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Just as you wouldn’t rely on the advice of an amateur baseball player to tell 
you how to prepare players to make it to the World Series, you can’t expect 
anyone other than effective teachers to help you develop a program to 
produce other effective teachers. There are currently an abundance of 
effective teachers in classrooms across the country, and we need to listen to 
them. Many institutions have listened to them and have created guidelines 
based on their input. People—both professionally and in their personal 
lives—need guidelines to help them figure out what they should be doing. 
InTASC has effectively come up with ten standards for teachers that should 
be lauded as guidelines—to the point that I would expect to walk into every 
classroom in the country and see those standards posted on the wall. When I 
was in elementary school, every classroom had the ABCs and the numbers 
posted around the room. I learned my ABCs and my numbers this way, and 
teachers might benefit from that very same technique.  

We’re going to share some visions from the classroom of the standards at 
work, divided into their four main areas: The Learner and Learning; 
Content Knowledge; Instructional Practice; and Professional Responsibility.  

The Learner and Learning  

Teaching begins with the learner. To ensure that each student learns new 
knowledge and skills, teachers must understand that learning and 
developmental patterns vary among individuals, that learners bring unique 
individual differences to the learning process, and that learners need 
supportive and safe learning environments to thrive. Effective teachers have 
high expectations for each and every learner, and thus implement 
developmentally appropriate and challenging learning experiences within a 
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variety of learning environments that help all learners meet high standards 
and reach their full potential. Teachers do this by combining a base of 
professional knowledge, including an understanding of how cognitive, 
linguistic, social, emotional, and physical development occurs, with the 
recognition that learners are individuals who bring differing personal and 
family backgrounds, skills, abilities, perspectives, talents, and interests to the 
discussion. Teachers collaborate with learners, colleagues, school leaders, 
families, members of the learners’ communities, and community 
organizations to better understand their students and maximize their 
learning. Teachers promote learners’ acceptance of responsibility for their 
own learning and collaborate with them to ensure the effective design and 
implementation of both self-directed and collaborative learning.  

Standard 1: Learner Development. When we talk about learner development, I 
think about the three Rs—not reading, writing, or ’rithmetic, but rigor, 
relevance, and relationships. When we develop a good relationship with our 
students, we can get them to do anything. On my first day of teaching high 
school, my principal told me that for those first few days of school, he did 
not want me to cover any academics. According to him, those first days 
were about developing relationships with my students. I was surprised, for 
this school was highly focused on academics and we only had so many days 
to cover the content, and so I asked him what he meant by that statement. 
And his response was along the lines of, “If we really knew our students—
knew their hearts and where they were coming from—we could motivate 
them and move them much further along.” So all of the faculty spent those 
first three days really getting to know our students well, and letting them get 
to know us as teachers. During those days in my classroom we worked on 
setting up student and teacher commitments, figuring out what they needed 
from me to be successful in the classroom, and what I expected from them. 
After working on the list of commitments, we posted them up in the 
classroom. These weren’t my classroom rules; they were our classroom 
expectations and commitments, and we lived by them in our classroom.  

Standard 2: Learning Differences. Just as teachers have different approaches to 
how they share information in a classroom, our students have learning 
differences. During the first week of school, when I’m getting to know my 
students and they’re getting to know me, I do a True Colors Personality 
Test, which helps them realize what their personality for learning is, what 
my personality is, what their friends’ personalities might be. Not everybody 
learns the same way, and trying to determine how they learn is an important 
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goal for teachers. Students are not going to come to teachers and tell them 
what they need to learn. Students go to school so that when they are out of 
school and have to learn something new, they’ll know how to do it because 
they’ve learned how to learn. For some of them, picking up a book and 
reading it is all it takes. Others need to be told directions or be shown how to 
do something in order to learn. It is the teacher’s job to figure out these 
differences and teach to them.  

Standard 3: Learning Environments. In my classroom, I started out as a 
traditional teacher, with nice rows of desks and my students working 
quietly. Eventually I moved to where my students worked at tables together, 
supplied with stacks of scratch paper so they could work their math 
problems without having to stop. They are so powerful when they work 
together. When one comes up with a thought and another one builds on it, 
they can really come up with some great solutions. One of the areas related 
to learning environment is talking to students and really listening to what 
they have to say. Students are extremely busy, especially at the high school 
level. They need to take the time to stop, think and reflect about what is 
going on in the classroom and how it can apply to their work. One of the 
things we implemented was what we call Plus Time, which involved 
stopping instruction once a week, as an opportunity for students who had 
been absent to catch up on material; as a chance for students who had 
struggled on a previous test to go back and take another look at those 
problems, to figure out where the mistakes were and relearn that material; or 
as an opportunity for students who were caught up to be further challenged 
in order to expand their knowledge, not necessarily vertically but 
horizontally. These were also the students that I would use to help teach 
some of the material. At first my students were skeptical, but by the end of 
the year they were asking for Plus Time. I really learned to listen to my 
students and talk about where we were with material, and sometimes it was 
very planned and very intentional, such as after a huge assessment, and 
other times it was very spur of the moment—let’s stop right here and 
regroup. I also allowed my students to work the odd problems in the back of 
the book, the ones with the answers, because it’s not about the answer—it’s 
about the process of getting to the answer. By seeing the answer, they’re able 
to tell if they worked the problem in the right way. When they didn’t get the 
right answer, they knew they needed to go back and take another look. They 
could work as a team and help one another. This is all part of creating safe 
learning environments for our students. 
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Content Knowledge 

Teachers must have a deep and flexible understanding of their content areas 
and be able to draw on content knowledge as they work with learners to 
access information, apply knowledge in real-world settings, and address 
meaningful issues to ensure learner mastery of the content. Today’s teachers 
make content knowledge accessible to learners by using multiple means of 
communication, including digital media and information technology. They 
integrate cross-disciplinary skills (e.g., critical thinking, problem solving, 
creativity, and communication) to help learners use content to propose solu-
tions, forge new understandings, solve problems, and imagine possibilities. 
Finally, teachers make content knowledge relevant to learners by connecting 
it to local, state, national, and global issues. We’ve done studies that show 
that students of a teacher who is certified and educated in a certain area 
have a greater chance of passing a state assessment in that particular area. 
The data actually showed that for those teachers who were not specialized in 
the area, only 20 percent of students passed, compared to an 80 percent pass 
rate of students of specialized teachers.  

Standard 4: Content Knowledge. In addition to teaching chemistry and 
engineering, I also go around the country from time to time and put on 
modules to show other teachers how to implement lesson plans or activities 
within their classroom that will help reinforce certain concepts. A lot of the 
ones I’ve done were for elementary and middle school teachers who did not 
believe they had the strength to teach an engineering or a science concept. If 
they are not comfortable with the material themselves, it’s not going to be 
presented in the classroom with a lot of strength, plain and simple. This 
makes it a lot more difficult when schools of engineering are sending me 
letters asking how many students I can promise them this year. Where 
engineering used to be selective, we now need to prepare a larger pool, but 
for that to happen, the teachers instructing them have to be competent in 
their field.  

Standard 5: Application of Content. When I think of this particular standard, I 
think about riding a bicycle. With our content we can talk about the parts of 
the bicycle and the steps involved in riding that bicycle, but until we give 
students the opportunity to get on that bicycle and try to learn to ride, we are 
not making the connections for them. When a student gets on that bicycle, 
we can tweak our instruction a little bit, adjust how he or she needs to 
practice, but once that student learns to ride, he or she is set for life. We 
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really need to consider this standard as the key piece in connecting our 
content to the real world and giving our students the opportunity to make 
those connections for a lifetime. In my classroom, I always try to connect 
what I’m teaching to material relevant to the students. For example, speed 
versus gas mileage is important to high school students, as is speed versus 
stopping distance. We actually used this example in a problem to figure out 
if a driver who had an accident was speeding, based on the skid mark, and 
students were intrigued to see formulas come to life. We also looked at 
fashion design, in terms of how the quadratic formula is used when 
designing different patterns, as well as the relationship of fat grams to 
calories. Another problem centered on how much weight a hotel balcony 
could hold. And so the students got to explore the question of whether or 
not hotel balconies are really safe using exponential functions. These were 
some problems that my students could really relate to, which helped them 
connect the content to their world.  

Instructional Practice  

Effective instructional practice requires that teachers understand and 
integrate assessment, planning, and instructional strategies in coordinated 
and engaging ways. Beginning with their end or goal, teachers first identify 
student learning objectives and content standards and align assessments to 
those objectives. Teachers understand how to design, implement, and 
interpret results from a range of formative and summative assessments. This 
knowledge is integrated into instructional practice so that teachers have 
access to information that can be used to provide immediate feedback to 
reinforce student learning and to modify instruction. Planning focuses on 
using a variety of appropriate and targeted instructional strategies to address 
diverse ways of learning, to incorporate new technologies to maximize and 
individualize learning, and to allow learners to take charge of their own 
learning and do it in creative ways.  

Standard 6: Assessment. In this grouping we put assessment first, because it’s 
important to remember that we’ve got to begin while keeping that end in 
mind. We’ve heard the word “assessment” before, and sometimes we forget 
exactly what it means. In my chemistry class, I’m going to evaluate students 
based on whether they know the terminology that I’m introducing to them, 
whether they can calculate the different values that I want them to measure, 
and whether they can design an experiment that is going to demonstrate the 
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characteristics that I lay out for them, and yet at the end of the year, they are 
evaluated on a multiple-choice test that reflects very little of what I was 
asked to teach them. We are beginning to train students in what they can do 
in addition to what they know. Thus, it only makes sense that we evaluate 
them on what they can do. When I did my application for the National 
Board, they didn’t just want evidence of what I did; they wanted a video of 
me doing it. Some of my students can show great results in the classroom 
yet not do so well on that multiple-choice test. We need to make sure that 
teachers and those at the district and other levels not only understand that 
students learn differently and are going to express what they learn 
differently, but understand that because we have been training these students 
to do something, they should be evaluated in the same manner.  

Standard 7: Planning for Instruction. This is probably the area that has changed 
the most for me as a teacher. At the beginning, we taught, we hoped our 
students got it, and we moved on. Now we’re really being challenged to stop 
and think about what we teach, to make sure that we are assessing our 
students on those things, and to have a plan for what we are going to do for 
those students who are not achieving. In the course of thinking about how 
we test our students, I realized that we should be testing them when they are 
actually ready for the test, not on some arbitrarily set date. One of the things 
I implemented in my classroom was a test before the test, meaning that 
students had to pass a pretest before they could take the actual test. What 
this really did was allow me to see if they had the basic knowledge necessary 
to be successful on the test, which would be considerably more application 
based. Those who passed the pretest could go ahead and take the test; those 
who didn’t had the opportunity to go back and relearn the material. What 
this forced my students to do was to ask the right questions. No longer was 
it, “I can’t do this”; it was now, “I’m really struggling with knowing how to 
set up the problem,” or “I know how to set it up and solve it, but I’m not 
really sure what the answer means.” And so whether it was me working 
with them, them working in a small group, or a student teacher working 
with them, it really began to transform what was going on in my classroom 
in terms of the material. The students knew that failure was not an option; 
they weren’t going to take the test unless they had mastered the skills needed 
for the test. The purpose of testing is not to catch students off guard; it’s 
about making sure they learn the material, whether that is today, tomorrow, 
or next week. This practice not only helped students feel safe in my 
classroom but also gave them the opportunity to really know where they 
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were in terms of the content and what kind of help they needed. Not 
everybody needs the same help or the same amount of time. 

Standard 8: Instructional Strategies. In the same way that learning differences 
must be acknowledged in the classroom, there are times when teachers must 
take a different route into planning how to get students to understand the 
material they are trying to get across. Plus, there are going to be some 
changes in tomorrow’s classroom, as there have been over the last decade or 
so, and the instructional strategies teachers choose must also be able to work 
with those changes. If as teachers we are looking at how students perform, 
what students understand, what they can do, then we can shape our 
strategies to fit the results that we want. Everybody seems to know the 
saying attributed to Albert Einstein about the definition of “insanity”—
doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result. If your 
instructional strategies have not changed and you have not been getting the 
results you wish, why continue them? Being open to change allows us the 
opportunity to look across the hall, the nation, the world, at what someone 
else is doing in his or her approach to teaching the same component, and 
maybe that might be an approach that would fit what you are doing. This is 
not about the instructor; it’s about the students. My students are fully aware 
that if someone asks, “When is the test going to be?” my likely answer will 
be, “I have no idea. When I believe you are showing that you understand 
the material, we will evaluate it.” It’s not about me covering the material; 
it’s about them actually learning the information.  

In my classroom, I decided to rework how I was grading and give two 
grades: an academic grade and a non-academic grade. The academic grade 
was based on students’ work in class, how they performed on homework 
quizzes, on assessments, on any class projects or learning centers. The non-
academic grade was a rubric-based grade given at mid-term, so students 
could see where they were and what changes they would need to make in 
terms of getting the result they wanted. What I looked at for that non-
academic grade was homework, attendance, and effort. The effort wasn’t a 
grade that I assigned but one that the students assigned. This was a 
continuous discussion point in the classroom. Students are very truthful; 
they know if they’ve given you 100% effort or 50% effort. I’d always 
encourage them by asking certain questions: Is this where you want to be? 
What is your goal in this class? What changes do you need to make to get to 
where you need to be? Whenever I saw that grade slipping, I could just ask 
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those questions, and it would reframe the students, re-inspire them to do the 
work that was needed for them to be successful in the classroom.  

Professional Responsibility 

Creating and supporting safe, productive learning environments that result 
in learners achieving at the highest levels is a teacher’s primary responsi-
bility. To do this well, teachers must engage in meaningful and intensive 
professional learning and self-renewal by regularly examining practice 
through ongoing study, self-reflection, and collaboration. A cycle of 
continuous self-improvement can be enhanced through leadership, collegial 
support, and collaboration. Active engagement in professional learning and 
collaboration results in the discovery and implementation of better practice 
for the purpose of improved teaching and learning. Teachers also contribute 
to improving instructional practices that meet learners’ needs and 
accomplish their school’s mission and goals. Teachers benefit from and 
participate in collaboration with learners, families, colleagues, other school 
professionals, and community members. Teachers demonstrate leadership 
by modeling ethical behavior, contributing to positive changes in practice, 
and advancing their profession. 

One of the most important things teachers can do is realize that they have 
power beyond their own classroom. There is opportunity for instructors to 
spend some time during their summers doing a little research in their fields 
to keep themselves apprised of what is going on, as things tend to change 
over the years. By doing so, they are simply retooling themselves for the 
classroom. Though teachers may have perfected their teaching skills during 
their ten years spent in the classroom, that’s also ten years that they’ve been 
out of the learning classroom. If they’ve been teaching the very same thing 
for all those years, at least in science and technology, things have moved on 
so much that their students will leave their classroom ten years in arrears.  

Standard 9: Professional Learning and Ethical Practice. This gets to the heart of 
what really good teachers do to be great teachers: job-embedded training, in 
terms of seeing great teachers in action and adapting it to their classroom. I 
was working with a group of teachers who felt they had a strong set of 
standards-based instruction, and I just wanted to challenge their thought 
process on that. I gathered them up, and we went across town to another 
school, where we observed what was going on in those classrooms. These 
teachers were amazed at what they saw, and we had an amazing debrief 
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following that observation on ways to incorporate these new ideas into their 
own classrooms. One thing that struck them was seeing students working in 
groups rather than desks lined up in rows. You don’t often see that at the 
high school level, but they were amazed at the power of the students talking 
and helping each other. This realization was only possible because I sent 
them to a working classroom, where they could see actual practices in 
action. I also set up some very strong professional learning communities. At 
first the teachers were apprehensive; we met every Thursday at 9:00 a.m., 
and for the first semester, I had to walk down the hall every Thursday at 
8:55, reminding them about the meeting, but by the second semester, if I 
was even a minute late, I wouldn’t hear the end of it. They had learned the 
power of working together as a team. At one point I even gave them the 
option of meeting every other week, but they would not hear of it. During 
these meetings they were talking about content, best practices, and using the 
student data to ensure that every student had an effective teacher in the 
classroom. 

Standard 10: Leadership and Collaboration. We realize that, as educators, we 
cannot do it alone. There are advances and improvements being made in our 
field—and others—that can allow us to help our own students. Outside of 
the students themselves and their families, we have our own colleagues—
talented, insightful individuals who can help if we work together. I had an 
assistant principal recently question me about my practice of seating my 
students based on how they perform from test to test. When he protested, I 
explained my reasoning, which on the surface could appear hurtful to the 
lesser performing students, but I regularly explain that students’ grades are 
based more on test results, and that students in the back row could actually 
be getting a higher overall grade than students in the front row. In addition, 
when a student who has been in the middle moves to the front, they are 
rewarded by their classmates’ congratulatory remarks. What the students—
and the assistant principal—didn’t realize is that from time to time, that 
opportunity to reseat everybody allows me to break up the groups that are 
idle and not paying attention, and to sit people who need help next to others 
who are doing well. Unknown to them, I’m constantly manipulating their 
environment to see where they can learn best, and I will continue to do so—
not so much because I think those who score the best should sit up front and 
those who don’t should sit in the back but simply because as a teacher—and 
I actually got this from another teacher, so this is a good example of 
collaboration—I’m constantly looking for the best way to effectively 
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challenge and instruct my students. Just as what happens at the district level, 
the state level, and the national level, leadership is constantly changing and 
manipulating situations for the best effect. Perhaps there is some kind of 
secret formula that would allow our students to do excellent work, but one 
thing is clear: leadership and collaboration must occur, not just among 
teachers and professionals at colleges and universities, but also among 
teachers and students’ families, colleagues, and the community.  

We need to remember what this work is really about. It’s about our students 
and ensuring their success in every classroom. Parents send us the best 
children they have, and it’s our obligation to make sure that they have 
effective teachers to prepare them for the future. They are counting on us. 


