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Abstract 

Sanders' recent argument that differences in teacher behavior do not 
have any significant effec t on levels of student achievement is flawed. His 
criticisms of research into teacher effectiveness are cogent but apply no 
less to the research into social factors that he cites to support hi s view. It is 
argued that what is really being revealed is the inev itable inadequacy of 
empirical research for contributing to knowledge of cause and effect in the 
classroom. Consequently, teacher education should concentrate more on 
developing conceptual finesse to enable teachers to judge for themselves 
what they should do in the classroom and to treat empirical research more 
sceptically. 

Teacher Judgement and Teacher 
Effectiveness 

James T. Sanders has recently argued that we should accept " the null hypothesis of differential 
teacher effectiveness"2 By this he means that we should conclude that differences in teachers ' 
classroom behavior do not have any appreciable effect on levels of student achievement. I shall 
suggest that his argument is centrally flawed and that we cannot legitimately draw that conclusion. 
However I shall argue that there is nonetheless reason to accept the gist of his view that teacher 
education should become " less obsessed with. . the pragmatics of classroom performance" and 
more concerned with the ' 'knowledge ... required for curriculum selection ... and justification. " 3 

His argument involves the following three claims: 
I . Empirical research into teacher effectiveness does not in fact support' 'the general hypothesis that teacher 
behavior is differentially related to the student outcome.' '4 

2. There is research that provides some "compelling support" for the null hypothesis. 5 

3. Despite seem ing to be counter-intuitive, the null hypothes is is in fact intuitively plausible. 

While it is the second of these claims that is most obviously vulnerable, nevertheless I shall 
comment on each of them in tum. 

First, Sanders maintains that constraints within the process-product paradigm of North American 
research into teacher effectiveness have led to countless studies that actually suggest that '' differences 
in teacher behavior ( other things being equal) do not account for significant differences in student 
achievement.' '6 At any rate, empirical research has failed to produce convincing support for the 
hypothesis that teacher behavior is differentially related to student outcomes. He cites many 
commentators who concede that they are not getting what they are looking for in their research and 
points out that "one of the most recent and comprehensive reviews of the empirical research" 7 

concludes that " there is no established relationship between teacher behavior and student achievement. " 8 

In this general observation Sanders is clearly correct and one could cite further examples to 
support the contention that research into teacher effectiveness has not established the kind of 
relationship between teacher behaviors and student achievement that it presupposes . 9 Sanders is also 
right to point out that empirical researchers have a tendency to acknowledge the shortcomings in 
most of what has been done and the serious difficulties in the way of doing better, and then to 
propose carrying on as before. They tend to be unwilling to question either their fundamental 
hypotheses or the appropriateness of their manner of research , and to presume that it is just a 
question of doing the job properly next time. That might conceivably be true , though I shall argue it 
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is not. But it is certainly difficult to feel comfortable with the lack of fit between , for example, 

Dunkin and Biddle ' s sober review of a mass of research, 10 which is peppered with criticisms of 
instruments, unwarranted inferences , designs , and gross conceptual confusions , and their conclu­
sion that "at long last we are beginning to know what is actually going on in the classroom , as well as 
what produces and results from classroom events. '' 11 Even if it were true that we could in the future 
attain to such knowledge , a close study of their own text makes it quite clear that it is false to say that 
"we are beg inning to know." 

Second , Sanders does not merely wish to say that research so far has told us little . Observing that 
researchers are mi staken in moving from the assumption that teacher process affects student product 
to the view that ' ' differences in teacher behavior'' affect' ' levels of student achievement outcomes' ', 

he suggests that differences in teacher behavior (other things being eq ual) do not account for 
significant differences in student achievement. " 12 

I think he is wrong. But I am less concerned with arguing the point that differences in teacher 
behavior do make a difference that with arguing that he has not made a case for adopting his 
conclusion. 13 The main flaw in hi s argument is that he ignores the force of the ceteris paribusclause. 
This " other things being equal " caveat is both one of the main problems in mak ing sense of such 

research and the main reason why we cannot accept the null hypothesis. For in the classroom other 
things never are equal. Nor could they be . 

We cannot accept the null hypothesis , because it has not been shown that different teaching 
behaviors have no effect on level of student achievement for precisely the same reason that it has not 
been shown that they do: no research has met the demands of the ceteris paribus clause . No research 
has successfu ll y isolated variables . 

There are a number of factors that stand in the way of success in such research. Some of them are 
merely contingent matters such as the practical difficulty of observing large enough truly random 
samples , 14 of ensuring that participants in the research do not behave uncharacteri stica lly because of 
the research , and of effectively controlling some of the variables. Those sorts of problems are 
acknowledged by researchers , although the implications for the value of the ir work are not so often 
acknowledged. Then there are constra ints that are unavoidable in the world as we know it: for 
example , a student or a teacher in any field study or experi ment will have his particular personality 
and all that that entai ls. We cannot nullify its effects. Thirdly , there are logical constraints such as 
the impossibility of actually observing cause and effect. 

Human ingenuity might deal better with some of the contingent problems than it has so far done , 
but it cannot do anything about the log ical ones. And in particular one doubts whether it could solve 
the problem of juggling with the thousands of variab les that actuall y are in play in a classroom 
setting. 

But the heart of the problem is conceptual. Researchers, in admitting this , sometimes seem to 
think that the answer is greater clarity and specificity. However, that is not an adeq uate response. It 
is true that if we are to observe or experiment in a sc ientific manner we need c lear concepts , such as 
we seldom get. It is not true that they necessarily should be specific. And it is, in any case , not true 
that that is all that is required: in add ition we need readily observable and readil y isolatable concepts. 
The fact is that these requirements cannot be met. 

The emphasis on the importance of specificity in research presumably ari ses out of a recognition 
of the shortcomings of early research into such general notions as ' 'di rectness'' . 15 A major cri ticism 

of such research has been that by concentrating on such a broad notion it was unable to say much 
about what aspects of directness were havi ng any effect; more particularly , an unthinking assump-
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tion that wam1th and indirectness were co-extensive has been noted. 16 Such cri ti c ism is entire ly well 
fo unded, but greater specifici ty does not necessari ly mean greater clarity: a broad concept such as 

' 'directne s" could in principle be clearly ru1iculated; a relatively specific concept such as' 'recepti veness 

to pupil s' responses " might be , and in the event has been, very fa r from c lear. 17 

Here we move on to the second point: if we are going to observe, we need to be looki ng for things 

that we can observe. How does one observe teacher receptiveness? There a re two well-worn 

answers. The first is that one provides an operational definition in terms of concrete observable 

behaviors. The trouble with that is that in many cases, such as this example, it does not do justice to 

the concept. Being receptive is no t just a matter of doing certa in particular things; it is a question of 

doing them in a certai n way, recognition of which is dependent on knowi ng something about the 

intentions and att itudes of the agent and the expectations and perception of those providing the 
responses . Appreciation of that point leads to the other answer: one observe impressionistically: 
one j udges. The problem with that is that it makes our research a vulnerable and variable matter of 

human j udgement. 

The third point is that if we want to make sense of our research we have to be ab le to see what we 

are looki ng for in isolation. This is rare ly possible: one might in principle conceptual ise " be ing 
receptive'' in a manner that distinguishes it from other things, but teachers in practice wi ll seldom be 

simply " receptive"; they will at the same time be "encouraging", " paying attention", " drawing 

others in '' and so on . Meanwhile the students will necessarily be being affected by other fac to rs such 
as the ir background, events at home that day , the fac t that they are tired or have just fa llen in love, 

aspects of the ir indi vidual personality, etc . And then there is the question of whether the individual 

students recognise the receptiveness of the teacher that the researcher c laims is being exhibited. 
Paradoxically research into broad concepts is better equipped to deal with thi problem of isolation 

and recognition: it is easier to say w ith legiti macy " that is a 'direct ' teacher" than it is to say" that is 
a ' recepti ve' teacher". Just as it is eas ie r to recognise something as a building than it is to spec ify 

what kind of building it is 18 

Any research that wishes to te ll us something reliable about corre lation . in teacher-student 

behav ior must be able Jo operate in te rms of a set of c learly articulated concepts that are properly 
conceived in behavioral terms and can be recognised independently . I be lieve that some such 
research, probably with broad concepts, is in fac t possible, but it will be very limited in scope, of 

relatively little he lp to the practising teacher, in volve no information about cause and effect, and 

unless the contingent difficulties are overcome , not be reliably genera lisable. Certainly the vast bulk 

of research to date has not met these requirements. 

Some, notably Jan Smedslund and Kieran Egan, have tried to argue that empirical research into 
such matters is necessarily pointless, since any hypothesis will be a fusion of the ana lyt ic and the 

arbitrary. 19 To some extent the c laim will be true by definit ion and therefore empirical verification is 

irre levant , and , in so far as it is not, it w ill be based upon local interpre tation and therefore not be 
generalisable. One example g iven by Egan presumes that we wish to enquire into whether presenting 

lists in an ordered manner will facilitate learning them. 20 He argues that the fact that it will does not 
need to be empirically verified. Because of what we mean by ' ' learning'' and ' ' o rder'' it is log ically 

necessary that learning should be ordered; the parrotting of an unordered j umble of items does not 

count as learni ng. On the other hand what wi ll count as ordered may vary from one person to 
another , and therefore we cannot generalise from the observation that certain children learn a list if it 
is organi sed in a certain particular way. To others no order may be apparent. 

This seems to me obviously correct as a characterisation of many instances of empirical research 

into teaching effectiveness. We obviously canno t conclude that a ll empirical research in education is 
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pointless, but what we can do is gain a sharper foc us on what kind of research is feas ible . And the 
answer is that empirical research can only be worth while if it operates with broad , clear , observable, 
distinguishable , concepts, and refrains from in ference about cause and e ffect , except in those rare 
instances where some form of contro lled experiment is possible. Those conditions will make such 
research a very limited affair indeed. 

I return now to the relevance of this to Sanders' paper. He believes that "the most compelling 
support of the null hypothesis" comes from the Co leman report , and he further cites the " judgement " 
of Jencks and the "speculation" of Sch lechty as support . 2 1 But the Coleman report cannot possibly 
be said to have established that differences in sc hool quality do not account fo r much variance in 
student achievement. This is partl y because it , no less than the teacher effec ti veness research wi th 

which it is being contrasted , can be severe ly cri ti cised on ad hoe grounds (for instance , the 
conclusions are based on di fferences among schools rather than individual teachers). But it is also 
because all that it purports to reveal is a high con-elation between student abi lity and socio-economic 
status. The inference of cause and effect , let alone an inference of soc io-econom ic status being the 
crucial or sole determinant of achievement, is quite unwarranted. 22 Who is to say that schools in high 
socio-economic areas did not make more effort , that teachers in such schools were not better 
matched to thei r students, that parents of such students were not more supportive, that teachers of 
such students did not presume they could achieve more, and so on and so fort h? Other things were 
not equal in this study. Other things cannot be eq ual in research into educat ion , except on those rare 
occasions that the stringent conditions noted above are met. And at this point we should add that any 
such research would have the demerit of not speaking to the real world. Suppose we did discover in 
experimental conditions that when all other variab les are controlled teacher behaviour X is fo llowed 
by student behaviour Y. What are we supposed to make of that , given that in the classroom teachers 
have to do X when other variables are not contro lled? The effect then might be quite different or 
might differ from individual case to indi vidual case. 

What research , whether into teacher behavior or social context , could possibly hope to establish 
what aspects of a given result are due to what combination of soc ial, personal and teaching facto rs? 
One only has to look at the variations within such research , whether broadly socio logical, psychologi­
cal or classroom based , to see that the fac tors that need to be considered added to the various possible 
combinations they give rise to are incalculab le . 

Third , Sanders ' point is that the conception of teacher effectiveness in such research , being 
confined to observable "garden variety" skill s , lacks plausibility .23 He is correct in pointing to the 
inadequacy of seeing teaching as a set of performance skills: a set of such skills does not fully 
charac terise the act of teaching. Not all the putative skills are truly sk ills , and many of the ski ll s 
focussed on in the mainstream of research would not be like ly to make noteworthy differences in 
pupil achievement. Likewise he may well be correct to suggest , fo llowi ng Johnston, that " most of 
the acts performed by teachers in the c lassroom could probably be performed by an inte lligent 
adult ,' ' 24 at any rate if the ' ' acts '' of teachers are confined to specifiab le and observable performances . 

But why does he conclude that " the improvement that is poss ible . .. is limited primarily to the 
achievement of somewhat greater poise and efficiency of action ' '?25 To do that or to say as Sanders 
does that " the domain of communicative behaviors required fo r classroom teaching are (s ic) 
relatively commonplace ... and unlikely to adm it of wide variation " is to forget that this is merely 
the implication of the narrow conception of teaching that has just been criticised . The reasoning 
supports the conclusion that th is particular kind of research wi ll not get us far and not the conclusion 
that we should accept the null hypothes is. 

The most obvious and important possibility that is being ignored is that teacher effectiveness 
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depends upon j udgement. That is to say that, even if we accept that teach ing consists in a number of 
fai rly commonplace techniques, what distinguishes the good from the bad teacher is knowing when 
to question, listen to, correct, in fo rm , etc. , which pupils in what manner fo r how long. One must 
agree with Sanders that no research he lps us to answer such questi ons as yet, and for the reasons 
given above, I do not see how it cou ld . But that is an argument for abandoning such research, for 
tak ing the emphasis off so-called skill s and techniques , and for plac ing it instead on seeking a more 
thorough conceptual grasp of the nature of education. It is not an argument fo r concluding that how 
one teaches makes no difference to levels of student achievement. Indeed the intuiti vely plausible 
sugges tion that the exercise of j udgement by the teacher in making use of his battery of common­
place skill s and strategies makes a profound diffe rence (though not in isolation, since part of the need 
is to j udge what other social, psychological and organisat ional factors make what behav iour 
appropriate at a g iven time) is not challenged by anything that Sanders says . 

Such a view may suggest to some readers a sympathy with research into apt itude-treatment 
interactions (ATI). Certainly it implies sy mpathy with the belated recognition by some researches 
that " indi vidua l differences need to be conside red at all points"26 and that " interac tions are not 
confined to the first order; the dimensions of the situation and of the person enter into complex 
interactions.' ' 27 But ATI studies, though ari sing out of a more rea listic appra isal of the situation than 
traditional fie ld surveys or experiments in re lation to teacher effectiveness, are in a sense merely the 
last gasp of those determined to maintai n, against all reason, that empirical research into the finer 
poi nts of cause and effect in the c lass room is feas ible. Leading exponents of AT!, while sometimes 
remaini ng griml y optimistic, themselves ack nowledge the problems. The variab les that may play a 
part in the ultimate achievements of students are "so complex as to push genera li sations beyond our 
grasp, practicall y speaking ,' ' 28 and , as noted above , the magnitude of our task is in fac t greater still , 
since every varyi ng combination too must in principle be taken into account. (Here I am simply 
ignoring the problems in conceptualizing them and thinking onl y of the problems of disentangling 
and handling them). 

Snow is simply wrong when he writes ' ' Note a lso that if by 1984, say, the population served in the 
school changes so that all tenth graders turn out to be high abi lity - high anxiety - high conformity 
. . . the instructi onal theory (generated by A TI studies) ... just prescribes that in that year everyone 
is taught by the same method.' ' 29 He is wrong because the fac t that all tenth graders are the same in 
those respects tells us nothing about other fac tors that may affect how they indi vidually respond to 
different teachers, who may themselves , because of fac tors to do with them, be better advi sed to do 
something different well rather than to do the prescribed thing badly. 

Cronbach remarks, in reference to work by McKeachee and others , " In o fa r as a genera li sation 
can be glimpsed through the tangle of ev idence , it is this: the constructive ly moti vated student (who 
seeks challenge and takes responsibility) is at his best when an instructor challenges him and then 
leaves him to pursue his own thoughts and projects. In contrast the defensive student tends to profit 
when the instructor lays out the work in detail. " 30 

That is so clearly essentially ana lytic as to make further comment superfluous . Snow actually 
appears to be aware that what he is proposing is really formative evaluation: what will be gained by 
AT! studies will be ' 'a rather different sort of theory from what we usually think of as theory ... The 
kind of theories that come out of thi s are quite specific , limited in both time and place. ' ' 31 But those 
are not "a different sort of theory." They are not theories at all . They are, as is made explicit , 
accounts of what appears to be going on in particular situations, arrived at wi th a welcome 
recognition of some of the variety of variables at issue and the importance of the ir in terrelationship , 
but without due allowance made fo r the inherent and insuperable difficult ies in such an undertaking . 
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Sanders turns finally to the implications for teacher education. I am in full agreement with him 
that the practical component of teacher preparation needs to set its house in order, and cannot 
legitimately continue to preach ways of proceeding on an alleged scientific bas is. But thi s is not 
because ways of proceeding make no difference. It is because research has not told us much that is 
both useful for the practising teacher and reliably validated , nor does it seem that it could. (I would 
draw a distinction here between on the one hand the claims of psychology and teacher research , and 
on the other some of the claims of sociology. The latter, because it has often confined itself to 
producing evidence for correlations between broad concepts, has produced information about sex, 
class and language, for example; such information, though it rapidly becomes popular knowledge 
and hence seems commonplace and though it does not in itself enable us to determine what to do 
about it , does at least seem to be informati on that a teacher ought to be in possession of. Psychology 
and teacher effectiveness research have largely thrown up truths of definition masquerading as 
empirical and claims which though they may be true have not been satisfactorily e tablished.)32 

But , if the preceding paragraphs seem generally sensible , then it surely fo llows that the main 
thrust of teacher education should be towards developing in teachers a far greater conceptual grip on 
education and other aspects of schooling combined with a far clearer grasp of the nature of research , 
such that its inevitable shortcomings may be appreciated. The former is required because the only 
way to hope to make rational judgements about how to proceed in particular situations is in the light 
of a thorough grasp of what the whole enterpri se is about and what one's own part is supposed to 
contribute to it. 33 The latter is required to enable teachers to understand , not that the null hypothesis 
is true and that they are merel y insignificant automatons, but that their contribution has to be based 
on their own judgement of the situation in which they find themselves . 
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