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1. Introduction

It was a great relief to know that we are all experiencing the same torture.
(Thanis, group WhatsApp chat)

This quote, by one of the authors and new mentors in the EAR-Th (Exploratory
Action Research-Thailand) project, suggests that mentoring teacher-researchers is
not always easy and yet, through sharing the mentoring journey, we can offer each
other support, empathy and encouragement. An emerging body of work recognises
the importance of mentoring English language teachers in their efforts to research
their own classrooms and practice (e.g. Dikilitas,& Wyatt, 2017; Smith, 2022), and a
handbook with practical help enabling mentors to navigate the process (Smith,
2020). The recently published Stories of mentoring teacher-research (Smith et al.,
2024) showcases mentoring journeys in very different contexts around the world.
The majority of the stories in this volume focus on the story of one mentor; their
challenges, successes and lessons learnt. This article seeks to add to the less
frequent stories of mentor collaboration by examining how mentors can grow
individually and collectively through mutual sharing and learning.

To do this, we look at the way in which a group of four mentors navigated the
mentoring process together during a six-month, established EAR programme in
Thailand. We reflect on the insights we gained through the process, using data from
our group and individual WhatsApp chats, our final reflections, and Susan’s Lead
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Mentor log of the mentoring process, outlining key areas of collaboration and
development.

2. Areas of collaboration and development

2.1 Exploratory Action Research Thailand

All four of us joined the EAR-Th project for the first time in 2024, although the
project had already been running for two years (Dersingh & Keyurawong, 2025).
One of the aims of the project is sustainability and so there is a structured process
to train and develop new Thai mentors. Sasiporn, Parinda and Thanis, university
lecturers in Thailand, joined the project as new mentors (NMs). Susan, a university
lecturer in Education joined as a lead mentor (LM) to support the three NMs, and
indirectly their teacher mentees, throughout the project.

There was a project timeline to adhere to and monthly roundtable meetings for
mentors. Susan met fortnightly with each NM to discuss the progress of the
teachers and their own mentoring journey. We also organised a monthly group
meeting for us as mentors.

2.2 Developing the mentoring relationship(s)

The importance of building good relationships based on trust is well documented
in both the teacher-research (Hanks, 2019) and the emergent mentoring
teacher-research literature (Smith et al., 2024). We needed to develop these
relationships online with the added challenge that the LM lived on the other side of
the world with a 12-hour time difference to the NMs. In addition, Susan had no
experience of working within Thai education, so although she had more experience
of EAR than any of the NMs, they had a much deeper understanding of the context.
However, all four of us worked in Higher Education in our respective countries and
that gave us some common ground on which to build. Susan had also worked for
many years with the principles of Exploratory Practice where a primary focus on
quality of life alongside working together for mutual understanding and
development are key (Allwright & Hanks, 2009). These principles influenced her
approach to mentoring, seeing it as a relationship of mutual learning and benefit
where each person brings different expertise, rather than a hierarchical relationship
of knowledge transfer from expert to novice.

All three NMs knew each other from previous work together, and as Susan reflected
after our first meeting, there was a positive group dynamic and openness to

sharing:

They seem very comfortable with each other and are happy to do group
meetings - they said they were all friends.
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We organised a schedule of alternating individual and group meetings for the
following months, although the group ones did not happen initially as the project
organisers subsequently arranged the roundtables on the same day and time. The
time difference meant meetings were scheduled for early morning (Susan) and late
evening (for the three NMs). Sometimes life and other circumstances took over,
there were misunderstandings about the time and/or day of the meeting, there
were other work deadlines to meet, or someone was just too tired. Online
meetings sometimes took place while the NMs were stuck in traffic driving home,
on a break at the gym, or still in the office, highlighting the fact that mentoring and
the EAR project were just one small part of life and that flexibility, empathy and
understanding are needed to keep the mentor-mentee relationship healthy.

Developing this empathy and understanding is a large part of creating a mentoring
relationship in which quality of life, rather than purely quality of work is
foregrounded. Beginning a mentoring conversation about life in general can be a
powerful way of building relationships. This was something that Susan tried to
model in all of the individual meetings and it was encouraging to see how this also
became part of the NMs’ practices as well. For example, at the end of the process,
Parinda said how pleased she was with the trust she had developed with her
teacher-researcher mentees through showing interest in their daily lives, families
and schools. She had also been intentional about reducing the perceived social
hierarchy between them (university lecturer and school teachers), by using her
nickname and Thai terms of address that put them on a more equal social level.
Sasiporn also shared how she had managed to stay in touch with one of her
teachers throughout even though they did not complete the process, by showing
an interest in her life. Thanis also recalled his casual conversations with the school
teachers about their daily routines and sports. This holistic interest in the lives of
their mentees enabled the NMs to develop stronger relationships.

2.3 Mentoring in a time-limited project
All of us felt the pressures imposed by such a time-constrained ambitious project,
although we had signed up for the commitment with the desire to not only develop
ourselves as mentors, but also to contribute, albeit in a small way, to English
language education in Thailand. This was additional workload for all of us, and
perhaps we had unrealistic expectations about the time and emotional effort
required. As Thanis commented in his final reflection:

| wish | had known that this mentoring journey was not easy at all. It took
time, effort and energy to complete it. Despite the spiritual reward at the

end, | wish | had been told/ warned. ;)

One key pressure was the felt need to get all of the teachers through to the end of
the project. Susan reflected in an early entry in her log:
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| get the feeling they are quite worried they might ‘lose’ their teachers.

This was the NMs first time mentoring. They felt their reputation was on the line
and they seemed to define success as a mentor as not losing a teacher during the
process:

I wish | had known that some teachers ‘disappear’ and that was not
necessarily a failure. (Parinda)

It was here that our own group meetings were so important. Our small group
meetings, which did not take place until about half way through the process,
proved invaluable; they provided a space of openness and trust in our small group
where frustrations and successes could be shared. As Sasiporn shared in our group
chat:

We will get through this season together!

Rather than being dragged down by constant comparison with other more
‘successful’ mentors, we were honest about the struggles and frustrations and able
to talk about the process as well as reflect on our own mentoring styles. We began
to redefine success as small moments of insight shared by the teachers, our own
developing understandings of the mentoring process, and shift the focus from the
end product to the process. We celebrated with each other when one of our
teachers seemed to make a breakthrough and empathised when a teacher stopped
all contact, sharing strategies that might be helpful. We were honest about our
struggles, our mentoring styles and what we felt was working or not working, and
little by little the pressure of feeling that we had sole responsibility for getting all
teachers to the end of the process became a shared responsibility for getting them
as far as each wanted to go, focussing on the importance of reflecting on what had
been learnt from the process rather than pushing and cajoling teachers in order to
have a perfect completion rate, but a potentially lower level of learning. A final
community meeting with all of the mentee teachers highlighted how for some of
them the work they had done throughout the project had become a new way of
approaching their classes, a mindset of exploration and inquiry, of seeking multiple
perspectives, particularly those of their students. This developing mindset is
something to celebrate because it goes beyond the life of the project having given
these teachers a way to theorise their own practice and practise their theories
(Edge, 2001).

2.4 Moving from directive to tolerant
The pressure to get teachers to the end of the process had a direct impact on how
directive the NMs were with their teachers, and how directive Susan was with
them. Despite a belief in the role of active listening (Malderez, 2023) encouraging
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the NMs to explore their own solutions to issues they were having with their
teacher mentees, Susan wrote in her log:

Am | being too directive with what and how they might help their
teachers? Not sure.

She acknowledged that this might be partly because they had never done
EAR before and needed more guidelines, but there was a perceived and
uncomfortable dissonance between her beliefs and actions.

All three NMs said they had moved from being more directive to less
directive as the project progressed. They talked about moving from ‘telling them
[their teacher-researchers] what to do’ to ‘respecting their thoughts, ideas and
their way of approaching the process’ (Sasiporn). Both Parinda and Thanis came to
the realisation that this was the teachers’ work rather than the mentors’, with
Thanis stating that one of the key things he had learnt was that:

This research journey is that of the mentees not about mine exclusively so |
need to open my mind and listen to what they have to say, support them
but not override their decision or criticize them for not following my advice.

As Parinda reflected in one of our individual meetings, as a teacher of
undergraduates, she was used to being directive, and this project challenged this
way of being as she moved from ‘teacher’ to ‘mentor’. All three NMs had to learn to
trust the teachers they were mentoring, recognising them as the experts in their
classrooms and contexts. Susan also had to learn how to support and impart
confidence to the NMs, while also allowing them to find their own mentoring style.

3. Implications and learning

We conclude this article by summarising three practical implications for mentors of
teacher-researchers from our experiences.

Firstly, mentoring and the collaborative mentoring process is one of mutual
development and learning (Smith et al. 2024). It needs to be approached with
openness, honesty and humility, and one of the key enablers of this in our
experience was a willingness on the part of all of us to learn, adapt and grow — from
each other and our teacher mentees. Secondly, the constant comparison syndrome
with other mentors and their teacher mentees, saps energy and can cause
frustration, a sense of failure, and can result in a more directive, even dictatorial
approach to mentoring. A focus on the process rather than the product (Allwright &
Hanks, 2009) and the celebration of even seemingly insignificant moments of
understanding can help to mitigate this. Finally, without open and honest
relationships, the sort of collaborative mentoring process described above is deeply
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compromised. Spaces need to be created where doubts and frustrations can be
openly and honestly expressed without fear of judgment or being labelled a failure.

We hope to take this learning into our future mentoring relationships.
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