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Abstract 

Aims: This study explores the mentorship of Early Career Teachers (ECTs) and its impact on 

student success in Appalachia, Ohio, by systematically reviewing existing literature on the topic. 

The critical role of mentorship in the professional development and retention of ECTs in rural 

educational settings is examined. 

Conceptual Framework: Situated Learning Theory (SLT) was adopted to guide the 

investigation into the challenges faced by ECTs in rural Appalachia and the significance of 

structured mentorship programs. 

Methodology: This study employs a systematic literature review approach, analyzing findings 

from existing research on the mentorship of ECTs. A rigorous search, selection, and synthesis of 

relevant studies were conducted to identify key themes and patterns. 

Results: The study revealed significant challenges for ECTs in Appalachia, including 

professional isolation, lack of resources, and socio-economic barriers. Structured mentorship 

programs were found to be crucial in enhancing ECTs’ instructional practices, resilience, and 

professional growth. The bi-directional benefits of mentorship were highlighted, showing 

positive impacts on both teachers and students. 

Conclusion: Effective mentorship is essential for the retention and professional development of 

ECTs in rural Appalachia. Comprehensive mentorship programs can significantly improve 

educational outcomes, reduce teacher attrition, and foster a supportive learning environment. 

Educational leaders and policymakers must prioritize mentorship to address the unique 

challenges faced by ECTs in rural settings. 
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Introduction 

Teachers play a vital role in influencing students' mental health, social well-being, and 

academic achievement (Kusyruba et al., 2019; Elkomy & Elkhaial, 2022; Yang et al, 2022). 

Early Career Teachers (ECTs), defined as those with three years or less of experience, face 

numerous challenges that can significantly impact their effectiveness and career longevity 

(Surrette, 2022). Pre-employment preparation alone is often inadequate for equipping these 

educators to navigate the complexities of contemporary educational environments (Feiman-

Nemser, 2001). This issue is particularly acute in rural areas such as Appalachia, Ohio, where 

limited resources and insufficient external support further compound the challenges that these 

teachers encounter (Watson et al., 2021).  

To address these issues, structured induction programs with comprehensive mentoring 

components are critical. These programs serve not only as support mechanisms but as 

foundational platforms for developing robust teacher leadership (Kutsyuruba et al., 2019). ECTs 

in these frameworks engage in activities such as observing experienced educators, participating 

in professional networks, and joining study groups, which are vital for their development and 

professional growth (Kutsyuruba & Walker, 2015). The effectiveness of these programs lies in 

fostering a collaborative culture and establishing trust, essential for nurturing the growth and 

development of ECTs (Kutsyuruba et al., 2019). Mentorship within these programs extends 

beyond traditional one-on-one interactions to include group mentoring and mentoring networks 

(Astrove & Kraimer, 2022). This expanded approach facilitates the exchange of knowledge and 



 

 

experiences, benefiting both mentors and mentees (Murrell, 2022). Such interactions 

significantly enhance the learning environment, contributing to the professional readiness and 

adaptability of ECTs (Colvin & Ashman, 2010). 

This paper systematically reviews existing literature to explore the specific challenges 

faced by ECTs in Appalachia, Ohio, and examines how mentorship programs influence their 

professional development and the academic success of their students. By synthesizing findings 

from previous studies, the study aims to provide insights that inform policy and practice, 

ultimately enhancing support structures for ECTs in similar rural settings nationwide. The 

research is grounded in the Situated Learning Theory, which emphasizes learning through 

participation in communities of practice, making it an ideal theoretical framework to explore the 

dynamics of mentorship in educational settings. 

Literature Review 

Introduction to Mentorship for Early Career Teachers (ECTs) 

Early Career Teachers (ECTs) with less teaching experience would encounter challenges. 

Research has consistently shown that ECTs face numerous challenges that can significantly 

impact their effectiveness and career longevity. These challenges include managing classroom 

dynamics, applying effective teaching strategies, and addressing diverse student needs (Toom & 

Husu, 2021; Surrette, 2022; Dai, 2023). The initial years of teaching are often marked by a steep 

learning curve where ECTs must rapidly adapt to the demands of the profession. Mentorship has 

emerged as a critical support mechanism to help ECTs navigate these challenges and develop 

professionally. Mentorship programs provide ECTs with opportunities to observe experienced 

teachers, receive constructive feedback, and engage in professional networks and study groups 



 

 

(Kutsyuruba & Walker, 2015). These programs are essential for fostering a collaborative culture 

and building trust, which are crucial for the growth and development of ECTs (Kutsyuruba et al., 

2019). Additionally, mentorship can help bridge the gap between theoretical knowledge acquired 

during pre-service education and practical application in the classroom. 

Mentorship extends beyond traditional one-on-one interactions to include group 

mentoring and mentoring networks, facilitating the exchange of knowledge and experiences 

among educators (Astrove & Kraimer, 2022; Murrell, 2022). This expanded approach 

significantly enhances the learning environment and contributes to the professional readiness and 

adaptability of ECTs (Colvin & Ashman, 2010). Group mentoring allows for a diverse range of 

perspectives and solutions, which can be particularly beneficial in addressing complex teaching 

challenges. Mentorship becomes even more significant in rural areas such as Appalachia, Ohio, 

due to the unique socio-economic and geographical challenges these regions present (Hicks, 

2017; Watson et al., 2021). Teachers in these areas often face isolation, limited resources, and 

high levels of poverty among their students, which can exacerbate the difficulties of the teaching 

profession.  

Challenges Faced by Early Career Teachers 

Early Career Teachers (ECTs) encounter a myriad of challenges during their initial years 

in the profession. These challenges can significantly impact their teaching effectiveness and 

overall job satisfaction (Toom & Husu, 2021; Dai, 2023). One major issue is the steep learning 

curve associated with classroom management. ECTs often struggle with establishing classroom 

routines, managing student behavior, and creating an engaging learning environment (Toom & 

Husu, 2021). The pressure to maintain discipline while fostering a positive classroom 

atmosphere can be overwhelming, particularly for those new to the profession. Another 



 

 

significant challenge is the application of effective teaching strategies. Many ECTs find it 

difficult to translate theoretical knowledge from their pre-service training into practical teaching 

methods that meet the diverse needs of their students (Dai, 2023). This gap between theory and 

practice, often referred to as "praxis shock," can lead to feelings of inadequacy and frustration. 

ECTs must quickly adapt to the realities of the classroom, often with limited guidance and 

support. 

In addition to the pedagogical challenges, ECTs also face significant social and emotional 

hurdles. Building relationships with students, colleagues, and parents requires strong 

interpersonal skills and a high level of emotional intelligence (Buchanan et al., 2013). The 

transition from student to teacher can be isolating, as ECTs navigate their new professional roles 

and responsibilities. This isolation can be exacerbated by a lack of support from more 

experienced colleagues and school leadership. The pressures of the job, combined with the 

inherent challenges of teaching, contribute to high attrition rates among ECTs. Research 

indicates that a significant number of ECTs leave the profession within their first five years, 

citing reasons such as burnout, lack of support, and job dissatisfaction (Dai, 2023). This high 

turnover rate is detrimental not only to the teachers themselves but also to the students and 

schools that rely on their stability and expertise. 

The challenges faced by ECTs highlight the need for comprehensive support systems, 

such as mentorship programs, to aid in their professional development and retention. By 

addressing these challenges through structured support and guidance, ECTs can better navigate 

the complexities of their early teaching years and build a foundation for long-term success in the 

profession. 

Challenges Faced by Early Career Teachers in Rural Appalachia 



 

 

Early Career Teachers (ECTs) in rural Appalachia face unique challenges that compound 

the difficulties typically experienced by new teachers. Appalachia is a culturally distinct region 

that spans multiple states, characterized by its rugged terrain and socio-economic hardships. 

Teachers in this region often contend with professional isolation due to the geographical 

remoteness of rural schools (Moffa & McHenry-Sober, 2018). This isolation can limit their 

access to professional development opportunities and peer support, essential for their growth and 

confidence (Watson et al., 2021). Socio-economic challenges are particularly pronounced in rural 

Appalachian areas. High levels of poverty, limited access to healthcare, and insufficient 

educational resources create an environment where students face significant barriers to academic 

success (Hicks, 2017). These socio-economic factors place additional stress on ECTs, who must 

address not only educational but also social and emotional needs of their students. The lack of 

parental involvement, often due to economic hardships, further exacerbates these challenges, 

making it difficult for teachers to engage families in the educational process (Tieken & 

Montgomery, 2021). 

Funding disparities are another critical issue impacting rural schools in Appalachia. Many 

rural districts rely heavily on state and federal funding, which often falls short of meeting their 

needs. This underfunding results in inadequate facilities, outdated instructional materials, and 

limited access to technology, all of which hinder effective teaching and learning (Tieken & 

Montgomery, 2021). ECTs must often find creative ways to deliver quality education with 

minimal resources, adding to their workload and stress levels. 

Recruitment and retention of qualified teachers are persistent problems in rural 

Appalachia. The remoteness and socio-economic challenges of the region make it difficult to 

attract and keep experienced educators (Estep, 2021). ECTs, who are frequently assigned to these 



 

 

challenging environments, often feel underprepared and overwhelmed. The lack of mentorship 

and professional support in these settings can lead to high turnover rates, further destabilizing the 

educational environment and negatively impacting student outcomes (Azano & Stewart, 2015). 

Moreover, the cultural context of rural Appalachia presents its own set of challenges. Teachers 

must navigate and respect the local culture, which may differ significantly from their own 

backgrounds. Understanding and integrating into the community is crucial for building trust and 

effective communication with students and parents. However, this process can be daunting for 

ECTs who are new to the region and unfamiliar with its cultural nuances (Hicks, 2017). 

Addressing these challenges requires targeted support mechanisms, such as robust mentorship 

programs, to help ECTs adapt and thrive in these demanding environments. By providing such 

support, educational leaders can improve teacher retention and ultimately enhance student 

success in rural Appalachian schools. 

Role of Mentorship in Overcoming Challenges 

Mentorship plays a critical role in supporting Early Career Teachers (ECTs) as they 

navigate the multifaceted challenges of their profession (Kutsyuruba et al., 2019). Effective 

mentorship programs are designed to provide ECTs with the guidance, resources, and emotional 

support necessary to develop their teaching skills and confidence. By pairing novice teachers 

with experienced mentors, these programs facilitate a transfer of knowledge and best practices 

that is essential for professional growth and resilience (Kutsyuruba et al., 2019). 

One of the primary benefits of mentorship is the provision of practical teaching strategies. 

Experienced mentors can offer insights and techniques that are not typically covered in pre-

service education, helping ECTs to manage classroom dynamics, implement effective 

instructional methods, and tailor their approaches to meet diverse student needs (Kutsyuruba & 



 

 

Walker, 2015). This hands-on support is invaluable in bridging the gap between theoretical 

knowledge and practical application, often referred to as "praxis shock" (Dai, 2023). 

Mentorship also addresses the issue of professional isolation, particularly in rural settings 

like Appalachia. By fostering a sense of community and collegiality, mentorship programs help 

ECTs build professional networks that provide ongoing support and collaboration. Group 

mentoring and mentoring networks expand the scope of traditional one-on-one mentorship, 

allowing ECTs to benefit from multiple perspectives and collective expertise (Astrove & 

Kraimer, 2022). This collaborative environment can mitigate feelings of isolation and enhance 

professional satisfaction (Murrell, 2022). 

Moreover, mentorship programs contribute significantly to the emotional well-being of 

ECTs. The transition into teaching can be emotionally taxing, with many new teachers 

experiencing stress, anxiety, and self-doubt. Mentors provide a safe space for ECTs to express 

their concerns, receive constructive feedback, and develop coping strategies (Sargent & Rienties, 

2022). This emotional support is crucial for building resilience, which enables ECTs to persist 

through challenges and remain committed to the profession (Kutsyuruba & Godden, 2019). 

In rural Appalachian settings, mentorship can be particularly transformative. The socio-

economic and geographical challenges of these areas require tailored support that acknowledges 

and addresses the specific needs of the community (Watson et al., 2021). Mentors who are 

familiar with the local context can offer relevant advice and resources, helping ECTs to navigate 

the unique demands of rural teaching. Additionally, by integrating ECTs into local professional 

networks, mentorship programs can enhance their sense of belonging and cultural competency, 

which are essential for effective teaching in diverse settings (Hicks, 2017). 



 

 

The impact of mentorship extends beyond individual teachers to the broader educational 

environment. Effective mentorship programs have been shown to improve teacher retention 

rates, reduce burnout, and enhance overall school culture (Kutsyuruba et al., 2019). By 

supporting the professional and emotional development of ECTs, mentorship contributes to a 

more stable and effective teaching workforce, which in turn benefits student learning outcomes 

(David et al., 2018). In rural areas like Appalachia, the tailored support provided by mentorship 

is especially crucial, helping ECTs to navigate complex socio-economic and cultural landscapes 

and ultimately contributing to their professional growth and retention. 

The Bi-directional Benefits of Mentorship 

Research has demonstrated that mentorship provides bi-directional benefits, meaning it 

positively impacts both the mentor and the mentee. For Early Career Teachers (ECTs), the 

advantages of having a mentor are well-documented. Mentorship helps ECTs develop effective 

teaching practices, build professional resilience, and gain confidence in their roles. However, the 

benefits of mentorship extend beyond the mentees to also include significant positive outcomes 

for the mentors and the broader educational community. 

For mentors, engaging in the mentorship process allows them to reflect on and refine 

their own teaching practices. The act of mentoring requires experienced teachers to articulate 

their strategies and methods, which can lead to a deeper understanding of their own instructional 

approaches (Astrove & Kraimer, 2022). This reflective practice can enhance mentors' 

professional growth and contribute to their continuous development as educators (Murrell, 

2022). Additionally, mentors often experience a sense of fulfillment and professional satisfaction 

from contributing to the development of their colleagues (Cleary et al., 2017). 



 

 

Mentorship also fosters a culture of collaboration and mutual support within schools. By 

establishing strong professional relationships, mentorship programs can create a more cohesive 

and supportive school environment (Kutsyuruba & Walker, 2015). This collaborative culture not 

only benefits the individual participants but also enhances the overall functioning of the school. 

Teachers who are part of a supportive network are more likely to engage in collective problem-

solving, share resources, and support one another in their professional growth (Jaquith et al., 

2010). 

The positive impacts of mentorship extend to students as well. ECTs who receive 

effective mentorship are better equipped to implement instructional strategies that promote 

student engagement and learning. Studies have shown that mentored teachers are more adept at 

creating inclusive and dynamic classroom environments that cater to the diverse needs of their 

students (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2012). As a result, students benefit from improved instructional 

quality and greater academic support, leading to enhanced learning outcomes (Elkomy & 

Elkhaial, 2022). 

Furthermore, the mentorship process can help to establish a cycle of continuous 

improvement within the educational community. As ECTs gain experience and confidence 

through mentorship, they may eventually become mentors themselves, thereby perpetuating the 

cycle of professional development and support (David et al., 2018). This ongoing cycle ensures 

that the benefits of mentorship are sustained over time and contribute to the long-term 

improvement of the teaching profession. 

In rural Appalachian settings, the bi-directional benefits of mentorship are particularly 

significant. The unique challenges faced by teachers in these areas, such as professional isolation 

and socio-economic barriers, make the support provided by mentorship even more crucial 



 

 

(Watson et al., 2021). By fostering strong professional relationships and creating a supportive 

network, mentorship can help to mitigate the effects of these challenges and enhance the overall 

quality of education in rural schools (Hicks, 2017). In rural areas like Appalachia, the positive 

impacts of mentorship are particularly profound, making it an essential strategy for supporting 

teachers and improving educational outcomes. 

The Bi-directional Benefits of Mentorship 

Research has demonstrated that mentorship provides bi-directional benefits, meaning it 

positively impacts both the mentor and the mentee. For Early Career Teachers (ECTs), the 

advantages of having a mentor are well-documented. Mentorship helps ECTs develop effective 

teaching practices, build professional resilience, and gain confidence in their roles. However, the 

benefits of mentorship extend beyond the mentees to also include significant positive outcomes 

for the mentors and the broader educational community. 

For mentors, engaging in the mentorship process allows them to reflect on and refine 

their own teaching practices. The act of mentoring requires experienced teachers to articulate 

their strategies and methods, which can lead to a deeper understanding of their own instructional 

approaches (Astrove & Kraimer, 2022). This reflective practice can enhance mentors' 

professional growth and contribute to their continuous development as educators (Murrell, 

2022). Additionally, mentors often experience a sense of fulfillment and professional satisfaction 

from contributing to the development of their colleagues (Cleary et al., 2017). 

Mentorship also fosters a culture of collaboration and mutual support within schools. By 

establishing strong professional relationships, mentorship programs can create a more cohesive 

and supportive school environment (Kutsyuruba & Walker, 2015). This collaborative culture not 



 

 

only benefits the individual participants but also enhances the overall functioning of the school. 

Teachers who are part of a supportive network are more likely to engage in collective problem-

solving, share resources, and support one another in their professional growth (Jaquith et al., 

2010). 

The positive impacts of mentorship extend to students as well. ECTs who receive 

effective mentorship are better equipped to implement instructional strategies that promote 

student engagement and learning. Studies have shown that mentored teachers are more adept at 

creating inclusive and dynamic classroom environments that cater to the diverse needs of their 

students (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2012). As a result, students benefit from improved instructional 

quality and greater academic support, leading to enhanced learning outcomes (Elkomy & 

Elkhaial, 2022). 

Furthermore, the mentorship process can help to establish a cycle of continuous 

improvement within the educational community. As ECTs gain experience and confidence 

through mentorship, they may eventually become mentors themselves, thereby perpetuating the 

cycle of professional development and support (David et al., 2018). This ongoing cycle ensures 

that the benefits of mentorship are sustained over time and contribute to the long-term 

improvement of the teaching profession. 

In rural Appalachian settings, the bi-directional benefits of mentorship are particularly 

significant. The unique challenges faced by teachers in these areas, such as professional isolation 

and socio-economic barriers, make the support provided by mentorship even more crucial 

(Watson et al., 2021). By fostering strong professional relationships and creating a supportive 

network, mentorship can help to mitigate the effects of these challenges and enhance the overall 

quality of education in rural schools (Hicks, 2017). 



 

 

 

Methodology 

This study employs a systematic literature review approach to analyze the mentorship of 

Early Career Teachers (ECTs) and its impact on student success in Appalachia, Ohio. The 

methodology involves a comprehensive search, selection, and evaluation of relevant scholarly 

articles to identify key themes and patterns. The literature search was conducted using academic 

databases such as Google Scholar, JSTOR, and ERIC. Keywords used in the search included 

"Early Career Teachers," "mentorship," "Appalachia," "rural education," "teacher retention," 

"professional development," and "Situated Learning Theory." The search was limited to peer-

reviewed articles published between 2000 and 2023 to ensure the inclusion of recent and relevant 

studies. 

The articles included in the review focused on Early Career Teachers (ECTs) or novice 

teachers, discussed mentorship or induction programs, addressed educational settings in rural or 

socio-economically challenged regions, and were published in peer-reviewed journals. Articles 

were excluded if they focused on general teacher education without specific reference to ECTs, 

did not provide empirical data or analysis, or were not published in peer-reviewed journals. 

Data Extraction and Analysis 

Data from the selected articles were extracted and organized into a table summarizing key 

information, including the author(s), publication year, study focus, methodology, and key 

findings. Thematic analysis was employed to identify recurring themes and patterns related to the 

challenges faced by ECTs, the role of mentorship, and the theoretical frameworks supporting 

mentorship practices. 



 

 

 

Table 1: Summary of Analyzed Scholarly Articles 

Author(s) Year Study Focus Methodology Key Findings 

Surrette 2022 
Challenges of ECTs in 

general 

Qualitative 

Analysis 

Identified significant challenges 

in classroom management, 

applying teaching strategies, etc. 

Toom & Husu 2021 
Academic and social 

challenges for ECTs 

Mixed 

Methods 

Highlighted the importance of 

addressing both academic and 

social challenges in early 

teaching 

Dai 2023 
Factors influencing 

ECT attrition 

Qualitative 

Analysis 

Discussed high attrition rates due 

to lack of support, "praxis 

shock," and inadequate 

preparation 

Kutsyuruba & 

Walker 
2015 

Role of mentorship in 

ECT development 

Literature 

Review 

Emphasized the importance of 

structured mentorship programs 

in fostering teacher growth 

Kutsyuruba et 

al. 
2019 

Impact of mentorship 

on teacher retention 

Empirical 

Study 

Found that mentorship 

significantly improves teacher 

retention and job satisfaction 

Astrove & 

Kraimer 
2022 

Group mentoring and 

networks 

Empirical 

Study 

Demonstrated the benefits of 

group mentoring and knowledge 

exchange among educators 

Murrell 2022 
Reflective practice in 

mentoring 
Case Study 

Highlighted the role of reflective 

practice in enhancing teaching 

effectiveness 

Watson et al. 2021 
Challenges in rural 

Appalachian education 

Qualitative 

Analysis 

Identified socio-economic and 

isolation challenges faced by 

teachers in rural Appalachia 

Hicks 2017 

Socio-economic 

impacts on education 

in Appalachia 

Mixed 

Methods 

Discussed the impacts of poverty 

and lack of resources on 

educational outcomes 



 

 

Author(s) Year Study Focus Methodology Key Findings 

Tieken & 

Montgomery 
2021 

Funding disparities in 

rural schools 

Policy 

Analysis 

Examined how funding 

disparities affect educational 

quality in rural areas 

Azano & 

Stewart 
2015 

Training needs for 

rural educators 

Literature 

Review 

Suggested tailored training 

programs to meet the specific 

needs of rural teachers 

 

Moffa & 

McHenry-

Sober 

2018 

Perceptions of rural 

ECTs in a teacher 

preparation program 

Qualitative 

Analysis 

 Findings emphasize the intricate 

and interconnected nature of 

many rural areas in Appalachia. 

Bhebhe 2020 

Situated Learning 

Theory in teacher 

mentoring 

Qualitative 

Analysis 

Applied SLT to explain how 

ECTs learn through community 

participation 

Patton et al. 2005 
Contextual factors in 

mentoring 
Case Study 

Emphasized the importance of 

context in effective mentoring 

relationships 

Li et al. 2022 
Sociocultural Theory 

in education 

Systematic 

Review 

Linked Vygotsky's theory to 

collaborative learning and 

mentorship 

Cleary et al. 2017 

Benefits of mentoring 

for early career 

capacity 

Empirical 

Study 

Showed that mentoring improves 

early career capacity and 

professional satisfaction 

David et al. 2018 
Successful mentorship 

attributes 

Empirical 

Study 

Identified key attributes of 

effective mentorship programs 

Elkomy & 

Elkhaial 
2022 

Peer mentoring and 

student learning in 

Egypt 

Empirical 

Study 

Found that peer mentoring 

improves teacher practices and 

student learning outcomes 

LoCasale-

Crouch et al. 
2012 

Mentorship's impact on 

instructional 

interactions 

Empirical 

Study 

Demonstrated that mentorship 

leads to better instructional 

interactions and reduced teacher 

turnover 

 

 



 

 

Findings and Discussion 

The following sections present the key findings from the systematic literature review and 

discuss their implications for Early Career Teachers (ECTs) in rural Appalachia. The findings 

highlight significant challenges faced by ECTs and the critical role of mentorship in addressing 

these challenges. 

Professional Isolation and Socio-Economic Barriers 

The review indicates that professional isolation is a pervasive issue for ECTs in rural 

Appalachia. Due to the geographical remoteness of many schools, ECTs often work in isolation, 

with limited opportunities for collaboration and professional development (Moffa & McHenry-

Sober, 2018). This isolation can lead to feelings of loneliness, decreased job satisfaction, and 

higher attrition rates. Socio-economic barriers further complicate the teaching environment in 

rural Appalachia. High levels of poverty among students' families result in numerous educational 

challenges. ECTs encounter students who lack basic resources, such as school supplies and 

nutritious meals, which are essential for effective learning (Hicks, 2017). These socio-economic 

issues place additional stress on teachers, who must find ways to support their students 

academically and emotionally with limited resources. 

Moreover, the lack of adequate funding for rural schools exacerbates these challenges. 

Many rural districts rely heavily on state and federal funding, which often falls short of their 

needs. This funding disparity leads to outdated instructional materials, inadequate facilities, and 

limited access to technology (Tieken & Montgomery, 2021). ECTs are thus compelled to deliver 

quality education in suboptimal conditions, adding to their workload and stress levels. 

Addressing these issues requires targeted interventions, such as robust mentorship programs that 



 

 

offer both professional and emotional support. These programs can help mitigate the effects of 

isolation and socio-economic challenges by providing ECTs with the tools and networks they 

need to succeed. 

Lack of Resources and Support 

The findings indicate that the lack of resources and support is a significant challenge for 

Early Career Teachers (ECTs) in rural Appalachia. Schools in this region often suffer from 

chronic underfunding, which affects the quality of education provided to students. This lack of 

financial resources translates into insufficient teaching materials, outdated textbooks, and limited 

access to modern technology, all of which hinder effective teaching and learning (Tieken & 

Montgomery, 2021). ECTs frequently have to innovate and find creative solutions to deliver 

lessons with inadequate resources, adding to their stress and workload. 

In addition to material shortages, there is a critical lack of human resources in many rural 

schools. The shortage of support staff, such as teaching assistants, counselors, and special 

education specialists, places an additional burden on ECTs, who must address a wide range of 

student needs on their own (Azano & Stewart, 2015). This situation is exacerbated by high 

student-to-teacher ratios, which make it challenging for teachers to provide individualized 

attention and support to each student. Effective mentorship programs can help bridge this gap by 

providing ECTs with the guidance and support they need to navigate these challenges. Mentors 

can offer practical advice on resource management, classroom organization, and instructional 

techniques tailored to the specific context of rural schools (Kutsyuruba et al., 2019). 

Classroom Management and Student Behavior 



 

 

Classroom management is a significant challenge for ECTs, particularly in their first 

years of teaching. ECTs often struggle with establishing classroom routines, managing student 

behavior, and creating an engaging learning environment (Toom & Husu, 2021). The pressure to 

maintain discipline while fostering a positive classroom atmosphere can be overwhelming. This 

challenge is compounded by the lack of specific training in classroom management techniques 

during pre-service education. ECTs must quickly adapt to these demands with limited experience 

and often without immediate support from more experienced colleagues. 

Effective mentorship programs provide ECTs with strategies and tools for managing 

classrooms and addressing student behavior. Mentors can share their experiences and offer 

practical advice on maintaining classroom order, engaging students, and handling disciplinary 

issues (Sargent & Rienties, 2022). Through observation and feedback, mentors help ECTs 

develop their classroom management skills, which are crucial for creating a conducive learning 

environment. Mentorship can also foster a supportive community where ECTs feel comfortable 

seeking advice and sharing their challenges, which can reduce the stress associated with 

classroom management. 

Enhancing Instructional Practices and Resilience 

Structured mentorship programs play a crucial role in enhancing the instructional 

practices and resilience of ECTs. Mentorship provides ECTs with opportunities to observe 

seasoned educators, receive constructive feedback, and engage in reflective practices. This 

collaborative learning environment fosters the development of practical teaching skills and 

strategies essential for addressing the identified challenges (Kutsyuruba et al., 2019). Mentorship 

also helps ECTs build resilience by providing emotional support, boosting their self-efficacy, and 

fostering a sense of professional agency (Kutsyuruba & Walker, 2015). 



 

 

In rural Appalachian settings, mentorship can be particularly transformative. The socio-

economic and geographical challenges of these areas require tailored support that acknowledges 

and addresses the specific needs of the community (Watson et al., 2021). Mentors who are 

familiar with the local context can offer relevant advice and resources, helping ECTs to navigate 

the unique demands of rural teaching. Additionally, by integrating ECTs into local professional 

networks, mentorship programs can enhance their sense of belonging and cultural competency, 

which are essential for effective teaching in diverse settings (Hicks, 2017). 

Building Communities of Practice 

The concept of Communities of Practice (CoPs) is central to the Situated Learning 

Theory and plays a significant role in the professional development of Early Career Teachers 

(ECTs). The findings indicate that effective mentorship programs foster the creation of CoPs, 

where ECTs can engage with their mentors and peers in meaningful professional interactions. 

These communities provide a platform for sharing knowledge, experiences, and best practices, 

which are crucial for the growth and development of ECTs (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Li et al., 

2022). 

Within CoPs, ECTs have the opportunity to observe and model the practices of 

experienced teachers, participate in collaborative problem-solving, and receive feedback on their 

teaching methods (Kutsyuruba et al., 2019). This collaborative learning environment helps 

reduce the sense of professional isolation that many ECTs in rural Appalachia experience and 

promotes a culture of continuous improvement and support. The interactions within these 

communities help ECTs move from peripheral participation to more central roles, gradually 

developing their expertise and confidence (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Bhebhe, 2020). 



 

 

In rural Appalachian settings, the formation of CoPs is particularly beneficial due to the 

unique challenges these teachers face. The geographical and professional isolation in these areas 

can be mitigated through strong professional networks that provide ongoing support and 

resources. By participating in CoPs, ECTs can build a sense of community and belonging, which 

is essential for their professional and emotional well-being (Watson et al., 2021). The findings 

suggest that CoPs not only support the professional growth of ECTs but also contribute to a more 

cohesive and supportive school culture, ultimately benefiting student learning outcomes. 

Legitimate Peripheral Participation 

Legitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP) is a process by which newcomers to a 

community, such as ECTs, move from peripheral roles to more central participation as they gain 

experience and competence. The findings from the literature review indicate that mentorship 

programs facilitate this progression by providing structured opportunities for ECTs to engage in 

authentic teaching activities and receive guided support from their mentors (Lave & Wenger, 

1991; Patton et al., 2005). 

Through LPP, ECTs are able to participate in various aspects of the teaching profession, 

from planning and delivering lessons to managing classrooms and engaging with parents. 

Mentors play a crucial role in this process by modeling effective practices, offering constructive 

feedback, and gradually increasing the responsibilities of ECTs (Kutsyuruba et al., 2019). This 

scaffolded learning experience allows ECTs to build their skills and confidence in a supportive 

environment, ultimately leading to their full participation as competent and effective educators. 

In the context of rural Appalachia, LPP is particularly important as it helps ECTs navigate 

the unique challenges of teaching in this region. The findings suggest that mentorship programs 



 

 

that incorporate LPP principles are more effective in supporting the professional development of 

ECTs, as they provide a clear pathway for growth and integration into the teaching community 

(Bhebhe, 2020). By participating in LPP, ECTs can develop a deeper understanding of their 

professional roles and responsibilities, which enhances their ability to meet the needs of their 

students and contribute to the overall success of their schools. 

Positive Impact on Student Learning 

The bi-directional nature of mentorship not only benefits the ECTs but also has a 

significant positive impact on student learning. ECTs who receive effective mentorship are better 

equipped to implement instructional strategies that promote student engagement and learning. 

Studies have shown that mentored teachers are more adept at creating inclusive and dynamic 

classroom environments that cater to the diverse needs of their students (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 

2012). As a result, students benefit from improved instructional quality and greater academic 

support, leading to enhanced learning outcomes (Elkomy & Elkhaial, 2022). 

In classrooms led by mentored ECTs, students exhibit better engagement, higher 

academic performance, and greater enthusiasm for learning. The findings suggest that the 

support and guidance provided through mentorship enable ECTs to develop effective teaching 

practices that directly benefit their students. This positive impact on student learning underscores 

the importance of investing in mentorship programs as a key strategy for improving educational 

outcomes in rural Appalachian schools (Yang et al., 2022). 

Reduction in Teacher Attrition 

One of the critical findings is the role of mentorship in reducing teacher attrition. High 

attrition rates among ECTs are a significant concern, particularly in rural areas like Appalachia, 



 

 

where recruitment and retention of qualified teachers are persistent challenges (Estep, 2021). The 

literature review indicates that ECTs who participate in structured mentorship programs are more 

likely to remain in the teaching profession, citing increased job satisfaction, professional growth, 

and a supportive work environment as key factors (Kutsyuruba et al., 2019). 

Mentorship programs provide ECTs with the tools, resources, and support they need to 

navigate the challenges of their early teaching years. By fostering a sense of community and 

professional belonging, mentorship helps mitigate feelings of isolation and burnout, which are 

common reasons for teacher attrition (Dai, 2023). The findings highlight that mentorship 

programs that offer both professional and emotional support are particularly effective in retaining 

ECTs and ensuring their long-term success in the profession. 

 The findings from this systematic literature review highlight the significant challenges 

faced by ECTs in rural Appalachia and the critical role of mentorship in addressing these 

challenges. Mentorship programs that incorporate the principles of Situated Learning Theory, 

Communities of Practice, and Legitimate Peripheral Participation provide the structured support 

necessary for the professional growth and retention of ECTs. These programs not only enhance 

the effectiveness and resilience of new teachers but also have a positive impact on student 

learning outcomes and overall school culture. Addressing the unique needs of ECTs in rural 

settings through targeted mentorship interventions is essential for improving educational 

outcomes and fostering a sustainable and supportive teaching workforce. 

Conclusion 

This systematic literature review has explored the significant challenges faced by Early 

Career Teachers (ECTs) in rural Appalachia and the critical role of mentorship in addressing 



 

 

these challenges. The review highlighted several key issues, including professional isolation, 

socio-economic barriers, lack of resources and support, and difficulties in classroom 

management, which are exacerbated by the unique socio-economic and geographical context of 

rural Appalachia, making effective mentorship programs even more essential. The findings 

underscore the importance of mentorship programs that incorporate the principles of Situated 

Learning Theory, Communities of Practice, and Legitimate Peripheral Participation. These 

programs provide structured support that facilitates the professional growth and resilience of 

ECTs. By offering practical advice, emotional support, and opportunities for collaborative 

learning, mentorship helps ECTs develop effective teaching practices and adapt to the demands 

of the profession. 

Mentorship has been shown to have bi-directional benefits, positively impacting both 

mentors and mentees. For ECTs, mentorship enhances instructional practices, boosts self-

efficacy, and reduces feelings of isolation and burnout, while for mentors, the process of guiding 

and supporting new teachers fosters reflective practice and professional satisfaction. 

Additionally, the establishment of strong professional networks through mentorship contributes 

to a more cohesive and supportive school culture. The review also highlighted the positive 

impact of mentorship on student learning outcomes, as mentored ECTs are better equipped to 

create inclusive and engaging classroom environments, leading to improved student engagement 

and academic performance. Furthermore, effective mentorship programs are associated with 

lower teacher attrition rates, particularly in challenging rural settings. By addressing the 

professional and emotional needs of ECTs, mentorship helps retain qualified teachers and 

ensures the sustainability of the teaching workforce. 



 

 

Addressing the unique challenges faced by ECTs in rural Appalachia through targeted 

mentorship interventions is essential for improving educational outcomes and fostering a 

supportive teaching environment. Educational leaders and policymakers must prioritize the 

development and implementation of comprehensive mentorship programs tailored to the specific 

needs of rural educators. By investing in mentorship, we can enhance the professional 

development of ECTs, improve student learning outcomes, and build a resilient and effective 

teaching workforce in rural Appalachia. 
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