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A Cross-cultural Understanding of the Characteristics of
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ABSTRACT The definition of a good teacher varies from person to person depending on the expectations of the
people defining it. Everybody defines it bypaying attention to different characteristics like sense of humour,
classroom management abilities, good field knowledge, etc. In this paper, Erasmus students coming from both
Eastern European (Czech Republic, Poland, Latvia, Austria) and Western European countries (Spain, England,
France, and Germany) were asked to define the characteristics of a good teacher with the help of a questionnaire.
In this paper, the participants’ opinions were analyzed in terms of teachers’ “background knowledge”, “professional
skills”, and “personal qualities”. The findings  indicate that there are differences between students’ views related to
the characteristics of a good teacher depending on which part of Europe they are from.
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INTRODUCTION

When people are asked to evaluate teaching
or teachers, there are many different ways that
they can do this. They can either send observ-
ers to classrooms in which they want to evalu-
ate teaching or they can gather information from
one of the current or former students who are or
were exposed to that teaching or they can ask
the opinions of the colleagues of that specific
teacher.Surely, all of these possible techniques
have got both pros and cons but teachers, who
are among the most important components of
the teaching process, are still the focus of atten-
tion and they are the ones that are evaluated for
a number of reasons in many different contexts.

Teachers are important elements that contrib-
ute to the quality of teaching and learning; there-
fore, their characteristics and how they behave
in the classroom have an important role and a
“life-transforming effect” (Hanushek 2011) on
their learners. With the requirements of the chang-
ing technology, the expectations of the students
and the schools from teachers have also been
changing continuously. Teachers are asked to

refresh their knowledge repeatedly, to attend
teacher development seminars so as to keep up
with the latest trends in the field of teaching and
also to learn how to benefit from the technolog-
ical tools in order to enrich their experiences.

General characteristics of ideal and/or effec-
tive teachers were discussed either based on
anecdotal experience or research by some schol-
ars (Girard 1977; Hammadou and Bernhardt 1987;
Finocchiaro 1988; Prodromou 1991; Brosh 1996;
Vadillo 1999; Walls et al. 2002; Hargrove 2005;
Borg 2006; Walker 2008; Miller 2012). However,
the difficulty of answering the question of “who
is a good teacher?” is emphasized by different
researchers (Ebel 1967; Ornstein 1976) because
of the limitations of the related research. Chin-
gos and Peterson (2011) point out that teacher
quality is not related to either holding a college
major or acquiring a master’s degree. It includes
many different qualities. According to Reid et al.
(2014), a “good teacher” is a global teacher be-
cause he/she might need to teach in another
country or teach learners from different nation-
alities. At present, all over the world, many at-
tempts are being made to describe these quali-
ties by means of lists of competencies, which
seems to be strongly supported by policy-mak-
ers (Becker et al. 2003).

In one of the first works on teacher charac-
teristics, Spady (1973) states that effectiveness
of a teacher is based on such characteristics as
the subject matter, pedagogy, enthusiasm and
empathy. Miller (2012), in her revised version of
her article, precisely comments on the ten char-
acteristics of a good teacher, which are:
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1. having a contagious enthusiasm for teach-
ing

2. being creative
3. adding pace and humour to the class
4. challenging students
5. being encouraging and patient, who will

not give up on students
6. taking an interest in students as people
7. knowing grammar well and explaining some-

thing on the spot
8. taking a minute or two to answer a ques-

tion after class
9. treating all the members of the class equal-

ly
10. leaving his/her emotional baggage outside

the classroom
In some studies, personality of teachers is

considered to be the most important aspect of
teachers by the participants because the teach-
er’s behaviour is seen as a function of his per-
sonality (Ryans 1960). For instance, Cruickshank
et al. (2003: 329) state that effective teachers are
“caring, supportive, concerned about the wel-
fare of students, knowledgeable about their sub-
ject matter, able to get along with parents…and
genuinely excited about the work that they do”.
Cruickshank et al. also believe that effective
teachers are enthusiastic, warm and they have a
sense of humour. Likewise, Walker (2008) states
that an effective teacher is prepared, positive,
creative, fair, compassionate, forgiving and s/he
is the one that holds high expectations, displays
a personal touch, cultivates a sense of belong-
ing, has a sense of humour, respects students,
and admits mistakes. According to Blishen (1969),
among the desired qualities of a teacher, are pa-
tience, modesty, politeness, being tolerant and
paying attention to the pupils. In another con-
text, Saritas (2013) asked the definition of a good
teacher to the secondary school students in three
different schools and the participants mainly fo-
cused on such individual characteristics as “be-
ing fair and communication abilities”.

In some other studies, the academic compo-
nent was emphasized as the most significant
teacher characteristics. In their study, Musgrove
and Taylor (1972) included five categories for
students’ evaluation; namely, personality, abili-
ty to maintain discipline, teaching methods,
teacher behaviour in the classroom and order
and organization. They found out that the most
important teacher quality was that the teacher
taught them well and guided them sufficiently.

Hargrove (2005) claims that in order for a “good”
teacher to be “great”, s/he needs to do the follow-
ing things: establishing a natural critical learning
environment, asking provocative questions and
providing guidance as students struggle with an-
swers, grabbing students’ attention and keeping it
focused, planning instruction based on clear goals,
being willing to help students outside of class, and
providing diverse learning experiences.

The importance of student expectations of
teachers’ classroom practices has also been rec-
ognized by researchers in education (Darkenwald
and Gavin 1987; Croninger 1991; Good 1993) and
psychology (Eysenck and Keane 1995). These
expectations are surely dependent on such im-
portant factors as “culture”, “gender”, “age”,
“mode of study “and” university type” (Sander
et al. 2000). They thought that the more their
expectations were met, the more successful stu-
dents would become.

In their research, Harden and Crosby (2000)
focused on six major teacher roles specified by
the students, which are: facilitator, role model,
assessor, planner, resource developer, and infor-
mation provider. According to these defined
roles, they are supposed to facilitate the process
of learning, assess both the students and the
curriculum, plan the curriculum and the course,
create the learning materials, provide informa-
tion about their specific field, and be a good role
model. Even though these six roles and their sub-
categories have been defined separately, they
are considered to be interrelated.

Oruç (2008) states that according to the find-
ings of the related research, the factors affecting
students’ definition of a good teacher can be
classified under some headings such as: culture,
gender, age, the type of the university, and the
field of study.

When the findings summarized above are
taken into account, it is apparent that most of
the research on this topic is related to academic
and personality-based factors. Even though
there is a great amount of research on good
teacher characteristics in terms of personality
factors and academic background, the opinions
of students from different cultural backgrounds
related to “good teacher characteristics” have
not been studied sufficiently. For this reason, in
this paper, the cultural factor has been dwelled
upon and the differences regarding the percep-
tions of participants from different cultural back-
grounds (Eastern European Background and



IDEAL TEACHER 429

Western European Background)   have been tak-
en into consideration. With this idea in mind,
this paper aims to answer the following research
questions:
1. What are the characteristics of effective

teachers in the eyes of university students
from Western European countries?

2. What are the characteristics of effective
teachers in the eyes of university students
from Eastern European countries?

METHODOLOGY

The Setting and the Participants

The research for this paper was carried out at
a Turkish state university at the beginning of
the Spring Term of 2012-2013 academic year. The
participants of the research were international
students who came to Turkey through ERAS-
MUS Program from different countries and who
attended the intensive Turkish courses offered
by the university. The participants were from
Germany, Poland, Austria, Czech Republic, Spain,
England, Latvia and France. The participants
were divided into two groups; namely, Western
European Countries (Spain, England, France, and
Germany) and Eastern European Countries
(Czech Republic, Poland, Latvia, Austria). The
number of participants coming from Western
European Countries was fourteen while the num-
ber of students coming from Eastern European
Countries was thirteen.  The total number of the
participants was twenty-seven.

Instrument

The measurement instrument used in this re-
search is the “Questionnaire of Good Teacher
Characteristics” developed by Oruç (2008). It is
a 5-Item Likert-Type Scale with twenty-six state-
ments. The questionnaire also includes a part
including ‘Background Knowledge’, ‘Profes-
sional Skills’, and ‘Personal Qualities’, in which
the participants were asked to order the given
qualities. The reliability of the instrument was
tested and the Cronbach Alpha Level was found
to be .83, which is considered to be reliable.

Data Collection and Analysis

As the first step of the data collection pro-
cess, the participants signed a consent form re-

lated to their agreement to take part in the re-
search. Secondly, they filled out the question-
naires, which took twenty minutes. Afterwards,
the data of the paper were analyzed with the help
of the SPSS 20.0 program in order to find out the
frequencies of the participants’ responses.

RESULTS

This paper attempted to identify the differ-
ences between the definitions of a good teacher
in the eyes of university students from Eastern
European and Western European countries.
Twenty-seven students took part in the research,
fourteen of whom were from Western European
countries and thirteen of whom were from East-
ern European countries.  It is believed that find-
ings related to the characteristics of a good teach-
er are quite valuable considering the important
connection between teacher characteristics and
student achievement (Wayne and Youngs 2003).

It is possible to see the numbers and per-
centages of participants in each group (Table 1).
Participants from Western European countries
constitute the 51 per cent (N: 14), whereas the
participants from Eastern European Countries
constitute the 49 per cent (N: 13) of the sample of
the study.

As a part of the questionnaire, the partici-
pants were asked to rank some qualities of good
teachers according to the order of importance.
The qualities were grouped under three titles;
namely, Background Knowledge, Professional
Skills and Personal Qualities, which is shown
in Table 2.

The three basic titles related to the qualities
of good teachers were analyzed in terms of the
subcategories so as to specify what each title
consists of (Table 2). For instance, the subcate-
gories of “background knowledge” included
teachers’ academic background, content knowl-
edge, cultural sensitivity, and their experience

Table 1: Distribution of participants according to
their nationalities

Participants Number Percentage
     (%)

Western European Group 14 51
Eastern European Group 13 49
Total 27 100
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and their ability to benefit from this experience.
The subcategories of “professional skills” con-
sisted of class management skills, having a clear
syllabus, choosing appropriate methods and
materials for different learner groups, and finally,
the subtitles of “personal qualities” included
patience, respecting individuals, enthusiasm,
energy and passion. The opinions of the partic-
ipants related to each of these teacher character-
istics are given in the following tables.

The most important item in the first column
for the participants from Western European coun-
tries is “academic background including a num-
ber of relevant classes”(Table 3). The partici-
pants (57.1 per cent) from Western European
countries indicated that this is the most impor-
tant characteristic a teacher should have in terms
of background knowledge. However, 69.2 per cent
of the participants from Eastern European coun-
tries chose “fluency within different academic

areas” as the most important characteristic of a
good teacher related to background knowledge.

The participants were asked to choose the
most important professional skill a good teacher
should have(Table 4). The majority of the partic-
ipants coming from Western European countries
stated that the most important professional skill
is “class management skills” (64.2 %), whereas
the majority of the participants coming from East-
ern European countries said that the most im-
portant professional skill is “having a clear syl-
labus” (76.9 %).

The participants were asked to rank the most
important personal qualities a good teacher
should have (Table 5).  The participants (85.7 per
cent)coming from Western European countries
indicated that the most important personal qual-
ity for a good teacher is “organization and time
management” while the majority of participants
(84.6 %) coming from Eastern European coun-
tries said that it is “sense of humour”.

Table 2: Qualities of a good teacher pre-defined by the questionnaire

Background knowledge Professional skills Personal qualities

Fluency within different academic areas Class management skills Respect for individuals
Content knowledge Knowledge of assessment Awareness of others’feelings
Experience and ability to relate it Ability to respond/communicate Enthusiasm, energy, passion

  appropriately
Cultural sensitivity Clear expectations Interest in student motivation
Up-to-date information about Clear syllabus Flexibility
  practice area
Academic background including a number Command of age and level Patience
  of relevant classes appropriate methods and

materials
Personal experience with L2 Knowledge about where to Even-temperedness

find resources Sense of humour
Work ethic/hardworking
Confidence
Organization/time management
Interesting personally
commitment

Table 3: Participants’ views about teacher’s back-
ground knowledge

Teacher   Western    Eastern
qualities  European  European

 students % students %

Background
Knowledge Academic back- 57.1

ground
including a
number of
 relevant classes
Fluency within 69.2
different
academic areas

Table 4: Participants’ views about teacher’s pro-
fessional skills

Teacher Western Eastern
qualities European European

students% students%

Professional
Skills Class

management
skills 64.2
Having a
clear
syllabus 76.9



IDEAL TEACHER 431

DISCUSSION

Unlike most of the research seeking to iden-
tify the characteristics of a “good” or “efficient”
teacher and coming up with findings related to
personal or academic features (Hargrove 2005;
Walker 2008; Miller 2012; Saritas 2013), this pa-
per focused more on the differences stemming
from cultural differences.However, the findings
of the research are in line with those of Reid et al.
(2014), who emphasize the significance of views
coming from different cultural backgrounds. As
can clearly be seen from the results above, there
are differences between the opinions of students
related to their definition of a “good teacher” in
terms of teachers’ background knowledge and
professional skills and qualities even though all
the students are from European countries. Based
on the differences in the participants’ views, it is
possible to say that geographical location of the
participants’ home countries also has an influ-
ence on their beliefs and expectations from their
teachers. Based on the results presented above,
one can easily talk about the significance of “cul-
ture” in people’s choices, their expectations and
opinions. Therefore, it is inevitable for students
coming from different cultural backgrounds to
have different opinions on the characteristics of
a “good teacher” and teachers, too, will be di-
rectly affected from different aspects of culture.
Sowden (2007) points out that a teacher will be
involved in and affected by different aspects of
culture such as the culture of the nation, culture
of the specific academic discipline, international
education, the host institution, the classroom and
the students.

Students’ views about the characteristics of
a good teacher are very important since they are
‘objective consumers of instructional process-
es, their judgments should be the sole determi-
nants in defining the significant variables of the
“good teacher”’ (Grush and Costin 1975). Even

though there are many different studies carried
out so as to find out “good teacher characteris-
tics”, they have shown the difficulty in arriving
at any general agreement on standards for defin-
ing these characteristics. It is also stated by some
researchers that objective measurement of the
good teacher is impossible (Combs and Mitzel
1964); however, carrying our similar studies in
different levels of education might contribute to
the field of education and it might be easier to
define who is a good teacher. While doing that,
it will be more enlightening to focus on different
aspects effecting the participants’ opinions such
as gender, culture, age, socio-economic level, and
the level of education.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, teachers are one of the most
important components of the learning/teaching
process. Expected attitudes from teachers are
major issues that have been widely investigated
up to now. Although previous research focused
on the academic and personal teacher character-
istics contributing to students’ success, this re-
search mainly emphasized the cross-cultural dif-
ferences between the opinions of students from
Eastern and Western European countries and the
researcher found out that among the teacher qual-
ities pre-defined in the questionnaire, students
from Western European countries chose “academ-
ic background”, “organization and  time manage-
ment”, and “class management skills” as the most
important characteristics. On the other hand, stu-
dents from Eastern European countries thought
that “fluency within different academic areas”,
“having a clear syllabus”, and “sense of humour”
are the most important teacher characteristics.

RECOMMENDATIONS  FOR
FUTURE  STUDIES

Ideas coming from the direct actors of the
process of learning, that is to say, from learners,
have always supplied invaluable data to the re-
searchers, practitioners and teachers. The atti-
tudes learners prefer in the classroom might have
an influence on their own success. Paying atten-
tion to learners’ preferences and making neces-
sary changes according to these preferences will
contribute to students’ success and the positive
image of the teacher in the classroom.

Table 5:  Participants’ views about teacher’s per-
sonal qualities

Teacher   Western   Eastern
qualities European European

students%     students%

Personal Organization        85.7
Qualities and time

managament
Sense of
humour       84.6
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Similar studies using participants from dif-
ferent countries or participants that are practic-
ing teachers/administrators might enrich the lit-
erature related to the concept of “good” or “ide-
al” teacher. Secondly, studies with different data
collection procedures such as conducting in-
depth interviews about the views of students as
well as using questionnaires might shed light on
the issue and triangulating the data might make
the findings more reliable. Another possibility is
to include students from different academic fields
in the sample of the studies like this one so that
differences stemming from students’ academic
background might be understood much better.

Moreover, having another look into the teach-
er education programs after such research is car-
ried out might be a good idea as these programs
have an important role in the development of teach-
ers. If the expectations of learners from teachers
are understood better, it is believed that this will
directly influence the quality of education.

LIMITATIONS

The research in this paper has surely some
limitations, which should be taken into consid-
eration while reading the findings of the research.
It is believed that all the participants taking part
in this research have given their sincere opin-
ions rather than the socially acceptable answers.
What is more, the researcher believes that the
reliability of the findings of this research might
be augmented with the help of the inclusion of
more students in the study samples who repre-
sent more different countries.

REFERENCES

Becker BJ, Kennedy MM, Hundersmarck S 2003. Com-
munities of scholars research and debates about teacher
quality. Paper presented at AERA Conference on
Accountability for Educational Quality: Shared Re-
sponsibility in Chicago, April 12 to 16, 2003.  

Blishen E 1969. The School that I’d Like. London:
Penguin.

Borg S 2006. The distinctive characteristics of foreign
language teachers. Lang Teach Res, 10(1): 3–31.

Brosh H 1996. Perceived characteristics of the effec-
tive language teacher. Foreign Lang Ann, 29:125–
138.

Chingos MM, Peterson PE 2011. It is easier to pick a
good teacher than to train one: Familiar and new
results on the correlates of teacher effectiveness.
Eco of Educ Rev, 30(3): 449-465.

Combs AW, Mitzel HE 1964. Can we measure good
teaching objectively? NEA J, 53: 34-36.

Croninger B 1991. The social context of schooling:
What research and theory can tell us. Intercult Dev
Res A Newsl, 18(5): 10-14.

Cruickshank DR, Jenkins DB, Metcalf, KK 2003. The
Act of Teaching. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill.

Darkenwald GG, Gavin WJ 1987. Dropout as a function
of discrepancies between expectations and actual
experiences of the classroom social environment.
Adult Educ Q, 37: 152-163.

Ebel RL 1967. Some limitations of basic research in
education.  Phi Delta Kappan, 49: 82.

Eysenck MW, Keane MT 1995. Cognitive Psychology:
A Student’s Handbook. Hove: Taylor & Francis.

Finocchiaro M 1988. Teacher development - A devel-
opmental process. Engl Teach Forum, 26(3): 2-3.

Girard D 1977. Motivation: The responsibility of the
teacher. ELT J, 31: 97–102.

Good TL 1993. New direction in research on teacher
and student expectations. Midwestern Educ Res, 6:
7-33.

Grush JE, Costin F 1975. The student as consumer of
teaching process. Am Educ Res  J, 12: 55-66.

 Hammadou J, Bernhardt E 1987. On being and becom-
ing a foreign language teacher. Theor into Prac, 26:
301–306.

Hanushek EA 2011. Valuing teachers. Educ Next, 1: 40-
45.

Harden RM, Crosby J 2000. AMEE guide no 20: The
good teacher is more than a lecturer –the twelve
roles of the teacher. Medic Teach, 22(4): 334-347.

Hargrove K 2005. What makes a “good” teacher
“great”? Gifted Child Today, 28(1): 30-31.

Miller P 2012. Ten characteristics of a good teacher:
reflections. Engl Teach Forum, 25: 36-38.

Musgrove F, Taylor P 1972. Pupils’ expectations of
teachers. In: A Morrsion, D Mcintyre (Eds.): The
Social Psychology of Teaching. NH: Heineman, pp.
171-182.

Ornstein AC 1976. Can we define a good teacher? Pea-
body J of Educ, 53(3): 201-207.

Oruç N 2008. A comparison of the Turkish and Euro-
pean student-teachers’ definition of a good teacher.
Gazi U Fac of Educ J, 28(2): 149-168.

Prodromou L 1991.The good language teacher. Engl
Teach Forum, 29: 2–7.

Reid C, Collins J, Singh M 2014. Global Teachers, Aus-
tralian Perspectives. New York: Springer.

Ryans DG 1960. Characteristics of Teachers. USA:
Washington Council on Education.

Sander P, Stevenson K, King M, Coates D 2000. Uni-
versity students’ expectations of teaching. Stud in
Higher Educ, 25(3): 309-323.

Saritas Serkan 2013. Ideal Teacher Characteristics Ac-
cording to Secondary School Students. MA Thesis
Unpublished. Turkey: Gazi University.

Sowden C 2007.Culture and the ‘good teacher’ in the
English Language classroom. ELT J, 61(4): 304-310.

Spady WG 1973.Authority, conflict and teacher effec-
tiveness. Educ Res, 2: 4-10.

Vadillo R, San M 1999. Research on the good language
teacher. Expos, 15: 347-361.

Walker RJ 2008. Twelve characteristics of an effective
teacher. Educ Horizons, 87(1): 61-68.

Walls RT, Nardi AH, von Minden AM, Hoffman N 2002.
The characteristics of effective and ineffective
teachers. Teach Educ Q, 29: 37–48.

Wayne AJ, Youngs P 2003. Teacher characteristics and
student achievement gains: A review. Rev of Educ
Res, 73(1): 89-112.




