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What would the learner miss if you were not there as a teacher? You 
have a critical role to play in the education programme.

The teacher is important
More than half a century ago in 1963, Sir Derrick Dunlop wrote in ‘The Future of 
Medical Education in Scotland’,

‘It is important to remember that the actual details of the curriculum 
matter little in comparison to the selection of students and teachers. If 
these are good any system will work pretty well; if they are indifferent the 
most perfect curriculum will fail to produce results.’

This is equally true today. If you are a teacher, a trainer, a clinical supervisor, some-
one with responsibility for a section of a course, or a dean, you can make a differ-
ence to the quality of your students’ or trainees’ learning experience. Teachers in 
fact are a key ingredient in the education programme and the medical school or 
postgraduate body’s greatest asset. The teacher is critical to the success or failure of 
the education programme with regard to the planning and delivery of the curricu-
lum, to the methods adopted to support teaching and learning, and to the assess-
ment of the student’s progress and achievement of the specified learning outcomes. 
As we discuss in Chapter 21, there are no bad lectures only bad lecturers. Acknowl-
edging the importance of the teacher, Lawrence Stenhouse (1975), an education 
guru, suggested that there could be no such thing as curriculum development with-
out teacher development.

Thomas Good (2010), reviewing research on teaching, illustrated the importance 
of the teachers, using the analogy of how a chicken dinner with salad, wine, and an 
apple can be a completely different experience as we move from restaurant to res-
taurant or eat at different homes. While the meal can always be improved by better 
wine or new ingredients, more important is how the basic ingredients are prepared 
and presented. As Good outlined, the literature on effective teaching is not based on 
evidence showing that the most effective teachers bring in new components or bet-
ter ingredients. Rather the literature indicates that some teachers work with basic 
ingredients better than others. More important than the method of teaching is how 
it is implemented in practice and the student- teacher interaction.

What is expected of you as a teacher 
at a time of change 1
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Accrediting bodies, such as the General Medical Council in the UK, have recog-
nised that all doctors to a greater or lesser extent have teaching responsibilities, 
and teaching competence is highlighted as an important learning outcome in un-
dergraduate and postgraduate programmes. A European Union High Level Group: 
Train the Professors to Teach recommended,

‘All staff teaching in higher education institutions in 2020 should have  
received certified pedagogical training. Continuous professional education  
as teachers should become a requirement for teachers in the higher  
education sector.’ 

Your responsibilities as a teacher
Teaching is about much more than the transmission of information to the learner. 
Teaching encompasses the tasks of planning, preparing, and delivering a learning 
programme and assessing whether students have achieved the expected learning 
outcomes. Students learn all of the time. It is a natural activity. Your job as a 
teacher is to facilitate this. You need to:
  
	•	  Know what the students you are teaching are expected to learn
	•	  Understand how an education programme can be organised
	•	  Be familiar with the wide range of teaching and learning approaches that can 

be used including recent developments in the area
	•	  Be able to incorporate proven education principles into your teaching in order 

to help your students learn
	•	  Make conscious, explicit, and judicious use of evidence regarding what works 

and does not work in your teaching practice
	•	  Create the right environment to facilitate student learning
	•	  Be able to assess the learner’s achievement of the learning outcomes and to 

provide feedback  

A good travel agent, with special knowledge in an area, provides clients with information 
about their destination according to their specific requirements, assists them to explore 
the range of options that match their needs, arranges the necessary transport and ac-
commodation, and advises on a programme of activities at their destination. While there 
are undoubted differences, as a teacher your responsibilities are in some ways similar. 

An effective teacher
It is now recognised that expertise in medicine or in a content area is not necessar-
ily associated with the skills required to teach the subject to students or trainees. 
While a good teacher may naturally have the skills and passion to teach others, 
some required skills have to be learned. Everyone can learn how to be a teacher. In 
teaching, much may be seen as common sense or obvious but experience shows 
that in practice, teachers often flounder and are found wanting. Teachers can learn 
from experience but this in itself is not enough. This point is illustrated when we 
look at golfers who go round a golf course practicing their mistakes, but if the mis-
takes are never rectified, the golfer is unlikely to improve.
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Teaching is both an art and a science. Some teachers are instinctively good teach-
ers but others are not. The reassuring fact, however, is that the art and science of 
teaching can be learned. The experienced teacher can develop further their teaching 
instinct and the new teacher can be helped to acquire this instinct and the neces-
sary competencies, attitudes, and professionalism.

Teaching is a complex activity that requires the teacher to have a range of abilities. What 
is required of the teacher is demanding. Teaching, Brookfield (1990) suggested, is the 
‘educational equivalent of white water rafting’. The teacher requires a range of technical 
skills but this is not enough. Their approach to teaching should be based on an under-
standing of basic educational principles, an appropriate attitude, informed decision- 
making strategies, and teamworking skills. The teacher is also required to have a profes-
sional approach to their teaching, keeping themselves up- to- date and evaluating their 
teaching performance. These abilities correspond to the three circles shown in Fig. 1.1.

Here lies a problem. Staff development programmes and texts on the subject fre-
quently address only the technical competencies, or alternatively focus on details 
of the educational theory, which may be seen by the practicing teacher as of little 

Professional competence
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competence as a teacher

Personal wellbeing
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An understanding of the
principles of education
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evidence-based
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Fig. 1.1 The teacher’s abilities: a three-circle model
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relevance. The concept of professionalism and attitudes to teaching are largely ig-
nored. It is now recognised that the effective teacher requires a combination of tech-
nical competence, an appropriate approach to their teaching, and professionalism 
in their work as a teacher as shown in the equation:

An effective teacher = (Technical competencies) × (Approach to teaching) × (Professionalism)

The multiplication symbol has been used in the equation rather than the addition 
symbol. The implication is that a demonstration of technical competence, no mat-
ter how good, on its own is not sufficient: a zero score for the approach to teaching 
or for professionalism will result in a total score for the teacher of zero.

The technical competencies
The competencies expected of teachers include the ability to:
  
	•	  Prepare and give lectures or presentations that engage the audience and make 

use of appropriate technology
	•	  Choose appropriate small group methods and facilitate a small group teaching 

session
	•	  Teach practical or clinical skills in a variety of settings, including the 

workplace
	•	  Facilitate and manage the student’s learning in a range of settings, giving 

the learner support to obtain the maximum benefit from the learning 
opportunities available, helping the student to assess his or her own 
competence, and providing feedback to the learner as necessary

	•	  Plan an education programme for the students or trainees that combines 
appropriate learning opportunities to help them to achieve the expected 
learning outcomes

	•	  Identify, develop, and adapt learning resources for use by students in the form 
of handouts, study guides, or multi- media presentations

	•	  Assess the achievement of learning outcomes by the students or trainees using 
appropriate technologies including written, performance- based, and portfolio 
assessments

	•	  Evaluate the education programme
	•	  Make appropriate use of technology and social media  

In how many of these skills does a teacher need to be highly proficient? Depending 
on the local circumstances, the required level of mastery of the skills may vary. It 
can be argued, however, that a level of understanding and basic level of proficiency 
in all of the skills is necessary. 

How a teacher approaches their work
An effective teacher, in addition to having the necessary technical competencies, 
approaches their teaching with:
  
	•	  An understanding of basic educational principles
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As discussed in Chapter 19, an understanding of basic educational principles helps 
teachers to adapt the teaching approach to their own situation, to deal with 
problems and difficulties encountered, and to respond to the need for change.

	•	  Appropriate ethics and attitudes
The ethical standards expected of medical teachers in their work as a teacher or 

researcher in medical education has been a focus of attention. Also impor-
tant and a key factor in student learning is the teacher’s attitude, passion, 
and enthusiasm for the subject and for their teaching. The teacher’s passion 
for their teaching helps to motivate and inspire the learner.

	•	  Strategies for decision making
Paralleling the move to evidence- based medicine, the need for the teacher to 

make education decisions informed by the best evidence available is very 
much on today’s agenda. At the same time, the good teacher has to be able 
to behave intuitively and to respond appropriately to unexpected situations 
as they arise in the classroom or workplace learning situation.

	•	  Team work skills
Collaboration and team work are now a feature of education practice and is nec-

essary for the successful implementation of curriculum developments such 
as integration, interprofessional education, and outcome- based education. 

The teacher as a professional
The effective teacher is a professional.
  
	•	  Teachers as professionals should be inquirers into their own competence, 

should reflect on their own teaching practice, and should audit the quality of 
their teaching

	•	  Teachers should have the necessary abilities and have the personal 
responsibility to keep themselves up- to- date with current approaches to 
teaching

	•	  The teacher should communicate their experiences and lessons learned to 
others. This contributes to a scholarship of teaching as described by Boyer 
(1990)

	•	  Some teachers will successfully innovate in their teaching practice and 
contribute to the development of new courses and curriculum reform

	•	  The teacher as a professional should take responsibility for their own wellbeing 

The teacher cube
The three dimensions relating to the work of the teacher can be represented in the 
form of a cube (Fig. 1.2) with each of the sides representing:
  
	•	  The roles of the teacher
	•	  The competencies expected of a teacher
	•	  The teaching context or culture where learning takes place  

The cube should help you to understand your responsibilities as a teacher.
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Your role as a teacher
You should be aware of your role as a teacher – as an information provider, facilita-
tor, curriculum developer, assessor, role model, manager and leader, scholar, and 
professional (Harden and Lilley, 2018). This represents one face of the cube. A 
teacher charged with giving a series of lectures will need to be skilled in lecturing 
(the teaching competence) but will also have to consider whether their role is that 
of an information provider, a facilitator of the student’s learning, or a role model. 
They must also consider how the lectures relate to the overall curriculum and the 
learning outcomes in the early or later years of the course. A clinical supervisor or 
postgraduate trainer should not only have the necessary clinical teaching skills, but 
have also an understanding of their role, including that of role model. They also 
need to have an appreciation of the context in which the trainees are learning, in-
cluding the availability of learning resources such as simulators. During your career 
your role and the context in which you work are likely to change. 

The competencies expected
In addition to expertise in a subject, the competencies presented in the three-circle 
model and described in more detail in the chapters in this book are necessary. 
While the context in which you work will vary, there are some common principles 
and approaches, as we describe, which are universally applicable. 

The context
The third side of the cube represents the context or culture in which you are teach-
ing. This may be in the community or a hospital setting, it may be with students 
early in their medical studies, or with postgraduate trainees who have completed 
their undergraduate programme. Education in medicine takes place in a wide vari-
ety of settings. The education context influences how the curriculum is structured, 
the defined learning outcomes, the available learning opportunities and resources, 
and the approach to assessment (Brett et al., 2018). Consideration needs to be given 
to geographical context, including cultural values and the availability of learning 
resources. Geographical variations may include different power relationships and 
different expectations, different clinical contexts, different roles for students and 
trainees, and different roles expected of the teacher. The teacher should not only 
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Fig. 1.2 The teacher cube
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consider the context in which they are teaching, including its advantages and limi-
tations, but should also encourage the learner to reflect on this and how learning 
may vary in different contexts (Brett et al., 2018). 

Teaching can be satisfying
Many medical schools and institutions now recognise good teaching with finan-
cial incentives or promotion. Good teaching, however, can bring its own rewards 
and perhaps the greatest reward is knowing that as a teacher you are helping to 
shape the next generation of doctors. Christa McAuliffe was to be the first teacher 
in space but died tragically when her spaceship disintegrated 70 seconds after 
take- off. Earlier, when asked what she did, she had replied ‘I touch the future, I 
teach.’

Dybowski and Harendza (2014) found that a teacher’s personal motivation to teach 
comprised a range of factors from intrinsic, such as the joy of teaching itself, to 
more extrinsic motives, such as the perception of teaching as an occupational duty. 
Teaching, however, is a personal matter and your commitment to teaching is im-
portant if you are to respond to the challenges facing medical education. The work 
should be enjoyed and not endured. Whether you are working with students in the 
undergraduate curriculum or with trainees in postgraduate or specialist training, 
we hope the chapters that follow will help you find that teaching well is more fun 
and satisfying than teaching poorly. The book has been written in the belief that 
teaching is both a craft and a science and that, with a better understanding of their 
work, ‘poor’ teachers can become ‘good’ teachers and ‘good’ teachers can become 
‘excellent’ teachers. If you have the necessary skills, teaching is not a chore; it can 
be an enjoyable experience and can be rewarding and fun. 

Think about
 1.  The teacher is important and is key to the success of the education 

programme. What would your students miss if you were not there as a teacher 
or trainer?

 2.  What teaching skills do you already have and are there areas which you might 
wish to improve upon?

 3.  It is important to consider and understand your role as a teacher and the 
context in which you are working.

 4.  Does teaching give you a buzz or do you regard teaching as a chore? If it is the 
latter, what can you do about it?

Dig deeper
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