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Abstract
In this article, the variety of interpretations of the concept of professional competence
with reference to vocational teachers is reviewed and discussed. Previous vocational
teacher research has been found to focus on which professional competencies voca-
tional teacher possess or should demonstrate, with little focus placed on how compe-
tence is defined, leaving a gap related to how the professional competence concept is
perceived and constructed. Through a conceptual analysis method (CAM), which
follows the data collection process of a systematic literature review, the researcher
identifies the concept attributes that are commonly shared as well as neighboring
concepts associated with professional competence. Findings indicate that only few
studies detail solid concept definitions. Furthermore, there is an agreement amongst
the researchers on the main attributes of professional competence, including the
situated and developmental character of professional competence as well as its rela-
tionship with action. In regard to concept use, there are distinct interrelationships
between professional competence, professionalism, performance and qualification.
Most definitions regard the individual as the reference point and little to no discussion
takes place regarding professional competence at a collective level. Because complex
concepts like the one under study can lead to confusion, it is suggested that their use
should be accompanied by a discussion of their various meanings.

Keywords Professional competence . Vocational teacher . Concept analysis method
(CAM) . Vocational education and training (VET) . Systematic literature review

Introduction

Empirical vocational educational research is attracting increased attention (Barabasch,
2017) as the knowledge requirements in work life and labour market have raised the
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question of productivity for education systems. The focus has shifted to “outcomes” at
all education levels but particularly in vocational and adult education (Barabasch,
2017). Having a long history of use as a concept, professional competence carries a
variety of ethical and ideological meanings, making the confusion surrounding the
concept in the scientific field inevitable (Mulder, 2014). Roth (1971) interpreted
competence as a threefold concept, referring to self – competence, professional com-
petence and social competence. Professional competence as “the ability to act and
judge in a particular profession, and hold responsible” (Roth, 1971 as cited in Klieme
et al., 2008) is in focus. The current study is a conceptual review of how professional
competence is defined and used in literature with reference to vocational teachers.

Within learning environments, rapid changes have placed new demands on voca-
tional teachers to continuously update their competence (Fejes & Köpsen, 2014). This
global trend combined with the multiple roles played by vocational teachers, such as
tutors, mentors and practitioners (Mahlamäki-Kultanen et al., 2006), raises questions
about which competence they should develop and how. Furthermore, international
bodies (European Commission, 2010; OECD, 2010) promote initiatives on vocational
teacher competence research and academia often follows their lead. However, voca-
tional teacher research focuses heavily on which professional competence vocational
teacher possess or should demonstrate, with only little focus placed on what compe-
tence represents (Andersson, Hellgren & Köpsén, 2018; Duch & Andreasen, 2015),
thus, leaving a gap related to how professional competence as a concept is perceived
and used empirically.

With vocational education varying across different countries, the profession of
vocational teacher differs from one setting to another. This range of approaches in
understanding and defining the profession creates a plurality of empirical manifesta-
tions of professional competence definitions. The lack of a unanimous definition leads
to the existence of ambiguities which are not fruitful for constructive dialogue and
theory development (Suddaby, 2010). Without communicating a clear understanding of
the concept, discussion might be misleading and confusing (Tähtinen & Havila, 2018).

Professional competence, used widely in everyday communication and in the
scientific field is, as any concept, a tool to understand the world. The nature of
concepts´ use often requires them to be complex and abstract (Engeström et al.,
2006). Yet, this nature allows them to assist individuals to grasp the world. Hence,
the understanding of professional competence for vocational teachers is the basis for
further study and development of their professionalism, as well for theory building.

The aim of this research study is to provide an overview of the concept of professional
competence as used in vocational teacher research. The overview is guided by the
questions of how the professional competence definition is used in the articles reviewed,
how the concept is understood and defined by researchers and, finally, in what way the
professional competence concept is used in empirical studies. The concept of competence
is addressed first based on a historical review, while later the researcher explores how
professional competence is captured and used in the vocational teacher research field.
Through a conceptual analysis method (CAM), the researcher elucidates the confusion
around the concept to highlight the complexity that the conceptual language use reflects.
Thereafter, the review findings are presented. Finally, the discussion section focuses on the
concept of professional competence based on the findings.
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Competence over Time: Discussed as Motivation, Intelligence, Performance
and Education

The concept of competence has a multidisciplinary background, which becomes obvious
today as many disciplines are interested in its definition and use. The introduction of
competence in psychology is credited to White (1959). White perceived competence as
an effective interaction between the individual and their environment. Moreover, he stressed
the motivational character of the concept stating that “there is a competence motivation as
well as competence in its more familiar sense of achieved capacity.” (op cit, p. 318). For
White (1959, p. 329) the motivation to become competent was named effectance and the
feeling of achievement efficacy. The idea later was built upon in Bandura (1977).

An important contribution to the discussion is that of McClelland (1973), who demon-
strated the disconnect between education andwork, approaching competence as intelligence.
He developed tests to predict competence, approaching the latter as the characteristic trait
that underlies superior performance. Although McClelland’s ideas were heavily contested,
measuring competence as a predictor of job performance, gradually replaced tests of
cognitive intelligence (Pottinger & Goldsmith, 1979). Hence, assessing performance in
practice was applied in the search for traits contributing to successful performance; these
traits were described as competencies (Winterton et al., 2006). Psychology, interested in a
concept that focuses on individual ability to cope with challenges in specific situations has,
hence, contributed with a functional concept of competence.

Another influential development has been the movement towards performance improve-
ment, starting in the 1960s. Dedicated to productivity improvement, it implied that looking
solely at individual behaviour was not enough; workplaces, group dynamics, management
board and practices were seen as interdependent. Performance improvement technology
was, therefore, developed with the aim to assist the industry in raising its effectiveness and
efficiency. In the same line of thought, Gilbert (1978) suggested performance improvement
potential (PIP) as a better human behaviour indicator, in order to replace intelligence,
connecting competence development with performance improvement potential.

Nevertheless, psychology was not the only domain competence has prevailed in. In
the 1980s, competence-based education (CBE) was introduced in the USA, under the
competence movement (Grant et al., 1979) to counteract for the disconnect between the
societal needs and education programs. Professional associations started articulating
their performance requirements and constructed competence profiles, serving as models
for candidates wishing to enter the profession. Educational institutions reformed their
curricula, aiming to comply with what was seen as important by professional associa-
tions and labour market. The idea dominated the management literature (e.g. Campbell
& Sommers Luchs, 1997; Mitrani et al., 1992) and it led to outsourcing of secondary
business functions. Interestingly, it had some application in school boards too. Services
like competence-based frameworks and tools for competence-based assessment were
developed and soon used at all education levels (Mulder, 2001; Mulder, 2017).

The introduction of a functional and pragmatic competence concept in education set the
locus on students’ ability to learn (Klieme et al., 2008). Competence is viewed as context
specific and functionally related to a particular domain that can be acquired through learning.
Competence-based education aimed to teach students how to learn, so they can further gain
knowledge on their specialization.Mulder’s (2017) comprehensive summary on the concept
has shown that competence mastery can have different levels, also stressed by Barrick
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(2019) stating the need for differentiating between merely meeting the standards and
reaching excellence. Holding a crucial role to effective performance, competence also
encapsulates the potential of addressing future problems and needs (Mulder, 2017).

In general, the role of core competence in steering organizations according to what they
are good at, as expressed by Prahalad and Hamel (1990) expanded to licensure and
professional development. Professional associations redefined their professions through
the use of core competencies. Through the management discourse, the competence-based
approach was introduced and adopted by Vocational Education and Training (VET) and
Human Resource Development (HRD) occupations (Levy-Leboyer, 1996; Stasz, 1997),
which were shaped by a demand-driven rather than a supply-driven education model.

Competence has been discussed in several scientific fields. Nevertheless, the bidirectional
influence between the everyday concept meanings and the scientific definitions should not
be overlooked, making everyday concepts vital in understanding the scientific concepts and
vice versa (Vygotsky, 1987). In everyday terms, competence is described as sufficiency of
means for life, for example employment, as knowledge, while it also addresses properties
that enable an individual to respond, including legal capability, power and fitness, as well as
the readiness to undergo transformation (Cambridge Dictionary | English Dictionary, 2019;
Collins Dictionary | Definition, 2019; Dictionary byMerriam-Webster, 2019). Reflecting on
this definition, two dimensions of the term are identified as crucial. The first addresses the
probability, viewing competence as a performance requirement, while the second addresses
potentiality viewing competence as licensure. From probability to potentiality, competence
is expressed in levels from the minimum to sufficient and successful.

Adding the term professional to the concept of competence frames all this discussion
in the context of one particular profession and the demands it sets for the individuals
who practice it. The challenge between general knowledge and applied professional
knowledge in specific settings is expressed by Abbott (1988) in his definition of
professions, which are seen as “exclusive occupational groups applying somewhat
abstract knowledge to particular cases” (p. 8). In our case this group is vocational
teachers, who as Sullivan (2005) claims, act as “hybrid, bridge institutions with one
foot in the academy, so to speak, and one in the world of practitioners” (p. 25).

Methods

Conceptual Analysis Method (CAM)

Concepts are “empirical generalizations, which need to be tested and refined on the basis of
empirical research results” (Becker, 1998 as cited inMaggetti et al., 2013, p. 24). Following
Becker’s view, concepts are in dialogue with empirical research and, thus, linked to
evidence. Conceptual analysis as a scientific method in philosophical research attempts to
grasp the logic and nature of the concept to add clarification in scientific research (Schaffar,
2019). On the other hand, in empirically oriented research, it aims at grasping the use of
concepts in scientific research to see how the researcher defines and uses the concepts in
research (for example Zlatanovic et al., 2016). Reviews of (professional) competence have
been performed in the past (a collection of articles in Mulder, 2017; McGrath et al., 2019).
However, this study starts from empirical studies with aim to explore the professional
competence concept and to relate it specifically with vocational teachers.
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Conceptual analysis method (CAM) is applied with the intention of clarifying the
various understandings of the professional competence concept and its multiple use.
The method elevates the voice of those who use the concept and the power they have to
shape it (Tähtinen & Havila, 2018). Focusing on the many interpretations that the
concept might acquire, CAM is considered appropriate to discover and elucidate
confusion or, as defined by Tähtinen and Havila (2018), the lack of explicit conceptual
language. By highlighting the concept’s complexity, it also assists in the deconstruction
of different terms and/or concepts, demonstrating their meanings and limits, aiming to
contribute in theory building. Reconstructing professional competence is necessary due
to the individuals’ tendency of constructing the understanding of theoretical concepts
using pre-existing everyday or theoretical concepts, leading to multiple overlapping or
contradicting understandings. CAM does not look for one single meaning. Instead, it
explores the dimensions of the phenomenon under study, the variety of concept
meanings, and the importance of context in its construction (Tähtinen & Havila, 2018).

Methodologically, CAM follows the data collection process of a systematic litera-
ture review; however, the focus is solely on concepts, their descriptions or definitions
(Tähtinen & Havila, 2018). As in systematic reviews, predefined selection criteria are
applied to ensure transparency and avoid subjectivity (Tranfield et al., 2003). More-
over, the criteria are used in searches in electronic databases, aiming to cover a range of
journals (Podsakoff et al., 2005). To increase quality, only peer-reviewed articles are
included, whereas a broad span of time is used. For this article, the search was
conducted in the EBSCOhost1 and the Scopus databases. The databases were selected
as of relevant content to the profession of vocational teachers.

A timeframe is a vital determination for a quality systematic review (Alexander,
2020). The selected time period ranges from 2010 to 2018. In 2010, OECD released a
report stressing the importance of effective VET teachers and trainers as well as
emphasizing the lack of qualified workforce in the field and the ageing VET teachers’
population. In the same line of thought, the European Union (2009) published a report
about VET teachers and trainers and a year later the Bruges Communique (European
Commission, 2010) was released, clearly defining the objectives European Union
members had to meet in relation to VET. In all three documents the professional
development of VET teachers is deeply related to the quality of VET provision and,
therefore, their professional competence becomes of major importance.

Focusing on professional competence, the search included three keyword searches.
The first contained the term professional OR vocational OR occupational, the second
was competen* OR skill and the third entailed the phrase vocational teacher. Syno-
nyms were also included and the search was conducted within documents´ keywords
and subjects. Only peer reviewed articles published in academic journals were includ-
ed. Referential backtracking and researcher checking strategy were employed
(Alexander, 2020). Figure 1 indicates the results in different phases.

1 EBSOhost database include the following databases for this study: Academic Search Premier,
OpenDissertations, ATLA Religion Database, Business Source Premier, CINAHL, Communication & Mass
Media Complete, Communication Abstracts, Criminal Justice Abstracts, eBook Collection (EBSCOhost),
EconLit, ERIC, Fuente Académica Premier, GreenFILE, Library, Information Science & Technology Ab-
stracts, MathSciNet via EBSCOhost, MEDLINE, Philosopher’s Index, Regional Business News, RILM
Abstracts of Music Literature, Sociology Source Ultimate, MLA Directory of Periodicals, MLA International
Bibliography.
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The first assessment was based on abstract relevance. Although the keywords have
been carefully selected to refer to the competence that vocational teachers acquire, the
search gave results on studies that had a different focus, most often the students’
professional competence and the role of the teachers in developing them. As this type
of competence refers to occupational competence of vocational students, it was judged
as irrelevant for the study. Reading the abstracts provided sufficient information about
the participants and the focus of the study (abstract relevance) (Table 1).

The second assessment concerned text relevance after reading the whole article. In
that stage, 51 articles were discarded. The third inclusion criterion was the empirical
nature2 of the studies presented in the articles (discarding 7 articles). The locus has been
on empirical studies, in order to explore the operationalized versions of professional
competence and not a philosophical approach to the concept. Aiming to reach the final
selection, a quality criterion was introduced, the existence of a definition or a descrip-
tion of the concept under discussion. This criterion left 6 more articles out of the final
review body, resulting in 45 articles (see Appendix 1).

Analysis

The selection of the review body was followed by a systematic search for how professional
competence is understood and defined, detecting its descriptions and definitions in the

Fig. 1 Search results in EBSCOhost and Scopus databases

2 For this article, empirical refers to studies that analyse primary data, excluding secondary data analysis,
metanalyses or literature reviews.
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articles (for more details see Appendix 2). The analytical process was performed according
to the conceptual analysis method (CAM). The description of the five phases follows.

Firstly, while searching for the concept descriptions and definitions, issues of ambigu-
ity arose. Dealing with multidimensional concepts inevitably leads to issues of ambiguity,
namely homonymy and synonymy that should be considered. According to Tähtinen and
Havila (2018), homonymy refers to the use of the same concept to express different
meanings, whereas synonymy addresses the use of multiple concepts to make a reference
to the same phenomenon. Ambiguity occurs in scholarly texts, since the concepts and the
meanings are usually similar but not the same (Sartori, 2009). For the present study, the
researcher did a brief search on the meanings of the terms professional and competence in
online dictionaries to detect issues of homonymy and synonymy.

In everyday terms, competence describes “a sufficiency of means for the necessities
and conveniences of life”, referring to sufficient resources, that facilitate a decent liveli-
hood. From a linguistic point of view competence also refers to the knowledge of using a
language. In addition, competence addresses properties that enable an individual to
respond, including legal capability, power, fitness and ability, as well as the readiness to
undergo transformation (Cambridge Dictionary | English Dictionary, 2019; Collins Dic-
tionary | Definition, Thesaurus and Translations, 2019; Dictionary by Merriam-Webster,
2019). Competence is, therefore, used to convey a series of different meanings (polyse-
my), like qualifications or professionalism, and on the contrary many concepts are used to
declare competence (synonymy) (e.g. skills, ability, knowledge and competency). Syn-
onymous terms are mainly used to describe the attributes and components of competence.

Secondly, the articles´ text were coded and analysedwith the use of theNVIVO software.
The articles were coded in two groups, articles that the concept is explicitly defined or
implicitly derived (Alexander, 2020). The data was coded under three categories, based on if
they presented a definition constructed by the authors, a definition adopted by other scholars
or the lack of a congruent definition (but the existence of a description or examples of the
concept). This categorization helped answering the question of how the professional
competence definition is used in empirical studies of vocational teachers’ competence.

Table 1 Inclusion criteria

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria Rationale

Peer-reviewed articles Editorials, book chapters and
duplicate texts

To ensure scientific quality

English Other languages The authors’ linguistic range

Publishing period 2010–2018 Studies published before 2010 and
after 2018

Relation to today’s context and high
current demand on vocational
teachers

Focus on vocational teachers’
competence

Other focus Relevance to the research questions

Empirical studies (studies that
analysed primary data)

Studies with secondary data
analysis, metanalyses or
literature reviews.

Relevance to the research questions

Existence of definition or
description of professional
competence

Studies that measured competence
without defining or describing it

To avoid misinterpretation that
derives from insufficient data
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Thirdly, based on the definitions and descriptions discovered, the researcher iden-
tified attributes of professional competence that were present in the majority, if not in
all the definitions. According to Cambridge Dictionary, attribute is defined as “a quality
or feature of a person or thing, esp. one that is an important part of its nature” (2019)
and in this study it is used to refer to vital characteristics of this concept. Therefore,
attributes and characteristics are used as synonymous. On the other hand, component is
applied with reference to parts that combined with other parts constitute a system,
process or a machine (Cambridge Dictionary | English Dictionary, 2019). Hence,
competence components are mainly knowledge, skills, attitudes and values seen as
part of the greater competence notion. On the contrary, attributes refer to the concept
qualities (Maggetti et al., 2013). A qualitative content analysis was applied to gasp the
wide range of characteristics professional competence is attributed with. The qualitative
content analysis is in agreement with the CAM (Holsti, 1969; Neuendorf, 2002) as both
underlie an inductive approach to the findings. Applying a qualitative content analysis,
the researcher searched for attributes of professional competence within the data.

Fourthly, addressing the question of how the professional competence concept is
used, the researcher looked for other concepts associated with professional competence
and the purpose of competence in relation to these concepts. The most frequent
concepts were selected for further analysis (Sartori, 2009). The researcher identified
neighbouring concepts associated to the initial concept, for instance expertise, profes-
sionalism and qualifications, “through reflexive and recursive movement between
concept development” (Altheide as cited in Bryman, 2012, p. 559). This process
allowed for a systematic and analytic approach and avoided a rigid perspective.

As a final step, objective word analysis, as described by Stern (2006), was applied. The
researcher identified the most frequently used concepts in the text, which might be linked to
the professional competence, and checked their proximity to the concept under study. The
purpose of this step was to ensure that the most often encountered concepts have been taken
into consideration in the analysis thus, increasing the trustworthiness of the findings.

Findings

The findings of the study are organized and presented corresponding to the research
questions. The first part of the findings, namely themes and context answers the
question of how the concept definition is used in the literature, focusing on how often
it is identified and in relation to which article themes. The two following parts analyse
the results on how the professional competence concept is defined. Starting with the
main attributes of competence that proved to be shared among all researchers, the focus
moves to responsibility, readiness and expertise that are found to be additional attri-
butes for the concept under study. Finally, the final findings section discusses the way
that the concept is used, focusing on other concepts that are be related to it.

Themes and Context

In this study, the quality criterion for the existence of a competence definition was adopted
in order to investigate how this definition is used in empirical studies. Investigating the
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articles´ thematology3 was perceived as helpful, aiming to identify the education areas that
favour the existence of a definition and those that use the concept vaguely defined.

Deriving from the education area, the articles proved to share similar thematology,
with competence development and vocational teacher competence prevailing. A con-
siderable number of studies focused on vocational teacher competence, aiming to either
construct competence frameworks or measure existing competencies.4 With regard to
other themes, the literature covered policy initiatives and their implementation, espe-
cially in competence-based education (CBE).

Findings indicated a distinct lack of competence definition in articles that extensively use
it. Only a few studies included a clear definition of competence, often borrowed from
previous research and serving the purpose of sharing a common understanding with the
reader (for more details see Appendix 2). Alternatively, some articles described the concept
of competence by referring to its components (knowledge, skills, attitudes, values) (for
example see Navarro, Zervas, Gesa and Sampson 2016), which Summers (2001) names as
pseudo definitions. The question posed here is whether this type of definition is adequate,
having in mind that the competence measurement is in the focus. Young (as cited in
Dudung, 2018) claims that when competence measurement is the research aim, the con-
ceptualization process requires high clarification, in order to reach an operational definition
structured in a form that facilitates clear measurements.

Themajority of the studies included in the review contextualized their research in relation
to the changing nature of the profession of the vocational teachers (e.g. Guzanov, Tarasyuk,
Bashkova, Ustakova & Sotskova., 2016; O’Connor, 2012), referring to the need for further
professionalization either by introducing standards (e.g. Dudung, 2018; Sutarto & Jaedun,
2018), by performing needs assessment (e.g. Barrick, et al., 2011; Sartori, Tacconi &
Caputo, 2015) or by evaluating the implementation of policy measures (Alazzam, Bakar,
Hamzah & Asimiran, 2012; Andersson, Hellgren & Köpsén, 2018). Very few articles
framed competence in relation to the national education systems (Barrick et al., 2011;
Köpsén & Andersson, 2017; Poortman et al., 2011). Instead, they adopted an approach
where reference is made to national and international studies about vocational teachers,
whether with a more general or a more discipline oriented focus. That does not mean,
though, that the competence definitions in the studies were not contextualized.

Some studies contextualized their definitions in the theoretical approaches adopted.
For example, competence based education is the most frequent among these article (e.g.
Guzanov et al., 2016; Malik, Soenarto & Sudarsono, 2018; Neupokoeva et al., 2017;
Nissilä et al., 2015; Southren, 2015), while situated learning is also often encountered
(Andersson, Hellgren & Köpsén, 2018; Andersson & Köpsén, 2017; Köpsén, 2014;
Köpsén & Andersson, 2017; Poortman et al., 2011). Other theories includes Teacher
Adaptive Expertise (Barrick et al., 2011), Effective Teaching (Adams, 2010) and
Authentic Assessment (Sutarto & Jaedun, 2018).

3 Thematology is the study of themes in the literature. Here it refers to the mapping of the different themes on
which the articles in the reviewed literature are focused.
4 for example Barrick, Roberts, Samy, Thoron & Easterly, 2011; Cannon, Kitchel & Duncan, 2010;
Danielová, Janderková & Horáčková, 2011; Dorozhkin, Tarasyuk, Lyzhin, Krotova & Sherstneva, 2016;
Neupokoeva, Chapaev, Chubarkova, Tolstova, Fedulova & Tokar, 2017; Nissilä, Karjalainen, Koukkari, &
Kepanen, 2015; O’Connor, 2012; Ramadan, Chen & Hudson, 2018; Sutarto & Jaedun, 2018; van Uden,
Ritzen & Pieters, 2013
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Based on the two more frequently encountered theoretical approaches, the difference
noted in the conceptualization of competence is in relation to tasks and, thus, standards
or in relation to roles. From a fist read, this does not relate to the VET system, but
mostly to the aim of the article. On a second read, though, it can be said that the system
affects the way research is directed and the epistemological approaches dominant in it.

It would be expected that the competence understanding is affected by the different
VET systems and the different teacher needs; nevertheless, the articles in the review do
not offer enough information to draw this conclusion.

Finally, authors seem to be consistent with the use of competence and competency,
applying the first as a general umbrella notion and then later to describe a specific ability or
behaviour. Insteadofcompetenceandcompetency, skill isoftenpresent,but toa lesser extent.

The Attributes of Competence

In their attempt to understand professional competence, most authors share an agreement on
some attributes. Firstly, competence is approached as a concept that receives its meaning in
relation to thecontext (Grønborg,2013).Although there seems tobeacoreofcompetence that
all authors share, the definitions are contextualised and developed in relation to an external
point of reference, for instance standards, expert professionals, orwork-relatedcharacteristics.
Adamoniene et al. (as cited in Adomaitienė& Zubrickienė, 2010, p. 88) claim that compe-
tence has a subjective character and it is used to characterize a professional and his or her
ability to accomplish a task ormake responsible decisions on the basis of his or her obligation
to their role.Therefore, competence is seen in relation topredefinedobligationsdeterminedby
the position of the individual professional (Malik, Soenarto&Sudarsono, 2018;Wu,Huang,
Kao, Lue & Chen, 2018). That practically means that a vocational teacher can be judged as
competent only in relation to the obligations he or she has been assigned with.

Nevertheless,AdomaitienėandZubrickienė (2010)definedcompetencealso in relation to
an internal point of reference, which in this case is the individual. Addressing the idea that
competence is adopted, in order to provide uswith the “characterization of a person” (ibid, p.
88–89), the onus is moved from the system to the individual that is now constructed as an
entity through their competence.This is inalignmentwithacommonresponse to thequestion
who someone is, highlighting the link between everyday and scientific language (Vygotsky,
1987). When describing another person, people usually refer to his/her name, gender and
profession, using formal competence to define identity.

Secondly, competence is learnable; this is referred to as competence development or
competence acquisition. Someauthors (Adomaitienė&Zubrickienė, 2010;Dorozhkin et al.,
2016; Falco, Fedorov, Dorozhkin, Merkushova & Bakanachet, 2016; Malik, Soenarto &
Sudarsono, 2018; Sartori, Tacconi & Caputo, 2015; Wu et al., 2018) include this quality of
competence in their definitions. More specifically, perceiving competence as capability,
Sartori et al. (2015, p. 26) refer toMcCleeland andNuthall stating that “Competencies can be
learned (McClelland, 1973; Nuthall 1999). That is the reason why they tend to be taught
through education and training activities”. According to this quote, competence can be
learned, therefore it can also be taught. The use of the phrase “tend to be taught” refers to
formal learningprocesses,where competencedevelopment is thegoal. The sameapproach is
adopted byCasey (as cited inWuet al., 2018) andMalik, Soenarto andSudarsono (2018). In
this case, competence is seen as a learning outcome, the result of a learning process.
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While constructing a competence profile for development agents5 in Ethiopia,
Tarekegne, Wesselink, Harm, Biemans and Mulder (2017) adopt Mulder’s competence
definition (2001, p. 152) that brings together the characteristics discussed above:

competence is the integrated performance-oriented capability of a person or an
organization to reach specific achievements. These capabilities consist of clusters
of knowledge structures and cognitive, interactive, affective and where necessary
psychomotoric skills, attitudes, and values, which are conditional for carrying
out tasks, solving problems and effectively functioning in a certain profession,
organization, position and role.

Mulder’s definition refers to reaching specific achievements, being in agreement with
Adamoniene et al. (as cited in Adomaitienė & Zubrickienė, 2010) for the existence of
some predefined tasks and/or outcomes that an individual possessing a competence
needs to be able to achieve. The definition also recognizes the developmental character
of competence, as well as its situated nature. Finally, by referring in detail to the wide
range of competence components, the definition achieves a holistic conceptualisation.

Thirdly, competence is strongly associated with action. In some studies, action is a
component of competence. As Khutorskoi (as cited in Neupokoeva et al., 2017, p.1395)
pointsout, competence is a set of individualqualities includingskills, knowledge, abilities and
methodsofaction“assigned referring toadefinite rangeof thingsandprocesses andnecessary
for a qualitative productive activitywith regard to them”. Adding a slightly different perspec-
tive, Andryukhina et al. (2016a, p. 7022) citing Marshuba address competence as “a human
ability tomobilize theknowledgeand skills in the courseofprofessional activities”, highlight-
ing that the interaction between the individual and their surroundings is an indispensable
aspect of developing, enacting and practicing competence (Falco et al., 2016; Fedulova,
Fedulova, Kirillova, Vagina & Kuznetsov, 2017). The same definition, supported by other
researchers (Tarekegne et al. 2017;Wu et al. 2018), demonstrates an important precondition
for competence activation, which is the framework of professional practice.

In addition, a central approach between action and competence suggests that
competence is expressed through action (Marshuba as cited in Andryukhina et al.,
2016a; Khutorskoi as cited in Neupokoeva et al., 2017; Sudirman, 2017). Consequent-
ly, since the existence of competence is acknowledged through action, the measure-
ment of action leads to the measurement of competence.

Mapping the use of adjectives, competent and capable, as synonymous to the idea of
competence, they are found to be often used but not defined. Hence, it is supposed that the
researchers adopt themeanings thewords get in everyday use. Sudirman (2017, p.114) refers
to teacher competency standards as a set of capabilities for “a decent education personnel so-
called competent”, showing that decent and competent are synonymous. On the other hand,
Poortman, Illeris and Nieuwenhuis (2011, p. 267) provide a more clear understanding
presenting competent as the third stair in a scale from advanced beginner to expert (“novice”,
“advanced beginner”, “competent”, and “proficient” to “expert”), a model originally devel-
opedbyDreyfusandDreyfus (1980).Acapableor acompetentprofessional canbedefinedas
the onewhomeets the formal standards or as the onewhocorresponds to the specific needsof

5 Development agents are employed by the university agricultural departments to offer capacity development
for farmers. They provide training and advisory services.
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a given working environment. Even when specific competencies are discussed in an article
(for example Schmidt, 2017), the imprecise use of competent might lead to confusion
regarding the degree to which the competency is acquired or naturally possessed.

Responsibility, Readiness and Expertise

Competence components include knowledge, skills, attitudes and values for the ma-
jority of the scholars. A consensus is reached over this aspect of the concept. However,
in connection to vocational teachers, three other concepts are widely discussed, re-
sponsibility, readiness and expertise. Competence has been connected with responsi-
bility (Roth, 1971), readiness and expertise (Mayer, 2003) in the past as well.

Responsibility is mentioned as a main component of professional competence. It is not
perceivedasa fundamentalpartof competence,but as substantial elementofprofessionalism.
Responsibility refers to the obligation one has to meet the formal standards set for the
profession (Gridnevа, Vasyakin, Ovsyanik, Pozharskay & Berezhnaja, 2017). Sometimes
it is used in plural, responsibilities (Adams, 2010; Piskunova, Sokolova&Kalimullin, 2016;
Smith & Yasukawa, 2017), to address the tasks a professional has to perform and outlining
the importance of preforming these tasks in order to be considered professional.

Readiness, also expressed as preparedness, is often found in the articles. Both concepts
seem to attempt to describe the gap between education and employment and how this can
be bridged by gaining competence (Andryukhina et al., 2016a/2016b; Piskunova et al.,
2016; Saimbetova, Sarbassova, Mukhtarova, Bekmagambetov & Kaltayeva, 2017; Ste-
phens, 2015; Wu et al., 2018). Through their literature review, Falco et al. (2016, p. 9267)
conclude that competence is a “system of knowledge and skills, providing readiness to
perform professional activities, while competency is an integrity (group of interrelated and
interdependent) of knowledge, skills, experience and personal qualities enabling successful
implementation of professional activities in the specific field” (emphasis by the author).
Furthermore, Alazzam et al. (2012) present Inan and Lowther’s definition of teachers’
readiness as their perceptions of their own capabilities and skills required, in order to
integrate technology in teaching. In their understanding, readiness is a state of self-
awareness combined with the ability for needs assessment. Further, in their study, they
measure readiness in terms of knowledge, skills, and attitudes, allowing the assumption that
readiness is competence. Finally, addressed as preparedness by Piskunova et al. (2016),
readiness for professional activity is perceived as the “ability to carry out responsibilities in
specific problematic situations” (Tokareva as cited Piskunova et al., 2016, p.1004). It is,
therefore, an integrated set of cognitive, functional and personal competencies that consti-
tute the professional competence of readiness (Nazarov as cited Piskunova et al., 2016).

Expertise is also discussed as part of the professional competence of vocational
teachers (Duch & Andreasen, 2017; Esmond & Wood, 2017; Falco et al., 2016;
Redmond, 2017). Levels of expertise, or levels of competence acquisition, are
discussed and/or mentioned in nearly all the articles that contain a definition. As
discussed above, the issue of expertise, as well as confusion related to the degree to
which individuals can acquire competencies are core issues in defining and understand-
ing competence. Nevertheless, no article engages in further discussion.

Within their scale of competence, ranging from “novice,’ “advanced beginner,” “com-
petent,” and “proficient” to “expert” (Poortman et al., 2011, p. 267), experts are defined as
possessing a rich base of experience and have obtained the necessary amount of quality
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knowledge as well as the ability to perform routines efficiently in their field. Expertise is
approached as a feature that professionals achieve after years of professional experience
and after the development of competencies that can actually be observed.

Guzanov et al. (2016) highlight the connection between capacity building and
developing professional expertise, suggesting that the former can foster the latter. This
means that researchers may observe such expertise through observing competence. The
relation between the two concepts, expertise and professional competence, is not the
only one that implies that professional development results in better quality professional
competence. Performance, qualifications and professionalism are similar cases.

Competence and Professionalism: Professionalization, Professional Identity
and Professional Competence

Exploring how the professional competence concept is used in the articles, it becomes
obvious that many authors relate it with other concepts, like professionalism, perfor-
mance and qualification. However, these concepts are not synonymous to professional
competence, but often used as such. These terms usually indicate relationships between
the existence of competence and the facilitation of the related concept.

Professional competence is thoroughly linked to performance, responsibility and
effectiveness, especially with reference to the public perception. Evidence of performance
is expected to exist for a professional to be seen as competent (Amiartuti & Endang, 2015;
Attaochu, 2013; Falco et al., 2016; Sartori et al., 2015; Southren, 2015; Sudirman, 2017;
Tambunan, 2014; Tarekegne et al., 2017; van Dam, Schipper & Runhaar, 2010). This
evidence is considered in relation to professional standards which serve often as a
reference point for individuals to compare and evaluate their professional level and the
professional levels of others. In other words, it allows others and the individual to define
themselves or others as having adequate competence. As defined by Mulder (2014, p.3),
“professional competence is seen as the generic, integrated and internalized capability to
deliver sustainable effective (worthy) performance (including problem solving, realizing
innovation, and creating transformation) in a certain professional domain, job, role,
organizational context, and task situation.” . The idea that performance is the actualization
of competence is also present in earlier literature (Klieme et al., 2008).

The studies focusingonprofessional competence as qualification expressed andmeasured
through standards often refer to international organizations such as those of OECD, ETF
(Esmond & Wood, 2017) and CEDEFOP6 or the respective education ministries and their
definition of competence (Andryukhina et al., 2016a/2016b; Dudung, 2018; Manley &
Zinser, 2012; Schmidt, 2017; Sudirman, 2017). Qualifications address certified professional
competence. Therefore, professional competence has already been measured, as it corre-
sponds to a specific (standard) level and it has been formally tested and evaluated. Because of
this, it is important to also raise questions in relation to power and agency in determining
standards and qualifications (Wu et al., 2018). Since this is part of a long discussion, the
present study is limited to making the following point. Competence is defined by several
stakeholders; hence, their interests and intentions are reflectedwithin the concept. Thevariety
of meanings that the term has been given over the years allows political interests to remain

6 OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, ETF: European Training Foundation,
CEDEFOP: European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training
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hidden. Therefore, the definition these organizations attribute to professional competence is
portrayed as one more in the wide range of competence meanings. But is it only as such?

Based on the findings of this review, vocational teacher professionalism can be
summarized with reference to participation in practice, up to date knowledge basis (also
in relation to the initial occupation), awareness of the legal aspects of work as well as of the
working culture, teaching skills, self-development attitude, humanistic values and respon-
sibility and accountability (Adams, 2010;Wu et al., 2018). Adams´ (2010) and Dudung´ s
(2018) studies approached and discussed professionalism in relationship to standard
frameworks for vocational teachers. Both presented professionalism, or professional
competence as one of the competence areas included in the standards framework for
vocational teachers. They described it as mastery of the subject area and as reflection,
while they separated it from other competence areas, like social and pedagogical
competence. Professionalism in that sense relates with only some aspect of vocational
teachers work and more specifically, it seems to correspond to vocational knowledge and
didactics and the reflective practice. Schön (1987) gave prominence to reflection and its
importance for educators through his concept of the reflective practitioner.

Scandinavian studies focusing on vocational teachers´ identity formation have defined
professionalism with reference to both their vocational and teacher background. Individ-
uals possess a variety of identities within the workplace, which are linked to how they and
others view their competence. Professional identity formation and dual professionalism
are common patterns, when competence is discussed (Andersson, Hellgren & Köpsén,
2018; Andersson & Köpsén, 2017; Köpsén, 2014; Köpsén & Andersson, 2017; Red-
mond, 2017). The professional competence of vocational teachers consists of their initial
vocational/occupational identity and their teacher identity formulated in a second stage.

Nevertheless, themost extensive discussion on the relationship between competence and
professional practice is found in Tarekegne et al. (2017). Their study uses a holistic
conceptualization of competence as quoted above in the section “The attributes of compe-
tence”. Referring to Mulder’s previous work (2014) there is a distinction of competence
definitions based on their relationship with the professional practice. Adopting situated
professionalism, professional competence is perceived as influenced by the context and the
particular interactions occurring there.

Approaching the element of professionalism firstly as a competence area, secondly as
connected to roles and identities and thirdly as highly influenced by the context, suggests a
variety of interpretations. The differences between these understanding are fundamental and
can further affect the operationalization of professional competence and, hence, its capturing.

Finally, the concepts of professionalism, professional identity and expertise are not
synonymous to professional competence. Nevertheless, they encompass professional
competence, but they require other aspects of the individual to be developed, in order to
be rendered achieved. For example, expertise addresses competence not only acquired,
but also practiced and implemented in an advanced level. Yet, all three constructs are
often confused with professional competence and this affects the discussion around it.

Discussion

By applying a conceptual analysis, this review explores the definition and use of the concept
of professional competence in empirical studies focusing on vocational teachers. Based on
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the findings, there is an agreement among the researchers on the components (knowledge,
skills, attitudes, values) and the main attributes of professional competence. These attributes
include the situated and developmental character of professional competence as well as its
relation with action. With regard to the concept use, there are distinct interrelationships
between professional competence, professionalism, performance and qualification. In this
section, professional competence is discussed as a complex concept and some of the aspects
affecting its definition formation are addressed.

The variety of the disciplines adopting the competence concept highlights its signifi-
cance and functionality. Reflecting both on the findings and the historical development of
the concept, it becomes apparent that different disciplines have been in need of a complex
‘tool’ that will facilitate the conceptualization of knowledge, intelligence, performance and
skills, allowing their observation, measurement and studying. The professional compe-
tence concept seems to meet these demands in vocational teacher research as well.

The concept of professional competence can be perceived as a complex concept,
which cannot be easily defined (Engeström et al., 2006). There is usually extensive
effort to stabilize complex concepts even temporarily (Smith, 1996). In addition, a
complex concept’s understanding is better facilitated, when studied in relation to its
historical evolution. Professional competence of vocational teachers seems tomeet these
traits, especially when reviewing the efforts for defining it, the lack of unanimity and the
various meanings it receives among different scientific disciplines. In the same line of
thought, professional competence is a dynamic concept, constructed and reconstructed
by various stakeholders and in different contexts (Engeström et al., 2006), which results
in a wide range of definitions that set locus to different points. The task variation of
vocational teachers supports this multifaceted approach, since the concept defining their
competence is operationalized differently. This becomes quite apparent by comparing
definitions from national bodies, like ministries, with those of researchers. Who defines
the concept is crucial, in what context and why the concept is addressed as well.

Professional competence definitions are future oriented, since they bring up issues of
authority and legitimization, highlighting the tendency for control. The future orienta-
tion is attributed to the general concept of competence as well (Schaffar, 2019). More
specifically, Illeris´ competence definition (2013, p.38) includes qualities like “flexi-
bility”, suggesting that the concept expresses the need for propensity for change. In the
case of vocational teachers, this is usually apparent with recommendations about
measuring teacher competence or improving their performance.

Moving to the nature of the concept, professional competence is seen as a set of
knowledge, skills, values and attitudes that exist as a potential in individuals. They are
activated under specific circumstances, actualized, shaped and developed moving from
potential to fully developed and performed abilities. The concept’s attributes are shared by
the authors, as they agree on the situated and developmental nature of the concept, as well as
its relation to action or activity.While an agreement stands for the components and attributes
of the concept of competence, there is a wide variation about the meaning of professional,
where the confusion stems from. As Roth (as cited in Klieme et al., 2008) stressed profes-
sional refers to the ability to act responsibly in a specific profession. Nevertheless, defining
what the profession demands can be influenced by focusing on the context or the individual.

When the locus of the definition is situated more on the context (workplace or national
qualifications), differences emergingderive from the type and ideology of theworkplace and
the particular traits of the profession in a specific country. Focusing on the context,
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professional competence is approached in an intuitive-contextual perspective (Ellström,
1997). Learning and, thus, competence development is seen as situated, experience based
and related to action. Without the context, competence is not professional, it is simply an
ability and it cannot be developed as it has no point of reference. Once developed, this
competenceisstronglyrelatedtothecontext,whetherthisisaworkplace,oranationalcontext.

On the contrary, there is a cognitive rational perspective (Ellström, 1997) indicating
that theory has also an important role to play in professional competence development
and, hence, formal education leading to qualifications is necessary too. The focus here
moves form the context to the individuals and the things they can do, especially
highlighting the possibility of measuring and quantifying their performance. Such a
perspective still supports the developmental character of competence and its relation to
action, but lowers the significance of situatedness.

The attribute of situatedness contributes to multiple definitions. According to Wittgen-
stein (1999), we easily get confused, when a concept has different uses and, hence, we seek
for the “correct definition” that can exist independently of a particular context. In research,
the quest for such an unambiguous definition has an additional purpose, the aim for
empirically measurable data. This approach is obvious in the data as several empirical
studies lack a complete concept definition, although they pursue its measurement. It is
crucial to remember that such a definition should be adjusted to each study based on the
target population and the research questions.

Concept definition and operationalization is crucial before measurement (Maggetti et al.,
2013). The concept definition, seen in relation to the measurement for concept, assists the
reader to make a judgement on the construct validity of the study. This is particularly
important for concepts surrounded by high confusion. Defining a concept solely through
measurement, and hence without a definition, does not allow the reader to have a complete
understanding of the researchers´ construct definition and understanding. Therefore, the
lack of definition limits the ways that research can be further used, for example be
replicated, re-measure the same concept or be used as a basis for theory building. Conse-
quently, the understanding of the operationalized version of the concept has been judged to
have a key role both in facilitating future studies and in clarifying the concept in general.

Notwithstanding, as learnable and related to action, competence is thoroughly linked
to the individual. Therefore, the individual is the initiator of any understanding and has
direct access to the shared image of competence attributes. Professional competence is
an everyday concept shaped by all individuals and the interaction among them. In this
process, the individual is an originator and transmitter of the concept understanding, but
also the receiver of the meanings constructed, after other stakeholders, like the labour
market, the research community and the state, process the concept. In the end, the
individual remains an agent in the construction of their personal understanding.
Irrespective of the concept’s external definitions, the individual holds an important
role in developing their own understanding of professional competence and more
importantly acting towards its realization (Billett, 2001; Tynjälä, 2013).

Limitations, Implications and Future Research

This study has several delimitations set by the researcher, since a literature review of
the term competence would give many results with very different ontological attributes
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(Alexander, 2020; Maggetti et al., 2013). As indicated in the method, the data is limited
to empirical studies that attempt to grasp the competence of vocational teachers. These
studies are neither theoretical nor conceptual discussions and, therefore, it is expected
to not have extended discourses over the concept. This creates a limitation. As the
studies have an empirical focus, concepts might be ignored for pragmatic reasons.

As MacKenzie (2003) claims, concepts are the building blocks of theory. Therefore,
their poor construction may lead theory development towards a different direction than
the intended one provoking more confusion. Clarifying concepts before performing
measurements can also reduce bias (Maggetti et al., 2013). In agreement with this idea,
this article provides space for review and reflection of a core concept in VET, the
professional competence of vocational teachers, and renders for better definition before
its application and measurement. By bringing together the different definitions and
understandings, the author provides the context for a dialogue between them, a dialogue
that is a first step to theory development and the achievement of conceptual clarity.

Besides contributing to the clarification of the concept, the present study suggests a
respective methodology to achieve it. The Conceptual Method Analysis (CAM) has not
been widely used and, therefore, this study contributes in its examination as a research
tool, demonstrating strong or weak aspects for future researchers to consider. CAM
facilitates the concept deconstruction and the detection of the concepts origins in helpful
way. In that sense, it highlights the roots of the confusion and the expected preconceptions
behind specific conceptualizations. In addition, it assists the better understanding of the
relationships between concepts. With reference to professional competence, however,
CAM provided limited support in addressing a key dimension of the concept, the levels of
competence. Nevertheless, the complex nature of the concept may require setting the
competence levels in the locus of CAM to answer the question mentioned above.

The situated nature of competence emphasises the difficulty of generalizing from a
context to another, especially for vocational teachers. As their competence is context
bound, special attention should be given to the respective context, where the compe-
tence is developed and activated. Furthermore, the variety of the VET systems calls for
additional attention to the systems´ structure and dynamics, when competence is
contextualized, operationalized and measured. A comparative approach on the con-
cept’s operationalization, either among VET systems or among occupations could
assist further in unravelling the importance of the context.

As a final point of reflection that relates both to the methods and the concept meaning,
the importance of the language needs to be acknowledged. As indicated also by Schaffar
(2019), since the context has proven to have a major role in the definition and the concept
development, language and the cultural environment where the concept is used may
influence the understanding to a large extent. Further studies, adopting a linguistic and
sociocultural perspective can shed more light on the issue.
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