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The nature of teaching and the notion 
of improvement

Improving Professional Practice – What 
we might do and why
- Individual activity
- Collective activity

A Culture of Improvement – Collegial 
Professionalism





“Being a teacher is more than simply 
having an occupation, a job. Teaching is a 
way of life. Its essence is grounded in 
relationship with others and its basis in 
craft. It is also about learning - always a 
‘work in progress’; a potentially lifelong 
endeavour in which we continually 
reinvent ourselves as we learn more about 
what it is we ourselves are doing and who 
we – teachers and learners - are.”

A View of Teaching



The Nature of Teaching

RELATIONAL

CRAFT

MANAGEMENT



TEACHING AS RELATIONAL

– teaching is defined by the quality of our 
pedagogic relationships with students; this 
involves attitudes, values and beliefs.

- a caring profession: ‘we serve’

- classroom health

‘We remember and are remembered.’



The quality of classroom life is (itself) the 
most important matter, both for the long-
term health of humanity and the mental 
health of the language teacher [and 
language learners], and for the sake of 
encouraging people to be lifelong learners, 
rather than people resentful of having to 
spend years of their lives as ‘captive’ 
learners, and therefore put off learning for 
life. 

CLASSROOM HEALTH
(Allwright 2006:14/15)





Learning and teaching are not 
inherently linked. Much learning 
takes place without teaching, and 
indeed much teaching takes place 
without learning.

[Wenger 1998:266]

‘Teaching’ is always part of the learning 
context. 

[Claxton 1984: 219]





TEACHING AS A ‘CRAFT’

A rich combination of many 
routines, skills, and 
‘knowledges’ which enable 
practice. 





Professional Knowledge

1. People Knowledge What makes people ‘tick’?

2. Situational Knowledge Capacity to ‘read’ 
situations

3. Process Knowledge Decision-making; leadership; 
management of change

4. Self Knowledge
Self-awareness; understanding of 
own behaviour, values, attitudes, 
ways of thinking etc.

Personal Domains



1. Knowledge of 
educational practice

Concepts, values, 
principles, theories etc. 
which help to think about 
and interpret experience

Knowledge of 
alternatives in learning 
and teaching – ‘fitness 
for purpose’

2. Conceptual 
Knowledge

(After Eraut 1994)

Professional Knowledge

Technical Domains





Learning is the engine of practice; 
and practice is the history of that 
learning.

[Wenger 1998:96]

Teaching knowledge and skills are 
acquired through long experience –
TACITLY – from basic routines to 
intuitive performance. 



A multi-faceted and complex management
activity.

TEACHING AS CLASSROOM 
MANAGEMENT





Managing Classroom Life

Time

Space

Participation

Engagement



Forces in Classroom 
Management

ORDER OPPORTUNITY

CARE



Improving Professional Practice 
– What we might do and why

- Individual activity
- Collective activity



Professionalism

‘special’ 
knowledge

What is ‘a professional’?

makes 
judgements

‘service ethic’

commitment to 
communities 
and ‘clients’

TRUST

EXPERTISE

RELIABILITY

AUTONOMY



IMPROVING TEACHING

Enhancement or Deficit?
Education is sometimes called a tool and is thought of as a 
factory process. Much of it is perhaps so, and the raw material, 
the child, is caught and moulded into the desired product as 
with a machine.
But education implies growth and therefore life, and school-time 
should be a phase of life where the child begins to achieve 
freedom through experience. 

To try to compel growth, to infuse life from outside, that is the 
way to bind and destroy.

[Rabrindranath Tagore 1961: 83/4]

Human Capital – Human Capability [Sen 1997]



Awareness: ‘the eye altering alters all’ 
[William Blake – The Mental Traveller]



SOURCES OF 
INFORMATION 

FOR 
PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT

OUR LEARNING 
BIOGRAPHIES 
and 
PROFESSIONAL 
HISTORIES

OUR STUDENTS

OUR 
COLLEAGUES

‘THEORY’ 
(WHAT 
OTHERS HAVE 
WRITTEN)

After Brookfield (1995)



Improving Teaching – Going Solo

Reflection on our practice – thinking about 
our relationships with our students and the 
craft of teaching(the ‘essentials’)

‘Experiments’ – trying out new activities; 
adjusting aspects of our craft 

Initiating conversations with our learners 
about learning; inviting evaluations

Finding and making use of sources

Looking back over our own learning and 
teaching histories



Some Obstacles to Overcome

‘Resistance’ from students

Time and commitments – inside and outside school

Low levels of self-confidence

Unpredictability of classroom settings

Lack of support

Finding a starting point (‘readiness’)



Improving Teaching – Working with Colleagues

Sharing our classrooms – peer observation

Collaborative lesson planning and/or materials design

Team teaching

Informal and formal conversations

FEEDBACK ON 
TEACHING 

SHARED EXPERIENCE 
OF TEACHING



SOME OBSTACLES TO OVERCOME

‘Privatism’ – school cultures, organisation etc.

Cynicism, burnout, loss of sense of mission

Fear of change, or of rejection

External pressures and opposition

‘Life’





English Teachers’ Clubs (Nagpur, India)
[Padwad and Dixit 2015]

Impact on Teachers

Increased confidence and awareness

‘Low ability of students can never be a problem for me. 
Rather it is an interesting and challenging task.’

Enhancement of teaching skills

Improvement of spoken English and communication skills

More positive attitude to teaching

Less frustration and more job satisfaction



A Culture of Improvement 
– Collegial Professionalism



Trust

Talk

Common Frames of Reference

Care

Concern with Values, Attitudes and Beliefs

Adaptation: Developing and Changing

Mutual Support

Shared Experience

Openness

Features and Qualities 



A (…) very personal benefit of team training is 
that you really come to know and trust the 
people who you work closely with. Allowing 
others to scrutinise your every training move 
and, at any time, to respond to what they 
perceive implies high degrees of disclosure and 
vulnerability. Just as our structuring work can 
reveal what we really think or believe so will the 
joint training sessions expose any personal 
errors of judgment or lack of skill.  Indeed , 
this very openness creates a deep sense of 
trust and security with no need to vie for 
attention or recognition. 

(Pohl, Szesztay and Wright, 2015)




