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COMMENTARY

Reframing faculty development practice and research through the lens of
adaptive expertise

Yvonne Steinerta, David M. Irbyb and Diana Dolmansc

aInstitute of Health Sciences Education, Faculty of Medicine & Health Sciences, McGill University, Montreal, Canada; bMedicine,
University of California, San Francisco, San Francisco, CA, USA; cDepartment of Educational Development and Research, Faculty of
Health, Medicine, and Life Sciences, Maastricht University, Maastricht, Netherlands

Leaders in academic medicine have observed that ‘the goal
of faculty development is to provide faculty members with
the skills relevant to their institutional setting and faculty
position, and to sustain their vitality, both now and in the
future’ (Whitcomb 2003). At no time, has this intent been
more evident.

This special issue of Medical Teacher was written and
published during a global pandemic, a time in which we
witnessed a significant decrease in face-to-face social inter-
actions, health care systems that were stretched to their
limits, governments that struggled to find a balance
between the health of their populations and the collapse
of their economies, and colleagues worldwide living in an
atmosphere of fear and uncertainty. We also witnessed an
enduring commitment to educating the next generation of
health professionals and basic scientists, a collective will to
adapt educational curricula to online platforms, and a pro-
found desire to help our faculty members cope with uncer-
tainty and change. This has been a time of deep
introspection, collective learning, and a sustained willing-
ness to adapt to the world around us – and faculty devel-
opment has played a central role.

In this commentary, we provide an overview of this
issue of Medical Teacher, after which we focus on reframing
faculty development practice and research through the
lens of adaptive expertise.

Overview of this special issue

In many ways, this special issue marks the recognition of
faculty development as a critical component of medical
education. Over the last decade, we have seen a notable
increase in the scholarly output and development of this
field, with an enhanced focus on research and innovation
around the world; and this special issue sheds light on
some of these developments. To create this issue, we circu-
lated a special call to the AMEE community for research
papers and innovation reports related to faculty develop-
ment that would be of interest to an international audi-
ence. We tried to disseminate the call as widely as
possible, to ensure an inclusive and international collection
of articles that would focus on the diverse aspects of fac-
ulty development, including teaching enhancement, leader-
ship development, and research capacity-building (Steinert
2014). And we were not disappointed; we received over

100 submissions from around the world. How the field
has grown!

We were also very pleased that we could include a sec-
tion on Innovation Reports. Inspired by the Really Good
Stuff section of Medical Education, and cognizant of the
fact that faculty developers are often driven by a desire to
innovate and respond to community needs, we wanted to
be able to showcase this work. We also wanted to promote
reflection on the value of innovation in driving individual
growth, new knowledge, and organizational development.
We hope that the enclosed innovation reports, on topics
ranging from building agency to educator identity, from
clinical supervision to student engagement in health pro-
fessions education, and from narrative medicine to simula-
tion-based education, to name only a few, will meet that
goal. We also hope that Medical Teacher will consider add-
ing this feature to future issues, to enable the sharing of
creative thinking in a brief and focused manner.

The research papers in this issue cover a broad range of
faculty development topics and issues, from exploring the
nature of informal learning, mentorship, leadership, and
professional identity, to examining faculty development
from an organizational lens. These articles also underscore
the critical importance of theory in informing research and
practice as well as a significant shift in research methodolo-
gies, moving from quantitative to qualitative research
designs. In addition, these research papers describe faculty
development in different countries and cultures, further
highlighting the role of context in faculty development as
well as the social components of ongoing professional
development.

Thus, the six research papers and twelve innovation
reports, from five continents, demonstrate that faculty
developers are continuously searching for ways to better
understand and optimize faculty development. They also
show that faculty development practices not only focus on
knowledge acquisition but also promote the application of
this knowledge in a variety of contexts as well as the ability
to be nimble, creative and proactive in adapting to change.
In fact, in multiple ways, these publications underscore
how faculty development is a striking example of promot-
ing adaptive expertise at many levels. That is, both faculty
members and faculty developers need to demonstrate the
ability to adapt to novel, uncertain or complex situations
while maintaining their competence in routine
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circumstances (Baker et al. 2018; Mylopoulos, Kulasegaram,
et al. 2018).

What is adaptive expertise?

Adaptive expertise in health professions education has
most often been linked with clinical expertise – and with
clinical reasoning in particular (Mylopoulos and Woods
2017; Kua et al. 2021). However, adaptive expertise also has
a significant role to play in medical education more
broadly, and in faculty development specifically.

Adaptive expertise encompasses both innovation and
efficiency at the individual and the organizational level
(Pusic et al. 2018). Often contrasted with routine expertise,
in which individuals use their knowledge effectively and
efficiently, adaptive expertise enables individuals to con-
struct new solutions when faced with novel problems
(Schwartz et al. 2005). As Mylopoulos, Kulasegaram et al.
(2018) have stated, ‘adaptive expertise emphasizes the flex-
ible use of knowledge and the ability to generate new sol-
utions and learn from daily problem solving’. That is,
individuals with adaptive expertise demonstrate the ability
to access their interconnected knowledge networks fluidly
and flexibly to push boundaries, be creative, and foster
innovation; their knowledge representations are also more
malleable, allowing them to respond to novel situations
more effectively (Schwartz et al. 2005). Thus, individuals
who demonstrate adaptive expertise are able to balance
the efficient and effective use of their previously acquired
knowledge in response to novelty and complexity (Gube
and Lajoie 2020) – a key goal in faculty development that
has been accentuated even more during the pandemic.

Implications of adaptive expertise for faculty
development practice

The innovation reports and research papers in this themed
issue demonstrate that faculty developers aim to inspire
health professionals to create new solutions to problems
they encounter in their teaching contexts. Additionally, the
innovations illustrate how health professionals are encour-
aged to advance their educational practices by engaging
collaboratively in new or existing communities, helping to
promote creativity and joint problem-solving. They also
highlight how health professionals work together on
authentic projects, informed by experience and insights
from scientific evidence, to re-invent and innovate their
routine practices, implement new activities, or evaluate
anticipated outcomes.

Mylopoulos, Kulasegaram et al. (2018) highlighted three
principles that underpin educational programs aiming to
enhance adaptive expertise. They include: promoting
understanding rather than performance; emphasizing strug-
gle and risk-taking leading to discovery; and maximising
opportunities to experience meaningful variation in learn-
ing to expand knowledge across multiple contexts. That is,
learners at all levels need to be encouraged to work
through complex scenarios, in both formal training con-
texts and in clinical practice, in order to maximize learning
(Baker et al. 2018). Mylopoulos, Steenhof et al. (2018) also
outlined specific teaching approaches, such as integrating
conceptual knowledge and focusing on ‘why’ questions to

reinforce cognitive integration, offering a varied set of
experiences to cultivate long-term learning in addition to
short-term success, and allowing for experimentation and
failure to uncover new ways of knowing. These features
should also characterize faculty development programs and
activities. That is, faculty development programs should
aim to emphasize the ‘why’ of what faculty members do in
addition to the ‘how’, encourage individuals to enhance
their understanding of how knowledge can be transferred
to novel situations, and offer participants a varied set of
experiences to apply their knowledge with the goal of
exploring, rethinking and reinventing their practices.

The authors of the innovation reports and research
papers in this special issue have shared their successes, sit-
uated in their own contexts. We have also encouraged
them to explain their struggles, which are often less well
explained in the literature. Training for adaptive expertise
allows faculty members and faculty developers to experi-
ment and discover why certain knowledge works well in a
particular context or why it cannot be transferred to
another setting. With this objective in mind, we should
encourage health professionals to explore, experiment,
make errors (Gube and Lajoie 2020), and share lessons
learnt if proposed solutions fail (Steenhof et al. 2020). We
should also encourage colleagues to investigate if their
innovations are scalable and have sustainable long-
term impacts.

Implications of adaptive expertise for faculty
development research

The research papers in this special issue demonstrate how
the field has evolved, with an increased focus on the social
aspects of faculty development, the importance of an edu-
cator identity, and the role of leadership and the organiza-
tion at large. The research papers also suggest that faculty
development practices do not focus solely on knowledge
acquisition, but also stress the importance of participating
in a social community in which members interact with, and
learn from, each other. In addition, these articles demon-
strate that diverse theoretical frameworks (e.g. socialization
theory; threshold concepts; practice architectures) are
being used, and that we have moved from quantitative to
qualitative methodologies, paving the way forward for
mixed-methods studies.

As demonstrated in the current health care crisis, there
is no one-size-fits-all solution to address the challenges we
face in our society. The same holds true for research in fac-
ulty development. As researchers in this field, we need to
show that we can move beyond routine expertise and
demonstrate adaptive expertise as needed, and that we
can embrace a variety of current and emerging theories
and methodologies in our scholarly activities. We also have
to demonstrate that, as researchers, we are able to focus
on understanding why and under which conditions certain
theories or methodologies can be used, take risks, and
expand our knowledge across settings and contexts. One
way to do this is to embrace design-based research, which
uses a mixed-methods approach and offers opportunities
to gain a better understanding about why a particular
practice, characterized by certain theoretical design princi-
ples, might work under specific conditions (Dolmans and
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Tigelaar 2012). Educational design research also aims to
develop theoretical insights and practical solutions simul-
taneously, in close collaboration with stakeholders
(McKenney and Reeves 2021). In addition, future research
should investigate how adaptive expertise has been incor-
porated into faculty development programs and activities,
and explore what new avenues and implications this direc-
tion might hold for research and practice.

In summary, there are no universal practical solutions,
theories or methodologies that can work under all condi-
tions. However, we do need to design faculty development
practices and research that aim to enhance – and incorpor-
ate – adaptive expertise.

Cutrer et al. (2018) have described four characteristics
that foster adaptive expertise and can help to nurture vital-
ity: curiosity, mindset, motivation and resilience. We believe
that faculty members and faculty developers – and the
authors of these research papers and innovation reports –
demonstrate these characteristics and more!

The goal of this commentary is to suggest a reframing
of faculty development through the lens of adaptive
expertise. The advancement of adaptive expertise requires
a learning process that challenges assumptions, incorpo-
rates ambiguity, and rewards experimentation (Christensen
2006). By reconceptualizing faculty development, we
encourage faculty developers to consider new ways of
designing professional development, with the goal of pro-
moting faculty members’ adaptive expertise, and expand
their research agenda by exploring novel questions, incor-
porating theory, and utilizing diverse methodologies.
Incorporating the framework of adaptive expertise into our
work might also help to explain the why of faculty
development.
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