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What is the difference between these two types 
of teachers in your opinion/experience?
It has been said that teachers who have been teaching for twenty 
years may be divided into two categories: those with twenty years’ 
experience and those with one year’s experience repeated twenty 
times. 

(Ur, 1996, p. 317)

• It’s got something to do with learning.

• ‘Reflection’ is often invoked… often vaguely.

• Can expertise research shed useful light on this question?
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Working definition of teacher expertise

• For this talk, teacher expertise is 
understood as teacher professional 
competence*, with the recognition that 
some of us, with experience, seem to 
achieve higher levels of professional 
competence than others. Teacher 
expertise is therefore at the higher end 
of this competence cline, but nothing 
exclusive.

expertise

competence

experience

*Professional competence is necessarily context specific, so a universal definition is not attempted 
here. See Anderson (2023, p. 29) for a context-sensitive discussion and definition of teacher expertise.
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My research on the topic

• My PhD study investigated the practices, cognition and development 
of 8 expert teachers of English in India (Anderson, 2021, 2023)

• I conducted the largest ever systematic review of teacher expertise 
research globally (Anderson & Taner, 2023)

• I wrote the Language Teaching research agenda on language teacher 
expertise (Anderson, 2025), establishing the state of the evidence 
base and proposing future research tasks. 

• I conducted foundational research on experienced teacher reflection-
in-action (Anderson, 2019).
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Key processes

• Reflection-in-action

• Adaptive expertise

• Reinvestment and 
progressive problem 
solving
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Schön’s reflection-in-action
• Frequently misunderstood to refer (only) to ‘reflection while teaching’, and 

often contrasted with ‘reflection on action’, which Schön never really did 
(e.g., 1983, 1987, 1995).

• Reflection-in-action is the process through which professionals learn from 
experience in complex ‘situations of practice’: 

“Reflection-in-action … is central to the art through which practitioners sometimes 
cope with the troublesome “divergent” situations of practice. When the phenomenon 
at hand eludes the original categories of knowledge-in-practice, presenting itself as 
unique or unstable, the practitioner may surface and criticise his initial understanding 
of the phenomenon, construct a new description of it, and test the new description by 
an on-the-spot experiment.” (Schön, 1983, pp. 62-3).

• There is empirical evidence to support reflection-in-action for teachers, but 
through ‘micro-improvisation’, rather than ‘on-the-spot experimentation’ 
(see Anderson, 2019).
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Two types of expertise
• Routine expertise: efficiency in basic procedural performance and simple 

problem solving (e.g., a factory worker); such people “merely learn to 
perform a skill faster and more accurately, without constructing/enriching 
their conceptual knowledge … routine experts are outstanding in terms of 
speed, accuracy, and automaticity of performance, but lack flexibility and 
adaptability to new problems.” (Hatano & Inagaki, 1986, p. 31)

• Adaptive expertise: “some people quickly overcome changes in work 
requirements by inventing new procedures and using their expert 
knowledge in novel ways (Hatano & Inagaki, 1986; Holyoak, 1991), others 
do not possess this ability and find themselves thrown back performing as 
a novice.” (Carbonell et al., 2014, p. 15)

• Adaptive expertise is key to working in highly complex, unstable 
environments, and has also received support from empirical studies of 
expert teachers (e.g., Anderson, 2021; Crawford, 2007; Hayden et al., 
2013).
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Reinvestment and progressive problem solving 
(Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1993)

These processes are linked:

• Reinvestment is “motivational”. Not just willingness to exert effort. It 
requires us to conserve resources (something to reinvest) and to put 
“those resources back into the activity itself rather than dissipating 
them or directing them elsewhere.” (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1993, p. 
82)

• Progressive problem solving “is the cognitive aspect of the process of 
expertise” (p. 82). “The effect of progressive problem solving is not 
only to advance dealing with the complexities already known to exist 
but also to expand knowledge in ways that bring more complexities to 
light.” (p. 96)

• Tsui (2003) found good evidence of these in her expert teacher. 
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Tsui’s study (secondary ELT, Hong Kong)

• Tsui (2003), heavily influenced by Bereiter and Scardamalia, argues 
that to understand expertise we need to contrast expert teachers not 
with novice teachers but with “experienced non-experts”. 

• Her expert teacher, Marina, frequently “problematized the 
unproblematic”  (pp. 267-269), seeking challenges even when initial 
problems were apparently solved.

• E.g., early in her career she ‘solved’ apparent behaviour management 
‘problems’ by becoming strict. But then she reinvested, seeking and 
resolving a subsequent paradox - the “dichotomy between making 
learning enjoyable and maintaining discipline” (p. 269).
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Extensive evidence for ‘adaptive expertise’ and 
‘progressive problem solving’ among expert teachers

Anderson & Taner (2023): largest systematic 
review of teacher expertise research conducted. 
Among other findings:

• Improvisation/flexibility most commonly 
reported pedagogic ‘theme’ among both 
primary and secondary expert teachers (ETs)

• ETs regularly engage in 
progressive/experimental problem solving

• This is only possible through extensive, 
automated heuristics (teaching and planning)
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Recap on the processes introduced

• Schön’s (true) reflection-in-action: Teacher experiential learning, esp. 
from unfamiliar challenges presented by complex systems of practice.

• Progressive problem solving: The means by which (some?) experts 
tackle highly complex problems progressively and (for Tsui) their 
tendency to ‘problematise the unproblematic’.

• Adaptive expertise: The ability to cope with, and learn from, change 
in complex dynamic systems.

• How do these interact / relate? 
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Hierarchical relationship?

Reflection-in-action

contributes to…

Progressive problem solving

which builds…

Adaptive expertise
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But what about the ‘pathway’ to expertise?

expertise

competence

experience

?
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Schwartz et al., 2005
• Build on Hatano & 

Inagaki’s work.

• Optimal adaptability 
corridor.

• Figure 1.10 (Schwartz et 
al., 2005, p. 38)
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Riel & 
Rowell 
2017

• 3 ‘paths’ to 
expertise

• building on 
Schwartz et 
al.’s model.
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Discussion 2 

• Does the evidence on how expertise develop match your own 
personal experience?
• If you are an expert teacher (one who has achieved professional competence 

through experience), does it feel true for your own expertise development?

• If you are less experienced, does it sound right for other teachers you know?

• What continuing professional development (CPD) activities do you 
think will be useful to facilitate the development of teacher 
expertise?

• Are there any points you would disagree with?



Jason Anderson | University of Warwick | Emergence of teacher expertise | Chernivtsi University, June 2026 18

The constructs discussed so far suggest…
• We need a balance between innovation and efficiency if we are not to 

burn out or to settle in our ‘comfort zone’ 

• We need opportunities to reflect, particularly critically, on the ‘divergent 
situations of practice’ often characterised as critical incidents

• We need to be encouraged, not to avoid problems, and perhaps not to 
overload on them, but to work on problems gradually, systematically

What kind of CPD activities might support these most effectively?

• Riel and Rowell argue that teacher action research offers the ‘path’…

• But does it suit everyone? 

• Many expert teachers develop expertise without any systematic action 
research… 
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expertise

Multiple (differentiated) pathways towards expertise

competence

experience
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A further source of evidence from expertise research
• What kinds of professional development (PD) do expert teachers 

engage in?

Anderson & Taner 
(2023) Building the 
expert teacher 
prototype: A 
metasummary of 
teacher expertise 
studies in primary 
and secondary 
education
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Teacher expertise research suggests...

For teachers to gain and maintain expertise, they need:

• opportunities to reflect extensively and critically on their practice

• appropriate challenges to experiment, take risks, engage in PPS and 
move beyond their comfort zone

• frequent and varied opportunities for CPD, particularly through 
collaboration with colleagues in PLCs, CoPs

• interaction with expert teachers, through mentoring, peer support 
and guidance.

(see Anderson & Taner, 2023)
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Summary
1. Expertise does not develop in all experienced teachers

2. There are key processes in the development of expertise, 
possibly including reflection-in-action, adaptive expertise and 
progressive problem solving 

3. The pathway to expertise seems to involve a balance between 
innovation and efficiency as we develop – ensuring that we 
continue working on improving our practice without burning 
out

4. Yet there are probably multiple developmental pathways to 
expertise involving critical reflection, collaboration and 
teacher research

5. Thus, CPD opportunities need to be rich, varied, regular and 
supportive of these activities

slides
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