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Good Teaching Revisited: Moving from Theory to Practice 

 

 Good teaching cannot be described with just one word, personality trait, ability, or 

research-based technique.  Good teaching is not an exact science that prescribes knowledge to 

students; nor is it simply an art of creativity and free-form that only the most talented and gifted 

teachers can master.  In this challenging and rewarding career, there are many definitions of what 

good teaching actually looks like.  In Jennifer Reeder’s interview of educator Allyson M. Poska, 

she states, “Good teaching differs from person to person…” (2008, p. 548).  In my opinion, good 

teaching is a seamless integration of science, art, caring, technique, and passion.  The most 

important and wonderful part of our work is making connections with the children in our care by 

supporting and allowing them to make strides both academically and socially.  Not only are there 

wonderful learning and growing opportunities, but there are also barriers and difficulties that 

educators must anticipate, navigate, and overcome.  Considering the complexity of the work, 

being a great teacher means embodying more than just one simple thing.            

A Growing Understanding of Good Teaching 

I have always known that teaching was my calling and life’s work.  Education has always 

been woven into my life through interactions and relationships with the large number of 

educators in my family.  Today, many of my closest friends are also educators and I have a 

difficult time defining teaching as a job — it is a way of life.  My interest and passion for 

teaching was obvious from a young age, as I gathered the neighborhood kids during the summer 

months and led “Kindergarten Klub” sessions in my parent’s garage.  At family functions, I have 

always enjoyed the “schoolhouse” conversations that would take place and I could not wait for 
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the day when I would have my own classroom and stories to share.  I have also been lucky to 

develop and maintain relationships with the influential educators of my past, as they are still 

guiding forces in my life, both personally and professionally.  I have spent a significant portion 

of my life in a multitude of elementary classrooms across all levels, and I can honestly say that 

my heart and mind will always be dedicated to working with schoolchildren.  In Parker J. 

Palmer’s book, The Courage to Teach: Exploring the Inner Landscape of a Teacher’s Life, he 

states, “Good teaching cannot be reduced to technique; good teaching comes from the identity 

and integrity of the teacher” (2007, p. 10).  My understanding of good teaching has been 

nurtured, challenged, and developed by the diverse experiences of my life.  These collective 

experiences are what make up my identity and integrity as a teacher.   

 Good teaching means a variety of things to different people.  My own teaching 

philosophy considers the importance of diversity within the classroom and the role of the teacher 

as mentor and facilitator.  I believe that, in order to ignite the intellect of my students, it is 

imperative to earn their respect by creating meaningful relationships that inspire them to 

willingly rise to the highest expectations.  As an educator, my mission is to create authentic 

academic experiences, emphasize empowerment and accountability, and illuminate the 

relationship between diversity and creative thought.  After experiencing Palmer’s ideas of 

teaching from within and teaching from the heart, it is apparent that I must include knowledge of 

my own identity and integrity.  I believe that as I grow and experience more as a teacher, my 

self-knowledge will deepen and improve, only to make me a better teacher, who is willing and 

able to connect with students through the understanding of “my own truth” (Palmer, 2007, p. 34).  

 I define my early forays into to teaching as a growing and learning experience based on 

the support and the relationships I developed with my mentor teachers and professors.  I know 
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the importance of proper induction for a new teacher and I am very glad that the State of 

Michigan requires participation in a mentor/mentee program as part of obtaining tenure.  My 

collaborating teachers and mentors at different schools have been incredibly important in making 

me the teacher I am today.  I have gathered so many wonderful ideas and methods throughout the 

years from their support, and have also found answers to the daily questions that arise from 

running a classroom independently.  Although I have been assigned three wonderfully supportive 

mentor teachers throughout my career, I have also been lucky to work with entire teaching 

faculties that have also provided meaningful assistance and mentoring.  When it comes to 

classroom experience, the three defining time periods of my career thus far include: teaching 

summer school in the city of Detroit, my middle school teaching internship in Okemos, 

Michigan, and my experience teaching in a fourth and fifth grade split classroom in Royal Oak, 

Michigan 

 While working as a Broad Summer Fellow in Detroit Public Schools, I taught for two six 

week terms.  My first experience was in “Mexicantown” with a group of bilingual 

Kindergarteners.  The following summer, I taught at an elementary school on McNichols (six 

mile) in a dilapidated neighborhood with a group of third graders needing enormous amounts of 

academic and social support – a requirement for moving to the next grade.  Teaching in Detroit 

granted me many new, eye-opening, and raw educational experiences.  My time in Detroit 

helped me learn to earn the trust of the students in my classroom.  As a result of the increase in 

trust, my students became more open and honest about their realities and life experiences and 

they seemed to feel a deeper connection with me.  I was able to learn more about their daily 

realities by asking questions and showing interest in and concern for their situations.  This relates 

to the “Perspectives on caring in the classroom:  Do they vary according to ethnicity or grade 
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level?” article, because it was apparent that my students valued “teachers who communicated 

interest in their well-being” (Barr, Garrett, & Rothman, 2009, p. 506).  It became overtly clear 

that students must feel safe in order to learn, and a large part of this equation was being able to 

trust their teacher.  Being exposed to a new school, district, culture, language, etc. helped me to 

refrain from accentuating the differences between students and myself, but rather to spend more 

time showing students that I cared and that I was invested in their educational and personal well-

beings.    

 While attending college as an undergraduate student at Michigan State University, I was 

introduced to teaching philosophies and many significant educational theories, however, none of 

these experiences fully prepared me to become a teacher.  The most productive and greatest 

learning opportunity that I experienced in my journey to become a classroom teacher was the 

internship year that MSU facilitates.  I was greatly disappointed the day I found out I would be 

teaching sixth grade in a middle school building for my internship year.  I felt angry because I 

wanted to teach elementary aged students, not adolescents.  Luckily, the feeling of 

disappointment quickly disappeared when I met my collaborating teacher, Ursula.  From our 

very first conversation on the phone, I could tell she was an enthusiastic and positive teacher, 

who could not wait to meet me and get started.  Working with Ursula shaped and continues to 

shape the teacher I am today.  Not only did I learn tips and tricks that were effective for older 

students, but I also was able to experience first hand what passionate teaching from the heart 

actually looks like.  Ursula was a dynamic teacher who shared a lot of herself with our students, 

especially her unique background and German descent, which intrigued the class and me alike.   

 One of the most important lessons that I gained from our time together involves reading, 

humor, and community.  At the start of each class period, Ursula liked to begin with a joke of the 
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day.  This quick exchange between teacher and students always grabbed students’ attention and 

put everyone in a good mood before the lesson.  I learned from Ursula that students could choose 

to include joke books in their repertoire of reading materials, because it is important for students 

to enjoy reading first.  Naturally, literary content and rigor will evolve, but life-long readers must 

actually learn to love the act of reading.  Joke books are now one way I reach struggling readers 

in my own classroom.  I also begin each day with a joke and I have found that this shared 

experience creates a community norm of smiling, humor, and fun. 

 I am a passionate, highly qualified, organized, hard-working, caring, creative educator; 

but teaching a combination 4
th
/5

th
 grade class during the 2009-10 school year was the greatest 

challenge of my career.  The virtually impossible task of constantly and consistently 

differentiating instruction for two separate grades illuminated the chronic problem of 

accommodating the needs of countless student subsets that fall along a broad spectrum of ages 

and abilities.  I found it more difficult to manage the two separate curriculums, even with a 

supportive mentor teacher.  I spent many hours trying to differentiate and accommodate all of the 

learners in my care.  In my new position, there were not any teachers who were attempting to 

cover the same combination curriculum, so it became increasingly difficult to utilize support 

from colleagues.  I was the only one in my position, which felt incredibly lonely.  During that 

challenging and difficult year, I discovered the importance of meeting each child at their own 

level of ability, despite formal grade level descriptions.  The time I spent teaching a split class 

allowed me to better assess a group of heterogeneous students and develop enhanced strategies 

for differentiation.  This important aspect of my classroom allows all learners to be challenged 

and grow substantially.      

 Reflecting on my teaching and working relationships with diverse students, colleagues, 

and communities reveals that I care most deeply about making a positive impact in all of my 
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interactions.  Further, I am committed to making authentic connections with my students and 

fellow colleagues.  I believe in the power of people and our ability to create relationships that 

support, nurture, challenge, and improve one another.  Some of my most meaningful learning has 

occurred through the relationships that I developed as a student with some very special 

“undivided” (Palmer, 2007, p. 173) teachers.  It is my desire to create similar relationships with 

my students because I understand the importance of feeling connected and valued in a 

community of learners.  Teaching is one of the world’s most difficult and rewarding careers.  A 

good teacher must exhibit a multitude of qualities, abilities, and personality traits to be 

successful.  We must have a deep knowledge of subject matter, standards, and curriculum.  We 

should exhibit enthusiasm, a special ability to connect with all students, and the desire to create 

life-long learners.  Understanding what good teaching means, as individual educators, is an 

integral process in connecting with our own identities and integrities as teachers and imperative 

if we are to teach and reach all students. 

Barriers to Good Teaching at the Local, State, National & Global Levels 

 

 Just as there are many unique avenues to good teaching, there are also a plethora of 

barriers that frequently prevent consistently good teaching from occurring.  While there are an 

incredible number of demands placed on teachers, most are not adequately compensated for their 

important work.  There are prescribed standards we must teach our students to master, life-long 

learning credits to acquire, relationships to manage with administration, parents, students, etc.  

Each teacher undoubtedly experiences their own unique barriers to good teaching and, over time, 

I suspect these barriers change based on experience and circumstance.  Unfortunately, there are 

issues at the local, state, national, and global levels that all impact the educational world and 

often they challenge the ideal of good teaching. 
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 At the local level, my school district is struggling with a disconnect between the teaching 

staff and many top administrators.  The curriculum director in my district has done very little to 

support the large number of new teachers that were hired in recent years or the veteran teachers 

that desire to teach a unified curriculum.  One particular administrator has even gone so far as to 

say, “Go figure it out!” when teachers questioned the district’s choice in writing curriculum.  

This toxic relationship between workers and management has created a feeling of animosity, 

leaving many teachers trying to “figure it out” on their own, rather than working in harmony 

with fellow educators in the district to try and find a unified solution.  I understand that 

collaboration is an essential aspect of our careers, just as Ms. Poska stated, “don’t feel compelled 

to reinvent the wheel.  Ask friends and colleagues for help with lectures and assignments.  Such 

requests make the teaching process more collaborative and take away some of the stress of early 

semesters” (Reeder, 2008, p. 549).  Now that I understand my district’s position on curriculum, I 

will be more proactive in seeking out my fellow educators to collaborate with a sense of purpose.  

I always knew collaboration was an integral part of education, but it is increasingly clear that I 

must work with others for the betterment of my students’ academic experience. 

 At the state level, Michigan has recently attempted to earn “Race to the Top” federal 

funding.  In an effort to win the large sums of money to help reform education in Michigan, the 

legislature has made significant changes to the landscape of education.  One of the revisions 

includes a plan that has changed the current practice of teacher evaluation.  The difficult 

consequence of not earning money from “Race to the Top” to support these changes in 

education, is the fact that the State of Michigan still expects school districts to follow through 

with the changes, even without proper funding from the State or Federal government.  It has now 

become the burden of each school district to find sufficient funds to implement the changes 
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necessary to fulfill the legal requirements.  Unfortunately, the other negative aspect of this 

change is related to standardized testing.  As I understand the proposed framework, teacher 

evaluations will now be partially related to student performance on standardized tests.  I believe 

this change has good intentions, similar to the No Child Left Behind Legislation of 2001, but I 

find that it is inherently flawed.  The issue stems from the fact that not all students can display 

what they have learned using the same methods.  Every student will not necessarily have the 

ability to prove their learning based on standardized testing.  I can see this legislation causing 

more teachers to want to “teach to the test,” so they will have good evaluations.  Sadly, this is not 

authentic and meaningful learning.  In the future, I can see a discrepancy between good teaching 

and what is perceived as good teaching based on standardized test scores.  I am hopeful that a 

variety of learning styles will be accommodated in the future plans to change teacher evaluation 

and effectiveness. 

 At the national level, there is currently a large movement among many states to adopt a 

common curriculum.  The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) have been approved by nearly 

all 50 states and momentum is gathering in the hopes of reforming the way standards, scope, and 

sequence of curriculum is taught in a uniform way across the country.  This initiative is a state-

led national project to help our students experience a more internationally benchmarked 

curriculum.  One of the main goals of the CCSS is to better prepare students for both college and 

work.  From what I have been told, there will be fewer, clearer, and higher standards focused on 

mastery of higher order thinking skills.  This entire initiative will likely change what good 

teaching looks like in the future.  I believe the CCSS could provide a more productive and 

beneficial opportunity for teachers around the country to collaborate and work together through 

co-construction and electronic sharing of unit/lesson plans. 
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 On the global level, competition with other developed nations to create well-rounded 

academic and social children will shape the way good teaching looks for the remainder of my 

career.  Currently, the United States is ranked substantially below other developed nations in the 

areas of reading, math, and science according to the 2009 Programme for International Student 

Assessment (PISA).  Additionally, because the movie “Waiting for Superman” has drawn so 

much attention to this phenomenon, I believe legislators, parents, and administrators will all 

demand teachers to find a way to improve our national status.  In the world of education, 

teachers are going to have to find a way to create more inquiry-based learning, develop students 

as critical thinkers, and help children make strides academically so that we can more accurately 

measure their growth.  As teachers, we must find a way to challenge students and raise rigor.  

Ultimately, our goal should be to create global citizens whose knowledge and abilities can 

compete more effectively, if not lead the developed world. 

 In the future, students, teachers, administrators, parents, community members, and 

legislators will need to work together to move away from homogeneous learning and challenge 

students to become life-long learners.  Throughout my career, I expect there to be a constant flow 

of issues at the local, state, national, and global levels that will impact the way that I understand 

good teaching.  Luckily, none of these issues will ever be able to change my identity or integrity 

as an educator and I will continue to “teach from within” (Palmer, 2007, p. 1). 

Research & Good Teaching 

 

 When it comes to good teaching, there are many different examples of research that 

teachers can use to improve their understanding of how to best reach students and improve their 

craft.  As an educator, I am constantly hearing the phrases “supported by research” or 

“researched-based” when new programs or techniques are introduced.  At my school, we 
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purposefully use these phrases with parents when we describe the programs our district 

implements for struggling students.  In her article titled, “What can teachers learn from 

research?” Nell Noddings suggests, “By reading and thinking—modifying, trying out, 

analyzing—you can begin to create your own great ideas on how to teach.  Continue to learn 

from others, but think for yourself” (2009, p. 25).  I believe that a great teacher is able to 

transform “theory to practice” in the classroom by considering the research and suggestions of 

others, then repurposing the theory to best fit their students and personal teaching style.  As it 

connects to my own practice, research in education shows that good teaching includes:  

collaboration, scaffolding, caring, utilizing technology, and growing professionally through 

accountability.     

 Frances A. Miller’s article, “Empower teachers who break the mold” describes creative 

ways to utilize talent and foster educator leadership within each school.  Miller places partial 

responsibility of creating a healthy school community on the positive deviant teacher and on the 

environment — to be one of collegial culture.  It is important to collaborate, take risks, nurture, 

and encourage one another (Miller, 2009, p. 13).  From my own experience, I know that learning 

from other teachers, either in-person or through academic texts, has had the most positive impact 

on my career.  Educational theory is always purposeful in understanding why we teach in certain 

ways, but learning from actual contemporary teachers has had a greater impact in my 

understanding of moving teaching from theory to practice. 

 In the book The Dreamkeepers, by Gloria Ladson-Billings, effective teachers of African 

American students are featured and examples of their good teaching are highlighted.  Ladson-

Billings states, “When teachers provide instructional ‘scaffolding,’ students can move from what 

they know to what they need to know” (2009, p. 124).  This year, I have a young African 
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American boy in my fourth grade classroom that is significantly below grade level expectations.  

Math is a daunting challenge for him, and I frequently find that he simply guesses random 

number answers, rather than attempting to solve the problem.  I am trying to follow the idea that,  

“Rather than chastise them for what they do not know, these teachers find ways to use the 

knowledge and skills the students bring to the classroom as a foundation for learning” (Ladson-

Billings, 2009, p. 124).  In large group lessons, when I call on this student and he is shouting a 

wild guess, I find it helps to start with a more basic question that he can answer.  This 

scaffolding builds his confidence and allows me to give him support while we walk through the 

steps of the problem together.  Other times, I ask if anyone in the room is willing to be a “phone-

a-friend,” and help the struggling student get to the answer through the assistance of a classmate.  

It is my goal to help my students “understand that they [are] knowledgeable and capable of 

answering their own questions and those of others” (Ladson-Billings, 2009, p. 119).   

 Establishing and maintaining a culture and community of caring is one aspect of good 

teaching.  Lynn H. Doyle and Patrick M. Doyle article “Building schools as caring communities:  

Why, what, and how?” asserts that there is “a need to connect everyone’s caring to create a 

school culture of care” (2003, p. 259) including the teachers, students, parents, administrators, 

etc.  As an educator attempting to create a classroom community that allows for both social and 

academic growth, I try to model caring in many different ways.  A few of the ways I display 

caring include: greeting students each morning as they enter the building; facilitating “morning 

meetings” where we greet one another and get to know each other better; taking time to welcome 

back students who were out of school with an illness; asking about students’ extra-curricular 

activities; and allowing students to celebrate their birthday with a treat, song, and gift bookmark.  

These are just a few of the little things that I practice on a daily basis; however, research also 
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points to the importance of a school-wide program of caring.  The “five critical activities,” 

(Doyle & Doyle, 2003, p. 259) that Lincoln Center Middle School (LCMS) created as pillars of a 

school wide program include: “1. establishing powerful polices for equity, 2. empowering 

groups, 3. teaching caring in classrooms, 4. caring for students, and 5. caring by students” (Doyle 

& Doyle, 2003, p. 259).  Working together as a school community to teach, develop, reinforce, 

and practice these polices would be an excellent addition to creating a nurturing and caring 

environment in a single classroom. 

 Technology is an integral and essential aspect of the education of all students.  It is our 

job as teachers to help prepare students for the twenty-first century workforce.  Rodger W. 

Bybee and Kendall N. Starkweather suggest that we must better prepare our students to become 

scientists and engineers. The authors state, “They have to be educated through a long process, 

because, ladies and gentlemen, this really is rocket science” (Bybee & Starkweather, 2006, p. 

27).  Based on recent legislation and education reform, policy makers seem to be overly 

concerned with standardized tests and getting all students to prove their proficiency, but this 

notion overlooks the grand possibilities that technology offers to help deal with the fact that “the 

United States is losing its competitive edge” (Bybee & Starkweather, 2006, p. 27).  The use of 

technology in a responsible, creative, and focused way will help to reach all learners and prepare 

them for higher education and careers in the future.  In my own practice, I try to incorporate 

technology into almost all of my lessons.  Whether it is utilizing a computer program, website, 

PowerPoint presentation, classroom blog, etc. good teaching today includes first reaching, and 

ultimately, teaching students to use these technology tools. 

 Teachers should be evaluated in a purposeful and equitable way.  If we are to improve 

our craft, it is our responsibility to be held accountable for the learning that takes place in our 
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own classrooms.  As noted earlier, I believe the best learning comes from a collegial community 

that is developed within the school.  We can learn from each other as professionals and as we 

work with administration in more formalized versions of evaluation.  In the article “A thoughtful 

approach to teacher evaluation” authors Jennifer Goldstein and Pedro A. Noguera describe the 

use of Peer Assistance and Review (PAR) to help support the needs of growing educators.  The 

authors describe PAR as, “coaches who have been identified for their excellence in teaching and 

mentoring support new teachers as well as veterans experiencing difficulty in their teaching” 

(Goldstein & Noguera, 2006, p. 32).  Simply put, good teachers are good students.  They will do 

almost anything to learn more about their important jobs inside the classroom.  Utilizing good 

teachers in a school district to assist others and provide mentorship seems like an effective model 

of improving teachers and holding them accountable.  In my own experience, I have learned the 

most when a mentor teacher observed me and provided candid and constructive feedback.  My 

practice has become more polished because of conversations I have had with other educators 

about the great things I am doing in my classroom, and conversely, when discussing issues and 

areas where I would like to improve.       

* * * 

 

 Good teaching means different things to different educators, which I believe is a very 

telling insight into the diversity and numerous layers of good teaching philosophies and 

processes.  These diverse methods and ideals are beneficial for students, because they are lucky 

to experience a multitude of teachers throughout their educational careers and lives.   

 As I continue my journey as a teacher and student, I will work tirelessly to become the 

best teacher possible.  Inevitably, I will face barriers and issues that make good teaching seem 

difficult, or, at times, impossible.  But, it is my passion and my life’s true calling to teach and 
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rise above these difficulties.  I will implement both personal and professional changes wherever 

possible.  I will look to collaborate with fellow teachers, because I know the value of community 

in shaping learning opportunities that reach and teach all students.  I will continue to utilize 

research to inform my teaching practice.  Ultimately, I will teach from my heart with what 

Palmer calls “identity and integrity” (2007, p. 10) as I constantly strive to be a consistently good 

teacher for all the students in my care.        
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