
On Teachin
and Supervnng:

A Conversation
with Madeline

Hunter

adeline, you have proba-
bly had more influence on
U.S. teachers in the last ten

years than any other person. What
accounts for that?

Well, teachers have had a lot of
intuitive knowledge, but it's never
been based on theonr What I have
tried to do is take what research tells
us about teaching and translate it into
something teachers can use tomorrow
morning as they make educational
decisions

Briefly, what do you teach teach-
ers?

That teaching is a constant stream of
decisions and that good decisions in-
crease the prohbahilit of learning. We
now know cause-effect relationships
between teaching and learning Teach
ers can't control evervthing, but they
can certainlh influence it It's true that
vou can lead a horse to wxater but you
can't make him drink. You can, hov,,ev-
er, salt his oats You can run him hard
You can keep him assavs from water. So
we re kx)king at even. way a teacher
can influence a student's motivation to
learn, the rate and degree of that
student's learning, the retention of
what's been learned, and the appropri-
ate transfer of that learning into new
situations

One would think that most teach-
ers would know these things al-
ready. Why don't they?

One reason is that they're taught in
a was that doesn t transfer For exam-
ple, there isn t a teacher in the world
who hasn't studied about Plavlov. And
vet when a teacher asked me to wsork
with a child who Nsas always making
smart remarks. I found that the minute
the kid made a remark, the teacher
said, "'Now what did you mean by that
comment?" When I asked the teacher
what the bo\ swanted with his smart
remark, she said. "Attention." I asked.
"What did you give him?" When she
looked surprised. I said, "Hlave you
ever heard of P'avlov?*' She said. "WAhat
does a slobbering dog have to do with
it?" Well, there swas no transfer. In his

memory lab, Wundt showed more
than 50 years ago that the beginning
and end of any sequence are the easi-
est to learn. And vet teachers use the
prime time at the beginning of a class
period to take roll, to make assanine
announcements, to collect lunch mon-
ev--because they have to get the job
done. We now know how to have
them get some learning done along
with the job. The knowledge has been
around for years. but it was in terms of
pigeons and rats, or in terms of the
psychological laboratory, so the teach-
er sawv no similarity between it and the
classroom

Well, you've certainly translated it
into practice, but why don't oth-
ers do the same?

I think it's very difficult for research-
ers in the universitv to knosw how their
research can be applied in practice.
When my husband was trying to pro-
duce a plane that would protect the
pilot from radiation, he worked with
one of the leading radiation theorists
at Cal. Tech. Mv husband would come
home pulling his hair out and saying.
"That gus is trving to design a Sher-
man tank for me to put on the nose of
an airplane." I said. "Has he ever seen
a fighter jet"' NMv husband said. "I
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don't know. Ma-fbe not." So he took
the scientist the next day, put him in a
fighter jet, and said, "Now, here's the
guy you have to protect-and he has
to see where he's going." "Oh," said
the fellow.

You can't expect researchers to
translate the knowledge they produce
because they don't know what the
plane looks like-and most of them
aren't really interested in that. I'm vern
fortunate to have been thoroughly
steeped in psychology but also in hav-
ing spent most of my life in the trench-
es of public schools So I'm kind of
bilingual in theon- and practice

Isn't the research you draw upon
quite behavioral in its orienta-
tion?

Anybody who savs it's behavioral
does not understand our model. It's
been called behaviorial simply be-
cause we include attention to rein-
forcement. If a student is able to gen-
erate an elegant h pothesis, we let him
know he's valued and he's competent.
People look at that, and say, "It's all
reinforcement." Well, it's not. For ex-
ample, we do a lot of work on teaching
for transfer, which has nothing to do
with reinforcement theory. The one
idea we push the most is having stu-
dents attach meaning to what they're
learning, which comes from Merle
Wittrock's generative theory of cogni-
tion.

There's a lot of interest these days
in teaching for thinking. How
does that fit in your model?

It fits very well because our model
maintains that if students can't take the
learning they have and translate it to a
new situation, it's worthless. If all
you're going to teach are names and
dates and facts, you're wasting your
time and the students' time. Learning
is like money in the bank; it's great to

have it there hut it's only useful when
you pull it out and use it.

So it's venr important to teach for
higher-order thinking, but not without
building a foundation I see teachers
asking children to compare the gov-
ernments of Russia and the I'S when
the students don t know anylthing
about either of them

How do you feel about the ideas
of people like Reuven Feuerstein
and Robert Sternberg, who be-
lieve that the key is to teach the
necessary intellectual skills di-
rectly?

I agree w ith them We factor-analvze
what a student needs to do, just as swe
would factor-analyze *what a painter
needs to do to paint a house wvell That
doesn't mean that thinking isn't a lot
more complex than painting, but there
are similarities: you have to prepare it.
vou have to sand it, and so on I m
worried, though, that *we max begin
teaching these skills in isolation the
wav we now teach some other skills.
We will have a period of thinking skills
and then have social studies, with no
transfer. In a lot of schools, kids spit
and sputter their way through phonic
skills and then swhen thev come to a
reading task, thes don t use the skill

Whenever you isolate a process and
teach the process separately, there's a
danger that students *will not actually
use it. We have to help them make the
application For example, if we teach
children about decision making, we
need to translate it: "How are we
going to decide who's going to be
captain? How are we going to decide
what kind of cooking to have at the
party'? How do you decide whether to
do vour work in vour free time or take
it home for homework?" D)ecision
making must become a part of the
student's real life

"This model
should provide
the launching
pad from which
creativity can
soar."

Are there any teaching circum-
stances for which your model
isn't appropriate?

Not at all. I'm always amused when
somebody savys. Weil, that's hne for
drill, but not good for creative learn-
ing, or It's all right for large groups.
but not for small groups"

I literally teach all over the world
Most recentls I wnas teaching a group
of children in China They happened
to speak English. otherwise I couldn't
have done it. The Chinese wanted to
see me work with a nongraded group.
because they couldn't feature children
of different ages learning together I
took a group of hive- through 14-year
olds who had just visited a commune,
and I had them categorize what they
had seen
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One of the ive -vear-olds-we
would label him a h!perkinetic stu-
dent-responded to exactlI the same
techniques that work with children
here in the U.S. For example, we
categorized first by what humans had
made-baby buggies and so on-ver-
sus what nature had made, like the
rice and the rape seeds Then we
categorized hy "W'hich place would
vou like to work'?" That five-\ear-old
could shift categories like crazv, while
one of the "brightest" kids in the
school, who could memorize and re-
gurgitate perfectly. found it almost im-
possible to shift categories But exactly
the same techniques worked with Chi-
nese children as had worked about
two weeks beiore with children in
Milan, Italy. and had worked about
three weeks before with children in
I long Kong.

There reallh is an invariance to hu-
man learning, as there is invariance to
human anatomy and physiology.
There are differences, but they're not
nearly as great as the similarities
From your travels to other na-
tions, what can you say about how
U.S. education compares with
education in other countries?

All countries have fabulous schools
and poor scho(xls, just as we have I do
not see all the greatness that is report-
ed in Japan and Russia I've been in
Japanese schools and I\'ve been in Rus-
sian schools, and we can learn from
them-but if the' re so excellent. wh-
are they sending for me? Right now, if
I had to pick a country for my own
child's education. and I couldn't pick
the school. I would choose the UtS.

You're aware, I know, of the find-
ings by John Goodlad and his col-
leagues' that most teachers use a
very small number of strategies-
mostly talking to their classes or

having them do worksheets. If
more teachers used your model,
would that change?

Very definitely. However, let's not
forget that John Goodlad talks a lot to
his classes-but he talks very well, so
his students learn a lot.

One of our problems is that teach-
ers have been told to have discussion
groups but they don't know how They
have been told to have more individ-
ual projects. But generalizations like
that are not enough: teachers have to
learn how to do these things. For
example, we have task-analyzed inde-
pendent learning, identifying step-by-
step how you move children from
being dependent to becoming more
independent Then we made a series
of films starting on day one and mov-
ing through the stages until by the
middle of the vear the students were
conducting their own reading groups.
But that's a sequence of learning skills,
not admonition.

How do teachers learn to use your
model?

They go through three stages. First
thev learn the propositions, such as
that the beginning and end of any
sequence are the most powerful times
for learning Even though thev learned
that in ed. psych, they don't under-
stand how it applies to wasting time by
taking attendance. collecting lunch

money. or cleaning up. Now those
things have to be done. but we teach
teachers how to use the time produc-
tively: "While you're putting away your
equipment. be ready to give me a
summary statement of what vou've
learned from this experiment." or
"While you're putting 'our books back
in vour desk, be ready to say what vou
think is the single most important facet
of Columbus' personality"

When we have taught a proposition
like "The beginning and end of a
series is your prime time," then we
translate it into procedures: how do
vou do it? First I simulate it while I just
talk about it. then we role play an
actual teaching episode. By the way, it
has to be unfamiliar content. You can't
teach people something they already
know; that would be violating a basic
principle

Then the' have to try it out with
students in their own classrooms-
with coaching, so somebody helps
them see what thev're doing well, and
where the boobv-traps are and how to
get out of them. It's a three-stage proc-
ess of knowledge, procedure, and
then conditional decision making.

What do you mean by coaching?
We teach that when you're watching

a teacher make what is called a "script
tape." It's really a sort of shorthand log
of the teacher-pupil interaction. You

"My purpose is to tell teachers
what to consider before deciding
what to do and, as a result, to base
their decisions on sound theory
rather than on folklore and fantasy."
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'"IThe model is
equally effective
in elementary,
secondary, and
university
teaching. In fact,
it applies to
every human
interaction that is
conducted for the
purpose of
learning."

This Conversation
with Madeline Hunter
on Audiotape
The complete recorded interiesw from
which this edited version is taken is available
from ASCD Ask for 'On Teaching and Super-
vising: A Conversation with Madeline Hunt-
er." Stock No 612-20432. $900 Orders un-
der $20 must be accompanied by payment
Write to Audiotape Fulfillment, ASCD., 225 N
Washington St., Alexandria, VA 22314

capture what the teacher does just as
you would on videotape or audiotape,
but you do it in writing. It's a kind of
recording that you can play back to the
teacher so the teacher knows in tem-
poral order everything that happened
in that lesson. That script tape is the
basis for your diagnosis of the teach-
ing-just as vou'd look at a child's
math paper and sayv, "He knows this
and he's ready to learn that." We give
the teacher feedback as to what the
teacher did really well and why it
worked, and we find in many cases
that we bring intuitive knowledge to a
conscious level

As I said in your ASCD yearbook, 2

intuition is sterile. Some people
thought I meant it was useless, but I
meant it could not be reborn in some-
body else. A sterile animal-a donkevy,
for example-may be a very useful
animal, but it can't recreate itself.
Teachers who happen to create a good
learning activity solely by intuition
cannot recreate that in a new situation
as predictably as they could if they had
conscious knowledge, such as that the
beginning of a sequence is the most
powerful. So we move from intuitive
knowledge to articulated and deliber
ate knowledge. Now, as I said in the
article, there's quite enough room for
using intuition beyond what we know
consciously

So when we give a teacher coaching
and feedback, we identify those things
the teacher did well in terms of teach-
er-student behavior. An example
might be, "Madeline, when you went
over and stood by the boy who was
fooling with the rubber band and he
put it away, do you know what caused
that? Researchers have found that the
closer you are to the authority figure,
the more likely you are to behave as
expected. So you probably caused the
boy to put away his rubber band, and
with no loss of dignity."

Then, if there were things the teach-
er did that caused difficultv, we bring
them to the teacher's attention: "You
know why the student gave you the
wrong answer for that? You had just
asked a different question and he was
thinking about that. Then vou changed
the question, but he didn't change
with vou" The teacher will sav, 'Oh, is
that the reason"

It sounds like what you're calling
coaching is not much different
from what some people call su-
pervision.

To me, coaching and supervision
are the same. To me, a coach is a
person who has the skills to enable
another person to perform better
That's very different from practice. Of-
ten people recommend that teachers
watch each other and give feedback.
Now, that's fine if ever' teacher is vers
knowledgeable, but coaching takes
special knowledge For example, a
football coach will show a player how
to throw the ball, how to shift his
weight. lHe might say, 'You're not get-
ting enough of your shoulder in that
throw; there's too) much of your arm
and not enough of your shoulder"
Then he'll say to that plaver, "You and
Bill go out and practice that." A !ot of
what people are calling coaching is
really practicing: just working togeth-
er.

Many principals are afraid to coach
teachers because they think that to
help a teacher thev ought to be able to
teach better than the teacher They
really don't have to. In fact, it's possi
ble to coach a person in teaching
when vou don't even know the con-
tent. In China, I helped the teachers
improve their teaching of Chinese
even though I don't know Chinese. I
worked with the teachers of German
and with our geophysicists at UCLA,
and even though I didn't know the
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content, I could help them teach it
better

Some people contend that a per-
son in a position of authority over
a teacher can't really function as a
coach. Do you find that true?

No, I think that's a ridiculous notion.
I have never found that people resent
being evaluated by an authority figure
who knows what he or she is doing.

You said earlier that I have influ-
enced teachers. I would like to think I
have influenced principals even more,
because we know the power of the
principal to make a school either
more excellent or more mediocre. In
fact, I'm encouraging school districts
to make principals their first priority

There seems to be a trend in
many school systems to make the
principal the primary instruction-
al leader, although in some places
there are supervisors outside the
school who are considered to
have more expertise in instruc-
tion than the principal.

Excellence in teaching stands on
two feet One is curriculum, and the
other is pedagogy or skills of teaching.
You cannot be an expert in even'
phase of curriculum We need some-
one who knows enough about social
studies, for instance, to help me know
the key concepts that ought to be
taught about the Revolutionary War.
We need someone who knows what
verb form ought to be introduced first,
and so on. So we need central office
curriculum consultants But no out-
side supervisor can be in the school
often enough to really help a teacher
on a dav-to-day coaching basis. The
only person who can do that is the
principal or the building-level re-
source teacher. I am all for having
resource teachers as an aid to the
principal, because the principal does

have other responsibilities-but not in
place of the principal. The person who
does the evaluation ought to have
watched the growth pattern of that
teacher throughout the year.

Some people say that principals in
large schools simply don't have
the time to be supervisors.

I disagree with that. I have been a
principal most of my life, including
assignments in the ghettos and in the
richest and most demanding areas of
Los Angeles, and I have never ever had
a principalship where I didn't have
some time to work with teachers on
increasing effectiveness. If you do that,
all the other problems go down Your
discipline problems go down. your
parent problems go down, v'our lunch
room problems go down, vour bus
problems go down The only thing
you can't reduce with excellent super-
vision is the amount of paper coming
from the central office. That goes on
and on.

Of course, no principal has the time
to do all the supervision he or she
would like. I would be happy to spend
100 percent of my time in classrooms,
but vou can't do that when you're
running a school It's a question of
both quantity and quality. I know
many a principal who savs, "I make it a
point to walk in and out of even
classroom everv day." And that princi-
pal does nothing but walk in and out
of every classroom. I know other prin-
cipals who may take IS minutes to visit
three classrooms and each of those
teachers later gets useful feedback

if it's not being a threat or lack of
time that prevents principals from
being good supervisors, what is it?

They don't know how. They certain-
ly didn't learn it in graduate school.
Our training programs in teaching and
administration are way behind what

we know. It's only recentlyv at UCLA
that we've added instructional analysis
to our supervision course even though
we've been doing it in our lab school
for 20 vears.

There are some who feel that
we're not going to have superior
teaching until we change the dr-
cumstances under which teachers
work. the number of students
they have to work with, the count-
less responsibilities they have. Do
you agree that it's almost impossi-
ble for a teacher to do an effective
job under the circumstances most
teachers face?

No, I don't. I think it's possible to do
a very effective job under the circum-
stances. but I don't think it's fair to ask
teachers to do it I've seen teachers do
a fantastic job under horrendous cir-
cumstances, but it has taken too much
toll on them.

I have two children, one in educa-
tion and one in the film business.
They're both fine people. both excel-
lent in their field, thev both work hard,
and vet one's income-the one in the
entertainment business, of course-is
far higher than the other. I think it's
critically important that we pay teach-
ers a salary more like those of other
professionals.

On the other hand, I don't think that
just being a teacher should automati-
cally entitle a person to a good salary,
any more than just being a doctor or
an attornev does They have to per-
form well. I have very strong feelings
that merit pay is desirable provided
you're paving for skill in doing a more
difficult job. If there were two reach-
ers, each with 30 of the same kind of
children, I would find it unfair to pay
them different salaries simply because
one was considered to be doing a
better job than the other Excellent
surgeons or excellent attornevs make
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a lot more money, but they work on
more difficult cases.

Many educators say that any form
of merit pay Is impractical be-
cause it is so dificult to determine
which teachers are best

But it's very easy to know which
students are more difficult to teach.
We pay extra for teachers with special
credentials to teach the blind-and we
don't give them nearly as many stu-
dents. We're saying the job is more
difficult. Surgeons who do heart trans-
plants don't do surgery as often as
surgeons who remove appendixes--
and they earn more money.

Of course, all parents want a superior
teacher for their children whether
their child has a special problem or
not.

Every child should have a well qual-
ified teacher. I think we have the
knowledge to say, "This teacher is a
fine teacher; this one leaves something
to be desired; this teacher is outstand-
ing." Now it would be nice if all
teachers were outstanding, just as it
would be nice if all surgeons were
outstanding, but if you're to have a
sliver taken out of your finger, you
won't be nearly as concerned as if
you're going to have a cancer re-
moved-because it doesn't take the
same kind of skill.

I'm for merit pay. I know we're
going to have some terrible errors
committed in deciding which teachers
should be paid more. On the other
hand, I can't think of a more terrible
error than .,- pay a teacher who is
doing nothing exactly the same
amount of monev as a teacher who is
teaching his or her heart out.

So much of this is dependent on
school principals, as we said. Can
you envision a system that would
asmure standards of professional
excellence?

Very much so. For example, in Cali-
fornia we now have Senate Law 813,
which mandates that every principal
must be certified in clinical supervi-
sion by 1985. Now, one of the many
problems with that law is that it
doesn't state what certification means.
A group of us have recommended that

to be certified a supervisor would
view a videotape of a teacher teaching.
After a half hour spent reviewing the
script tape he or she had made, the
supervisor would confer with the
teacher on the lesson. That kind of test
would clearly show whether the su-
pervisor was competent to analyze in-
struction and to confer with the teach-
er in an enabling rather than in a
threatening or disabling way.

Do you think that procedure actu-
ally will be used?

We're hoping for it. It's already be-
ing used in several school districts.

How do you feel about the Idea of
a career ladder for teachers, with
various levels such as master
teacher?

I strongly endorse it. For example, I
think a brand new teacher coming into
the profession ought to have the
coaching and guidance of a master
teacher. At UCLA we have seen the
difference between putting our stu-
dent teachers with a master teacher-
such as one of our laboratory school
teachers-versus putting them with
John Doe, who may or may not be
expert. In fact we spent a lot of time
training our supervising teachers and
we turned out student teachers second
to none in the world. Now, you can't
make a fine teacher in one year, so I
strongly urge that beginning teachers
have a period of internship-and vou
don't drop them after that. Even the
very finest teachers can still learn. The
greatest reinforcer in the world for me
is when a teacher comes up and says,
"You know, since I've learned this, I'm
as excited about teaching as I was at
the beginning."

Speaking of growing, you made a
career change of your own re-
cently.

I had been trying for ten years to
talk myself into leaving the UCLA Lab
School, but it is such a fantastic place,
it was hard to leave. Before being at
the Lab School, the longest I was ever
in one assignment was three years,
and that only happened once-when I
built a training and demonstration
school in the inner city of Los Angeles,

and I asked to stay a year and just enjoy
it. I had alwavs been a "hopper
around." So after 20 years at the Lab
School I thought, "you know, Mad-
eline, you can run this school with one
hand tied behind you Practice what
you preach." I had a lot of ideas I
wanted to try out, I had some writing I
wanted to do, and I had been traveling
more and more. So I decided that I
would just be a professor at UCLA. As a
result of that we're making some
changes. We're developing a new doc
toral program focusing on the analysis
of instruction, staff development, and
so on.

At this stage in a highly successful
and influential career, what about
your work is most satisfying to
you?

The ability to see that you can make
a difference in a student's learning.
Just as a doctor has the ability to
eliminate a lot of suffering and de-
spair, a teacher can feel fulfilled by
seeing students learn and by convinc-
ing them that they can learn And I
help teachers learn to do that, which is
very satisfying to me

What is most distressing?
The fact that there are only 24 hours

in a day. I happen to need a lot of
sleep. In my next incarnation I'm go
ing to need only three hours of sleep a
night. I just cannot find time for all the
things I enjoy doing.

You seem very excited about the
future for education.

I think we're in a renaissance We
have the same opportunity we had 25
years ago when Sputnik went up The
only difference is that then we didn't
know what we were doing Now we
do-not everything, but a powerful
lot!F]
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