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Donald Schon’s concept of the reflective practitioner has
fundamentally reshaped how professionals think about
learning, decision-making, and expertise. In an era where
complex problems rarely yield to simple textbook
solutions, Schon’s work offers a powerful framework for
bridging theory and practice. This article explores the
origins, core ideas, and lasting influence of Schon’s
reflective practice model, providing a comprehensive
overview for educators, practitioners, and anyone
interested in professional development.

Who Was Donald Schon?

Donald Schon (1930-1997) was an American philosopher
and professor at the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology (MIT). He studied organizational learning,
professional knowledge, and the nature of expertise.
Schon was deeply critical of the prevailing “technical
rationality” model, which assumes that professionals
simply apply scientific theories to practical problems.
Instead, he argued that real-world practice is messy,
uncertain, and value-laden—requiring a more nuanced

approach to knowing and acting.

Schon’s seminal works, The Reflective Practitioner (1983)
and Educating the Reflective Practitioner (1987),
introduced a new epistemology of practice. He drew on
case studies from architecture, psychotherapy,
engineering, and management to illustrate how
professionals actually think and learn while working. His
ideas have since become central to fields such as teacher
education, nursing, social work, and design.

Core Concepts of the Reflective
Practitioner Model

Reflection-in-Action

Reflection-in-action refers to the thinking that
professionals do in the midst of practice. When a situation
is unfamiliar or puzzling, a reflective practitioner does
not simply apply a routine; instead, they pause, reframe
the problem, and experiment with new responses. This is
often described as “thinking on your feet.” For example, a
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teacher notices that a lesson is not engaging students, so
they intuitively adjust their approach mid-class. Schon
argued that reflection-in-action is a form of tacit
knowledge—hard to articulate but central to expert
performance.

Reflection-on-Action

Reflection-on-action occurs after an event. The
practitioner looks back on what happened, analyzes their
decisions, and considers how they might improve future
practice. This deliberate, retrospective analysis helps
professionals learn from experience and develop deeper
understanding. While reflection-on-action is slower and
more methodical than reflection-in-action, it is equally
important for building expertise.

The Swamp of Practice

Schon famously contrasted the “high, hard ground” of
technical rationality with the “swampy lowlands” of real-
world practice. On high ground, problems are clear and
solutions are technical; in the swamp, problems are
messy, values conflict, and no single right answer exists.
The reflective practitioner thrives in the swamp by using
informed intuition, dialogue with the situation, and
iterative experimentation.

Knowing-in-Action

This term describes the automatic, often unconscious
knowledge that professionals exhibit in routine tasks. For
instance, an experienced surgeon knows exactly how to
hold a scalpel without consciously analyzing each
movement. Schon emphasized that this “knowing” is
embedded in action—it is not simply theoretical
knowledge applied from outside. Reflection-in-action
often begins when knowing-in-action fails to produce
desired results, prompting a conscious inquiry.

Why the Reflective Practitioner
Model Matters

Bridging Theory and Practice

Traditional education often separates theory from
practice, assuming students learn abstract principles first
and then apply them later. Schon’s model suggests that
real learning occurs through a continuous cycle of doing,
reflecting, and refining. This insight has influenced
curriculum design in professional schools, encouraging
more practicums, case studies, and reflective journals.

Empowering Professionals

By validating the intuitive, context-sensitive aspects of
expertise, Schon’s work empowers practitioners to trust
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their own judgment. Instead of feeling inadequate when
textbook answers do not fit, reflective practitioners view
uncertainty as an opportunity for learning and creativity.

Fostering Lifelong Learning

Reflective practice cultivates a habit of self-evaluation
that extends beyond formal training. Professionals who
routinely reflect on their work become more adaptable,
resilient, and open to feedback. This is especially valuable
in fields that require continuous change, such as
healthcare, education, and technology.

How to Apply Donald Schon’s
Framework

For Individuals

¢ Keep a reflective journal: Write about challenging
experiences, noting what you did, why, and what
you might change.

e Practice mindful pauses: In the middle of a
difficult task, take a brief moment to ask, “What is
happening here? What am I assuming?”

¢ Seek peer feedback: Discuss your work with
trusted colleagues to uncover blind spots and
alternative perspectives.

For Organizations

e Create spaces for dialogue: Encourage teams to
share stories of practice, including failures and
uncertainties.

e Support coaching and mentoring: Experienced
practitioners can model reflection-in-action for
novices.

» Integrate reflection into workflows: For
example, after project milestones, hold brief
retrospectives to capture lessons learned.

Critiques and Limitations

While Schon’s work is highly influential, it is not without
critique. Some scholars argue that the concept of
reflection-in-action is too vague to be empirically tested.
Others note that Schon’s emphasis on individual
reflection may overlook the social, political, and
institutional factors that shape practice. Additionally, in
fast-paced or high-pressure environments, finding time
for reflection can be difficult. Nevertheless, the reflective
practitioner model remains a powerful heuristic for
improving professional practice.

Donald Schon in Contemporary

Downloaded from ges.cursor.cl by Brock & Jaxon ¢ Every book is a new adventure. ¢ Page 3



Today, the term “reflective practitioner” is widely used in
professions such as nursing, teaching, architecture, and
social work. Many educational programs incorporate
Schon’s ideas into their competency frameworks. For
instance, nursing educators use reflective practice to help
students develop clinical reasoning, while teacher
training programs require reflective portfolios. In
business and management, action learning sets and after-
action reviews draw on Schon’s principles.

The rise of “design thinking” and “agile” methodologies
also echoes Schon’s emphasis on iterative
experimentation and learning from feedback. As artificial
intelligence and automation transform many technical
tasks, the uniquely human capacity for reflection-in-
action becomes even more valuable.

1. Donald Schon challenged the technical rationality
model by showing that professionals often think

P‘ii#ectlon -in-action and reflection-on-action are two
complementary forms of reflective practice.
3. The “swampy lowlands” of practice demand flexible,
intuitive responses rather than rigid routines.

4. Applying reflective practice leads to deeper
learning, better decision-making, and greater

professional growth.
5. Organizations can foster reflective cultures through
dialogue, mentoring, and structured reflection time.

Donald Schon’s reflective practitioner framework has
become a cornerstone of modern professional education
and practice. Its enduring relevance lies in its honest
portrayal of how real professionals work: not as passive
recipients of theory, but as active, thoughtful agents who
learn from every situation. Whether you are a seasoned
expert or a student just beginning your career, embracing
reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action can transform
the way you approach challenges, innovate, and grow. By
consciously applying Schon’s insights, you can become
not just a skilled practitioner, but a truly reflective one.



