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What makes agreat teacher-one whose classroom is inspiring, exciting, 
imaginative-stand apart from the crowd? Over the past few years, researchers have 

been asking that very question, and what they've found may surprise you. 

BY ELIZABETH GREEN· COVER PHOTOGRAPH BY MELISSA GOLDEN • ILlUSTRATION BY ZOHAR LAZAR 

pen the door and walk 
in. Remain standing. Or maybe you should sit? 

This crowded rectangular room is yours. It 
has 26 chairs with attached desks, and a rowdy 
fifth grader to fill each seat. Your job is to make 
sure that, an hour from now, the students have 
grasped the concept of"rate": Ifa car is going 
55 miles per hour, how far will it have traveled 
after an hour, two hours, 30 minutes, 15? 

The lesson hums along, everything going 
relatively smoothly when, just as you ask the 
final question-about how far the car will go 
after 15 minutes-up pops the last hand you 
expect, from a boy named Richard. You know 

that the other volunteers can probably pro
duce a solid answer. But Richard is something 
ofa mystery. Earlier in the year he informed 
you that math is his "worse subject." Now he's 
volunteering to answer the most difficult 
question of the day-and you have no idea 
what he'll say. What do you do? 

Luckily, the person facing this question is 
not actually you. It's Magdalene Lampert, then 
a Michigan teacher whose techniques have 
been used to train educators across the U.S., 
and who inspired a PBS show, SqvAre One TV, 
aimed at teaching young kids math. When she 
called on Richard, he made the mistake she 
feared he would-answering, nonsensically, 
that the car would travel 18 miles in 15 min
utes--but she was able to turn a lapse into an 
opportunity. Instead ofimmediately declaring 
the answer incorrect, she pivoted, asking ifany
one agreed.The redirection granted Richard 
time to reconsider. And indeed, after a pause, 
he broke the silence with a change of heart. 

Alas, Richard's new answer was also incor
rect, 13.5 instead of13.75. But Lampert han
dled that slip masterfully, too. Calmly ignoring 
the students clamoring to tell Richard that he 
was wrong, she instead asked Richard why he 
changed his mind. He knew 18 couldn't be 

right, he explained, because doubling it doesn't 
get 27, the approximate distance they agreed a 
car would go ifit traveled for a halfhour. He 
noticed, in other words, that traveling double 
the distance but at the same rate should take 
twice as much time-a sophisticated observa
tion. Turning the class's attention to Richard's 
aha moment, Lampert transformed what could 
have been a demoralizing episode for a child 



into a chance for all 26 students to learn some
thing deeper about math. And she did it all in 
less than 15 minutes. 

What makes for great and nimble teachers 
like Magdalene Lampert? The Hollywood 
view is that they're born that way: Like 
Michelle Pfeiffer's ex-Marine in Dangerous 
Minds and Edward James Olmos's Jaime 
Escalante in Stand and Deliver, brilliant 

The most effective 
teachers, researchers 

have found, can be 
extroverts or introverts, 

humorous or serious, 
flexible or rigid. 

teachers transform their students through 
brute charisma. Bad teachers, conversely, are 
portrayed as either deliberately terrible (as 
with the Sue Sylvester character on Glee) or 
incapable ofbeing anything else (Ben Stein's 
nasal droner in Ferris Bueller's Day OJ]). We 
want to believe there are natural-born teach
ers, and that ifwe can identifY their common 
personality traits, we can build a better school 
system. It is the bedrock idea behind our pre
scription for improving education. We need to 
grant the great ones the freedom to channel 
their inner genius, and fire the laggards. 

The natural-born teacher, though, has prov
en to be a myth. Those studies looking for the 
personality traits ofgreat teachers? They don't 
pan out. Researchers have found that the most 
effective teachers can be extroverts--or they 
can just as easily be introverts. Some are hu
morous, but others are serious. Some are as 
flexible as rubber; others are as rigid as a ruler. 
It's not personality that makes a teacher great, 
but a specialized body ofknowledge that must 
be leamed-and that often goes against what 
comes naturally. Here are five examples, taken 
from the findings ofthe best education re
searchers, ofwhat great teachers do differently: 

1. They can right a wrong. 
In 1999, researcher Deborah Loewenberg 
Ball, now dean of the University ofMichigan's 
school ofeducation, and her colleagues 
created a simple math test-not for students, 
but for teachers. Instead of asking only for the 
right answers to math problems, the test also 
asked teachers to analyze the missteps ofstu
dents who had given wrong ones. 

Why, for example, would a third grader 
think that 307 minus 168 equals 261, when 
the answer is actually 139? In order to help 
correct this common error, teachers needed to 
know that students often take the difference 
between each pair ofnumbers, subtracting 7 
from 8 rather than 8 from 7, and so on. 

When Ball and her team gave the test to 
elementary school math teachers, they found 
those who scored highest also managed to 
help their students leam the most math. The 



best teachers even outscored math Ph.D's on 
the test. Mastering a subject was not the same 
as knowing how to teach it. The best teachers 
put themselves in their students' shoes-and 
grapple with how they arrived at the wrong 
answer in order to set them right. 
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2014 Teacher of the Year 


Sean McComb says invdlved 

parents are key in 


helping students succeed 


Sean McComb vividly remembers the moment 
a teacher changed his life forever. Raised by a 
single, alcoholic mother, McComb was 15 and a 
high school sophomore when he began spending 
long stretches after class at the school television 
station to escape a diHicult life at home. Working 
until8 or 9 p.m., he grew close to the station's 
charismatic faculty supervisor, Brian Reagan, a 
young teacher who ultimately became the adult 
role model McComb never had. "Mr. Reagan was 
so happy, so joyous," McComb recalls. "He made 
me feel valued, believed in, and capable. And I felt 
compelled to go do that for other kids. " 

Today, Mr: Reagan would be proud: Last April, 
McComb, 31, became one of the youngest teach
ers ever to be named the National Teacher of the 
Year. "I tell kids that I'm their teammate, and 
that they can make it," says the language arts 

2. They never say "Shhh!" 
For the past 10 years, Doug Lemov, author of 
Teach Like a Champion, has studied the most 
effective teachers to see what they have in 
conunon. What he discovered is that their 
success depends not on personality, but on a 

teacher from Patapsco High School 
and Center for the Arts, located in 
theworking class Baltimore suburb 
of Dundalk, Md. At Patapsco, Mc
Comb is beloved for his energetic 
teaching style and his selfless com
mitment to kids. In the past, he's 
given clothes, school supplies, and 
groceries to students who can't af
ford them. "Even after high school, 
I know he'll always be there to help 
me out, " says McComb's former 
pupil. Austin Brauer, 18. 

While a great educator can help 
put a child on the path to success, 
parents play an important role, too, 

says McComb. Here's his advice for cultivating 
positive relationships with your kids' teachers: 

BE PROACTIVE 
"Some of the best conversations I've had are 
where the parent starts out, 'I know my daugh
ter, and I know she's likely struggling here. 
What can we do about itT" he says. 

HELP THEM HELP YOUR CHILD 
'To have a parent come in and say, 'My child 
really responds to this, this doesn't work for 
them, and they're really interested in this' 
that's gold for a teacher," says McComb. 

STAY OPEN TO CONSTRUCTIVE CRITICISM 
"A conference where I have to defend every 
point taken off of an essay-that's not some
thing I look forward to," says McComb. "But if 
I can turn that conference into [showing] how 
we can work together, that's really powerful." 

STAY CONNECTED 
McComb recommends a free texting app called 
Remind that allows teachers to communicate 
with students and parents without having to 
know their pe,rsonal cell phone numbers, 
-Wendy Grossman Kantor 

consistent set oftechniques--ones that some
times defY most teachers' natural impulses. 

"Shhh!" is a common adult response to a 
group ofnoisy, off-task children. But the 
command suffers from what Lemov calls a 
"fundamental ambiguity." "Are you asking 
the kids not to talk, or are you asking the 
kids to talk more quietly?" he asks. 

The best teachers, Lemov found, eradicate 
ambiguity and respond to misbehavior with 
specificity, describing the desired behavior 
rather than the problem. "We're following 
along in our books," the teacher might say, 
gently reminding the distracted students to 
get back to work. 

3. They encourage deeper thinking. 
Typically, when international standardized 
tests come out, American students rank sur
prisingly low, scoring more poorly on math 
and reading than their counterparts in other ' 
developed countries like Singapore, Finland, 
and Japan. But how do kids in those nations 
manage to learn so much? 

In the 1990s, psychologist James Stigler 
began studying Japanese and American 
math classrooms, scrutinizing videotapes of 
lessons in each of the two countries. One of 
the biggest differences he found had to do 
with the kinds ofquestions that teachers 
asked. InJapan, the most common type was 
what Stigler called "explain how or why": 
How did you find the area of this triangle? 
Why is the area here 17? In the U.S., by 
contrast, the most common type was what 
Stigler called "name/identifY": What kind of 
triangles have we studied? What is the 
length ofthis shape? 

The nuanced difference in how the 
questions were framed influenced the partici
pation rate among the students. In American 
classrooms, students helped initiate the 
solution to a problem in 9 percent oflessons; 
in Japanese classrooms, the figure was 40 
percent. By asking questions that pushed 
students to think on their own,Japanese 
teachers taught them more, 
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4. They "cold 
call"-with 
purpose 
How do the best 
teachers ensure that 
students stay en
g.Jged? One effective 
technique that Lemov 
W1covered during his 
research reminded 
him less ofgrade 
school than ofthe 
stint he spent at Har
vard Business School. 
It's the dreaded "cold 
call," when a teacher 
asks a question of a 
student who hasn't 
raised her hanc!. 

The goal is to 
extract the maximum 
possible mileage from 
each question. By 
introducing the possi
bility that anyone can 
be asked to speak at 
any time, teachers 
decrease the chances 
their students will 
tune out. 

Some teachers 
even added variations 
to the technique. In
stead ofnaming the 
student destined to 
give an answer before 
stating the question 
("Sophie, tell me, why 
does 10 make sense 
here?"), a teacher 
might switch the 
pattern ("Why does 
10 make sense 
here . . . Sophie?"). 
The longer the pause 
between the question 
and the child's name, 

O SUPPORT YOUR LOCAL TEACHERI 
Staples and Katy Perry are teaming up to Make Roar Happen, a 

$1 million effort to support OonorsChoose.org, which funds classroom 
projects.Go to parade.com/makeroarhappen to learn how to donate 
and to enter for achance to win aguitar signed by Perry. 

5. They show more the more time every other 
than they tell. student spent formulating 
Great teachers might need an answer--and, therefore, 
to be mind readers, but thinking. 

• 

children should never 
have to be. To help 
students learn to complete 
tasks that require a lot of 
detailed thinking-under
standing a complicated 
novel, for example, or con
structing an argument
the most effective teachers 
practice what Stanford 
education professor Pam 

Grossman calls 
"modeling." 

To model the 
thinking that 
W1derlies complex 
literary tasks, 
teachers begin by 
analyzing what 
skilled readers or 
writers do. It is not 
enough, after all, 
simply to tell a 
student who can't 
understand a text to 
"read it again" or to 
ask a student whose 
essay is weak to 
"make it better." 
The teacher needs 
to be more specific, 
showing students 
what this kind of 
thinking looks like 
by illuminating the 
invisible mental 
steps that go into 
it. Grossman calls 
this "making your 
t:hjnking visible." 
By taking students 
though each men
tal leap, one at a 
time, teachers can 
help them see the 
exact processes 
they'll need to 
complete to be a 
better reader, write 
a better essay, or 
make a better 
argument. III 

Adaptedfrom Building 
a Better Teacher 
(WWNorton & Com
pany) by Elizabeth 
Green, out this month. 

http:OonorsChoose.org

