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The following activities can be modified as necessary for time allotted and are 
designed for learners who have at least cursory teaching experience. 
 
 
? INTRODUCTION (15-20 MIN) 
 
Show video montage. As students watch, pay attention to verbal and non-
verbal responses which may give insight into their opinion about each 
teacher. 

 "Ditto" from Teachers 
 "Mr. Tate" from The Faculty 
 "Jaime Escalante" from Stand and Deliver 
 "Mr. Keating" from Dead Poets Society 

 
After viewing, engage the whole group in discussion. Draw on responses 
observed while viewing when discussing the following questions. Be sure that 
in discussion, all students who posit an opinion explain why they feel that 
way. 

 which of those teachers are good teachers? 
 which of those teachers are bad teachers? 

what makes a teacher good or bad? (specific teaching practices, 
personal traits, personal beliefs, context, etc.) 

 
Inform the group that all of the factors just mentioned (plus more) combine to 
create a conception of teaching. Each conception of teaching carries with it 
biases and judgments.   
 
Let students know that today they will characterize various traditional 
conceptions of teaching and will apply these conceptions to authentic 
teaching situations. "Professional teachers only become professionals when 
they reflect on and choose a stance toward their calling that guides and 
sustains them in their important work of educating persons" (Fenstermacher 
1986). They will need to look at the merits of each, remaining open-minded to 
teachers who demonstrate each kind of teaching conception. Additionally, 
these exercises will assist any teacher as he/she is faced with colleagues, 
administrators, parents, and even students who have conceptions of what 
good teaching is that are different from their own. By the end of this session 
the students will have information that will help them bridge the gaps 
between people who hold different conceptions of teaching. 
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? CONCEPTIONS OF TEACHING (90-110 MIN) 
 
Read aloud the short intro called “The Teacher As . . .” (see Appendix A) that 
outlines four conceptions of teaching: 

gardener 
potter 
midwife 
provisioner  

 
Part One:  
Let students know that they will be working on this first exercise in groups of 
3. Each group member is responsible for reading one section of the 
Fenstermacher article and sharing it with the rest of the group: 

 An Art Lesson (Appendix B) 
A Math Lesson (Appendix C) 
Grading Policies - contains two conceptions (Appendix D) 

 
As they read, students should plan to share a brief description of the 
teacher(s) mentioned, the conception(s) of teaching illustrated, and 3-4 beliefs 
and practices in support of each conception. Groups should be prepared to 
report their beliefs and practices to the whole. If students need a reminder, 
practices include teaching techniques such as questioning, lecturing, and 
student discovery while beliefs include ideas about students and teaching 
such as moral or character education, constructivism, and the thought that 
all students can learn.  
 
After 15-20 minutes, have students report out and write all the beliefs and 
practices under each conception on the board. If the subject of the context in 
which a teacher is teaching emerges from the discussion at any point, table it 
until a later time. After all groups have reported and all ideas are on the 
board, have the students discuss any discrepancies. The group that suggested 
the item under discussion can offer justification or can withdraw the item in 
light of the rest of the grouping. In this way the students will arrive at the 
definitions of each conception by working together with minor facilitation.   
 
Part Two: 
Students will continue discovering new conceptions of teaching. This time, 
groups of 5 will become experts on one conception: 

didactic (Appendix E) 
evocative (Appendix F) 
tinkerer (Appendix G) 
mimetic (Appendix H) 
transformative (Appendix I) 
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Assign one conception to each group for all members to read and then 
discuss. Out of the discussion, all members should be able to identify 3-4 
characteristics of their given conception. Thus each group will become an 
expert on one conception of teaching.    
 
Once all students are familiar with their assigned conception (20-25 
minutes), they will be responsible for sharing it with other students through 
a jigsawing process. Two members of each group will move to a different 
group where they will exchange their information for that of the group (10 
minutes each). It is important that both the new members and the old 
members share their expertise with each other. Continue the process until all 
pairs of experts have visited all groups.   
 
Bring the whole group back together and continue listing beliefs and 
practices that correspond with each conception of teaching on the board. 
Follow the same routine as earlier in making sure that each list is consistent 
for the corresponding conception of teaching. Remember, students will arrive 
at their knowledge with minor facilitation. 
 
By the end of this study, all students should have information on the four 
Fenstermacher conceptions and the five additional conceptions from Axelrod.   
 
 
? DISCUSSION OF CONTEXT (15-20 MIN) 
 
Now that students are familiar with 9 standard conceptions of teaching, they 
need to examine their own beliefs about how these conceptions relate to the 
job that a teacher does. Lead a whole group discussion about the role of 
context in the formation of a teacher's conception of teaching using the 
following guiding questions: 

 Do you think that a teacher's conception of teaching can change?  
What factors might change a teacher's conception of teaching? 
Might a teacher have one conception of teaching during 3rd 
period and another during 5th?   
What could lead to that difference?   

 
In pairs have the students list as many contextual issues that may factor into 
a conception of teaching as they can. Keep in mind that not all students will 
agree that context plays a part here, but it is necessary to be open-minded 
and accepting of all opinions. There is no one right answer. 
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? A LOOK AT TEACHERS OF CLASSROOMS PAST (20-30 MIN) 
 
Have students think back on their past experiences with teachers. Tell them 
to conjure up three or four teachers that they remember well. Encourage 
them to think about teachers they liked as well as those they didn't like. 
Students should label each teacher with the one conception of teaching that 
best suits that person: 

gardener    didactic 
potter     evocative 
midwife    mimetic 
provisioner     transformative 

  tinkerer 
 
After approximately 10 minutes, have the students discuss their responses 
with a partner. Their goal is to reach agreement between teacher descriptions 
and conceptions. If there were any teachers that seemed difficult to classify, 
introduce their descriptions to the whole group. Allow other students to ask 
questions to probe for more information about the teacher in order to make a 
decision. If there is a teacher who cannot be classified by the whole group, it 
is okay to leave that teacher without matching up one of the 9 given 
conceptions.   
 
 
? A LOOK AT TEACHERS OF FICTIONAL CLASSROOMS (15-20 MIN 

EA) 
 
Have the students watch a video clip of a teacher teaching. In small groups, 
have the students decide which conception(s) of teaching are being 
illustrated. Note that some opinions may be shaped by students who are 
familiar with the entire movie, but caution them to judge only on the clip 
given. For each conception they decide on, have them list as many supporting 
reasons as they can. (10 min) After the small group discussions, call on one 
group to present the conception of teaching that they think is best shown in 
the clip. After they present, take a vote from the whole group as to who 
agrees. Allow one or two dissenting opinions to state their case. If debate 
begins let it continue for a short time. 
 
Repeat these steps with other video examples. Adjust the number of video 
clips to fit the time available or until the students have had enough. 
 

Video clips: 
 "Mr. Keating" from Dead Poets Society 
  helping student compose poem in front of class 

 



Conceptions 6 

© Courtney Glazer, Fall 1999 

"Bill Rago" from Renaissance Man 
  testing students on Hamlet 
 "Economics Teacher" from Ferris Bueller's Day Off 
  calling on students during class 
 "Mr. Holland" from Mr. Holland's Opus 
  teaching football player about rhythm 
 "Herbert" from Teachers 
  simulating Washington crossing the Delaware 
 "Jaime Escalante" from Stand and Deliver 
  working with a student to "fill the hole" 

"Louanne Johnson" from Dangerous Minds 
  explaining the Dylan / Dylan competition 

  
  
? A LOOK AT THE TEACHERS AMONG US  (30-45 MIN) 
 
Now that students have knowledge about particular teaching conceptions and 
have had the opportunity to work with others in applying them, it is time for 
them to examine their personal preferences on individually. 
 
Have students work individually to list 5-8 behaviors and practices that they 
have exhibited in their practice teaching. After 5-10 minutes, refocus the 
students and have them list 5 -8 behaviors and practices that they feel are 
vital in the classroom. Let them know that these two lists may overlap, but 
that it is not necessary. Also acknowledge that many times what teachers are 
able to do in the classroom due to contextual factors (like those they listed 
earlier) does not match their ideal view of a classroom. For example an 
English teacher may feel that students should always learn through 
discovery, but in reality she needs to teach them grammar in a more mimetic 
or drill and skill fashion. Again, give the students about 5-10 minutes to 
complete their lists. 
 
Challenge students to review their lists and decide which two conceptions of 
teaching that they have just learned about best describes the items on their 
lists. Have them categorize each item on their two lists beneath one or both of 
the conceptions of teaching.   
 
? If the students find that most items do fall under one conception, have 

them think about whether they are comfortable with all elements of 
that conception or not.   

? If the students find that most items do not fall under one conception, 
have them get creative and design a new conception which will 
encompass all the items on their two lists. 
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If students get stuck when faced with designing their own conception, give 
them an example.   

e.g. scientist – all students are generally the same, the teacher 
must look for the similarities and treat a class accordingly, 
experimenting with practices is okay in this conception 

 
One way to wrap up this discussion is to have students raise their hand for 
their personal teaching conception and to record the types and numbers on 
the board.   
 
 
? OPTIONAL EXTENSIONS (20 MIN EACH) 
 
Have the students group together by their predominant teaching conception. 
In each group have the students discuss what drew them to that conception 
and which others would be the most difficult to work within. For example a 
teacher who sees herself as an executive might have trouble imagining being 
transformative. 
 
Have the students arrange themselves in groups where no two people fit into 
the same conception of teaching. In each group have students discuss ways 
they could bridge their differences if they were faced with working together in 
an academic teaming situation.   
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APPENDIX A: THE TEACHER AS . . . 
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APPENDIX B: AN ART LESSON 
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APPENDIX C: A MATH LESSON
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APPENDIX D: GRADING POLICIES
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APPENDIX E: DIDACTIC



© Courtney Glazer, Fall 1999 

APPENDIX F: EVOCATIVE
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APPENDIX G: TINKERER
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APPENDIX H: MIMETIC
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APPENDIX I: TRANSFORMATIVE
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