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Abstract Reflecting on nearly half a century’s research on “effective teaching”,
this essay attempts to arouse a lot of suspicion, including ambiguous definition of
connotation, a false antithesis and the imbalance between teachers and students.
Accordingly, this study further reveals hidden thinking obstacles, such as
over-reliance on technical rationality, wrong inference and the separation of the
dialectical relationship between teaching and learning. As a future research
direction, the ideal teaching should focus on virtue rather than efficiency, giving
consideration to effectiveness and responsibility.
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1 Some questionable points in the research on “effective
teaching”

Since 1960s, more and more Western education researchers, especially those who
come from America, have been interested in the subject of effective teaching,
including rational reflection and theoretical construction, as well as the probe
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into practice mode and strategies. So far, considerable monographs and treatises
on the subject have been published, and some scientific research projects at
different levels have also been authorized. Without doubt, just judging by the
original intention and the enthusiasm during the course, these achievements
deserve adequate affirmations. However, considering the actual effect and inner
logic of the viewpoints, there still exist some problematic points, or at least not
so clear.

1.1 The obscure definition of “effective teaching”

Some researchers in China pointed out that the research on effective teaching
during the period from Comenius to Herbart (leaving the property of such
historical division aside for the moment) existed in the form of expanding
teaching scale (Gao and Liu, 2004). Anyway, one point we can confirm lies that,
with the increasing need for education and pressure from schools since modern
times, the contradiction between “scale” and “benefit” always acts as the driving
force of the research. In the practical experience, only the improvement of
teaching efficiency can contribute to an adequate teaching and better teaching. So,
at the outset of The Great Didactic, Comenius clearly advocated that a teaching
method should be found so that teachers could teach less while students could
learn more (Comenius, 1984). This has been the perpetual teaching ideals, and
just this point has also been the starting point for people to understand the
essence of effective teaching. Considering the research now available both at
home and abroad, even though everyone has its own understanding, or even
somebody simply gives up trying to make a definition, a roughly close agreement
is that effective teaching means promoting the student’s development and his/her
progress so as to achieve the teaching goal by enhancing teaching efficiency.

Obviously, the key point in understanding the concept is the word “efficiency”.
There are mainly three kinds of definitions: efficiency, benefit and effect, among
which efficiency is the common statement, but the index to measure efficiency is
teaching time, that is, the ratio between effective teaching time and actual
teaching time. But in terms of teaching effect, the more teaching goals are
achieved, the better teaching is shown.

On the basis of “learning-centered theory”, some researchers pointed out that
the main idea of effective teaching included the following aspects: (1) to promote
students’ learning and development is the fundamental goal of effective teaching,
and it is also the only criterion in measuring the effectiveness of teaching. (2) To
motivate and mobilize the students’ initiative, activeness and selfconsciousness
in learning is the starting point and foundation of effective teaching. (3) To create
and provide students with favorite teaching conditions so as to ensure effective
study of students is the essence and core of effective teaching (Chen, 2000).
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Borich pointed out in his book named Effective Teaching Methods that there are
five key behaviors in effective teaching as follows: lesson clarity, instructional
variety, teacher task orientation, engagement in learning process and student
success rate (Borich, 2002). Such behaviors tend to serve as a useful framework
for measuring and evaluating teaching effectiveness.

It is not hard to find out contradictions among these definitions after careful
deliberation. For example, are there any other dimensions besides efficiency as
the core criteria of effective teaching? As far as benefit is concerned, how can we
understand the potential benefit which the longterm character of education has
brought about? Obviously, if efficiency is the only criterion, then the
effectiveness of teaching is closely related with the way of teaching evaluation,
especially the degree of quantization of classroom teaching, however, can
teaching be exactly quantized? Just considering the abovementioned behaviors, it
seems that the crucial criterion in judging these behaviors is not so clear, such as
how to measure the student success rate, what relationships among these five
behaviors or whether they are simply enumerated and so on.

It should be noticed that almost in the same period of the research on effective
teaching, Bloom advanced a theory called “mastery learning”. He concluded that
given sufficient time and quality instruction, nearly all students could learn. In
the light of effective teaching, the mastery learning seems to be problematic, but
obviously Bloom’s experiment directly proved that time should not be considered
as the key factor in measuring effectiveness of teaching.

1.2 What is the opposite side of effective teaching?

This is also related with the above mentioned question. If “effective teaching” is
a fact, is there any “ineffective teaching” in practice? Many learners think that
the impetus to research “effective teaching” stem from too much “ineffective
teaching” in reality, in which the potential premise is that effective teaching is
good, and should be advocated, while ineffective teaching is bad, and should be
avoided. The problem here is, according to our experience, some teaching may
be of poor quality and bad effects, even with “anti-teaching phenomenon” in
practice, but is there really any socalled “ineffective teaching”? “Any teaching
should be effective in theory while completely ineffectively teaching can not be
called teaching” (1986, the Chinese Society of Education). In other words, the
judgment of “allornone” style such as effectiveness and ineffectiveness seems
not suitable to complicated human activity like teaching. Currently, besides the
traditional academic achievement test, other judgments on effectively promoting
students’ progress and development are not so clear, or over subjective, even
formalized, such as the assessment of students’ comprehensive quality. Under
such conditions, even though some students do not pass the examination (for
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example, they get a zero), can it be said that the teaching fails to promote
students’ development? If not, the widely criticized “ineffective teaching” is only
a kind of ambiguous feeling, even only a hypothesis in theory. Since real
“ineffective teaching” is not possible to exist in practice, then the wording of
“effective teaching” is problematic, unless a new meaning of “effective” is given.
Therefore, does the word “effective” in “effective teaching” refer to efficiency
rather than merely mean the existence of effectiveness or not?

In fact, from the informal teaching in the primitive society, people naturally
realized a problem: How to effectively express oneself in order to be understood
by others. At that time the main “teaching strategies” that took effect were
merely based on popular usage and transformation of body language, so as to
achieve effective communication and to transmit some skills in life and
production. Undoubtedly, it was the primary form of focus on effective teaching.
It is thus evident that the pursuit of effectiveness in teaching is essential to
teaching itself.

1.3 The ignoration of students in the research field on effective teaching

The curriculum reform movement in the 1920s in America, which arouse from
educators and parents at that time who believed that school education had
nothing to do with contemporary life and so ineffective (Pinar, 1994), rebuilt
utilitarianism trend in curriculum development, and followed the example of
Taylor’s scientific management theory, and took efficiency as the criterion of
curriculum implementation. Thus, students become “materials” while school
becomes “factory”. Twenty years later, Tylor’s objective model reinforced the
technical flavor of school curriculum and teaching. So far, the metaphor still has
sufficient and vivid stringency. Although Tylor originally emphasized that
education was taken as a course of changing ways of human being behavior, such
“behavior” is expressed in a broad sense; it includes external behavior as well as
thinking and feeling” (Tylor, 1994). But just as Bloom predicted later, objectives
in the affective domain were hard to measure, so people paid more attention to
the change of visible behavior, later even the visible behavior could not arouse
their interest, and only cared about numeric character (academic achievement),
which can express the corresponding level of behavior.

It can be said that the thinking model in current research on effective teaching,
which is onesided concerned about the teacher’s teaching skills, strategies and
methods, is still reflected the influence of “Tylor’s Rationale™. In fact, whether it
was Socratic art of midwifery, Aristotle’s casual talking in the street, Confucius’
teaching his students under an apricot tree, or even the instillation of theological
doctrine in the Middle Age, if these can be seen as a form of teaching, it should
be admitted that socalled “teachers” care about the responses of “listeners”,



An analysis and reflection on effective teaching 153

“students” and “believers”, and then adjust the teaching in light of the response
accepted. It is the logic of “teaching according to learning” in theory. Without
students’ learning, teaching cannot exist, and what teaching cares about is not
only the course of “learning”, but also the effect of “learning”, different effects
determine the starting point of the “teaching” in the next stage of the
“teaching—learning” circle. Therefore, it is eventually one sided to research the
effectiveness of teaching without that of learning and students involvement in
classroom.

2 The research direction on effective teaching and the
disturbance of thought

The questions in the proposition and direction of research on effective teaching
are as follows: firstly, effective teaching, namely, “being able to achieve
anticipated objectives and effects”(Institute of Language Research in Chinese
Academy of Social Sciences, 1989), is not necessarily good teaching. What
needs to be confirmed first in the research on effective teaching is the problem of
“what is good teaching”, which is the examination of teaching teleology. But the
current research seems to neglect the theoretical discussion and interpretations of
connotative meaning, most of which directly focus on the technical problem of
the way in which how achievements can be reached. That means suspending
query on the rationality of the current teaching objective and tacitly consenting to
and accepting the pursuit of such a goal. Maybe this question can be asked: what
is the effectiveness of teaching directed against on earth? Is it directed towards
how much knowledge and what skills students master? Or is it aimed at the
teacher’s teaching behavior?

To sum up, in my opinion, since the research on effective teaching does not
aim to overcome ineffective teaching, it should enhance the rationality of
teaching goal, or socalled teaching goodness. Thus, what the research on
effective teaching needs to be faced with and solved is not merely the techniques
such as strategy and method, but the fundamental virtue of teaching. It remains a
question whether the way in which confirming effective teaching is good,
worthwhile, or effective can guarantee the “goodness” of teaching. Due to the
partial understanding of teaching teleology in the research, that is, teaching is
mainly seen as a cognitive process of transmitting knowledge and skills, or a
technical activity centered on pursuing efficiency. The criterion to judge
“effectiveness” is the efficiency in grasping knowledge and skills. If teachers
impart more and rapidly, and students learn well within a certain time, the
teaching goal is achieved. But does “effective teaching” mean successful
teaching?
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When teaching is described as “effective” or “successful”, does it mean the
realization of the “goodness”? It is not necessarily so. Here the word “goodness”
and “success” are not merely synonym. Successful teaching is not equal to good
teaching, or the vise versa. Here “goodness” embodies two kinds of strength
which derive separately from “morality” and “epistemology”. To ask the question
of “what is good teaching” from the perspective of “morality” amounts to the
question of what kind of teaching behavior is supported by moral rules. And what
kind of teaching behavior can trigger behavior that conforms to moral rules?
However, to ask the same question from the perspective of “epistemology”
amounts to the question of whether the teaching content meets the criterion of
rationality, and the ultimate goal is to judge if the teaching content is valuable for
students’ grasping knowledge, concept and understanding.” (Shan, 2003) So, the
current “effectiveness” of teaching indicates the success of knowing teaching at
most, and students’ progress and development is merely educational effect on the
level of cognition, while the virtue of teaching is neglected. Under such
circumstances, the more “effective” teaching is, the more severely students are
disciplined, which has been proved in history especially in the Middle Age and
feudalism society in China. When teaching lacks spirit of morality or human
caring for students, then the “effective teaching” only makes a useless attempt,
even having the opposite effect, that is, onesided development of antihuman
nature is achieved in the name of human culture, and human becomes the slave
of technology or the tool of ideology. So, currently when taking great pains in
exploring various strategies for the purpose of “enhancing the efficiency”, we
should also reflect whether the efficiency contributes to students’ real “progress”
and “development”, or it is just a shortsighted behavior at the cost of damaging
their body/mind health, as well as the loss of independent thought.

Secondly, the emphasis of the research on “effective teaching” should not be
put only on teaching without paying attention to students’ responses. In recent
years, most research on “effective teaching” has dealt with factors and
corresponding strategies which influence teaching, especially the research on the
characteristics of teachers, ecology in the classroom, knowledge and behavior of
teachers, efficiency of teachers, and so on (Lin, 2000). Many researchers even
stress the importance of “effective teaching” as a basis of evaluating teachers’
teaching quality. After all, the starting point of effective teaching can focus on
teaching, but the core value must be based on students’ effective development,
not for the purpose of evaluating and selecting teachers. Teaching as an
intersubjective communication activity in which teachers and students are linked
with curriculum, the achievement of its actual effect depends on the corporation
between teachers and students, on the other hand, coexistence state and
experience of teachers and students in teaching cannot be neglected. Just as some
scholar has pointed out, effective teaching should not only focus on efficiency,
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but also on living conditions of people in teaching, especially on those of
teachers and students (Gao, 2005). To realize this is very important, in other
words, the “effectiveness” of teaching is determined not only by what to teach or
how to teach from the perspective of teaching tasks, but also by the answers to
what I have experienced, or what is the meaning of this period of teaching to my
daily life and even to the whole life on the part of students.

Of course, not all researchers have neglected the abovementioned question,
some of which did explore the effectiveness based on students’ learning (Chen,
2000). Some scholars abroad even believe that transferring originally exclusive
research on teachers to giving consideration to the influence on students, and
taking classroom interaction between teachers and students seriously are crucial
to the modern definition of effective teaching (Borich, 2002). But to one’s regret,
some statements do not seem scientific, such as learning-centered theory, the way
how “effective learning” and “effective teacher” coexist in practice, how they are
related with “effective teaching”, as well as whether it is easy to add “effective”
to learning or teachers in effective teaching. If possible, are there corresponding
“effective student”, “effective material”, “effective classroom” and “effective
test”, and so on?

Thirdly, it should also be noticed that since modern times, the research on
“effective teaching” has shown strong flavor of technical rationality, attempting
to disintegrate teaching into individual link and separate procedure according to
the production or management mode of factory, and then finding the most
effective method to achieve the highest efficiency, so as to teach and transform
human nature. Doll said that in short it was selfevident that method became a
carrier of all kind of teaching, which had won Peter Ramus’ approval and
acknowledgement. Four centuries ago, he began to illuminate the question of
“how to teach a lesson” through “methodology”, which is still confusing us today
(Doll, 2003). Method being the center of teaching, it has even become the piety
of our thought, however, William Doll said that people would query the method
either in terms of the essence of teaching and method or that of education and
teaching (Doll, 2003). It is easy to find that the enormous analysis of teachers’
effective behaviors reflected the influence of Taylor’s “timemotion” study in
steel plants. It does not mean objecting to research on teaching method, while the
problem lies in the technical thought of the previous research: a method
“effective” enough should be found so that all the teachers who are eager to
enhance their teaching efficiency can imitate.

Since 1900s, John Dewey has undoubtedly been the representative who
criticized this thought most fiercely. He pointed out explicitly, “to impose a fixed
united method to everyone would bring about universal mediocrity; it is seldom
with exception.” In Dewey’s opinion, method cannot be directly presented, and it
could only be reduced from the current observation of concrete situation, and be



156 LIU Wanhai

directly applied to the situation. When separated from the subject or the
experience that forms them, methods represent the characteristics of “mechanical
uniform” and cannot take effect in expanding experience (Doll, 2003). The
genuine effective teaching method must derive from the experience condition of
teachers themselves, so in this sense we may say, no method (and corresponding
teaching behavior) is fully ineffective, just as no method (and corresponding
teaching behavior) is fully effective.

As mentioned above, the research on “effective teaching” derives from an
attempt of “rescue” of teaching in practice, that is to say, teaching efficiency has
been challenged by the enlargement of teaching scale and the increase in
teaching content since modern times. However, the fact is, on the one hand, as
the result of “effective teaching”, teaching efficiency is enhanced. On the other
hand, teaching control is also strengthened so that the teaching space in which
teachers and students bring into full play their freedom, spirit and wisdom is even
more narrowed, and teaching gradually degenerates into an operating procedure
which is composed of “things” but no “life”. This is what the “rescue” has cost,
and just the price illustrates deviation of human expectation on the research value
of “effective teaching”. The deviation results in problems or at least questionable
point of above research. It can be said that the main reason why research on
“effective teaching” still cannot improve teaching radically is that it fails to grasp
the spirit of teaching, especially in the context of overuse of technique. What
teaching lacks is not technique, but the virtue of teaching. Therefore, it still needs
questioning that “what is good teaching” and “how to realize it”.

3 Effectiveness and responsibility: The two bases of ideal
teaching

We have already revealed that the wording of “effective teaching” is not rigorous,
or even to say, the word “effective” is liable to give people an illusion that
effective teaching is naturally good teaching and genuine teaching. Most of the
current researches have shown the trend that the criteria in judging
“effectiveness” include two sides: one is efficiency and the other is objective. In
fact, they are just two sides of the same coin, and they are still the “Tylor-style”
mode of thinking. Thus, “effective teaching” is indeed similar to “effective
operation”, “effective management”, “effective production”, but goes far from
the essence of teaching.

Conservatively speaking, it is true that the quest for efficiency and objectives
is reasonable, especially considering the expanding need for education in
industrial revolution time, Tylor’s Rationale may be the first choice, but it is still
far from enough. Ideal (or pure) teaching should include another dimension:
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responsibility. If “effectiveness” is aimed at the result, then “responsibility” is
just aimed at the process, and they both constitute the basis of teaching.

In fact, as early as ancient Greek, Aristotle involved this problem. At that time
he specially distinguished between two terms: techne and praxis. The former
directs action in a rational way, aiming at achieving definite ends according to
technical rules, so as to improve the technique and the understanding of
technique itself; the latter, a kind of moral disposal, acts properly, truthfully and
fairly to realize ethical value and objective so as to inspect the behavior and
knowledge in it. He did not think two disposals should be separated, on the
contrary, they are complemented part in a kind of dynamic inter-relation,
composed of each other and reciprocal generated (Oser,1992). Later, in the
development of research on psychology and education, people believe that it is
necessary to distinguish between the two concepts, and the distinction may be
useful for the time being, but in the long run it is still disadvantaged.

How to understand this responsibility? Firstly, let us think about knowledge in
teaching. Since postmodern scholar Michael Apple, as the result of considering
curriculum in a broader political and cultural background, posed the new
question of “whose knowledge is of most worth”, after Spencer raised the
question of “what knowledge is of most worth” in 19" century, more and more
researchers have begun to focus on the relation between knowledge and power.
Just as he said, education is a place filled with struggle and compromise, and
people are always at odds with such questions as what schools should do, whom
should they serve, who makes decisions, and so on. Meanwhile, education as an
important arena, what kind of resource, power, ideology, capital, curriculum,
instruction and educational evaluation on the arena is accepted would possibly
initiate conflict (Apple, 2006). Lyotard argues that knowledge and power are two
sides of the same question, namely, who decides what knowledge is and who
knows what needs to be decided. In the computer age, “the question of
knowledge is now more than ever a question of government”.(Lyotard, 1997)
Once knowledge is viewed as ideological, not valuefree, then transmitting the
knowledge is confronted with the problem of corresponding value stance.
Furthermore, the spiritual conditions of teachers and students can be influenced
by their interaction with knowledge. “One’s mental order setting the value of
knowledge affects the image of knowledgeable man who has been educated,
which means the evolution of type of knowledge brings about that of
knowledgeable man in education. In a sense, it changes educational goals, that is,
transferring the interpretation of the man who masters knowledge. What
knowledge should he/she master? What kind of man does he/she become through
what type of knowledge? The value of knowledge and that of man becomes a
symbiotic structure that mingled together.” (Jin, 2004) In short, the technical and
pragmatic knowledge that is enclosed and dull, far from life world can only cultivate
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the same kind of man, who may show the strong control ability and executive ability
with the help of knowledge mastered, yet lose the fundamental intention of life,
and can not experience the meaning of happiness in the cycle of “knowledge
mastering—knowledge application—knowledge supplementation”.

In fact, this is a simple truth to be understood even by the ill educated. People
obviously master knowledge for the sake of good life. People are the dominators
of life while knowledge is only part of life being dominated, and it can not be
used to control and alienate people reversely. Therefore, the relationship between
knowledge and power is necessarily associated with that between knowledge and
responsibility. Maybe power and responsibility are all inner characteristics of
knowledge. As Lyotard pointed out, the term knowledge used by people not only
represent all denotative statements, but also embodies the ability to do things, to
manage and to listen, and so on. So here it involves a kind of ability, which
exceeds the range of ascertaining and implementing the unique criterion of truth,
and expands to other criteria, such as the criterion of efficiency (technical
quality), of justice and/or happiness (ethical quality), of beautiful melody and
color (its aesthetic quality) (audio visual medium) and so on (Lyotard, 1997).

Secondly, if teaching is viewed as moral life, teachers and students first are
faced with life instead of books and examinations, so they need to communicate
in teaching with the responsible attitude toward life, which is just for one’s own
life. Any components of teaching such as teaching content, teaching
organizational model, relationship between teachers and students, evaluation
system should aim at exploring the meaning in life and build a happy life.

Due to the focus on the superficial teaching effect, the “effectiveness” tends to
be firstly regarded as the important characteristic of teaching, while neglecting
the importance of “responsibility” in teaching.

When we ask ourselves, what is good teaching? We attempt to
ensure the particularly effective skills and means in teaching methods
or content. However, we find that all necessary skills, methods and
means are not effective until being humanly used on students. Even
so called “good” means or high efficient skills maybe do harm to
students’ desire for knowledge and dignity in learning. So we deeply
believe that teaching theory needs to be the collection of
responsibility, professional intention and ethical care. Effectiveness
and responsibility are equally important, or rather, the mixture of the
two brings power and excellence to teaching (Oser, et al., 1992).

American scholars Fritz Oser and Andreas Dick et. al have found in their
research that once effectiveness and responsibility are separated from each other,
obviously the latter tends to be less considered. Most people are of the opinion
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that what matters in teaching is effectiveness rather than whether it is based on
ethical and responsible stance or not. The bias is said to exist not only among
teachers in practice, but also in theoretical research and teacher training.
Furthermore, the latter is more harmful because it can be widely spread to more
teachers.

John Dewey has given us a good example in modern teaching history. As we
all know, he connected education with the future of democratic society in
addition to stressing learning by dong and experience education. Starting from
this perspective, he criticized that the formal teaching at that time represented
abstract and dull characteristic, especially teaching materials which as the only
source of teaching content, tended to be divorced from life experience, as a result,
the whole experience of learners was separated.

If the knowledge and professional mental skills obtained cannot
influence the formation of social inclination, and the meaning of
ordinary vigorous experience cannot be improved, then school
education brings up only fraud in learning—selfish expert. One kind is
the knowledge people learned consciously, because they knew it is
learned through special task, the other kind is the knowledge people
learned unconsciously, because they absorbed others’ knowledge by
communication to cultivate their own character. To avoid the separation
of the two kinds of knowledge has become a task which is more and
more difficult to handle in developing special school education (Dewey,
1990).

Teaching on the basis of responsibility means that we should weigh the
long-term educational influence of those methods, strategies and skills, which
seems effective currently, on the development of students. That is to say, the
teaching method which has a good effect on teaching is not necessarily good one.
For example, many teachers are inclined to choose the way of teaching contest
(especially with individual as a unit) to teach something, the intense teaching
atmosphere attracts firmly some students’ attention while being disadvantageous
to those students with slow reaction. Furthermore, one’s joy of success is always
accompanied by others’ sorrow of failure. Teaching is not merely an intelligence
contest, so to choose this way will especially do harm to the lower class.

Teaching on the basis of responsibility means that teachers and students should
care for each other. Care is the key to each others’ heart. If teachers care for
students, they can consciously appreciate the unique concept of everyone, just
like appreciating their own children, and can also give them more tolerance and
courage. On the other hand, if students care for teachers, they would make
discussions friendly, actively interact with each other, and also be considerate of
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teachers, meanwhile, they point out bravely their teachers’ careless mistakes in
time.

Teaching on the basis of responsibility means that knowledge and experience
constructed by teachers and students is based on life and character, that is to say,
the knowledge, meaning and experience generated in classroom is one side
related with life, directing to the meaning of life, instead of some external criteria
of evaluation; on the other side, knowledge and experience is of individual
character, expressing individual understanding and vision.

Teaching on the basis of responsibility also means that as educators, we should
not be content with transmitting dull knowledge to students. On the contrary, we
should help them learn how to learn, to think and to create, while the most
important thing is to learn how to live. Just as Dewey said, “education is not one
thing to ‘tell’ or to be told, but an active and constructive course. Nearly
everybody acknowledges the principle in theory, but in practice, no one complies
with it.” (Dewey, 1990) It seems that the easier the truth is, the more people
violate it, which may be the reason why responsibility is neglected in teaching
from another perspective.
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