
Win-Win Teaching

Start by doing what’s necessary, then what’s possible, and suddenly you are doing the
impossible.

Saint Francis of Assisi1

School, as it was built, is an essential support system for a model of social engineering
that condemns most people to be subordinate stones in a pyramid that narrows as it
ascends to a terminal of control.

John Taylor Gatto2

Teachers have an opportunity to touch lives in ways that can make a difference in the
futures of thousands of people. I believe that from the efforts of teachers all careers spring.

Don Quimby3

T his is a book about becoming a win-win teacher. As an educator, I never heard this
term. In none of my teacher training classes and inservice programs were those
words ever mentioned, nor did any of the educational literature I encountered refer

to the concept. It was only when I started to scour the business-management literature
that I found what turned out to be the conceptual missing link, a structure for what I
understood about how human beings interacted in organizations and relationships, and
a framework for the ingredients that seemed to contribute to effective and successful
teaching.

As it turns out, the concept was first proposed back in the 1920s by Mary Parker
Follett, a visionary and pioneer in human relations, democratic organization, and man-
agement.4 In the late 1980s and throughout the following decade, a number of well-
known business leaders and management consultants5 helped bring the term more into
the mainstream. In business, the term win-win generally refers to strategies that allow
“both, or all, parties involved in a negotiation or another activity to be successful to a
degree.”6
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So howwould the concept translate to a school setting, where negotiation is not a par-
ticularly common practice among adults, and even less so between adults and students?
Win-win also presumes a certain degree of autonomy and respect for the wishes and pref-
erences of everyone involved—something else we don’t often see in educational settings,
where we’re more likely, especially as beginning teachers, to be directed to a particular
classroom, given a certain set of supplies, assigned to a specific schedule, and handed a
student roster, without our input or preferences ever being solicited. And how can win-
win objectives, which prioritize allowing for each party to benefit in some way and which
emphasize “the importance of cooperation, fun, sharing, caring, and overall group
success,”7 coexist in a system that has traditionally been characterized by things like
top-downmanagement, scarcity thinking, social cliques and hierarchies, bell curves, stan-
dardization, and competitive grading?

People who try to shape education around a business model have not met with much
success. Nor have attempts to drive decisions down to point of greatest impact within
that context been particularly effective. As one former school administrator observed,
“The political structure of schools is different from the political structure of businesses.
Superintendents are responsible by law for decisions and have to answer to a school
board and local politicians.” So, traditionally, decisions in school settings have been made
at the top and passed down. Most often, staff opinions are given scant attention when it
comes to making major changes in policies or procedures, if staff members are invited to
the table at all. As this contributor noted, even the most sincere attempts to “involve staff
in the decision-making process usually ends up relegated to making choices having to do
with the lunchroom or playground.”

Few educators in any position or level in the profession are trained in the skills neces-
sary for creating awin-win classroom environment, and the lack of rolemodels and cultural
examples doesn’t help. Although experience suggests that our schools are not particularly
conducive to a strategy pulled from the world of business and commerce, it’s important to
note that win-win issues are not business issues—they are people issues, relationship issues,
and issues involved in creating a sense of community, competence, and mutual respect, all
of which lie at the heart of education and successful teaching. This makes the classroom the
perfect place to implement a win-win philosophy along with the practices that go with it.
Although therewill always be factors beyond our immediate control, there are alsomany deci-
sions individual teachers—including educatorswho are new to the profession—canmake that
can have a positive, win-win effect on the culture of the classroom.

If you’re new to the profession or new to your school, you’re understandably going
to be more concerned with things like finding the supply closet or getting to know the
curriculum than, say, constructing a philosophical context in your classroom that may not
actually exist anywhere in the school district. Even if you’re a well-established veteran
who is simply new to the concept of win-win strategies and dynamics, the prospect of
making these changes can be overwhelming. And be aware that even teachers who are
committed to win-win goals are likely to run into opposition and restrictions designed to
keep anything in education from ever actually changing.

But rest assured, this doesn’t have to be hard and there are a lot of things you can do
that don’t require whole-school buy-in or administrative support. Whether your reasons
are noble (creating an emotional environment in which kids are more likely to be acade-
mically and socially successful, more cooperative, more responsible, more committed,
and more likely to become contributing members of society) or purely selfish (getting
through the day with fewer headaches and less conflict), there is a potentially huge pay-
off for these intentions for everyone involved. Besides, everything you want to accom-
plish, all the dreams (I hope) you have of being an effective and successful teacher, will



be realized in the context of the environment you create, and it will always be easier to
accomplish your goals in a win-win structure than in an atmosphere of win-lose (not to
mention no-win) interactions and relationships.

A win-win approach to teaching is really about being able to think, plan, and make
decisions in ways that take the needs of others into consideration—your students, cer-
tainly, as well as other members of the school community. Win-win strategies can help you

• establish your authority without disempowering students (or making students
lose);

• build students’ independence, self-management, and accountability;
• defuse conflict and in-your-face challenges;
• avoid frustrating and self-defeating teacher behaviors;
• maintain high standards and consistent follow-through;
• focus on the positive aspects of students’ behavior and work;
• match instruction to students’ needs and learning styles;
• engage a wide range of kids, including defiant, defeated, and at-risk learners;
• accommodate students’ needs for autonomy and the ability to influence their learn-
ing (topics, presentation, evaluation, and environment);

• accommodate students’ needs for respect, acceptance, and belonging;
• accommodate students’ needs for success and competence, as well as honest feed-
back and continual, appropriate challenge;

• consider students’ needs and preference in making decisions with regard to
instruction and activities, topics, and materials;

• create an emotionally safe classroom environment;
• encourage positive social interactions among students;
• build positive, supportive relationships with mentors, supervisors, administrators,
and colleagues;

• generate support for implementing programs and ideas, obtaining materials or
equipment, and securing repair services, for example;

• build positive, supportive relationships with parents; and
• reduce stress and burnout.

This challenge of becoming a win-win teacher is really about your priorities and sense
of purpose, what brought you to education in the first place. While true that it’s impor-
tant to get your bulletin boards up (and changed on occasion), cover whatever is on page
eighteen, and figure out the district’s record-keeping requirements, I’m willing to bet that
you didn’t wake up wanting to be a teacher just so you could attend to these details.
Teaching is, first and foremost, a people business. It may be easy to get distracted from all
the people aspects of your work by data- and content-driven demands, but when things
like classroom climate, connecting with kids, and appropriately challenging each indi-
vidual student become the “important stuff,” the data and content tend to fall much more
easily into place.

So let’s get our proverbial ducks in a row and look at some of the things you might
want to know, learn, or do to get your career off to a great start (or if you’ve been at this
a while, to tweak your skills and make your job more effective and enjoyable). If you’re
interested enough in the teaching profession to be reading this book, then here are some
ideas to help you become (or continue to be) the kind of teacher who not only gets results
in the classroom in terms of student commitment and academic performance but who also
wakes up excited about going into work every day and being a part of the profession—
not just tomorrow but down the road, years from now, as well.
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ACTIVITY

Considering your personal experience (as a student, as an educator, and as an observer),
answer the following questions:

1. Give an example of where you have seen or experienced a win-lose philosophy or
approach in a noneducational arena such as advertising, media programming, man-
agement, or social relationships.

2. Give an example of where you have seen or experienced a win-win philosophy or
approach in a noneducational arena such as advertising, media programming, man-
agement, or social relationships.

3. Give an example of strategies or approaches you have observed, experienced, or
imagined that promote win-lose outcomes in the following educational arenas:
a. Behavior management and power dynamics

b. Academic achievement

c. Social interactions and relationships

d. Learning styles

6 BECOMING AWIN-WIN TEACHER



4. Give an example of strategies or approaches you have observed, experienced, or
imagined that promote win-win outcomes in the following educational arenas:
a. Behavior management and power dynamics

b. Academic achievement

c. Social interactions and relationships

d. Learning styles

5. Why do you think a win-win approach has traditionally been uncommon in a school setting?

6. What obstacles do you envision for a teacher attempting to establish a win-win
approach in the classroom?

7. What supports do you believe exist for a teacher attempting to establish a win-win
approach in the classroom?
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NOTES

1. Thank you to Seta Khajarian for contributing this quote in an e-mail sent January 15, 2008.

2. Gatto (2005, p. 13).

3. Quimby (2003).

4. Mary Parker Follett Foundation (n.d.); Lantieri and Patti (1996, p. 19).

5. Including folks such as Stephen Covey, Peter Drucker, Charles Garfield, John Naisbitt, and
Peter Senge.

6. Win-win strategy (n.d.).

7. Apple Dictionary Version 2.0.2 (51.4); Win-win games (n.d.).
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