
© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



© 2015 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760016142 • 115040

Preface ............................................................................................................. iv
Acknowledgments ......................................................................................... ix

Chapter 1: If You Can Read This, 
Thank a Teacher ..................................................................1

Chapter 2: Refl ections on Self-Refl ection ...................................... 13
Chapter 3: Refl ective Self-Assessment Tool ..................................25
Chapter 4: The Continuum of Self-Refl ection ...............................34
Chapter 5: The Unaware Stage: What Does 

Unaware Mean, Anyway? ...............................................44
Chapter 6: The Conscious Stage: Is the 

Knowing-Doing Gap Real?  ............................................69
Chapter 7: The Action Stage: What Happens 

When Art and Science Collide .......................................96
Chapter 8: The Refi nement Stage: 

Smoothing Out the Rough Edges .................................121
Chapter 9: Conclusion ...................................................................... 147

Appendix A: Self-Assessment Chart ....................................................... 155
Appendix B: Refl ective Cycle Goal Chart  .............................................. 157
Appendix C: Quick-Win Goal-Setting Form ..........................................161
Bibliography................................................................................................. 163
About the Authors ...................................................................................... 172

Teach, Reflect, Learn
Building Your Capacity for Success 

in the Classroom

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



1

© 2015 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760016142 • 115040

If You Can Read This, 
Thank a Teacher

“In a completely rational society, the best of us would be teachers 
and the rest of us would have to settle for something less.” 

—Lee Iacocca

To determine whether or not you need to continue reading, we’ll begin this 
book with a short quiz. If you answer yes to any of the following questions, 
please put this book down, pour yourself a glass of chardonnay, and enjoy 
the beach. If not, then this book is for you.

Question 1
Are our students learning as much as they possibly can? YES NO

Question 2
Are our schools as eff ective as they can possibly be? YES NO

Question 3
Are my students achieving as much as they possibly can? YES NO

Question 4
Am I as eff ective as I can possibly be? YES NO

Teachers, administrators, lawmakers, politicians, parents, students, 
groundskeepers, auto mechanics, chefs, professional baseball players, 
and all other heretofore unnamed living humans agree: our schools could 
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be better. Our students could learn more. Our teachers could teach more 
eff ectively. Our student achievement rates could be higher. Our achieve-
ment gaps could be closed. Not only could all these things occur, but they 
can. It’s possible. It’s likely. And—gasp!—it’s not really that diffi  cult.

We could inundate you with data about international test scores in 
reading and math right now, sharing the turbulent history of American 
education and the major events that led us to our current status, and we’d 
be sure to sigh in exasperation alongside you at the collective shortcom-
ings of our nation. In fact, in our 2008 leadership text, Building Teachers’ 
Capacity for Success, that’s exactly how we built our case. That’s actually 
part of the formula for school-improvement texts. Pick up any book on 
school leadership, best practices, or school improvement, and you’ll read 
the same outline.

We trust that you’re already living this reality. Our kids are not learn-
ing at the rates they could be learning, and, frankly, it’s our responsibil-
ity as professional educators to improve the way we practice education in 
order to achieve that simple goal. So let’s get moving, shall we? How do we 
improve our schools, our teaching, and our students’ learning?

We build our capacity for success.

The Center of the Universe
It was a typical spring after noon at an elementary school in 
Reno, Nevada. As the fi nal bell rang, signifying the end of 
another school day, children cascaded out of the 2nd grade 
classroom—an exuberant cacophony of sing-song, delight, 
and energy. The teacher, having escorted her students to the 
bus lines and their awaiting parents, now sat wearily at her 
desk, exhausted by the demands of the day and the prospect of 
grading, lesson planning, and preparing for the following day’s 
lessons. © H
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The pitter-patter of gentle footsteps revealed the presence of a 
single returning youngster. With a toothless grin, the student 
dug into his backpack and pulled out a folded, handmade card. 
He extended it across the cluttered but organized desk, where 
his teacher warmly accepted it, their eyes meeting briefl y. As 
she unfolded the card and read the handwritten inscription, her 
heart warmed.

“Teacher, you are the center of the universe.”

In an instant, the teacher melted. The demands of the school’s 
accountability system, the pace of the curriculum, the pres-
sure to raise academic scores, the long hours and meager pay, 
and the sheer exhaustion she felt moments ago dissipated in 
the words of that simple card. With tears welling in her eyes, 
she looked up to thank her admirer for taking the time to share 
his gratitude. And as is so often the case in education, he was 
already gone.

With all due respect to this loving and appreciative 2nd grader’s gesture, 
we’d like to bring the message a little closer to home and craft an astro-
nomically correct metaphor to illustrate his point. We believe the teacher 
is—you are—the center of the solar system.

Whereas the universe is vast and infi nite, our solar system has defi n-
able boundaries and very clear, understandable properties. The center of 
the solar system is our sun, which has remarkable similarities to each and 
every one of you. What does the sun do? It provides life, off ers warmth, 
gives us light (one might even say it illuminates), allows us to shine, and 
helps us grow. Earth revolves around it, staying connected by an invisible 
relationship that is unyielding, resilient, and designed to strengthen the 
quality of life for all of the planet’s inhabitants. © H
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The sun is brilliant, consistent, strong, intense, abundant, and support-
ive. The sun is, indeed, a star. And so are you. For every child, every class, 
every course, every school, every district, and every setting, you are the 
center of the solar system. And this book is for you.

How Important is The Teacher? 
Less than half a century ago, conventional wisdom did not hold that a 
teacher’s infl uence could have much of an impact on an individual student’s 
growth, much less on the academic gains of the masses. The infl uential 
Coleman Report reported that outside infl uences—namely, poverty and 
family upbringing—were better predictors of student success than any-
thing else. In fact, it substantiated the ideas that a teacher was at the mercy 
of a child’s social condition (Coleman, 1966). Seventeen years later, the 
U.S. National Commission on Excellence in Education (1983) published its 
damning report A Nation at Risk. Its thesis was clear: our education system 
was in shambles, we were falling behind our international competition, and 
our schools were the primary culprits.

These two ideas could not peacefully coexist. One claimed that teach-
ers didn’t matter; the other asserted that teachers were the cause of our 
collective struggles. But how could our schools be failing so considerably 
if the teachers inside them were at the mercy of poverty and parenting?

Then we had research on teacher quality.
John Hattie’s 2009 meta-analysis, Visible Learning, painted a very clear 

picture of the factors infl uencing student achievement. By compiling hun-
dreds of research studies spanning 30 years and involving millions of stu-
dents, Hattie provides the preeminent foundation of research-supported 
“best practices.” And guess what was at the top of the list? Teacher quality.

In fact, Hattie’s study determined that 9 of the top 13 infl uences on stu-
dent achievement were teacher- or teaching-related. The magnitude of this 
research project, along with the descriptions and commentary on the strat-
egies therein, provide compelling reasons to renew a sense of optimism © H
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about our collective (and individual) ability to change the educational for-
tunes of the students seated in front of us every day.

Other education researchers have weighed in to support these fi ndings. 
When best-practices guru Robert Marzano penned The Art and Science of 
Teaching (2007), he dispelled any lingering doubts that teachers impact 
learning: “One can conclude that the question as to whether eff ective 
teachers make a signifi cant diff erence in student achievement has been 
answered. They do!” (p. 2). Shortly thereafter, Marzano collaborated with 
Rick DuFour and off ered this premise for school improvement: “Schools 
must utilize strategies that result in more good teaching in more class-
rooms more of the time” (DuFour & Marzano, 2011, p. 20). Bryan Goodwin 
and Elizabeth Ross Hubbell of McREL International solidifi ed this argu-
ment by stating emphatically, “Decades of research suggest that eff ective 
teachers can have a tremendous, positive eff ect on student success” (2013, 
p. xiii).

Recently, the tide has turned again. Legislators, government offi  cials, 
the media, and the public have reduced teaching to formulaic instruction, 
standardized tests, and a simplifi ed emphasis on scores. In an age where 
data drive all that we do, it’s easy to forget that education is ultimately a 
people-centered business. Teachers are human, and that’s a good thing. 
Even the push for online learning, virtual classes, and a computer for every 
child relies heavily on the fact that there’s a person behind it all. Robots, 
even those with advanced artifi cial intelligence capabilities, cannot repli-
cate a teacher’s ability to build relationships, create dynamic learning expe-
riences, provide diff erentiated feedback, and spur students’ love of learning.

We can have automated teller machines dispense money from our bank 
accounts, but we can’t have automated teaching machines. We need teachers.

Alisa’s Approach
I’ll never forget the day Mrs. Johnson walked into my office. She hesi-
tantly asked if she could speak with me and closed the door behind her.© H
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Sitting down, she burst into tears. “I just need to cry for a moment and 
then I’ll be okay. My class is so low this year. They have so many needs. 
Alexis and her family just got kicked out of their house and are living 
out of a motel. My new student, Kai, refuses to do any work—he’s a very 
angry child. Both of his parents are in jail, and he just was taken out of 
foster care to live with his grandma. I have two non-English speakers, 
three students on daily behavior plans, and eight that are receiving aca-
demic interventions right now—several of whom I have major concerns 
about. My heart is breaking for this class and I’m overwhelmed.”  

This scenario is all too familiar for anyone who has spent time inside 
a school. Far beyond curriculum, standards, and test scores are the daily 
challenges of teaching children who come to school with a limitless sup-
ply of problems and struggles. We teach because we want children to 
grow, learn, and become successful adults, but there’s so much more 
to the story. 

We dry tears. We break up fights, mediate conflicts, and mentor oth-
ers through tough social situations. We work to keep sleep-deprived stu-
dents alert and engaged. We hug students who have experienced the 
emotional trauma of their parents’ separation, divorce, or abandon-
ment. We comfort students who experience a death in the family, drug 
overdose, neighborhood shooting, or physical or sexual abuse. We pur-
chase clothing, backpacks, school supplies, food, and books so students 
have one less thing to worry about. 

Teachers are on the front lines each and every day. They absorb the 
joys and pains of every child who walks through the classroom door.

Mrs. Johnson rallied and walked out of my office that day. She 
walked back into her classroom and proceeded to do exactly what 
she has always done. She cared for, loved, and supported each of her 
students. She sought out new strategies, tried old ones, and figured out 
a way to help every child learn. And her students? They thrived and 
grew, engaged and learned. They left that classroom at the end of the 
year better individuals because of the investment Mrs. Johnson made 
in their lives. © H
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Put Your Money Where Your Teacher Is
How important is the teacher? There are historical ties to their reverence. 
To wit: the famous Greek philosopher Aristotle extolled the virtues of the 
educator by stating, “Those who educate children well are more to be hon-
ored than they who produce them; for these only gave them life, those the 
art of living well.” And that was in 325 bce, just a few years before No Child 
Left Behind!

Let’s consider the purpose of schooling: to educate the masses and 
prepare individuals for successful participation in society. Horace Mann, 
education reformer of the early 19th century, helped to defi ne the origi-
nal calling by stating, “Education then, beyond all other devices of human 
origin, is the great equalizer of the conditions of men, the balance-wheel 
of the social machinery.” How can we measure an individual’s success as a 
citizen? One way is to examine the bottom line.

Recently, two major studies have examined the collective and individual 
fi nancial impact of having high-quality teachers. In one landmark proj-
ect, researchers Raj Chetty and John Friedman of Harvard University and 
Jonah Rockoff  of Columbia University examined the long-range earnings 
potential of students who were assigned to teachers with high value-added 
rankings (i.e., those whose impact on a single group of students was sig-
nifi cantly higher than their peers’, according to various assessment mea-
sures). Keep in mind that this study was published by the National Bureau 
of Economic Research, so it carries quite a bit of clout (Chetty, Friedman, 
& Rockoff , 2011).

With a statistical process free of bias and a case size of 2.5 million stu-
dents, the results are staggering. Having a high-quality teacher, even for 
one year, can have a tremendous impact across many measures. Students 
assigned to high value–added teachers are more likely to attend college, 
earn higher salaries, and save more for retirement. They are also less likely 
to become teenage parents. These are all desirable outcomes for an edu-
cation system working for the betterment of society, wouldn’t you agree?
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