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Description

Recent work within the sociology 
of scientific knowledge suggests 
a growing interest in the nature 
of ‘expertise’. Whilst not in itself an 
educational theory, Collins and 
Evans’s new analysis of expertise  
(in their ‘periodic table’ of 
expertises) holds interesting 
possibilities for understanding the 
nature of work-based learning. 
Set against the background of 
a growing reaction against the 
dominant ‘reflective practice 
approach’ to work-based learning, 
the question is asked what a better 
understanding of the nature of 
expertise can contribute to the 
field. Collins and Evans’s model is 
criticised and revised to account 
also for the development of 
expertise and their notions of 
‘interactional expertise’ and 
‘meta-expertise’ are used to 
explain the expertise of the work-
based learning academic.

Academic practice in the field 
of work-based learning has 
long been dominated by a 
reflective practice approach. This 
approach – with its emphasis on 
the inner life of the professional 
and on her own interpretations 
of her learning experiences – is 

increasingly being challenged: 
the authors in Bradbury et al. 
(forthcoming), for instance, criticise 
the reflective practice approach 
for ignoring the social dimensions 
of learning (and factors like 
power and ideology). The evident 
advantages of a reflective over 
an entirely unreflective practice 
aside, it must be asked whether 
reflection alone is sufficient for the 
professional development; without 
the corrective perspective offered 
by others, nothing in individual 
reflection guarantees that the 
reflective practitioner will learn 
rather than remain (unwittingly) 
trapped in a private cycle of 
mistakes. Furthermore, the growing 
reliance on reflective practice 
as a ‘one size fits all’-theory for 
explaining all forms of learning 
at and through work stands in 
contrast to another important 
tenet in the field – that learning 
based on experience is individual 
as well as being situated. Proper 
attention should be paid to the 
range of experiences of learning 
at work before generalising 
that all work-based learning 
occurs through reflection. 

An alternative to the reflective 
practice approach that focuses 
not on individual narratives of 
professional development but on 
what professionals can actually 
do (and on the social structures 
that bring this about) may address 
the two short-comings identified 
above. A focus on the nature and 
growth of expertise shows promise 
in accommodating both the social 
nature of learning to become 

expert and can take account of 
how different expertises differ.  

In the field of professional 
education, the concept ‘expertise’ 
is most often associated with the 
work of Stuart and Hubert Dreyfus 
in early criticisms of artificial 
intelligence (Dreyfus and Dreyfus, 
1980). Especially influential in 
medical education, Dreyfus 
and Dreyfus’s ‘novice to expert’ 
model today still exerts a powerful 
influence throughout the field, but 
the concept ‘expertise’ also figures 
large in, for instance, knowledge 
management and operations 
research. The question that drives 
this project is what alternative 
conceptions of expertise may 
contribute to understandings 
of the nature of work-based 
learning. Pertinently, a body of 
work is emerging in the sociology 
of science that puts expertise 
at the heart of the sociological 
analysis of science. Reacting 
to the social constructivism of 
the ‘strong’ programme in the 
sociology of scientific knowledge 
Collins and Evans (2002) propose 
to shift the debate regarding 
the constructedness (or not!) 
of scientific knowledge to a 
debate regarding expertise. 
In Rethinking Expertise (2007), 
Collins and Evans argue that 
expertise must be construed 



realistically; they propose a 
‘periodic table’ of expertises (that 
contrast interestingly with Dreyfus 
and Dreyfus’s ‘novice to expert’ 
model) and analyse two novel 
forms of expertise: ‘interactional 
expertise’ and ‘meta-expertise’. 

This project addresses the question 
of how Collins and Evans’s 
model may be made relevant 
to the study of learning at and 
through work. The answer is not 
immediately obvious. Collins 
and Evans employ their concept 
of expertise for a particular 
purpose – to defuse arguments 
about the constructedness of 
knowledge. Their primary focus is 
on the legitimacy of expertise and 
the question of the relationship 
between democratic decision-
making (in which every citizen 
has a say) and expert decision-
making (in which the experts’ views 
hold sway), but they do not ask 
explicitly how expertise develops 
or how we educate experts.

Attempting to provide some of 
the answers to these questions, 
the aim of this project is to start 
a dialogue between the field of 
professional education and this 
new body of work on expertise as 
a social phenomenon, tying in 
with the WLE Centre’s aim to build 
on work already conducted in the 
Centre and to disseminate ideas 
in innovative and wide-reaching 
contexts not only in education 
but beyond. The project aims to 
contribute to important ongoing 
work at the WLE Centre focussing 
on conceptual development in 
the field of work-based learning.

Within the theme of the relationship 
between work, learning and 
professional practice, this project 
aims at an educational criticism 
(and revision) of Collins and 
Evans’s work and at an application 
of the revised concept to our 
understandings of professional and 
work-based education. Throughout, 
the question will be asked what the 

implications of an understanding 
of expertise that is social, realistic 
and normative implies for the 
dominant understanding of 
professional development 
as reflective practice.

The nature of the project is 
conceptual. It will proceed 
along three dimensions:

• criticising Collins and Evans’s 
conception of expertise from a 
learning perspective;

• revising their concept in light of 
contemporary thinking about 
teaching and learning in the 
field of professional education;

• making a revised conception 
of expertise applicable to 
professional and work-based 
education.

Dissemination

Dissemination of the results of this 
project will depend on securing 
the publication of articles and 
conference presentations 
to appropriate audiences. A 
further factor will be success in 
organising a conference and 
attracting both high-impact 
speakers and audiences.


