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ABSTRACT
Principals play a key role in establishing professional development 
initiatives like teacher mentoring, which, despite its benefits in sup
porting early career teachers, has seldom become a permanent 
practice in schools. This study examined principals’ relational prac
tices in establishing teacher mentoring in Finnish schools. The 
research data consisted of thematic interviews with principals and 
teacher mentors, with eight interviews conducted for each group. 
The data were analysed inductively using thematic analysis. The 
findings suggest that principals facilitate the establishment of tea
cher mentoring by (1) creating the necessary conditions, (2) fostering 
a supportive atmosphere, and (3) utilising mentoring as a leadership 
tool. Conversely, principals hinder the establishment of teacher men
toring through (1) disregarding and (2) misunderstanding. By illus
trating the ways in which principals both facilitate and hinder the 
establishment of teacher mentoring, the findings highlight the pivo
tal role they play in its implementation. Overall, this study enhances 
understanding of principals’ role in establishing teacher mentoring, 
offering insights that can facilitate its seamless integration into 
school structures in the future.
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Introduction

Professional development is a systematic process that enhances teachers’ knowledge, 
skills, and well-being through both formal training and practice-based experiences 
(Fullan and Hargreaves 1992, Guskey 2000). It is best understood as an embedded, 
collaborative, and reflective practice that supports teachers’ continuous growth and 
ultimately enhances student learning (Postholm 2012, Darling-Hammond et al. 2017, 
Sancar et al. 2021).

Principals play a crucial role in supporting the professional development of both early- 
career teachers (e.g. Jacobsen and Gunnulfsen 2023) and more experienced educators 
(e.g. Johansson and Bredeson 2000, Tirri et al. 2021). They facilitate this process by 
creating opportunities and providing resources, such as ensuring access to professional 
learning communities and supporting teacher mentoring programmes (Fatih 2020, 
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Kutsyuruba and Walker 2020). However, supporting early-career teachers often requires 
a different approach than supporting experienced ones (e.g. Wilcoxen et al. 2020), and 
existing research offers limited insights into how principals provide opportunities, time 
and space for teacher mentoring, and support its integration into the everyday practices 
of schools.

In this study, we investigate principals’ role in establishing teacher mentoring as 
a lasting practice in Finnish schools. Teacher mentoring, where an experienced teacher 
supports a less experienced colleague, is widely recognised as an effective way to assist 
early-career teachers during the induction phase (Kelchtermans and Ballet 2002, 
McCormack and Thomas 2003, Wilcoxen et al. 2020, Seljo 2024), throughout which 
early-career teachers face numerous challenges related to instructional practice and social 
integration within the school context when entering the profession (Snoek et al. 2010, 
Ensign and Mays Woods 2017). This experience is often described as a ‘reality shock’ or 
‘praxis shock’ (Veenman 1984, Huberman 1989, Voss and Kunter 2020). Despite its 
documented benefits, teacher mentoring has rarely become a permanent practice in 
schools (e.g. Jacobsen and Gunnulfsen 2023). For instance, half of the countries in 
Europe provide no systematic induction support for early-career teachers (European 
Education and Culture Executive Agency, Eurydice, Delhaxhe, Birch and Piedrafita 
Tremosa 2018).

To achieve a comprehensive understanding of principals’ role in establishing 
mentoring, this study captures the perspectives of both principals and teachers serving 
as mentors. The research question guiding this study is as follows: How do principals 
and teacher mentors perceive principals’ role in facilitating or hindering teacher men
toring in schools? Our analysis places particular emphasis on relational practices, 
which centre on building and sustaining supportive interpersonal relationships 
(Haigh and Benefield 2023). In the context of leadership relational practices involve 
ongoing, interaction-based actions through which leadership is co-created, turning 
empathy into practice by listening, acknowledging perspectives, and incorporating 
them into decision-making (Jian 2021). Emerging primarily in everyday encounters 
rather than formal settings, relational leadership prioritises people over hierarchy and 
fosters trust, collaboration, and shared responsibility, which are essential for effective 
teamwork, professional development, and sustainable school improvement (Johnson 
and Haigh 2011, Sanders 2018).

In this study, we conceptualise principals as middle leaders. Although international 
literature does not typically classify principals as middle leaders (Gurr et al. 2013, De 
Nobile 2018), the Finnish context suggests otherwise. Finnish principals are required 
to hold teaching qualifications, possess prior classroom experience, and often con
tinue teaching alongside their leadership duties, positioning them as both pedagogical 
and strategic leaders closely engaged with everyday teaching (Risku and Pulkkinen  
2016, Lahtero et al. 2019). Situated between staff and upper administration, principals’ 
national policies with school-level practices (Weiner et al. 2021), and their dual role 
highlight features of professional learning communities that characterise middle 
leadership (Gurr et al. 2013, De Nobile 2018). Overall, this study offers valuable 
insights for education providers and, most importantly, for principals, on their 
influence on how new and essential professional development initiatives are 
embedded into school cultures.
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Leading for teachers’ professional development

Principals’ role in supporting teachers’ professional development has been examined 
from multiple perspectives, including their influence on its relevance and quality 
(Fairman 2022), their effect on teachers’ willingness to engage in it (Zhang et al. 2021), 
and their leadership in fostering collaboration (Meyer et al. 2022). Prior research further 
highlights how principals promote professional growth by building collaborative and 
trusting communities (Bryk and Schneider 2003, Li et al. 2017), exercising instructional 
leadership (Walker and Ko 2011), allocating resources (Belchetz and Leithwood 2007), 
and enabling shared leadership through collaborative decision-making (Gimbel et al.  
2011).

Principals shape the conditions and culture that support teachers’ professional devel
opment (Johansson and Bredeson 2000). Instructional leadership, in particular, embeds 
professional development into teachers’ everyday work, indirectly fostering collaboration 
(Evertson 2020). Rather than acting solely as administrative managers, principals are seen 
as instructional leaders and co-learners who influence how professional development is 
implemented and sustained within the school (Belchetz and Leithwood 2007). Bredeson 
and Johansson (2000) further emphasised that principals who exhibit strong instruc
tional leadership are better positioned to foster teachers’ professional development, 
considering it more critical than operational leadership in today’s educational climate.

Effective principals move beyond a narrow view of professional development as 
isolated workshops, instead fostering embedded, ongoing processes such as mentoring, 
coaching, action research, and peer collaboration (Nabhani et al. 2013). Their leadership 
style, beliefs, and experiences strongly influence professional development and its imple
mentation, with approaches ranging from sustained, instructionally focused initiatives to 
teacher-led, school-based models that reject one-off trainings (Brown and Militello  
2016). Transformational, participative, and distributed leadership styles are particularly 
effective, building trust, collaboration, and a culture of continuous growth that directly 
benefits teachers’ professional development (Chalikias et al. 2020).

Collaborative and informal learning experiences are particularly impactful for tea
chers’ professional development. Makhmetova et al. (2025) found that informal experi
ences within collaborative environments often contribute more to professional 
development than formal training sessions. Accordingly, it has been recognised as 
essential to integrate professional development seamlessly into daily school life, while 
also tailoring it to the unique needs of each school (Belchetz and Leithwood 2007, 
Leithwood et al. 2020). Principals who understand and connect with their communities 
are better equipped to support culturally responsive teaching and create inclusive learn
ing environments, highlighting the importance of relational, community-embedded 
leadership for sustaining professional development (Johansson and Bredeson 2000).

Trust, relationships, and human factors are central to school culture. Schools are 
deeply embedded in emotional relationships (Lassila et al. 2017), and while structural 
elements are important, human elements – such as trust, respect, supportive leadership, 
and openness to growth – are even more critical for the development of a professional 
community (Kruse et al. 1994, Bredeson and Johansson 2000, Bryk and Schneider 2003). 
Shared decision-making strengthens interpersonal relationships and enhances teacher 
motivation, engagement, and job satisfaction (Gimbel et al. 2011, Eisenschmidt et al.  
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2021). Principals’ emotional support and personal qualities – such as social capital, 
awareness, and emotional intelligence – play a key role in fostering these professional 
communities (Tirri et al. 2021, Bawinile et al. 2023, Mousavi et al. 2025). For instance, 
Mousavi et al. (2025) show that emotionally competent leaders build stronger connec
tions within their schools, maintain commitment, and make sound decisions by effec
tively managing both their own emotions and those of others.

Supporting early career teachers

Integrating early-career teachers into the school community, often referred to as socia
lisation, presents a distinct challenge (Angelle 2002, Wilcoxen et al. 2020). Effective 
induction programmes are essential to this socialisation process, as they empower early- 
career teachers by involving them in decision-making and aligning their perspectives 
with the school’s vision – often grounded in value-based leadership (Sergiovanni 1996, 
Kraemer 2011). While promoting autonomy is important, it must be balanced with 
participation in professional learning communities to prevent isolation and enhance 
teaching effectiveness (Sergiovanni 1996).

Professional development for early-career teachers thrives within communities of 
practice, where knowledge, skills, and cultural values are shared through mutual engage
ment: participation in such communities supports identity formation, helping teachers 
see themselves as active members of the school community (Lave and Wenger 1991). 
Principals contribute to this process by modelling a commitment to continuous growth, 
reinforcing the school as a learning community (Bredeson and Johansson 2000).

Principals’ leadership is crucial not only for the immediate well-being of early-career 
teachers (Costa et al. 2019) but also for shaping their long-term professional identity 
(Bubb et al. 2005). While early-career teachers often view principals as key sources of 
guidance – sometimes even likening them to parental figures – they may also experience 
principals as distant in daily school life, which can limit opportunities for direct support 
(Brock and Grady 1998, Lassila et al. 2017). As a result, teacher colleagues frequently play 
a central role in supporting new teachers, underscoring the importance of principals in 
facilitating mentoring programmes and other peer-support structures within the school 
(Brock and Grady 1998, Lassila et al. 2017).

Methods

The context of the study

Teaching in Finland is a highly respected profession, offering significant autonomy. 
A five-year master’s degree is required, and new teachers are expected to take on full 
responsibilities immediately upon graduation (Mikkilä-Erdmann et al. 2019). Despite 
this rigorous training, Finnish early-career teachers often face challenges, with nearly half 
considering leaving the profession and only five percent receiving adequate support 
(Snock et al. 2010). Teacher attrition intentions in Finland are most pronounced during 
the first years of the career, when the challenge of balancing job demands and resources 
are most acute (Pyhältö et al. 2011). While mentor training programmes and mentor- 
mentee pairings are available in some schools, their success depends largely on the 
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interest and efforts of individual mentors and school leaders, as the Act on Primary and 
Secondary Education (1998) in Finland does not mandate support or mentoring during 
the induction phase. It is important to note that mandatory orientation during the first 
workdays is not considered to be mentoring.

As stated in the introduction, Finnish principals play a dual role in both pedagogical 
and strategic leadership, overseeing educational development, resource management, 
and teacher well-being (Risku and Pulkkinen 2016, Lahtero et al. 2019). Compared to 
many other countries, they enjoy a high degree of professional autonomy – among the 
highest in Europe, alongside their Estonian counterparts (Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development 2014). Their responsibilities range from fostering indi
vidual teachers’ professional development to shaping the schools’ pedagogical vision 
within national policy guidelines (Weiner et al. 2021).

Participants

The participants were from a city in southern Finland, where a teacher mentoring 
programme has been implemented for teachers within the context of primary and 
lower secondary education (grades 1–9, serving children aged 7 to 16). All trained and 
active teacher mentors were invited for an interview by email request. Eight teacher 
mentors volunteered to take part. Initially, all principals from the city were invited via 
email to express their interest in participating. However, when only three principals 
volunteered, the researcher personally contacted additional principals. As a result, five 
more principals agreed to participate, bringing the total number of participating princi
pals to eight.

Data collection

Data were collected through individual semi-structured interviews. Interviews with the 
eight teacher mentors were conducted between 2022 and 2024, while interviews with the 
eight principals took place between 2024 and 2025. All interviews were conducted either 
in person or via Zoom, depending on the interviewee’s preference. They were recorded 
and transcribed for detailed analysis.

The interviews explored 3–4 key themes, with follow-up questions tailored in the 
direction taken by each interviewee, allowing for a natural and insightful discussion 
(Turner 2010). These thematic explorations provided a deeper understanding of how 
both groups contribute to teacher mentoring and the principal’s role in establishing it 
within schools (Hopf 2004, Adeoye‐Olatunde and Olenik 2021). The teacher mentor 
interviews addressed the following themes: 1) the position and significance of mentoring 
in the daily life of the school, 2) factors enabling mentoring activities, 3) factors hindering 
mentoring activities, and 4) key individuals involved. Unlike the teacher mentor inter
views, which explored a variety of perspectives, the interviews with principals focused 
solely on their role and insights regarding the teacher induction and mentoring process. 
These interviews included the following themes: 1) the principal’s general role in 
supporting teachers’ professional growth, 2) mentoring activities within their school’s 
daily life, and 3) the principal’s personal role in the mentoring process.
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The researcher’s role as the coordinator of the teacher mentoring programme created 
a close professional relationship with the mentors, which may have influenced their 
responses. While this relationship could facilitate effective communication and shared 
understanding, it might also have limited openness if mentors felt unable to express their 
true opinions. Although all principals in the region were invited to participate volunta
rily, it is likely that those with critical views of the initiative declined, limiting the 
diversity of perspectives. Their insights could have provided a more comprehensive 
understanding of the research findings, although teacher mentors did offer some per
spectives on this viewpoint. Moreover, the insights gained from the initial mentor inter
views may have influenced the subsequent principal interviews, shaping both the 
direction of the conversations and the responses provided.

Analysis

A thematic qualitative approach was employed to analyse the data. Thematic analysis, 
a widely used qualitative method, aims to identify, analyse, and interpret patterns or 
themes within data. While thematic analysis can be conducted at a descriptive level, this 
study employed an interpretative approach, extending beyond explicit content to 
uncover underlying meanings (Braun and Clarke 2014). This interpretative process 
provided a deeper understanding of how teacher mentoring is perceived and experi
enced, offering insights into the implicit factors influencing its implementation.

The first author conducted the analysis following Braun and Clarke (2006) six-phase 
framework. The process began with an in-depth familiarisation with the transcribed data, 
identifying key points of interest. Initial coding was then carried out to highlight features 
relevant to the research questions, systematically applying these codes across the dataset. The 
codes represented factors that either facilitated or hindered teacher mentoring. 
Corresponding original expressions were extracted and compiled into separate files for 
further analysis.

Subsequently, broader themes were identified by examining the collated data for 
meaningful patterns, with themes named accordingly. Each theme captured 
a significant aspect of the data, directly linked to the research question, and reflected 
recurring patterns in participants’ responses. The relevance of these themes was repeat
edly assessed, refined, or discarded as necessary until no new themes could be identified. 
Finally, a comprehensive report was produced, integrating the findings with relevant data 
and connecting them to existing literature.

The strong alignment between the researcher and participants, as noted earlier, may have 
influenced data interpretation and introduced potential bias into the analysis During the 
analysis phase, distinguishing between direct responses to the research questions and the 
researcher’s prior knowledge proved challenging. This interconnection may have influenced 
the interpretation of certain findings in ways that cannot be entirely separated, as researcher 
involvement can pose a potential threat to trustworthiness (Poggenpoel and Myburgh 2003).

Ethical considerations

The study adheres to the ethical guidelines set by the Finnish National Board on Research 
Integrity (Finnish National Board on Research Integrity TENK 2019). Participants 
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provided informed consent and were assured of their right to withdraw at any time by 
notifying the researcher. Confidentiality and anonymity were strictly maintained, with 
data extracts carefully selected to prevent identification, and pseudonyms used to protect 
participants’ identities. Ethical considerations were upheld throughout the study, ensur
ing the secure handling and confidentiality of all data. The study did not require an ethics 
review in Finland, as it did not involve any interventions affecting participants’ physical 
integrity, deviations from informed consent, research on children under 15 without 
parental consent, exposure to exceptionally strong stimuli, risks of long-term psycholo
gical harm beyond everyday experiences, or threats to participants’ safety (Finnish 
National Board on Research Integrity TENK 2019).

Findings

Based on the analysis, principals facilitate the establishment of teacher mentoring by (1) 
creating the necessary conditions, (2) fostering a supportive atmosphere, and (3) utilising 
mentoring as a leadership tool. Conversely, they hinder its establishment by (1) disre
garding teacher mentoring, and (2) misunderstanding its purpose. The following section 
provides a detailed description of these themes and their corresponding sub-themes. 
Authentic extracts from the interview data are included as illustrative examples to 
enhance the trustworthiness of the results. These extracts were translated from Finnish 
into English by the first author during the manuscript preparation. To maintain clarity, 
identifiers TM (teacher mentor) and P (principal), along with the participant number, are 
used when presenting direct quotes.

Principals facilitating teacher mentoring

Creating necessary conditions
The first theme focused on actions and considerations involved in creating the conditions 
for mentoring. This theme includes three sub-themes.

The first sub-theme, securing funding, highlights how principals ensure the sustain
ability of teacher mentoring by establishing compensation systems, arranging allowances, 
or utilising school-specific development funds. Participants also described how princi
pals found alternative funding solutions within the school curriculum, such as integrat
ing mentoring activities into regular school schedules. By securing funding for 
mentoring, principals can foster long-term commitment from mentors, as exemplified 
in the following extract: ‘We selected the mentors and provided them with long-term 
development through dedicated funding’ (P2).

The second sub-theme, time allocation, explores how principals facilitate teacher 
mentoring by setting aside dedicated time for mentoring discussions and information 
sharing during official school events and staff meetings. Participants noted that in some 
schools, mentoring was seamlessly integrated into regular development group meetings. 
Additionally, principals provided flexibility by allowing mentees to engage in mentoring 
activities during work hours, excusing them from certain staff meetings to accommodate 
their participation. This approach is illustrated in the following excerpt: ‘The principal 
selects one staff meeting per month, where mentees don’t participate. This frees their 
time to take part in teacher mentoring meetings’ (TM2). Principals can also support 
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scheduling of mentoring activities by structuring school timetables so that both mentors 
and their mentees finish their teaching responsibilities early on the same day each week, 
providing a dedicated time for them to meet.

The third sub-theme, organising appropriate facilities, conveys how principals ensure 
suitable spaces for teacher mentoring meetings. Additionally, by providing small refresh
ments, principals demonstrate the value and significance of these gatherings. As one 
teacher mentor noted: ‘It is a small gesture, but it brightens the atmosphere and under
scores the importance of our meetings’ (TM2).

Fostering supportive atmosphere
The second theme highlights the principal’s crucial role in shaping a school culture that 
nurtures professional growth and supports teacher mentoring. This theme is further 
divided into five sub-themes.

The first sub-theme, leadership philosophy and management style, characterises how 
the principal’s leadership philosophy can support open discussions and an open-door 
policy in the community. By fostering a supportive atmosphere and promoting colla
boration among staff, principals can help integrate teacher mentoring into everyday 
interactions. Rather than expecting teachers to navigate challenges alone, principals 
emphasise a leadership style centred on serving and supporting their staff. As one 
principal explained: ‘Many principals say they are here for the students, but I find that 
unrealistic. I believe that by supporting the teachers, we enable them to perform better, 
which ultimately benefits the students as well’ (P6). Principals also acknowledge the 
impact of their leadership philosophy on their ability to support staff effectively, as 
described in the following: ‘The way a leader supports or fails to support their staff has 
a profound impact on professional confidence. Encouragement and assistance during 
difficult moments make a real difference’ (P1).

The second sub-theme, understanding school specific working conditions, highlights 
how some principals view their schools as particularly challenging and, as a result, 
emphasise the need for teacher mentoring, as expressed in the following extract: ‘This 
school is a challenging workplace, so I felt it was important to offer teacher mentoring as 
a source of support’ (P6). In some cases, schools were perceived as demanding work
places due to their student population, while in others, the demanding work culture or 
particularly high expectations for teachers were seen as the main challenge. One principal 
described the characteristics of their staff in the following way: ‘We have a school where 
incredibly enthusiastic, innovative, and highly skilled teachers have been drawn to work. 
It’s important to verbalise to young teachers that they don’t have to achieve the same level 
right away’ (P2).

The third sub-theme, recognising the value of teacher mentoring, emphasises how 
principals value mentoring, often drawing from their own experiences – whether it be 
as a new teacher, navigating a mid-career crisis, or wishing they had received better 
support earlier in their careers. Leaders who have faced such challenges understand the 
critical role mentoring can play in professional growth and well-being. As one principal 
explained: ‘My appreciation for mentoring comes from my own experiences of joining 
a new school and how I was received. That experience stays with you for years’ (P3).

The value of teacher mentoring is also reflected in its role as an approachable, peer- 
based support system. It allows teachers to ask questions and express concerns without 
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the pressure of a supervisory relationship, as one principal shared: ‘It is easier for people 
to ask questions and discuss with a peer teacher. I hope this is a safe and supportive space 
for teachers’(P6). Mentors are seen as intermediaries, identifying potential well-being 
challenges in early-career teachers that may not be apparent to principals: ‘Not every 
teacher feels comfortable speaking up to the principals, especially early-career teachers, 
who often feel they must constantly prove their competence and qualifications’ (TM4). 
While principals remain accessible for discussing well-being concerns, mentors provide 
an additional layer of support by offering a more personal space where teachers can 
reflect on challenges, seek advice, and manage professional stress. This process also gives 
principals valuable insights into the well-being and professional needs of their staff, as 
one principal noted: ‘The mentor is the eyes and ears regarding the general vibe among 
the newcomers’ (P1).

Mentoring is also valued as part of welcoming teachers into a school or district, 
enhancing their overall experience and fostering long-term engagement: ‘If we talk 
about employee commitment, these are exactly the kinds of things that matter. It 
strengthens teachers’ commitment, professional skills, pride in their work, sense of 
belonging, and accelerates the entire adaptation process’ (P5).

The fourth sub-theme, decision to lead teacher mentoring, emphasises that princi
pals, as leaders of the school, are responsible for everything within it. When princi
pals take charge of teacher mentoring, it becomes an integral part of the school’s 
daily routines. Some principals seamlessly integrate teacher mentoring into the 
school culture, ensuring that new teachers are introduced to the system as part of 
their onboarding process. In such environments teacher mentoring is viewed as 
a natural and expected component of professional development. As one principal 
described: 

Our newcomers are not required to participate in teacher mentoring, but our system is 
structured so that when a new teacher arrives, I tell them, ‘We have a teacher mentor, and 
they will reach out to you’. I don’t ask if they want to join or make it formal—I present it as 
a given. (P6)

The fifth sub-theme, building a trusting relationship with the teacher mentor, focuses on 
the collaboration between principals and teacher mentors and the importance of regular 
communication: ‘I stay in close contact with the teacher mentor. For example, if I notice 
in daily practice that a teacher might need mentoring, I discuss it with the mentor’ (P5). 
Trust was strongly linked to collaboration and principals emphasised the importance of 
providing autonomy to teacher mentors, allowing them to carry out their responsibilities 
with minimal interference. As one principal stated: ‘I trust that the teacher mentor takes 
care of their responsibilities. They can always come to me for support and help, but I try 
to interfere as little as possible’ (P1). When the teacher mentor feels trusted, commu
nication becomes more open, and teacher mentoring transforms from a formal task into 
a meaningful and impactful practice within the school community. This is illustrated by 
the following quote from a teacher mentor: ‘Now that I have received the support and 
trust from the principal in our school, I can truly communicate in situations like, “Hey, 
they are not going to make it; the whole teacher team will collapse soon if they do not get 
extra hands”’ (TM8).
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Utilising mentoring as a leadership tool
The third theme focuses on how principals strategically incorporate teacher mentoring 
into their leadership practices. This theme is divided into three sub-themes.

The first sub-theme, delegating principals’ own workload, describes how teacher 
mentoring enhances, rather than diminishes, the principal’s leadership role: ‘I have 
considered it [teacher mentoring] as a leadership tool. I do not think mentoring in any 
way diminishes my position. It adds a lot of depth to the orientation and adaptation to 
the work community’ (P5). By delegating aspects of their workload to mentors, principals 
can focus on other responsibilities while ensuring teachers still receive the support they 
need. As another principal explained: ‘This really helps the principal’s work a lot and 
frees up my time for other tasks’ (P5). Delegating the workload also helps bridge the gap 
between leadership and the realities of classroom teaching. Mentors are perceived as 
providing valuable insights into classroom challenges, instructional methods, and the 
evolving demands of the profession for mentees – insights that principals may not always 
have full access to, as one principal explains:

If someone has been a principal for a long time, they can become somewhat out of touch 
with what a teacher’s work is like in practice. That is why I think peer mentoring is better—a 
teacher mentor may know better what the mentee is talking about. (P3)

The second sub-theme, principals’ professional learning, describes how principals recog
nise that teacher mentoring can also serve as an opportunity for their own growth. It 
provides them with new insights into workplace culture, school dynamics, teacher 
concerns, and areas for improvement, particularly when mentoring is embedded in the 
unit’s culture. As one principal explained: 

I see this as a way to enhance my own professionalism and improve my professional skills. 
It’s about everyday arrangements, but it requires that people meet each other in daily life, 
exchange ideas, thoughts, and perspectives, agree, and interact. It really has to be embedded 
in the unit (P6).

The third sub-theme, ensuring continuity, highlights that in schools with frequent leader
ship transitions, a strong teacher mentoring system ensures stability also in principals’ 
leadership. When teacher mentors provide consistency to this leadership, teachers con
tinue to receive support and guidance, regardless of leadership changes, which always 
impact the school community. As one teacher mentor shared: ‘We have a change of 
principal every year, and each of them has appreciated that I take charge, offer support, 
and help’ (TM8). In this way, by using mentoring as a leadership tool, the principal 
solidifies the entire school’s operations in the long term and also serves the broader 
community of principals.

Principals hindering teacher mentoring

Disregarding teacher mentoring
Hindering factors were identifiable almost exclusively in the statements of the teacher 
mentors. The first theme, from the perspective of how principals can hinder teacher 
mentoring, describes the various ways principals hinder teacher mentoring by over
looking or neglecting mentoring activities. Four sub-themes were identified.
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The first sub-theme, missing communication, illustrates how principals can hinder 
teacher mentoring through a lack of collaboration and communication, which is man
ifested in several forms. For example, when principals fail to communicate important 
mentoring-related information, such as through email, it prevents teachers from staying 
informed about relevant activities. These teacher mentor bulletins, which ideally would 
be sent through emails, are often the primary source of information for early-career 
teachers, sometimes even providing their first introduction to the mentoring pro
gramme. Another form of poor communication is the outright neglect of teacher 
mentoring and mentors, where principals fail to acknowledge, mention, or engage with 
them. This neglect is sometimes perceived as a lack of trust, as one teacher mentor 
explained: ‘Then it’s probably a sign of mistrust towards the mentors as well, if the idea is 
that we’re not working towards the same goal’ (TM2).

The second sub-theme, lacking time for teacher mentoring activities, highlights 
how principals occasionally fail to allocate time for teacher mentoring, even 
though doing so would promote collaboration and provide structure. This lack 
of time is sometimes attributed to the principals’ overwhelming schedules rather 
than a lack of interest. As one teacher mentor explained: ‘Principals have such an 
overwhelming workload themselves, and they end up stretching themselves thin. 
Even though they would like to check in more, they just don’t have the capa
city’ (TM8).

The third sub-theme, dismissal of teacher mentoring, points out how a lack of coopera
tion may result in the ideas of teacher mentors for integrating mentoring programmes 
into the school culture being overlooked or not implemented: ‘I thought I would have 
been allowed to establish my own mentoring group within one of the school’s develop
ment teams, which all our early career teachers could join, but I was not permitted to do 
so’ (TM4). This lack of cooperation was also seen to be influenced by the individuals 
involved – both the teacher mentor and the principal – which can affect the level of 
engagement and support for mentoring activities. As another mentor put it: ‘Or is it 
a vote of no confidence in me? Is it simply that there hasn’t been a need for this in the 
school, so it’s not being discussed? Or does the principal simply not endorse this 
activity?’ (TM4).

The fourth sub-theme, expressing resistance and control, illustrates that principals may 
resist addressing challenging issues in their school that might come up through teacher 
mentoring: ‘If someone comes from the outside to hear about internal school matters, 
which employees sometimes raise, like dissatisfaction, it feels safer to keep those doors 
closed’ (TM6). Additionally, mentoring initiatives can sometimes be seen as a threat to 
a principal’s authority, as one principal reflected: ‘Is it also a threat to principals in some 
way? Is it a certain need for control, not knowing what’s being discussed or how it’s 
handled?’ (TM3).

Misunderstanding of teacher mentoring
The second theme, regarding the obstruction of teacher mentoring, explores how a lack 
of shared understanding can hinder its establishment. This lack of understanding often 
arises when principals fail to fully grasp the concept of teacher mentoring. One teacher 
mentor explained:
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I think some principals still associate it with something where a new person at the workplace 
gets help with everyday practical matters, like where to find the scissors. In my opinion, not 
all principals have realised that this is no longer just about that. It’s about something much 
bigger. (TM4)

Some principals may struggle to appreciate the full significance of teacher mentoring, 
particularly its impact on workplace well-being and the broader school community. As 
another teacher mentor reflected:

They may not understand it—at a basic level, they might not be aware of research on 
workplace psychology or group cohesion. Even if they do know these concepts, they may not 
emotionally understand how crucial they are for individual well-being and the overall work 
community. (TM7)

The lack of measurable results on the effectiveness of teacher mentoring was seen as 
a barrier to increasing this understanding.

Discussion

In this study we conceptualised Finnish principals as middle leaders and explored their 
role in establishing teacher mentoring, focusing on their relational practices and how 
these practices either support or hinder teacher mentoring in schools. The findings 
suggest that principals were perceived to facilitate teacher mentoring by (1) creating 
the necessary conditions, (2) fostering a supportive atmosphere, and (3) integrating 
teacher mentoring into their leadership practices. Conversely, mentoring was hindered 
when principals (1) disregard it or (2) misunderstand its purpose. Overall, the results 
suggest that, in addition to having the opportunity to promote the establishment of 
mentoring, principals also have the potential to significantly hinder its success, for 
example, by wanting to strongly control what kind of discussions take place in the school, 
who engages with teachers about the school’s internal matters and how these things are 
handled. Hindering factors were only observed via teacher mentor interviews, and 
principals offered little perspective on this aspect. The hindering factors can stem from 
various reasons. Some are deliberate choices, while others result from circumstances. For 
example, even if a principal is interested in teacher mentoring and has extensive knowl
edge about it, they may not have enough time to support it in daily school life. Moreover, 
although the findings are presented in terms of facilitating and hindering factors, these 
should not be seen as strict opposites but rather as points along a continuum.

Results align with previous research highlighting the crucial role principals play in 
enabling early-career teachers support through mentoring (e.g. Bredeson and Johansson  
2000, Long et al. 2012, Kutsyuruba 2020, Jacobsen and Gunnulfsen 2023). Notably, this 
study also emphasises that principals’ efforts to cultivate a supportive school culture that 
encourages professional development within the community are essential for effective 
mentoring. This finding is consistent with prior literature recognising the importance of 
such a school culture (e.g. Kruse et al. 1994, Walker and Ko 2011, Nabhani et al. 2013, Li 
et al. 2017, Evertson 2020, Wilcoxen et al. 2020, Makhmetova et al. 2025). Moreover, 
collaboration between principals and teacher mentors was considered a key factor in 
strengthening mentoring practices (see also Fatih 2020, Kutsyuruba and Walker 2020) 
and fostering trust within the school community (see also Kruse et al. 1994, Bryk and 
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Schneider 2003, Walker and Ko 2011, Chalikias et al. 2020, Jian 2021). These processes 
can be understood as forms of relational practice, which emphasise building and sustain
ing supportive interpersonal relationships (Haigh and Benefield, 2023).

By actively engaging with teacher mentors, principals not only gain insights into the 
concerns of early-career teachers but also develop a deeper understanding of broader 
school dynamics and developmental needs (Johnson and Haigh 2011, Sanders 2018). 
Facilitating themes overall – such as fostering a supportive atmosphere and utilising 
mentoring as a leadership tool, with sub-themes like leadership philosophy and manage
ment style and building a trusting relationship with a teacher mentor – illustrate how 
principals’ leadership approaches enable open discussions and an open-door policy within 
the school community. These relational practices align with previous literature, as they 
reflect intentional actions principals take to build trust, strengthen collaboration, and foster 
shared responsibility (e.g. Sanders 2018, Johnson and Haigh 2011, Haigh and Benefield  
2020). The findings also indicate that supporting teacher mentoring can serve as a learning 
opportunity for principals, aligning with research that portrays them as co-learners who 
model a commitment to their own growth and reinforce the school as a learning commu
nity (Bredeson and Johansson 2000, Mousavi et al. 2025), while also creating opportunities 
for shared leadership in line with distributed leadership models (e.g. Tirri et al. 2021).

This study has implications for supporting the establishment of teacher mentoring in 
schools. The findings, which highlight the various ways principals can either facilitate or 
hinder mentoring opportunities, can be utilised in institutions finding ways to imple
ment mentoring programmes and make them part of their operational cultures. For 
example, they can help principals identify effective strategies for promoting teacher 
mentoring by evaluating their own attitudes and actions as either a facilitator or 
a hinderer of mentoring. The results can also inform the design of training programmes 
for teacher mentors. For example, discussing and reflecting on these findings can provide 
teacher mentors with valuable insights into potential challenges they may encounter 
when initiating teacher mentoring activities in schools, enabling them to understand 
them better and take proactive steps to address these challenges.

This research has implications for principal training, recruitment, and school practices 
by identifying leadership models – particularly those grounded in relational practices 
(Haigh and Benefield, 2020) – that support mentoring and help explain why some 
programmes become embedded while others fade. It underscores that principals should 
not be seen merely as administrative gatekeepers but as active enablers – or potential 
hinderers – of mentoring, depending on their leadership approach. The findings under
score the need to integrate leadership and mentoring competences into principal pre
paration, while also providing a rationale for teacher professional development – an area 
to which policymakers and administrators have increasingly directed attention in schools 
(Sancar et al. 2021) – in ways that foster a mentoring-oriented culture.

This study has several limitations related to data collection and analysis. In qualitative 
research, the researcher plays a central role in gathering data from participants, fostering 
an environment where they feel comfortable sharing their experiences. Through facil
itative interaction, the researcher guides communication, recognises key cues, and 
ensures a smooth exchange of information (Poggenpoel and Myburgh 2003). However, 
this involvement also presents certain challenges (e.g. Chenail 2011) that influenced both 
data collection and interpretation, as discussed in the respective sections on data 
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collection and analysis. Nevertheless, by acknowledging these limitations and engaging in 
continuous reflection, the researcher’s deep engagement with the topic can be seen as 
enriching the findings rather than hindering the process.

Although this study provided insights into the factors that help teacher mentoring 
extend the principal’s scope and become integrated into the school culture, further 
research is needed. This study brought out the impact of principals’ personal history 
on their leadership style and decisions within the school. Further research should explore 
how principals’ personal backgrounds and the emotional skills developed through these 
experiences, influence their support for teachers’ professional development and attitude 
towards it – an aspect this study touched upon. Additionally, further research on the 
perspectives of teacher mentors would also be essential. In this study, teacher mentors 
shared their perspectives on the role of principals in establishing teacher mentoring. 
However, their own voices, reflecting the conditions of their own practice, should also be 
more prominently featured in future research.

As a conclusion, principals appear to play a significant role in establishing teacher 
mentoring in schools, as they can either facilitate its establishment or hinder its 
integration. An important factor in this process is the ability of principals to foster 
a supportive school culture that encourages professional growth and the development 
of teacher mentoring activities. By actively supporting teacher mentoring, principals 
not only contribute to the professional development of educators but also engage in 
their own continuous learning, reinforcing leadership as an evolving practice and 
promoting shared leadership models. To successfully embed teacher mentoring into 
school practices, systematic induction programmes are essential. However, as noted 
by the European Commission (2012), the lack of such programmes suggests that 
structural barriers continue to prevent the full integration of mentoring into school 
routines.

Li et al. (2017) emphasise that building a collaborative school culture requires sustained 
effort, highlighting the need for clear policies and strong leadership commitment to mentor
ing initiatives. While new mentoring practices may be introduced through top-down govern
ance decisions or initiated by individual teachers, they are unlikely to become fully embedded 
in school culture without the active participation of principals. In Finland, where principals 
enjoy significant autonomy, their role in shaping and directing school development accord
ing to their vision is particularly influential. Ensuring that teacher mentoring becomes 
a sustainable and integral part of school life, therefore, depends largely on principals’ 
engagement, strategic leadership, and commitment to fostering a culture of collaboration 
and professional growth.
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