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1

Introdu ction

Star Teachers can be found in every school, regardless of bureaucratic teaching 
environments or the negative social forces set in motion against learners. Many of 
us, whether as students or colleagues, have been fortunate enough to see how these 
effective teachers behave. These are teachers who do “the small things” with great 
effect, such as fi nding innovative ways to encourage students on a spelling test, 
sharing their passion for the great mathematicians of the Enlightenment period, 
or inspiring even the most underperforming students to reach their personal best. 
This book describes the seven dispositions (i.e., beliefs and behaviors) of Star 
Teachers along with examples and strategies for acquiring stardom in teaching. 

We believe that these dispositions are the reasons that some teachers are 
successful and others are not. These are seven things that Star Teachers believe 
in and carry out in their classrooms, every day. Consider the following scenario 
at a failing middle school. It is fi rst period and a class of 7th graders is falling 
apart. One student tears a blank sheet of paper from his notebook and crumples 
it up just so he has an excuse to walk to the trashcan. Another student gets up 
to retrieve a book from the bookshelf that she doesn’t need. Several students 
are busy texting—part of an unspoken deal with the teacher, where they don’t 
make trouble and she does not make them do work. This respected fourth-year 
teacher graduated at the top of her teacher preparation class and her diploma is 
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What Makes a Star Teacher2

prominently framed on the wall, but there is no joy in her class and students are 
not learning.

After fi rst period, these same students go to a science class where their behav-
ior is completely different. Though it is not a quiet class, the students are work-
ing independently except for a group collaborating on a team project. After a few 
minutes, the serious but approachable fourth-year teacher makes his way to the 
front of the class, and the students know, almost instinctively, to bring their work 
to a close to join a class discussion. In this class, there is a beautiful chaotic order 
and a sense that curiosity is nurtured. In the far corner near the door is a framed 
letter from the teacher to his students, congratulating his co-learners for their 
recent honor of being selected to participate in the county science fair. Although 
student scores in this class exceed those of other science classes in the district 
year after year, metrics of Adequate Yearly Progress are the furthest concerns from 
the teacher’s mind. 

What explains the observable differences in these two teachers? Martin 
Haberman’s writings offer a nuanced way to interpret them. His Star Teacher 
framework was derived from fi ve decades of research, including countless hours 
spent observing what teachers do and what motivates them to do it. 

Haberman believes that mindset (ideology or beliefs) shapes behavior (prac-
tice).1 The fi rst educator described above is a pre-Star Teacher: she has not devel-
oped the personal traits that may contribute to being effective with learners. The 
second educator is a Star Teacher who has acquired the expertise and the dispo-
sitions to be successful. Although the pre-Star and the Star both teach in a failing 
school with harsh bureaucratic school and district policies, only the Star success-
fully meets the needs of all his students. The good news is that anyone who truly 
desires to be a Star Teacher can become one. 

Haberman defi nes the merger of mindset and behavior for Star Teachers as 
midrange functions or dispositions (“mid range” because they represent chunks of 
teaching behavior that embody interconnected actions that constitute the beliefs 
that predispose the teachers to act).2 He notes that Star Teachers can readily be 
identifi ed by

their persistence, their physical and emotional stamina, their caring 
relationships with students, their commitment to acknowledging and 
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Introduction 3

appreciating student effort, their willingness to admit mistakes, their 
focus on deep learning, their commitment to inclusion, and their 
organization skills. They also protect student learning, translate theory 
and research into practice, cope with the bureaucracy, create student 
ownership, engage parents and caregivers as partners in student learn-
ing, and support accountability for at-risk students.3 

Teacher Dispositions
Early research on teacher dispositions focused on teachers’ character, honesty, 
and habits. At the start of the 20th century, education icon John Dewey discussed 
the idea of teacher conduct as manifestations of their routine thinking, which he 
famously referred to as “habits of the mind.”4 Dewey made the argument that not 
all teacher conduct is well informed, but that poor teacher habits can be dis-
rupted when educators deliberately and critically refl ect on their practice. Behav-
ior informed by examination and open-mindedness can displace deep-rooted 
habits that are faulty. In Disposition as Habits of Mind: Making Professional Conduct 
More Intelligent, Erskine Dottin defi nes dispositions as “a tendency toward a 
general type of action in pedagogical situations,” with “the teacher and learner 
tending to approach situations in a certain way and displaying a general set of 
actions associated with the disposition. Pedagogical dispositions should lead to 
better and more powerful pedagogy.”5

There are too many defi nitions of the term dispositions to count, but they 
usually involve one or more of the following: 

• Teacher characteristics: Attributes or tendencies that are persistently 
demonstrated, such as tolerance of differences, open-mindedness, patience, 
enthusiasm, critical thinking, and so on.

• Teacher behaviors: Observable actions during class, such as speaking 
Standard English, being punctual, smiling, presenting a neat and orderly 
appearance, and so on.

• Teacher perceptions: The attitudes, values, and belief systems that under-
gird characteristics and behaviors.6
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What Makes a Star Teacher4

To Haberman, all three of the above elements work to form dispositions. The 
characteristics and beliefs (mindset) of Stars cannot be detached from their 
behavior (classroom practices)—“they are of a piece.”7

The Seven Dispositions of Star Teachers
The seven dispositions that Haberman outlines and that are the focus of this 
book are as follows: (1) persistence, (2) positive values about student learning, 
(3) the ability to adapt general theories into pedagogical practices, (4) an encour-
aging approach to at-risk students, (5) a professional versus a personal orienta-
tion, (6) the ability to avoid burnout, and (7) the tendency to be vulnerable and 
to admit one’s shortcomings.8 These dispositions are highly symbiotic: like links 
in a chain, each acts upon and is affected by the other. A Star Teacher is likely to 
embody most or all of Haberman’s seven dispositions to varying degrees and at 
different points in his or her career. 

If you closely examine the individual dispositions (see Figure 1), you will 
discover that each has two components: (1) a belief or mindset and (2) a set of 
behaviors. Haberman’s seven dispositions help us understand how teachers’ ways 
of thinking connect to their performance in the classroom. As Haberman writes, 
“teachers’ behaviors and the mindset that undergirds their behaviors cannot be 
unwrapped.”9 Put simply: as a teacher thinks, so she or he does.

Figure 1 Understa nding the Source of Teachers’ Dispositions

Mindset,
Ideology,

or Beliefs 
DispositionBehaviors

Source: From Better Teachers, Better Schools: What Star Teachers Know, Believe, and Do (p. xvii), by V. Hill-Jackson & D. Staff ord, Charlotte, 
NC: Information Age Publishing. Copyright 2017. Used with permission.
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Introduction 5

Developing Eff ective Teacher Practice: 
Knowledge, Skills, and Dispositions
In the fi eld of teacher education, effective teacher practice is determined by the 
professional triad of knowledge, skills, and dispositions (see Figure 2). Although 
the domains of teacher knowledge and skills are generally understood, the 
domain of dispositions is undervalued, underresearched, and fails to attract the 
same attention when it comes to identifying and selecting teacher candidates or 
training inservice teachers. 

Figure 2 The Professional Triad of Teacher Education

Sources of Teachers’
Professional Knowledge  

Subject-Matter and
Content Knowledge

Skills Dispositions

Dispositions are integral elements of teacher preparation programs, profes-
sional teaching standards, and teacher evaluation in K–12 schools. The Interstate 
New Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium (InTASC) outlines 10 stan-
dards for effective teaching aligned to the essential knowledge, skills, and dispo-
sitions of effective teachers, noting that “habits of professional action and moral 
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What Makes a Star Teacher6

commitments that underlie the performances play a key role in how teachers do, 
in fact, act in practice.”10 The Council for Accreditation of Educator Preparation 
notes that 

candidates preparing to work in schools as teachers or other school 
professionals know and demonstrate the content knowledge, peda-
gogical content knowledge and skills, pedagogical and professional 
knowledge and skills, and professional dispositions necessary to help 
all students learn. Assessments indicate that candidates meet profes-
sional, state, and institutional standards.11

Similarly, the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards outlines fi ve 
propositions based on dispositions for developing and expert teachers. Profes-
sional organizations such as the National Association for the Education of Young 
Children and the Association for Childhood Education International also empha-
size professional dispositions as being equally important to effective teaching as 
knowledge and skills. 

Despite being such important characteristics of educators, dispositions are 
very diffi cult to assess.12 Often they are reduced to such matters as enthusiasm, 
punctuality and good attendance, professional attire, initiative, strong oral and 
written communication, and collegiality. Teacher evaluation systems rely heavily 
on these visibly technical dispositions. For its part, the teacher accountability 
movement tends to focus more on observable or cognitive aspects of quality 
teaching such as licensing, subject-matter knowledge, and grade-point averages 
than on the types of dispositions Haberman espouses. In “Examining the Rela-
tionship Between Student Achievement and Observable Teacher Characteristics,” 
Anna Jacob surmises that “educational outcomes depend more on the quality of 
the teacher a student is assigned to than on any other factor outside of the home, 
yet only a small proportion of the variation in teacher effectiveness is explained 
by the types of observable characteristics that are most commonly found in 
administrative data sets.”13 

One of the biggest challenges facing the educational community is how to 
measure the impact of teacher dispositions on learners and whether it is possible 
to factor them into hiring considerations. State and federal initiatives like the 
Every Student Succeeds Act, Common Core State Standards, and Race to the 
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Introduction 7

Top have forced teacher preparation programs and school districts to primarily 
focus upon teachers’ subject-matter knowledge and pedagogical skills, both of 
which can be easily measured. Indeed, teacher education has traditionally paid 
little attention to nonobservable characteristics. Given the need to retain effective 
teachers, however, educators should consider the value of taking nonobservable 
traits into consideration. What is missing most from the discussion of dispo-
sitions in teacher education is a focus on the core of the teacher—that which 
is invisible, intangible, and speaks to the personal or moral dimensions of the 
educator’s character.

Teaching as a Moral Craft
Teaching is dynamic, deliberative, value-laden work. By virtue of their leadership 
role in the classroom, teachers are traditionally held to an elevated moral standard. 
As a human enterprise and as a profession, teaching is inherently moral. Because 
there are many perspectives on what constitutes morality, teacher education 
programs have stayed away from engaging in these discussions and, instead, have 
focused on the technical (i.e., nonpersonal) dimensions of teacher dispositions.

Richard D. Osguthorpe argues that teacher education should promote 
teachers with moral dispositions. This type of educator, he writes, teaches with 
fairness, respect, magnifi cence, honesty, compassion and “addresses multiple 
learning styles, gives appropriate and relevant homework, and does not favor one 
student or group over another.” He continues: 

Teaching respectfully requires a teacher to give due attention to indi-
vidual students, show consideration for different viewpoints and opin-
ions, and refrain from embarrassing or humiliating students. A teacher 
who teaches magnifi cently exceeds students’ highest expectations 
and impresses colleagues, administrators, and parents with the great-
ness of her practice. Honest teaching demands that a teacher present 
controversial issues in an impartial way, be truthful in giving feedback 
to students, and refrain from cheating students out of worthwhile 
learning experiences. Finally, a teacher who teaches compassionately 
shows sympathy for students’ inability to comprehend diffi cult prob-
lems, exhibits concern for students who fall behind in their work, and 
spends time after school helping students.14
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What Makes a Star Teacher8

Similarly, Peter C. Murrell Jr., Mary E. Diez, Sharon Feiman-Nemser, and Debo-
rah L. Schussler argue that teaching involves ethical decisions and that disposi-
tion standards should focus on moral or relational attributes of teachers.15

Star Teachers embody the essential technical dispositions of effective teachers 
while also emphasizing teaching as a moral enterprise. Haberman writes that Star 
Teachers are moral and decent without being moralistic or judgmental,16 and pro-
poses the seven dispositions of Star Teachers as refl ecting teachers’ moral center. 
Pre-Stars and Star Teachers respond differently in the classroom because they have 
fundamentally different belief systems. Stars also express their dispositions more 
sharply than Pre-Stars in the classroom as deep-rooted beliefs put into action.

Relational Dispositions: Humanity, Respect, and Care
The dispositions of Star Teachers are best defi ned as relational—that is, speak-
ing to the personal or human aspects of teaching and learning. Although each 
relational disposition has a unique mindset associated with it, the unifying 
ideology is a “humane, respectful, caring, and nonviolent form of gentle teach-
ing.”17 Humanity, respect, and care can thus be said to distinguish the beliefs and 
behaviors of Star Teachers from those of Pre-Stars (see Figures 3 and 4): 

• Humanity: The human dimension of teaching is related to the teacher’s 
heart and philosophy of teaching, which should position the students’ 
needs above all else. Star Teachers see children’s success “in school as 
a matter of life and death for the students and a matter of survival of 
society.”18

• Care: Teaching is the caring profession. Scholars advocate the importance 
of developing caring relationships in the classroom because it supports 
students’ social, emotional, and academic learning. Behavioral scientists 
maintain that teaching should be compassionate and honor the social 
interactions and relationships of the classroom. The work of Haberman and 
Valerie Hill-Jackson confi rms that Star Teachers are adept at various forms 
of gentle teaching.19
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Introduction 9

Figure 3 Respect, Humanity, and Care: The Unifying Themes of Haberman’s Dimensions

• Respect: The level of respect for the teacher and students increases when 
a supportive community is developed in the classroom. Haberman argues 
that respect in the Star Teacher’s classroom goes both ways; the student 
gives respect to the teacher and the teacher gives respect to the student. 
Star Teachers do not wait until the Christmas holiday to smile at students 
or for students to earn their respect, they empower students and give them 
respect beginning on day one.20
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