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Skilled interpersonal relations are crucial for effective teaching and learning but much professional
knowledge here is tacit and thus not easily communicated. This article presents the results of a study
that examined the tacit knowledge of trainee and experienced teachers in relation to various prob-
lematic interpersonal aspects of school life. Trainee (n = 501) and experienced (n = 163) teachers
in secondary schools were presented with a series of hypothetical vignettes and asked to rate each
of 128 potential response options. Trainees completed the survey at the beginning and end of their
professional training year. It was found that experience appeared to be related to the capacity to iden-
tify ‘bad’ responses, but there was little difference in relation to the identification of ‘good’ responses.
Further differences between novice and experienced teachers in relation to preferred strategies are
reported. Implications for teacher education and for future research are identified and discussed.

Introduction

Studies of teacher competence and effectiveness often emphasise subtly differing
components, yet most recognise three key domains: subject knowledge (expertise in
the subject being taught), pedagogical knowledge (expertise in approaches to teach-
ing and learning) and a third that is concerned with a variety of professional charac-
teristics (including social competence and the inculcation of positive relationships)
(Whitty, 1996; Torff & Sessions, 2005; Malm & Löfgrer, 2006).

Clearly, student teachers at the outset of their professional training should not lack
requisite academic subject knowledge within their field of specialism. Indeed, if they
have been selected carefully, one would anticipate that their expertise in this respect
should arguably be more up to date than that of many experienced teachers. In
contrast, one would normally expect the novice teacher’s pedagogical skills to be
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rudimentary at the outset, but reflect significant growth in their professional learning
as they progress through their period of training. But what of their interpersonal
competence, their ability to relate and respond to significant others within the school
context? To what extent would one expect novice teachers to bring to bear compe-
tencies developed in their prior life experiences (with both adults and children) to aid
them in dealing with challenging situations in school? Will they be able to transfer
their existing interpersonal competencies to school in ways that render their
performance little different than that of their more experienced colleagues? Or, alter-
natively, are the complex relationships of the school context, with the particular
contrast between the exercise of adult authority and power, and the building of
student autonomy and independence (Alexander, 2000), so unlike those of life else-
where that student teachers approach this aspect of their professional lives as virtual
novices?

Despite the fundamental importance of the social and emotional climate of class-
rooms (Marzano et al., 2003; Jennings & Greenberg, 2008), for many teachers, the
creation of positive relationships with students is perceived to be the most demanding
aspect of their work (Johnson & Birkeland, 2003). More recently, this challenge has
been compounded by changes to the nature of authority in western, and increasingly,
traditional, societies that have led teachers to rely increasingly upon the exercise of
their professional skills rather than upon the legitimising basis of traditional authority
(Pace & Hemmings, 2007; Elliott & Tudge, 2007). It is hardly surprising, therefore,
that trainee teachers are typically considered to have much to learn about the manage-
ment of student behaviour and the creation of positive classroom environments. In
addition, at the outset of their training year, many trainees have limited experience of
dealing with teacher colleagues within school-based hierarchies, a phenomenon that
becomes increasingly salient to them as they progress through their first years of
teaching (Beach & Pearson, 1998; Hobson et al., 2008). It is unsurprising, therefore,
that trainees’ development as teachers has been found to be greatly impacted by the
quality of the professional relationships that they are able to develop with their
colleagues in school (McNally et al., 1997). A further interpersonal sphere involves
relating to parents. However, trainees rarely have significant training in working with,
or relating to, parents. Given the current focus upon high-performing and ‘failing
schools’ so prevalent in the mass media, and a greater tendency for the public to chal-
lenge the work of those in the traditional professions, it is understandable that parents
appear to be increasingly prepared to question teachers’ competence and authority
(Maclure & Walker, 2000).

Current approaches to teacher training in many countries reflect the belief that
professional craft knowledge (as opposed to specialist subject knowledge) is often best
learned in situ under the guidance of professional teacher mentors (Wang & Odell,
2002). Thus, student teachers typically learn both within traditional university
settings and also ‘on the job’ as part of extensive school placements, although, in the
UK, a small proportion of programmes is almost wholly school based.

The school-based model of teacher training is based upon a belief that mentors are
able to render their knowledge and skills accessible to the trainee. While this is
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Socially skilled teachers and development of tacit knowledge 85

relatively unproblematic for many routinised procedures and functions, difficulties
emerge when the focus involves more complex professional knowledge, for much of
this is tacit and thus not easily made explicit as a set of guiding rules for action (Schön,
1983; Sternberg & Horvath, 1995). The concept of tacit knowledge was conceptual-
ised by Polanyi (1966), who discussed its relationship both to perception and to
scientific thinking. Arguing that ‘we can know more than we can tell’ (p. 4), Polanyi
(1958, 1966) described how, when we use a tool, such as a hammer, we tend not to
be consciously aware of how the physical sensations we receive correspond to the
tool’s actions. While the individual draws upon sensory feedback to use the tool more
skilfully, articulating this information is almost impossible. Polanyi (1958) stressed
the experiential nature of tacit knowledge whereby much of this is passed on implicitly
by demonstration, example and practice. Much examination of the role of tacit
knowledge in professional contexts has been undertaken by Sternberg and his
colleagues (Sternberg et al., 1995, 2000; Sternberg & Horvath, 1995; Sternberg,
1997; Grigorenko et al., 2006; Sternberg & Hedlund, 2002). For Sternberg, tacit
knowledge is conceptualised according to three main features.

Firstly, it is acquired without a high degree of direct input from others. Learning
takes place not primarily from instruction from others but, rather, results from the
individual’s experience of operating within a given context. In these situations, such
knowledge may not be easily understood or communicated.

Secondly, tacit knowledge is essentially procedural in nature; it concerns how best
to undertake specific tasks in particular situations. As is the case with procedural
knowledge, this often serves to guide action without being easily articulated
(Anderson, 1982). Tacit knowledge is more than a set of abstract procedural rules,
however; it is context-specific and concerns appropriate action in given situations.

Thirdly, the utilisation of our tacit knowledge is intricately bound up with one’s
own goals. Thus, we may be instructed on procedures to adopt in a given situation
(e.g. how to react when a student is abusive to the teacher) but our own circum-
stances, dispositions (Damon, 2007) and personalities may lead us to take a different
approach that may seem more effective in serving our own personal goals and
agendas. However, it does not appear that tacit knowledge scores are closely related
to measures of personality (Wagner & Sternberg, 1990).

Although tacit knowledge for teaching has been shown to be related to professional
effectiveness (Grigorenko et al., 2006), as it has for several other occupations requir-
ing high-level expertise (Sternberg et al., 2000; Cianciolo et al., 2006), there is some
debate about the extent to which tacit knowledge can be made explicit. However, a
number of researchers (e.g. Argyris, 1993; Wenger, 1998; Sternberg et al., 2000)
have argued that because expertise is acquired as a result of experience, its develop-
ment is likely to be facilitated by approaches that encourage thought, reflection and
discussion about what one is doing and why (Cianciolo et al., 2006).

While mentoring trainee teachers in respect of pedagogic and administrative proce-
dures is a far from easy task, assisting them to manage the challenges inherent in the
interpersonal domain of school life is often an even more challenging and problematic
activity, particularly when this is considered in the form of post hoc examination. Not
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only are teachers often unaware of the skills they bring to bear in such situations, but
also, the complex dynamics of a particular interpersonal encounter are hard to exam-
ine after the event when highly subjective, often defensive mechanisms, operate
(Elliott & Stemler, 2008).

Given such difficulties, it would be helpful to have a clearer and more explicit
picture of what exactly differentiates the skilled from the less skilled teacher in relation
to the management of difficult interpersonal encounters. One possibility is that,
confronted by a potentially challenging situation, the skilled teacher is more likely to
select from a range of strategies or tactics the most appropriate way to respond. For
example, a teacher observing a student throwing a book across the classroom must
select the most appropriate response. The range of possibilities is often large, includ-
ing, in this instance, grabbing or striking the child (both inappropriate of course),
shouting, complaining, pleading, ignoring the event, sending the child from the room,
or summoning the help of a colleague. In another scenario, a teacher may feel that a
colleague is belittling or undermining her. Amongst the many available options, she
might complain to her colleague, challenge him, ignore the behaviour altogether or
speak with a senior member of staff.

One can imagine that selecting the most appropriate actions is often a difficult task
for the trainee teacher. However, whether trainees differ substantially from their more
experienced colleagues and how they develop over time is currently unclear. Thus we
were interested to examine whether differences were demonstrable on entry to
teacher education courses, and whether a year of professional teacher training, much
of this based in schools, would result in significant changes to novice teachers’ choices
about best reactions to situations such as those identified above. Would one antici-
pate a significant shift during this training period towards a profile that would be
obtained from experienced teachers? These questions underpinned the study
reported in this article.

Our focus is upon teachers’ tacit knowledge concerning how best to relate to signif-
icant others. To examine this, we constructed a measure following procedures
described in detail in Sternberg et al. (2000). This involves the utilisation of a tacit
knowledge inventory using vignettes relevant for the context under examination that
can lead to differentiated responses that vary in terms of their adaptability (Sternberg
et al., 2000).

Tacit knowledge inventories, utilising a situational-judgement format, are widely
employed in studies of highly domain-specific tacit knowledge (McDaniel & Nguyen,
2001; Weekley & Ployhart, 2006; Cianciolo et al., 2006). Using this approach,
informants are presented with a number of short vignettes, each of which presents a
practical problem that needs to be solved. The respondent is presented with a list of
possible responses and is asked to rate the appropriateness of each using a Likert
scale. Such an approach permits comparison between the scores of a target group and
those adjudged to be experts.

The focus in the present study is upon teachers’ practical skills in relating to signif-
icant others. Using the situational-judgement approach, we examined interpersonal
competence by presenting teachers and student teachers with a series of hypothetical
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school-related scenarios in which an interpersonal difficulty or challenge is presented.
These scenarios, together with a list of possible responses, were derived from inter-
views with experienced teachers (see Stemler et al., 2006; Grigorenko et al., 2006, for
full discussion of our procedures) and thus should be recognisable, if not familiar, to
most teachers. In line with findings from content analysis of the initial interviews,
seven differing types of strategy, applying across a wide range of situations, were
identified: comply, consult, confer, avoid, delegate, legislate and retaliate. Each of
these strategies has attendant advantages and disadvantages for any given interper-
sonal interaction and there appears to be no strategy that is uniformly superior in all
situations.

Table 1 presents the key characteristics of the seven strategies, identifies why these
might be used in a given situation, and identifies a number of possible advantages and
disadvantages of each. It should be noted that the focus is on actions, rather than
cognitions, and thus strategies are defined in terms of observable behaviours which
may be driven by a variety of different underlying intentions and emotions.

The purpose of the present study

The goals of this study were: (a) to examine the degree to which scores on the Tacit
Knowledge Inventory—High School (TKI-HS) differed between experienced teach-
ers and novice teachers, and (b) to examine the extent to which student teachers’
scores on the TKI-HS changed over time as a result of one year of professional
training. The point of this investigation was to determine the extent to which the
development of teachers’ tacit knowledge in relation to interpersonal action happens
naturally over time as a result of experience in schools. Because tacit knowledge is
theoretically implicit and not easily taught directly (Wagner & Sternberg, 1985;
Sternberg & Horvath, 1999), one might expect novices to become more like experts
not only via formal articulation from school mentors and university tutors but also
as a result of their immersive training experiences.

Methods

Participants

A total of 522 student teachers from two university teacher training programmes and
two small school-based teacher training programmes in the north-east of England
made up the initial sample (Time 1). Of these, 21 participants were excluded from
analyses because they were missing more than 10% of the response data for the inven-
tory. Consequently, the resultant sample size for the Time 1 sample was 501
students. All participants were training to work with school students in the age range
11–18 years. Forty per cent of the sample reported themselves to be male and 55%
reported themselves to be female (an additional 5% did not report their gender).
Participation was wholly voluntary and no material inducements or incentives were
offered.

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
S
t
e
m
l
e
r
,
 
S
t
e
v
e
n
 
S
.
]
 
A
t
:
 
0
3
:
1
3
 
8
 
D
e
c
e
m
b
e
r
 
2
0
1
0



88 J. G. Elliott et al.
T

ab
le

 1
.

K
ey

 c
ha

ra
ct

er
is

tic
s 

of
 t

he
 s

ev
en

 s
tr

at
eg

ie
s

St
ra

te
gy

D
ef

in
in

g 
ch

ar
ac

te
ri

st
ic

s 
an

d 
be

ha
vi

ou
rs

A
pp

ro
pr

ia
te

 u
se

/p
ot

en
tia

l a
dv

an
ta

ge
s

In
ap

pr
op

ri
at

e 
us

e/
po

te
nt

ia
l d

is
ad

va
nt

ag
es

C
om

pl
y

•
A

ct
or

 d
oe

s 
w

ha
te

ve
r 

is
 a

sk
ed

 o
f h

im
 o

r 
he

r,
 

re
ga

rd
le

ss
 o

f w
ho

 is
 a

sk
in

g
•

A
ct

or
 ta

ke
s 

ac
tio

n 
th

at
 c

an
 b

e 
in

te
rp

re
te

d 
as

 
ac

tiv
el

y 
co

nd
on

in
g 

be
ha

vi
ou

rs
 o

f o
th

er
s 

in
 th

e 
si

tu
at

io
n

•
A

ct
or

 a
gr

ee
s 

w
ith

 w
ha

t h
e 

or
 s

he
 is

 
be

in
g 

as
ke

d 
to

 d
o

•
Sh

or
t-

te
rm

 c
om

pl
ia

nc
e 

ha
s 

lo
ng

-
te

rm
 b

en
ef

its
 (

e.
g.

 c
ho

os
e 

yo
ur

 
ba

tt
le

s)

•
A

ct
or

 fe
ar

s 
em

ot
io

na
l c

on
se

qu
en

ce
s 

of
 

no
n-

co
m

pl
ia

nc
e

•
Sh

or
t-

te
rm

 c
om

pl
ia

nc
e 

le
ad

s 
to

 
ne

ga
tiv

e 
lo

ng
-t

er
m

 c
on

se
qu

en
ce

s

C
on

su
lt

•
A

ct
or

 a
pp

ea
ls

 to
 a

n 
ex

te
rn

al
 s

ou
rc

e 
fo

r 
ad

vi
ce

•
A

ct
or

 a
sk

s p
eo

pl
e 

to
 w

or
k 

to
ge

th
er

 to
 so

lv
e 

th
e 

pr
ob

le
m

•
A

ct
or

 w
is

he
s 

to
 c

ap
ita

lis
e 

on
 o

th
er

 
pe

op
le

’s
 e

xp
er

tis
e

•
A

ct
or

 w
ill

 b
e 

pe
rc

ei
ve

d 
as

 in
ca

pa
bl

e 
of

 
so

lv
in

g 
hi

s 
or

 h
er

 o
w

n 
pr

ob
le

m
s

C
on

fe
r

•
A

ct
or

 e
ng

ag
es

 in
 v

er
ba

l d
is

cu
ss

io
n 

w
ith

 so
ur

ce
 

of
 in

te
ra

ct
io

n
•

C
on

ve
rs

at
io

n 
ta

ke
s 

pl
ac

e 
in

 a
 p

ri
va

te
, o

ne
-o

n-
on

e 
se

tt
in

g 
an

d 
is

 c
ha

ra
ct

er
is

ed
 b

y 
ra

tio
na

l 
ex

pl
an

at
io

n 
of

 th
e 

ac
to

r’
s 

po
in

t o
f v

ie
w

•
A

ct
or

 w
is

he
s 

to
 in

cr
ea

se
 a

w
ar

en
es

s 
an

d 
co

m
m

un
ic

at
io

n
•

P
eo

pl
e 

ar
e 

m
or

e 
ap

t 
to

 c
ha

ng
e 

w
he

n 
re

as
on

s 
fo

r 
re

qu
es

ts
 a

re
 

re
ve

al
ed

•
R

ev
ea

lin
g 

to
o 

m
uc

h 
le

av
es

 a
ct

or
 

vu
ln

er
ab

le
 t

o 
be

in
g 

us
ed

 a
s 

a 
pa

w
n 

by
 

ot
he

rs
•

R
at

io
na

l d
is

cu
ss

io
n 

of
 e

ac
h 

de
ci

si
on

 
ta

ke
s 

to
o 

m
uc

h 
tim

e 
to

 b
e 

pr
ac

tic
al

A
vo

id
•

A
ct

or
 a

vo
id

s,
 d

el
ay

s,
 o

r p
ut

s 
of

f d
ea

lin
g 

w
ith

 a
 

si
tu

at
io

n 
or

 p
ro

bl
em

•
N

o 
ac

tio
n 

is
 ta

ke
n 

at
 a

ll,
 o

r 
ac

tio
ns

 t
ha

t 
ar

e 
ta

ke
n 

do
 n

ot
 d

ea
l d

ir
ec

tly
 w

ith
 t

he
 s

itu
at

io
n

•
A

ct
or

 b
el

ie
ve

s 
th

at
 th

e 
si

tu
at

io
n 

or
 

pr
ob

le
m

 c
ou

ld
 r

es
ol

ve
 it

se
lf

•
A

ct
or

 a
vo

id
s 

ac
tio

n 
in

 o
rd

er
 t

o 
pu

t 
of

f 
em

ot
io

na
lly

 d
iff

ic
ul

t 
de

ci
si

on
s

D
el

eg
at

e
•

A
ct

or
 e

ith
er

 im
pl

ic
itl

y 
or

 e
xp

lic
itl

y 
de

le
ga

te
s 

re
sp

on
si

bi
lit

y 
fo

r t
ak

in
g 

ac
tio

n 
to

 so
m

eo
ne

 e
ls

e
•

A
ct

or
 a

bs
ol

ve
s 

hi
m

 o
r 

he
rs

el
f o

f r
es

po
ns

ib
ili

ty
 

fo
r 

ac
tio

n

•
A

ct
or

 r
ec

og
ni

se
s 

hi
s 

or
 h

er
 o

w
n 

la
ck

 o
f e

xp
er

tis
e 

fo
r 

de
al

in
g 

w
ith

 
si

tu
at

io
n

•
A

ct
or

 is
 c

ap
ab

le
 o

f d
ea

lin
g 

w
ith

 
si

tu
at

io
n 

hi
m

 o
r 

he
rs

el
f

L
eg

is
la

te
•

A
ct

or
 e

xp
lic

at
es

 ru
le

s g
ov

er
ni

ng
 fu

tu
re

 a
ct

io
ns

 
of

 s
el

f a
nd

 o
th

er
s

•
A

ct
or

 is
 in

te
re

st
ed

 in
 p

ro
ce

du
ra

l 
ju

st
ic

e
•

A
 c

er
ta

in
 c

la
ss

 o
f s

itu
at

io
ns

 c
om

es
 

up
 fr

eq
ue

nt
ly

•
A

ct
or

 c
re

at
es

 t
oo

 m
an

y 
po

lic
ie

s
•

P
ol

ic
ie

s 
ar

e 
to

o 
si

tu
at

io
n 

sp
ec

ifi
c

•
Im

po
ss

ib
le

 t
o 

re
m

em
be

r 
al

l p
ol

ic
ie

s

R
et

al
ia

te
•

A
ct

or
 r

ea
ct

s 
ph

ys
ic

al
ly

 o
r 

ve
rb

al
ly

 in
 d

ir
ec

t 
re

sp
on

se
 to

 a
 s

itu
at

io
n.

•
D

ir
ec

t r
es

po
ns

e 
is

 o
ft

en
 li

ke
 fo

r 
lik

e 
in

 n
at

ur
e 

or
 in

vo
lv

es
 p

un
is

hm
en

t

•
O

th
er

 s
tr

at
eg

ie
s 

ha
ve

 fa
ile

d
•

A
nt

ag
on

is
t 

do
es

 n
ot

 r
es

po
nd

 t
o 

ra
tio

na
l d

is
cu

ss
io

n

•
A

ct
or

 r
et

al
ia

te
s 

as
 a

n 
in

st
in

ct
iv

e 
re

ac
tio

n
•

A
ct

or
 r

et
al

ia
te

s 
as

 a
n 

ac
t 

of
 r

ev
en

ge
 

w
ith

ou
t 

a 
st

ra
te

gy
 fo

r 
ch

an
gi

ng
 

an
ta

go
ni

st
’s

 b
eh

av
io

ur

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
S
t
e
m
l
e
r
,
 
S
t
e
v
e
n
 
S
.
]
 
A
t
:
 
0
3
:
1
3
 
8
 
D
e
c
e
m
b
e
r
 
2
0
1
0



Socially skilled teachers and development of tacit knowledge 89

Follow-up retesting at the end of the training year (Time 2) was undertaken with
254 (51%) of the original participants. The loss of almost 50% of the sample reflected
high absence rates in the final weeks of their training programmes, a time when the
students had recently completed their final teaching practicals, and many were absent
at interviews for teaching posts, working independently on their portfolios or, for a
variety of other procedural reasons, were unavailable on those occasions that the
second survey was conducted. The demographics of the two groups (Time 1 and
Time 2) were very similar (see discussion below) and there was no reason to suspect
that the nature of the sample had changed as a result of any systematic or structural
factors (see Table 2).

The experienced teacher group (n = 163) comprised two staff cohorts from
comprehensive schools serving children from a wide range of socio-economic back-
grounds in the north-east of England. The proportion of those staff completing the
measure was in excess of 95%. Of this group, 48% reported their gender as male and
48% as female (4% did not report their gender).

Table 2 presents demographic characteristics separately for both the novice
teachers and the experienced teachers. The results reveal that the characteristics of
the sample of novices who took the test at both time points closely mirrors the
demographics of those who took the test at Time 1 only.

Procedure

All students were invited to complete the Tacit Knowledge Inventory for Teachers—
High School (TKI-HS), a measure designed by the present authors (Stemler et al.,
2006), in the opening two weeks of their professional training (Time 1).

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for the sample

All 
experienced 

teachers

Senior staff 
(5+ years’ 

experience)

Junior staff 
(3 or fewer 

years’ 
experience)

Full sample 
of novices

Novices 
completing 

the survey at 
T1 and T2

n 163 108 39 501 254
Gender (%)

Male 47.9 55.6 25.6 39.7 39.4
Female 48.5 41.7 71.8 54.7 55.9
Missing 3.7 2.8 2.6 5.6 4.7

Age
Mean 38.7 43.5 28.6 26.8 26.6
SD 12.0 10.4 9.4 6.8 6.6

Years of teaching
Median 8.0 14.5 2.0 0 0
Mean 12.6 17.3 1.9 0 0
SD 11.5 11.0 1.0 0 0
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At this time, the students had been given opportunities to observe classroom prac-
tice for a brief period (primarily in primary school settings) but had not yet been given
any professional responsibility within schools. In each setting, the initial session of
survey completion was conducted prior to a whole-group lecture, given by the first
author, who was not known to the students prior to the session. The timing of this
was selected deliberately as in each institution the lecture was very likely to be well
attended. Given the presence of these large cohorts, the administration of the
measures was relatively easy to organise and monitor. As it was important that
respondents provided their own perspectives uninfluenced by their peers, the
measures were completed independently in quasi-examination conditions. The
voluntary nature of the procedure was emphasised and students were free to withdraw
from the activity at any time. Participants were invited to give their names in order
that we could match their responses to those at Time 2 but were reassured that no
details about their responses would be made available to others, and all identifying
details would be destroyed once data gathering was complete.

In the final two weeks of the training programme, some nine months later, the
students were asked to complete the survey once more (Time 2). At this time, they
had recently completed their practical training and were finalising programme docu-
mentation, seeking employment, and preparing for departure. Thus, organising the
testing and ensuring a high response rate proved to be rather more difficult than for
Time 1.

Unlike the student group, the experienced teachers completed the survey on just
one occasion. For both school staff groups, testing was conducted in the school halls
at the end of the school day. As was the case for the students, examination conditions
pertained and participants were asked to respond without conferring with colleagues.
A small payment was made to each school to compensate for the time utilised for the
study. However, participation was again wholly voluntary.

Survey materials

The TKI-HS is a situational judgement test that presents 12 written scenarios of
problem situations typically encountered by secondary school teachers. Each of these
related to one of the following four categories: (i) relating to students, (ii) relating to
other teachers of similar status, (iii) relating to senior teaching staff in management
roles, or (iv) relating to parents. Each scenario provides several response options stat-
ing what the principal actor in the scenario ‘should do’. Participants were asked to
rate the quality of each of a total of 128 response options, using a 1–7 Likert scale (1
= strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).

Response options were designed from the outset to fit one of seven categories:
comply (do what is asked of you by whomever asks), consult (ask someone else for
advice or to mediate), confer (raise the issue with the source of the problem), avoid
(ignore the problem or avoid the situation), delegate (pass the responsibility for deal-
ing with the problem onto someone else), legislate (institute new policies for dealing
with situations like the novel one being encountered), or retaliate (act toward an
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Socially skilled teachers and development of tacit knowledge 91

aggressor the way you perceive he or she acted toward you) (see Stemler et al., 2006
for further details). Each strategy was represented by at least one response option for
each of the 12 scenarios. Their distribution is presented in Table 3. Figures 1–3
provide example scenarios with response options.

Table 3. Distribution of response options by strategy

Strategy No. of items % of items

Comply 17 13
Consult 19 15
Confer 22 17
Avoid 19 15
Delegate 21 16
Legislate 12 9
Retaliate 18 14
Total 128 100

Figure 1. Example scenario from the Tacit Knowledge Inventory for High School Teachers 
(Dealing with Senior Colleagues)
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92 J. G. Elliott et al.

Figure 1. Example scenario from the Tacit Knowledge Inventory for High School Teachers (Dealing with Senior Colleagues)Figure 2. Example scenario from the Tacit Knowledge Inventory for High School Teachers (Dealing with Students)Figure 3. Example scenario from the Tacit Knowledge Inventory for High School Teachers (Dealing with Parents)Because the TKI-HS does not have any objectively ‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’ answers,
there are a variety of approaches that may be used to score the responses (e.g.
Sternberg et al., 2000; Grigorenko et al., 2004). For the purposes of the present study,
we elected to use an ‘expert profile’ based scoring approach.

In determining which teachers in our sample should serve as experts, we chose to
use length of experience as the key criterion (see Discussion section below for reflec-
tions upon this). According to Darling-Hammond (2000), ‘While many studies have
established that inexperienced teachers (those with less than three years of experi-
ence) are typically less effective than more senior teachers, the benefits of experience
appear to level off after about five years, especially in non-collegial work settings’.
Consequently, for the purposes of the current study, we first computed the mean,
median, and mode of all items for the 108 currently practising teachers in our sample

Figure 2. Example scenario from the Tacit Knowledge Inventory for High School Teachers 
(Dealing with Students)D
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Socially skilled teachers and development of tacit knowledge 93

with five or more years of teaching experience and we called this group of experienced
teachers ‘senior staff’. We then computed the mean, median, and mode on all items
for the 39 teachers with three or fewer years of experience and called this group
‘junior staff’. Staff with exactly four years’ experience (n = 16) were excluded from
these analyses.

The goal of our scoring approach was to create two composite subscale scores. We
labelled the first subscale, ‘the capacity to detect a good response’ (this comprised the
‘Good Response’ scale). A response option was included on the ‘Good Response’
scale if it had a mean of 5.5 or higher and a mode of 6 or 7. Eighteen options, from
the total of 128, were classified by experienced teachers as excellent responses (i.e.
belonging to the ‘Good Response’ scale). Next, we calculated a ‘Good Response’

Figure 3. Example scenario from the Tacit Knowledge Inventory for High School Teachers 
(Dealing with Parents)D
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94 J. G. Elliott et al.

subscale score for each trainee by summing the ratings they had provided for each of
the 18 responses relating to this ‘Good Response’ scale.

A similar approach was used to create a second subscale, which we called ‘the
capacity to identify a bad response’ (i.e. the ‘Bad Response’ scale). Again, all 128
items were evaluated and an item was added to the ‘Bad Response’ scale if it had a
mean of 2.5 or lower and a mode of 1 or 2. Nineteen items out of 128 were classified
by experienced teachers as poor responses (and thus these comprised the ‘Bad
Response’ scale). Participant scores for this subscale were then created by summing
their ratings of all items categorised as belonging to this subscale. All other response
options, those not classified as belonging to the ‘Good Response’ or ‘Bad Response’
scale, were considered to be neutral items.

Results

Cronbach’s alpha estimates of internal consistency reliability were computed for each
subscale (i.e. ‘Good Response’ and ‘Bad Response’ scales) for each of the three
samples (see Table 4). The results show that all scales exhibited acceptable levels of
internal consistency reliability. Note that each of the 12 scenarios had at least one
item that was classified as belonging to either the ‘Good Response’ or ‘Bad Response’
subscale, and some scenarios had multiple items classified onto one or both of those
scales.

Do novices and experienced teachers differ in their tacit knowledge?

In undertaking this analysis, we also included a further group consisting of (junior)
teachers with teaching experience of three years or fewer. (NB, recall, in undertak-
ing the analyses, we use the term ‘senior’ to describe teachers with five or more
years’ experience, rather than as a reflection of their managerial/hierarchical
status.)

Table 4. Cronbach’s alpha values on ‘Good’ and ‘Bad’ scales for each sample

Scale Total sample of 
experienced 

teachers in the 
two schools

Senior staff 
in the two 

schools

Novice 
teachers—

Time 1

Novice 
teachers—

Time 2

Good Response scale
No. of sample 155 104 488 250
No. of response options on scale 18 18 18 18
Cronbach’s alpha 0.73 0.76 0.64 0.64

Bad Response scale
No. of sample 150 99 488 248
No. of response options on scale 19 19 19 19
Cronbach’s alpha 0.71 0.71 0.65 0.67
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Socially skilled teachers and development of tacit knowledge 95

Our analysis involved comparison of ‘Good’ and ‘Bad’ responses identified by
each of three groups: novices, junior and senior teachers. First, we created a
further set of ‘Good Response’ and ‘Bad Response’ scales based on the responses
to the TKI-HS that were given by the novice teachers at Time 1. We used the
same classification procedure as previously described (e.g. items with modes of 6
or 7 and means greater than or equal to 5.5 were classified as ‘Good Response’
items). We then repeated this process to create another pair of scales based on the
responses of the junior teachers. We then compared the proportion of items on the
novice ‘Good Response’ scales, corresponding to each of the seven strategies, with
those of the junior and senior staff’s ‘Good Response’ scales. The same process
was conducted for the ‘Bad Response’ scales. The results are presented in Figures
3 and 4.
Figure 4. Novice/junior staff/senior staff differences in terms of strategies underlying responses classified as ‘Good Responses’Figure 5. Novice/junior staff/senior staff differences in terms of strategies underlying responses classified as ‘Bad Responses’The data reveal that the senior teachers selected ‘confer’ strategies as Good
Responses more frequently than did the novices (39% vs. 32% of items), whereas
novices tended to endorse ‘consult’ as a good strategy (45%) more often than senior
staff (39%). This latter finding is understandable, given the novices’ relative lack of
experience and the important role in the training programmes for school-based
mentors to assist trainees in their practice. Interestingly, the scores of the less
experienced (junior) teachers were sandwiched between the other two groups for
both strategies.

Figure 4. Novice/junior staff/senior staff differences in terms of strategies underlying responses 
classified as ‘Good Responses’
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96 J. G. Elliott et al.

Senior teachers were more than twice as likely as their novice counterparts to iden-
tify ‘comply’ strategies as Bad Responses (32% vs. 13%). Conversely, novices tended
to identify ‘avoid’ strategies as Bad Responses (47%) more frequently than did senior
teachers (32%). Interestingly, here the responses of the junior teachers were closer to
those of the novices.

Despite the fact that junior staff often obtained scores between those of novices and
senior staff, suggesting a developmental trend, chi-square analyses subsequently indi-
cated that these differences were not statistically significant. Thus, no inferences can
be made from these data that meaningful differences exist.

Do novice teachers acquire tacit knowledge during their year of professional training?

In order to address our second research question about the extent to which tacit
knowledge changes over time, we first examined differences on the ‘Bad Response’
and ‘Good Response’ subscales by demographic group and by sample. 

(a) Bad responses. No statistically significant associations between scores on the
‘Bad Response’ scale and background variables such as gender, age, or years of
teaching experience were found for the full sample of experienced teachers.

Figure 5. Novice/junior staff/senior staff differences in terms of strategies underlying responses 
classified as ‘Bad Responses’
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Gender was also not significantly associated with scores on the ‘Bad Response’
scale within the novice sample; however, age was significantly associated with
scores on the ‘Bad Response’ scale at Time 1 for novices (r = −.09, p < .05),
but was not significant at Time 2. The direction of the finding aligned with the
expectation that as age increases, scores on the ‘Bad Response’ scale go down,
suggesting that older students are sometimes better able to identify bad
responses.

(b) Good responses. On the ‘Good Response’ scale, there was a statistically significant
gender difference observed in the novice sample (t = −2.2, p < .05), with females
tending to outperform males on the ‘Good Response’ subscale. However, there
was no significant difference on this scale based on age. No significant associa-
tions were observed between scores on the ‘Good Response’ subscale and
background variables such as gender, age or years of teaching experience for the
full sample of experienced teachers.

In proceeding forward, we conducted a MANCOVA comparing the novice teach-
ers at Time 1 (n = 501) with the full sample of experienced teachers (i.e. all
members of the teaching staff in the two schools who completed the survey; n =
163) on each of the two scales, using gender and age as covariates. The results
showed that although the qualified teachers (M = 97.3, SD = 8.9) scored slightly
higher than novice teachers (M = 96.4, SD = 8.1) on the ‘Good Response’ scale
(i.e. capacity to detect a good response), the difference was not statistically signifi-
cant (F = 0.74, p = .39). However, the differences on the ‘Bad Response’ (i.e.
capacity to identify a bad response) subscale were statistically significant (F = 7.26,
p < .01), with novice teachers scoring approximately half a standard deviation lower
on this scale (Cohen’s d = −0.42) than the experienced teachers, a moderately large
effect size difference.

Next, the Pearson correlation coefficient between subscale scores for novices at
Time 1 and Time 2 was computed. The correlation was r = .53, p < .01, for the
‘Good Response’ scale and r = .62, p < .01 for the ‘Bad Response’ scale, indicat-
ing the moderate stability of these constructs over time. This level of association
reflected our expectation that professional experience in classrooms over the
course of their training year would impact upon respondents’ views as to appro-
priate responses. However, in order to address our second research question
about the extent to which novice teachers became more like experienced teachers
over time, a dependent means t-test was conducted to examine the overall change
in Good Response and Bad Response subscale scores from Time 1 to Time 2.
The results showed that, as a group, the scores of novices improved significantly
over time (n = 254, t = 5.1, p < .01) with respect to their capacity to identify
bad responses. Specifically, the scores on the ‘Bad Response’ subscale increased
more than one-quarter of a standard deviation (Cohen’s d = 0.28) from Time 1
(M = 44.8, SD = 9.6) to Time 2 (M = 41.9, SD = 10.8) on this scale. No
significant changes on the ‘Good Response’ subscale were observed (n = 254, t =
−.06, p = .95).
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Discussion

The results of this study provide some insight into the nature and development of
teachers’ tacit knowledge. Perhaps most surprising is the finding that experienced
teachers and novices do not differ significantly in terms of the capacity to identify
good solutions to situational problems, but rather, they differ significantly in their
skills at identifying poor solutions to these same problems. This finding suggests that
tacit knowledge in this particular domain is not so much a matter of learning how best
to approach a problem so much as it is about learning how to avoid making a really
bad decision. One possible explanation is that there may be a variety of helpful solu-
tions to interpersonal problems (at least those posed in the TKI-HS) whereas poor
solutions to any given problem become clearer as one gains in tacit knowledge.

In addition, the data suggest that even one year of teacher training reduces many
of the differences between the experts and the novices, at least with regard to identi-
fying poor solutions. Overall, the pattern of results shows that the mean scores of
novices become more like those of the experienced teachers in terms of their capacity
to identify bad solutions over a one-year training period, but they did not show much
change in their capacity to identify good solutions. The question remains as to
whether even greater gains could be made if teacher training programmes were to
focus explicitly on developing practical interpersonal skills in teachers (see also,
Jennings & Greenberg, 2008). Future research looking at experimental interventions
may be necessary to address this question adequately.

While not reaching statistical significance, the results of the descriptive analyses of
strategies underlying the items selected as ‘Good Responses’ and ‘Bad Responses’ by
novices, compared with experienced teachers, suggest some potentially valuable lines
of enquiry. The results from the analysis of the experienced teachers’ selections indi-
cate that ‘comply’ and ‘avoid’ are identified as bad responses a similar proportion of
times. The novices, however, saw ‘avoid’ as the more problematic. Perhaps this is
because trainee teachers, anxious to establish and maintain their authority, may
prefer to reframe a challenging situation as acceptable (by legitimising it, it no longer
represents such a challenge) than appear to be avoiding the issue altogether. Given a
choice of these options, experienced teachers appear more likely to consider that there
are some circumstances where avoidance may be preferable to compliance, even
though neither of these is widely adjudged to be a good strategy. Further analysis of
this distinction, perhaps using detailed observational and interview techniques, may
prove enlightening.

One of the difficulties with studies of tacit knowledge concerns who should serve
as experts (Edwards & Schleicher, 2004). As Sternberg has repeatedly pointed out
(Sternberg et al., 2000; Sternberg & Hedlund, 2002), while related to experience,
tacit knowledge is more dependent upon the capacity to learn from that experience.
Thus, our experienced teacher group may not necessarily be expert practitioners. One
way to circumvent this problem is to consider only those with greater seniority who,
it may be assumed, have demonstrated their competence. Such a solution is
advocated by Edwards and Schleicher (2004), who found that inter-rater reliability
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was higher for tacit knowledge judgements made by senior, compared with junior,
academics. However, other researchers have found that when scoring situational
judgement tests, even a large enough group of novices tend to respond, on average,
in a similar fashion to the average responses of experts (Legree et al., 2004).

An alternative approach is to obtain external evaluations of teacher competence.
While this is a procedure that we are currently employing in a large cross-cultural
study, obtaining evaluations of teachers’ performance is very difficult in England,
given the heightened sensitivities that result from pervasive teacher and school inspec-
tion and evaluation mechanisms.

It is important to recognise that selection of an appropriate strategy in response to
an identified problem is only one aspect of skilled interpersonal practice. Indeed, as
Kounin (1970) has highlighted, in relation to classroom management, the skilled
teacher can often prevent problems from occurring in the first place by the exercise
of their professional skills. Skills such as ‘withitness’ (the ability to demonstrate
awareness of events taking place in the immediate environment), overlapping (the
capacity to manage multiple events concurrently), the skilful use and regulation of
voice, the subtle deployment of non-verbal behaviour, sensitivity in the control of
spoken communication patterns, are just some of the skills that teachers use to
demonstrate expertise and authority in their dealings with students and with other
adults (Elliott, 2009; Elliott & Stemler, 2008). Such skills tend to be more prevalent
in experienced, rather than novice teachers (Van Tartwijk, 1993; Stough et al., 1998).
However, for practically all teachers, interpersonal challenges, whether with students,
parents or colleagues, are an integral aspect of daily life and while the skilled teacher
might respond to some of the situations outlined in our survey by noting that they
would have hoped to have prevented them from developing to such a point, there will
be times when they will find themselves facing such predicaments, either personally,
or as advisors and mentors to other colleagues.

In considering responses to interpersonal problems, our study has examined stra-
tegic rather than dynamic aspects of action; yet skilled interpersonal performance
requires not only the selection of an appropriate strategy but also, once determined,
the capacity to carry this out effectively. Thus, two teachers may both decide to
confront a student who is acting inappropriately in class, even to the extent of choosing
to adopt exactly the same approach; yet one may be far more skilled in actually carrying
out this set of behaviours (e.g. in the use of authoritative, non-inflammatory, non-
verbal communication, the choice of words, and the tone in which the teacher
expresses his or her perspective). In addition, the capacity constantly to evaluate how
an ongoing interaction is proceeding and to recognise the need to change one’s strategy
and the tenor of one’s communication are aspects that our measure cannot tap. Thus,
it is conceivable that, in addition to selecting a good course of action and avoiding a
crass strategy, what most characterises the expert teacher is the ability to undertake a
selected course of action with a high level of interpersonal competence, and to adjust
one’s own behaviour in accordance with the unfolding nature of the situation.

Both strategy selection and its execution may be compounded by the presence of
anxiety or stress. Thus, a further component of teacher expertise is likely to involve
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the capacity for self-regulation, particularly with regard to strongly emotional issues
(Jennings & Greenberg, 2008). Teachers comment that they often respond to school-
based problems in ways which they consider to be inappropriate (e.g. shouting at
students), usually because of frustration or other forms of heightened emotion. Thus,
teachers may differentiate between sound/poor strategies yet not necessarily act in
accordance with their judgements. This may explain why there is little evidence that
responses to teacher questionnaires will predict the actual classroom behaviour of
teachers (Berliner, 2005). Nevertheless, one would expect knowledge to precede
action so that the assessment of tacit knowledge may be one important step toward
understanding the components of skilled teaching. Indeed, we would argue that if one
does not even know what the correct course of action to take should be, then one
would have almost no chance of correctly executing such a course of action. In other
words, we view tacit knowledge as a necessary, but not a sufficient, condition in the
development of teacher expertise. It is one of many important components. In the
end, it seems clear that future studies attempting to identify teachers with expert
interpersonal skills should incorporate measures of tacit knowledge alongside
measures of self-regulation.

As we note earlier, tacit knowledge is necessarily bound up with one’s goals, beliefs
and values, and differences between teachers on these dimensions will have an impor-
tant bearing upon what is perceived to be appropriate. Differences will emerge about
not only what actions will lead to a preferred outcome but also to disagreement about
what outcome is most desirable. Aristotle (1999) contrasted phronesis with craft knowl-
edge. While craft knowledge typically concerns how best to achieve effectively a
desired outcome (e.g. how to maintain order in the classroom, raise reading test
scores), phronesis involves reflection underpinned by moral purpose. Somewhat akin
to Sternberg’s notion of wisdom (Sternberg, 2001a, b), it involves a strong personal
component that may sometimes (and may often, appropriately) result in the rejection
of externally imposed practices or priorities (Birmingham, 2004). Our sample of
experienced teachers will necessarily differ in many of these respects and it would be
an error to suggest that by drawing upon a relatively large sample, a set of ideal
responses would emerge. Rather, we seek to identify which courses of action are
generally seen as sound or poor by a particular group of practitioners working in
secondary schools in one region of England. Clearly, very different perspectives may
emerge in other contexts and cultures.

The research reported here has relied upon a traditional survey approach, albeit
with an innovative situational judgement component. However, there are obvious
difficulties that result, not least in respect of the physical and psychological distance
that is inherent in such measures and the somewhat decontextualised nature of the
scenarios. We are, therefore, in sympathy with researchers such as Taub et al. (2001),
who have called for novel approaches to measure tacit knowledge ‘that are more
sensitive to the context in which the behavior occurs, as compared to paper-and-
pencil tests’ (p. 941). One potential approach for teachers would involve conducting
assessment while the respondent responds to an unfolding multimedia scenario. This
approach would permit assessment not only of the respondent’s preferred initial
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Socially skilled teachers and development of tacit knowledge 101

strategy, but also gauge the extent to which sensitivity and flexibility are demonstrated
in the light of events. Such a task offers many challenges but also much promise for
those researchers and teacher trainers who continue to grapple with the task of
findings ways to make tacit knowledge accessible to trainee teachers.

It is not surprising that teachers have long lamented the paucity and effectiveness
of training for behaviour management (Jones, 2006). Articulating what it is that great
teachers do in their everyday interactions to ensure sound relationships in school has
long proven a difficult task for even the most skilled practitioners. However, surely
such a task must be a core component of teacher education programmes. The
present study describes one approach to accessing and examining the nature and
development of teachers’ tacit knowledge in this highly complex domain which, it is
hoped, can provide meaningful insights for both research and professional practice.
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