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Somewhere nestled between old-world, academic, objectivity and radical, opinionated, subjectivity lays the definition of great teaching. This definition is as expansive as the field of education itself and cannot be confined to the limits of one rubric. Maybe a definition doesn’t lie there anyway, maybe it’s just a list of criteria or pictures of great teachers past and present. Whatever is present at this crucial intersection is vast in its measure and broad in its scope. Great teaching is fiery, passionate, and eccentric. It’s also calm, subdued, and sometimes silent. Examples of great teaching are seen at the highest possible levels of education, in medical school, apprenticeships, congressional aides, and Supreme Court law clerks. It’s also seen in 4-year-olds learning to sing the alphabet. To limit ourselves to one definition of great teaching is like trying to describe the perfect novel; there will be some commonalities between personal preferences, but to point to one novel and proclaim its solitary perfection would be both unfair to the masses who prefer other books and to the novel itself for implying that perfection had been attained and all efforts to improve may now cease. Instead of a definition then, we place criteria and acknowledge that these criteria may be fulfilled using a multitude of methods, incorporating experience, research, and personal style, just to name a few. I would like reflect on a few teachers that I have had the experience to either work with or learn under and attempt to extract their greatness in an effort to generate this list of criteria needed for great teaching.


Kathy Mirakovits was my advanced placement physics teacher during my junior year of high school. As a matter of fact, she was my best friend’s mother. I had taken advanced placement science classes for the duration of my high school career and had always done fine. I had no illusions of ever being a scientist, but my friends were in these classes and that environment of achievement was all I had known, so I enrolled for her class. The course was designed as an introductory college course, the toughest offered at my high school, and we were the first group of students to test it out. Mrs. Mirakovits, Kathy as I know her now, was previously only known to me by her son, Aaron, who was one of my best friends. She had always been very pleasant and gave an aura of intelligence and joy anytime I saw her. Her great teaching stems from three important criteria; subject knowledge, adaptability, and passion, for not only the subject, but more importantly, the learning process. The first is a common trait among almost all teachers and does not necessarily delineate greatness. In her, the knowledge went hand in hand with the passion and the process. It was evident, even to a naïve 17-year-old, that her passion for her subject fueled her knowledge and pushed her to continue learning. She would tell us about articles she had been reading or conferences she had attended as if we had the same enthusiasm as she in this acquisition of new knowledge and experiences. She even went into detail about a conference she had missed a week of school for, in which she had to play forensic detective on a field of rotting swine carcasses, determining causes and times of death. She spared as many of the details as she could, but at times her youthful exuberance would get the best of her and she would recreate the scene, in detail worthy of any great orator, and watch as we squirmed about the classroom. Her second criteria is one of the most underrated and ignored indicators of greatness; adaptability. Being the first year a class is offered, things are bound to go wrong, or at least not as planned. AP Physics was no exception. Lessons would go on tangents, not work, need daily modifying, and it never got Mrs. Mirakovits down. In fact, I think she enjoyed it. It pushed her, both as a student and teacher, to conquer new territory. She would frequently come back to us with new ways of learning the material we had faltered on the previous day. She was patient, yet quietly demanding of the standards kept in her room. She would never publicly show frustration at our mistakes or our inability to break through some knowledge barrier. She constantly adapted to our needs and to the needs of the classroom environment. Her third criteria may be the most important. As a student in her class, I thought that every new lesson was her favorite. I thought this because that is the way she taught and communicated the material. As I stated earlier, I had no premonitions of ever continuing my career in science, but for one hour a day, I was amazed that someone could love a subject so much and I wanted to share that love (as a side note, my desire to love physics did not always manifest itself in a good grade). There was never a concern of boredom in Mrs. Mirakovits’ class because even if you didn’t enjoy the material, you loved watching her explain it. She was infectious and entertaining. She disguised the insurmountable mountain of physics as a fun hike in the woods that we were all going to take together. Her passion extended not just to the material, but to the educational process. The class was not aimed at getting the best grades on all of the tests, but rather truly understanding the material and appreciating the knowledge within the subject. Combining her knowledge, adaptability, and passion makes Mrs. Mirakovits a great teacher.


The year before I had Mrs. Mirakovits, I had Marshall Rutz for US History. Mr. Rutz, physically, was the polar opposite of Mrs. Mirakovits. She was short. He stood around 6’3” and weighed in somewhere in the neighborhood of 240 lbs, all of which was muscle. In contrast to Mrs. Mirakovits, he was incredibly subtle and subdued in his delivery. Mr. Rutz’s criteria for greatness were passion and eccentricity. My very first memory of Mr. Rutz’s class is the reading of the classroom rules. There were only ten and, in fact, I only remember two of them. I remember distinctly that one rule stated, “Do not smoke marijuana in my class (marijuana was always pronounced ‘Mary.-G- Wanna’). If you wish to engage in such behavior, please do so at home with your parents.” Imagine the reaction that this rule had on a group of adolescent boys. The other rule had to do with the life-sized cardboard cutout of John Wayne that sat next to the door and greeted every student as they entered. The rule stated that no student shall disrespect each other or the teacher, but most importantly, “nobody shall disrespect The Duke”. We all laughed as we read the rule together out loud. What we didn’t realize is that Mr. Rutz was dead serious. He would frequently engage the cardboard cutout in a conversation on whatever we were learning that day and would sometimes even ask it questions, which of course The Duke responded to. As a young high school student, his oddities and idiosyncrasies made him the most engaging person I had ever met. I looked forward to second hour all year because he was more than a subject, he was interesting as a person. The way he delivered the material was unique to anything I had seen thus far. He spoke very quietly and deliberately as if he were divulging us in private trade secrets that we were not to tell anyone else, under penalty of death. Even the squirreliest of students sat still in his class and waited for the next sentence to come out of his mouth. His eccentricities and passion makes Marshall Rutz a great teacher.


The last teacher I would like to examine is Celeste Harris, my 7th grade English teacher. The criteria for her greatness are caring and passion. Ms. Harris was a motherly figure. This is not to say that she was old, she wasn’t. Ms. Harris was filled with a youthful enthusiasm for middle schoolers, the most awkward of ages to teach. She enjoyed her job every single day and let us know as much. Entering the classroom was always a welcoming experience because you knew that you would be greeted with a smile and a “good morning”. Her caring was evident in everything she did, including her classroom management skills. If a student had a discipline issue, Ms. Harris did not hesitate, but made sure that the student knew the cause for the punishment and that the punishment did not mean she disliked him/her, but rather the opposite. She always made sure that her students knew that everything she did in the classroom was a direct reflection of her desire to see us succeed, whether that was praising our efforts or assigning us a detention. This atmosphere brings about another noticeable element in great teaching that falls under her caring; her ability to set a standard and stick to it, even with adolescents. Ms. Harris expected us to succeed and she never relinquished that standard. She pushed us to be outstanding and worked to eliminate any hindrances on our path. Some of these hindrances were created by us and some were not, but regardless, she worked with us to overcome these obstacles and attain success. Ms. Harris was a great teacher due to her caring and passion.


These three teachers all incorporated elements of greatness into their teaching and into their classroom environment. Many of the criteria they displayed are shared with teachers all over the globe. To compare the three of them to each other, they all displayed passion, although in different ways, to both their subject and to their classroom. They all displayed an enthusiasm, whether that be through the learning process or through eccentricities in their delivery and classroom environment, and they combined elements to let their students know both their expectations and their level of caring and dedication. Though their methods and subject matter may be different, these three teachers have one thing in common; their teaching was a direct extension of who they were as people. Only great people can be great teachers. Palmer (1998) states “good teaching cannot be reduced to technique; good teaching comes from the identity and integrity of the teacher” (p. 10). The greatest teachers that I have worked with or learned under brought more than just knowledge of the subject matter to the classroom, they brought themselves. This identity manifests itself in different way with different teachers. Mrs. Mirakovits brought it in her sharing of excitement at new experiences. Mr. Rutz brought it through the inclusion of The Duke into the daily classroom routine. Ms. Harris brought her identity into the classroom with smiles, “good mornings”, and ceaseless standards and expectations. In all three examples, I felt like I was being exposed to who these teachers were as people. I was learning about them as they were teaching me. I never thought that they were being dishonest and as a result, I was willing to work hard for them so as not to fall short of their expectations of me. Students of all ages can smell dishonesty from a mile away. They can sense when a teacher says something they don’t fully believe in or when a teacher lies to them. This dishonesty breaks the relationship between teacher and student and burns more bridges than it builds. Education is a two-way street, with the teacher often learning more about themselves and their students than the reverse. Palmer (1998) goes on to say “Good teaching is an act of hospitality toward the young, and hospitality is always an act that benefits the host even more than the guest” (p. 50). Great teachers acknowledge this ongoing process and allow for this connection to be at the forefront of their classroom environment. They realize that no matter how long they have been teaching, there will always be more to learn, whether that be information related to their subject discipline, or how to better handle a 16-year old who has just had their heart broken but still needs to be able to focus and pass the test in two days. The educational process is just that, a process. We begin learning even before we enter the world, but instead of an end point, learning gives us an infinite continuum. Those that embrace the idea of this continuum find success and are able to achieve greatness. Those that believe the teacher’s sole responsibility is to communicate a set of facts to a class of amateurish students, however, can never find that level of success. Palmer (1998) describes this relationship as having “baffles” between the “expert” and the “amateurs”. He states that the “baffles” “allow objective knowledge to flow [to the amateurs] while preventing subjectivity from flowing back [to the expert]” (p. 101). This two-way street can be perfectly illustrated in observing young teachers. Throughout my experience, I have had the opportunity to serve as a mentor teacher to teacher education students at various levels in their progression toward becoming a licensed teacher. In these prospective teachers, I have found that the largest factor in their ability to successfully connect with their class is their willingness to put their ego aside and acknowledge that they are learning as well. I have observed young teachers who believe they have all the answers yet don’t have a relationship with their students. When trying to introduce new material or teach old material in a different manner, they find opposition. I do not exclude myself from these naïve mistakes as I made them in my first years as well. The great teacher, though, learns from these opportunities and constantly refines the manner in which the educational process is treated.


Some of this arrogance can be attributed to the way in which teacher education and teacher development is handled. As an undergraduate student at Michigan State University, I was taught the “ins and outs” of music education as part of my degree program. I took classes that taught me to play and to teach the various instruments of the band as well as voice and strings. I took classes in the history of music education as well as the history of music from the beginning of time to the present. As I look back on my college experience, I know that I was filled with enough knowledge to teach a room full of students who all desired to be there and are ready to learn, but any teacher will tell you that this is the utopian classroom. The reality is that not all students desire to be in your classroom and some of them have no desire to attempt to learn or succeed in school. The true measure of great teacher is the ability to reach out to the marginalized students; those that feel ignored or pushed to the side. As a student teacher in a class B band program, I thought that the level of my success would be determined on the amount of my students that desired to make their instrument an active part of their life after high school. I thought that one of my goals should be to produce as many music majors as possible, thereby creating this little armada of like minded music students that I had, in my vast and expert knowledge, so graciously exposed to the world of music. Seeing this trait in me, my mentor teacher told me the following two pieces of advice on the way to sixth grade band one day. First, our goal as music educators is not to produce more music educators. If our students have the drive to pursue music, they are going to do that whether we help them or not. Our goal is to give our students the ability to be a part of something special for as long as they are in our classroom. For some, that may be achieving great things on their selected instrument. For others though, that may simply be that they worked harder at their clarinet than anything else they had ever done, and we noticed it and made sure they felt good about it.  This then led into the second piece of advice and is the greatest piece of advice I have ever been given as a teacher. Walking down the sidewalk, my mentor turned to me and said, “Your students may not remember a single thing you teach them, but they will remember every moment of how you made them feel.” This was the first time that I had ever heard any advice that seemed to put the subject matter on the back burner. I admit, at first, I simply nodded in agreement because that seemed the polite thing to do. It wasn’t until I had completed my first year of teaching that I understood the vast importance of that statement. Our children come to us from wide ranging backgrounds, some great and some horrible. Perhaps the only thing they have in common is our classroom. It is our job, as teachers, to make sure that this connective material, between both teachers and students, is valued above all else and that the relationships between all those invested in the educational process serve to enhance the success of our students. Without the students, the learning process is broken, yet the large majority of teacher education time is spent talking about material or researching the newest methodologies and not about building relationships. 


This is even more relevant with the way our society is changing and the pace at which our students are growing up. In the age of the internet, text messaging, cell phones, and ipods, our students are exposed to more media than ever before. When I was growing up, in the early 1990s, there were certain words that could not be said on TV or radio and certain subjects that were taboo for discussion. It seems now that most of these words and subjects are the norm. Our students are exposed to more violence, more adult language, and more adult topics at far earlier ages than even ten years ago. It has gotten to the point where my district is considering starting reproductive health as early as fourth grade. With these changes and the pace that the world moves, it is even more imperative that the relationship between student and teacher be the basis for the educational process. Our teacher education students, no matter where they are in the progression of their degree program, need to be in constant discussion and learning in the area of relationship building. It seems ridiculous that in a profession that is based on the ability to successfully communicate, we are not given classes tailored to our clientele or based in the need for better communication skills. The idea of great teaching will have to modify itself throughout the coming years in order to stay current with what’s new, both in the field of education, and in the everyday lives of our students. 


Another factor severely hampering teachers is the focus on standardized test scores. Usually not an indicator of great teaching, standardized test scores have become the sole focus of many schools. As Sweetland (2008) states “it’s imperative that the players in the teacher-quality arena don’t take the politically expedient but educationally dangerous shortcut of equating good teaching with high student test scores” (p. 29). The emphasis on one supreme test is unfair to both the teachers responsible for teaching that material and to the teachers who don’t teach a tested course. On one hand, standardized tests lay out certain material that must be covered by an appointed time and expect all schools to fit into one mold. These tests do not take into account differing school schedules or differing learning environments as a result of community diversity. A co-worker of mine, frustrated by the emphasis on the system of standardized tests, has gone so far as to admit that some of the material on the test will simply not get covered in his class. This particular class is only one semester long and he has stated on several occasions that he feels tied down and uncreative with his lack of freedom to veer from the traditional way of learning the material. In an article relating to leadership in schools, Miller (2009) acknowledges that “the most effective teachers often are those who dare to deviate from conventional practices” (p. 11). This positive deviation should be welcomed in schools as risk taking has been a crucial part of the educational process for many years now. Standardized tests, combined with increased high school graduation requirements in the state of Michigan, handcuff many of our most creative teachers and do not allow room for extra units that may be supplemental or experimental.


Perhaps the greatest factor blocking advancement in teaching is the teachers themselves. Whether we admit it or not, teachers have egos and they have pride and neither of those elements is easily swallowed. As a result of this ego, teachers can be slow to change or stubborn in their policies. In my small school district alone, I have witnessed bitter disputes regarding the instruction of the same subject to the same group of students. Teachers are protective of their classroom environment and do not like being told that the way they do it is the wrong way or needs amending. In addition, this ego can get in the way of many teachers working together to create better curricula or more affective assessment techniques. In my student teaching experience I had the opportunity to watch two teachers who were both willing to set aside all manners of personal ego to combine efforts in a mission to further the knowledge of their students. After seeing this harmony, I had assumed that all districts were this way and that all teachers worked together. This naiveté was quickly proven wrong within my first year of teaching as I saw segmented departments display blatant disregard for the teachers around them. 


This ego can also get in the way of effective teacher development. Schmoker (2006) expounds upon what Richard Elmore (2000) had termed the “buffer” to state that the barrier between the teacher’s classroom and the outside world has created a process in which change is discouraged. Schmoker (2006) states “This culture of privacy and non-interference is the best friend the status quo could ever ask for” (p. 14). Teachers who are afraid to be critiqued or work collaboratively with others display no effort to achieve greatness. Greatness can never be stagnant and must always move forward. As has been stated earlier, the pace at which society moves dictates that the definition of great teaching must continually adapt itself to the times. Schmoker (2006) goes on to say that “education must own up, collectively, to the gap between what we know and what we do, between ‘what we’ve always done; and what our clients need’” (p. 45). To achieve greatness, teachers must, as a community, decide to put the students needs first and the ego on the back burner. 


This research now adds to the criteria for great teaching. To passion, caring, eccentricity, adaptability, and knowledge, we can now add collaboration, honesty, integrity, and modesty. This all, once again, harkens back to Palmer’s (1998) philosophy that the great teachers are great because of who they are and not what they know. In a discussion with an administrator in my district, the issue of great teaching was brought up and I asked him what he looks for in great teachers. He replied that he did not believe that great teaching could be taught. He believed greatness was something a teacher was born with instead of something taught in a classroom. I asked him to elaborate on his point and he was not shy about doing so. He explained that he thought an average teacher could be taught to be good, potentially even very good, but would never be able to jump the hurdle and achieve greatness. Greatness was something innate to an individual. It has to do with the natural ability to stand in front of a group of individuals, whether they be kindergartners or doctoral students, and feel at home as you created an environment where knowledge reigned supreme. I delved deeper and asked if he thought that great teachers started out being great or if they started like everyone else and instead reached some mythical defining life moment which then propelled them into greatness. After a brief laugh, he stated that nobody starts out great and the great teachers, when asked, will always say that they are still improving, but that the genuine desire to improve, combined with the relationship skills to successfully manage students were his indicators of future greatness. After this discussion, I spent time debating his arguments in my head and I found that I agree with much of what he has to say. The greatest of teachers are usually the teachers without doctorates or huge plaques on the walls. They are not the teachers who are constantly publishing articles or lecturing at conferences. They are the teachers who stand idly by and allow their students to stand in the limelight. They are the teachers who realize that, though knowledge is at the heart of education, so are people, and if those people are not cared for, respected, and treated as equals, the learning process can hold no merit. They are the teachers, like Mr. Rutz, who are so odd that they appeal to their students as both teacher and person. They are the teachers, like Ms. Harris, who treat their students as if they were their own children, both in success and in discipline. They are the teachers, like Mrs. Mirakovits, who believe that the most amazing thing about education may be that you get to learn and explore new material every day! Great teachers are invigorating, enthralling, captivating, and compassionate people. Though they may manifest it differently, great teachers show all these things and place them at the forefront of who they are as people.

As a teacher of middle school and high school band students, my job is not to create the greatest band that my school has ever known, though this would be a great benefit. My job is not to create an army of “mini-me’s” who will go forward spreading my gospel of music education to the world. My job is not to bring music to the forefront of American culture. My job is to create better people. My job is to take the 12-year-olds I receive in sixth grade band and turn them into successful 13-year-olds in seventh grade band who will then turn into successful 14-year-olds in eighth grade band and so forth. Some of my students elect to be successful in arenas outside of band, in which case I still hope that they find success. My job is create young adults ready to join a society moving faster than they have ever known. My job is to empower a student to say, “I was part of something special”. Though they may never pick up a trombone again after leaving my class, my job is to give them a memory to look back on and an experience where they can confidently say “I achieved greatness”.
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