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Abstract
This study examines the characteristics of exemplary teachers and the factors that are liable to inhibit/encourage their realization according to the perception of principals from the Arab sector in
Israel. Ten principals were interviewed. They considered leading educational initiatives, coping
with discipline problems, subject matter mastery, and employing a variety of teaching methods to
be the exemplary teacher’s outstanding characteristics. Characteristics associated with ongoing
professional development and relationships with colleagues, pupils, and parents were deemed
less prominent. The principals did not manifest a unified stance vis-à-vis whether their schools’
physical-pedagogical infrastructure encouraged or inhibited the realization of the characteristics
of exemplary teaching. It was recommended that in parallel to broadening didactic and disciplinary knowledge, it would be worthwhile fostering the ability of the teachers, in particular preservice teachers and beginning teachers, to lead educational initiatives and establish interpersonal relationships, and giving them tools for coping with discipline problems.
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1. Introduction

The main goal of the research described in this article was to identify the characteristics of the “exemplary
teacher”1 according to the perception of principals from the Arab sector in Israel. It also aimed to scrutinize
which factors the principals deem liable to inhibit/encourage the realization of these characteristics. A large
body of research has investigated the characteristics of exemplary teachers, both at the school level and at the
higher education level in order to identify the patterns, properties, strategies, teaching components, and classroom behaviors associated with exemplary teaching; however, it has focused neither on exemplary Arab teachers nor on how Arab principals perceive their characteristics.
Identifying how Arab school principals define an exemplary teacher is crucial since these principals embody a
quasi-supreme authority in their schools; they control the system according to the school needs (Abas, 2007).
Moreover, the school culture and organizational climate existing in most of the schools in the Arab sector, which
are at variance with those prevailing in schools in the Western and democratic world, might affect the practices
of exemplary Arab teachers and shape them differently than in the case of exemplary Western teachers. Previous
research has reported that schools in the Arab sector are generally characterized by a closed organizational climate (Ilaiyan, 2000; Ilaiyan, & Toren, 2006; Ilaiyan et al., 2007), as well as by a formal, traditional, and conservative school culture (Eilam, 2002; Tamir & Caridin, 1993). In such a school culture, epistemological beliefs
with regard to learning and teaching whereby knowledge emanates from an indisputable authority such as the
teacher, are expected (Safadi & Yerushalmi, 2009). Accordingly, investigating key features of exemplary Arab
teachers as perceived by Arab school principals is of cardinal importance.
The present study is a groundbreaking study on the Arab sector, and its implications validate the need for a
change in traditional perceptions. Its main goal was to reveal the characteristics of exemplary Arab teachers as
reflected in the stances of the sector’s principals. A secondary goal was to uncover those factors that the Arab
principals perceive as liable to inhibit/encourage the realization of the exemplary teaching characteristics. Focusing the attention on such factors is also a vital goal since the education system in the Arab sector in Israel
suffers from negative discrimination with regard to the allocation of resources, as well as from a serious shortage of physical and pedagogical infrastructures (Jabarin & Agbariya, 2010; The report of the Follow-up Committee for Arab Education Affairs, 2011; Kahan & Yelinek, 2000).

2. Theoretical Background
This section describes the main research skeleton and theoretical frameworks that shaped this study: (2.1) the
characteristics of exemplary teachers and exemplary teaching, and (2.2) teachers’ professional development.

2.1. Characteristics of Exemplary Teachers and Exemplary Teaching
In recent years, many studies have been conducted with the aim of identifying the characteristics of exemplary
teachers at the school and higher education levels in various areas of knowledge (Cruickshank & Haefele, 2001;
Darling-Hammond, 2000; Gilat, Bar-On, Genis, Gad, & Bachar, 2006; Hativa, 2000; Hativa, Barak, & Simhi,
2001; Sela, 2003; Shkedi, 2000). The main notion underlying these studies posited that recognizing exemplary
teachers’ characteristics would facilitate the identification of the characteristics of exemplary teaching, namely,
the array of patterns, strategies, skills, teaching components, and classroom behaviors associated with such
teaching (Hativa, 2003a, 2003b, 2010; Sela, 2003). This array of characteristics could serve as a basis for models of successful teaching from which other teachers, in particular pre-service teachers and beginning teachers,
could learn (Green, 2010; Hativa, 2003a, 2003b, 2010).
Previous studies on exemplary teachers and exemplary teaching employed diverse methods for this purpose,
including the identification of the characteristics of exemplary teaching based on the nature of exemplary teachers’ teaching (Leinhardt, 1986; Lowman, 1995), “process-product research” (Brophy & Good, 1986; Good &
Brophy, 1990), case studies focusing on a single or several exemplary teachers so as to investigate their teaching
in depth (Hativa et al., 2001; Lowman, 1996), action research (Ben-Peretz, 1990), analysis of documents containing recommendations of exemplary teachers (Lowman, 1996; Sela, 2003), and research on how partners in
1

The term we shall employ in this paper is “exemplary teacher”, and it includes a range of terms used in previous studies in the field such as
“excellent teacher”, “outstanding teacher” and “ideal teacher”. Accordingly, we shall employ the term “exemplary teaching” instead of the
term “outstanding teaching” or “effective teaching”, which were habitually used by previous researchers.
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the learning-teaching process (e.g., pupils, superiors, and colleagues) perceive exemplary teachers’ characteristics (Gilat et al., 2006; Sela, 2003; Young & Shaw, 1999). The present research belongs to the latter type, and, as
mentioned above, its primary goal was to examine how principals from the Arab sector in Israel perceive exemplary Arab teachers’ characteristics.
Previous studies in this field have yielded a broad range of characteristics of exemplary teachers. They specified several key characteristics of exemplary teachers, among them: complete subject matter mastery (Gilat et al.,
2006; Hativa & Raviv, 1993; Holt-Reynolds, 1999; Shulman, 1997), varied teaching methods (Good & Brophy,
1990; Tobin & Fraser, 1987), clarity of teaching (Hativa & Marincovich, 1995; Lowman, 1995), the ability to
spark intellectual fervor among the pupils (Lowman, 1995, 1996), articulateness (Darling-Hammond, 2000), respect for the pupils (McBer, 2000), concern, caring, and sensitivity toward the pupils (Collinson, Killeavy, &
Stephenson, 1999; Lowman, 1995, 1996; Milner, Ben-Zvi, & Hofstein, 1987), the use of humor (Lowman,
1996), and the ability to cope with unexpected classroom situations such as behavioral and attention problems
(Good & Brophy, 1990; Manross & Templeton, 1997). Some studies even stipulate certain preconditions
vis-à-vis exemplary teachers, including an academic degree in a discipline (Berliner, 1986), official teaching
certification (Darling-Hammond, 2000), and teaching experience (of between five and eight years) that endows
the beginning teacher with total mastery of the subject (Fetler, 1999).
The characteristics of exemplary teachers and exemplary teaching presented in the various studies were by no
means identical: a characteristic that was perceived as outstanding in one study was not necessarily perceived as
such in another. Thus, for instance, while there was a consensus among certain studies with regard to the existence of outstanding characteristics associated with exemplary teachers’ mastery of the subject matter and pedagogical knowledge or with clarity of teaching (Gilat et al., 2006; Holt-Reynolds, 1999; Sela, 2003; Shulman,
1987), other studies did not reflect such a consensus (Manross & Templeton, 1997).
This difference stemmed from several factors such as the dependence on the specific subject matter domain.
The characteristics of the exemplary physics teacher (Sela, 2003), for instance, are not necessarily identical to
those of the exemplary literature teacher (Holt-Reynolds, 1999) or of the exemplary physical education teacher
(Manross & Templeton, 1997). While Holt-Reynolds (1999) emphasizes the need for expertise in the subject
matter as one of the important characteristics of the exemplary literature teacher, Manross and Templeton (1997)
refer to that characteristic as less important than the way in which the exemplary physical education teacher relates to his/her pupils, for example.
The level of teaching (at the school, university, and college of education) relative to which exemplary teachers’ characteristics are measured embodies an additional crucial factor. For instance, the ability to cope with discipline problems in the classroom constitutes one of the exemplary teacher’s outstanding characteristics at the
school level (Hines et al., 1985) but not at the higher education level, where mastery of the subject matter is
more significant (Gilat et al., 2006; Hativa, 2000). The present research focuses solely on the level of school
teaching.
In addition, this difference in exemplary teachers’ characteristics, as revealed in the various studies, derives
from the particular evaluating body: principals, colleagues, pupils, and so on. Exemplary teachers’ characteristics that principals perceive as important are not necessarily perceived at the same level of importance by pupils
or colleagues. For example, Sela (2003) found that alongside mastery of disciplinary knowledge and pedagogy,
the pupils ascribed a great deal of importance to the teacher’s attitude toward them as well as to her/his effect on
their achievements and their success in exams. In contrast, principals and teachers deemed qualities such as relationships with colleagues or the ability to work in teams to be important. As mentioned previously, the present
research focuses mainly on identifying exemplary teachers’ characteristics according to the perception of principals from the Arab sector in Israel.
Another factor relates to the researcher himself (Hofstein & Tamir, 1984). Studies conducted by researchers
who were not affiliated with the exemplary teacher’s subject matter chiefly identified general characteristics of
exemplary teaching relating to the general didactic field, the teacher’s personality, and her/his relationship with
the pupils rather than characteristics associated with the subject matter knowledge they were teaching.
Since previous studies have revealed numerous characteristics of exemplary teachers and exemplary teaching,
an attempt has been made to impose some measure of order on the topic so as to form an expanded perception of
exemplary teaching. To this end, the characteristics of the exemplary teacher have been classified into a few a
priori categories, sometimes called “main dimensions” of exemplary teaching (Hativa, 2003a). Various researchers have suggested a range of main dimensions (Collinson, 1996; Hativa, Barak, & Simhi, 2001; Lowman,
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1996; Shulman, 1989). For example, Hativa (2003b) indicated two “main dimensions” characterizing exemplary
teachers in higher education: 1) maintenance of effective communication, and 2) the creation of a classroom atmosphere that encourages learning.
Hativa (2003b) reached the conclusion that every exemplary teacher has her/his own profile of main dimensions and classroom practices at which s/he excels, so that there is no need for excellence in all the strategies and
practices that promote “effective” teaching and “effective” learning.
In the present study, based on our research findings, we have elected to classify exemplary teachers’ characteristics into main dimensions that relate to the components of teachers’ professional development. In our opinion,
complete mastery of these components constitutes a measure of excellence in teaching. Furthermore, we believe
that this choice better reflects exemplary teachers’ characteristics at the school level, on which we are focusing,
than the “main dimensions” described previously. Thus, we shall describe these components and relate to previous studies in the field of teachers’ professional development.

2.2. Teachers’ Professional Development
Professional development refers to the development of the teachers’ knowledge and mastery of several domains.
It involves several components, the most relevant of which for the purposes of the present study are as follows:
2.2.1. Didactic and Disciplinary Knowledge
Didactic knowledge refers to the various components of teaching: planning, execution, and the ability to evaluate
the lesson (Ziv, Silberstein, & Tamir, 1994), the use of various teaching strategies (Chubbuck, Clift, Allard, &
Quinlan, 2001; Hertz-Lazarovich, 1984; Shulman, 1989; Vonk, 1987), the practice and acquisition of teaching
skills (Sagee & Regev, 2002; Vonk, 1987; Zuzovsky, 1998), and the preparation of learning materials and exams
(Millet, 2001). It also refers to teaching procedures such as classroom management and organization (Goodlad,
1984). Classroom management includes, among other things, control of and dealing with discipline problems.
Disciplinary knowledge refers to knowledge about concepts, principles, fundamental ideas, and processes
(Bloom, 1956; Bruner, 1960; Schwab, 1964), and to the curricular knowledge that necessitates familiarity with
curricula and learning materials alongside the ability to utilize them (Millet, 1986, 1995; Shulman, 1987).
2.2.2. Knowledge of the School Culture and Organization
This refers to the teacher’s knowledge of the school’s background, the patterns, norms, and relationships within
the school, and the relationships between the school and the parents, the community, and the official government
systems. School culture is defined as a way of life that includes values, beliefs, attitudes, customs, traditions,
written and unwritten rules, and rituals that are not controlled by the system (Friedman, Horowitz, & Shliv, 1988).
This way of life entails a set of expectations from colleagues, from the administration, and from the pupils (Vonk,
1995).
2.2.3. Interpersonal Communication
This refers to:
1) The interrelationship between teacher and pupils, which is expressed in personal contact between them,
kindness, intimacy, expression of faith, mutual respect, and the teacher’s support of the pupils.
2) The interrelationship between the teacher and the school staff, which includes the teacher’s relationship with
the principal, her/his colleagues, and the parents. The teacher’s relationship with the principal has been discussed
in the research literature (Amir & Tamir, 1992; Erlich, 1992; Friedman, 2002; Talmor, Nabal-Heller, & Erlich,
1996; Toren & Ilaiyan, 2008). Many beginning teachers consider the principal to be the school’s most important
figure. They expect to receive support and guidance from her/him, as well as to enjoy open communication with
her/him (Toren & Ilaiyan, 2008). In contrast, many beginning teachers report difficulties in establishing interrelationships with their colleagues (Brock & Grady, 1997; Toren & Ilaiyan, 2008). As regards the relationship with
the parents, many studies attest to the fact that parents’ involvement in their children’s education not only contributes both to an improvement in the children’s achievements and intellectual skills and to the enhancement of the
children’s self-image and motivation, but also reduces problems of discipline and absenteeism (Abas, 2007).
Fisher and Friedman (2009) emphasized the fact that the more the parent feels that the school trusts her/him and
seeks her/his genuine involvement, the more willing s/he is to participate in school life. Abas’s study (2007)
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demonstrated that when the principal involves the parents in school life and in educational endeavors, the latter
are more effective, and the school is strengthened. The template is used to format your paper and style the text.
All margins, column widths, line spaces, and text fonts are prescribed; please do not alter them. You may note
peculiarities. For example, the head margin in this template measures proportionately more than is customary.
This measurement and others are deliberate, using specifications that anticipate your paper as one part of the entire journals, and not as an independent document. Please do not revise any of the current designations.

3. Research Context
The current research is part of an evaluation research study whose main goal was to evaluate the program for excellent students at the college with which the present authors are affiliated, as it has been implemented over the
last decade, since its inception in 2000. In order to evaluate the program, we interviewed, among others, elementary school principals and high school (that is, middle and secondary schools) principals from the Arab sector
who had graduates of the program teaching in their schools. During the interviews, the principals were asked to
express their opinions of the graduates; if they perceived the graduates to be exemplary teachers, they were asked
to describe the characteristics of their exemplary teaching. If this were not the case, the principals were asked to
describe the characteristics of exemplary teaching that they considered the teachers to lack, and explain their reasons. It transpired that the principals’ responses in both cases reflected how they perceived the exemplary teacher’s characteristics in general, rather than only in the context of the program graduates. The principals were also
asked to list the factors they deemed liable to inhibit/encourage the realization of these characteristics and to explain why.

4. Research Questions
The main research question was:
1) How do school principals from the Arab sector in Israel perceive the characteristics of exemplary Arab
teachers?
Besides this question, the present research focused on a second question that arose as a result of the findings
indicating that non-Jewish schools suffer from negative discrimination with regard to the allocation of resources,
and that there is a serious shortage of physical and pedagogical infrastructures in the Arab education system—
for example, a shortage of classrooms, well-equipped laboratories, and so on (Jabarin & Agbariya, 2010; The
report of the Follow-up Committee for Arab Education Affairs, 2011; Kahan & Yelinek, 2000). While these and
other factors are liable to inhibit the realization of exemplary teachers’ characteristics, there may be additional
factors that encourage it. Accordingly, the second research question is as follows:
2) Which factors inhibit/encourage the realization of exemplary teachers’ characteristics according to the
perception of principals from the Arab sector?

5. Method
5.1. Participant
The research participants consisted of 10 school principals from the Arab sector—two females and eight males.
Two were principals of six-year schools (7th - 12th grades), four were principals of middle schools (7th - 9th
grades), and four were principals of elementary schools (three from 1st - 6th grades and one from 1st - 8th grades).
One of the elementary schools was private and the rest were state schools. The rationale governing the choice of
these particular school principals was to cover the entire spectrum of specializations studied by the graduates of
the program for excellent students (such as special education, early childhood, Arabic, Hebrew, English, mathematics-physics, biology-chemistry, and computers-mathematics), who were then placed in those schools.

5.2. Data Collection
Essentially, the research described in this article was conducted according to the qualitative research paradigm.
Hence, the data were collected by means of semi-structured interviews conducted with the research participants.
The duration of each interview, which was recorded on digital tape, was about 90 minutes. Immediately afterwards, the process of transcribing the recorded interviews commenced. The interviews were conducted in Arabic.
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5.3. Data Analysis

The collected data were analyzed by means of qualitative tools that merged the “top-down” and the “bottom-up”
approaches (Chi, 1997; Spradley, 1979; Stake, 1994). We realized that it was possible to analyze the data with a
priori categories reflecting the following components of teachers’ professional development: 1) didactic and disciplinary knowledge; 2) knowledge of the school culture and organization; and 3) interpersonal communication.
The merging of the “top-down” and the “bottom-up” approaches facilitated the processing and refining of the a
priori categories until their secondary categories were formed and identified. Table 1 presents the three a priori
categories and the final set of sub-categories that emerged2. It also presents one selected quotation for each category3.
Table 1. The categories used to analyze the data, with quotations to illustrate them.
The Professional Aspect
Mastery of disciplinary and didactic knowledge:
Prior academic achievements: “She approached us, and after we saw her certificates, and we’re referring to certificates from high school
onward—even her achievements in the Bagrut [matriculation] exams and at college, and she was really exemplary”
Mastery of the curricular material: “She’s exemplary because not only did she specialize in her teaching subject, but she specialized at
such a high level”
Variety of methods of teaching the discipline: “She plans the lesson according to principles and skills by keeping track of the skills.
When she finishes a particular skill, she links it to the skill that comes after it”
Classroom management: “I see a change in him from the point of view of discipline. He’s leading this issue because they [the pupils]
come to us from the elementary school almost without any norms of behavior, and he emphasizes this aspect”
Professional development: “In addition, she is undergoing in-service training for a new math program, and she’s training for it with the
team”
Professional evaluation:
Supervisory evaluation: “Even in the interviews conducted by the Arabic supervisor, in relation to the rest of the Arabic-teaching
graduates, she was the most outstanding of all”
Colleagues’ evaluation: “When this teacher arrived and began to work, I started getting positive reactions from the English team about
her”
Pupils’ evaluation: “I received comments from the pupils in the classes he teaches. And they requested that he teach them next year.
They claim that he’s a teacher who teaches in a successful way that enables them to understand the material”
The Organizational Aspect
Organizational climate:
Performing a cardinal function at the school: “The teacher is with us both as a teacher in the middle school and as a teacher in the high
school. And in the middle school, she coordinates the English studies”
Involvement in school life: “He is actively involved in most of the informal activities held at the school”
The physical and pedagogical infrastructure: “Since we belong to the Arab sector, we’ve always got limitations. There are limitations in
the context of state-of the-art laboratories as well as in the context of equipment. But even in these conditions, he does the maximum”
The principal’s attitude toward the exemplary teacher: “She has never been absent from school, and for that I awarded her a certificate
of appreciation. At the school, there are nine teachers who have not been absent at all. All nine received certificates of appreciation and a
modest gift”
The colleagues’ attitude toward the exemplary teacher: “Because she has special qualities, her colleagues envy her. The envy may be of
another type. Why her and not someone else?”
The Personality Aspect
Interpersonal communication:
Relationship with the parents: “She communicates with both pupils and parents. The home visits—hardly a year passes without her
visiting each pupil’s home and his parents at least once a year”
Relationship with colleagues: “It’s not enough for the teacher to excel at teaching; it’s essential for him to have other abilities and skills
besides those required of him when he was a student, for example, relationships with others and teamwork”
Relationship with the pupils: “She relates to her pupils very respectfully”
Personality qualities:
Self-confidence, consistency, etc.: “In her, I particularly see her self-confidence”
Work ethic: “She attends all the teachers’ meetings. She has never been absent. To tell the truth, she was only absent for two days when
her daughter was hospitalized”
Family issues: “She still hasn’t begun her studies toward a Master’s degree. It’s very possible that family constraints are causing the
delay”
2
3

In this table, the categories highlighted in a gray refer to factors that encourage/inhibit the realization of exemplary teachers’ characteristics.
The quotations presented in this table and later on in the paper were translated literally from Arabic into English by the researchers.
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The classification of the data into the above mentioned categories was based on an “analysis unit” consisting
of an idea that refers to one of the exemplary teacher’s characteristics or to one of the factors that encourages/
inhibits the realization of these characteristics. The “analysis unit” might be a section of a sentence, a whole
sentence, several sentences, or even an extract from an interview.
To assess inter-rater reliability, the two researchers (SI and RS) applied this analysis grid to all the data. Prediscussion inter-rater reliability was 75%. All disagreements were discussed until full agreement was reached.
The qualitative analysis enabled the researchers to determine the number of principals who referred to each category at least once during the interviews, as well as the total number of times during the interviews that the
principals referred to each of the categories. Based on this, the average number of references per principal for
each of the categories was calculated.
In addition to revealing exemplary teachers’ characteristics, the first research question related to the ranking
of those characteristics in accordance with their degree of importance according to the perception of the principals. Following is a description of how the ranking of these characteristics was carried out:
1) The ranking was based both on the total number of principals who referred to each characteristic (i.e. category)4 (at least once) and on the average number of references per principal to each of the characteristics.
2) The characteristics were sorted into three levels of importance (high, medium, and low) in accordance with
the total number of principals who referred to each of them. Characteristics to which 8 - 10 principals referred
were classified at the highest level of importance; characteristics that were referred to by 5 - 7 principals were
classified at a medium level of importance, and the rest were classified at the lowest level of importance.
3) At each of the levels mentioned above, an “internal ranking” of the characteristics, according to a descending order of importance, was carried out. The internal ranking was based on the average number of references
per principal to each characteristic. Since the average numbers were produced following a quantification procedure that was based on a qualitative analysis, some uncertainty with regard to it was to be expected. Taking this
into account, the researchers decided to confer an identical ranking on characteristics in which the difference
between the average numbers of references per principal was no more than 0.5.

6. Findings and Discussion
Question 1: “How do school principals from the Arab sector in Israel perceive the characteristics of exemplary Arab teachers?”
Table 2 lists the characteristics of exemplary Arab teachers classified into three levels of importance (high,
medium, low) according to the principals’ perception. Massive involvement in school life—particularly in leading projects and innovative educational initiatives, the ability to manage a class—particularly to cope with discipline problems successfully, the superior mastery of the curricular material, and the use of a variety of methods to teach the discipline—were sorted into the highest level of importance. At the medium level of importance were the principals’ perceptions of characteristics associated with the work ethic, relationships with colleagues and pupils, performing a cardinal function in the school (or alternatively, exemplary teachers’ hidden
potential that qualifies them to perform such a function), and superior prior academic achievements. Characteristics associated with the professional development, and relationship with the parents, as well as the professional evaluation of the supervisor, colleagues, and pupils, were relegated to the lowest level of importance.
Later on, we portray these findings in greater detail and discuss them. Table 2 shows, along with the classification of the characteristics according to their level of importance (high, medium, low), the emergent “internal
ranking” within each level according to a descending order of importance, as perceived by the principals5.
Within the high level of importance, the characteristics were divided into two orders of importance (see table
2). At the first order of importance is the characteristic that relates to exemplary teachers’ massive and noticeable involvement in school life. The following quotation affords an example of one type of such involvement:
“She [a special education teacher in a middle school] has a sense of belonging to the school—she takes turns on
the duty roster even though she is not on duty.”
4

It should be emphasized that this refers to the categories associated with the emergent characteristics of the exemplary teacher.
It should be mentioned that the category referring to the various qualities of the exemplary teacher (for instance, self-confidence, consistency, and so on) has not been included in this table since it relates to a set of qualities mentioned by the principals with no reference to their
operational functions.
5
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Table 2. Characteristics of the exemplary teacher as perceived by the principals, the level of importance of each characteristic, the ranking of the characteristics in decreasing order of importance, the number of principals who related to each characteristic (at least once), and the mean number of references per principal to each characteristic.
Mean number
of times per
principal

Number of
principals

Characteristics of the exemplary teacher

Ranking
(in a descending order
of importance)

3.6

9

Involvement in school life

3.3

8

Classroom management ability

2.1

9

Mastery of the curricular material

1.7

10

Uses a variety of methods of teaching the discipline

2.7

6

Work ethic

2.4

5

Has a good relationship with colleagues

2.3

6

Has a good relationship with pupils

2.2

5

Performs a cardinal function in the school

1.4

5

Prior academic achievements

4

2.7

3

Professional development

5

1.3

3

Supervisor’s evaluation

1.3

4

Pupils’ evaluation

Level of
importance

1
High
2

3
Medium

Low
6

1.3

3

Relationship with parents

1.0

3

Colleagues’ evaluation

Another example is described in the following quotation: “He [a science teacher in a middle school] comes
early in the morning in order to greet the pupils when they arrive at school. And when they return home, he
stands next to the buses [which transport the pupils home] in order to ensure order and security.”
Another type of involvement in school life that was particularly striking related to the issue of leading projects
and innovative educational initiatives within the school, as is evident in the following quotation: “Something
unique that she [a Hebrew teacher in an elementary school] did this year and that she started last year was a
kind of project. She prepared a Hebrew-Arabic dictionary for the pupils. This doesn’t mean a regular dictionary,
but rather something that gives the pupil practice in using a dictionary correctly. This booklet that she wrote
trains the pupil to use a dictionary at the various stages. She starts using it in the third and fourth grades, and
when the pupil reaches the fifth and sixth grades, he’ll already be skilled in retrieving any word from the dictionary in seconds. That was missing in our Arab schools. Seventh- and eighth-grade pupils simply have a hard
time looking up [words] in the dictionary.”
Another example can be found in the following quotation: “She [a math teacher in a primary school] leads the
entire information technology process at the school.”
To the best of our knowledge, previous studies on exemplary teachers’ characteristics did not relate to involvement in school life as one of their prominent characteristics. Involvement in school life constitutes one of
the aspects that characterize a school in which there is an open organizational climate. Thus, based on this finding, it can be concluded that ostensibly the prevailing climate at the schools of the research group (i.e. the
schools headed by the research participants) was open. Yet, this is merely according to the impression given by
the principals. Hence, this assertion is problematic, since the examination of the organizational climate of the
school should be done mainly by investigating the teaching staff. Moreover, this assertion contradicts the present
research findings that will be described later on as well as the findings of previous studies indicating that the
school culture and organization in most of the schools in the Arab sector are characterized mainly by a closed
organizational climate (Ilaiyan, 2000; Ilaiyan & Toren, 2006; Ilaiyan et al., 2007).
This contradiction can be resolved as follows: For the exemplary teachers (those to which the principals referred during their interviews), the closed organizational climate that characterizes the schools whose principals

121

S. Ilaiyan, R. Safadi

took part in the research does not constitute a factor that inhibits the realization of the characteristic of involvement in school life. This explanation is indicative of an additional layer of excellence in teaching: Exemplary
teachers have the potential to realize the characteristics of their exemplary teaching in every situation, irrespective of the existence of various kinds of discouraging factors that are liable to inhibit the realization of these
characteristics.
As mentioned previously, one of the noteworthy aspects of involvement in school life referred to leading
projects and innovative educational initiatives within the school. One may relate to such activities within the
Arab school, which is characterized mainly by a closed organizational climate, as if they were a process of
change. This stems from the fact that such a process is anchored in the essence of Western democratic culture,
part of which has been rejected by the traditional culture of the school staff and the pupils that characterizes the
majority of the schools in the Arab sector (Ilaiyan, 2000; Ilaiyan & Toren, 2006; Ilaiyan et al., 2007). When introducing a change in such a traditional culture exemplary teachers may well be faced with serious conflicts
(Ilaiyan et al., 2007) that are liable to prevent them from successfully bringing about such changes within the
school. Yet, in spite of these conflicts, the exemplary Arab teachers have shown themselves to be capable of
successfully leading innovative educational initiatives in their schools (as can be understood from what the principals said). Based on this, we suggest relating to exemplary teachers as agents of change who operate according
to the “bottom-up” model, that is, the model in which the source of the change initiative is internal—it develops
within the school and not outside of it (Fullan, 1991; Gavish, 2004). In this fashion, exemplary teachers serve as
central figures in the process of introducing change; they reinforce the change and lead it toward successful implementation (Sharan, 1987; Sharan & Sharan, 1991).
The principals perceived the ability to manage a class, and particularly to cope with discipline problems successfully, as one of the outstanding characteristics of exemplary teachers, and ranked it, too, at the first order of
importance (see Table 2). For instance: “She [a math teacher in a six-year school] has an excellent class [an
eighth-grade class of which she was the homeroom teacher], but it has many discipline problems. And we say
that in spite of this, she copes with many such problems alone.”
This finding upholds research findings reporting that the principals from the Arab sector support charismatic
teachers who maintain a proper level of discipline (Eilam, 2002; Toren & Ilaiyan, 2008). In addition, it is consistent with the findings of previous studies indicating that the ability to cope with discipline problems in the
classroom constitutes one of the outstanding characteristics of exemplary teachers (Good & Brophy, 1990; Manross & Templeton, 1997). One could surmise that the finding that the principals conferred such a high order of
importance on this characteristic is attributable to the fact that the phenomenon of discipline problems has recently become one of the most widespread and irksome phenomena for principals in schools in general (Brock
& Grady, 1997; Hebert & Worthy, 2001; Loughran, Brown, & Doecke, 2001) and in schools in the Arab sector
in particular (Toren & Ilaiyan, 2008).
At the second order of importance (within the highest level of importance—see Table 2) was the principals’
perception of the characteristic relating to a superior mastery of the curricular material. For instance: “In our
school, there are math groups in the eighth grade, ranging from the excellent [pupils] to the weak ones. There
are four such groups. She [a math teacher in a middle school] is very competent and has a good mastery of the
material.”
This supports the findings of numerous studies in the field, reporting that total mastery of the subject matter
constitutes one of the prominent characteristics of exemplary teachers (Gilat et al., 2006; Hativa & Raviv, 1993;
Holt-Reynolds, 1999; Sela, 2003; Shulman, 1987, 1989). Similarly, it supports previous research findings reporting that in schools in the Arab sector, in accordance with their organizational culture, a great deal of importance is attributed to a mastery of the discipline (Ilaiyan & Toren, 2006).
In addition, the characteristic relating to the use of a variety of methods of teaching the discipline can also be
found at the second order of importance (see Table 2). The following quotation illustrates this characteristic:
“She [a computer and math teacher in an elementary school] integrates information technology into her methods
of teaching. She began to build a website involving a variety of worksheets and tests. She takes the pupils to the
computer room where she applies all of this.”
Another example that relates to the variety of teaching methods can be found in the following quotation: “She
[an English teacher in a six-year school] diversifies a great deal. I’ve seen her doing group work in many lessons, for instance—something that doesn’t exist among many other teachers.”
This finding is consistent with the many other research findings reporting that the use of a variety of teaching
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methods constitutes one of the outstanding characteristics of exemplary teachers (Good & Brophy, 1990;
Holt-Reynolds, 1999; Sela, 2003; Shulman, 1987, 1989; Tobin & Fraser, 1987). It should be mentioned that the
last quotation is indicative of the possibility that, as opposed to exemplary teachers, a substantial proportion of
the teachers in the Arab schools do not employ a variety of methods to teach the discipline. This corroborates
the findings of a previous study indicating that veteran teachers in the teachers’ room in the Arab sector prefer to
use the traditional teaching methods and do not look kindly upon teachers who vary their teaching methods
(Ilaiyan, 2000).
A perusal of Table 2 reveals that within the medium level of importance, the characteristics were split into
two orders of importance—the third order and the fourth order (see Table 2). At the third order of importance,
the following characteristics can be found: work ethic, a good relationship with colleagues and pupils, and performing a cardinal function at the school. The characteristic of “work ethic” has two facets. One facet relates to
the exemplary teachers as highly commited as it is described in the following quotation: “Yes, she [a science
teacher in an elementary school] is highly committed. She arrives at all the lessons on time and is almost never
absent.”
The second facet relates to the exemplary teacher’s responsibility as it can be found in the following quotation:
“He [a science teacher in a middle school] has a great deal of responsibility. He gives over and above his lessons, even after the end of the work day.”
To the best of our knowledge, previous studies in the field have barely related to this characteristic as it is reflected in the present study. Studies that did relate to the ethical aspect as one of the characteristics of exemplary
teachers did so in the context of the commitment to and ethic of educating all pupils toward the acquisition of
“effective” learning (Hativa, 2003a).
The characteristic that relates to good relations with fellow teachers is described in the following quotation:
“She [a special education teacher in a middle school] has social excellence. She has the ability to communicate
well with the teaching staff, and she has a good relationship with them.”
The finding that the principals perceived this characteristic as belonging to the third order of importance contradicts the findings of previous studies (Sela, 2003), which reported that principals attributed a great deal of
importance to the establishment of good relations with fellow teachers. It can be understood from this finding
that the research participants’ schools were apparently characterized by a closed organizational climate, as reported in previous studies (Ilaiyan, 2000; Ilaiyan et al., 2007). The finding further indicates the possibility that
the Arab school principals perceived the organizational climate in the school to be closed. It was this perception
that guided the principals in the process of shaping the character of the organizational climate that prevailed at
their schools.
The research also reveals that the characteristic associated with establishing good relations with the pupils (for
example, the teacher mentioned in the previous quotation) can be found at the third order of importance: “Her
relationship with the pupils is special, and it can even be said that because she’s young, she exploits this relationship positively.”
In contrast to previous studies that attributed a great deal of importance to this characteristic (Collinson et al.,
1999; Lowman, 1995, 1996; McBer, 2000; Milner et al., 1987; Shulman, 1989), the present study shows that the
principals from the Arab sector did not ascribe much importance to it. Once again, this finding demonstrates that
a closed organizational climate prevailed at the research participants’ schools, as reported in previous studies
(Ilaiyan, 2000; Ilaiyan & Toren, 2006; Ilaiyan et al., 2007).
This finding may also shed light on the epistemological beliefs of the principals from the Arab sector. Based
on the fact that the establishment of good relations with the pupils enables the teacher to create a classroom atmosphere that promotes learning (Hativa, 2003b), it can be understood from this finding that the principals did
not attribute sufficient importance to the creation of a classroom atmosphere that supports the knowledge construction processes carried out by the pupil himself. Hence, it can be assumed that these principals believed that
knowledge must emanate from an authority figure, meaning that the pupil played almost no central role in the
process of knowledge construction. This conclusion is consistent with the findings of previous studies (Safadi &
Yerushalmi, 2009), who also pointed to similar epistemological beliefs that are prevalent at schools in the Arab
sector.
The characteristic of performing a cardinal function at the school was also ranked at the third order of importance. (For instance: “I’m counting on him to become a member of the management team or of the leading team
in the school in the future”. Subsequently, the same principal pointed out that he had appointed the teacher re-
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ferred to above as a level coordinator). To the best of our knowledge, previous studies have not related to this
characteristic at all.
The characteristics associated with the professional aspect of the exemplary teacher were ranked at lower orders of importance: 1) prior academic achievements (“It is inappropriate for someone to express his objection
[namely, his objection to the extent of the early childhood Arabic teacher’s expertise and to the extent of her
mastery of the material she teaches], and what proves this is her prior achievements and all the diplomas that
proved it”); 2) professional development (“He [a science teacher in a middle school] is a diligent teacher who
attends all the in-service courses all the time”); and 3) professional evaluation by the supervisor: “Up until this
moment, only positive things have been said about her [a computer and math teacher in an elementary school]
both by the teaching staff and by the regional advisors who visit from out of town on behalf of the Ministry of
Education in connection with the topic of information technology, and everyone says one thing—you have a
teacher who is an asset. And she really is.”
Exemplary teachers are also evaluated by the pupils—for example: “I hear rumors from the pupils that
they’re very satisfied with her [a science teacher in an elementary school]”, and by colleagues—for example,
regarding the same teacher referred to in the previous quotation: “Even her colleagues, the teachers she works
with, are very satisfied with her”.
Previous studies referred to the characteristic of prior academic achievements as if it were some kind of prerequisite for exemplary teachers (Berliner, 1986; Darling-Hammond, 2000; Fetler, 1999). The characteristic associated with ongoing professional development was reported in previous studies as one of the characteristics of
exemplary teachers (Collinson, 1996) and as one of the essential components for teachers’ professional development (Vonk, 1995). To the best of our knowledge, those studies have not related to characteristics associated
with professional evaluation by the supervisor and by colleagues, or the pupils’ evaluation. Despite the fact that
these characteristics have come to the fore in the present study, the principals ranked them at a relatively low
orders of importance.
The principals perceived exemplary teachers’ relationships with the parents (“She [an Arabic teacher in an
elementary school] maintains a good relationship with the parents in order to deal with the pupils’ problems,
and she doesn’t stop dealing with the pupils’ problems under any circumstances”) as a characteristic that was
attributed only a low order of importance. We believe this finding to provide additional evidence of the fact that
a closed organizational climate prevailed at the research participants’ schools. It may be assumed that the principals who were interviewed were not aware of the importance of the parents’ involvement in the school or of its
positive contribution to the school (Abas, 2007).
Question 2: “Which factors inhibit/encourage the realization of exemplary teachers’ characteristics as perceived by principals from the Arab sector?”
The research findings indicated four factors that inhibit/encourage the realization of exemplary teachers’ characteristics, namely: 1) the physical and pedagogical infrastructure, 2) the principal’s attitude toward exemplary
teachers, 3) the attitude of exemplary teachers’ colleagues toward them, and 4) exemplary teachers’ family issues. Table 3 presents the distribution of the principals into the various categories relating to the four factors
described above—once as factors that encourage the realization of the characteristics of exemplary teaching, and
once as factors that inhibit it. It should be pointed out that there was no need to relate to the number of times the
principals referred to each of the four factors since one reference to a particular factor was sufficient to reveal its
existence, irrespective of whether it was an encouraging or an inhibiting factor.
As regards the physical and pedagogical infrastructure, six principals thought that this would be likely to encourage exemplary teachers to realize the characteristics of their exemplary teaching—particularly the characteristic associated with mastery of the didactic and disciplinary knowledge, as the following quotation demonstrates: “There are two computer rooms and she [a computer and math teacher in an elementary school] can take
the class wherever she wants. There are demonstration tools, she has television, video, DVD, and also CCTV. If
she wants to hold the lesson in the computer room, she can, and at that moment, the entire school can watch her
lesson via a live broadcast.”
In contrast, four of the principals felt that the physical and pedagogical infrastructure was liable to inhibit the
realization of exemplary teachers’ characteristics, particularly in the context of varying the teaching methods,
for example:
“Interviewer: Do the physical conditions here enable her [a science teacher in a first- to eighth-grade elementary school] to get the maximum from her pupils?
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Table 3. Distribution of the principals in the various categories relating to the factors that encourage/inhibit the realization of
the exemplary teacher’s disciplinary and didactic knowledge.
The Category

Individual level
Family issues with respect to

Physical and
pedagogical
Infrastructure

Principals
attitude toward the
exemplary teacher

Colleagues’
attitude toward the
exemplary teacher

M.Ed./M.A.
studies

Quality of work
at the school

Encouraging

6

9

2

-

-

Inhibiting

4

-

5

4

-

No effect

-

-

-

-

3

The factor

Number of
Principals

Organizational level

Principal: No.
Interviewer: Is there an existing limitation?
Principal: Yes, certainly. First of all, with respect to science we don’t have a laboratory at all. She [the
teacher] tells me that she can’t do experiments with the pupils. She wants to do this and that, and today she
promised them that she would do a certain experiment for them, but she can’t. Of course this issue limits her.
Second of all, when we divide up the pupils, she takes her group and doesn’t stay here in the building. There
aren’t any rooms here. She goes to the building further down where there is a small office which is a kind of
storage-room that’s like a basement, and that’s where she teaches. Those are the conditions.”
This quotation describes a very serious situation at one of the schools in the Arab sector that suffers from extremely difficult physical conditions as well as from a lack of laboratories. Approximately half of the principals
interviewed mentioned that their schools suffered from similar conditions. These findings validate the report of
the Follow-up Committee for Arab Education Affairs (2011) as well as the study of Jabarin and Agbariya (2010)
and the data provided by the Central Bureau of Statistics.
With regard to the principals’ attitude toward exemplary teachers, nine principals reported that they supported
such teachers, and this attitude constituted a factor that might encourage those teachers to realize the characteristics of their exemplary teaching. For example: “The book she wrote [this refers to the Hebrew-Arabic dictionary
mentioned previously] is very organized, and I promised her that after using it for a year or two, we would help
her get it published as a book that can be distributed. The book is very user-friendly and can be used by means
of worksheets and in stages.”
From this quotation, it can be understood that the principal’s support for the exemplary teacher might well
have been one of the factors that helped her lead projects and innovative initiatives in the school, in spite of the
traditional culture that characterizes teachers and pupils alike. In addition, the quotation shows that the principals from the Arab sector supported charismatic teachers who had excellent mastery of the material (Eilam, 2002;
Ilaiyan & Toren, 2000).
With regard to the colleagues’ attitude toward exemplary teachers, Table 3 shows that half of the participating principals reported some of the fellow teachers to be envious of exemplary teachers. They believed that this
was liable to inhibit the fulfillment of the latter’s natural potential, as can be understood from the following quotation, which refers to an English teacher in a middle school:
“Interviewer: Do her fellow teachers accept her as an exemplary teacher?
Principal: There is no doubt that this is a sensitive point, and as the principal, I sense it. I was a member of
the staff all the time. I was the vice-principal and always on the administrative team. It’s a sensitive point because she was the last one to join the English team, and today she is the English coordinator. This isn’t simple,
and there are sensitive issues among her fellow teachers—she was the last in and suddenly she’s the subject
coordinator. This isn’t simple. Sometimes I try to help her either overtly or secretly.
Interviewer: How do you do that?
Principal: By talking to her colleagues. I explain that coordinating English is not a kind of monopoly that’s
earmarked for a specific person. Today she’s the coordinator, but tomorrow another teacher may hold that position. Today, you have to help her so that she succeeds, so that in the future she in turn will help whoever the
subject coordinator is, otherwise she’ll fail. I feel that this helps in a satisfactory way.”
The issue of envy among the colleagues of the exemplary teachers who were keen to prove themselves came
to the fore when the latter implemented new teaching methods and led educational initiatives. This caused the
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colleagues, especially the veteran ones, to adopt cold, hostile, and alienating attitudes toward the exemplary
teachers. It should be mentioned that such attitudes, which have been discussed in previous studies (Eilam, 2002;
Ilaiyan et al., 2007), constitute an integral part of the school culture in the Arab sector.
On the other hand, Table 3 demonstrates that two of the principals reported a respectful attitude toward exemplary teachers on the part of their colleagues, as can be detected from the following quotation:
“Interviewer: How do her colleagues relate to her [a Hebrew teacher in an elementary school]?
Principal: In my case, it’s well known that a teacher who gives also receives. Most of the teachers at my
school are good. I’m speaking in general terms here. I appointed her as the Hebrew coordinator, and there’s a
teacher who came after her. In other words, she’s the first Hebrew teacher to be absorbed into the school. I
should point out that our school is still new, and for that reason, there’s no sensitivity about the matter.”
When questioned about family issues, three of the principals believed that the exemplary teachers’ work at the
school was not affected by such issues, as can be understood from the following response: “As to her [a math
teacher in a middle school] family status, she’s married with two children. Taking into account her family status,
despite the fact that she has small children, she hasn’t been absent once since the beginning of the year. That’s
very rare among the teachers.”
The above quotation shows that the principal related to the exemplary teacher as the exception that proves the
rule. Thus, this principal felt that family issues affected the quality of the teachers’ work, with the exception of
the unusual case of the exemplary teacher mentioned above. In contrast, four of the principals surmised that
family issues were liable to inhibit exemplary teachers’ ongoing professional development, particularly in the
context of studying toward a Master’s degree: “She [a special education teacher in a middle school] still hasn’t
begun her studies toward a Master’s degree. It’s very possible that family constraints are causing the delay. She
just got married a short time ago and I reckon that there are economic reasons [preventing her from studying
toward a Master’s degree] and nothing more. I imagine that she’ll continue [with her studies], and she has the
potential to do so.”
In most cases, economic reasons and child-rearing were deemed the mother’s lot, posing an obstacle that prevented her from investing in extra-familial domains such as advanced academic studies and in-service courses
for professional development.

7. Summary and Conclusion
The present study examined the manner in which school principals from the Arab sector in Israel perceived the
characteristics of exemplary Arab teachers. It also investigated the factors that inhibit/encourage the realization
of these characteristics as perceived by the principals.
The emergent characteristics were classified into three levels of importance (high, medium, low), and within
each level they were also ranked according to a descending order of importance, as perceived by the principals.
The participating principals considered leading educational initiatives, coping with discipline problems, subject
matter mastery, and employing a variety of teaching methods to be the exemplary teacher’s outstanding characteristics. Characteristics associated with ongoing professional development and relationships with colleagues,
pupils, and parents were deemed less prominent.
These findings, alongside the results of previous studies indicating that the school climate in most of the Arab
schools in Israel is closed, suggest that the principals related to exemplary teachers as agents of change who led
innovative educational initiatives that originated from within the school rather than from outside it (Fullan, 1991;
Gavish, 2004). The current findings also suggest that the principals related to exemplary teachers as teachers
who are able to apply their characteristics of exemplary teaching—in particular the superior mastery of the curricular material and the use of a variety of methods to teach the discipline—to every situation, despite the existence of factors that are liable to inhibit or prevent their implementation.
With regard to the characteristic relating to exemplary teachers’ ability to cope with discipline problems successfully, the finding that the principals conferred such a high order of importance on this characteristic is attributable to the fact that the phenomenon of discipline problems has recently become one of the most widespread
and irksome phenomena for principals in schools, as indicated in previous studies (Brock & Grady, 1997; Hebert & Worthy, 2001; Loughran, Brown, & Doecke, 2001; Toren & Ilaiyan, 2008).
In addition, the research findings might indicate that the principals’ perceptions of the characteristics of their
schools’ organizational climate largely reflected those of a closed organizational climate. Since the principals of
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Arab schools represent a quasi-supreme authority at their schools (Abas, 2007), it can be assumed that they are
the ones who determine the nature of their schools’ organizational climate. However, the way they do this derives from their perceptions of the characteristics of this climate. Thus, in order to effect a change in the closed
organizational climate that prevails at the majority of schools in the Arab sector, a change must first be effected
in the principals’ perceptions of the characteristics of this climate so that they are consistent with those of an
open organizational climate.
With regard to the factors that encourage or inhibit the realization of the characteristics of exemplary teaching,
the present study reveals the absence of a unified stance among the principals concerning either the physical and
didactic infrastructure or colleagues’ attitude toward exemplary teachers. Conversely, there was concurrence
among the research participants that the principals’ attitude toward exemplary teachers constituted a factor that
might encourage the realization of the characteristics of exemplary teaching. As concerns family issues, the
findings indicate that there was agreement among the participants that while these issues do not affect the quality of exemplary teachers’ work at the school, they are liable to inhibit their ongoing professional development,
particularly in the context of their studies toward more advanced degrees.
All in all, it is possible to advise the decision makers in teacher education institutions in general and in Arab
teacher education institutions in particular, including those responsible for the excellent student programs, that
in parallel to placing the emphasis on studying the corpora of disciplinary and didactic knowledge, special emphasis should be placed on fostering the characteristic of involvement in school life, particularly in the context
of leading projects and innovative educational initiatives. In addition, emphasis should be placed on promoting
the characteristic related to the ability to manage a classroom—in particular the ability to cope with discipline
problems. Despite the fact that the principals attributed a low level of importance to characteristics such as establishing a good relationship with colleagues, pupils, and parents, we also recommend highlighting such characteristics since they are essential for the normal functioning of a teacher within a school setting that is characterized by an open organizational climate. As far as principals from the Arab sector in Israel per se are concerned, we recommend holding special in-service courses for the main purpose of effecting a change in their
perceptions of the nature and characteristics of an open organizational climate.
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