
© 2017 McGaghie et al. This work is published and licensed by Dove Medical Press Limited. The full terms of this license are available at https://www.dovepress.com/terms. 
php and incorporate the Creative Commons Attribution – Non Commercial (unported, v3.0) License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/). By accessing the work 

you hereby accept the Terms. Non-commercial uses of the work are permitted without any further permission from Dove Medical Press Limited, provided the work is properly attributed. For 
permission for commercial use of this work, please see paragraphs 4.2 and 5 of our Terms (https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php).

Advances in Medical Education and Practice 2017:8 393–394

Advances in Medical Education and Practice Dovepress

submit your manuscript | www.dovepress.com

Dovepress 
393

L E T T E R

open access to scientific and medical research

Open Access Full Text Article

http://dx.doi.org/10.2147/AMEP.S141073

The promise and challenge of mastery learning

William C McGaghie
Jeffrey H Barsuk
Diane B Wayne
Department of Medical Education, 
Northwestern University Feinberg 
School of Medicine, Chicago, IL, USA

Dear editor
We read the analytical review by Drs. Siddaiah-Subramanya, Smith, and Lonie titled, 

“Mastery learning: how is it helpful?” that appeared recently in Advances in Medical 

Education and Practice, with great interest.1 We commend the authors for bringing the 

mastery learning model to the attention of the journal’s readers. However, we note some 

missing information and wish to amplify the rationale and contributions of mastery 

learning in medical education by adding four additional points:

1.	 The basic principle of mastery learning is “excellence for all.” This means that all 

medical learners can reach all learning goals to very high achievement standards 

with little or no variation in measured learning outcomes.2

2.	 The traditional apprenticeship model of clinical medical education is becom-

ing obsolete in light of contemporary approaches to curriculum development 

and advancements in educational technology, especially medical simulation. As 

Ericsson has pointed out, “the well-known saying, see one, do one, teach one … 

implies virtually instantaneous mastery of new procedures among medically 

trained individuals; however, objective performance measures have invalidated 

this conventional wisdom.”3

3.	 Mastery learning programs in medicine are grounded in carefully designed and 

managed curricula that engage learners and teachers in active, effortful educational 

activities, assessments, actionable feedback, and steps toward constant improve-

ment.4 Mastery learning is not a passive enterprise for learners or teachers. This is 

also the basis for the translational outcomes described below.

4.	 Rigorous medical education mastery learning programs can not only yield short-

run learning outcomes measured as skill and knowledge acquisition in educational 

settings, but also “downstream” translational results expressed as better patient care 

practices, improved patient outcomes, and lower health care costs.5 Translational 

medical education outcomes derive from mastery learning and research programs 

that are thematic, sustained, and cumulative.

The promise of mastery learning is that it represents a new frontier in medical 

education worldwide. Mastery learning combines the best of thoughtful curriculum 

development, active learning and teaching, rigorous assessment with actionable 

feedback, high achievement standards, and skill acquisition coupled with the formation 
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and refinement of mental representations of clinical condi-

tions.4,5 Mastery learning is a powerful educational strategy 

that works. The challenge of mastery learning is to choose 

key clinical problems (e.g., diabetes management) from many 

available options to address using the model. Such thoughtful 

curriculum decisions can produce new pathways and durable 

benefits for medical education.
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The authors report no conflicts of interest in this 

communication.
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