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BUILDING TEACHER COMPETENCE: 
THE ROLE OF UNIVERSITY TEACHERS 

AND MENTOR TEACHERS 

Tina ŠTEMBERGER
Faculty of Education, University of Primorska, Koper, Slovenia

Sonja ČOTAR KONRAD
Faculty of Education, University of Primorska, Koper, Slovenia

INTRODUCTION

In today’s fast changing world, teachers’ roles are constantly changing, as are the 
expectations of them. Teachers are faced with demands (European Trade Union 
Committee for Education—ETUCE, 2008) in terms of in-depth subject knowledge, 
advanced pedagogical skills, reflective practice and ability to adapt teaching to 
the needs of each individual, as well as to the needs of groups of learners as a 
whole. Furthermore, teachers need to help students acquire “the skills that are 
easiest to teach and easiest to test”, also named ‘hard skills’ (Golinkoff & Hirsh-
Pasek, 2016). More importantly, “teachers must also guide students in acquiring 
‘soft skills’, such as ways of thinking (creativity, critical thinking, problem-solving, 
decision-making and persisting, self-regulated learning, etc.); ways of working 
(communication and collaboration); tools for working (including information and 
communications technologies); skills pertaining to citizenship, life and career; as 
well as personal and social responsibility for success in modern democracies” 
(OECD, 2011). 

These and other demands require teachers to be highly educated and 
equipped with the ability to integrate knowledge and handle the complexity of 
various educational situations (ETUCE, 2008). Therefore, teachers need the 
competences to constantly innovate and adapt, including critical, evidence-based 
attitudes that enable them to respond to students’ outcomes, new evidence from 
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inside and outside the classroom, and professional dialogue in order to adapt their 
own practices (European Commission, 2013a). 

Teachers’ professional learning is a “continuum starting in initial teacher 
education, carrying on through the induction phase and continuing throughout 
the rest of the career” (European Commission, 2013a). The range and complexity 
of competences required for teaching in the 21st century is so vast that any one 
individual is unlikely to possess them all (European Commission, 2013a). However, 
the systems of initial teacher education (ITE) and continuous professional 
development are considered important components of the acquisition and 
development of competences that teachers need in a world of rapid social, cultural, 
economic and technological change. 

In this paper, we address the question of building teacher competence 
within the system of ITE in Slovenia. We first discuss the concept of teacher 
competence, mostly underpinning it with various European documents (e.g. 
European Commission, 2013a; OECD, 2011), and then turn to the system of ITE 
in Slovenia. We point out that the development of teacher competence within the 
system of ITE is significantly influenced by teacher educators. Teacher educators 
are a heterogenous group; however, we focus on two main subgroups: university 
teachers (i.e. teachers who give lectures at universities) and mentor teachers 
(teachers who monitor and support student teachers during school placement 
and other pedagogical practice). We analyse how the two aforementioned groups 
of teacher educators equip or empower student teachers with the necessary 
competences. 

TEACHER COMPETENCES

Teachers’ competences (European Commission, 2013a) represent a complex 
combination of knowledge, skills, understanding, values and attitudes, leading 
to effective action in a certain situation. The acquisition and development of 
competences need to be understood as career-long endeavours (ibid.) Thus, 
besides ITE, teachers’ continuous professional development is highly relevant 
both for improving educational performance and effectiveness and for enhancing 
teachers’ commitment, identity and job satisfaction (OECD, 2011). In addition, the 
breaking down of teacher competences into knowledge, attitude, and skills only 
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serves the analytical purpose of understanding the implications and assumptions 
that underlie them. It needs to be perfectly clear that competences are essentially 
dynamic and holistic. 

Based on meta-analyses, the European Commission (2013a) prepared a 
list of required competences for teachers and divided them into three areas: 1) 
knowledge and understanding, 2) skills and 3) dispositions (beliefs, attitudes, 
values and commitment). 

TEACHERS' 
COMPETENCES SKILLS

DISPOSITIONS

Attitudes

Commitment

Beliefs

Values

KNOWLEDGE AND 
UNDERSTANDING

Figure 1. Areas of required teachers’ competences  
(adapted from the European Commission, 2013a)

In addition to the outlined areas of required competences, the European 
Commission (ibid.) also outlined the competences that teachers should possess. 
We present the proposed competences in Table 1.
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Table 1. Teachers’ competences 
 (adapted from the European Commission, 2013a, pp. 45-46, 2018)

Knowledge and understanding

Subject matter knowledge
Pedagogical content knowledge implying deep knowledge about the structure of 
subject matter:
• knowledge of tasks, learning contexts, and objectives, 
• knowledge of students’ prior knowledge and recurrent, subject-specific learning 

difficulties, 
• strategic knowledge of instructional methods and curricular materials.
Pedagogical knowledge (knowledge of teaching and learning processes)
Curricular knowledge (knowledge of subject curricula – e.g. the planned and guided 
learning of subject-specific contents)
Educational sciences foundations (intercultural, historical, philosophical, psychological 
and sociological knowledge) 
Contextual, institutional, and organisational aspects of educational policies 
Issues of inclusion and diversity 
Effective use of technologies and innovative use of ICT in learning and teaching (digital 
literacy, computational thinking, and computational science)
Developmental psychology
Group processes and dynamics, learning theories, and motivational issues 
Evaluation and assessment processes and methods 

Skills

Planning, managing, and coordinating teaching 
Using teaching materials and technologies
Managing students and groups
Monitoring, adapting, and assessing teaching/learning objectives and processes
Collecting, analysing, and interpreting evidence and data (school learning outcomes, external 
assessments results) for professional decisions and teaching/learning improvement
Using, developing, and creating research knowledge to inform practices
Collaborating with colleagues, parents, and social services
Negotiation skills (social and political interaction with multiple educational stakeholders 
and actors in various contexts)
Reflective, metacognitive, and interpersonal skills for learning individually and in 
professional communities
Adapting to educational contexts characterised by multi-level dynamics with cross-
influences (from the macro level of government policies to the meso level of school 
contexts and the micro level of classroom and student dynamics)
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Dispositions: beliefs, attitudes, values and commitment

Epistemological awareness (issues concerning features and historical development of 
a subject area and its status, as related to other subject areas)
Teaching skills through content
Transferable skills
Dispositions to change, flexibility, ongoing learning and professional improvement, 
including study and research
Commitment to promoting the learning of all students
Disposition to promoting students’ democratic attitudes and practices (including 
appreciation of diversity and multiculturality)
Critical attitudes to one’s own teaching (examining, discussing, and questioning 
practices)
Dispositions to teamwork, collaboration and networking 
Sense of self-efficacy

As the focus of this paper is the development of teacher competences within the 
ITE programmes in Slovenia, we present possible routes to becoming a teacher 
in Slovenia.

INITIAL TEACHER EDUCATION PROGRAMMES  
IN SLOVENIA

Teachers in Slovenia need to obtain a master’s level of formal education. In 
addition, according to the Rules on training teachers and other professionals in 
comprehensive education in Slovenia (2015) and the Rules on training teachers 
and other professionals in vocational education in Slovenia (2012), there are two 
main routes via which teachers can become qualified to work in education (see 
Figure 2): the concurrent (pedagogical programmes) route or the consecutive 
(alternative) route. Future teachers can engage in pedagogical programmes; 
these concurrent programmes are usually undertaken at faculties of education 
and certain other faculties (e.g. the Faculty of Art, the Faculty of Mathematics). 
By attending these programmes, teachers acquire specific subject knowledge, 
teaching-related skills and teaching experience (through the system of school 
placement). An alternative is consecutive programmes, where teacher candidates 
can first acquire a non-pedagogical bachelor’s degree at one of any number of 
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faculties and then attend either the pedagogical master’s programme or a one-
year programme designed to provide candidates with pedagogical competences 
(called pedagogical andragogic education). The last route to teaching is rare in 
Europe (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2013); Slovenia is one out of 
nine European countries that offer an alternative route in addition to the traditional 
model of ITE. The pedagogical andragogic education programme consists of 60 
European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System credits focusing on pedagogy, 
general didactics, subject-specific didactics, developmental and educational 
psychology, educational research and practical work with students. Candidates 
can take the course at faculties of education, the Faculty of Art or the Faculty of 
Mathematics. After completing one of these programmes, novice teachers have 
to pass the state professional examination (European Commission, 2018). Prior to 
taking the exam, they must have had at least 840 hours of teaching practice and 
must have completed at least five assessed lessons. The topics of the national 
exam are determined by the Ministry of Education.

PEDAGOGICAL  
PROGRAMME:

• Subject – specific knowledge
• Teaching related skills

CONCURRENT PATH

INITIAL TEACHER 
EDUCATION

CONSECUTIVE PATH

2nd cycle pedagogical 
degree

PAE

1st cycle pedagogical 
degree

1st and 2nd cycle  
non - pedagogical 

degree

Figure 2. Paths through initial teacher education in Slovenia
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TEACHER EDUCATORS WITHIN INITIAL TEACHER 
EDUCATION IN SLOVENIA

At the faculties, future teachers are trained by teacher educators: university 
teachers who give lectures at the faculty, and mentor teachers—school-based 
teachers who mentor students during school placement and are of great value for 
getting practical experience. 

The teacher educator profession was in the past labelled “the hidden 
profession” (European Commission, 2010), but recently more attention has been 
paid to it and different alliances have exerted some effort in trying to define who 
teacher educators are. One of the first definitions was outlined by the Association 
of Teacher Educators (The Teacher Educator Standards, 2008, p. 5), which 
suggested that teacher educators can be:
¡ academic staff in higher education who are teachers of education, 
¡ supervisors of practice in schools,
¡ school staff who provide continuous professional development for teachers,
¡ others who provide various in-service trainings for teachers. 

Association of Teacher Educators (The Teacher Educator Standards, 2008,) 
also wanted to point out that not everyone educating (prospective) teachers is a 
teacher educator. The European Commission (2010, p. 3) accepted the working 
definition that teacher educators are “all those who actively facilitate the (formal) 
learning of student teachers and teachers, which includes those involved in the 
continuing professional development of teachers as well as those involved in initial 
teacher education”.

As noted by the European Commission (2013b), in most countries of the 
European Union there is little explicit policy provision either to define what quality 
means in the work of a teacher educator, or what the academic and professional 
development requirements are. Few countries have set standards for teacher 
educators or defined the competences required for someone to be allowed to work 
as a teacher educator. However, a coherent definition of the role and competences 
of quality teacher educators could have a huge impact on the quality of teachers’ 
teaching, as well as on developing knowledge, research and innovation on how 
to achieve the shift to learning outcome-based systems and assess learning 
appropriately. The question of defining teacher educators was also addressed by 
researchers (e.g. Caena, 2012), who determined that teacher educators are higher 
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education academics responsible for teacher education, research, subject studies 
or didactics, teaching practice supervisors, school mentors, induction tutors, and 
those in charge of teaching staff’s continuous professional development. Mc 
Mahon, Forde and Dickson (2015) proposed a broader definition which includes 
all teachers and all school leaders and emphasises the importance of experienced 
practitioners. ETUCE (2008, p. 3) outlined the various profiles of teacher educators 
as follows:
¡ supervisors of practice in schools linked to ITE institutions,
¡ trained and experienced teachers supervising practice in other schools,
¡ tutors (counsellors, coordinators, mentors, guides etc.) supervising prospective 

teachers during the qualifying phase in the workplace,
¡ networks of supporters in the qualifying phase in the workplace,
¡ higher education academic staff who teach education,
¡ higher education academic staff who teach school subjects,
¡ other higher education academic staff who teach didactics or general 

courses,
¡ education researchers.

Considering the above definition and the Slovenian educational context, we 
outline the profiles of teacher educators in Slovenia as follows:
¡ higher education academic staff who teach and research at faculties of 

education,
¡ higher education academic staff who teach and research at other faculties 

for the education of prospective teachers (e.g. Faculty of Arts),
¡ educational researchers,
¡ mentor teachers,
¡ professionals who lecture within formal in-service trainings.

According to the European Commission (2013b), in European countries there 
seems to be little explicit policy to define the formal education and professional 
development required of teacher educators. Swennen and van der Klink (2009) 
point out that teacher educators should act in such a way that other stakeholders, 
including policymakers and education authorities, recognise their professionalism. 
In order for them to act in this way their competences and roles should be 
defined. Murray (2008) stated that teacher educators should be able to deploy 
competences on two levels: first-order and second-order knowledge, skills and 
attitudes (Figure 2).
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First-order competences concern the knowledge base about schooling 
and teaching which teacher educators convey to student teachers, as related 
to subjects or disciplines. Second-order competences concern the knowledge 
base about how teachers learn and how they become competent teachers. They 
focus on teachers as adult learners, the associated pedagogy, and organisational 
knowledge about the workplaces of students and teachers.

SECOND
ORDER

COMPETENCES

FIRST ORDER
COMPETENCES

TEACHER
EDUCATORS'

COMPETENCES

• knowledge, skills and
attitudes - HOW

teachers learn

• knowledge, skills and
additudes - WHAT

teachers learn

Figure 3. Levels of teacher educators’ competences 
(adapted from Murray, 2008)

In addition, according to the European Commission (2013b), other key areas of 
competence can include:
¡ knowledge development, research, and critical thinking competences,
¡ system competences (managing the complexity of teacher education 

activities, roles and relationships),
¡ transversal competences (e.g. decision-making, initiative taking, 

entrepreneurship, and teamwork),
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¡ leadership competences (inspiring teachers and colleagues, coping with 
ambiguity and uncertainty),

¡ competences in collaborating, communicating and making connections with 
other areas.
The above competences and areas of knowledge provide a general overview 

of professional qualities, as the requirements of individual teacher educators might 
vary according to their roles and working contexts (Smith, 2005). For instance, in 
certain countries, school-based teacher educators (e.g. mentors) might not be as 
involved in research as those employed at universities (European Commission, 
2013b). Since teacher educators are a very diverse group (European Commission/
EACEA/Eurydice, 2013), different requirements of teacher educator subgroups 
could lead to different competence profiles for teacher educators working in 
different contexts. The diversity of teacher educators and their competences, 
roles and requirements are also the reason why we first focus on university-based 
teachers and then proceed to mentor teachers.

UNIVERSITY-BASED TEACHERS

As noted by the European Commission (2013b), in most European countries 
there are no specific requirements for teacher educators; there are only general 
academic requirements for working in higher education contexts. In Slovenia 
teacher educators – higher academic staff – have to meet the same requirements 
as all the other academic staff, as they have no special status. 

According to the Standards for Habilitation at the University of Primorska, 
Slovenia (2014), teacher educators need to:
¡ have the appropriate education,
¡ carry out research and publish the findings on a regular basis,
¡ have an educational qualification,
¡ be fluent in at least one world language.

As far as appropriate education is concerned, professors need to have a PhD 
and their assistants have to obtain a BA or an MA.

Carrying out research and publishing the findings in scientific journals or 
monographs is also an important requirement that teacher educators must fulfil. 
They are expected to produce knowledge about education and educating. 
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Educational qualification is measured through organisation of educational 
work, the clarity of lectures, seminars, exams (assessed via students’ evaluation), 
development of laboratories or other units that support educational work, 
commitment and success in inducting students in scientific, artistic and professional 
work, mentoring BA, MA and PhD students, attitude towards students, inducting 
colleagues in scientific work and so on.

Cochran-Smith (2005) points out the different roles of university-based 
teacher educators as practitioners, researchers, policy analysts, editors, 
commentators, mentors, assessors, critics, debaters, lobbyists, lecturers, 
collaborators, and administrators. Similarly, Swennen et al. (2009) suggest that 
teacher educators, unlike members of other professions, have multiple professional 
identities: they may think of themselves primarily as school teachers, teachers 
in higher education, researchers or teachers of teachers – or they may identify 
themselves with several of these roles simultaneously. Many of those who teach 
teachers might not consider themselves to be teacher educators at all.

Consequently, teacher educators can have varying levels of commitment to 
teacher education. For example, teacher educators at a faculty of education may 
devote their entire working time to student teachers and to research on teaching 
or learning. However, it is possible that professors of chemistry in the same 
institution may spend much less working time with future teachers, and may not 
think of themselves as teacher educators, despite having an influence on future 
teachers by the example they set. 

Teacher educators must also be aware of the fact that students today acquire 
knowledge differently from previous generations. They differ in their characteristics 
and modes of learning, the manner in which they receive and process information, 
the simultaneous performing of several tasks, the expression of their resistance 
to passive learning and so on (Cvetek, 2015), which should also be considered by 
educators of teachers. According to Marentič Požarnik and Lavrič (2011, p. 7), the 
latter should:
¡ encourage active participation – thoughtful involvement of students, their 

understanding of subject matter and their own learning process,
¡ establish a space for expressing, testing and linking ideas, with clearly visible 

objectives,
¡ consider individual differences in students,
¡ establish a positive emotional atmosphere and a relationship of trust,



BUILDING TEACHER COMPETENCE:THE ROLE OF UNIVERSITY TEACHERS AND MENTOR TEACHERS  | 201

¡ consider the social nature of learning and actively promote collaborative 
learning, dialogue, and interaction,

¡ motivate by asking clear questions and setting tasks on the limit of ability,
¡ in addition to the final exam also introduce ongoing assessment in the form 

of quality feedback,
¡ encourage the creation of structures and links between spheres of knowledge, 

subjects, and outside the lecture room.
Other important characteristics of good teaching by teacher educators are 

(ibid.): 
¡ sharing their enthusiasm about the subject with students,
¡ the ability to prepare stimulating and interesting teaching materials, 
¡ the ability to engage students at the appropriate level of understanding, 
¡ the ability to interpret materials in a simple way, 
¡ displaying care and respect toward students, 
¡ the ability to improvise and adapt to new requirements, 
¡ the use of teaching methods and academic tasks that require students to 

learn in a responsible, active and cooperative manner, 
¡ the use of valid assessment methods, 
¡ providing high-quality feedback to students about their work, 
¡ the desire to learn from students and other sources about the effects of 

teaching and how it can be improved. 
Cvetek (2015) developed 6 principles for effective teaching in higher 

education:
¡ interest and interpretation,
¡ care and respect for students and student learning,
¡ adequate evaluation and feedback,
¡ clear objectives and intellectual challenge,
¡ autonomy, control, and active engagement,
¡ learning from students.

Bain (2004, pp. 15-16) wrote that the best teachers are characterised by the 
fact that they:
¡ know the subject or field of their teaching very well,
¡ prepare for teaching with the same seriousness and intellectual effort as 

they do for their research work,
¡ have high expectations of students,
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¡ create a naturally critical study environment in which students learn through 
coping with interesting or important problems and authentic tasks,

¡ have a fair attitude towards their students and are of the opinion that their 
students are both eager and capable of learning,

¡ check the effectiveness of their teaching and the achievement of students’ 
learning goals, and change their approaches based on data.
When working with students or for students, feedback by the educators of 

teachers is also important. Slovenian authors (Cvetek, 2015; Marentič Požarnik & 
Lavrič, 2011) state that when the word ‘feedback’ is used we first think of student 
surveys, which receive much criticism, since the results are used primarily in 
deciding on promotions. In addition, despite initial good intentions, such surveys 
rarely provide useful information to a higher education teacher or peer, or an 
incentive for concrete improvements. An interested teacher can obtain feedback 
from students in various other ways: by observing the students (during lectures 
or in terms of attendance of lectures), by analysing exam results, products or the 
quality of answers to questions, by ascertaining the students’ opinions (interviews, 
discussion, etc.) and also by obtaining the opinions of colleagues.

We present the results of some previous student surveys are presented in 
Table 4.

On the basis of the results presented (see Table 4), we can sum up that 
students expect in particular that university professors will have the required 
knowledge and pass it on in an appropriate manner and, as was particularly 
emphasised, that they will show enthusiasm and good organisation in their work. 
It is also important for students to have access to the teacher and for the latter to 
show interest in students’ progress. We can also sum up the outcome of Jackson’s 
(2005) study, which emphasises that from the students’ point of view the most 
important feature of good teaching is the attitude of the teacher towards teaching 
and the students, followed by the capacity to adapt to the abilities and experiences 
of students.
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Table 4. Authors, years of implementation and findings of surveys on student 
expectations of higher education teachers and peers

Author(s) Students’ expectations of higher education teachers and 
colleagues

Voss & Gruber (2006)
They have knowledge, are enthusiastic, accessible and 
friendly, have a sense of humour, and master different 
teaching methods.

Hill, Laurie, & MacGregor 
(2003)

They have knowledge, they are well organised, they stimulate, 
help and are sensitive to the needs of the individual.

Sander, Stevenson, King, 
& Coates (2000)

They teach well, are accessible, organised and enthusiastic.

Lammers & Murphy 
(2002)

They show enthusiasm for the subject that they teach, they 
inspire and they help.

Anderson (2000) They care, they are enthusiastic and they are very interested 
in the progress of students.

Brown (2004)

They master their specific field, are ready to answer 
questions, are accessible, and have a sense of humour. They 
can explain the subject matter in different ways and treat 
students as individuals.

Pozo-Munoz, Rebolloso-
Pacheco, & Fernandez-
Ramirez (2000)

They are competent, they have knowledge and they can 
pass it on.

Greiml-Fuhrmann and 
Geyer (2003)

They explain well, they answer questions, they use different 
teaching methods, they show interest in students and their 
progress, they have a sense of humour, they are friendly and 
patient and they mark fairly.

Hartman, Moskal, & 
Dziubani (2005)

They enable learning, effectively communicate ideas and 
information, exhibit a genuine interest in students, organise 
subjects in an effective way, show concern and respect for 
their students and assess progress in a fair and effective 
manner.

Dubovicki & Banjari 
(2014)

They are accessible, enthusiastic, and in a good mood.

MENTOR TEACHERS

The Standards for Accreditation of Initial Teacher Education Programs (2011) 
stipulate that pedagogical practice is a compulsory component of pedagogical 
training and must be evaluated with at least 15 credits. It is organised and 
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implemented according to the principle of reflective practice and it should 
enable students to integrate material-substantive and pedagogical-professional 
knowledge through gradual introduction to the teaching and profession of a 
teacher. The latter means that the practical training takes at least 225 hours; 
during this time the student engages in direct educational practice under the 
guidance and supervision of a mentor. From various perspectives, this significantly 
influences the formation of a future teacher.

Legislation (Rules on the Promotion of Employees in Education, 2010) also 
regulates the conditions that enable a teacher to become a mentor to students 
in practice, in other words, to obtain the title of a permanent mentor. The title of 
mentor is achieved by a professional worker who:
¡ has at least 4 years work experience,
¡ is successful in his/her work,
¡ has successfully completed further education and training programmes 

in education or acquired additional functional knowledge, with which, in 
accordance with these Rules, he/she has obtained at least 4 points,

¡ has performed various additional professional work and has collected at 
least 4 points in accordance with these Rules. 
From the provisions it follows that a mentor needs to have work experience, 

receive additional education and, in addition to teaching, perform other professional 
tasks (which are more precisely defined by the same Rules). In this context, 
important results were gained in the Partnership of Faculties and Schools 2004/05 
project, which was carried out at the Faculty of Education of the University of 
Primorska. One of the basic outcomes was the fact that teachers do not need to 
prove or demonstrate specific professional skills and competences necessary for 
performing the role of a mentor to students in practice prior to gaining the title of 
mentor (Rutar, 2005). It is assumed that with the help of appropriate education and 
work experience, a teacher is able to successfully perform the role of a mentor to 
students in practice. The project mentioned above highlighted the need to clearly 
define the expected competences of mentor teachers’ practice and the need to 
provide education to mentor teachers (ibid.).

A similar emphasis is also characteristic of other debates and findings of 
research on practice itself and on the role of mentors in the mentoring process. 
According to Govekar Okoliš and Kranjčec (2010, p. 13), a mentor of practical 
education should have appropriate competences, in other words, the knowledge, 



BUILDING TEACHER COMPETENCE:THE ROLE OF UNIVERSITY TEACHERS AND MENTOR TEACHERS  | 205

skills, experience and capabilities for successful implementation of training in 
school. This means that professional and experiential knowledge or cognitive, 
emotional and motivational abilities are not enough; a mentor must also be able 
to properly apply and coordinate knowledge and abilities in different contexts and 
circumstances. The work of a mentor is a demanding task and a great responsibility, 
while his/her capabilities are multifaceted. S/he is supposed to be an experienced 
expert who is able to exercise the role of “master” in the professional field, while 
at the same time he/she needs to be educated, experienced, resourceful and 
trustful, and a good interlocutor, observer, leader and so on. The potential of a good 
mentor therefore extends to three key areas: cognitive, emotional-motivational, 
and behavioural fields. At the same time, he/she should be able, as a reflective 
practitioner, to continuously observe and evaluate his/her own work, thought 
processes, decisions, actions, and attitudes. A mentor teacher supports students 
in the immediate concrete experience within which they progressively develop 
(Magajna, 2007). Zabukovec (2016, p. 89) meaningfully notes that mentoring 
is a “learning partnership which, despite its diversity, always includes learning 
and personal growth and can be understood as a professional and psychosocial 
support to the person being mentored”. However, like any relationship, the 
mentoring relationship arises through a process of certain developmental stages 
of mentoring. 

Awareness of the importance of practical training (and hence the role of the 
mentor) is also revealed through certain studies on the pedagogical training of 
students (e.g. Rutar, 2005; Marentič Požarnik, 2007; Javornik Krečič et al., 2011; 
Valenčič Zuljan & Vogrinc, 2012). Among other things, these studies emphasise 
the importance of mentors in practice as well as the cooperation (clear definition 
of mutual expectations, organisational coordination, and mutual information) 
between mentors and higher education teachers and colleagues who are in 
charge of the practice within the framework of higher education.

CONCLUSION

The system of ITE is a complex interaction of numerous factors which are 
supposed to lead to an obvious outcome: a competent teacher – a teacher who, 
through the process of ITE (and later on the process of continuous professional 
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development), acquires the necessary competences. One could wrongly assume 
that, according to the analytical breakup of the concept of competence into the 
three areas of knowledge, attitude and skills, university-based teachers and 
mentor teachers are separately responsible for developing only one or two areas. 
Certainly, some segments of each area are more emphasised for university-based 
teachers and others for mentor teachers. However, it is undoubtably necessary to 
define, comprehend and implement the understanding that the roles of university 
teachers and mentor teachers in developing student teachers’ competences 
are complementary. Studies (e.g. Jackson, 2005) showed that students view 
teachers’ attitudes as the most important feature of good teaching, followed by 
the competence of adapting the teaching and learning process to the abilities and 
experiences of students. Clearly, learning is not only a cognitive category, but also 
an emotional one. Accordingly, there are a few points that we wish to highlight: 
1) future teachers can only develop the necessary competences and implement 
theoretical and practical models and models of effective teaching practices 
through working directly with learners; thus, it is of great importance to ensure 
constant contact between mentor teachers and university-based teachers. Mentor 
teachers and university-based teachers must jointly participate in the development 
of ITE programmes and models of educating future teachers. 2) Students’ positive 
attitudes towards educational theory and practice can only be developed through 
teacher educators experiencing and living this attitude; ideally, this should be 
practised (lived) in the partnership between mentor teachers and university-based 
teachers. 3) Furthermore, educational policy and higher education institutions 
should address the question of planning, implementing, and evaluating in-service 
training that empowers (possible) mentor teachers. We believe that in-service 
training should be the result of close cooperation between key stakeholders (i.e. 
teacher mentors, university-based teachers and student teachers).

Finally, we strongly believe that the field of teacher educators, namely 
mentor teachers and university-based teachers (with special emphasis on their 
cooperation and partnership), remains an under-researched area which should 
be thoroughly addressed through including various elements and different 
stakeholders. Strong and relevant analysis of the present situation will enable key 
stakeholders, including policymakers, to improve elements of ITE programmes in 
order to develop the necessary teacher competences.
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