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The quality of teaching is one of the few evergreen problems that enduring-
ly remain under close scrutiny of educational communities and policy-mak-
ers. At present, with commendable aspirations for educational reforms in 
our country the problem gains special relevance: practising teachers are 

conceived of as implementers of any innovations into the educational sys-
tem. Additionally, plentiful empirical evidence prompts that they are one 

of the main contributors to student achievement. Given the exceptional 
role of teachers’ commitment and quality of their work as catalysts of im-
provements, further effort into analyzing the problem of excellent teaching 
should be invested.

Resting on traditions of various schools of thought, academic liter-
ature abounds in diverse conceptual frameworks towards interpretation of 
effective teacher performance. Teachers’ professionalism, expertise, ped-
agogical mastery, professional competence, teacher effectiveness etc are 
some of the key concepts which consider interrelated facets of teaching.  
The present paper purports to disentangle or at least delineate more clearly 
the aforementioned concepts used with reference to quality teaching.

Disregarding negligible discrepancies in the individual interpretations 

given by researchers questing the phenomenon of excellence in teaching, in 
all of the aforementioned concepts reference is made to closely interrelat-
ed variables, such as specialized body of knowledge, high level of compe-
tence, experiential background, relevant skills, productivity and educational 
outcomes, commitment, values, qualifications etc.

The concept of expertise is one of the mainstream approaches adopted 
in treating effective teaching in some of the Western countries, while domes-
tically the concepts of professionalism and mastery are widespread. Expertise 
is described as an organized body of conceptual and procedural knowledge 
that can be both readily accessed and used with superior metacognitive skill 
(Glaser and Chi, 1988 cited in MacLellan E., Soden L.) [11, p.110]. 

The strand of inquiry into teaching expertise focuses around cognitive 
perspective analyzing and contrasting patterns of decision making by novice 
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and experienced teachers. The emerging results emphasize positive role of 
experience acquired with practice of teaching.

Expertise in teaching has been summarized by D. C. Berliner in the 
form of the following propositions: expert teachers often develop auto-
maticity and routinization for the repetitive operations that are needed to 

accomplish their goals; they are more sensitive to the task demands and 
social situation when solving pedagogical problems; expert teachers are 
more opportunistic and flexible in their teaching than are novices; expert 
teachers represent problems in qualitatively different ways than do novic-
es, expert teachers have fast and accurate pattern recognition capabilities, 
while novices can not always make sense of what they experience; they 
perceive meaningful patterns in the domain in which they are experienced. 
Expertise is specific to a domain, and to particular contexts in domains, and 
is developed over hundreds and thousands of hours [8, p.13].

In academic literature terms expertise and professionalism appear in 

common contexts roughly covering interwoven entities [2, 5]. If compared, 
research on professionalism and especially teaching mastery are more deep-
ly rooted in the personality psychology and humanistic approach, while ex-
pertise is interpreted largely through cognitive theory. 

Thus, S. Druzhylov regards professionalism as a special human qual-
ity to systemically, effectively and reliably perform complicated actions in 
various settings. It reflects the level of acquisition of psychological struc-
ture of professional activity, which matches existing social standards and 
objective requirements. It is noteworthy that the concept of professionalism 
is not confined to the characteristics of high quality performance, but is 
rather treated as a special world outlook [2, p.27].

Further on, in a range of studies special weighting is suggested to the 
concept of pedagogic mastery used synonymously with the concepts of pro-
fessionalism and expertise, oftentimes bearing the connotation of a virtuoso 
performance and artistic inclination. Partly, the tradition can be traced back 
to the long-lasting debate concerning the primacy of expert knowledge or ar-
tistic skill in professional pedagogical activity. Pedagogic mastery is seen as 
a synthesis of subject-specific knowledge, skills and habits, methodological 
art and personal qualities of the teacher [7, p.30]. In his treatment of effective 
teaching, I. Z’azun makes reference to the exceptional role of the teacher’s 
personality, maintaining that pedagogic mastery is a complex set of person-
al qualities, which maintains high quality professional activity on the basis 
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of reflection. Although pedagogic mastery manifests itself in professional 
activity, it is not confined to it. It is neither confined to highly developed 
specific skills.  The essence of mastery lies in the teacher’s personality, in 
his/her attitude, capacity to use creative initiative on the basis of the system 
of value. “Pedagogic mastery is the reflection of the teacher’s professional 
self-concept, self-realization of the teacher’s personality in pedagogic activ-
ity that contributes to learners’ self-development” [6, p.29-30].

Less common is the treatment of the concepts of professionalism and 
mastery is juxtaposition in terms of educational foundations. Thus, V. But-
kevych argues that professionalism is grounded in professionally relevant 

education and development, while mastery is accumulated as a result of 
experience or repetition/imitation [1].

On this ground it is possible to draw parallels in the understanding of 
the concepts of expertise and mastery in teaching. Expertise in teaching and 
mastery alike are often treated as a product of years of teaching acquired 
only with experience. In the studies on expertise emphasis is put on the su-
premacy of “knowing how” over “knowing that” [13].

Pedagogical mastery is manifested in the effective attendance to pro-
fessional tasks, high level of productivity and learning outcomes. However, 
what makes interpretation of mastery and professionalism distinct from ex-
pertise is that the former are construed not only on the process and cognitive 

basis, but are rather associated with the personality of the teacher.
Within the psychological domain, professionals are viewed as having 

a certain type of personality formed as a result of engagement in any given 

sphere of human activity, which is different from the personality of those 
individuals not belonging to the professional group. Moreover, profession-
alism is conceptualized as a systemic personal quality [2] or systemically 
organized psychic [3] underpinned by expertise, relevant experience and 
high levels of productivity.

It follows then that the personality of the teacher is at the core of ex-
cellent teaching. Hence, reflection on the teacher’s personal and profession-
al self-concept, analysis of one’s individual psychological characteristics 
and self-development are seen as a starting point on the way to effective 
teaching.

Two types of criteria underpinning professionalism are described in the 
academic literature: external in relation to the teacher (objective) and internal 
(subjective). The first group includes productivity, quality of teaching etc. 
the second group of criteria covers the following areas a) professionally rel-
evant personal characteristics; professional knowledge, skills and habits or 
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competence; b) professional motivation; c) professional self-evaluation and 
the level of aspiration; d) capabilities of self-regulation and stress resistance; 
e) peculiarities of professional interaction [2, p.32]. S. Druzhylov went on to 
consider mastery as a stage of “super-professionalism”, seen by the author as 
approaching “acme” – the peak of professional development [2, p.32].

In the theoretical model of I. Z’azun, teaching mastery is conceived of 
as a system revealed in the interplay of components, such as teacher’s pro-
fessional self-concept together with underlying it humanistic orientation, 
professional competence, capabilities and pedagogical technique. 

Three lines of argument are discernable in interpretation of the notion 
of competence. According to one of the lines of argument, the mainspring of 

teacher professionalism is pedagogical competence construed as a synthesis 

of subject-specific, methodological, pedagogical, psychological knowledge 
of the teacher which allows for manifestation of efficient pedagogic activity 
[6; 9, p.44]. Additionally, the term competence is specified as a regulated 
minimum professional standard which teacher candidates and in-service 
teachers aspire to reach. 

Broader application of the construct of teachers’ professional compe-
tence is also rather common. Thus, it encompasses “…a diverse set of ca-
pacities, including knowledge, beliefs, and motivational and self-regulatory 
characteristics, that interact to determine how well teachers are able to meet 
the demands of their profession” [10, p.63]. Pedagogical competence is thus 
described in terms of a multilevel knowledge base, aptitudes, skills, values, 
experience, talents that allow for their application in professional situations 
with the view of demonstrating effective performance and obtaining desir-
able results. 

In the sense of the latter broader interpretation, delineation of the con-
cepts of competence and the aforementioned terminology is rather problem-
atic. Nevertheless, the first two approaches make it possible to regard com-
petence as a prerequisite to teaching, “an entrance ticket” to the profession, 
while the concepts of expertise, professionalism and mastery are described 
in terms of experience and associated with achievement of teachers.

Competency is another closely related notion extensively used in 
educational context. In the holistic paradigm, competencies are viewed as 
elements of competence i.e. competence is a system based on the interplay 

of competencies [12]. They have been singled out as units of pedagogic 
activity acquiring features of prescriptiveness. Competencies are usually 
listed as a set of requirements in competency based teacher education, which 
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teacher candidates are expected to attain in order to successfully complete 
the teacher education programme.

Description and classification of competencies involves identifying the 
innumerable facets of such complex an activity as teaching. Competencies 
overlap with the features of behaviours demonstrated at any single act 
of teaching. Therefore, singling out competencies should start with the 
identification of the pedagogical acts and educational contexts.

Attempts at “getting to grips” with the concept of competence, pro-
fessionalism or some others have led to discrepancies in their interpretation. 

Although in certain educational contexts they are used interchangeably, giv-
en the lack of uniform approach to their description, it stands to reason to 

regard professionalism and mastery as broader notions in sense that compe-
tence is required of any teaching candidate, while professionalism or mas-
tery are integrated into teacher’s personality.

In sum, comparison of concepts related to quality teaching, such as 
expertise, professionalism, mastery and competence, has revealed more 
common points than discrepancies. Most of them are multidimensional 

and appear to be modelled by combining the following descriptors: profes-
sion-specific knowledge, skills, aptitudes, experience, motivation, qualifi-
cations etc. However, insufficient empirical evidence and theoretical propo-
sitions make it hard to draw a hard and fast distinction between them. 

Nevertheless, conceptualizing teacher quality, delineating terminol-
ogy, as well as factors that would enable teachers to perform effectively in 
professional settings is a necessary step that could add more rigour into fur-
ther investigations. Clearly, research into this issue will always be theoreti-
cally and practically profitable by informing teacher education and helping 
recruit best teaching candidates.
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