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The question of what makes someone a good 
teacher is relevant for all teaching contexts but it 
is especially important in the field of English as 
a Foreign or Second Language (EF/SL) where 
teachers can be hired simply for being a native 
speaker with a bachelor’s degree (Darn, 2004 as cited 
in Thompson, 2007, p. 2). Most people, if asked, 
would be able to express an opinion on what makes 
a teacher good or effective, based primarily on 
their own experiences in the classroom as students 
(McDonough & Shaw, 1993). When prompted, most 
people would offer up adjectives like caring, fun, 
interesting, and flexible (Thompson, 2007, p. 2). 

However, it is not only the personal or personality 
characteristics of a teacher that make their classes 
memorable or their lessons successful (Thompson, 
2007, 2008). According to Nunan and Lamb 
(1996), teaching is a multi-dimensional craft, and 
the F/SL classroom is a multifaceted environment; 
therefore, having our needs met from a cognitive 
and emotional standpoint is often part of what is 
characterized as “good teaching.”

Measuring teacher effectiveness has become 
increasingly important over the past two decades. 
It has been deemed critical for the monitoring 
and improvement of not only student learning 
but department and/or university performance as 
well. The measurement and evaluation of teacher 
performance has also been a key component in 
decision making about promotions and the awarding 
of bonuses and merit pay. 

Review of the Literature
The earliest studies of teacher efficacy were 
conducted by Rand Corporation researchers (Armor 

et al., 1976; Berman & McLaughlin, 1977) who 
used only two Likert scale type items to measure the 
construct. Those researchers defined teacher efficacy 
as “the extent to which the teacher believes he or 
she has the capacity to alter student performance” 
(McLaughlin & Marsh, 1978, p. 84). 

Since then a considerable amount of research has 
been done over the years yet very basic questions still 
persist. Educators have failed to reach agreement on 
answers to questions like what is effective teaching, 
how is it defined, and how may it be measured. 
Many researchers in the field believe that consensus 
on these questions is not possible.

What the research has found, however, is that the 
overall expectations of a “good teacher” have not 
changed drastically over the years, but how they are 
manifested in the classroom has (Larsen-Freeman, 
1986). Much of the research conducted has sought 
to identify characteristics, factors, traits and/or 
classroom behaviors of  “effective teachers.” 

Lists of Effective Teacher Characteristics
A number of F/SL educators have come out with 
lists of characteristics which describe effective 
teachers. What follows is a brief description of some 
of the most important and recent.

u  10 Characteristics of a Good Teacher 
In an article first printed in 1987 and reprinted 
in Forum magazine in 2012, Miller lists ten 
characteristics of effective teachers in the form of “I 
want” statements. These statements can be separated 
into four areas: (a) affective characteristics, (b) skills, 
(c) classroom management techniques, and (d) 
academic knowledge. Miller (2012) believes that 
effective teachers embody all these traits. 
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u  Qualities of Successful Language Teachers 
Allen (as cited in Brown, 2001, p. 429) cited a 
number of factors as being critical to effective 
teaching in the field. The first characteristic needed 
was a “competent preparation leading to a degree 
in TESL.” Other characteristics that Allen cited 
as crucial were “critical thinking skills,” “cultural 
adaptability” and a “readiness to go the extra mile.” 
Three characteristics made Allen’s list distinct from 
many of the others in the literature: “a love of the 
English language,” the “persistent need to upgrade 
oneself,” and “professional citizenship.” Indeed, 
Allen was the first to highlight the importance of 
lifelong learning in our profession and membership 
to our professional associations like TESOL and 
IATEFL. Rounding out Allen’s list was “a feeling of 
excitement about one’s work.” 

u  Qualities of an “Exceptionally Effective 
Teacher” 
In a study conducted in the U.S. public school 
system spanning six years of data collection from 
1998 to 2004, Malikow (2005) found that six skills 
were considered essential when assessing whether 
a teacher was “exceptionally effective.” Malikow’s 
study was the first to highlight the importance of the 
learning environment and how it related to student 
perceptions of effectiveness. 

u  Factors that Contribute to Good English 
Language Teaching 
In a post on the February 2012 TESOL Connections 
blog, Kamhi-Stein identified a list of factors that 
she believes contribute to good English language 
teaching. Although not exhaustive or comprehensive, 
Kamhi-Stein provides a somewhat different 
perspective on what it takes to be considered 
effective in the ELT classroom. First on her list 
is English language proficiency. She goes on to 
state that although teachers do not need to be 
native speakers of the language, a high degree of 
proficiency in English is needed as it contributes to 
teachers’ self-perceptions in the classroom. Second 
on Kamhi-Stein’s list is knowledge. She cites the 
need for teachers to have what Pasternak and Bailey 
(2004) call declarative (knowledge about something) 
and procedural (knowledge about how to do things) 
knowledge. Cultural adaptability figures prominently 
on Kamhi-Stein’s list as well. For her, pedagogical 
practices that are culturally sensitive to the context 
where the teaching is being done are essential. 
Understanding students’ needs and having a plan 

on how to achieve them are important. She notes 
that “good teachers go into the classroom with a 
well-designed plan, but they are also flexible and 
modify their plans as needed” (Kamhi-Stein, 2012, 
p. 1). Critical reflection is yet another important 
characteristic of a good teacher. Kamhi-Stein 
believes that it is only through critical reflection that 
teachers continue to develop their professional skills. 
The last factor on the list is a caring relationship. 

What Is a “Good Teacher”?
Definitions of good teaching differ from context to 
context. In this section we will examine effective 
teaching from a variety of different stakeholder 
perspectives: administrators, educational researchers, 
teachers, and students. 

u  Administrator Perspectives
In the mid-80s, Ericksen (1984) carried out a survey 
amongst education administrators. The results of this 
survey generated a definition of an effective teacher:

An outstanding teacher should be an inspired 
instructor who is concerned about students, 
an active scholar who is respected by discipline 
peers, and an efficient organized professional 
who is accessible to both students and teachers. 
(Ericksen, 1984, p. 3)

u  Educational Researchers’ Perspectives
In a study conducted by Rosenshine and Furst 
(1973), educational researchers attempted to 
formulate and set down the ideal characteristics of a 
good teacher. 

Effective teachers:

·	 Deliver clear presentations
·	 Use a variety of activities during class
·	 Strive for achievement-oriented behavior 
·	 Provide students with opportunities to learn
·	 Acknowledge and stimulate student ideas
·	 Are not overly critical
·	 Use structuring comments at the beginning 

and during lessons 
·	 Guide students in finding answers

Teacher Perspectives
A multitude of studies have been conducted on this 
issue. From a general consensus of the literature, there 
are a number of abilities that teachers think they need 
to be considered effective. First, teachers feel that 
being able to plan instruction and learning activities 
is a critical skill as is the ability to ask different types 
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of questions in their classrooms. The diagnosis of 
student needs and learning difficulties is another skill 
that teachers have cited as important. Teachers also 
feel that they need to be able to recognize when 
their students are on task and relate the learning 
to their students’ real-life context and experiences. 
Finally, teachers recognize the importance of 
using technology to enhance instruction in their 
classrooms. 

Opinions differ on what constitutes effectiveness 
depending on the level of teaching experience. In 
a study conducted with in-service teachers, being 
caring, patient, polite, interesting and organized 
were found to have critical importance (Murphy, 
Delli, & Edwards, 2004), whereas pre-service 
teachers thought that it was important for teachers 
to be competent, knowledgeable student-centered 
instructors and effective classroom managers. Other 
valuable personality traits associated with this study 
include enthusiasm towards teaching, ethicality, and 
being professional (Minor, Onwuegbuzie, Witcher, & 
James, 2002).

In a study conducted by Bress in 2000, a group 
of teachers were asked to identify the top three 
characteristics of an effective EF/SL teacher. What 
follows is a list of the top characteristics and the 
percentage of times they were included in the top 
three.

·	 Treats each student as an individual (94%)
·	 Is enthusiastic and inspiring (77%)
·	 Has caring qualities (55%)
·	 Creates a rich learning environment (22%)
·	 Is funny (22%)
·	 Is spontaneous and flexible (22%) 

u  Student Perspectives
One of the best resources for this topic is a 1996 
publication by UNESCO entitled What Makes a 
Good Teacher? Children Speak Their Minds (Khawajkie, 
Muller, Niedemayer, Jolis, & Jolis, 1996). Over 500 
children (aged 8-12) from 50 countries contributed 
to this publication. Below is an example of some of 
the content that was submitted from children around 
the world.

·	 A great teacher interacts with the child 
(physically, and mentally).

·	 A great teacher gives affection to the pupils, 
makes them understand what emotion is.

·	 A great teacher smiles at her/his pupils even 
when they screw up.

·	 A great teacher teaches not only textbook 
materials but also the truth that’s happening 
outside. Practice balanced with theory.

·	 A great teacher dedicates her/himself to the 
job. They made a commitment. Then they 
have to do it.

·	 A great teacher understands that a child is not 
only a tiny bundle of joy that can cry, smile, 
laugh. S/he must understand that in front of 
her/him stands a true miracle of life.

My Top Ten Characteristics of a 
Highly Effective EF/SL Teacher
1. A “Calling” to the Profession
My top ten list is in no order of importance except 
for #1. In my view, the most important characteristic 
of a highly effective teacher is what is known as a 
“calling” to the profession. Effective teachers are 
driven and passionate about what they do and feel a 
“call” to teach as well as a passion to help students 
learn and grow. Without this mission or calling, 
teaching is just another job - and a tough one at 
that. Central to this calling is the idea of a positive 
attitude. Effective teachers recognize that teaching 
is demanding. Despite this, they exhibit a sense 
of pride in what they do. Their positive attitude 
translates into a collegial rapport with colleagues as 
well as the desire to serve as mentors. This outlook 
leads to a healthier work environment overall and is 
said to be a pivotal quality in determining whether 
teachers want to grow and develop as educators. It 
is also essential to help teachers survive and avoid 
burnout. 

2. Professional Knowledge
Shulman (1987, p. 1-22) has identified seven 
different types of knowledge that highly effective 
teachers must have. According to him, teachers 
need knowledge about the content they are 
teaching as well as the curriculum, materials, and 
program. This knowledge needs to be supplemented 
with knowledge about the broad principles and 
strategies that constitute classroom management 
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and organization. There is also a necessity for 
knowing about the student population, the particular 
educational context they are teaching in, and a broad 
knowledge about educational aims and values. 

I believe that the right credentials and sound 
professional knowledge are of paramount importance 
in determining effectiveness. In addition to having 
the appropriate qualifications, teachers must also 
recognize the importance of engaging in professional 
development and lifelong learning. Yet another 
characteristic that I believe is essential is keeping up-to-
date with IT and technology so that teachers are able to 
enhance their teaching repertoire appropriately. 

3. Personality/Personal Qualities
To what extent personality factors relate to teaching 
effectiveness has been the topic of numerous 
empirical studies. Weinstein (1998) conducted a 
study which identified 10 characteristics “good 
teachers” were thought to have (cited in Brown 
& Rodgers, 2002, p. 153). Seven out of the ten 
characteristics related to personality. The Weinstein 
study found personality factors like patience, 
warmth, creativity, humor, and outgoingness to be 
indicative of effective teaching. In an analysis of 
the research, the following personality factors were 
found to be the most important for EF/SL teachers: 
being caring, empathetic, fair, respectful, fun, having 
a sense of humor, and a personal/unique style.

Personal qualities like establishing and maintaining 
a good rapport with students and mutual respect 
amongst teacher and students were also found to 
be important. In fact, according to Sizer (1999) we 
cannot teach students if we do not know them well. 
Wolk (2002) believes that students need to see their 
teachers as people with emotions, opinions, and lives 
outside the classroom. Furthermore,

Teachers who were identified by students as 
changing their lives were rarely praised for 
their knowledge of the subject matter, teaching 
methods or materials. Those were all givens in 
the students’ minds. What really mattered to 
students were the teachers’ human qualities. 
(Coppedge & Shreck, 1988)

Indeed, empirical evidence backs up the claims 
made in these two quotations. Research on highly-
facilitative teachers (those exhibiting high degrees of 
caring and empathy for students) versus low-facilitative 
teachers found that students with highly-facilitative 

teachers made greater gains academically and created 
fewer disciplinary problems (Aspy & Roebuck, 1977). 

4. With-it-ness 
Another essential characteristic of an effective EL 
teacher is with-it-ness (McEwan, 2002). This concept 
is defined as the state of being on top of things, 
tuned in to the teaching/learning environment and 
in control of the different facets of classroom life 
and our jobs. A “with-it” teacher is one who can 
organize and manage the classroom, engage students 
in the lesson, and keep up a fast-paced momentum. 
Teachers with this quality can multi-task, use their 
time effectively, and adapt to the changing needs and 
demands of their job and the profession. 

5. Instructional Effectiveness
For many, if teachers possess the requisite 
qualifications and years of teaching experience, 
being a good teacher is considered a given. However, 
we all know and work with teachers who have 
good credentials and lots of experience but have 
the same one year of teaching experience twenty 
times (as opposed to having twenty years of teaching 
experience). Knowing your content area and being 
able to deliver effective lessons matter. Study after 
study confirms that students who have high quality 
teachers make significant and lasting learning gains. 
Those with less effective teachers play a constant 
game of academic catch up. 

Research shows that the amount of teaching 
experience a teacher has is influential in areas like 
planning, classroom management, questioning and 
reflection (Corvino & Iwanicki, 1996). There is, 
however, no real definition of how many years 
makes a teacher “experienced.” The range of 3 to 
8 years has been identified in the literature as the 
point at which a teacher is “experienced” (Sanders, 
2001; Scherer, 2001). More recently, Gladwell 
(2008) has put forth the number 10,000 hours as 
the point where an individual becomes an expert in 
something. Although he does not specifically relate 
this statistic to teaching, he indicates that it would be 
applicable to all areas of life. This number equates to 
doing something - in this case, teaching - for 20 to 
24 hours a week for 10 years. 

6. Good Communication Skills
Highly effective teachers must be good 
communicators as they are required to articulate 
ideas, talk about issues, and express their beliefs 
and values about teaching. Because teachers take 
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on numerous roles in their classrooms and in the 
workplace, they must be skilled at conflict resolution 
as well. Research shows that good communication 
skills on the part of the teacher have a positive effect 
on student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2000; 
Haberman, 1995; Hanushek, 1971) as it relates to 
how well a teacher conveys concepts and skills to 
students. 

There is a point in a teacher’s career where they go 
from being solely the receiver of knowledge to the 
provider. Indeed, a key part of teacher development 
is sharing knowledge and expertise with other 
teachers and/or colleagues. At this point in a 
teacher’s development, enhancing public speaking 
and presentation skills is the logical next step. 
Many assume that because teachers spend a lot of 
hours in front of their students (their “audience”) 
teaching, good presentation skills are inborn. This 
is not the case. There are a multitude of differences 
between what we do in the classroom with our 
students and what we are expected to do at pre- 
or in-service training sessions or conferences. It is 
also important to acknowledge that both oral and 
written communication skills are necessary. Teachers 
today must be active e-mailers and skilled at putting 
together reports and evaluative documentation. 

7. Street Smarts
Another essential characteristic of an effective 
English language teacher is street smarts. A street 
smart teacher is one who has knowledge about 
what is happening around them and they combine 
this knowledge with common sense. Street smart 
teachers have knowledge of the students, the school, 
the community and the cultural environment in 
which they work and they use this knowledge 
to solve problems. Street smart teachers are also 
politically savvy in that they are familiar with 
their institutional culture and they know which 
materials and topics to avoid both in class and in the 
workplace and they know which battles to fight. 

8. Willingness to Go the Extra Mile
For teachers to be considered effective they need 
to believe in their own ability to make a difference 
in their students’ lives. Their expectations of their 
students are always high. Moreover, they show a 
willingness to inspire and motivate their students 
through example. 

9. Commitment to Lifelong Learning

Lifelong learning is now recognized by educators, 
governing bodies, accreditation organizations, 
certification boards, employers and the general public 
as one of the most important competencies that 
people must possess (Collins, 2009, p. 620). Current 
educational demands require that effective teachers 
be continuous, lifelong learners. Some of the ways 
that EF/SL teachers practice lifelong learning are to:

·	 Subscribe to ELT professional journals/
magazines

·	 Attend professional development events and 
conferences

·	 Conduct action research in their own 
classrooms

·	 Publish their lessons and their professional 
work

·	 Become a member of a professional 
organization like TESOL or IATEFL

Effective teachers are concerned with their self- and 
professional development and regularly reflect on 
what they do in their classrooms. They also engage 
in strategic career planning. For many teachers, 
assuming a leadership position is the logical next step 
in their career development. According to McEwan 
(2002), teaching is good preparation for assuming a 
leadership role. She notes that “if you can lead in the 
classroom, you can lead anywhere” (McEwan, 2002, 
p. 38).

10.  Life Outside the Classroom
A multitude of sources in the professional and self-
help literature cite the importance of not being 
too consumed by the job. Research also shows that 
people with hobbies and friends outside of their 
profession suffer less stress. Lower amounts of stress 
are said to increase an individual’s productivity at 
work. So my final thoughts on this are that teachers 
should find something else that defines them outside 
of the workplace. 

Conclusion
There is really no “secret” recipe to being the 
perfect teacher, nor is being perfect even realistic. 
Teachers cannot be all things to all people. As you 
read through my list of top ten characteristics and 
the lists of others who have come before me, I 
encourage you to reflect on what you feel constitutes 
effectiveness with your students and in your 
particular educational context. There is probably 
no teacher out there who is uniformly strong in all 

i  i  i  i  i
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areas. Like me, you will recognize your strengths 
and you will probably take note of some areas that 
need work. This reflective self-evaluation is I feel 
yet another essential characteristic of effectiveness. 
Indeed the most important characteristics of effective 
teaching might not appear on any list. This idea is 
best expressed by Saint-Exupery in The Little Prince:  
“That which is essential cannot be seen with the eye. 
Only with the heart can one know it rightly.”

Note: This is a revised version of an article previously 
published in TESOL Connections in January 2014.
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