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STRATEGIES FOR DEVELOPING TEACHER EXPERTISE 

 

This paper puts teacher professional development and action research into the context of the 

two elements of teacher expertise described earlier: knowledge and reflection 

 

TEACHER PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

Action research projects can be a powerful form of professional development for teachers 

(Johnson & Button, 2000).  Action research (a) helps teachers develop new knowledge directly 

related to their classrooms, (b) promotes reflective teaching and thinking, and (c) expands teachers’ 

pedagogical repertoire (Giles, Wilson, & Elias, 2010; Hensen, 1996).  Therefore, providing teachers 

time and incentive to engage in action research projects and giving them a platform to present their 

findings and engage in professional dialogue with peers can be a very effective and economical 

form of professional development (Johnson & Button, 2000).   

Two things to consider here:  

1. A review of the literature.  Action research should link research-based theory and 

practice to your classroom practice.  Thus, a literature review is an important part of an action 

research project when used for professional development.  This enables you to become an expert in 

your topic area and grounds your action research in a solid theoretical context. 

2. Sharing the results.  Action research projects conducted for professional development 

should be shared with colleagues and others (parents, administrators, or community members).  

This serves to heighten the sense of professionalism and at the same time, gets new research-based 

ideas into other classrooms.  Sharing action research projects can take a variety of forms.  These 

various forms are described below. 

 

NEW KNOWLEDGE 

 Action research can be used to develop each of the four types of knowledge necessary for 

teacher expertise. 

Pedagogical Knowledge   

Action research can be used to gain new pedagogical knowledge using problem solving and 

analytical evaluation. 

• Problem solving.  The first step in problem solving of any kind is to identify a problem.  

This occurs when the difference between the real and ideal is perceived (Johnson, 2009).  The 

problem in this context should be related to learning or teacher effectiveness.  For example, you 

might perceive deficits in student engagement, social interaction, high level thinking, general 

understanding, or rates of transfer.   

Next, clearly identify the current state and describe the desired state (see Figure 1).  Then, 

conduct a review of the literature.  Here you are looking for research-based strategies directly 

related to your identified problem. This enables you to connect research and research-based theory 

directly to your classroom.  After you have completed the review and taken notes (Johnson, 2016), 

complete the plan of action proposal in Figure 1.  Here you would generate a list of steps or 

conditions necessary to get from the current to the desired state. These steps can be in random order.  

Then, construct an initial plan.  Finally, implement your plan and evaluate it.  

                      • Analytical evaluation.  An analytical evaluation is used to analyze and evaluate new 

strategies that you wish to implement in your classroom.  For example, you might be interested in 

trying project-based learning, discovery learning, inquiry learning, cooperative learning, universal 

design for learning, tiered instruction, problem-based learning, or using more authentic forms of 

assessment (Johnson 2017).  The first step is to conduct a review of the literature to get information 

related to the effectiveness of the new strategy, its purpose, and how it might be implemented.   
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                                 Figure 1. Action research proposal for problem solving 

1. Describe the current state. 
 
2. Describe the desired state. 
 
3. Generate a list of necessary steps or conditions. 
 
4. Construction and implement a plan. 
 
5. Plan for sharing results and conclusions. 

 

Next, design a question to help guide your action research project.  The specific question 

might be something like the following: Is this strategy effective?  Can this strategy be effectively 

implemented in my classroom?  What are the effects of this strategy?  How is this strategy most 

effectively used?  What will happen if I used this strategy?  Does this strategy enhance learning?  

Or, how does this strategy work?   

 Then, design a plan for initial implementation.  This step works best it is done with another 

teacher or group of teachers.  Here you generate, share, and solicit ideas for how the new strategy 

might be used in your classroom.  Then complete the proposal form in Figure 2.  This proposal form 

can be used to guide your action research project.  If you are using action research as a more formal 

type of professional development, this could be used to get approval from administration. 
 

                     Figure 2.  Action research proposal for new strategies 

 
Participant:                          Strategy:  

 
1. Describe the new strategy: 
 
2. Three things you learned from the literature review: 
 a. 
 b. 
 c. 
 
3. Action research question: 
 
4. Initial plans: 
 

5. Check-in date: 

Link to online teacher group: https://flipgrid.com/bkwr2uf  

 

After you have made your initial plans, implement the new strategy for two weeks.  Report 

back to your teacher group using the form in Figure 3.  After getting feedback from other teachers, 

make changes and continue to implement and evaluate.  At this point, you can create a more 

formalized action research project.  Here you would decide what data to collect as well as when, 

and how often you will collect it (methodology).  It is essential that you link the research literature 

to your classroom practice.  It is recommended that some form of an annotated bibliography be used 

as part of your report to document and describe your review of the literature.  An annotated 

bibliography is list of reviewed sources followed by a short description or annotation of each 

(Johnson, 2016).   

 

https://flipgrid.com/bkwr2uf


Teacher Expertise - 3 

 

© Andrew P. Johnson, Ph.D. 

 

                                          Figure 3.  Report and analysis form.  

 
Participant:                          Strategy:  

Date/s of implementation: 

  
1. How did you use the strategy? 

2. What seemed to work well? 

3. What would you do differently? 

4. General observations and analysis: 

5. Annotated bibliography 

 

Pedagogical Content Knowledge 

Action research for professional development related to pedagogical content knowledge 

would be the same as pedagogical knowledge above.  It would involve both problem solving and 

analytical evaluation; however, it would be content-specific.  Questions might include: What are the 

best ways to teach reading?  What are some interesting or new strategies to use in working with 

struggling readers?  How do students best learn how to write?  What are some new strategies for 

teaching reading to unmotivated students?  How can I best help my struggling readers with 

comprehension?  What are some strategies to use with my highly able or advanced readers? 

Content Knowledge   

Content knowledge is never static.  There are always new findings in all subject areas as 

well as new topics to explore.  If you are an elementary education or special education teacher, there 

are new topics you can bring into your classroom.  For example, you could develop new knowledge 

to create units of study related to geology, water treatment, or a myriad of other topics for use in 

science, social studies, health, and literacy classes.   

Action research here would be a form of a secondary research project.  First you would 

identify exactly where in your curriculum you could use new content knowledge.  Then you would 

identify topics or areas to study that would enhance your ability to teach within these areas.  Finally, 

you would get and organize this new knowledge.  To document your new knowledge, create a list of 

sources (reference list) and some sort of outline that represents the new information gleaned or an 

annotated bibliography.  Then, include a plan for how this new knowledge will be used within your 

curriculum. 

Knowledge of Learners and Learning 

Just like content knowledge, knowledge of learners and learning is never static.  New books 

and articles are written every year describing the latest discoveries related to human learning, 

creativity, intelligence, and human potential.  These can be found in the areas of cognitive science, 

neuroscience, and cognitive neuroscience as well as education, educational psychology, and 

psychology.  Included here would also be topics related to learning theories.  Many of these theories 

may have been learned as part of a teacher preparation program.  However, now that you are a full-

time classroom teacher, you are able to learn and apply these theories at higher levels.  

But do learning theories enhance professional development?  Yes.  A theory in this context 

is not an unproven assumption.  A theory here is a way to explain a set of facts.  Research is used to 

build the facts that create the dot-to-dot data picture which is a theory.  Common learning theories 

include cognitive learning theory, behavioral learning theory, social learning theory, humanistic 

learning theory, constructivism, Gestalt learning theory, connectivism, experiential learning theory, 

multiple intelligences, zone of proximal development, and the spiral curriculum.  Research-based 
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theories can be used to help us understand learning and human behavior.  They can also be used to 

design research-based strategies and inform other types of professional practices.  Using a research-

based theory to support or inform a practice, approach, or strategy is called theoretical grounding. 

 For professional development, first, identify a theory, theoretical concept, area of interest, or 

other areas in which you wish to develop new knowledge.  Then, conduct a review of the literature 

to fully understand the area being studied.   Then, describe how the new ideas might be applied in 

your classroom to enhance learning.  Finally, design these educational applications and implement 

them using Figures 2 and 3 above. 

 

LEVELS OF REFLECTION 

 Action research can also be used to address the two levels of teacher reflection.  

Teaching Effectiveness 

This first level is most likely to be addressed initially by action researchers.  Here you 

examine the effectiveness of your teaching in terms of student learning or your own teaching 

performance.     

• Student learning.  Reflection here is used to examine student learning.  The following 

types of questions could be asked here: Are students learning?  How do you know?  What are they 

learning?  What issues might impede their learning?  What big lessons are students taking from 

your class?  What seems to be effective in terms of enhancing students’ learning?  What skills or 

concepts need additional work?  How could learning be enhanced?  

Resist the urge to evaluate or measure students’ learning only in terms of test scores.  

Instead, examine students’ products and performances in terms of meeting the lesson purpose or 

curriculum objectives.  These can be assessed using the following types of measures: (a) anecdotal 

records, field notes, or written observations; (b) student and teacher checklists; (c) student reflection 

and I-learned statements, (d) student journals and learning logs, (e) rubrics, (f) ratings checklist, (g) 

student surveys, and (h) student conferences.  Figure 4 shows an example of a simple ratings 

checklist that can be used to assess writing. 

 
                            Figure 4. Ratings check list for writing. 

 
Student:                                                     Date: 
 
Writing topic or idea: 
 
Key: 4 = outstanding 4 = very good; 3 = average; 1 = low 
 
____ Content - ideas 
____ Mechanics: spelling, grammar, punctuation  
____ Met deadlines - fulfilled assignment requirements  
____ Organization - structure  
____ Fluency - communication  
____ Appearance  
 

 
Ideas or insights: 
 
 
Skills to work on: 
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• Assessing teacher performance.  The second type of reflection at this level is used to 

examine your own teaching performance.  The following types of questions could be asked here: 

Are there more effective ways to teach this skill or content?  Are you being effective in teaching the 

skill or concept?  Why are you effective?  What kinds of things appear to be effective?  What is 

occurring in this class?  How could you improve your teaching?  How is your pacing?  Do you ask 

effective questions?  How might you improve classroom discussions?  What could you do 

differently?  Are you presenting information in ways that students can understand?  Are students 

actively engaged in your class?  What are the rates of time-on-task or academic-learning-time?   

For teaching performance, there are three data collecting options for you here: First, you 

could write your thoughts and impressions on the back of your lesson plan immediately after the 

teaching episode or at the end of the day.  Second, you could video or audio record learning 

episodes for later analysis and evaluation.  Or third, you could have a colleague conduct a peer 

observation or series of observations.   

The lesson analysis chart in Figure 5 can be used for both the recorded and the peer 

observations.  The list of characteristics or elements in the column on the left is simply a place to 

start a conversation about the types of things that might be found in a successful teaching episode.  

A discussion here among colleagues or a review of the literature would be useful in enhancing or 

refining this list.  The column on the right is used for general observations.  Do not over-think this 

when writing your initial observations and impressions here.  Simply record what stands out to you 

at that moment. 

To examine your own teaching performance, review several lesson analysis charts.  Use 

inductive analysis to identify the reoccurring patterns or themes that emerge.  Use these themes and 

patterns to describe your results.  They can also be used as topics to guide your review of the 

literature.  (Remember, sometimes the review of the literature occurs after data has been collected.)  

This literature review will be used as a theoretical grounding to support the conclusion in your 

action research report or presentation. 

Research, Research-Based Practices, or Research-Based Theories   

The second level of reflection is used to examine your current classroom practice to see if 

what you are doing and how you are doing it is in alignment with a body of research and research-

based theory.  There are three general strategies here:  

• Practice-to-theory. Here you would examine a single class or subject over time and 

identify the strategies being used.  Then, do a review of the literature to determine to what degree 

your current practices are in alignment with research-based practice.  Which are supported by 

research?  Which have limited support?  How might the strategies be modified?  What new 

strategies or practice could be included?  Then, make recommendations and create a plan of action. 

•  Theory-to-practice.  Start with a review the literature.  Identify the strategies or 

approaches that are recommended for teaching a skill or subject area.  Then, compare the results to 

existing practices, make recommendations, and create a plan of action.    

•  List and document.  Keep a list of the research-based strategies you know and can use.  

The list should include a definition, and a description of how each strategy is used.  Then, each 

week in a weekly planner document the number and types of research-based strategies used.  

Continue to add to this list as new strategies and derivatives of these strategies are discovered 

through practice or reviewing the literature.  The weekly planner enables you to see exactly what 

research-based strategies are used, when, and how and then to document and quantify your use over 

time. 
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    Figure 5. Lesson analysis chart. 

 
Teacher: ____________________________________________________ Date: _____________ 
 
Subject: ____________________________________ Time: __________ 
 
Time allotted: _______  Time started:__________  Time finished: _______ 
 
Key: 2 = meets criterion;    3  = above criterion;    1 = below criterion;    0 = did not meet criterion 
 

Characteristics/Elements 
___ 1. Teacher teaches to objective or learning 

purpose. 
___ 2. Information presented is organized. 
___ 3. Presentation is clear. 
___ 4. Students actively engaged during some 

part of lesson (questions, activities, or 
other). 

___ 5. Uses research-based or theory-based 
strategies (list on back). 

___ 6. Maximizes use of time (TOT, and ALT), 
minimizes down time. 

___ 7. Uses strategies to differentiate curriculum 
(list on back). 

___ 8. Uses a proactive approach to classroom 
management. 

 
* On the back list two things that worked well and 
two things to work on. 

 

Comments/Observations 

 

 


