views 
on addressing their individual educational needs were represented in our data in 
a rather limited way. We believe that including data from students would provide 
a more accurate and complex picture of differentiation practices (Coubergs et al.  
2017).
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Because research focused on mentoring with regard to student diversity is rather 
scarce and not systematically interlinked, we suggest that researchers should put more 
concerted efforts into this important topic to expand the knowledge base.

In future research multiple methods should be combined, because the research on 
teacher education and diversity derived evidence mainly from self-reported data focused 
on PSTs’ and educators’ beliefs, and much less on their practices (Anderson and Stillman  
2013; Cochran-Smith et al. 2016).

Conclusion

Mentoring is an important part of teacher education that helps PSTs understand the 
benefits of differentiation and to be prepared to address the needs of diverse students 
(Guðjónsdóttir and Óskarsdóttir 2019). Our research has contributed to a better under
standing of the strategies that MTs use in addressing student diversity and how the way 
they are applied affects the degree to which they encourage PSTs to consider the 
individual educational needs of students on their practicum. We believe that the defined 
quality indicators will help MTs support PSTs in learning to work with student diversity 
effectively, so that every student can experience success at school and develop their full 
potential.
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