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Capturing the Complex, Situated and Active Nature of Teaching Through 

Inquiry-Oriented Standards for Teaching 

 

Abstract:  Given widespread acceptance of the role of teaching in improving student 

outcomes, it is not surprising that policymakers have turned to teaching standards as a lever for 

educational improvement. There are, however, longstanding critiques of standards that suggest 

they are reductionist, and promote a dualism between theory and practice. Our purpose here is to 

propose a model of Teaching for Better Learning (TBL) that responds to those critiques and that 

captures the complexity of teaching rather than focusing on discrete elements. Our model 

foregrounds the salience of teachers’ own situations and the active nature of teachers’ practice in 

a way that integrates practice with relevant theory. We outline how the TBL model can be used 

to derive inquiry-oriented teaching standards; an alternative approach that challenges widely 

accepted conventions for the design of standards and, we argue, might better support the 

improvement of teaching and learning. 

 

In teaching, as in other professions, much debate has been had in recent times about the role, 

nature and content of professional standards. Much attention has been given to professional 

standards including those for teachers at various stages of the career progression, for school 

leadership, and for teacher education and the role they play in professionalizing the work of 

educators and as a lever for system-wide improvement.  In this article we begin by 
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contextualizing the scope of standards as they relate to educators in a range of roles and outline 

arguments for and against them.  We also point out a tendency for the design of standards to be 

similar across jurisdictions, and to persist over time. Revisions to teaching standards policies 

tend mainly to impact upon the detail of those policies, while norms in terms of fundamental 

design and the domains used to organize them persist. We argue that those norms ought to be 

challenged, and new approaches to the design of teaching standards considered. We go on to 

detail one such alternative—standards that are underpinned by a model of Teaching for Better 

Learning (TBL) that seeks to capture the complexity of teaching, allows the particularities of 

teachers’ own situations to be salient, and reflects the active nature of teachers’ practice. TBL is 

an inquiry-oriented model that prompts explicit integration of theory and practice. We outline 

how that model can be used to derive inquiry-oriented standards for teaching that we call 

Teaching for Better Learning (TBL) Standards. These inquiry-oriented standards foreground 

attention to the quality of teachers’ inquiry into teaching and learning matters, rather than 

focusing on particular knowledge, skills or dispositions without considering how those are used 

to inquire into practice. In particular, we signal how this alternative approach to designing 

standards might better respond to the critiques of standards (that they are reductionist and 

inadequately address the tension between theory and practice) and be more compatible with the 

nature of teaching as a complex, situated, and an active enterprise. This approach differs from 

widely accepted conventions for the design of standards and, we argue, supports educational 

policy makers, leaders and teachers alike as they seek to improve the quality of teaching. 

 Standards in education 
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Higher standards have for many decades been associated with greater recognition from 

those outside of the profession and higher status of the profession itself (Palmer, 1953). Early 

definitions suggest their role is to “set forth the specific criteria of general and special education 

for the professional, the requirements for admission to practice, [and] the standards for 

competent service” (Cogan, 1955, p. 108). Policy makers have also, more recently, increasingly 

turned their attention to standards in their efforts to professionalize the work of educators and as 

a lever for system-wide improvement in teaching and learning. Those efforts have led, in many 

nations to a proliferation of standards-based accountabilities including not only standards for 

practicing teachers, but also standards for teachers at the point of entry into the profession 

(Cochran-Smith, 2001; Crowe, 2010; Darling-Hammond, 2010; DeLuca & Bellara, 2013; Lewis 

& Young, 2013; Wang, Odell, Klecka, Spalding, & Lin, 2010). In some countries’ policies those 

standards are focused specifically on teacher education graduates (for example, New Zealand 

Teachers Council, 2007; The General Teaching Council for Scotland, 2012), and in others they 

are included in sets of standards that encompass multiple stages of the career progression (for 

example, Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, 2011; General Teaching 

Council for Northern Ireland, 2011). Standards for those seeking expert or accomplished teacher 

status have also become increasingly common (Wise & Leibbrand, 2001). 

There are also standards across multiple functions of the educational landscape including 

teacher licensure, certification or registration (Darling-Hammond, 2004; DeLuca & Bellara, 

2013; King, 1994; Kleinhenz & Serafini, 2002), and the accreditation of teacher education 

programs (Feiman-Nemser, 2001). Standards are also central to processes of assessment and 

evaluation, including the assessment of teacher candidates (such as the edTPA teacher 
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performance assessments in the United States), the evaluation of practicing teachers (Darling-

Hammond, 2012) and the evaluation of school leaders (for example, Council of Chief State 

School Officers, 2008; Department for Education & Skills, 2004). The processes, tools and 

instruments used for those processes are often at least coherent with, and at times explicitly 

linked to, the standards for those educational roles. The sense of proliferation of standards 

occurs, in part, because standards developed at national or federal level are adapted or aligned to 

in the development of multiple state or local standards. Furthermore, generic standards become 

the basis for numerous more particular standards related to the teaching of particular learners (for 

example, special education), subjects, levels or contexts. 

Persistence of Norms in the Design of Standards  

Given the demands on teaching presented by the changes over time in the educational 

context—increasingly challenging curricula, exacting accountabilities, and serious issues of 

achievement inequity—it is striking that there have not also been more marked changes over 

time in the design of teaching standards. Rather, their fundamental design has remained largely 

unchanged, and is noticeably similar across jurisdictions.  By the design of standards we refer 

mainly to the structural organizers of standards’ frameworks—the domains.  Even after 

processes to revise policies for teaching standards, the domains used to organize them typically 

remain either very similar or exactly the same (see Appendix A).  For example, three domains 

framed the standards for initial teacher education in Scotland in 2000: professional knowledge 

and understanding, professional skills and abilities and professional values and personal 

commitment (Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education, 2000b). Those same domains 

serve as the organizer for the 2006 and 2012 revisions to the Scottish standards (The General 
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Teaching Council for Scotland, 2006, 2012). Similarly, the Australian national framework for 

professional standards in 2003 were organized around the domains of professional knowledge, 

professional practice, professional values and professional relationships (Teacher Quality and 

Educational Leadership Taskforce, 2003). The 2011 Australian standards used the very similar 

domains of professional knowledge, professional practice and professional engagement 

(Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, 2011). While many teaching standards 

documents make reference to the inter-related nature of the domains in introductory sections, the 

separate organization of the domains does little to help signal their inter-related nature, or to help 

users integrate them as the designers intended.    

As well as norms in the organizers for standards across policy revisions within nations, there 

are patterns evident across nations (see Appendix A indicating the similarities across the United 

States, England, Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland, New Zealand and Australia, for example) in 

the domains used to organize them (Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, 

2011; Council of Chief State School Officers, 2011; Department of Education, 2012; Education 

Council, 2015; General Teaching Council for Northern Ireland, 2011; Quality Assurance Agency 

for Higher Education, 2000a; Teacher Quality and Educational Leadership Taskforce, 2003; The 

General Teaching Council for Scotland, 2006, 2012; Training and Development Agency for 

Schools, 2007; Welsh Government, 2009).  While not identical, terms used for the domains are 

conceptually similar, and typically refer to knowledge (knowledge or understanding) and 

practice (practice, teaching, performance, skills or abilities) and often also values (values, 

dispositions, commitments or responsibilities); and/or professional relationships (relationships, 

engagement or community).  Most typical is a framework using the domains of knowledge, 
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practice and one or two others, such as values or relationships.  The widely accepted conventions 

apparent in the organization and design of teaching standards no doubt reflects the undeniable 

reality that teachers’ knowledge, practice, values and relationships have been and will remain 

vital to the quality of teaching.  That reality does not, however, in our view, make a compelling 

case for those domains enduring as the central organizers of teaching standards without adequate 

consideration of alternatives.  Those alternatives should also be considered in light of prior 

critiques of the notion of standards in education.  Next we address two key critiques of 

standards—the dualism of theory and practice, and the reductionist approach to standards. The 

model we go on to propose is intended to respond to both of those critiques. 

The standards debate 

Standards in education are not universally accepted as desirable. Those who argue for 

teaching standards suggest the importance of standards in upholding the status of the profession 

and enabling the profession as a whole to serve the public good. They are seen, by some, as an 

important tool for the definition, recognition and development of a profession. When well-

written, they claim, standards have the potential to be a powerful tool for improving teaching, 

learning and on-going professional development (Kleinhenz & Ingvarson, 2007), since they 

“define effective practice in terms of desired outcomes and in terms of preferred procedures and 

performance” (Yinger & Hendricks-Lee, 2000, p. 97). Standards promote reflection on particular 

classroom interactions, establish a basis for professional discourse, provide a conceptual basis for 

debate and improvement, serve formative purposes in teacher evaluation and encourage teachers’ 

active role in self-directed enquiry (Darling-Hammond, 2010, 2012).    
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Arguments from those who do not support teaching standards consider them to undermine 

the essence of professionalism. They voice two main critiques. The first critique is about the 

dualism of theory and practice in standards in contrast to the need to integrate theory with 

professional practice. Debates are centered on the dilemma of how to treat the relationship 

between them, and that dilemma creates tension. Such tension is problematic because there ought 

to be, as Flexner (1915, 2001) suggests, a connection between the nature of the activities (which 

are intellectual) and the purpose (which is practical): 

Professionals are therefore intellectual and learned; they are in the next place definitely 

practical. No profession can be merely academic and theoretic; the professional man must have 

an absolutely definite and practical object. His processes are essentially intellectual; his raw 

material is derived from the world of learning; therefore he must do with it a clean-cut, concrete 

task. All the activities about the professional quality of which we should at once agree are not 

only intellectual and learned but definite in purpose. (Flexner, 2001, p. 155)  

The simultaneous attention to matters intellectual and practical is a challenge, and 

particularly so when considering standards for pre-service teacher education. As Grossman 

(2008) puts it, the enduring gap between theory and practice “haunts most professional 

preparation programs…whether one is talking about law or the clergy, medicine or social work” 

(p. 12). What is taught in university, she explains, can be seen as quite distant from the 

immediate concerns of those working in the professions. While few would not argue the place of 

both theory and practice, the balance and relationship between practice, application and 

performance on the one hand, and formal knowledge and theories on the other is contentious 
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(Bengtsson, 1995; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999). The norms referred to earlier in terms of the 

domains used to organize standards support this critique. When knowledge and practice are 

treated as separate domains under which to organize standards, as they are in so many current 

sets of teaching standards, the dualism of theory and practice is entrenched. 

 The second critique is about reductionism which claims that standards focus on specific 

behaviors thereby destroying professional autonomy and reflection (Delandshere & Arens, 2001; 

Feuerstein, 2001; Yinger & Hendricks-Lee, 2000). They are said to create a reductionist 

approach to practice and represent a restricted, routine and mechanistic view of teaching (Beck, 

2009; Furlong, Barton, Miles, Whiting, & Whitty, 2000). Such reductionism is, arguably, 

apparent in many current professional standards policies some of which outline as many as 43 

(Welsh Government, 2009), 70 (General Teaching Council for Northern Ireland, 2011) and 174 

(Council of Chief State School Officers, 2011) specific descriptors or indicators of practice 

outlined in relation to the overarching standards. 

The reductionist approach, at its extreme is referred to by Feuerstein (2001)_ENREF_50 as 

hyper-rationalization in which strict measures of efficiency and accountability are pursued with 

the development of “measurable (though often narrow) educational goals, and a desire for 

centralized control” (Feuerstein, 2001, p. 110). These criticisms are not unique to education. In 

the context of medicine, Talbot (2004), for example, suggests that the standards approach for 

medical graduates “has a tendency to limit the reflection, intuition, experience and higher order 

competence necessary for expert, holistic or well developed practice” (p. 587). He also reasons 

that the reductionist tendency to focus only on tasks and outcomes ignores the complex processes 
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needed for professional practice. Such complexity also characterizes the work of teachers in 

schools. 

Restricted definitions of standards, it is argued, lead to performativity—teachers become 

compelled to ‘perform’ with the purpose of demonstrating standards of practice that are 

observable and measureable, but narrow and shallow in their interpretation of effectiveness. 

Beck’s (2009) critique of Professional Standards for Teachers in the UK signals the dangers of 

such a performative emphasis. He points to the active verbs at the start of each standard and 

suggests they are profoundly reductive:  “it suggests that being a professional educator is a 

matter of acquiring a limited corpus of state-prescribed knowledge accompanied by a set of 

similarly prescribed skills and competencies” (p. 8). This argument suggests that standards 

promote a focus on performativity and impression management. That focus has the unintended 

consequence of impeding teachers’ professional learning and practice and stifling educational 

improvement.  

The alternative approach to standards we outline in the next section, acknowledges that 

teaching is a complex undertaking and that teaching is poorly represented by restricted 

definitions and reductionist approaches often evident in existing standards.  It seems undesirable 

to have standards for a professional activity that is complex without that complexity being 

reflected in the standards for that activity.  We propose integrative standards that reflect the 

complexity inherent in the work, and that avoid judging teachers on many reductionist specific 

behaviors.  The approach we propose also emphasizes the importance of teachers’ practice 

embedding their theoretical understandings in a way that avoids the dualism of theory and 

practice. It also promotes the integration, rather than separation of domains relevant to teaching. 
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An Argument for an Alternative Approach to Teaching Standards 

Teaching has long been understood to be a demanding profession.  As Shulman (2004) put 

it, in no uncertain terms, “teaching… is perhaps the most complex, most challenging, and most 

demanding, subtle, nuanced and frightening activity that our species ever invented” (p. 504).  

The demanding nature of teaching, as Fairbanks et al. (2010) explain, arises from the numerous 

forces involved and the inherently ambiguous, dilemma-ridden nature of the situations teachers 

face.  Many hallmarks of the current educational context compound those demands: the nature of 

curricula that guide, or in some cases dictate, teaching; the accountabilities facing teachers, 

schools and systems; and the persistence of inequities in student achievement.  In this section we 

discuss those demands, and the seemingly entrenched prevailing norms in the structural 

organizers of standards, which are grounds, in our view, for reconsideration of the approach to 

teaching standards.  

Recent trends in the emphases of national curricula make teaching toward the goals of those 

curricula particularly demanding (Sinnema & Aitken, 2013; Sinnema & Ludlow, 2013).  Many 

recently revised national curricula are characterized, for example, by an emphasis on developing 

students’ competencies for lifelong learning.  They focus on teaching and learning about values, 

and promote student agency in decision-making about their education.  In many contexts 

teachers must grapple with the pressure to ensure success in a core curriculum, which in some 

contexts means ensuring test-focused accountabilities are met and simultaneously ensure 

students succeed in a rich, broad curriculum promoting progress on outcomes described as ‘non-

academic’ (Ladwig, 2010) in ways that reflect 21st century learning goals and approaches.  

Demands on teaching and teachers are also heightened by the degree of authority on teachers for 
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curriculum decision-making.  Those demands, while different in nature, occur both in low 

teacher curricular autonomy contexts (where there is highly prescriptive curriculum content), and 

high teacher curricular autonomy contexts (where there is a great deal of flexibility about what 

teachers teach) (Priestley & Sinnema, 2014; Sinnema, 2015). 

Teaching demands are also compounded by a context in which teachers have multiple 

accountabilities.  They are, more so than ever before, accountable to their immediate colleagues, 

particular given the prominence of teacher professional communities as a mechanism aimed at 

professional learning and improvement (Horn & Little, 2010).  They are accountable to their 

superiors and employers as evidenced by the prevalence of increasingly rigorous systems of 

teacher evaluation (Donaldson, 2013; Goldstein, 2009) and attention to the application of value-

added measures in the context of teacher evaluation (Grossman, Cohen, Ronfeldt, & Brown, 

2014).  A system challenge remains, however, that teacher performance evaluation systems are 

not yet effective enough at distinguishing between high-versus low-performing teachers (Woolf, 

2014).  Teachers are also becoming increasingly accountable to the parents and families of 

students they teach, with far higher expectations in the current context for not only 

communicating to, but engaging with parents to support the quality of teaching and learning. 

Accountabilities at a system level also increase the degree of demand in the teaching 

profession.  International student assessment regimes (such as the Trends in International 

Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), the Programme for International Student Assessment 

(PISA) and Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS)) highlight international 

comparisons and relative rankings in student achievement and system improvement.  The 

implications of comparisons at an international level filter down to the school level, increasing 
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the demand on teachers to contribute to improvements in national rankings.  These international 

assessments, as well as more local ones, reveal troubling patterns for many nations of inequity in 

educational success.  They show that students from ethnic minorities, from low socio-economic 

backgrounds and with special education needs are often over-represented at the lower levels of 

achievement.  This achievement gap, or as Ladson-Billings (2008) describes it, ‘education debt’ 

(p. 235) sharpens the demands on teachers for teaching that contributes to more equitable 

outcomes for diverse learners.  The demands and challenges outlined above have significant 

implications for system level policy and practice, and particularly for the approach taken to 

professional teaching standards for the current educational climate. 

The Development Context of the Teaching for Better Learning Model 

The authors were commissioned by the New Zealand Ministry of Education to prepare a 

background paper to inform policy and promote discussion on a desirable graduate profile for 

teacher education—in particular to propose standards about what a graduate teacher ought to 

know and be able to do on entry into the profession. We bought to that work our experience, in 

the case of the first and third authors, as academics with expertise in effective teaching, teacher 

evaluation, policy design; our experience as classroom teachers (both elementary and high 

school); as teacher educators; and our experience as contributors and advisors to national 

educational policy work.  The second author brought academic expertise in teacher education, 

standards in teacher education and structural inequalities in education; and experience as a 

special needs teacher and educator. Our work on the paper led us to analyze and critique existing 

standards from multiple jurisdictions at national and state level.  We read widely about the 

critiques of standards, nature of teaching, effective teaching and inquiry-oriented practice in 
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particular.  We read through a lens of standards design – what might this mean for an alternative 

approach to teaching standards?  How might the design of standards better reflect what much 

literature reveals about what teaching is like, and what effective teaching demands?  We sought 

and engaged with feedback, throughout an eight-month period, from a range of stakeholders and 

experts.  The approach we propose has been informed by the critique, challenge, reactions and 

contributions of teachers, teacher educators, policy makers and respected academics with 

expertise relevant to teaching standards (including those from beyond New Zealand).  Regular 

advisory sessions were held in which drafts of our model were subjected to rigorous evaluation 

to strengthen the standard of the standards themselves.  The members of the advisory group were 

selected by the contracting body to represent diverse roles and perspectives.  They group 

included Professor Alister Jones  and Associate Professor Margie Hohepa from The University 

of Waikato, Professor Roberta Hunter from Massey University, Professor Helen Timperley form 

The University of Auckland and Professor Field Rickards, Dean of the Melbourne Graduate 

School of Education at the University of Melbourne. Following multiple iterations, the version of 

our model presented here reflects the challenge from our advisors to more strongly reflect, for 

example, social justice concerns, aspirations for indigenous learners, the social and political 

context in which teachers work takes place, and the relationship between teachers’ own learning 

needs and priorities and those of their learners. 

The standards we propose are standards applicable to all teachers regardless of career stage, 

including graduates entering the profession.  We made the decision not to create a progression of 

standards in which demands on a new graduate are less than those on an experienced teacher.  

Given all teachers’ (new or otherwise) hold responsibility for the learning of the students they 
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teach, a lesser demand on beginning teachers is not defensible.  Greater equity in education 

ought not, in our view, be inhibited by standards that sanction some students being taught at a 

lesser standard than others.  Rather we argue for a single set of rigorous standards with the 

understanding that new graduates will operate in a context where there is an expectation for 

conditions and resources that enable their achievement of such standards, including higher levels 

of support. 

There were notable parallels in the task for the commissioned paper (designing standards 

that are coherent with the complex, situated, and active nature of teaching) and our prior work on 

effective teaching.  For that reason the approach we propose draws heavily on the New Zealand 

Curriculum model of effective pedagogy—Teaching as Inquiry (Aitken & Sinnema, 2008, p. 52; 

Sinnema & Aitken, 2011).  That model was designed alongside a synthesis of findings of 

outcomes-linked evidence about effective teaching approaches in the social sciences.  Evidence 

of seemingly similar approaches working well in some situations but not in others signaled the 

importance of inquiry into the effectiveness of approaches in each situation they are used.  The 

authors were careful, therefore, to present findings about effective pedagogical approaches 

alongside a model of teaching that does not necessarily presume the transferable effectiveness of 

approaches from one context to another.  In this way the earlier model (Teaching as Inquiry) 

addresses the situated nature of teaching that we argue should be at the heart of teaching 

standards.  But, as we reviewed our prior work, we realized it did not adequately address, for the 

purpose of standards, the complexity of teaching and its active nature.  A desire to address 

complexity led us to be more explicit and inclusive in outlining how resources should be drawn 
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on to strengthen the quality and rigor of inquiry.  A desire to address the active nature of 

teaching aspect led us to expand the inquiries to include inquiry into the enactment of teaching. 

An Alternative Approach to Teaching Standards: The Teaching for Better 

Learning Model 

In this section we present our proposal for an alternative approach to standards.  Important 

principles in the design of our alternative standards are that they are aligned to the nature of 

teaching and that they respond to the long-standing critiques of standards as reductionist and the 

persistent dilemma about how to treat the relationship between theory and practice in standards.  

Those principles led us to an approach that reflects the complex nature of teaching (integrative 

rather than reductionist) as well as the situated and active nature of teaching (explicit integration 

of theory and practice).  There are two parts to our approach – a model of effective teaching we 

call the Teaching for Better Learning model (see Figure 1), and a set of standards that are 

directly derived from that model (see Figure 2).  Before introducing the inquiry-oriented model 

and standards themselves in more detail, we first reflect on the complex, situated and active 

nature of teaching—the basis of our justification of an alternative inquiry-oriented model for 

teaching standards.  We highlight these characteristics since they are both central to the nature of 

teaching, and weakly represented in many current approaches to teaching standards, which may 

explain at least in part the unceasing reductionist and theory/practice critiques.  We then turn to 

key theorists whose work has informed the approach we propose. 
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Teaching is by Nature Complex, Situated and Active  

Firstly, as has long been acknowledged, the task of teaching involves complexity (Jackson, 

1974).  That complexity arises from the fact that teachers typically work simultaneously with 

many, and diverse students.  It also arises from the multiple, wide-ranging, changing and 

sometimes competing aims and objectives that frame the work of teachers—some of those 

objectives are immediate, some short term, and some much longer term.  Furthermore, teaching 

involves multiple unknowns, including students’ responses and the uniqueness of each and every 

teaching situation.  Those unknowns contribute to what Labaree (2000) describes as the “chronic 

uncertainty” that teachers must learn to live with as an essential component of their professional 

practice (p.231).  Teaching is also complex since it involves multi-directional and multi-causal 

processes (Leinhardt, Young, & Merriman, 1995).  Teaching decisions cannot, therefore, be 

routinized since, as Hammerness et al (2005) put it, they are “contingent upon student responses 

and the particular objectives sought at a given moment” (p. 359).  The complexity of teaching is 

unsurprising when one views teaching as a complex system.  Like other education-related 

complex systems (for example, education broadly, learning, schooling, teacher education and 

teacher learning) teaching involves multiple strands (Cochran-Smith, Ell, Ludlow, Grudnoff, & 

Aitken, 2014; Leinhardt et al., 1995; Opfer & Pedder, 2011).  Those strands cannot, as Leinhardt 

(1995) warns, be separated.  To separate the strands of classroom management skills, subject-

matter knowledge and pedagogical techniques, for example, would fail to recognize the inter-

related nature of those strands, and the complex, dynamic nature of teaching.  

That complexity has not, however, always been reflected in policy, despite recognition of 

teaching as “unforgivingly complex” (Cochran-Smith, 2003, p. 4).  Rather, policies often “share 
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narrow—and some would say impoverished—notions of teaching and learning that do not 

account for the complexities that are at the heart of the educational enterprise in a democratic 

society” (Cochran-Smith, 2003, p. 4).  The complex nature of teaching has important 

implications for standards—they should include and integrate the multiple domains relevant to 

effective teaching such as practice, knowledge, competencies, dispositions and ethical principles.  

Furthermore standards should not only signal the principle of and expectation for integration, but 

should make explicit how such integration occurs. In this way, we argue against a multiplicity 

approach, where the abundance of indicators is intended to signal the complexity of teaching, 

albeit organized in several sets or domains. Rather, we argue for a more nuanced approach, in 

which complexity is shown through explicit signals of the integration of, and relationships 

between, fewer but all-critical elements. 

Secondly, and related to the notion of teaching as complex, is the notion of teaching as 

situated.  Teaching is influenced by the particularities of the situation in which it occurs, and that 

situation, given the vast array of the combinations of the complex variables involved in any 

teaching situation, mean that each and every teaching situation will be unique.  No teaching 

situation will be identical to one that has occurred before.  The quality of teaching, therefore, 

“depends sometimes to a small and other times to a considerable extent on how well the teacher 

adapts his or her instruction to the context at hand” (Fenstermacher & Richardson, 2005, p. 207).  

Well adapted teaching occurs when teachers respond to uncertainties and attend to idiosyncrasies 

of a given situation “with experimentation and creativity” (Helsing, 2007).  The need for teachers 

to adapt teaching in response to each new situation has two key implications for standards—they 

should promote inquiry into the unique situation of one’s own practice and they should be 
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explicit in their treatment of and responsiveness to students’ diversity and culture since the 

combination of those elements in any one classroom will also be unique. 

The approach to standards we propose emphasizes the importance of attending to authentic 

practice in teachers’ own contexts. In this way, our model resonates with the work of the 

‘teacher-as-researcher’ approach developed by Stenhouse in the 1970s.  Stenhouse (1975) argued 

that teacher research should be embedded in the context of their teaching work (rather than 

imitating academic research). As he succinctly put “it is not enough that teachers work should be 

studied: they need to study it themselves” (p. 143). The call for such inquiry applies for both 

practicing teachers and for those yet to enter the profession because, as Fenstermacher (1978) 

argued, the goal of teacher education is not to compel teachers to obey teaching rules and rigidly 

follow prescribed approaches, but to educate them to reason soundly about their teaching as well 

as develop their teaching performance.  Sound reasoning requires both a process of thinking 

about what they are doing and an adequate base of facts, principles, and experiences from which 

to reason.  Just as Fenstermacher (1978) argued the need to transform teachers’ beliefs from 

subjectively to objectively reasonable, our model emphasizes the place of evidence (sourced 

from both formal research and from one’s own and colleagues’ experience) as a key informant of 

teaching and learning decisions.  It also emphasizes attention to how defensible teachers’ 

decisions are as the basis for determining if they have met the standard. 

Thirdly, teaching is fundamentally an active activity.  Like other professionals, including 

doctors, lawyers, accountants and architects “teachers have to master their disciplines to be 

effective in their professions, but knowing their subject matter is not sufficient.  Professionals are 

not simply holders of knowledge; they are people who act on this knowledge for the benefit of 
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clients” (Labaree, 2000, p. 232).  The active nature of teaching arises from it being an inherently 

relational process.  It occurs in a particular type of social situation that involves reciprocal 

relationships between a teacher and their students.  That reciprocity was signaled in Dewey’s 

point that one cannot be a good teacher unless someone is learning (Dewey, 1933).  That 

reciprocity is also the source of much challenge, since teachers are dealing with simultaneously 

with groups of up to 35 students, with students who are compelled to attend, and with the 

management of emotions in a relationship that differs from the emotional distance that 

characterizes relationships in many other professional relationships (Davis & Sumara, 2010; 

Labaree, 2000).  The active nature of teaching implies that standards ought to go beyond what 

teachers know, to encompass how well they act on and apply that knowledge in their practice.  

Standards should also simultaneously attend to and integrate practice and knowledge.  The logic 

of standards that are limited to, or that foreground the passive knowledge aspect of teaching 

rather than the active practice aspect is, in our view, flawed. 

Rather than positioning teachers as passive implementers of specific teaching behaviors 

prescribed by reductionist standards our approach positions teachers as active, agentic 

participants in decisions about their practice and judgements about its effectiveness. Our model 

promotes systematic and protracted inquiry of the type described by Dewey (1933), during which 

a state of doubt is welcomed and maintained rather than a state of certainty whereby ideas and 

suggestions are blithely accepted. Our approach uses questions to guide stages of inquiry in an 

attempt to reduce the uncritical acceptance of suggestions.  It signals multiple sources of 

evidence that might inform reflection on the quality or relevance of suggestions.  It also provides 

a framework (a series of connected inquiries) that prompts a systematic rather than unstructured 
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approach to thinking.  The model requires “active, persistent, and careful consideration of any 

belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it,” (Dewey, 1933, 

p. 6) and in particular consideration of those beliefs about what is most important for learners, 

about the teaching approach most likely to be successful, and about the impact of that teaching 

on all learners. 

The complex, situated and active nature of teaching leads us to propose standards that have 

at their heart, an inquiry orientation. Standards that focus on requiring teachers to do certain 

things, or to know certain things are not coherent with the uncertainty inherent in the complex 

and unique situations each teacher is involved in. To teach well, and to improve their teaching, 

teachers need, in our view, to demonstrate their ability to inquire into that uncertainty in ways 

that address the particular complexities, conditions and challenges they face. Standards that 

promote teachers inquiry into the complex unique situations they face are more likely, we 

suggest, to improve their practice, and ultimately students’ learning, than standards that impose 

expectations about the particular knowledge and behaviors teachers require. 

The theoretical basis for our proposal draws on the work of Shulman in the 1980s—many of 

the elements in his model of pedagogical reasoning and action are present (comprehension, 

transformation, instruction, evaluation, reflection, new comprehension), though organized 

differently, in the model we propose. The contributions of Cochran-Smith and Lytle also inform 

our model through their attention to the importance of teacher inquiry (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 

1990), and the importance of worldviews and habits of mind within that inquiry (Cochran-Smith 

& Lytle, 2009).  Their notion of ‘inquiry as stance’ is described as “a way of knowing and being 

in the world of educational practice that carries across educational contexts and various points in 
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one’s professional career and that link individuals to larger groups and social movements 

intended to challenge the inequities perpetuated by the educational status quo” (Cochran-Smith 

& Lytle, 2009, p viii).  This conception of inquiry informs our inclusion of commitment to social 

justice, and dispositions for effective teaching as central to the model. 

Our enthusiasm for an inquiry orientation is, therefore, derived from more than a century of 

work from those including Dewey, Shulman, Stenhouse, Fenstermacher and Cochran Smith.  

Their work collectively provides, in our view, a strong philosophical and theoretical rationale for 

emphasizing inquiry in a model for teaching standards.  In the following section, we describe our 

model and its various elements in more detail, then explain how those might be integrated to 

generate graduating teacher standards that, like the teaching they describe, are complex and 

integrative.    

The Teaching for Better Learning Model  

The TBL model structures the teaching and learning process around six inquiries that are 

interrelated but each with a different purpose: deciding on learning priorities; deciding on 

teaching strategies; enacting teaching strategies; examining impact; deciding on and actioning 

professional learning priorities; and critiquing the education system. The quality of inquiries, and 

resulting practices, are improved by drawing on five sets of resources: 

- education’s body of knowledge of all learners, learning, society and culture, content, 
pedagogy, content pedagogy, curriculum and assessment  

- cultural, intellectual, critical, relational and technical competencies  

- dispositions of open-mindedness, fallibility, discernment, and agency 

- ethical principles and commitment to learners, families, the profession and society 
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- commitment to social justice by challenging racism, inequity, deficit thinking, disparity 
and injustice 

We call these ‘resources’ because they, like resources in the common usage of the term, 

indicate personal attributes and capabilities for effective functioning. With respect to teaching, 

we claim that greater scope and depth of the resources teachers draw on to inform their inquiries 

is likely to strengthen to the effectiveness of their practice. We elaborate on each of the inquiries 

and each of the resource sets below. 

The inquiries.  The six inquiries are presented diagrammatically in a way that signals a 

logic to their sequence, indicated by the arrows in the model.  It typically makes sense, for 

example, to decide on learning priorities before deciding how to teach toward those priorities, 

but the arrows are not intended to indicate a strict series of steps or unidirectional sequence.  In 

practice, the learning from any inquiry might lead a teacher toward any one of the other 

inquiries.  Similarly, there are multiple potentially appropriate starting points to an inquiry. It 

will often make sense to begin with learning priorities, particularly prior to the start of a new 

phase of teaching. Equally, it could make sense to begin with decisions about teaching strategies 

if the priorities have already been determined and agreed upon.   

The Learning Priorities inquiry helps determine direction.  Given that time is limited and 

that learners need multiple opportunities to engage with the content of new learning, priorities 

need to be established.  The essential issue that teachers need to address is not what is important 

for each student to learn but what is relatively most important.  Making decisions about relative 

importance of the vast array of possible outcomes to prioritize, and about using time well is the 

focus of this phase of the cycle.  Central to this inquiry is the question ‘What is most important 
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and therefore worth spending time on?’  Reference to ‘each’ in the questions here is important 

since the collective priorities need to be addressed alongside the priority for each and every 

learner.   

The purpose of the Teaching Strategies inquiry is to identify strategies that are most likely 

to help learners achieve the outcomes that have been prioritized.  Central to this inquiry are the 

questions ‘What could I try?’ and ‘How good is the evidence?’ These questions imply a 

considered and reflective approach to practice and research that requires the ability not only to 

locate the evidence but also to evaluate its quality.  The Teaching Strategies inquiry requires 

attention to outcomes-linked research evidence and to evidence from practitioner experience to 

inform decisions about what teaching strategies to try.  It encourages teachers to view research as 

sources of better-informed conjectures about what might enhance learning for learners in their 

classrooms.  This inquiry does not presume which empirical evidence is most relevant for 

teachers to consider, since the most relevant evidence will be dependent on the particular 

situation.  What it does presume, is that empirical evidence about teaching strategies relevant to 

the outcomes and learners of focus does exist, and is worth attending to when making decisions 

about the approach to try. 

Inquiring into the Enactment of Teaching Strategies requires teachers to evaluate their 

actions in the moment (‘Am I enacting the strategies I decided on well?’), how learners are 

experiencing their learning, and the quality of the learning relationships that are being developed.  

This inquiry requires teachers to notice their own and learners’ interactions and behaviors and 

the intellectual and emotional responses.  Such inquiry typically happens during the teaching and 

learning.  While the other inquiries might also happen in the moment, this inquiry in particular 
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requires ‘in the moment’ attention to what the teacher is doing and how each learner is 

responding.     

Central to the Impact inquiry is the collection and analysis of high quality evidence based on 

two key questions of impact: The first question is ‘What happened?’ to prompt examination of 

the impact teaching had on each student’s learning.  But understanding what happened is 

insufficient without a sense of aspiration and high expectations.  Hence the second question, 

which is about whether students’ learning was sufficient – ‘Have I made enough of a difference 

for each learner?’ The term “each” learner rather than a more generic and impersonal collective 

reference to “all” learners places an obligation on teachers to adopt practices that are inclusive of 

individual students not simply the group of students as a whole.   

The Professional Learning inquiry requires teachers to be meta-cognitive and self-regulated 

learners—able and inclined to ‘think about their thinking’ in relation to the other inquiries and to 

actively initiate, motivate and direct their own efforts to acquire knowledge and skills rather than 

rely on others for instruction (Schunk & Zimmerman, 1994).  This inquiry promotes the idea 

described by Darling-Hammond (2006) of teachers increasingly becoming their own teachers 

and demonstrating the skills to learn from practice and also to learn for practice.  It requires 

teachers to consider the quality of each of the other five inquiries and ways in which those 

inquiries could be strengthened through their own learning and development.   

The inclusion of the Professional Learning inquiry strengthens the standards because, as 

Ingvarson (2003) points out, “if standards for teaching are to have a positive impact on teachers 

and students, then they must be embedded within a culture committed to professional learning, 
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and the focus must be on the teachers themselves identifying their needs for professional 

learning” (p. 103).   

The inquiries in the upper section of the model emphasize attention on teachers’ own 

students. Effective teaching also requires attention to the broader context of schooling, teaching 

and learning, since that context influences either directly or indirectly what is possible in a 

teacher’s own context.  For that reason, we include in the model an Education System Inquiry 

that positions the teacher as a knowledgeable and critical professional who engages with current 

policy debates in education and about social, cultural, political and economic influences on the 

context in which they work.  This inquiry emphasizes the need for teachers to participate in 

moving education-related debates forward and to contribute to system-wide improvements.  

The resources.  The six resources encompassed in the model are prevalent in discussions on 

quality teaching and quality teachers (Wang, Lin, Spalding, Klecka, & Odell, 2011). While the 

resource of teachers’ knowledge has arguably had more empirical attention than the other 

resources and its impact has been shown to have a strong impact on student outcomes (Baumert 

et al., 2010; Hill, Rowan, & Ball, 2005), there is growing empirical evidence of the influence of 

teachers’ competencies, dispositions and their commitment to ethical practice and social justice 

(for example, Gay, 2010; Kunter et al., 2013; Turner & Drake, 2016; K. M. Tyler, Boykin, & 

Walton, 2006).  

The resources are positioned behind each of the inquiries to reflect their continuous 

integration throughout all parts of the teaching process.  In this way we argue that education’s 

body of knowledge, competencies, dispositions, ethical principles, and commitment to social 
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justice are not just resources teachers need to ‘know about’- but resources they need to draw on 

and use as they inquire into their teaching and their students’ response., It is their use in the 

service of high quality inquiry and practice that distinguishes more highly effective teaching 

from less effective.  Inquiring in ways that use these resources is what we argue to be a marker of 

quality teaching—this notion of quality teaching prompts teachers to take account of empirical 

research findings, but doesn’t presume which research is most relevant, since that requires 

knowledge of the particular context.  The resources are also purposely broad, but not 

exhaustive—they signal particular resources (particular competencies such as technical 

competencies, and particular dispositions such as open-mindedness, for example) but high 

quality inquiries may well require additional resources dependent on the particular situation—the 

model allows for and requires that.   Decisions teachers make would not be considered defensible 

if the resources drawn on were inadequate. 

Each of the resources are purposefully underpinned by multiple theories—for instance, 

theories of cultural responsiveness (Bishop & Berryman, 2006; Gay, 2000) underpin the resource 

of cultural, critical and relational competencies; notions of habits of mind (Dewey, 1933; Nelsen, 

2015), open-mindedness (Spiegel, 2012) and open-to-learning interpersonal behavior (Argyris & 

Schön, 1974; Robinson, Sinnema, & Le Fevre, 2014) underpin the dispositions resource;  and 

theories of curriculum (Barber, 1992; Dewey, 1933; Dillon, 2009; Schwab, 1969; Taba, 1962; R. 

W. Tyler, 1949) underpin the knowledge of curriculum resource.  The diversity and scope of the 

resources are intentionally signaling a theoretical pluralism.  Theoretical pluralism is relevant 

since the problems and issues raised in the inquiry the model prompts are likely to be complex 

and unable to be adequately addressed by engaging with a single theory.  As Griffiths (1997) 
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puts it “particular theories are appropriate to certain problems, but not others” (p. 372).  The 

iterative process of engaging with expert practitioners, teacher educators and researchers during 

the development of the TBL Model sought to ensure that the resources included capture a 

sufficiently encompassing range of relevant theories. 

The resource set of  education’s body of knowledge refers to the knowledge base categories 

described by Shulman (1987) – namely: content knowledge, general pedagogical knowledge, 

curriculum knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge, knowledge of learners, educational 

contexts and educational ends, purposes and values.  This knowledge base is complex because it 

draws from multiple disciplinary sources (for example: psychology, history, sociology, 

philosophy and education) that offer competing interpretations of problems and propose 

contrasting solutions.  But without the structures, frameworks and theoretical insights offered by 

these disciplines the teachers can only act from their own, always limited, understanding and 

experience.  Knowledge is central to the agentic positioning of teachers because, as Beck and 

Young (2005) explain the disciplines offer “knowledge that permit(s) alternative possibilities to 

be thought” (p.193). 

The knowledge base of teaching is not only defined by the disciplines, because what and 

how teachers teach is also influenced by their orientation to content (Ball, Thames, & Phelps, 

2008).  Teachers need to understand the structures, paradigms and content of the subjects they 

teach—what Shulman (1986) describes as “the amount and organization of knowledge per se in 

the mind of the teacher” (p. 9).  Content knowledge, when conceptualized in a practice-based 

way encompasses not only subject matter for teaching but also pedagogical content knowledge.  

This requires knowledge about the relative difficulty of aspects of a subject, likely pre-
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conceptions and misunderstandings learners may bring to their learning of the subject and typical 

progressions relevant to progress in the learning area.    

Competencies that enable teachers to demonstrate their knowledge are also a vital resource 

for teachers’ inquiries.  It is important to note the integrative nature of competencies and the 

relevance of the notion of teacher competence given its relationship to student outcomes.  Kunter 

et al.’s (2013) study, for example, revealed “positive effects of teachers’ pedagogical content 

knowledge, enthusiasm for teaching, and self-regulatory skills on instructional quality, which in 

turn affected student outcomes” (p. 805).  There are various competency types outlined in the 

model including cultural, intellectual, critical, relational and technical.  While detailing the full 

range of relevant competencies is beyond the scope of this paper the following examples give a 

sense of what competencies involve.  The cultural and relational competencies, for example, 

relate to the notion of culturally responsive teaching (see for example, Gay, 2000).  

Competencies of a technical and intellectual nature include those vital to the practice of effective 

assessment.  As Brown (2008) points out, widespread research findings suggest that “the vast 

majority of teachers, principals, and administrators have limited understandings of the more 

technical qualities of assessment information…whether it be derived from their own assessments 

of students, from external standardized test marks, or from their own in-class performance 

assessments” (p. 286).   

The dispositions central to the TBL model are those of open-mindedness, discernment 

fallibility, and agency.  When used by teachers as they inquire into their practice, the quality of 

both teachers’ inquiry and practice are likely to improve.  To be open-minded is as Hare (2003a) 

describes “to be critically receptive to alternative possibilities, to be willing to think again 



Author copy - submitted and accepted version of the following publication:  
Sinnema, C. E. L., Meyer, F., Aitken, G. (accepted, August 2016). Capturing the Complex, Situated and Active 
Nature of Teaching through Inquiry-oriented Standards for Teaching. Journal of Teacher Education 

31 

 

despite having formulated a view, and to be concerned to defuse any factors that constrain one’s 

thinking in predetermined ways” (p. 4-5).  As Spiegel (2012) also points out, “open-mindedness 

is a powerful pedagogical tool.  Teachers who display a willingness to consider new ideas and 

points of view welcome students to do the same.” (p. 29). 

The disposition of open-mindedness, though, presents a potential risk if it is not 

accompanied by a disposition of discernment.  It is important not to confuse open-mindedness 

with neutrality or with an attitude of permissiveness regarding what other people believe.  

Rather, the TBL model requires ‘critical receptiveness’—“a readiness to consider new ideas 

together with a commitment to accept only those that pass scrutiny” (Hare, 2003b, p. 79).  The 

intellectual virtues of wisdom and understanding when used to discern possibilities that arise 

through open-mindedness prevent the collapse of open-mindedness into gullibility.  This 

combination of dispositions ensures teachers willingness to consider alternative teaching goals, 

approaches and outcomes, but with due attention to the possibility that not all alternatives are 

equal, and their merits need careful consideration.   

In order to bring about change in student outcomes, teachers need to feel influential in 

improving engagement and success for students.  Agency positions them to take responsibility 

for the changes that are necessary to their teaching practice in response to ongoing formative 

assessment of students experience of, and success in, learning as distinct from attributing 

responsibility to deficits in students and their families (Bishop & Berryman, 2006).  When 

teachers believe that their actions can make a difference and act on this belief, their learners 

benefit (Phelps, 2006).  This disposition is closely allied to what Haberman (2004) refers to as 

persistence—the “deep and abiding belief” about the potential of “diverse children in poverty” 
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which is itself reflected in taking a “constant responsibility to make the classroom an interesting, 

engaging climate which on a daily basis will involve all the (children) in meaningful activities“, 

and in meeting the needs of everyone in the class by constantly searching  for “what works” for 

each student (p. 132-133).    

Ethical principles are also an important resource for inquiry.  Codes of ethics provide a 

basis for guiding teachers in ethical decision-making (Association of American Educators; New 

Zealand Teachers Council, 2012) and outline fundamental principles of ethical conduct towards 

learners, family, society, and the profession.  Often teaching standards refer to codes of ethics 

that sit outside of the standards themselves and that are not specifically integrated into the 

standards themselves.  The TBL model integrates ethical principles as a resource that informs 

teachers’ inquiries.  That positioning signals the importance of ethical principles being embedded 

in the daily work of teachers with learners.  As Reynolds (2001) observed  “a code of practice 

dictates what a teacher should do, but a code of ethics refers to how the teacher does it, which is 

perhaps more crucial” (p. 473).  The crucial nature of ethical practice is, we argue, a justification 

for embedding ethics within standards rather than simply cross-referencing in a very general way 

to separately stated codes of ethics.   

The commitment to social justice resource draws attention to the significant disparities in 

the distribution of educational opportunities, resources, and achievement, and to teachers’ 

responsibility to work as both educators and activists towards the democratic ideal of reducing 

inequities in society (Cochran-Smith, Gleeson, & Mitchell, 2010; Ludlow, Enterline, & Cochran-

Smith, 2008).   When this commitment is treated as a resource for inquiry into practice, social 
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justice becomes the concern of those working directly with diverse learners especially those who 

have experiences significant economic and educational disadvantage. 

The Integration of Inquiries and Resources to Develop Teaching Standards 

Through a process of integrating each inquiry with all of the key ideas in the resources, six 

teaching standards (Figure 2) are derived from the model.  What we propose here are standards 

that are inquiry-oriented, active, applied and directly connected to students’ engagement and 

learning.  Possessing particular knowledge, skills and dispositions is not treated as the standard.  

Rather the standard emphasizes high quality inquiry closely connected to learners’ experience 

that draws on education’s body of knowledge, competencies, dispositions, ethical principles, and 

commitment to social justice.  While terms such as ‘using’, ‘demonstrating’ and ‘applying’ are 

used in the standards (and those terms are common to standards critiqued as performative and 

reductionist), it is important to note that our model uses them in holistic statements that integrate 

the multiple and complex combinations of resources necessary to inquiry well into practice.  

They are not used in list fashion in ways that reduce teaching to discrete disconnected practices. 

It is beyond the scope of this paper to detail the complex integration of resources with each 

of the inquiries but the following examples seek to illustrate this integration.  The first example 

focuses on the Learning Priorities Inquiry Standard, which states:  

Defensible decisions on learning priorities for each of my learners are made by drawing on 

education’s body of  knowledge about all learners, learning, society and culture, content, 

pedagogy, content pedagogy, curriculum and assessment, using cultural, intellectual, critical, 

relational and technical competencies, demonstrating dispositions including open-mindedness, 



Author copy - submitted and accepted version of the following publication:  
Sinnema, C. E. L., Meyer, F., Aitken, G. (accepted, August 2016). Capturing the Complex, Situated and Active 
Nature of Teaching through Inquiry-oriented Standards for Teaching. Journal of Teacher Education 

34 

 

fallibility, discernment and agency, applying ethical principles and demonstrating commitment 

to learners, families, the profession and society, and demonstrating commitment to social justice 

by challenging racism, inequity, deficit thinking, disparity and injustice. 

This standard requires teachers not just to identify learning priorities, but to do so for each 

student, and to be able to defend the decisions made.  The knowledge base for such decision-

making is complex.  If decisions are to be more than technical, defensible decisions about 

outcomes for learners, they need to be sourced in an understanding of the purposes of education 

and schooling, and it needs to be recognized that these purposes are not uncontested.  For 

example, a teacher without knowledge of the history and philosophy of education can mount 

only a very limited defense of why they are teaching what they are teaching. 

At the more micro-level of decision-making defensible decisions about outcomes need to 

draw on knowledge of human development and of ‘typical’ learning trajectories in the subject to 

inform what is likely to be appropriate next steps for students of this age; on the literature on 

motivation to inform what learning is most likely to engage students; and on knowledge of 

curriculum requirements and external benchmarks to inform entitlements, aspirations and 

expectations for learning.  This knowledge is itself embedded in a deep and flexible knowledge 

of the subject—its structures and paradigms—a basis for suggesting possibilities of next steps for 

students.  Decisions about learning priorities for each learner need to also take account of 

knowledge of learners’ backgrounds, interests and prior knowledge to determine the experiences 

and strengths that students bring to learning and to identify the areas they need to develop; and of 

community and school aspirations and priorities. 



Author copy - submitted and accepted version of the following publication:  
Sinnema, C. E. L., Meyer, F., Aitken, G. (accepted, August 2016). Capturing the Complex, Situated and Active 
Nature of Teaching through Inquiry-oriented Standards for Teaching. Journal of Teacher Education 

35 

 

Teachers also need to draw on technical competencies such as interpreting assessment data 

about their learners to inform next steps; and on the intellectual competency of assessing 

competing priorities for the use of limited time in teaching.  Teaching would be a relatively 

straightforward, but distinctly unsatisfying, activity if outcomes were pre-determined.  A 

disposition of open-mindedness ensures that alternative possibilities for valued outcomes are 

given due consideration.   

Because this standard is fundamentally about the relative, rather than absolute, importance 

of outcomes for each learner, and because teachers can seldom offer each learner undivided 

individual attention and consideration there are often trade-offs in making judgments about 

valued outcomes for learners.  This normative dimension of decision-making inherent in this 

standard requires teachers to attend to ethical considerations—in particular to defend their 

professional judgments about prioritized learning with reference to their ethical commitment to 

do good for as many learners as possible, minimize harm, and strive to promote the physical, 

emotional, social, intellectual and spiritual wellbeing of all learners.  The defense of priorities 

must, perhaps most importantly, be embedded in a deep commitment to social justice – to set 

expectations high and to avoid deficit thinking in decision-making.  Framed in this way the 

practice component of the standard—making defensible decisions about learning priorities for 

each of my learners—is not relegated to a technocratic or simplistic defense of the use of time.  

Rather it is elevated to the status of a complex judgment process that assesses the relative merits 

of competing alternatives and that acknowledges that even the most powerfully defensible 

decisions are themselves contestable. 

The second example focuses on the Teaching Strategies Inquiry Standard, which states:  
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Defensible decisions on teaching strategies most likely to be successful for prioritized learning 

are made by drawing on education’s body of  knowledge about all learners, learning, society 

and culture, content, pedagogy, content pedagogy, curriculum and assessment, using cultural, 

intellectual, critical, relational and technical competencies, demonstrating dispositions 

including open-mindedness, fallibility, discernment and agency, applying ethical principles and 

demonstrating commitment to learners, families, the profession and society, and demonstrating 

commitment to social justice by challenging racism, inequity, deficit thinking, disparity and 

injustice.   

This standard illustrates the iterative nature of the model with its referencing back to the 

preceding inquiry (about priorities) within the standard.  The focus on ‘prioritized learning’ 

refers back to the learning priorities standard.  It also highlights how pivotal the particularity of 

context is to these standards.  Rather than set out expectations about particular pre-determined 

teaching strategies, it sets out an expectation about the professionalism and rigor a teacher 

demonstrates in identifying teaching strategies for their own learners, which are defensible given 

the particularities involved.  The same teaching strategy could, given the resources teachers draw 

on and learners involved, be defensible in one context, yet not defensible in another.  In this way 

the standards distinguish between more and less effective teachers in a way that takes account of 

the high levels of variation between teaching contexts and the heterogeneous groups of students 

teachers typically work with.  These standards like the others proposed, are intended to promote 

better learning since they promote practice that is responsive to a teacher’s students, rather than 

responsive to frameworks that take no account of those particular students.    
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 Discussion 

The standards proposed here position teachers as inquiring professionals whose work is 

directed at better learning for themselves and their students.  The standards, and the model that 

underpins them, focus on practice and inquiry. They make explicit how knowledge, 

competencies, dispositions, ethical principles and social justice serve to strengthen the quality, 

rigor and professionalism of that inquiry.  Three aspects of the design of these standards 

differentiate them from many existing approaches to standards.  Firstly, the TBL standards 

position teachers as agentic decision makers in their own contexts and preserve professional 

autonomy.  The teacher is the inquiring professional deciding on learning priorities, deciding on 

teaching strategies, enacting these strategies and examining their impact. They also understand 

and critique how the wider education context impacts on their work. Each of these inquiries 

informs decisions about the professional learning of the teacher.  TBL standards thus call for an 

active teacher—an inquiring professional—who is responsive to the situation he or she teaches 

in, to his or her learner(s) and the desired outcomes (Aitken & Sinnema, 2008).  Secondly, the 

model addresses the reductionist critique by acknowledging and reflecting the complexity of 

teaching in the standards rather than dealing with multiple standards in each of multiple domains. 

Finally, the explicit integration of resources with inquiries seeks to avoid the dualism of theory 

and practice. The practices foregrounded in the standards require and integrate the resources that 

in many previous standards have stood alone.  

If standards are to function as intended, as a lever for system improvement, then standards 

need to connect explicitly with the points of the system that, if ‘moved’ will have the greatest 

impact. If standards concentrate attention on what teachers know, or on what teacher know how 
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to do their potential for actually improving practice is unlikely to be realized. Standards with that 

focus may well lead to greater teacher knowledge or know how, but will not necessarily lead to 

better application of that knowledge. We argue that by foregrounding practice – concentrating 

attention on key inquiries (inquiry into teaching priorities, teaching strategies, enactment of 

teaching, their impact on each learner, their own professional learning needs and the educational 

context) standards might have greater influence on the improvement of teaching and learning. A 

further benefit of the TBL approach is that it does not assume what knowledge or practices are 

required to make a difference for students since each situation will be unique. Rather, it assumes 

that teachers’ high quality inquiries (drawing on relevant knowledge, competencies, dispositions 

and commitments) will lead them to practice in ways that better serve students. 

One challenge arising from the presentation of the standards proposed here is that they are 

complex to read.  We see this as inevitable given the relationships and connections the standards 

aim to represent and that are so critical to effective teaching. A limitation of our work is that 

while implementing standards with the complexity we propose is important, it is almost certain 

to be difficult. While we do not apologize for the complexity of the standards that are generated 

by the multi-faceted nature of the model they are derived from, we are mindful of the conditions 

and capacities required to use such standards in the work of licensing, certifying and evaluating 

teachers. It is beyond the scope of this paper to examine thoroughly the challenges such a model 

induces, but we anticipate those challenges would relate especially to the capacity of those 

evaluating teachers against such standards to attend to the complexity in each standard and the 

quality of the tools, processes and routines required to support such evaluation. 
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Some may argue that our proposed approach is incompatible with policies that rely on or 

prioritize quantified measurements of teaching standards.  We would argue that while the 

standards we set out lend themselves to rich descriptions of and explanations about inquiries into 

practice over time, they are not incompatible with measurement-oriented approaches.  The kind 

of performance assessment processes and scoring systems used in the United States, for example, 

for national board certification (Sato, Wei, & Darling-Hammond, 2008) or the edTPA (Sato, 

2014) could, with an orientation toward the inquiry-oriented standards we set out, be adapted to 

suit the TBL standards. We would also seek to make clear that the standards we propose do not 

require quantitative measurement to establish they have been met, and that qualitative 

approaches would be coherent with the purpose of establishing the quality and rigor of teachers’ 

inquiries. 

There is much in the existing literature about the role of professional standards for 

educators, and critiquing the approaches taken to those standards policies.  The contribution we 

have sought to make is to go beyond critique of the policies set out by national governments and 

agencies, to offer an alternative approach to standards.  Our offering is both at the broad level, 

signaling the principles of the alternative approach (that it is inquiry-oriented and reflects the 

complex, situated and active nature of teaching) and at the specific level (detailing specific 

alternative standards and how the origins of their design). It is our hope that by going beyond an 

argument for an alternative approach and an abstract notion of what they might look like, we can 

open up a dialogue about the merits of our proposal and its implications for those in various roles 

and settings. 
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Efforts to improve the educational outcomes of diverse learners cannot be successful 

without attention to the standards of the teaching profession.  The influence of teaching quality 

on student achievement is widely recognized and teaching standards play a vital role in 

supporting and promoting the improvement of that teaching.  Given the current educational 

climate, the demands on teachers and the challenges facing schools and policy-makers, it is 

timely to give consideration to alternative approaches to teaching standards.  Such consideration 

could usefully question widely accepted conventions for the design of teaching standards and the 

models and frameworks that underpin them in order to develop and examine alternative 

approaches.  Given standards are a basis for both self-monitored professional accountability and, 

increasingly, high-stakes system-wide accountability, all stakeholders ought to ensure that the 

standards to which we hold each other accountable are themselves of a high standard.  Improving 

the standard of the standards requires attention to alternative approaches that might better serve 

the needs of educational policy makers, teacher educators, teachers and, most importantly, 

students. 
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Appendix A 

Domains across different teacher standards documents 

Jurisdiction Year Title Domains 

 Career stages included 

 Graduating 

/ qualified 

Provisional 

registered 

 Fully 

registered 

Accomp-

lished 

Lead 

New 

Zealand 

2007 Graduating teacher standards  -‐ Professional knowledge 
-‐ Professional practice  
-‐ Professional values & Relationships 

 X     

2015 Practising teacher criteria -‐ Professional relationships and professional 
values 

-‐ Professional knowledge in practice  

   X   

Australia   

 

2003 National framework for 

professional standards 

-‐ Professional knowledge 
-‐ Professional practice 
-‐ Professional values 
-‐ Professional relationships 

   X X X 

2011 National professional standards 

for teachers 

-‐ Professional knowledge 
-‐ Professional practice 
-‐ Professional engagement 

 X  X X X 

Scotland 

 

2000 Quality assurance in initial teacher 

education: The standard for initial 

teacher education in Scotland 

-‐ Professional knowledge and understanding 
-‐ Professional skills and abilities 
-‐ Professional values and personal commitment. 

 X     

2006 Standard for initial teacher 
education 

-‐ Professional knowledge and understanding 
-‐ Professional skills and abilities 
-‐ Professional values and personal commitment 

 X     
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2012 The standards for registration -‐ Professional values and personal commitment  
-‐ Professional knowledge and understanding 
-‐ Professional skills and abilities 

  X X   

England 2007 Professional standards for 
teachers: Core 

-‐ Professional attributes  
-‐ Professional knowledge and understanding 
-‐ Professional skills  

 X  X X  

2012 Teachers' standards -‐ Teaching 
-‐ Personal and professional conduct 

   X   

Wales 2009 Qualified teacher status standards 
Wales 

-‐ Professional values and practice  
-‐ Knowledge and understanding  
-‐ Teaching 

   X   

Northern 

Ireland 

2011 Teaching: The reflective profession -‐ Professional values and practice 
-‐ Professional knowledge and understanding 
-‐ Professional skills and application  
-‐ Additional code of values and professional 

practice 

 X X X X  

USA 2011 InTASC Model core teaching 
standards - A resource for state 
dialogue 

-          Performances 
-          Essential knowledge 
-          Critical dispositions  

 

Within the categories of:  
-‐ The learner and learning 
-‐ Content 
-‐ Instructional practice 
-‐ Professional 

responsibility 

 X     
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