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What Makes A Good Teacher? Part I 
By Peter Beidler 

 

These observations originally appeared in What Makes a Good Teacher by Peter Beidler (Anker Publishing Co., Boston, MA. 1997). They were 
reprinted in “Tomorrow’s Professor,” an electronic teaching newsletter from Stanford University, and are reprinted with permission. This 
material was too extensive to include in a single newsletter, so we decided to divide the issue into two parts. Part I features the material best 
suited for the end of the semester and appears in this newsletter. The remainder will appear in the February issue of Relative to Teaching as Part 
II. Also, we have taken some liberties with the original text. 
 

In this essay I want to talk about the qualities that make a good teacher.  My method is absolutely unscientific.  
Readers who want to know what experts say about good teaching should stop reading right now and open to a different 
page of Inspiring Teaching.  My evidence is personal, memorial, observational, and narrow from teachers in Indiana, 
Pennsylvania, Arizona, Texas, England, and China.  There is, simply, no one else I know as well.  My hope is that my 
readers will be inspired to think far less about what I have noticed makes a good teacher than about what they 
themselves have noticed. 
 
 

Good Teachers Really Want to Be Good Teachers 
Good teachers try and try and try, and let students know they try.  Just as we respect students who really try, even if 
they do not succeed in everything they do, so they will respect us, even if we are not as good as we want to be.  And 
just as we will do almost anything to help a student who really wants to succeed, so they will help us to be good 
teachers if they sense that we are sincere in our efforts to succeed at teaching.  Some things teachers can fake. We 
have, for example, to act our way into letting our students know that we can't think of any place we would rather be at 
8:30 on a Friday morning than in a class with them talking about the difference between a comma splice and a run-on 
sentence.  An acting course is a good preparation for a life in the classroom because it shows us how to pretend. Our 
students probably know on some level that we would rather be sipping a cup of Starbucks coffee than caged up with 24 
paste-faced first years who count on our joyous enthusiasm and enlivening wit to be the caffeine that will get them 
ready for their 9:30 class.  But they will forgive our chicanery, even if they suspect that we are faking our joy.  They 
will know it by the second day, however, if we don't really want to be good teachers, and they will have trouble 
forgiving us for that. Wanting-really, truly, honestly wanting-to be a good teacher is being already more than halfway 
home. 
 

Good Teachers Never Have Enough Time 
Just about all of the good teachers I have known are eternally busy.  They work 80-100 hour weeks, including both 
Saturdays and Sundays.  Their spouses and families complain, with good reason, that they rarely see them.  The reward 
for all this busy-ness is more busy-ness.  The good teachers draw the most students, get the most requests for letters of 
recommendation, work most diligently at grading papers, give the most office hours and are most frequently visited 
during those office hours, are most in demand for committee work, work hardest at class preparations, work hardest at 
learning their students' names, take the time to give students counsel in areas that have nothing to do with specific 
courses, and are most involved in professional activities off campus. 
 

For good teachers, the day is never done.  While it does not follow that any teacher who keeps busy is a good teacher, 
the good teachers I know rarely have time to relax.  The good teachers I know find that they are as busy teaching two 
courses as teaching three.  They know that they do a much better job with the two courses than the three because they 
give more time to the individual students, but they also know that for a responsible teacher the work of good teaching 
expands to fill every moment they can give to it. They might well complain about how busy they are, but they rarely 
complain, partly because they don't want to take the time to, partly because they don't like whining.  Actually, they 
seem rather to like being busy.  To put it more accurately, they like helping students-singular and plural-and have not 
found many workable shortcuts to doing so. 
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Good Teachers Try to Motivate Students by Working Within Their Incentive System 
Most undergraduate students of my generation were eager to serve their fellow humans.  Most of the undergraduates I 
encounter these days, on the other hand, are eager to make a lot of money.  Some humanities teachers complain about 
the crassness of these students.  Others try to figure out ways to use their students' desire for financial security to 
motivate them.  They point out that many business executives were liberal arts majors in college, and that while a good 
liberal arts background does not always help college graduates get their first jobs in business and industry, once they 
have that first job they tend to advance more rapidly than graduates with more narrowly technical degrees.  They point 
out that liberal arts graduates know how to synthesize things, how to explain things to others, how to persuade others 
to their point of view, how to understand the people who make any business work.  In English departments, I 
sometimes point out, we teach students all sorts of money-making skills, like reading and analysis, speaking and 
writing, picking up ideas quickly, critical thinking, psychology, pedagogy, pattern-finding, drawing conclusions from 
evidence, persuasion, and so on. We also encourage students to think about why they are on earth, about where they 
are going, about what some of the greatest thinkers and most creative writers in the past have said about the meaning 
of human existence, about what is most worth doing in life, and about how wealthy people might best spend their hard-
earned money.  Good teachers do not complain about how crass the students are these days.  They try to understand 
what makes students tick these days, and then they build on that knowledge to make them tock. 
 

Good Teachers Do Not Trust Student Evaluations 
Neither do bad teachers.  But there is a difference in their reasons for distrusting them. I have noticed that good 
teachers, when they get really good evaluations, don't quite believe them.  They focus instead on the one or two erratic 
evaluations that say something bad about them.  The good teachers tend to react only to the few negative evaluations: 
"I wonder what I did wrong. I suppose I went too fast, or perhaps I should have scheduled in another required 
conference after that second test.  I wish I could apologize to them, or at least find out more about what I did wrong."  
The not-so-good teachers also do not trust student evaluations, but they distrust them for difference reasons.  They tend 
to trust the positive evaluations but not the negative ones: "Those good evaluations are proof that I succeeded, that my 
methods and pace were just about right for these students.  The others just fell behind because they were lazy, because 
they never bothered to read the book or study for the exams.  Naturally they did not like my course because they put 
nothing into it.  Besides, how can students judge good teaching, and anyhow, what do they know?  Anyone can get 
good student evaluations by lowering their standards, being popular, and by pandering to the masses."  Good teachers 
tend to discount the positive evaluations, however numerous they may be; less-good teachers tend to discount the 
negative evaluations, however numerous they may be. 
 

Good Teachers Listen to Their Students 
Shortly after I read Professor Levi's statement that no one has ever defined what makes a good teacher, I asked the 
students in my undergraduate Chaucer course at Baylor University (where I was a visiting professor), to write a 
sentence or two about what, in their own experience, makes a good teacher.  The responses ranged widely, but I sorted 
through the pieces of paper on which they wrote them and put them in different piles.  Then I combined the piles into 
ones that seemed to be generically related.  Three quarters of their responses fell into two piles.  The first of those I call 
the "A" pile, the second I call the "E" pile. 
 

In the "A" pile I found words like "accessible," "available," and "approachable." Here are some of the sentences they 
wrote in response to my question, "What makes a good teacher?"  I have edited them slightly, mostly to put them into 
more parallel constructions: 
 

   Good teachers: 
 

·  are available to assist students with questions on the subject, and they show concern 
·  do not have a lofty, standoffish attitude 
·  can interact with a student on an individual basis 
·  want to know each individual student 
·  give time, effort, and attention to their students 
·  are personable, on your side 
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Modeling Professionalism in Teaching 
Focus with Max Meisch 

University Professor, Entomology 
 

 
 

What is your teaching philosophy? 
 

Good teaching requires subject knowledge, enthusiasm, respect and 
interaction with students while fostering the traits of desire, interest, and 
questioning. 
 
What classroom “presence” do you want to convey to your 
students? 
 

I think students learn best in a relaxed atmosphere that is student 
centered. A supportive environment with active learning and student 
involvement also facilitates learning. 
 
As a student, did you have teaching role models?  
 

Yes. 
 
What did you learn from them?   
 

My role models were organized, straight forward, fair, interested in the 
subject, and challenging without being too overbearing. If you wanted to learn, they were available to help. 
 
Describe the ideal attitude that a good teacher should display towards students. 
 

Certainly a good teacher should display an interest in the student. Be genuine and fair, and never 
condescending. Earn their respect. Learning something about the students, such as their names and interests 
helps me connect with them as individuals. Teaching would be boring without interacting with students. 
 
When students complete your course, what would you like for them to remember and use in their own 
lives? 
 

Specifically they should have a general knowledge of the broad field of entomology. That is, the beneficial 
and destructive aspects of insects and how they can be managed in compatibility with the environment. In 
addition, they should have the ability to recognize major groups of insects and their roles. 
 
What advice would you give to new faculty? 
 

Use university teaching support groups and workshops – get involved. Be committed to good teaching and 
talk teaching with colleagues. Publish good works and hustle grants. 
 
What are some of the “un-professional” traits you have seen and would advise new faculty to be aware 
of? 
 

Being self-centered, conceited, disorganized, boring and having a poor attitude toward teaching and students 
are all “un-professional” traits. Displaying an obvious negative attitude, not returning exams and assignments 
in a timely manner do not enhance a faculty member’s professionalism. 

 

·  are willing to be a friend to students 
·  are actually interested in the students 
·  are actively involved with their students 
·  are first friends, then educators – the friend encourages, supports, and understands; the educator teaches, 

challenges, and spurs the student on. 
 

In the "E" pile I found words like "enthusiastic," "energetic," "excited": 
 

   Good teachers: 
 

·  love what they teach and convey that love to the class 
·  have both an enthusiasm for and an encyclopedic knowledge of the subject 
·  have such an obvious enthusiasm for what they do that it is contagious and their students pick up on it 
·  have a desire to learn, and for others to learn, all of the exciting things they have learned 
·  are obviously excited about teaching – When a teacher enjoys teaching, it is usually obvious, and that 

enjoyment is passed on to the students.  The classes I've had with teachers who loved the subject they were 
teaching are the ones I've enjoyed the most, and the ones I've been the most eager to learn in.  A teacher who 
isn't enthusiastic can ruin even the most fascinating of subjects. 

 

These students were English majors at Baylor.  Their answers might well not ring as true for computer science majors 
at MIT in Massachusetts.  The point is not that all good teachers must be available to their students and enthusiastic 
about what they teach, though that is surely not bad advice for anyone aspiring to be a good teacher.  The point is that 
good teachers listen to what their students try to tell them about what makes a good teacher. 
 

To be continued… 
In Part I, good teachers are those who want to be good teachers, who motivate by working within the students' 
incentive systems, and who listen to students.  Our next newsletter will further define what makes a good teacher 
according to Beidler.  Look for it in February, 2006. 
 
 
Wally Cordes Teaching and Faculty Support Center 
University of Arkansas 
146 N. Harmon Avenue, HAPF 703 
Fayetteville, AR  72701 
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