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Introduction

Any teacher can fill a bookshelf with books about education. 
Any teacher can study lists of guidelines, standards, principles, 
and theories. The best teachers and the worst teachers alike can 
ace exams in their undergraduate and graduate classes. The dif-
ference between more effective teachers and their less effective 
colleagues is not what they know. It is what they do.

This book is about what great teachers do that sets them 
apart. Clarifying what the best educators do, and then practic-
ing it ourselves, can move us into their ranks.

This book is not meant to prescribe a narrow set of instruc-
tions. Instead, it frames the landscape of school from the per-
spective of great teachers. What do they see when they view 
their classrooms and the students in them? Where do they fo-
cus their attention? How do they spend their time and energy? 
What guides their decisions? How can we gain the same advan-
tages?

There is no one answer; if there were, surely we’d all have 
it by now. Education is extremely complex, and so is classroom 
teaching. But we can work toward understanding what the best 
teachers do. We can gain insight into how effective we are as 
educators. Most of all, we can continue to refine our skills. All of 
us have this in common with the best teachers: No matter how 
good we are, we still want to be better.

The book flows from three different perspectives. I have 
participated in many research studies on the effectiveness of 
school principals. Each study was grounded in visits to more 
effective schools and to less effective schools. In every school, 
no matter what the environment, I found a wide range of teach-
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ers—some more effective, some less so. Better schools may have 
a higher percentage of better teachers, but I found great teach-
ers in every setting, and I grew curious about what made them 
great. Second, every year I work with more than fifty schools 
as a consultant. Through years of observing and visiting with 
teachers, principals, students, and staff, I have gained insight 
into the attitudes and behaviors that lead to success. The third 
perspective is very personal: I write from my own experience 
as a teacher and principal. I have worked with many outstand-
ing colleagues. What made them great? What kept others from 
reaching that level?

Over the years, I have presented some of my answers to 
these questions in sessions with teachers and other educators. 
And, I compiled my thoughts in a short book titled, What Great 
Principals Do Differently. Before long, it became evident that 
great principals and great teachers share many of the same 
qualities. It makes sense: Part of being a great principal is to be a 
great teacher; part of being a great teacher is to be a great leader. 
Educators began inviting me to their schools and districts to 
work with their teachers, and teachers began asking me to write 
a companion volume that accounts for the differences between 
a principal’s role and a teacher’s role. With my compliments to 
all of the great teachers in our schools, here is that book.

Not all aspects of great teaching have a place in these pages. 
Those who seek guidance on curriculum development, instruc-
tional approaches, assessment rubrics, and other such tools of 
the trade will find that information elsewhere. These chapters 
focus on the beliefs and behaviors, attitudes and interactions 
that form the fabric of life in our classrooms and in our schools. 
Learning can happen in isolation; teaching happens between 
people. Effective teaching calls for “people skills,” and the best 
teachers practice those skills every day.

This book’s format is straightforward. An introductory 
chapter provides context on the importance of learning from 
the most effective teachers. A concluding chapter asks us to 
center on our own core beliefs. And in between are chapters 
dedicated to each of the individual things that great teachers 
do differently. Each of us can do everything described in this 
book—everything the best teachers do.
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Introduction to the Second Edition
I’m very pleased to offer a second edition of What Great Teach-
ers Do Differently. After writing What Great Principals Do Dif-
ferently, I received many requests to write a companion book 
for teachers. Though a little hesitant, I plowed ahead, and the 
response was overwhelming. Arriving at a school to work with 
teachers, I would see hallways decorated with reminders of the 
“Fourteen Things That Matter Most.” Bookmarks were made, 
magnets designed, posters created—someone even gave teach-
ers candy bars with special wrappers highlighting each con-
cept. It was very gratifying. I began to hear about book studies, 
teacher skits at meetings, and peer teaching—outcomes I had 
never anticipated. Though apparently hundreds of thousands 
of educators had read the book, what I found most rewarding 
was that so many teachers took it to heart.

Education is a very difficult job. The days are long, and the 
challenges can be intense. I feel proud when truly outstanding 
teachers tell me how much it means to be reminded that their 
work matters. When I describe how great teachers establish 
high expectations, treat every person with respect, and make 
it cool to care, some teachers may feel uncomfortable. But it 
warms my heart to hear the best teachers say, “I knew that was 
right! I knew that was right!”

People sometimes comment that some characteristics of 
great teachers resemble those of great principals. My response 
is always the same: “I hope so!” Outstanding teachers have the 
potential to become outstanding building leaders as well. We 
should hope that many of them make that transition at some 
point in their career.

Working with thousands of teachers at hundreds of schools 
gave me the opportunity to further explore what the best teach-
ers do that others do not. The differences are even more dra-
matic than I initially thought, and this edition addresses three 
additional areas.

Great teachers continually focus on students first. Though 
many people pay lip service to this concept when it is conve-
nient, the best people practice it when it is not. We know that 
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schools should be first for the students, then for the adults—
and the best teachers model this every day.

In addition, outstanding teachers can see things from their 
students’ point of view. They have a rare ability to put them-
selves into the position of each student they interact with, and 
they know how they come across to others.

I discovered the third area almost by accident. It is so simple 
to say, yet so difficult to do: When great teachers say something, 
they mean it. They choose when and how to address a situation 
to achieve the effect they want.

Throughout the book, I highlight the contrast between 
great teachers and poor teachers. In reality, most teachers rank 
somewhere in between, and most are working to improve. In 
presenting this second edition of What Great Teachers Do Differ-
ently, I salute the teachers who aspire to greatness.
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