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Introduction

Defining the “good” teacher

Research indicates that the single most important influence on student success 
is the “good” teacher—experienced, knowledgeable, caring, and dedicated. The 
most effective means for supporting these teachers is to offer them means of 
learning from teachers of excellence. But there is no single model of excellence, 
no one style that all must adhere to, no teaching method that every teacher should 
follow. We need to build on the strengths of our own personalities to discover 
how we can progress professionally. We can begin to and continue to develop 
our “teacherly identity”, adding to our construct of how we can best serve our 
students.

But there are distinctive characteristics of excellent teachers that we can exam-
ine and then explore and integrate into our own teaching personas. Most of all, 
we need to understand and care for our students in meaningful and significant 
ways. This doesn’t mean we have to create a new personality, or model ourselves 
after celebrated teachers in films and novels; it does mean that we can learn and 
grow as we engage in a self-discovery process, supported by the different modes 
that we meet every day in our practice, and in our professional growth events, 
locating biases and exaggerated fears and discovering whole new strengths 
hiding in the shadows of everyday duties. We become better incrementally, each 
new piece of learning opening up other areas we can explore. The most impor-
tant aspect of teaching success is to accept that, as in all important endeavours, 
we need to practice to improve.

Professional beginnings
David Booth

Challenging our own assumptions is the first step in professional development. 
Teaching the way we remember we were taught, following scripted teaching 
plans, demanding excessive self-discipline from students, teaching for the test, 
blaming previous teachers, complaining that administration wouldn’t discipline 

“Great teachers grow in similar 
ways. They experiment, they extend 
themselves, and they find new ways 
to nourish themselves; realizing 
that not all ideas are viable, but 
with many new ideas percolating, 
teachers can continue to develop 
themselves and their students in a 
dance of continuous learning.”

Robert E. Quinn et al, The Best Teacher 
in You
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unruly students all of these failings were part of my classroom beginnings. What 
were the forces of change in my teaching life? It was a combination of factors: 
I taught in a very conventional school during my first two years. The principal 
and I were the only males on staff, and all the other teachers were much older, 
much wiser than I, and very committed to their profession. There were very 
few students who caused trouble, and each teacher seemed to have a specialty 
that brightened her classroom life — puppetry, visual arts, writing, mapmaking. 
(Today, I am ashamed to say that I saw these women not so much as mentors but 
as competitors.) New teachers were assigned to a series of workshops (art, music, 
drama, reading), and I attended every one of them faithfully. However, when my 
English supervisor came to demonstrate a lesson for me, my life changed.

William H. Moore brought such an air of integrity and cooperation to my stu-
dents, engaged them in such fascinating poems and stories, listened so intently 
to their contributions, and honoured their presence so clearly, that I began to 
glimpse what teaching could be. He was British with an accent, six feet four 
inches tall to my five feet seven inches, and had a history as an air force com-
mander. Given the differences between us, I would have to find my own way of 
being a true teacher, and I began the journey, strengthened and mentored by Bill 
for forty years.

As I remember those days, I realize that I was always partnering with other 
teachers, that I needed someone skilled to bounce ideas off, to argue towards 
understanding, to take risks in the knowledge I had a safety net, to discover new 
techniques, to attend courses, change schools, and grow up. My list of mentors 
is long — Bill Moore, Bob Barton, Barbara Howard, Chris Leibold, Bill Manson, 
Frank McTeague, Chuck Lundy, Ian Hundey, Howard Reynolds, Larry Swartz, 
Tony Goode — and it continues with Rich Coles. I can’t teach alone, and if I 
could I’d add the thousands of names of students who created learning with me. 
As for your list: have you begun it yet? Better write the names down so they are 
in your memory bank forever. There are traces of each one of these teachers in 
everything I do as an educator. And so many names are missing.

I now videotape and transcribe the work of the students when I am a guest 
teacher in their classrooms, and I learn from their reflections and thoughts about 
their experiences in letters I receive from them after they have returned to their 
classrooms and their own school programs. These letters often reveal a teach-
ing moment I had missed or misjudged, or demonstrate further insight by the 
children from the cool distance of “after the events.” I treasure them, and each 
time I read through a bundle that a teacher has been kind enough to send along, 
I am struck again by the clarifying that occurs for all of us when we take time to 
consider the implications of the events in which we have participated.

When I was at a conference in New York a few years ago, a teacher approached 
me after my talk with tears running down her cheeks. She asked me the question 
that became the soul of this book: “How do you get to be good?” In the heat of 
battle, all I could think of was: “You have to hang around good people.” But the 
important part of that question lay in the asking of it. Until we recognize our 
need to alter or rethink our teaching selves, how will we know where to look for 
help, or what kind of support we need? For each of us as teachers, this has to be 
a personal journey, over time, with others, self-assessing, wondering, observing, 
and exploring the myriad of resources devoted to teacher development, as we 
will outline later. Fortunately, I have recently had extensive time and opportunity 
to read about teacher growth, thanks to the amazing library at my faculty, online 
resources, academic articles, teacher blogs, book reviews and commentary, and 
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now I want to apologize to that questioning teacher and share what I have discov-
ered about becoming “good.” If that teacher contacts me, I will send her a copy of 
this humble book, and hope and trust that she will find better and deeper ques-
tions to ask about her own journey, with suggestions for creating an action plan 
that may lead to a more fulfilling and more confident career.

Stacey Wagler, an Ontario teacher, reminds us in a letter after attending a con-
ference of our dreams of becoming a teacher:

I spent many evenings in my early teaching years sipping tea with my 
grandfather and re-thinking my career choice. My grandfather was a teacher 
in the late 1920s and early ‘30s. He quit teaching because he simply could 
not afford to raise his family of 9 children on a teacher salary. But he was 
always a teacher! He would often come and help me in my classroom when 
I was having difficulty with particular students. He always came to school 
in a 3-piece suit, freshly shaven and a smile on his face. He had the heart of 
a teacher and love of learning—… I lost Grandpa 3 years ago at the age of 
98. So, really, I had my fair share of time with him. It has been so long since 
I heard that “love” spoken about teaching. The staffroom nowadays can 
sometimes be negative, but we need to find someone who shares the Joy and 
Passion of teaching.

Moving on but not forgetting
Rich Coles

“Though the road’s been rocky it sure feels good to me.”
Bob Marley

The summer before my first year of teaching s was a time of mixed emotions. 
I was grateful and happy to be hired but somewhat overwhelmed by the real-
ity. Year one, my assignment was a grade four/five class in an urban school. My 
location was a portable classroom in a far corner of the playground. The diverse 
students’ life experiences and circumstances were in stark contrast to my own. 
Would I survive? Would the kids thrive? A colleague in an adjacent portable left 
after Thanksgiving. Lots to learn! Teaching reminded me of driving. After you 
obtain your license is the time when you really learn to drive.

At my first school there were many good models and mentors. Careful obser-
vations and discussions revealed many reasons for my colleagues’ success. Stu-
dents flourished in classrooms where the teachers cared about them and the 
students knew that they cared. Caring is necessary in the first years of schooling 
right through to graduate school study. Caring teachers challenge their students 
and have certain expectations for their learning and membership in the class and 
school. They demonstrate their caring by knowing their students, listening to 
them, and providing a safe place to learn. For many young people being in class 
is the best time of their day. Caring teachers provide opportunities for young 
people to develop their interests. Clubs, sports activities, drama, and music pro-
ductions before, during, and after school are valuable experiences for learning 
and often the reason for being at school.

Good teachers, I discovered, are also wonderful colleagues. In my early years 
I shared a large extended classroom with Val Kuhn, a cheerful, creative teacher. 
She knew how to make learning relevant and enjoyable. Jim Eddison, who we 
poached from the UK, was always willing to help with numerous activities that 

“Five teachers remain in my heart 
forever.
“Each made me feel that I was an 
honoured part of the whole:
“Al Downs: His wit and charm helped 

me to stretch my creativity and to 
laugh at life!

“Robbie Charlsworth: She 
surrounded herself with exciting 
people and ideas and when she 
included me I grew much taller.

“David Booth: His mesmerizing 
strength of character taught me 
to stay true to my beliefs.

“Bob Barton: His magical 
demonstration lessons using 
drama revealed a model for 
teaching that I have kept all my 
life.

“Mr. O’Rourke: My high-school 
English teacher demonstrated 
that every student must feel 
respected.”

Lynda Pogue, artist/educator
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were so enjoyable for the young people. Many professionally rewarding years 
were spent teaching with a team of middle-school teachers following the recom-
mendations of the Association for Middle Level Education. Mariana Wenisch, an 
accomplished interior designer and our design and technology teacher, always 
kept us organized and appreciated our humour. Gina McMichael, who was fluent 
in several languages, was a role model for our students and invaluable in making 
connections with the community. Sheldon Griesdorf mentored and inspired 
many young adolescents as they navigated the daily flow of middle-school life. 
He debunked many “urban negative legends” about middle-school learners. Stu-
dents in his class experienced success, joy in learning, and self-confidence, often 
for the first time. Many years after being in his class, numerous students would 
visit him to reminisce and talk about their current life stories.

There was also a desire for me to develop my expertise as an educator. Work-
ing as a language arts teacher ignited an interest in literacy and reading. At the 
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE) of the University of Toronto, 
classes with Frank Smith and John McInnes introduced me to the research and 
writings of many literacy scholars. The numerous scholarly writings of Ken and 
Yetta Goodman resonated with my experiences working with multicultural 
urban youth. John McInnes was a thoughtful mentor who encouraged me to 
pursue doctoral studies with Ken and Yetta Goodman at the University of Ari-
zona. This was a life-changing decision. At the University of Arizona, many grad 
students and professors shared their knowledge, research, and questions about 
literacy and deep learning. Visiting scholars enhanced the stimulating environ-
ment. Ken and Yetta have always been incredibly caring and generous in sharing 
their knowledge and thinking. Many memorable social gatherings took place at 
their home. After a meal of delicious southwest cuisine Ken and Yetta would 
recall many stories of their experiences travelling the world. We have continued 
our friendship and my time with Ken and Yetta at conferences or during my 
visits to Arizona enhances my professional growth and remains special to me. 
There were also many occasions to enjoy the beauty of the Sonoran Desert. With 
Fred and Inta Gollasch, the “Australian Connection,” we enthusiastically cheered 
for many Wildcat sports teams.

International or regional conferences provide opportunities to network and 
interact with researchers and practitioners who are engaged in many aspects 
of education. Many years ago at a conference, I first met Frank Serafini, a true 
Renaissance man. He is a scholar, guitar player, photographer, humorist, wine 
connoisseur, and gracious host. Our “grand conversations” and sharing of ideas 
and resources have greatly refined my thinking about literacy, learning, and life. 
David Booth’s notions about teaching and learning are visible in classrooms 
around the world. We talked at a conference and have met for the last few years 
to discuss many facets of education. His writings and master presentations have 
inspired many teachers to focus on the important aspects of learning in their 
classrooms.

There are still many questions about literacy, learning, and teaching I want to 
investigate in the coming years. These are very exciting times in education. There 
is a solid foundation of research and classroom practices from multiple perspec-
tives to electrify learning. There are also numerous knowledgeable teachers who 
ensure the best learning experience for each child or youth.

Carol Dweck‘s book Mindset: The 
New Psychology of Success represents 
her significant work on teaching a 
growth mindset for building success 
in your life’s work.
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