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I EN years ago at the University 
of Florida we started looking at the ques 
tion of how you can tell the difference be 
tween good practitioners and poor ones in the 
various helping professions. By the helping 
professions, I mean those which have the 
problem of trying to do something to be help 
ful to other people. This includes teaching, 
social work, psychiatry, clinical psychology, 
counseling, nursing, and the like. We began 
our studies looking for the answer to the ques 
tion, "What makes an effective or ineffective 
worker in these various fields?"

At first we said, "Well, maybe the differ 
ence is in what they know," so we began a 
series of researches designed to look at the 
differences between the good ones and the 
poor ones, in these various professions. We 
have now completed studies on good and poor 
elementary teachers, good and poor college 
teachers, good and poor counselors, and, most 
recently, we have looked at the problem of 
good and poor Episcopal priests.

The thing we find about these people is 
that the good ones are alike and the poor ones 
are alike no matter which of these professions 
they belong to, but we did not know that at 
first. We thought at first we could tell the 
difference on the basis of what they knew, so 
we gave these people tests to see what they

1 Based on an address to the 645th meeting of 
the Colorado Schoolmasters. Greeley, Colorado, 
January 30, 1970.

knew about the helping professions, and we 
found both the good ones and the bad ones 
all know what they ouglit to do! You cannot 
tell the difference between them on the basis 
of knowledge of what they ought to do!

Next, we came across Fred Fiedler's re 
search in which he found that among coun 
selors of different persuasions, the good ones 
all have the same general ideas about what a 
good relationship ought to be like. He also' 
found another startling thing; that the man 
in the street could describe a good helping' 
relationship about as well as the experts, so 
we were right back where we started from. 
We were forced to the conclusion that you* 
cannot tell the difference on the basis of what 
helpers know. I guess all of us are familiar 
with that. We have all had professors at one 
time or another who knew their subject but 
could not teach worth sour apples. The mere 
fact of knowing a topic is no guarantee that 
one can teach.

Next, we thought if you cannot tell the 
difference on the basis of knowledge maybe 
you can tell the difference on the basis of 
what they do. So we began to look at the 
methods which these people use. When you 
do that, you do not find any differences in 
methods either! An interesting study done by 
Ellena and others for the National Education

* Arthur W. Combs, Professor of Education, 
University of Florida, Gainesville
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Association reviewed all the research avail 
able on good teaching. They were unable to 
discover a method of teaching which can be 
clearly shown to be associated with either 
good or bad teachers. So there we were. You 
cannot tell the difference on the basis of what 
they know or do. What, then, is the differ 
ence?

Instantaneous Response
We began to look at the problem in a 

different way. We finally came to the conclu 
sion that these professions are (ill dependent 
upon instantaneous reactions. I f you are a 
teacher, counselor, pastor, or social worker 
you must have instantaneous response to 
whatever happens. When the child says some 
thing you have to say something back. The 
client says to his counselor, "I'm thinking of 
getting a divorce." He stops and the coun 
selor has to reply and he has to do it instantly. 
That leaves us with the problem of how can 
you have an instantaneous response and also 
be sure it is a good one? Here we came to 
understand the problem a little differently as 
we drew an analogy with a giant computer.

A giant computer takes in bushels and 
bushels of information from outside as fast 
as you can feed it in. All this information 
coming in from outside is combined with the 
information already in its memory bank and 
.gives, almost instantaneously, the best 
answer for that data which it can. Now that 
is what a human being does, too. In the com 
puter, what determines the answer is the 
formula we have put into the computer in 
the first place, what we call the program. 
What is it that makes the difference in a 
human being? We think that, in a human 
being, what makes the difference is the belief 
system the person holds. Especially this has 
to do with what you believe is important.

Here I would like to tell a story to illus 
trate my point. In one of the schools in the 
outskirts of Atlanta a very lovely girl was 
teaching first grade. This young woman had 
beautiful long hair which she was accus 
tomed to wearing in a pony tail down to the 
middle of her back. She wore her hair this 
way the first three days of the school year.

Then, on Thursday, she decided to do it dif 
ferently. She did it up in a bun on top of her 
head, and went to teach her first grade. Well, 
one of her little boys came, looked in her 
room, and did not recognize his teacher. That 
sometimes happens when a woman changes 
her hairdo. So the little boy was lost, all by 
himself out in the hall.

Soon, along came a supervisor who said, 
"What's the trouble?" He said, "I can't find 
my teacher." The supervisor then asked, 
"What's your teacher's name?" Well, he did 
not know, so she said, "What room are you 
in?" but he did not know that either. He had 
looked in there and it was not the right place. 
So she said, "Well, come on. Let's see if we 
can find her," and they started down the hall 
together, the little boy and the supervisor, 
hand in hand. She opened the doors of sev 
eral rooms without much luck. Finally, they 
came to the room where this young woman 
was teaching. As they opened the door the 
young teacher turned, saw the supervisor 
with the little boy standing in the doorway, 
and said, "Why, Joey, it's so good to see you, 
son. We were wondering where you were. 
Do come in. We've missed you so." The little 
boy pulled out of the supervisor's hand and 
threw himself into the teacher's arms. She 
gave him a hug, a pat on the fanny, and he 
trotted to his seat.

While the supervisor was telling me this 
story, she and I were riding along in a car. 
She said to me, "Art, I said a prayer for that 
teacher, she knew what was important. She 
thought little boys were important!" We got 
to kicking this around; suppose she had not 
thought little boys were important, suppose 
she thought supervisors were important? In 
that case she would have said, "Why, good 
morning. Miss K., we've been hoping you 
would come and see us, haven't we, boys and 
girls?" And the little boy would have been 
ignored. Or she might have thought that the 
lesson was important. In that case she would 
have said, "Well, Joey, for heaven's sakes, 
where have you been? Come in here and get 
to work." Or she might have thought that the 
discipline was important. In that case she 
would have said, "Joey, you know very well 
when you are late you must go to the office

198 Educational Leadership



and get a permit. Now run right down there 
and get it." But she didn't. She behaved in 
terms of what she believed was important, 
and so it is for each of us.

"What you think is important" sounds 
like a very simple idea, but it turns out to be 
absolutely basic to the whole question of what 
makes a person an effective helper. Applied 
to the field of administration, this is perhaps 
the most outstanding single reason for the 
failure of administrators to carry out their 
job, the failure to clarify in their own minds 
what is really important. What happens is 
they get on a kind of merry-go-round in 
which, because they don't know what is im 
portant, everything is important. When 
everything is important you have to do every 
thing. Then people see you doing everything 
and they expect you to do everything and that 
keeps you so busy you don't have time to 
think about what is important! Do you rec 
ognize that merry-go-round? I have been on 
it a good many times in my lifetime and the 
only way off is to discover what is really 
important.

In the helping professions we have come 
to understand that what makes the difference 
between the good ones and the poor ones in 
all the professions that we have been explor 
ing has to do with what the good ones believe 
is important and what the poor ones believe is 
important. It is there that you need to look 
for your own success, and it is there you need 
to look if you would like to know which of 
your teachers are the good ones and which 
are the poor ones.

We now understand that effective teach 
ing or effective helping in any of these pro 
fessions is really a question, not of using 
particular methods or having particular 
knowledge; it has to do with how you have 
learned to use yourself. We have called this 
the "self as instrument" concept. The prob 
lem has to do with the message conveyed by 
what you do.

We have just finished several more 
studies on student teachers and also with 
black and white juvenile delinquents. Out 
of these studies let us take a look at some 
of the things we found out about how these 
people perceive the world in which they live.

From the Other Person's Viewpoint
First we found this: all of the good help 

ers in all the professions we looked at are 
people who typically approach their problems 
from the point of view of the other person. 
They are always deeply sensitive to how 
things look from the other fellow's point of 
view. This is what is sometimes called the 
internal as opposed to the external frame of 
reference. Sometimes it is also called "em 
pathy." It has to do with the capacity to put 
yourself in the other person's shoes and see 
how things look from his point of view. Let 
me give you an illustration of what I mean.

Not long ago I was sitting with a super 
visor and a teacher as they were talking about 
a little boy. The teacher was saying to the 
supervisor something like this, "You know, 
he can do it. I know he can do it. I tell him, 
'Jimmy, it is easy, son, you can do it'; but he 
won't even try." The supervisor said to this 
young teacher, "Honey, don't ever tell a child 
something is easy." You know, I pricked up 
my ears at this because I have done that and 
I bet you have, too. I said to the supervisor, 
"What do you mean?" She said, "Well, look 
at it from the child's point of view. If you 
tell him it is easy and he can't do it, the only 
conclusion he can come to is that he must be 
stupid. If you tell him it is easy and he can 
do it, now look what you have done. You have 
taken all the glory out of it. There is no glory 
in doing anything that someone has said is 
easy." She turned to the teacher and said, 
"Honey, tell him it's hard and you know it is 
but you're pretty sure he can do it. Then, if 
he can't do it, he hasn't lost face; and if he can 
do it, what glory there is for him." This is 
what I mean about the kind of sensitivity that 
makes it possible to see how things look from 
the other person's point of view.

What we do not understand about 
others' views produces most of our failures in 
human communication. This is so when we 
are talking about individuals, about nations, 
or about groups. Being aware of how things 
look from the other person's point of view 
makes all the difference in the likelihood of 
our own success in dealing with them. With 
out this we cannot communicate with each
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other. We pass each other like ships in the 
night.

Some counselors do this often. The 
counselor tells the client what to do and the 
client does not understand it. Of course, he 
cannot do it and afterward the counselor 
washes his hands in pious self-righteousness 
and says, "Well, I told you what to do." We 
have a saying among counselor trainers that 
whenever you tell a person something to do 
you have assumed responsibility for helping 
him do it. A variation applies to the problem 
of administration. In our research we find 
the good helpers are concerned with people 
and the poor ones are concerned with things, 
with regulations, order, and procedures.

Let me give you an illustration: Some 
years ago I was being taken on a tour of a 
school by the superintendent. As we went 
around through the building, he showed me 
all the marvelous things they had. Obvi 
ously, he was very proud of his building. We 
went through everything, the school cafe 
teria, the bus loading area, the works. Back 
in his office I said, "Paul, this is a beautiful 
school but you know you didn't show me a 
classroom. He said, "So I didn't." He called 
his secretary and said, "Take Mr. Combs 
down to room 123."

I went to room 123 for a half an hour 
and came back to see the superintendent. 
From what I have told you, you have some 
idea of w:hat he thinks is important. While 
I was sitting there in his office, in came the 
driver of one of the buses with a little boy in 
one hand and a broken arm off one of the 
seats in the other. Somebody had pushed 
somebody and somebody else pushed some 
one else and the little boy got pushed against 
the arm. The arm broke and here he was. 
Knowing what this superintendent believed 
to be important, how would you predict he 
would behave? You are right, he got terribly 
angry. He behaved as though the little boy 
had broken h is arm, and in a psychological 
sense the little boy had,

A great many of the difficulties that ad 
ministrators get into are caused by the fact 
that they are too much concerned with the 
problems of things and not enough concerned 
for the problems of people. Let me tell you

one other story to illustrate: Visiting a school 
not too long ago, I wandered into a classroom 
and sat down at the back of the room. It was 
clear as soon as I sat down that I had made a 
mistake because the teacher was having a 
very hard time. There were only five minutes 
to go until the end of the day, so I figured I 
would make less disturbance by sitting it out 
than by getting up and walking out.

When the bell rang and the kids left, I 
walked up to the teacher's desk intent upon 
saying something like, "I know how it is to 
have a hard day. Man, I have had them my 
self." But just before I got there a little boy 
came in, handed her a note. She took one 
look at the note, slammed it down on the 
desk, and exploded right before my eyes. 
She said, "How can anyone be so impossibly 
picayune 9 " and away we went, as she took 
off on her principal.

I stood there and listened. Looking down 
on the desk to see what was the cause of all 
this I saw the .note, and this is what it said: 
"At the end of each day all window shades 
should be placed at the half-drawn position." 
Signed: "The Principal." Now I know what 
happened. This was a brand new school and 
the principal had gone out to the Rotary Club 
for lunch. On the way back he came riding 
up to his nice new building and the window 
shades were all up and down. So he thought, 
"Wouldn't it be nice at the end of the day to 
have all the shades the same?" And he went 
into his office and wrote a memorandum, of 
course! He was concerned about people very 
little and about things very much. This dis 
tinction can make the difference between the 
good ones and the poor ones and it shows in 
spite of you.

What People Are Like

A second major area in which we found 
differences about helping people had to do 
with the question of u ihat they believe people 
are like. I t makes a lot of difference what you 
think people are like. All through history 
what we have been doing to people is de 
pendent on what we believe people are like. 
For example, when we believed that sickness 
was a question of bad blood, we used to bleed
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people and sometimes we bled them to death. 
When we believed insanity was "being pos 
sessed of the devil," what we did sometimes 
was literally to try to kick the devil out of a 
person. Our behavior with respect to people 
is always a question of what we believe about 
them. And this is what we found in our work 
with the good helpers and poor helpers.

The good helpers believe that people are 
able instead of unable, dependable rather 
than undependable, friendly rather than un 
friendly, worthy rather than unworthy. It 
makes a lot of difference whether you believe 
people are able or unable, especially if you 
are a teacher. If you do not believe that chil 
dren are able, you do not dare let them! If 
you do not believe people are able, you do 
not dare trust them. If you do not believe 
people are capable of taking advantage of 
effective education, then you do not vote for 
the school bonds.

Let me use this example also to show 
you why you cannot tell the difference be 
tween the good ones and the poor ones on the 
basis of the methods which they use. Take 
two teachers, each of whom believes children 
are "able." Now one of these teachers, be 
cause she believes the children are able, 
makes them work real hard because she 
knows they can and the message that gets 
through is, "She thinks I can." She is tough. 
Here is another teacher who also believes the 
children are able, but she says to them, "You 
know that is an interesting idea, why don't 
you take the rest of the afternoon to work on 
it by yourself?" She is a softy. Now here are 
two widely different methods, both of them 
used by good teachers. The important ques 
tion is not what they are doing but the mes 
sage that is conveyed by what they are doing, 
and the message comes from their beliefs, not 
what they did. In each case the same message 
gets through, "She thinks I can, she has con 
fidence in me. She believes I am able." The 
important question we have to look at is the 
message that is conveyed by what people do 
rather than the things which they say.

There is an old Indian saying, "What you 
do speaks so loudly, I can't hear what you 
say." And that is true; the beliefs you have 
betray you in spite of yourself. Not long ago
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I was listening to a psychiatrist who was talk 
ing about the difficulties he had with some 
kinds of patients who came to his office. "I 
don't seem to be getting the kind of results 
that you people are getting," he said. "I be 
lieve in the same kind of therapy4hat you do. 
I believe in the dignity and integrity of my 
clients and I believe that the client ought to 
be helped to find his own answers," and so on. 
Then, when he was through with all this, he 
said, "I have great difficulty in m aking my 
patients understand." H is real belief shows 
in spite of the fact that he knows the right 
words to say. His behavior is a function of 
the belief system which he has.

In research after research the good help 
ers all turn out to believe people are able and 
dependable and friendly and worthy and dig 
nified and persons of integrity and value. The 
poor ones come out on the other side of that 
picture. You might ask yourself, do I really 
believe that people are really dependable? I 
would remind you that the basic principle of 
democracy says, "If men are free they can
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find their own best ways," which is a way of 
saying that when people are free we believe 
they are able to make their own decisions. 
Except most of us do net really believe that. 
We say, "Yes, I think that's true, when people 
are free they can find their own best ways 
except but not in this case." We pull the 
string on it.

Summerhill i s a book that has upset a 
great many people in education and else 
where. Here is a book written about a school 
in England run for 40 years on the funda 
mental principle that children should be 
allowed to make all decisions affecting them 
selves. Any decision that affected the child 
and nobody else was made by the child and 
Neill, the headmaster, went all out with this, 
all the way. For instance, he even let children 
decide whether to go to class or not and some 
did not go for five years! He carried it that 
far.

Now, I do not approve of everything 
about this school, but I was fascinated in 
reading this book. I was struck by this: that 
in 40 years under this kind of treatment, all 
the things that you and I think might happen 
if we let children decide, did not happen! De 
spite the fact that some children did not go 
to class for five years, they had to meet the 
national requirements for graduation, and 
they did before they left. Here is a man who 
dared to let children decide, and they did not 
let him down.

How People See Themselves
A third major area characteristic of 

helpers has to do with how they see them 
selves. They see themselves in positive ways. 
They have good self-concepts, as we call it 
these days. They see themselves as people 
who are liked and wanted, acceptable and 
able and dignified and worthy, these kinds of 
things. The poor helpers, on the other hand, 
see themselves as unliked, unwanted, unac 
ceptable, unable, and undignified, these kinds 
of things. Apparently, having a positive feel 
ing about one's self makes one more likely to 
be effective in the things he does. People who 
feel that they are adequate approach their 
problems with confidence, assured that they

are going to be successful. As a consequence, 
they are likely to be. An interesting research 
in the past few years has been that of Rosen- 
thal on what he called the "self-fulfilling 
prophecy." In Rosenthal's experiment, he 
gave children a test which he said was an 
intelligence test. After the test had been 
given, he took 20 percent of the children's 
names at random and told the teacher some 
thing like, "These children whose names I am 
giving you are children who, according to our 
test, are bound to have an extraordinary 
growth spurt in their intelligence this year." 
And sure enough they did!

What you believe when working with 
people makes a great deal of difference. This 
is why a counselor makes such a to-do about 
having an air of being unshockable. With a 
person who is sick and looking for the slight 
est sign that you do not really believe what 
you are spouting, it is necessary to believe in 
yourself. We are discovering that you can 
not accept other people unless you can accept 
yourself. People who do not like themselves 
are not likely to be able to accept others very 
well either. Research after research demon 
strates that self-acceptance is related to the 
acceptance of others.

With Respect to Purposes
In the fourth area of our research we 

find a great deal of difference between people 
with respect to their purposes. Nobody, as 
Freud told us, ever does anything unless he 
wants to do it. Everybody always does what 
he needs to do. Everybody behaves in terms 
of his purposes. What we have to look for in 
the good helper and the poor helper is the 
nature of his purpose. For example, my writ 
ing this paper has to do with my belief about 
society's purpose. It has to do with what I 
believe about the purpose of the public 
schools, it has to do with what I believe about 
my purpose as a college professor, it has to 
do with what I believe about my purpose as a 
person. One of my purposes is, let's face it, 
I enjoy communicating. Each of us behaves 
in terms of the purposes which he has and 
you can clearly tell the difference between 
the good helper and the poor helper on the
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basis of these purposes. The good helper's 
purposes are likely to be altruistic rather than 
narcissistic. He is more likely to be concerned 
with larger purposes rather than smaller pur 
poses. He is more concerned with setting 
people free rather than controlling them. In 
this sense it may be that one of the worst 
things that ever happened to teaching is the 
teacher-plan book. The teacher works hard 
to make out his plan and this plan has to be 
put into operation no matter what. I think, 
for instance, of the box some teachers were 
caught in on the day John Kennedy was shot. 
Thousands of teachers were saying, "Now we 
aren't going to talk about that. It's time for 
history!" Good helpers are always concerned 
with setting the people they are working with 
free to do something, and the poor ones are 
trying to find ways of controlling them.

The purposes of the good helpers tend 
to be larger purposes and the kinds of pur 
poses that the poor helpers have tend to be 
smaller ones. If you ask the good teacher 
what her purposes are, she gives you some 
glorious generality. You ask the poor teacher 
what her purpose is and she says, "I have to 
get through this lesson in the next 15 min 
utes." Larger or smaller goals make all the 
difference in whether or not a person can 
honestly be flexible.

I think, for instance, of standing in a 
museum not long ago, watching a group of 
children and their teacher; the children were 
standing there before a great big painting. 
They were standing there pop-eyed, staring 
at the painting, and the teacher was standing
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to one side saying, "If you kids don't hurry up 
you aren't going to see anything!" I think also 
of the class I was in last summer, a class for 
children who were having difficulty in com 
munication skills. They were going to sum 
mer school because they are not doing very 
well. The teacher asked a question and one 
little boy raised his hand, all excited, as he 
started to tell about the matter. He wanted to 
tell it, but the teacher said, "That's enough, 
Jimmy, I'll tell it." So she took over and told 
us all about it. This was a course in com 
munication skills for children who were hav 
ing difficulty in communicating!

Do the Methods Fit?

The last thing we found in our research 
that makes a big difference has to do with 
methods. No doubt you will want to say here, 
"I think you said in the beginning that it had 
nothing to do with methods." Well, it doesn't, 
in the sense of "right" methods and "wrong" 
methods. We are finding out that what makes 
the difference is not what methods are used, 
but do the methods used fit? The important 
question about methods is not which is the 
right one and which is the wrong one, but 
which is the proper fit. It has to do with 
authenticity, the thing young people are de 
manding these days. The question is, what 
is the right method for me? We begin to 
understand that methods are like the clothes 
you wear. You would not look well in my 
clothes and I would not look well in yours. 
Each of us has to wear what becomes him.
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So it is with methods. The important ques 
tion for a teachers college is not that you 
teach people hoiv to teacli, but you help peo 
ple to discover their ways of teaching.

The matter of authenticity has to do also 
with the question of visibility. Good helpers 
are all people who make themselves visible, 
while poor helpers are people who are always 
hiding themselves somewhere so you cannot 
ever locate them. I do not mean physically, 
I mean in terms of the messages which they 
expose. Jourard calls this "self-disclosure." 
This is the problem of visibility, of -expect 
ancy. We can only create in another person 
authentic expectancy if we are willing to dis 
close ourselves to him. This is where many 
an administrator makes a very serious mis 
take. Instead of making himself visible, he 
often makes people guess who he is, what he 
is, where he is, what he thinks, and what he 
wants. You cannot carry on a human inter 
action on that basis.

Let us take the case of a child in a teach 
er's classroom. After the child has lived with 
the teacher for six months, he knows what 
she is like. But suppose the teacher says, 
"I am not like that at all." This child is now 
in an impossible position. If the child treats 
the teacher the way he knmus she is, she re 
jects it. If he tries to treat her the way she 
says she is, he can do it only as long as he can 
act it, as long as he can keep his mind on it. 
But he cannot keep his mind on it very long; 
and the minute he forgets he falls back on 
what she is really like, and he is back in the 
soup again.

There is only one thing you can do with 
a teacher like that, and that is to stay as far 
away from her as possible. That is precisely 
what happens to administrators also who do 
not make themselves visible to the people 
they are working with. When I go to a con 
vention of administrators, one of the things 
I hear them complaining about most is that 
administrating is such a lonesome job. Now 
I suspect that one reason that it is lonesome 
is that they are not making themselves visible. 
People are staying away from them because 
they arc afraid of them.

Well, these are some of the things we 
are finding out in our research, some of the

things that make the difference between good 
helpers and poor helpers. We are currently 
engaged in trying to apply some of these 
things in a teachers college to produce better 
teachers. It means, for example, we pay less 
attention to methods and much more atten-; 
tion to what young teachers are thinking, 
seeing, and believing about themselves, about 
other people, and about their purposes, and 
that they learn how to become sensitive 
people able to see things from the other per 
son's point of view.

I think we have hardly scratched the 
surface in what this means for the education 
of all people in the helping professions. In 
time I suspect we may be able to do some 
thing to help administrators with their prob 
lem of evaluating teachers. Right now we 
get a letter a week from some administrator 
saying, "I heard about that test that tells the 
difference between good and poor teachers. 
Please send me copies for all my staff as 
quickly as possible." So we write back, 
"Thank you. We are not interested in measur 
ing the goodness or the poorness of your 
teachers at this point. We are only inter 
ested in discovering the difference between 
the good ones and the poor ones so that we 
can go about changing our colleges of educa 
tion to produce better ones. Some day we may 
be in a better position to create the kind of 
tests you want. But we have not got to it yet."

I find this research very exciting. It 
calls for a different view of the nature of a 
professional worker. Rather than being a 
person possessing a particular volume of 
knowledge or behaving in a particular way, 
it has to do with how well a person has 
learned to use himself as an instrument to 
carry out his own and society's purposes. That 
means that teachers living next door to each 
other can teach quite differently and it is 
quite all right. It says to teachers and admin 
istrators, "It is all right to be me!" And that 
must come as a refreshing breeze to some of 
the young people we have been desperately 
trying to change into somebody else's image 
for so long with so little result. I find these 
results exciting, and I hope that over the 
years to come we may have more to report to 
you. n
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