What Makes A Good Teacher? Part |l

By Peter Beidler

These observations originally appearedMhat Makes a Good Teachay Peter Beidler (Anker Publishing Co., Boston, MAR97). They were
reprinted in “Tomorrow’s Professor,” an electroté@aching newsletter from Stanford University, ang i@printed with permission. Part | was
included in our November 2005 issueR#lative to Teaching

Our last newsletter discussed good teachers as those whowaeatl to be good teachers, who never have
enough time, who try to motivate students, who do not trust student émadaind who listen to their
students. Now, Professor Beidler continues with more characteristics afdtiéegacher.

Good Teachers Take Risks

They set themselves impossible goals, and then scramble to atttd@evelf what they want to do is not quite the way
it is usually done, they will risk doing it anyhow. Students likelien we take risks. One of my own favorite courses
was a first-year writing course in which | ordered no imgittextbook for the course. On the first day | announced,
instead, that my students and | were going to spend a semesitay wishort textbook on writing. It was, | said, to be
an entirely upside-down course in which the students would wrieofogssays, decide as a group which ones were
best, and then try to determine in discussion what qualitieotite@nes had in common. Then we eventually worked
our discovered principles into a little textbook that the stiedeoild take home with them. It was a risky course, but
because they knew that my risk was based on my own faith and trust in themattted us to succeed.

We teachers have something called academic freedom. Too mausyiaterpret that to mean the freedom from
firing. | suggest that we should interpret it rather as ibedom to take chances in the classroom. | love taking risk
It keeps some excitement in what is, after all, a prettgighlarofession. 1 like to try things that can fail. If thereas
chance of failure, then success is meaningless. It is usedly enough to get permission to take risks, because
administrators usually like it when teachers organize intagesind unusual activities. Teachers who regularly take
risks usually succeed, and the more they succeed the morarthegrmitted--even expected--to take risks the next
time. Taking risks gives teachers a high that is healthyhlem and their students. It makes good teaching, good
learning.

Good Teachers Have a Positive Attitude

| don't much like being around people who are cynical about thaik,wwho complain about students or student
writing or student-athletes or fellow teachers or admintsabr trustees or teaching loads or salaries. | occasionally
succumb to cynicism myself, but | find that | don't much like elfywhen | am waxing cynical, and | try to unwax
myself. | like humor, but not when it is directed againkert. | distrust whiners who put themselves into the role of
victims. Casting ourselves in victims' roles gets usha#fliook, but we teachers ought to enjoy being on the hook.
We ought to enjoy, not eternally complain about, the challenges tduglea us. Why do we think we deserve smart,
self-motivated, hard-working, wide-awake students-students who doallgt meed to be taught? Why do we think
we deserve not to be challenged? | do not always succeed inpositige about my students or my job, but when |
feel the need to scratch my cynical itch, | remind myself the teachers | admire the more are sometimes fadtrat
usually underpaid, always overworked, but rarely cynical or negative, andlthest never about students.

Good Teachers Think of Teaching as a Form of Parenting

No one likes to think of college teaching as in loco parehbtisthe best teachers | know seem to find that their best
teaching feels a lot like parenting. It means knowing whetartdsirm on a deadline or a standard of excellence, and
when to bend or apologize. It means knowing when to give studeneoserto talk with, when to be the rock that
students can test themselves by trying to move out of the way, when to gitmtents from the ugly evils of the

world, and when to let them face those evils in all of thgliness. It means knowing the difference between soft
caring and tough caring. It means recognizing that students are adults, ottobiildren, sort of.

Good Teachers Try to Give Students Confidence

I have come to the conclusion that the specific subject mageach is less important for itself than for what stuslent

learn by learning it. My Chaucer students can for the mosgpaetlong in life just fine without knowing much about

Chaucer's language or the Canterbury Tales or why the low-class Milkefreseenough to tell a raunchy tale in reply

to the tale of the high-class Knight. My Chaucer students caetaiong, however, without the confidence they gain
by mastering a new language, learning to understand what stagaes were in Chaucer's time, and why a miller
would, in the carnival atmosphere of pilgrimage, feel enough cotoagjgeist verbally with a knight. When students

write papers, it is far less important that they say samgethorth reading about the Wife of Bath's fifth husband than
that they develop the confidence to know that, when they really dosbawething important to say, they will be able

to say it clearly, forcefully, and with a proper marshaling of evidence.

One of my best students, did well on tests and papers, but refusgebtoin class. In a conference | asked him why,
since he was doing so well, he would not contribute to the classr@aunsdion. "I guess it kind of scares me," he
replied, "with all of those really smart students in thexgirgy intelligent things. | learn more if | just listen." |
understood, of course, because | gave similar excuses when | wadeagraduate. | counted on hard work and good
test and paper grades to pull me through, but | never talkedsa. cl told him he was as smart and as articulate as
anyone in the class, and | hoped he would feel comfortable shasindeas with the rest of us. | told him that the
most of those other students looked and sounded smart in part bet@aliwvays to find something in what they
said to praise, because | had tried to develop a knack fdivetgaephrasing what they said so they sounded smart,
and that if necessary | would do the same for his comments. Shiftetlyhat, he did, once, offer a comment in class,
and | said something encouraging about it. But then he clammed up again &t thiehe semester.

About a week after the last class, he came in and askedatild write letters of recommendation for him for his
applications to law school. | said | would, of course, but when | foundloait his desire to be a lawyer, | knew |
should have pressed him even harder to be more aggressiessn elow much of a future is there, after all, for a
smart lawyer who does well on tests but is afraid tolspeamind in front of others? He will do all right, of course,
and he will gain the confidence he needs to succeed in hisgiariebut | wish | had pushed him harder while | had
the chance to force him to feel the confidence he has eigityto feel. | think | should have tried harder to knock
him off balance.

Good Teachers Try to Keep Students — And Themselves — Off Balance

| have learned that when | am comfortable, complacent, and somgseff | am not learning anything. The only time

| learn something is when my comfort, my complacence, and mass&lfance are threatened. Part of my own
strategy for getting through life, then, has been to keep myseluch as possible, off balance. | loved being a
student, but being a student meant walking into jungles where hetasure my compass worked and didn't know
where the trails might lead or where the tigers lurked. | grew toHiet¢mporary danger. | try to inject some danger
into my own courses, if only to keep myself off balance. When Ici@@fortable with a course and can predict how it
will come out, | get bored; and when | get bored, | am boring. Ihen,tto do all | can to keep myself learning more.

| do that in part by putting myself in threatening situations.

A couple of decades ago, | developed a new teaching area, arhactadver had a course in when | was a student:
Native American literature. It would have been more comfortanlme to continue with the old stuff | knew, but part
of what | knew is that | detest stagnation. | rashly offeredigpartment's curriculum committee a new course. When
they rashly accepted it, | was off balance, challenged byvatask in a new area. | now teach and publish in Native
American literature regularly.

In 1988 | began to feel that | was growing complacent teachingriviteged students | have always taught at Lehigh
University, mostly the children of upper middle class white famillesvas getting too comfortable, too predictable. |



Modeling Professionalism in Teaching

Focus with Marianne Neighbors
Professor, Eleanor Mann School of Nursing

What is your teaching philosophy?

| believe learning takes place within the indivitlsaudent and although it is the
student’s responsibility, | am the major facilitataf the learning experiences. | want
the student to derive satisfaction from the leagrénvironment. Thus, | feel it is my
responsibility to enhance that environment throtlgh use of a variety of teaching
modalities, and to allow the student to explore négas and to challenge others. |
believe free expression of thoughts and feelings mon-judgmental atmosphere, with
sensitivity to diversity among the population, @ssential. | feel enthusiasm and
humor is good for both the soul and the learningrenment, so | try to include a

large measure of each in my classroom activitiewant students to know that |

believe they are entering the greatest professiod,| feel | can convey some of that
through my own enthusiasm for the discipline ofsing and the topic of the day.

What classroom “presence” do you want to convey to your
students?

| want my students to see me as a professionaluisinmg with knowledge and
expertise to share with them. When they leave magscl want them to say that |
inspired them, challenged them, excited them, \aastd them, listened to them, and
helped them to learn in a variety of ways. | alwhgpe to have students say “she is a
great professor and | would take her classes dgain.

As a student, did you have teaching role models®?es.

What did you learn from them?

It has been many years since | was an undergratiuaitebelieve even then | had motivating, chalieggrofessors that were role
models for my future in nursing. | know at the gratk level | had several professors that | admirgte teaching role. | believe |
have “copied” some their styles in my classes. &sdrs who smiled, listened carefully to my questiaand challenged my
thoughts about the topic are most memorable to(¥@u notice | said “smiled”. Yes, sometimes justraile can help a student
relax and see that you are student-centered, agipabke, and willing to assist.)

Describe the ideal attitude that a good teacher should display towards stents.

| believe that developing an atmosphere of mutagpect is so important in establishing the relatigm between professor and
student and will really enhance the student’s lieaxn also believe that | should be a good roledatan the profession. Students
should see me interacting with clients, other sttsleand colleagues in a therapeutic manner.

| want them to remember that in the practice ofsmg they are responsible not only to their clieantsl employer, but also to
themselves. Learning is life-long so | have justmmgd a door to many more years of reading, stugging learning. Nursing is a
dynamic professions and what information they hgamered from my class is just the appetizer frowhale smorgasbord of
information that they will need to know to improtre health of the population.

What advice would you give to new faculty?

| would tell new faculty to embrace the professéml engage the students. You need to be abledb &iot, network frequently
with colleagues, and expect some “ups and downstvé¥er, | guarantee there will be many more “usint “downs” for them
in the teaching role.

What do you see as the biggest challenge in teaching today’s students?

| think adapting to the heterogeneity of studenéssge today. Some are very young, some older; s@awe to work full time,
others do not; some are not as committed to thrailggenvironment as we would like them to be, ireertainly are; some have
incredible personal crises to overcome while otldersot; some have children, etc. This makes thescbom a more challenging
environment than in the past. | think the faculty ho be more adaptable to individual studentsdsdiean ever before.



applied for a Fulbright grant to teach for a year in the Paoplepublic of China. When the appointment came
through, | was scared, but | signed the papers and not long aftemwtlermy wife and four teenaged children to
Chengdu in Sichuan Province to take up the teaching of writing arediéan literature to Chinese graduate students.

| have never felt so unbalanced in my life - teaching students auid just barely understand me, even when | was
not talking "too fast." It was a challenge to teach suatiesits to read the literature of a nation most of them had been
taught to hate and to write papers in a language that wadalieem. And that was only part of the unbalance. The
rest was riding my bicycle through streets the names of whichltl not read, eating with chopsticks food that was
almost always unrecognizable and often untranslatable becalssegngtite like it grew in my native land. Never
have | felt so unbalanced for so long a time, but never have | learned so much in sdirsieort a

I have noticed that good teachers try to keep their studenitglaffice, forcing them to step into challenges that they
are not at all sure they can handle. Good teachers push anaghdheir students, jerking them into places where
they feel uncomfortable, where they don't know enough, where they cdidiedby on past knowledge or techniques.
Good teachers, as soon as their students have mastered sonpetbimtheir best students well past the edge of their
comfort zone, striving to make them uncomfortable, to challenge their cordideribey can earn a new confidence.

In summary, good teachers are those who want to be good teachetakevhisks, who have a positive attitude, who
never have enough time, who think of teaching as a form of pagewtho try to give students confidence at the same
time that they push them off balance, who motivate by working within the studeststive systems, who do not trust
student evaluations, and who listen to students. Who says no oeeenatefined what makes a good teacher? But
wait. The trouble with good teachers is that, finally, theywbe contained in a corral labeled "good teachers." The
trouble with exciting teachers is that they are almosagdamavericks, trotting blithely off into some distant sunset
where no one can brand them. The trouble with inspiring teach#natithey won't stay put long enough to be
measured, perhaps because they know that if they did they would be expiringsteacher
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