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Foreword

W e all know the knock against education books and 
articles—nice ideas, but how practical is this? What can 

you do with it? Well, Don Bartalo has delivered: while built on a 
coherent framework of  eight important reform tenets, the book is 
jam-packed with one good practical strategy after another for how 
to turn good ideas into effective and manageable action.

Nor are the practical ideas trivial or insufficiently detailed (as 
so often happens, even in books that aspire to be useful). He offers 
numerous useful tips on how to better manage time—a critical 
ability of  school leaders. He describes in detail how key activities 
(such as Master Classes and developing a local belief  system about 
learning) can be conducted for maximal ownership. And he 
grounds the advice and protocols in sophisticated ideas made 
accessible, such as his treatment of  the theory-in-action work of  
Chris Argyris and colleagues.

As helpful and numerous as are the rich array of  suggestions 
and their theoretical backing, Don has done something deeper 
here—something of  signature importance in any book that 
aspires to be truly helpful: the book gives readers the courage to 
act. There is a can-do spirit that pervades the text; there is a no-
nonsense optimism that led me to think—yes, that’s do-able, that 
would work, even as a somewhat untested principal I could surely 
do that. In tone as well as in substance, therefore, this manual will 
enable readers to move forward with challenging reforms in the 
strong belief  that change is possible.

By offering one useful action after another, by weaving in 
words of  wisdom from veteran educators, by helping the reader 
see the link between concrete tips and overarching ideas and the-
ory of  action, by closing the book with one excellent and detailed 

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



viii       CLOSING THE TEACHING GAP

CO7038 • 9781743307038 • © 2015 Hawker Brownlow Education

success story after another, the book can perhaps best be summed 
up by an advertising slogan used by a large home-improvement 
chain a few years ago: you can do it; we can help.

No serious school leader should be without this book!

—Grant Wiggins
Understanding by Design, coauthor

Schooling by Design, coauthor
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BRIDGE TO CHAPTER 1

This book has been designed to be your coach. If  you take an active 
role as a reader and respond to the many invitations to apply new 
thinking and learning to your work, it will help you to use proven 
instructional leadership methods and strategies to improve teach-
ing and learning. The challenges you face as an experienced or as 
an emerging instructional leader with responsibilities for raising 
academic achievement during a time of  unprecedented account-
ability demand your full attention. Let the book help prepare you as 
a highly effective instructional leader.  

Since this book is about improving instructional leadership 
and closing the teaching gap, it is essential that the reader under-
stands what is meant by the teaching gap. The purpose of  Chapter 1 
is to define the teaching gap and to explain how closing the teach-
ing gap parallels the path to becoming a better instructional 
leader. The idea of  a teaching gap was first introduced by Stigler 
and Hiebert (1999), and so it is important to make sure that the 
reader has at least a working knowledge of  their research findings 
and principles of  improvement. What follows is a summary of  
Stigler and Hiebert’s conclusions about improving teaching 
together with some direct implications for instructional leaders. 
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C H A P T E R  O N E

The “Teaching Gap”

“The teaching gap we describe refers to the differences 
between the kinds of  teaching needed to achieve the educa-
tional dreams of  the American people and the kind of  teach-
ing found in most American schools. Although many of  the 
American teachers we observed were highly competent at 
implementing American teaching methods, the methods 
themselves were severely limited.

The teaching gap becomes even more significant when 
one realizes that while other countries are continually 
improving their teaching approaches, the United States has 
no system for improving. The United States is always reform-
ing but not always improving. The most alarming aspect of  
classroom teaching in the United States is not how we are 
teaching now but that we have no mechanism for getting bet-
ter. Without such a mechanism, the teaching gap will con-
tinue to grow.”

—The Teaching Gap, Stigler and Hiebert, 
2009 (pp. xviii–xix)

WHAT IS THE TEACHING GAP?

The Teaching Gap, by James W. Stigler and James Hiebert (1999, 
updated in 2009), is based on a comparative analysis of  two inter-
national studies of  teaching (Third International Mathematics 

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



2       CLOSING THE TEACHING GAP

CO7038 • 9781743307038 • © 2015 Hawker Brownlow Education

and Science Study—TIMSS). Although they studied mathematics 
teaching, the research of  Stigler and Hiebert (1999) was selected 
to anchor this book because it represents the most in-depth look at 
teaching ever assembled. For this reason, the findings of  Stigler 
and Hiebert (1999) have direct application for improving the 
teaching methods in any subject area. The major findings from 
their first comprehensive video study of  classroom teaching in 
Japan, Germany, and the United States, summarized below, have 
implications for instructional leaders.

Finding #1: Teaching, Not Teachers, Is the Critical Factor 
(pp. 10–11). Americans tend to focus on factors of  competence 
(e.g., more rigorous certification process) rather than the methods 
used by teachers in the classroom. Even the best teachers, the ones 
judged the most competent, cannot be effective if  the methods 
they are using do not promote better student learning. Put simply, 
it is what teachers say and do in the classroom that makes the dif-
ference in learning. For example, teaching methods include the 
decisions and choices teachers make when establishing the role of  
the students, how students solve problems, asking questions, 
explaining concepts, assigning homework, lecturing, teaching 
mini-lessons, giving demonstrations, setting up learning experi-
ences and activities, and facilitating projects. The methods used 
greatly impact results. This finding is significant for an instruc-
tional leader to understand because there is a great need to help 
teachers learn more about teaching from their own experience 
and work in the classroom. The challenge for you as an instruc-
tional leader is to learn how to help teachers learn more about 
teaching—traditional professional development will not do it. “By 
seeing teacher learning as necessarily tied to the study of  teach-
ing, U.S. educators can begin to change the culture of  teacher 
training” (Stigler & Hiebert, 2009, p. 33).

Finding #2: Teaching Is a Cultural Activity (pp. 11–12). The 
international video studies revealed that while teaching methods 
vary greatly from country to country, the teaching methods used by 
teachers in the same country are very similar. Stigler and Hiebert 
learned that much of  what happens in the classroom is determined 
by what they called the “DNA of  teaching.” The teaching methods 
are handed down from generation to generation through a cultural 
code that is present in most classrooms. This code is the main reason 
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