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Chapter Nineteen

Habits of
the Excellent Teacher

KiAus IssLER

How do we best improve our teaching as we approach the twenty-
first century? To be sure, exciting educational resources will continue
to emerge from the overflow of our technological advances—there
will be no lack here. But will an exclusive focus on method or cur-
riculum innovation yield the most important learning dividends?
Scripture seems to direct our attention elsewhere, to foundational
issues relevant for teachers whether living in the first century or the
twenty-first century. “A student is not above his teacher; but every-
one who is fully trained will be like his teacher” (Luke 6:40). It is the
character of the teacher that will largely influence what kind of stu-
dent outcomes we can expect.

In Luke 6:39-49, Jesus warned his disciples not to follow the Phari-
sees, the blind who led their followers into a pit (v. 39). Instead, Jesus
inferred that if they learned of him, they would be like him when
they were fully trained. Then, in verse 45, our Lord pointed to the
inward source of outward conduct, “The good man brings good things
out of the good stored up in his heart, and the evil man brings evil
things out of the evil stored up in his heart. For out of the overflow of
his heart his mouth speaks.”

This chapter places the spotlight on a crucial element in our pur-
suit of educational excellence: to help teachers become better per-
sons so that out of their being, relating, and doing in the practice of
teaching, the lives of students will be affected.
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CHARACTER AND EXCELLENCE

Excellence, what is it? We usually expect excellent teachers to meet
high standards worthy of our praise.' Such standards involve ongo-
ing innovation, new insight, and creativity. Second, the excellent
teacher is one who typically goes beyond the call of the routine, ex-
pending extra effort to do what is best for students. These two fac-
tors of reaching for higher standards and regularly going beyond the
routine are matters of the heart, not just the head, of character, not
just technique. Teaching involves more than performing educational
skills; it involves a life influencing a life.

Some may wish to equate “effective teacher” with “excellent
teacher.” The concept of effective teacher draws our focus to means-
end concerns, the consequences of teaching as evidenced in student
outcomes. These indicators are largely identified with short-term
outcomes within the scope of a unit, a semester, or a year of study.
But by such a limited criterion, Jesus must be regarded as an ineffec-
tive teacher during his earthly ministry.” The Gospel writers seem to
go out of their way to underscore how slow the disciples were to
learn (for example, Mark 8:14-21, 31-33; Luke 22:24-27; John 14:8-9).
So, when we think about the excellent teacher, we must use a broader
set of criteria and include both short-term and long-term effects.

In addition, the term effective seems to be associated primarily with
what can be validated exclusively through empirical research. But
there are other sources of knowledge from which we can glean truths
about excellent teachers and teaching (for example, the Bible or our
conceptual analysis of the topic). Effectiveness contributes to excel-
lence, but there is more to excellence that effectiveness research can-
not tell us.?

A MODEL OF HUMAN FLOURISHING

To elaborate the concept of excellent teaching which involves the life
of the teacher, we must first know what kind of human functioning
or flourishing is possible; that is, we must articulate a view of human
nature. Ronald Habermas and I have proposed a “4-C” model of
Christian maturity (Issler and Habermas 1994, 173), which I will use
here to mark out general arenas of human flourishing (see Figure 1
below). At the core of the model is God, the source of all life and the
focus of our lives. When we are rightly related to God (communion),
we open the door to all the potentialities of human flourishing. Our
nature equips us to grow in our being (character), in our relating
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Figure 1: 4-C Model of Chirstian Maturity

with others (community), and in our doing (commission). As we
grow in all four components, we live a balanced life as God intended.
Applying the outer components of the model specifically to teach-
ers, we arrive at these important focal points:

Being: The Teacher as Student

Relating: The Teacher as Friend

Doing: The Teacher as Skilled Artisan

The purpose of this chapter is to suggest certain habits or disposi-

tions within each of these arenas that undergird the teaching minis-
try. Space permits only a brief survey and two illustrative metaphors
for each general category, with the hope that readers will expand the
list as a follow-up exercise.* An excellent teacher is one who increas-
ingly embodies the dispositions discussed here, exemplifying high
standards and regularly going beyond the routine.

BEING: THE TEACHER AS STUDENT®

Truth or subject matter is an essential ingredient in teaching. We for-
feit our right to teach if we ever stop being lifelong learners our-
selves.

The Teacher as Expert in Process

A traditional role for the teacher is to be a subject-matter specialist,
and I want to affirm this element as foundational. Without some de-
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gree of expertise, we cannot claim to be teachers. Even the small-
group leader moderating a discussion must (or should) know how
to facilitate the interaction. Having such expertise does not always
lead to authoritarian arrogance. In fact, a genuine humility should
settle on our spirit, since the more we come to know, the more we
recognize how much we do not know.

One of the best ways to increase our knowledge is by reading—
one of those “glory of the grind” habits. Our study and meditation in
Scripture must take first place. Jesus freely quoted the Old Testa-
ment in his teaching ministry (for example, Matt. 5, 11, 15). He even
chided the religious teachers for their biblical illiteracy (Matt. 22:29).
Would our Lord charge us with the same crime? The best kind of
reading program consists of both fiction and non-fiction writings and
includes the classics, which have stood the test of time, as well as the
best contemporary offerings. Teachers must be readers.®

The Teacher as Critical Thinker

Bloom et al. (1956) developed a taxonomy of the cognitive domain
proposing that our knowledge of something can range anywhere from
a simple awareness to much higher levels of synthesis, and evalua-
tion. To lead our students into the higher levels of critical thinking, we
must engage in analysis, synthesis and evaluation ourselves. Much of
the shock-therapy teaching our Lord used stemmed from a desire to
critique the prevailing assumptions of his day (for example, Luke 14:26,
the family is ultimate; Matt. 19:23-24, wealth is a sign of God'’s favor).

But let us be honest; worthy reading and good thinking are hard
work. What compels us to these tasks? After I settled into my teach-
ing routine (first as a church staff member, and now as a professor),
my teaching has been kept alive by the questions about the Christian
life that will not let me go. One way to enter into the discipline of
wrestling with issues is to frame the basic question(s) that our class
or lesson answers. This simple practice can make our teaching more
focused, and it can open up new ways to respond to such probing.
Questions that perplex us can launch us into further reading and
study. Asking good questions is at the core of being a good student
(cf. Luke 2:46).7

RELATING: THE TEACHER AS A FRIEND

The teachers who influenced us the most were typically the ones who
showed extra concern for us. The student-teacher relationship is a
significant catalyst for educators, greatly increasing the potential for
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learning. Yet the particular dispositions listed below may be the most
difficult to pursue.

The Teacher as Mentor

One of the best gifts a teacher can offer a student is to provide dis-
cerning, evaluative comments regarding how well he or she is learn-
ing. Students do not need a teacher who just dispenses information;
they can turn to books or audio tapes for that. What is really needed
is someone to supervise the learning process, to guide students into
taking the next step. Timely correction offers assistance and direc-
tion for improvement. Genuine affirmation encourages continuing
student effort to learn.

Jesus’” most explicit words on servanthood came as a censure to
the disciples’ inner rivalry about who was the greatest (Matt. 20:25-
28; Luke 22:25-27). But he also affirmed them. As he concluded the
first phase of disciple training, our Lord popped the critical exam
question, “Who do you say I am?” (Matt. 16:15). Peter, speaking for
the twelve, boldly acknowledged his deity, and Jesus affirms Peter
with praise (16:17-19).

I think most teachers agree that the evaluation and grading task is
the most difficult one. Yet we cannot shirk this important duty. As
students indicate their level of understanding in the questions asked
and comments made or in the assignments submitted, we can pro-
vide the evaluative feedback they desire. I have learned that Ineed a
clear standard of excellence to guide me in the act of evaluation. As
we commit ourselves to this important practice, we give our students
what few are able or willing to offer: pertinent and personal reflec-
tions on their pilgrimage.

The Teacher as Colleague

Even though we may be experts and mentors, our theology reminds
us that we are fellow-learners in the grace of life. The humble pos-
ture of fellow-learner invites our students to come to us freely and
without fear. Are students willing to risk sharing their ignorance by
asking questions or by expressing new thoughts? How much effort
do we expend to identify with our students, to look at the issue from
their point of view? Since Jesus, our very God, took on human form
to identify with us, we have an example to follow.

But how can we grow in humility? How do we come to empathize
with our students’ life situations? If we take the lead from our Lord’s
incarnational ministry, we glean at least two guidelines. First, we re-
alize that no task is too menial; nothing is beneath our dignity. Re-
member how Jesus washed the disciples dirty feet? So let us help
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clean up after class, or receive a student’s criticism without defen-
siveness. Until it comes naturally, we may need to look for menial
tasks to do—not for show, of course, but as a school for learning hu-
mility. Second, we can be with our students in a non-teacher capac-
ity, where we relate as two members of the family of God. Since we
may have to break through cultural perceptions of the teacher-stu-
dent roles, we probably should take the initiative here.

DOING: THE TEACHER AS SKILLED ARTISAN

The excellent teacher, in wisdom and mastery, creatively crafts the
teaching experience as an extension of his or her personality, pas-
sion, and teaching abilities.

The Teacher as Doctor

Out of the “black bag” repertoire of instructional strategies, knowl-
edge, and life experience, the teacher is able to diagnose and pre-
scribe the best remedy at the time to meet student needs. Jesus was a
master at this, constantly prepared for the “teachable moment.” It
seemed he always had a story or a pithy saying on hand. The classic
parable of the Good Samaritan was in response to the question, “And
who is my neighbor?” (Luke 10: 29). When James and John requested
the best seats near Jesus in the kingdom (Mark 10:37), he offered a
different model of leadership—to serve others.

To be ready for such moments, we need to have a clear idea of our
overall plan for student learning—notjust the bite-size piece that is up
for the next session. With that larger framework in mind, we can easily
use any relevant opportunity, whether or not it fits exactly into today’s
lesson plan (cf. Mark 8: 14-21). Out of the reading and study program
we have carved out for ourselves will flow needed wisdom.

Events that stimulate a teachable moment may not always hap-
pen in class, but we can bring them to class by referring to cultural
practices and recent events that affect class topics. To be alert for
such items, we need to be aware of our culture, to become sensitive
to what is happening, both locally and around the world. We could
seta goal of finding at least one such item each week until it becomes
a regular habit. Thus, we make all of life our classroom, and all of
our own life experiences become grist for the teaching mill.

The Teacher as Partner

This final disposition may seem a bit strange, but we must ask two
fundamental questions: What right do we have to teach, to attempt
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to bring about changes in another? In bringing about any changes,
who determines toward what ultimate ends we strive in our teach-
ing? If there is no God, then everyone is king and anyone has that
authority. But if there is a God, then only God has ultimate authority.
As Jesus was appointed for his ministry on this earth, so we have
been appointed for ours (John 17:8; Matt. 28:18-20). That is our ulti-
mate authority; it does not come from a local church, an educational
institution, or the state.

Yet we do stand under various degrees of delegated authority, and
we are called to a spirit of cooperation and coordination with these
partners. There is no room for “Lone Rangers” or prima donnas. We
must hold hands and work together to accomplish the task. We stand
on the shoulders of our forebears, who have taught us and given us
the insights we use. And we stand side-by-side with fellow teachers
who share this grand project.

An honest recognition of our ultimate commission and our neces-
sary partnership can nurture a posture of humility before our stu-
dents. Since we are not God’s sole gift to humanity, we can urge our
students to take classes from other teachers to round out their educa-
tion. We may wish to invite fellow teachers to share their expertise in
our classroom, so students are not hindered by our own foibles and
whims. We pursue the best for our students by not claiming exclu-
sive rights to them. They will rise up to new heights through the
labors of many human teachers, not just one.?

A century ago, American public educators were required to have
“exhibited testimonials of Good Moral Character”® as an essential
qualification. Currently, certification is based primarily on one’s level
of subject mastery and skillful technique. We who, with kingdom
priorities, lead teachers into the twenty-first century must be con-
cerned about more than mastery and techniques. We should keep
our standards high, for “everyone who is fully trained will be like
his teacher” (Luke 6:40).

Notes

1. For a more nuanced and detailed discussion of praiseworthy actions,
see Swinburne 1989, chap. 2 (“Moral Responsibility and Weakness of Will”).

2. "Jesus was an accomplished yet ineffective teacher. He taught well,
even masterfully in respects, yet the learning that came about did not corre-
spond to the quality of the teacher” (Dillon 1995, 161).

3. Research related to short-term learning outcomes can help us im-
prove our teaching for certain kinds of effects, such as cognitive outcomes.
Yet consideration of a longer scope is necessary for assessing teaching for
dispositional and attitude formation.
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4. Ivalidated each factor by looking at the teaching ministry of Jesus, a
recognized excellent teacher. And I believe Ted Ward exemplifies each of
these factors in his teaching practice. See Habermas and Issler (1992), chap-
ters 9-10, for an analysis of the concept of teaching, and Issler (1983) for
another approach to a discussion of excellence in teaching.

5. “As a teacher, [I] am primarily a learner, a student among students”
(Hendricks 1987, 13).

6. See Adler and Van Doren (1972) for a helpful guide on skillful read-
ing.

7. See Dillon (1988) for the best book on questions in education.

8. For the third and final phase of the disciples’ training, Jesus passed
on the responsibility to the Holy Spirit (cf. Acts 1:8, John 14:26). See Pazmino
(1994) for a fuller treatment of the concept of authority in teaching. Pazmino
also discusses the spiritual gift of teaching, an important issue for our topic
that was not developed due to space limitations (1994, 71-76).

9. This is excerpted from “Teacher’s Certificate” of 1882, in Wilder 1941,
306.
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