
 

   
  

 

Introduction and background   
The study of teacher expertise began 40 years ago, but, as Stigler and Miller (2018) report, ‘we still lack a 
clear concept of what it means to be an expert teacher’ (p431).1 This paper by Jason Anderson from the 
University of Warwick and Gülden Taner from the Middle East Technical University aims to clarify the 
concept. They aim to answer 2 research questions: What are the most commonly reported findings of 
studies of expert teachers concerning their cognition, personal attributes, and practice? To what extent do 
the findings vary between primary and secondary schools?  
In order to answer these questions, the authors carried out a metareview of 106 empirical studies of expert 
teachers across global educational contexts. Sixty-three of the studies are from the US and 5 are from the 
UK. The studies span 39 years and involve a total of 1,124 expert teachers. Based on their findings the 
authors present an ‘expert teacher prototype’.  
 
Key points and findings   
 
Methodology           

 
• The authors’ definition of teacher expertise is a broad 

one which encompasses not only a teacher’s impact 
on student outcomes, but also their impact upon a 
learner’s development and wellbeing.  

• The authors avoided adopting preconceptions of 
teacher expertise, drawing instead on studies where 
some or all teacher participants are considered to be 
experts.  

• The approach which the authors adopted is presented 
as a ‘metasummary’ which enables findings from 
qualitative and quantitative research to be aggregated.  

• Initial coding of the reports studied identified 182 
themes across several domains. Both authors 
undertook an independent in-depth reading of all 106 
reports and assigned a theme to it when they felt that 
the report presented a finding which agreed with that 
theme.  

• A theme was counted for a specific report if both 
authors had assigned it to that theme. The authors 
were then able to establish an ‘agreement count’ for a 
particular theme across the total number of reports. In 
order to be included in the findings, themes had to 
have an agreement count of 5 or more.  

• Themes are all embedded within domains as per the 
subheadings below.  

 
The cognition (knowledge base, cognitive processes, and 
beliefs) of expert teachers  

 
• Expert teachers (ETs) frequently have well developed 

pedagogical subject knowledge (PSK). They also have 
extensive knowledge about their learners, including 
knowledge about their personal needs and challenges.  

• Research on ETs’ cognitive processes indicates that 
they have a high awareness of what is happening in 

 
1 Stigler, J. W., & Miller, K. F. (2018). Expertise and expert performance in teaching. In K. A. Ericsson, R. R. Hoffman, A. Kozbelt, & A. M. Williams (Eds.), The 
Cambridge handbook of expertise and expert performance (2nd ed., pp. 431–452). Cambridge University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316480748.024. 

the classroom (e.g., behaviour, progress, and need for 
support). This is linked to a concern about students 
being on-task. ETs’ extensive learner knowledge 
enables them to predict potential problems and 
intervene to prevent them. 

• ETs are found to engage in progressive problem 
solving – learning from their improvisation when 
confronted with the unexpected. This concurs with 
Schön’s theory of ‘reflection in action’.  

• ETs share common beliefs: the importance of building 
good relationships with their learners, engaging them 
throughout the lesson, and treating each learner as an 
individual. Underpinning these beliefs is a sense of 
moral duty or mission towards their learners and the 
need to facilitate the development of learners as 
human beings and future citizens. Two other beliefs 
centred around the need for pupils to build their own 
understanding of a subject, and on setting high 
expectations of their students’ ability.  

 
Personal attributes of expert teachers  

 
• There were 3 personal attributes of ETs which stood 

out strongly in the dataset: passion for their profession, 
a positive sense of self-worth, and a love for their 
learners. ETs also displayed a strong desire to 
succeed and a high degree of resilience – persistence 
in the face of challenges.  

 
Professionalism of expert teachers  

 
• ET professionalism is characterised by 3 broad 

interlinked themes; reflection, learning, and 
collaboration.  
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• ETs were often found to reflect extensively and 
critically – this includes a willingness to question their 
own practice.  

• ETs have a continuing desire to improve and learn 
throughout their careers, often through pro-active 
engagement in continuing professional development.  

• ETs display a keen interest in collaboration through 
participation in learning communities and offering 
support to colleagues. This support may take the form 
of mentoring, peer support, or within a formal 
leadership position. ETs also have a willingness to 
share resources and ideas with colleagues.  

 
Pedagogical practices  

 
• Pedagogical practice (planning and delivery) was the 

largest category in the dataset – 39 of 89 themes in 
this domain reached the threshold value of 5 or more 
agreement counts.  

• ETs are careful planners, although they may not 
always plan in written form. They consider learners’ 
needs and are flexible, aware that they may have to 
change track. They regularly adopt core curriculum 
materials and supplement these with their own 
activities.  

• In spite of their ability to be flexible, ETs often have 
clear routines and procedures. They exhibit high time 
on task (i.e., time in which learners are engaged in 
learning activities rather than administrative or 
behavioural distractions).  

• ETs were found to create positive, supportive learning 
environments, develop close, meaningful relationships 
with learners, and cultivate mutual respect and trust 
within the classroom. ETs’ interpersonal skills were 
also evident in behaviour management practices. They 
showed both sensitivity towards the emotional 
environment of the classroom and the ability to 
anticipate and prevent potential disturbances when 
these occurred. 

• ET frequently engage learners in the learning process, 
through their choice of specific activities, strategies, or 
practices, and make learning enjoyable, through their 
use of humour and intrinsically engaging activities.  

• There was strong evidence that ETs make regular use 
of collaborative learning including group work and pair 
work. However, this is balanced with teacher-led 
activities, such as whole-class teaching. 

• ETs were frequently observed to monitor learning 
actively, circulating around the classroom and offering 
individual support, while also assessing progress and 
keeping learners on task. They were found to provide 
differentiated instruction appropriate to learners’ 
individual needs, interests, or challenges.  

• ETs’ belief in constructivism (see above) was reflected 
in their classrooms with very strong evidence that they 
frequently link learning to learners’ lives and prior 
schemata. They often encourage peer tutoring (e.g., 
peer-feedback, peer-correction, and peer-instruction), 
and incorporate inductive learning (e.g., problem-
based and discovery learning) into their lessons.  

• While classroom dialogue was not a frequent focus of 
ET studies, ETs were often found to communicate 
effectively with learners, engaging in dialogue with 
them and making use of varied questioning strategies, 
often during whole-class teaching. 

• ETs develop their learners’ cognition and 
metacognition effectively, with regular evidence of a 
focus on higher-order thinking skills (including critical 

thinking and creativity), as well as frequent attempts to 
scaffold learning (AC = 15) and build learner 
understanding of content (e.g., Chen & Ding, 2018), 
rather than simply memorisation of facts.  

• Formative assessment which encompasses the 
concepts of ‘dynamic learning’ and ‘assessment for 
learning’ is central to ETs’ practice. They assess 
continually as they teach (e.g., while questioning 
learners during whole-class teaching or while 
monitoring learner-independent activity work). Other 
assessment practices evidenced in the dataset include 
a focus on assessing prior knowledge before providing 
new instruction, and the provision of qualitative 
feedback to learners (i.e., spoken or written guidance, 
correction, and support).  

 
Comparing teacher expertise in primary and secondary 
schools  
 

• In areas of cognition (knowledge base, cognitive 
processes, and beliefs), few differences were detected 
between primary and secondary teacher expertise. An 
exception to this was in the area of ET beliefs. Two 
beliefs were prominent among secondary ETs: beliefs 
in the importance of engaging learners and in having 
high expectations of learners. Conversely, there were 2 
beliefs ranked higher among primary than secondary 
teachers: beliefs in constructivism and in their need to 
develop learners as human beings/future citizens. 

• In the area of personal attributes, there were 2 
attributes which ranked noticeably higher for secondary 
ETs (their passion for their work and their positive self-
image/self-confidence) and one higher for primary ETs 
(an optimistic/positive world view). 

• In the area of professionalism, rank orders were 
similar, although it is notable that reflection (particularly 
critical reflection) was more frequently reported in 
secondary contexts. 

• In terms of pedagogy, there was less difference than 
might be expected. The ability to display 
flexibility/improvise while teaching topped the list for 
both groups, and several others scored very highly 
across both levels (linking learning to learners’ 
lives/schemata, scaffolding learning effectively, and 
making regular use of collaborative learning). Of the 89 
pedagogy-related themes in the dataset, only five that 
ranked in the top 20 at each level were found not to 
make the top 25 at the other level. Four of the 5 
themes which ranked noticeably higher at secondary 
level related to interpersonal elements of teaching 
(developing close meaningful relationships with 
learners, cultivating mutual respect/trust, showing 
sensitivity to learners’ emotional needs, and making 
lessons enjoyable for learners). The fifth was 
interactive reflection). 

 
Conclusion  
 

• The authors believe that this study can serve as a 
useful starting point, both for future teacher expertise 
research and the use of metasummary, where it may 
help to bridge the paradigm gap between qualitative 
and quantitative methodologies. They also believe that 
the findings constitute the most detailed expert teacher 
prototype ever assembled, and while this is still 
relatively vague, it may serve as a useful resource for 
areas of education such as professional development 
and teacher education.  


