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Preface

In 2015 I celebrated my forty-fifth year as a teacher by publish-
ing this third version of The Skillful Teacher, a book that had first

appeared on my twentieth teaching anniversary. Although many of
the ideas from the first and second editions have found their way
into this one, I have had the chance to rethink and better under-
stand the essential dynamics and complexities of good teaching. So
I have rewritten the entire book, including adding six new chapters
on topics I felt needed addressing.

The starting point for the first edition of this book that appeared
25 years ago is the same. I have not altered my conviction that
the essence of skillful teaching lies in the teacher constantly
researching how her students are experiencing learning and then
making pedagogic decisions informed by the insights she gains from
students’ responses. The predictable rhythms of student learning,
the importance of teachers’ displaying credibility and authenticity,
the need to vary instructional approaches—all these themes were
highlighted in the first edition and they continue to inform my
own thinking and practice.

But other things have crept into the mix of this teacher’s life.
There is the increasingly diverse student body most teachers work
with today and the racial tensions this sometimes foregrounds,
meaning that teaching about controversial issues such as racism,
sexism, and homophobia have entered many classrooms. There
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x Preface

is the explosion of online education, which, like it or not, will
be a major part of all future teachers’ lives. I have also come to a
fuller appreciation of how we can exercise our power as teachers in
responsible and effective ways to help students learn.

The importance of incorporating playful and creative elements
into pedagogy has been something I have been forced to address, as
is increasingly the experience of working in team teaching settings.
I have also realized that teaching critical thinking is a project that
crosses multiple disciplines and is central to higher education, as
well as helping students take more responsibility for their learning.
The latter is particularly important as the flipped classroom enjoins
students to undertake more independent work in preparation for
problem-focused classroom sessions. Consequently what you hold
in your hands, or see on your screen, is a completely rewritten text.

My intention in writing The Skillful Teacher is to tell the real
story of teaching as I live it. Although my own experience is front
and center in the book, this is not because I feel my life is utterly
fascinating! But I have noticed over the years that as I’ve described
some of the tensions and contradictions I face in my own teaching,
these often have universal elements embedded in them that oth-
ers recognize. For example, the loss of self-confidence I feel when
I pose what I think is a brilliantly provocative question only to be
met bymute students and averted eyes is somethingmost of us expe-
rience. I know I’m not alone in feeling thrilled when students say
that what they’ve learned is useful, or that an activity we’ve com-
pleted is helpful. Alternately, I know that the demoralization and
weariness I feel when, 10 minutes into a lesson, I realize I’m facing
a trek through a parched desert of student disinterest is a common
reaction.

All the institutions I’ve worked for operate on the assumption
that teaching and learning are controllable and predictable and
that we can set objectives for which student progress can be mea-
sured. Despite the system’s apparent rationality, the one thing we
can expect with total confidence is uncertainty. For me teaching is
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full of unexpected events, unlooked-for surprises, and unanticipated
twists and turns. It is also a highly emotional reality, a marvelously
and frustratingly complex mix of moments when our hopes and
plans are gloriously realized interspersed with episodes in which we
feel lost and flailing. As I explore this mix I hope to show college
teachers as flesh andbloodhumanbeings full of passions, foibles, and
frailties. I want to understand how we can celebrate the messiness
of teaching and how we can thrive in ever more diverse classrooms.

To me, then, The Skillful Teacher is a survival manual to help
readers navigate the recurring and inevitable dilemmas, problems,
and contradictions they face in their work. It is designed to reduce
the mistaken and unjustified sense of guilt many of us feel when
things don’t go as they should and our classrooms seem out of
control. There is nothing worse as a teacher than feeling that
everyone else in your institution is in complete command—cool,
calm, and collected paragons of pedagogic virtue—while your own
classrooms never seem to conform to the plans you have developed
for them. You think that everyone else’s students are diligent,
smart, and cooperative, while your own are truculent saboteurs,
and that any problems you face have been created by your own
incompetence.

This is a book meant for those difficult days—days when confu-
sion and demoralization reign supreme in your world. On those days
I want a book I can turn to that won’t lie to me about the complex-
ity I’m facing, that will tell me honestly how difficult it is to teach
well, and that will give me some insight into how I might analyze
and respond to my problems. The point of such a book would be to
help me find the energy and courage I need to get back into class
the next day fired by a renewed sense of purpose. That’s a tall order
for any book—and I know I’m bound to fall short—but The Skillful
Teacher is my best shot at meeting it.

In writing this book I have set myself some difficult problems as
an author. First, I’ve tried to ground whatever I write in easily rec-
ognized vignettes of college teaching. I’ve also attempted to write
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in a way that would encourage, strengthen, and even inspire. I’ve
done this knowing that writing with a desire to inspire is usually a
death knell that ensures the opposite happens. I’ve also tried to dis-
play enough understanding of the diverse contexts and problems of
college teaching to offer some insights, advice, and practical sugges-
tions that would go beyond reassuring clichés or banal, supposedly
inspiring generalities. In effect, these three motifs—the experien-
tial, the inspirational, and the practical—run through the entire
book. They dominate its organization, comprise its major themes,
and represent its chief purposes.

On the experiential plane I want to present a picture of teach-
ing that is recognizable and truthful to readers. I draw this picture
partly based on my own experience but also on accounts of col-
lege teaching provided by numerous researchers. These accounts
emphasize unpredictability, ambiguity, and frustration just as much
as they do fulfillment, success, and satisfaction.On the inspirational
plane, I want to assert the importance, meaning, and effect of col-
lege teaching in the face of the barrage of criticisms college teachers
have endured in the last few decades. College teachers—and their
students—change the world in small, and sometimes big, ways.

Although I am strongly influenced by critical theory and its
belief that colleges are part of what Louis Althusser (1971) called
the ideological state apparatus, I don’t believe that teachers are
blind to this fact or that they inevitably function as smooth, seam-
less agents of ideological indoctrination. Like Herbert Marcuse
(1969), I think higher education is potentially an agent of lib-
eration, opening students up to ideas and perspectives that had
previously never occurred to them, and developing in them the
requisite confidence in their own abilities and opinions that allows
them to act on and in the world. So while I believe that colleges
function in ways that reflect structural inequities in the wider
society, I also believe that many teachers do their best to fight this
tendency by developing their students’ powers of critical thinking
and increasing their sense of agency.
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I also reject those conservative, almost apocalyptic analyses of
higher education that ring the alarm bells of relativism, multicul-
turalism, and political correctness to argue that in the face of moral
disintegration what we need is to hark back to an era of classically
derived verities. These analyses fail to match the complex ambi-
guity of contemporary adulthood and serve to support the wishful
thinking of those who believe that college teaching boils down to
the inculcation of universally agreed-on facts and the appreciation
of higher (usually Eurocentric) truths. This is a cocktail party view
of academe that has as its rationale helping students to acquire a
stock of culturally approved concepts, dates, facts, and names. In
this view the purpose of higher education is to learn to impress peers
by the number and variety of culturally sanctioned terms one can
drop into the conversation, thereby demonstrating one’s cultural
literacy. From my standpoint cultural literacy requires the ability to
critique the Eurocentric dominance of higher education curricula
and to develop media and informational literacy about the explo-
sion of information now available online.

Finally, on the practical level, I have tried to write a book
that takes the major demands, dilemmas, and problems of college
teaching and analyzes them in an informative and helpful way.
It is easy to write a book long on experience and inspiration
but short on practicalities. To avoid that danger I have analyzed
the questions, issues, and concerns that have been raised most
frequently by teachers in faculty development workshops I have
run over the past 30 years. Answering those questions, issues,
and concerns provides the focus for the chapters in this book.
Most of these questions have had to do with practical issues,
but a significant minority also deals with matters of political and
emotional survival, which is why I have included chapters dealing
with those themes. I provide plenty of suggestions and advice and
give lots of exercises and techniques that I hope will help readers
negotiate their way through the problems they face.
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One difference in emphasis that The Skillful Teacher has when
compared to many other texts on college teaching is that it is writ-
ten from an adult educational perspective. I have often been puzzled
by the absence of adult educational literature from books on college
teaching. After all, college teaching is focused on learners who are
partially or fully immersed in adulthood. In this sense, it is part of
adult education. Yet the rich literature on adult learning and edu-
cation is rarely acknowledged, let alone built on, in most works
on college teaching. Teaching students in a variety of college set-
tings is, to my mind, practicing a form of adult education. So one
distinctive emphasis of The Skillful Teacher is the recognition of
college students as early adult learners who benefit by being under-
stood from the perspective of adult learning research, theory, and
philosophy.

Because I wanted to write in a sympathetic way about the tra-
vails, pleasures, and serendipities of college teaching, I have
adopted a particular prose style in the following pages. I
have tried to cut down on citations of literature and to com-
municate as directly as possible using a conversational and personal
tone. The book I would want to read for sustenance, advice, and
encouragement after a bad day in the classroom would not be
peppered with scholarly references and written in an academically
formal manner. It would speak to me directly and concretely. So in
The Skillful Teacher I have tried to write as I would speak, using the
familiar you and the first person I throughout the text in an effort
to cut down the distance between reader and author. I also use
contractions—I’ll, we’re, it’s—to support the conversational tone.

Audience

The audience for this book is college teachers at all levels and in all
settings, of higher education. I hope that some of the book will also
be interesting to upper level high school teachers. But there is no
“typical” reader for this book. I don’t have in mind a particular kind
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of teacher in a particular kind of college teaching a particular kind
of subject. Instead, I hope the book can be read by a variety of peo-
ple for diverse reasons. I hope it will be helpful to beginning college
teachers who (as I was in the first years of my career) are wondering
how they are going to get through the next day, much less the rest
of the semester. I hope that teachers who are expert in their sub-
ject matter but who have not really thought much about how to set
up classrooms, develop curricula, and vary instructional modalities
to help students learn will find practical information about how to
create these dynamics. I hope that relatively experienced teach-
ers who are caught in dilemmas they seem to encounter again and
again will find insights or suggestions on how to respond to these
situations.

I hope, too, that readers who have been teaching for a long time
and suffer from a sense of torpor or routine will find something to
renew them and remind them why they became college teachers
in the first place. Finally, I hope that teachers everywhere who are
dogged by the suspicion that they fall woefully short of being the
calm, controlled, skilled orchestrators of learning spoken about on
faculty days (and featured in texts on teaching) will feel reassured
by the common experience I have depicted.

Overview of the Contents

The book begins with a chapter on the experience of teaching
that emphasizes its chaotic unpredictability and the ways this is
viscerally experienced. I argue that skillful teaching resembles
a kind of contextually informed “muddling through” classroom
experience that involves our negotiating moments of surprise as
we grow into our own truth about the realities we face. Chapter 2
explores the four core assumptions that inform the book: that
skillful teaching boils down to whatever helps students learn,
that the best teachers adopt a critically reflective stance toward
their practice, that the most important knowledge we need to
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do good work is an awareness of how students are experiencing
their learning and our teaching, and that we should always aim to
treat students as adults. Chapter 3 explores the third assumption
regarding the need to get inside students’ heads in more depth
through an examination of various classroom research approaches,
particularly the classroom Critical Incident Questionnaire (CIQ).

Chapter 4 continues the review of college learning through
students’ eyes by considering the two characteristics of teachers
that students say they value the most—credibility and authenticity.
Specific examples of each of these characteristics are given so that
readers can recognize when they are displaying them in their own
practice so that they can be authoritative allies. In Chapter 5
I explore the typical emotional rhythms of student learning and
how teachers can respond to these. Here I point to the similarities
in the way teachers, as well as their students, experience college
classrooms.

Chapters 6 through 11 focus on some of the practices most com-
mon to college teaching across disciplines and levels. These are
lecturing (Chapter 6), discussion (Chapter 7), teaching in diverse
classrooms (Chapter 8), teaching about racism (Chapter 9), inte-
grating elements of play and creativity (Chapter 10), and teaching
in teams (Chapter 11). In all these chapters I try to give examples
of specific classroom exercises that will be helpful and to provide
advice on when to judge which of these are most appropriate.

Chapter 12 considers how to help students thinkmore critically,
something I view as the overarching project of higher education.
Teaching in online settings is the focus of Chapter 13, where I
argue that despite the stereotype of online learning as disembodied
and passive, many of the same principles that animate face-to-face
classrooms apply in cyberspace. How to give helpful evaluations
to students, and the elements these comprise, are considered in
Chapter 14. After reviewing practices of effective assessment I then
move to consider how teachers can encourage students to takemore
responsibility for their learning in Chapter 15.
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Chapters 16 and 17 analyze the thorny question of why students
resist learning that we consider to be in their best interests and
how to respond to this push back. I consider the most common
reasons that students display resistance and provide guidance on
how to manage this so it does not get out of control and sabotage
the course. I used to have a chapter titled Overcoming Resistance
in the first edition. Now I understand better that it often cannot be
overcome, only managed more effectively.

How we exercise our power as teachers is another new chapter.
Here, in Chapter 18, I lay out the ubiquity of power dynamics in
college classrooms and recount how students decide that we have
exercised our power justifiably. The theme of power continues in
Chapter 19 as I examine the ways in which political factors—both
inside and outside college—affect the practice of teaching. I argue
that teaching is an inherently political activity through which peo-
ple learn how to treat each other democratically or autocratically.
I also offer some strategies for political survival.

The final chapter examines how we can survive the emotional
roller coaster of life in the college classroom. It contains 16 maxims
of skillful teaching that summarize the main themes that emerge in
the previous chapters.
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1

Experiencing Teaching

Passion, hope, doubt, fear, exhilaration, weariness, colleague-
ship, loneliness, glorious defeats, hollow victories, and, above

all, the certainties of surprise and ambiguity; how on earth can a
single word or phrase begin to capture the multilayered complexity
of what it feels like to teach? Today’s college classrooms are more
diverse than ever before, and the explosion of online learning
and social media has thrown traditional conceptions of college
teaching out of the window. The truth is teaching is a gloriously
messy pursuit in which shock, contradiction, and risk are endemic.
Our lives as teachers often boil down to our best attempts to
muddle through the complex contexts and configurations that our
classrooms represent.

Muddling Through as the Honorable Response
to Uncertainty

Muddling through a situation sounds like something you do before
you’ve learned the truly professional response to it. It seems random,
uncoordinated, and not a little amateurish. But muddling through
should not be thought of as haphazard, nor as dishonorable. Mud-
dling through is about all you can do when no clear guidelines exist
to help you deal with unexpected contingencies. When a racially
motivated fistfight broke out on my second day of community col-
lege teaching all I could dowas to try andmuddle through.Nocourse
I had taken had put me in a simulation or role-play where I had the
chance to break up an imagined classroom fight, so I was clueless to

1
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knowhow to respond. Somehow (I don’t remember how) Imanaged
to calm things down enough to finish the class. And for whatever
reason, I had no more fights break out in class that year.

As we muddle through different teaching contexts we usually
draw on insights and intuitions borne of experience. Sometimes
these serve us well, but sometimes we quickly realize their limita-
tions. For example, when something that worked wonderfully in
class last semester only serves to provoke anger or confusion in stu-
dents this time around, the highly situational nature of teaching
is underscored. Administrators and politicians don’t like to hear
that teaching is situational. They need to believe that standardized
indicators of good teaching exist that can be proven to be reliable
and valid across multiple contexts. I have spent my life in such sys-
tems and, while they may make the administrative task of assigning
annual scores to a teacher’s performance easier, any correlation they
have with an accurate assessment of what actually goes on in a class-
room is often purely coincidental.

As you can see from the paragraph above, this is going to be an
opinionated, some would say polemical, book. But the skepticism
expressed above is not just my opinion. Studies of teachers’ lives
(Preskill and Jacobvitz, 2000; Mattos, 2009) indicate how teachers
muddle through their careers. They report their work to be highly
emotional and bafflingly chaotic. Career counselors and popular
films may portray teachers as transformative heroes skillfully nav-
igating classroom dilemmas to empower previously skeptical stu-
dents, but actual teacher narratives (Harbon and Moloney, 2013;
Shadiow, 2013) emphasize muchmore how teaching is riddled with
irresolvable dilemmas and complex uncertainties.

Some of these dilemmas, such as how to strike the right bal-
ance between being supportive to students and challenging them
with tasks they resist, or how to create activities that simultaneously
address all learning styles and racial traditions in a culturally and
academically diverse classroom, exist in any contemporary institu-
tion. But many of these pedagogic dilemmas are compounded by


