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What’s Personal Pedagogy?  

I'm pretty confident there's no standard definition. It sounds like one of those all-encompassing concepts 
that conjures up quite different things to different people, and can cover just about anything you care to 
think of. At a most basic level, I daresay it's got to do with good teaching and good learning. They're two 
sides of the same coin.  

It's what individual teachers do to cultivate classroom cultures where learning can flourish and students 
can prosper.  There's a stack of research around to suggest that when you strip everything else aside, 
personal teacher quality is at the core of great learning – that what we personally do (or don't do) in our 
classrooms and schools, matters.  

 Personal pedagogy, as the title implies, is private and individual. It's not about standard curriculum 
scaffolding or teaching tools we may all be required to use (though they're foundations on which it is 
built). It has to do with not just how you teach but who you are as a person: that what finally makes 
for fantastic lessons and stand-out learning experiences is what you bring to it yourself.  

 Personal pedagogy rests on a belief that you have a deep, abiding and intuitive knowledge of what 
you can do differently to lift yourself to the next level with your teaching practice, by building on the 
talents and gifts you already have, and being determined to constantly pursue new ways to achieve 
teaching excellence. No one can make you do this – it springs from your own inner drive and vision. 

 One things seems certain. We may be obsessed with measuring the impact of various pedagogical 
directives, innovations and reforms but in the end it all comes down to how individual teachers 
interact with learners in their classrooms.  
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 When teachers make changes to enhance their personal pedagogical practices, it can make a direct 
difference to their behaviours, attitudes and approach, and the impact they have on their students. 
This flows on to student learning levels, engagement and their emotional experience of learning.  

 

Naturally, personal pedagogy also rests firmly on a strong, robust foundation of core teaching principles 
and tools that support class culture and learning outcomes. 

What’s it Take?  

Because it is primarily about what goes on inside us – our patterns of thinking, feeling, believing and 
behaving – personal pedagogy is closely linked to the disciplines of Personal Mastery, Mental Models – 
challenging our own core beliefs of what constitutes and contributes to good teaching behaviour, and 
the practices of Social and Emotional Teacher Intelligence (SETI).   

If your personal pedagogy is effective, I imagine you're 
displaying things like: 

 Being able to get on your students' wavelength (or 
vice-versa) by creating learning experiences that are 
engaging and resonate with them. You put student 
needs first before your own and inspire curiosity 
through student-focused learning approaches .  

 Being pretty adept and agile at being able to adopt 
and adapt learning techniques to the emergent needs 
of your learners and avoid the one-size-fits-all 
approach. You use a range of strategies flexibly. 

 You listen to students, give them a voice, pay attention to their feedback, vary your approaches in 
response to that to continually improve as part of your pursuit of teaching excellence. This also 
means you're open to new learning challenges, have a fair bit of resilience and don't give up easily. 

 Mental agility to make changes to your approach, and a willingness to challenge your own mental 
models and assumptions about teaching and learning and be prepared to be challenged too. 

 Being sensitive to the emotional undercurrents in your classroom and the social and emotional 
learning needs of students. I'd assume you're also pretty good at emotional self-management 
connecting with your classes. 

 Being watchful for opportunities to collaboratively learn and develop alongside colleagues, share 
your learning and insights, and engage in deep critical thinking and collaborative learning. You 
probably also encourage constructive conversation and dialogues in your teaching practice too. 

 Having the courage and conviction to want to front up to reality and interrogate your teaching 
practices and mental models of good pedagogy to keep your thinking and behaviour on track and in 
line with your personal teaching purpose and vision. 

 

By the way, it looks as though it's not just what you do to improve your pedagogical approach that makes 
a difference. It's also what students say and do in response to what you do, and whether you listen to 
what they want you to do that also counts a lot. 

 

A 2015 UK Report by the Education Institute into what contributes to/makes for great pedagogy noted 
right up front that the frequency with which "the importance of acting in response to pupil-voice" was 
cited and "engagement and enjoyment of pupils" were noted, as consequences of teachers listening to 
students, giving them a voice and adjusting their approach in response to student feedback, that also 
seemed to accompany improvements in academic progress and attainment.  
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Pedagogy and the 5 Disciplines 

It's been more than 15 years since Peter Senge, populariser of the learning organisation, wrote Schools 
that Learn, a widely influential book which applied his model of the 5 Learning Disciplines (Shared Vision, 
Mental Models, Personal Mastery, Team Learning and Systems Thinking) to the school setting. 

For those of you familiar with the work of Peter Senge, I've really 
just used the 5 Learning Disciplines above to help define personal 
pedagogy and the work it entails.  

 Challenging yourself to step outside of your comfy-zone, try 
something different and practise new approaches. That's 
Personal Mastery. 

 Thinking differently – challenging your own mental models of 
teaching practice and mindsets that can hold you back or fling 
you into the future is Mental Models. 

 Working collaboratively with others to keep each other 
stimulated, curious and to feed off each other's insights, 
experience and learnings is the discipline of Team Learning.  

Each of the 5 Disciplines consists of a set of guiding ideas, tools, principles, precepts and practices for 
building learning capability in whatever context you choose to mention. They remain for me a highly 
useful framework for understanding a lot of what goes on for us personally, in organisational cultures, in 
schools and also, as it turns out, for defining personal pedagogy and helping scrutinize pedagogical 
approaches and behaviours.  

The 5 Disciplines can offer useful insights into your own personal pedagogical approaches. For example: 

The Discipline of... Can help you to.... 

SHARED VISION: share guiding ideas and 
forge commitment to a common purpose 
and guiding principles to enact a vision 

...clarify your own personal pedagogical vision, purpose 
and aspirations to be a better teacher in future 

MENTAL MODELS: often unconscious, 
hard-to-detect beliefs, assumptions and 
mind-sets that determine how we think 
and act  

...challenging your own often unconscious, taken-for-
granted, habits of mind and tacit assumptions that 
drive your personal pedagogical approach and govern 
your thoughts, actions and perspectives 

PERSONAL MASTERY: how much we know 
about ourselves and how clearly we 
picture what we want to achieve in life. 

...personal vision and purpose around personal 
pedagogy and getting in touch with what gifts and 
talents we bring to our classroom learning approaches 

TEAM LEARNING: learning together, 
sharing experience, insights, knowledge via 
collaborative learning conversations to 
develop critical reflection skills.  

....at a personal pedagogy level, it's learning how to 
collaborate with others in terms of sharing feedback, 
insights and ideas to improve our teaching practice 

SYSTEMS THINKING is comprehending 
complexity and seeing inter-connections  
that underlie complex situations using 
Systems Thinking Maps  

...at a personal pedagogy level, it's being able to discern 
subtle impacts various factors can have on you and 
challenging situations that regularly arise in everyday 
school life 

While there's at least 3 of the Disciplines that can spotlight the province of personal pedagogy, the one I 
think has the most bearing (and offers greater chance for personal change) has to be Personal Mastery. 
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Personal Mastery look inwards... 

...it's about putting ‘ME’ back into my teaching practice 
picture.  It's about learning how to be more, and exploiting 
fully the gifts we've been given.  

Personal Mastery is perhaps the most elusive of the 5 
Disciplines – because it is centrally about doing personal 
work on our inner-selves, where all meaningful self-learning 
begins. It resembles ideas you may associate with personal 
empowerment, emotional intelligence and self-awareness. 

 It's not just intelligence. It's head and heart. It's SETI – 
social and emotional teacher intelligence.  

 It's not just knowing teaching content or methods – it's about knowing  and empowering ourselves 
to relearn how to learn and remind ourselves about the beauty and buoyancy of life-long learning  

 Personal pedagogy starts with self-awareness because Personal Mastery tells us the critical factor is 
understanding ourselves (who we think we are), our emotions or patterns of feeling (what do I feel?), 
our values (what is most important to me) and our behaviour (how I act, what I say and do).  

 

Personal Mastery starts by clarifying what really matters to us. But there are 7 pathways: 

1. Personal Vision is ability to picture clearly the best teacher we can be and work towards that with 
diligence and determination. Personal vision gives us energy to change. 

2. Personal Purpose precedes personal vision. We all want to know we make a difference – what our 
special gifts, talents and contributions are. Purpose fuels passion. Vision puts purpose into action. 

3. Personal Values are things that matter most to us. People who practise personal mastery are guided 
by, and driven to act out of, a clear set of values in all arenas of their lives.  

4. Personal Alignment is the degree to which our personal vision, purpose, values and behaviours line up 
with each other. When these things match-up, huge amounts of positive power can be unleashed. and 
we find the creative capacity to re-shape and re-new ourselves.  

5. Personal Perception is being aware of ways we perceive things – mental models through which you 
glimpse people, events and situations. It’s also about ‘self-identity’, ‘self-concept’ and ‘self-esteem’, how 
we see ourselves and whether you can perceive yourself accurately. 

6. Personal Awareness is how much you know (or 
are willing to know) about yourself – what makes 
you the way you are. What we’re not aware of often 
controls us. It’s being able to step back and become 
an observer of what you’re really like: your patterns 
of thinking, feeling and behaving.  

7. Personal Transformation is the creative capacity 
we have to re-shape, re-new or re-invent ourselves 
to be more in harmony with personal vision, values 
and purpose. The ability to bridge those unavoidable 
gaps between personal vision and present reality is a 
key action-element of personal mastery.  

Teachers coach others in personal mastery constantly. Hopefully, we grasp the close connection between 
getting successful student outcomes with our teaching and learning approaches, and our own level of 
personal mastery – our ability to: 
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 continually cultivate their own level of social and emotional 
teacher intelligence (SETI) 

 ‘tune into ourselves’ and understand more about our deeper 
patterns of feeling and behaviour 

 manage our own moods and mental models and develop skills 
around ‘thinking literacy’  

To work on your personal pedagogy, you need a high level of 
personal mastery. ‘We teach who we are’. Without knowing 
ourselves, we can’t help students develop skills to think and relate 
better together, engender a sense of purpose or build positive 

emotional climates in classrooms and  across our school community. We remain unaware of personal 
patterns shaping our thoughts, emotions, actions as well as our pedagogical approaches. 

 

The Power of Purpose  

Purpose is the core of Personal Mastery.  It is also central to personal pedagogy.  Personal purpose 
involves: 

 Getting in touch with who you really are – your authentic self – in 
your life and in your classroom.  

 Finding "ultimate reasons" for why I'm here and ways in which I 
make a difference – my unique contribution 

 Identifying the things that really matter to me in my teaching 
practice and developing principles I am passionate to follow. 

 Fulfilling higher aspirations and using my natural gifts and talents 
– both in my life and work 

 
 

For learning leaders, personal purpose and vision help to clarify what kind of teacher you want to be, 
how you want to behave and treat others, and what kind of classroom learning culture you create on the 
way. A personal vision is your picture of what it's like when you're being your best self. 

 

So what's a teacher with a sound grasp of personal mastery look like?  Here's a few things you might see: 

 They are dedicated to creating and leading out of a personal vision. They can accurately assess the 
gap between current reality and personal vision too, that propels them forward, and which they use 
as an energetic. 

 They're mindful, present and they practise regular self-reflection and inquiry. They also understand 
their feelings, behaviours and mental models. They develop their ‘thinking literacy’ skills and change 
mindsets and behaviour patterns to achieve greater levels of self-awareness.  

 They have a sense of personal purpose and vision that is more of a calling – not just a job.  

 They can step back from situations and see things from many angles and see subtle connections 

 They seek constant feedback on how they come across, accurately assess themselves and are open 
to changing their patterns  

 They challenge prevailing modes of thinking and display mental agility in terms of seeing mental 
models and assumptions 
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For example, Social and Emotional Teacher Intelligence (SETI) may be 
more of an asset in the classroom in the long run than sheer 
intellectual brilliance.  

Authenticity, a willingness to experiment, and being open to feedback 
about improving my teaching practice and personal change may 
outweigh content knowledge, curriculum design or other subject-
based skills.  

A good measure of self-understanding knowing the impact of your 
emotional patterns and actions on others may beat being able to 
apply good learning measurements. 

 

A Matter of MIndfulness 

As well as compelling us to be more self-aware of how we think, feel and behave, Personal Mastery is 
also connected to ‘mindfulness’ – the ability to see how our thoughts and feelings create the reality we 
experience, how we contribute to situations that arise around us, and how to be present and focused in 
the here-and-now. Personal Mastery involves, as Senge says, a “commitment to truth – a relentless 
willingness to uncover the ways we limit and deceive ourselves.”  

 Grafting more self-awareness onto our personal pedagogy means developing new personal skills and 
capabilities to help empower, transform and re-shape ourselves in ways that more closely line up 
with our personal vision and purpose. 

 Personal pedagogy is also about life, because learning is about life. It's about being the best we can 
be emotionally, spiritually and behaviourally, and helping others be the best they can be.  

 It's helping us to gain insights into ourselves and draw-out insight from others to help them generate 
their own discoveries.  

 It's helping others, as well as ourselves, to be more: to uncover their special gifts and talents, make 
meaning in our lives and theirs, and find a place in the world where we can all contribute and make a 
difference. 

 

Personal mastery is what fills us with an inquiring and open spirit – and a useful opportunity to reflect on 
and revitalise the way we all approach our personal pedagogy, so we continually set ourselves goals that 
challenge and re-energise our commitment to pursue teaching excellence in a way that resounds with us.  

We can always strive to improve who we are and what we do – whether it’s in the privacy of our minds 
and hearts, connectively in classrooms or bringing our talents to bear on enhancing our broader 
community. 

 

 

More on Personal Mastery, Emotional Intelligence and The 5 Disciplines at www.thechangeforum.com  

 Download other Articles, FactFiles and back-issues of our CC E-News e-zine  

 See our Directory of Programs for outlines of an extensive range of change and leadership programs we offer 

 Review our on-line Course Calendar for up-coming scheduled events in your area 

 Contact us anytime to enquire about individual Coaching, in-house programs and strategic consulting services 

BILL CROPPER – Director, The Change Forum 

Tel:  +61-(0)7-4068 7591   Mob:  +61-(0)429-687 513 
Email: billc@thechangeforum.com        

http://www.thechangeforum.com/
http://www.thechangeforum.com/FactFiles.htm
http://www.thechangeforum.com/Newsletters.htm
http://www.thechangeforum.com/brochures/DIRECTORY_of_Programs-The_Change_Forum.pdf
http://www.thechangeforum.com/Schedule-Summary.htm
http://www.thechangeforum.com/Contact_Us.htm
http://www.thechangeforum.com/Enquiry.htm
http://www.thechangeforum.com/Coaching_Leaders.htm
mailto:billc@thechangeforum.com
http://au.linkedin.com/in/billcropperthechangeforum/
http://www.twitter.com/thechangeforum

