
What is “GOOD” Teaching? 
Written by a former cooperating teacher 

 
I recently read an American article by Lee Anne Bell called “Expanding Definitions of Good Teaching” that 
reminded me of a similar story in my life in Saskatchewan. Like Lee Anne, I was teaching a multi- racial group of 
middle schoolers in an urban elementary school and had the opportunity to get to know the students, staff and 
community quite well. When Lee Anne asked her students to identify the qualities of a good teacher, she was 
surprised to learn that Ms. Johnson, an unlikely candidate for “good teacher” at least from Lee Anne’s perspective, 
was the student’s top choice. The students said they liked Ms. Johnson best because “because we know she loves 
us”; Lee Anne, however, found the teacher loud and overbearing. 

 
I recall a similar situation where it became abundantly clear that the students in my school adored a teacher 
named Ms. Bear. Rather than being loud and overbearing, she was quiet and what I deemed unenthusiastic. My 
first assumption was the students liked Ms. Bear because she was easy-going and so nonchalant about some 
rather important curriculum issues. I was surprised that she wasn’t in trouble with the administration. After 
spending more time sizing up the situation, I discovered that Ms. Bear also had a particular way of teasing the 
students which I found inappropriate. Like Lee Anne, I “had a specific model of good teaching that regard*ed+ 
warmth and positive feedback as an essential way of engaging student voices and encouraging democratic 
participation in the learning community” (p. 287). 

 
Perplexed, I had to begin to consider alternative reasons why there was incongruence between what I thought to 
be true and what the students were telling me about the qualities of good teaching. I had to consider that there 
was a much broader range of reaching learning goals and “that warmth could be expressed in various voices tones 
and at other volumes” and engaging with students in meaningful ways comes in many forms. Certainly, the 
students in Ms. Bear and Ms. Johnson’s class felt confident with their teacher’s approach to learning and 
encouraging. Why was it so difficult for me to see it? 

 
Part of the answer was getting to know Ms. Bear better. Not surprisingly, there were many similarities between 
Ms. Johnson’s and Ms. Bear’s childhood experiences. Both had grown up in a cohesive community but where the 
lines of segregation were clear. Ms. Johnson was raised in the segregated southern United States and Ms. Bear on 
a reserve in Saskatchewan. Both women reported to have excelled in school but felt little support for developing 
their full academic potential as gender and racial stereotypes challenged them in substantial ways. 

 
These favoured teachers approach to teaching was grounded in a firm desire to provide a learning environment 
that both supported and challenged students and pushed them not only to do their best but to help the students 
overcome barriers of sexism, racism and poverty. Regardless of the gender or the race of the students, (Ms. Bear 
taught lots of white kids too) her challenging curriculum, even her teasing, was interpreted by her students as a 
sign of love and dedication. 

 
Reading Lee Anne’s article helped me to further reflect on how I as a white-middle class woman had judged Ms. 
Bear’s teaching through an unintentional racialized lens that did not include a First Nation way of knowing or 
understanding. Lee Anne writes: 

 
I unconsciously applied assumptions about good teaching based on an unacknowledged white and 
middle-class norm that could see only “warm fuzzy” teaching demeanours as good. I implicitly 
embraced a color-blind view of progressive pedagogy that did not take into account how educators who 
did not grow up white or middle-class might differently approach a pedagogy grounded in shared 
progressive goals but different prior schooling experiences 



 
 

How could a nice girl like me have been so color-blind? I should have known better since my 
education had theoretically prepared me to know that color does matter and that pretending to 
not see color is a denial of the unique history and culture of entire races. We have heard many 
times that color blindness is a convenient strategy for white educators who wish to treat 
“everyone equally” but fail to recognize race and culture matter in pedagogy (and beyond). If 
you are wondering if race and culture matter, just ask someone of color. Lee Anne suggests that 
she and I had been easily color-blinded when we “take for granted that my definitions of good 
teaching would be supported by research, journals and books created largely by people like me 
and though grounded in our particular experiences, presented as universal truths.” 

 
Like Ms. Johnson in Lee Anne’s story, Ms. Bear also wanted to provide her students with the 
tools to be independent and articulate when they confronted injustices. Even though Ms. Bear 
had a quiet demeanour, she expected a lot of the students and she asked them to consider 
difficult questions related to prejudice, bias and discrimination and she most definitely did not 
provide them with all the answers. (What? No answer key?) Ms. Bear knew her students, their 
families and the local community. She felt responsible for their behaviour and achievement and 
she was invested in all parts of their lives. In turn, her students knew that she cared about their 
well-being; they respected and trusted her and even when she teased them. 

 
As I spent more time learning about Ms. Bear’s pedagogy, she taught me how to pay attention 
to oppressive situations, including the way language marginalized particular students. Although 
we mainly discussed race, we also identified how other minority groups were marginalized 
based on their gender, (dis)ability or sexual orientation in our school. Together, we discussed 
tensions and strategies to resist oppression and I learned to deconstruct what our school and 
my classroom promoted as normal. These discussions were imperative to my development as a 
critical educator. Susan Dion (2009), a First Nation’s educator states that in deconstructing the 
ways we teach “it is not enough to replace negative, stereotypical representations with positive 
and diverse alternatives. If, as critical educators, we are concerned with accomplishing change 
that will contribute to transforming the relationship of injustice, teachers and students require 
ways of engaging with and speaking to the legacy of three hundred years of oppression, the 
ongoing inequitable distribution of power and resources, and the relations that sustain those 
inequities.” 

 
Perhaps what was most surprising to me was how relevant it was to continue to deconstruct 
these race issues when I moved to school where it was not culturally diverse and there were no 
identifiable First Nation students. Without this analysis “…*it+ promotes the idea in the minds of 
students that the white Euro-Canadian dominant culture is superior to others and deserves 
advantages not provided to the “inferior Other” (Dion, 2009). My goal is to be more conscious 
about creating a culturally responsive education program and system. 

 
Discussion Questions based on Lee Ann Bell’s article: 

Bell, L. (2008). Expanding definitions of good teaching. In M. Pollock (Ed.), Everyday Anti-
racism 

– Getting Real about Race in School. London: The New Press. 

 

1. What assumptions do you carry about what good teaching is? Where 
might those assumptions come from? 

2. Thinking back, how might you have overlooked the “good” teaching in another 
teacher’s practice? 

3. Why? 
4. How does colour-blindness exist at your school? 
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