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Abstract

The mentoring concept has evolved much in recent years and has become increasingly tied to the learning
organization. The principles of a learning organization are also found in the mentoring activity, being
beneficial for both the mentor and the mentee, and implicitly for the entire school organization. Although
in Romania there is a legislative framework, schools do not have a teacher in their administrative chart
with the official mentoring status. The aim of our research was to analyse how mentoring can become
part of a strategy of transforming school institutions into learning organizations. We aimed to identify the
strengths as well as the weaknesses of this process, highlighting the need to prioritize mentoring as an
essential part of a learning organization. The main research method used in this study was Dimensions of
the Learning School Questionnaire (DLOQ). Results show that there is still a lot of work to be done for
the Romanian school to be seen as a learning organization. Familiarizing beginners with the new
profession, with everything that organizational culture means and involves is done gradually. Because the
Romanian educational system does not put a great emphasis on conducting educational programmes,
mentoring should be an essential link in integrating young people in the life of the school community that
receives them and in all that means culture of professional collaboration. And this is one of the important
factors that transforms a school into a learning organization.
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1. Introduction

We live today in a world where the amount of information and the accelerated rhythm of change
are too overwhelming for individuals to cope with. The rate of change is constantly rising, a rapid,
unpredictable, non-linear change (Fullan, 2001). In this context, there is a growing need to shift the
emphasis from individual learning to the dimension of social learning. The individual is no longer a
lonely seeker of knowledge, but rather part of a learning community.

Schools are, in this respect, complex social communities that have the role of training young
people for social and professional integration, through transfer of knowledge, development of abilities,
norms, values and socially accepted values. Education’s main goal is not only to train students to live in
this world, but also to improve it. Therefore, more than ever, the role of educational organizations is
changing nowadays: the priority of each school is to stimulate creative individuals and innovators must be
the priority of each school. Since there is too much information to be transferred to students, the school
has to focus on how to obtain and organize information rather than to transmit knowledge. The networks
of collaborative organisations that undergo a continuous process of renewal represent the organisations of
the future. The most effective way to align with this goal is to transform schools into learning

organizations.

2. Problem Statement

The concept of a "learning organization", derived from Schon's (1973) theoretical foundations, has
become a strong source of inspiration for the academic and economic environment once the works of
Senge (Senge, 1990, 1996; Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross, & Smith, 1994) were published. According to
him “a learning organization is a place where people are continually discovering how they create their
reality. And how they can change it” (Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Roth, & Smith, 1999, p.13).

Analysing subsequent specialty studies (DuFour, 2004; Garvin, 1993, 2003; Harris & Jones, 2010;
Marsick & Watkins, 1999, 2003a, 2003b; Pedler & Boydell, 1996; Redding, 1997; Watkins & Marsick,
1997; Williams, Brien, & LeBlanc, 2012). I have synthesized some of the characteristics of a school seen
as a learning organization: a learning school is governed by values shared by an entire collectivity; it
prepares a school culture that is renewed through constant learning; it promotes learning anywhere; it
prioritizes the improvement of human resources; it facilitates the learning of all its members and it is
constantly transforming; teachers work in teams, sharing personal practices; it has an atmosphere of open
and positive dialogue; it is an organization capable of creating, acquiring and transferring knowledge; it
modifies its behaviour to reflect new knowledge and perspectives; leadership is flexible, supportive and
common and it is permanently anchored to immediate reality.

Considering these aspects, Watkins and Marsick (1997), materialized seven dimensions in the
model of learning organizations. These are (1) Continuous learning; (2) Inquiry and dialogue (3) Team
learning (4) Embedded system; (5) Empowerment; (6) System connection (7) Strategic leadership.

In previous researches (Bradea, 2013, 2016, 2017), I have demonstrated that there is still a great
deal to be done for the Romanian school to be seen as a learning organization. Proper development of the

school within the community context requires an effort of will of the people involved, but also a
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managerial option. Although invested with the same social roles, schools operate in different
communities, thus the degree of development depends on the community’s resources, on the management
style adopted by the school leader, but also on the needs of the educational service users: children,
families, adults. We can consider a school as being developed if it responds to a great range of its clients'
needs, if it is prepared and involved in partnerships, if it is flexible, with well-trained and motivated
employees (Bradea, 2013). If we talk about an organisational culture oriented towards the individual
where professional qualities and competences matter more than the status in the institution's hierarchy,
then this thing is possible. Because making full use of the individuals' potential is one of the fundamental
values of a learning organization (Béaez, 2019). It is a team culture which builds an interaction between
collective values (such as cooperation, identification with the objectives of the organisation, teamwork,
collective mobilisation) and individual values (appreciation of the individual, individual autonomy and
freedom). The leadership should be flexible and stimulative, based on values like trust in people, in their
creative abilities and self-control. This research showed that schools possess such values (Bradea, 2017).
This aspect of the culture of collaboration has also been part of the research of our postgraduate
university for mentoring training. Although there is a legal framework in Romania for conducting
mentoring programmes in schools, this is not the case. Their role is held by experienced teachers who,
like mentors, are willing to help others develop in order to achieve success. They are ready to invest time
and effort and they are ready to share knowledge and personal experience with the young teachers in a
confidential manner and based on mutual trust and respect. It has also been pointed out that mentors play
an important role in the socialization of beginner teachers, helping them to adjust to norms, standards and
expectations related to teaching in general and to the specific nature of the school (Bullough & Draper,
2004; Feiman-Nemser & Parker, 1992; Wang & Odell, 2002). Mentoring must be seen as a two-way
learning process that both mentor and mentee can benefit from. It has been shown that teachers in their
mentor roles can also learn from beginner teachers who can come up with new ideas and provide new
perspectives. The mentor-mentee relationship is sometimes seen as a omne-way road, with benefits
transferred mainly from the mentor to the mentee. Less is known about the benefits moving from the
mentee towards the mentor — thus, reciprocity. Schools should have visions in order to improve teaching
and learning. These visions are usually consolidated by setting environments which support learning and

teaching.

3. Research Questions

The aim of our research was to analyse how mentoring can become part of a strategy for
transforming school institutions into learning organizations. We aim to identify the strengths of this
process as well as its the weaknesses, highlighting the need to prioritize mentoring as an essential part of

a learning organization.

4. Purpose of the Study

Starting from the ideas presented above, the research had the following specific objectives (1)

identifying teachers' opinion on the need for mentors in schools to support teaching staff in classroom
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practice; (2) identifying teachers' perceptions of teamwork in their organizations; (3) identifying teachers'
perceptions about the nature of collaborative relationships within the organization.

The research sample consisted of 672 people (N = 672), all teachers from 11 pre-university
schools in Bihor county, Romania (6 schools from urban areas and 5 schools from rural areas). The
people included in the sample were chosen using the simple random sampling procedure, and they
belonged to the following categories: according to gender: 91% females, 9% males, according to the
school stage: 22% primary school teachers, 41% lower secondary school and 37% upper-secondary

school, according to the area they teach in: 64% in urban area, 36% in rural area.

5. Research Methods

The main research method used in this study was the Dimensions of the Learning School
Questionnaire (DLOQ), adapted after Marsick and Watkins (2003a, 2003b), Kools and Stoll (2016),
OECD (2018), which over time was subjected to numerous validity tests, demonstrating that it is an
appropriate tool for the characteristics of the learning organisation. It contains 65 items across eight
dimensions: 1) developing a shared vision centred on learning of all students; 2) partners contributing to
the school’s vision; 3) creating and supporting continuous learning opportunities; 4) promoting team
learning and collaboration; 5) establishing a culture of enquiry, innovation and exploration; 6) embedding
systems for collecting and exchanging knowledge and learning; 7) learning with and from the external
environment; and 8) modelling and growing learning leadership. The dimensions were measured on a 6-
point Likert scale (1 — Never, 2 - Almost Never, 3 — Rarely, 4 —Sometimes, 5 — Often, 6 - Almost
Always). Each respondent completed the questionnaire online. The research was implemented from
October, 2018 to April, 2019. Since our research does not assess schools as learning organisations, we
have considered only two items from the second dimension as representative for the investigated issue.

They were related to the defining criteria for dimensions 3 and 4.

6. Findings

The quantitative interpretation of the results was performed by calculating the statistical frequency

of the answers provided by the respondents. The results are presented below (Figure 1).
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There are mentors are available to help staff develop
their practice
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Figure 01. Available mentors to help staff develop their practice

Despite the legislation in this regard, in schools across Romania mentoring is not explicitly part of
the basic model of the learning organisation. This is also highlighted in the figure above: most
respondents, 23%, claim that there is nobody in their school to guide them in the development of class
practice. Answers from the first part of the grid (1,2,3) show that almost half (48%) of the respondents
benefit very little, or sporadically, of such guidance. The majority of those who benefit from experienced
teachers, mentoring and school support (18%-Almost Always, 15%-Often) belong to rural schools, low-
staffed organisations where collaborative relationships are prioritised. This is beneficial both for the one
that needs support and for the organisation as a whole, through collaborative research, joint educational
projects that increase the quality of the educational act, according to the vision of the school. Eller, Lev,
and Feurer (2014) describe eight aspects of an effective mentoring relationship. These include open
communication and accessibility; objectives and challenges; passion and inspiration; personal
relationship; mutual respect and trust; knowledge sharing; independence and collaboration; and shaping
the role. Responses from the second part of the grid show that these dimensions are not capitalized in all
the schools. But there is certainty that schools, as learning organisations, can provide a structural context
for mentoring. Leidenfrost, Strassnig, Schiitz, Carbon, and Schabmann (2014) concluded that "any

mentoring style is better than no mentoring at all" (p. 108).
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All new staff receives sufficient support to help them in
their new role.
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Figure 02. All new staff receives sufficient support to help them in their new role

The answers to this item (Figure 02) complete the previous analysis. Getting acquainted with the
new profession, with all the organizational culture and its vision is done gradually. Values and vision,
rather than programmes and rules, will ensure the success of a learning organisation (Schlecty, 1997). It
has also been pointed out that mentors play an important role in the socialization of beginner teachers,
helping them to adjust to norms, standards and \expectations related to teaching in general and to the
specific nature of school (Bullough & Draper, 2004; Feiman-Nemser & Parker, 1992; Wang & Odell,
2002). Unfortunately, answers show that schools in Romania are still deficient when it comes to this
aspect. 22.6% of the respondents affirm that there is no support for beginner teachers. The answers are
almost similar to those of the previous item, which demonstrates an existing reality. There is still no very
high emphasis on the development of induction programmes in Romanian education, programmes where
mentoring should be a link through its function of optimising the integration of young people into the life
of the school community. And this is one of the important factors that transform the organization into a

learning one.

Table 01. Promoting team learning and collaboration

Items Range Median Mean

Staff collaborate to improve their practice 1-5 4 3.65
Staff learn how to work together as a team 2-6 3 3.67
Staff help each other to improve their practice 1-5 4 3.6

Staff give honest feedback to each other 1-6 3 3.22
Staff listen to each other’s ideas and opinions 2-6 3 3.41
Staff feel comfortable turning to others for advice. 1-5 3 3.23
Staff treat each other with respect. 3-6 4 4.79
Staff spend time building trust with each other 1-5 3 3.29
Staff think through and tackle problems together 2-6 4 3.44
Staff reflect together on how to learn and improve their practice. 2-6 3 3.44
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The development of a strong culture of mutual support is defining in a school seen as a learning
organization. Learning in such organizations is not additional, but complementary to personal learning.
The results presented in Table 1 shows that, at least at a declarative level, there is a culture of
collaboration in Romanian schools. We consider this mean to be artificially increased by the answers
given by teachers working in rural schools or by the organization leaders (principals, deputy headmasters,
heads of curricular areas or heads of departments). The latter should have an active role to play in this
sense in school. The contact between our university and the schools in the county (through activities of
pedagogical practice) leads us to consider that sometimes the theory exposed is not the same as the theory
in use. A future research linking several factors shall be necessary to validate this theory.

The idea that there is greater collaboration in rural schools than in urban schools is explained by
the fact that these are generally smaller collectivities who spend most of their breaks together and are
generally involved in several school activities (Bradea, 2017). As teachers are not divided on specialized
subcommittees, jealousies generated by professional pride are almost non-existing.

Perhaps the most important feature of a productive collaboration is the desire of those involved to
accept the feedback and to work on improving the activity (Louis & Kruse, 1995). The mean on this item
(Staff give honest feedback to each other) is the smallest, 3.22. In a learning organization you can learn
from anyone and anywhere. In a learning school, everything learned is practised, evaluated, and
feedbacks are collected. Thus, learning and practice is blended in a learning school because genuine
learning occurs in the context of our lives, and the long-term impact of any new learning depends on its
relationship to the world around us (Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross, & Smith, 2000). People need each
other. The learning school meets this need by creating challenges towards learning in administrators,
teachers and other school personnel. In a learning school, everybody is a learner from student to teacher,
from employee to principal and even to parents. Peer observations are invaluable sources of learning. The
fact that the schools included in the research are also deficient in this aspect should make us think that the
first step a young person can take in this process is to establish a sincere and effective relationship with

his/ her mentor.

7. Conclusion

A strong learning organization encourages collective effort rather than individual isolated efforts
(Senge et al., 2000). A learning school is a place where learning teams can be seen everywhere. Within
the team, everyone spends time identifying the issues to be solved and helping others solve these
problems. In addition, each person is assessed on the basis of the desire to share experience with others in
school learning (Béez, 2019).

Recently there have been more and more studies which include mentoring in the sphere of learning
organization, assigning it a key role. A learning organization should offer teachers the possibility to
continuously learn from each other, developing at the same time common action plans (Lieberman &
Miller, 2008). And these action plans should start at the level of school. This should be a bridge that takes
learning from the macro-knowledge level to the micro one by developing the teachers' professional

abilities, embodied in practices and refinements required for implementation in school or in classroom. In
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this respect, mentoring is an important part within a learning organization. The principles of a mentoring
relationship are entirely the principles that are found in the functioning of a learning organization.

Through our research we have confirmed certain aspects of the need of using mentoring as part of
a strategy of transforming schools into learning organizations. Since there is no formal framework in
Romania for the development of mentoring periods for beginner teachers, they find little support in their
first years of profession and in the induction process (sometimes with the support of a specialist inspector,
County Inspectorates or with the support of an experienced teacher from school). Taking into
consideration the fact that there is a culture of collaboration between employees (even if at different
stages depending on the organizational culture of each school), mentoring should become a priority for
the educational policies in our country. The lack of coherence in the Romanian educational policy, the
frequent changes to the organization of the educational system, the agglomeration of teachers with
administrative tasks, sometimes only tangent to the educational field, the focus on competition and results
(at all levels and for all employees) are just a few barriers in transforming our schools into true learning
organizations. Schools, as well as other parts of the system, spend a lot of time and effort in analysing and
reporting to their superiors a wide range of quantitative data, thus diminishing the attention that should be
paid to qualitative sources.

Another aspect worthy of being taken into consideration is the inadequate way of assessing
teachers in Romania (Blandul, 2011). The criteria focus exclusively on individual results without
quantifying common results such as involvement in school life by providing expertise in the field,
exchanges of experience, teachers’ role in implementing the school's operational plan. Employment cuts
are also made on the basis of individual assessment which, in some cases, causes teachers to be selfish,
individualized, to attend training courses without only to have a higher score. These practices cannot be
found in a learning organization (Bradea, 2017).

When professional learning takes place within a system driven by common expectations and goals,
in a collaborative atmosphere where each individual is valued, the result is a profound change not only for
individuals, but also for the entire educational system. Under these circumstances, we believe that the first
step towards beginners' becoming familiar with the culture and vision of a school can be through
mentoring. The human relationships that are thus developed can build the foundation of a long-term
collaboration at all levels within the institution. We hope decision makers understand the need of

transforming schools into true learning organizations.
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