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Reflective Practice Donald Schon: Exploring the Legacy of a Thought Leader in Professional Learning

reflective practice donald schon is a concept that has profoundly influenced how professionals
think about learning from experience. Donald Schon, a pioneering thinker in the fields of education
and organizational development, introduced reflective practice as a way for individuals to engage
deeply with their own work, continuously improving through thoughtful reflection. His ideas have
resonated across disciplines—from teaching and healthcare to management and
engineering—shaping how we understand professional growth and adaptive expertise.

If you’ve ever wondered how professionals develop intuition and insight beyond formal training,
Schon’s work offers a compelling framework. Let’s dive into what reflective practice entails according
to Donald Schon, why it matters, and how you can apply these principles in your own professional
journey.

Who Was Donald Schon and Why Does Reflective
Practice Matter?

Donald Schon was a philosopher and professor at MIT and Harvard, who focused on the processes
through which professionals learn and improve their practice. His groundbreaking book *The
Reflective Practitioner* (1983) challenged the traditional notion that expertise comes solely from
theoretical knowledge or rigid procedures. Instead, Schon emphasized the dynamic relationship
between action and reflection, coining the idea that professionals learn best when they think critically
about what they do “in action” and “on action.”

Reflective practice is important because it encourages continuous learning and adaptability. In
today’s fast-changing world, professionals cannot rely solely on fixed rules or past experiences; they
need to be agile thinkers who understand the nuances of each situation. Schon’s work highlights how
reflective practice fosters this kind of professional artistry.

The Core Concepts of Reflective Practice According to
Donald Schon

Schon’s reflective practice centers on two main types of reflection: reflection-in-action and reflection-
on-action. Understanding these concepts is key to grasping how professionals can cultivate self-
awareness and improve their decision-making skills.

Reflection-in-Action: Thinking on Your Feet

Reflection-in-action happens in the midst of an activity. Imagine a teacher noticing that students
seem disengaged during a lesson. Instead of sticking rigidly to the plan, the teacher pauses mentally,



assesses what’s happening, and adjusts the approach right then and there. This kind of reflection is
spontaneous and responsive, allowing professionals to adapt their behavior in real-time.

Schon described this as a form of “knowing-in-action,” where practitioners use their tacit
knowledge—things they know but may not easily articulate—to navigate complex situations.
Reflection-in-action requires a heightened awareness of what’s happening around you and a
willingness to experiment with different approaches.

Reflection-on-Action: Learning After the Fact

Reflection-on-action involves looking back on an experience after it has occurred. This reflective
process allows professionals to analyze what went well, what didn’t, and why. For instance, a nurse
might review a patient interaction at the end of a shift, thinking critically about communication
strategies or clinical decisions to improve future care.

This type of reflection is more deliberate and contemplative, often involving journaling, discussions
with peers, or supervision. Reflection-on-action helps build deeper understanding and informs future
practice by turning experiences into learning opportunities.

How Reflective Practice Enhances Professional
Development

The beauty of Donald Schon’s reflective practice lies in its practical application. It’s not just abstract
theory; it provides actionable paths for growth.

Developing Critical Thinking and Problem-Solving Skills

By engaging in reflection-in-action, professionals sharpen their ability to think critically and respond
flexibly to challenges. When you pause to consider why something isn’t working and try alternative
methods, you develop creative problem-solving skills that textbooks alone can’t teach.

Building Self-Awareness and Emotional Intelligence

Reflective practice also nurtures self-awareness, helping professionals recognize their biases,
emotional responses, and habitual patterns. This awareness is crucial in fields like counseling,
education, and leadership, where understanding oneself can improve interactions with others.

Encouraging Lifelong Learning

Schon’s framework promotes a mindset of continuous learning. Instead of seeing expertise as a
destination, reflective practice views it as an ongoing journey. Professionals who embrace this



mindset remain curious and open to new knowledge throughout their careers.

Applying Reflective Practice Donald Schon in Everyday
Work

Integrating Schon’s reflective practice into your daily routine doesn’t require complex systems—just
intentional habits. Here are some practical tips to get started:

Keep a Reflection Journal: Writing regularly about your work experiences helps capture
insights and patterns over time.

Pause During Activities: Practice reflection-in-action by consciously checking in with yourself
during tasks and adjusting as needed.

Seek Feedback: Engage with colleagues or mentors to discuss challenges and gain different
perspectives.

Set Aside Time for Reflection-on-Action: Dedicate moments after key events or projects to
analyze what happened and plan improvements.

Use Reflective Models: Frameworks like Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle or Kolb’s Experiential
Learning Model can structure your reflection process.

These strategies help embed the reflective mindset into your professional life, making learning a
natural byproduct of your daily work.

Reflective Practice in Different Professions: Examples
Inspired by Donald Schon

Schon’s ideas have been embraced by many fields, each adapting reflective practice to fit their
unique demands.

Education

Teachers use reflective practice to evaluate lesson effectiveness, student engagement, and classroom
management strategies. Reflection-in-action allows for immediate adjustments, while reflection-on-
action supports curriculum development and professional growth.



Healthcare

Nurses, doctors, and therapists reflect on patient care decisions, communication, and ethical
dilemmas. This continuous reflection improves clinical judgment and patient outcomes.

Business and Leadership

Managers and leaders reflect on decision-making processes, team dynamics, and organizational
challenges. Reflective practice fosters adaptive leadership and innovation in complex environments.

Engineering and Design

Practitioners reflect on project progress, problem-solving approaches, and design iterations. This
leads to more creative and effective solutions.

Critiques and Evolving Perspectives on Reflective
Practice

While Donald Schon’s reflective practice has been widely influential, it’s not without critiques. Some
argue that reflection can become overly introspective and disconnected from actionable change if not
paired with feedback and collaboration. Others point out that in high-pressure or fast-paced
environments, there might be limited time for reflection-in-action.

Nevertheless, many contemporary scholars build on Schon’s foundation, integrating reflective
practice with evidence-based methods, social learning theories, and technology-enhanced tools. This
evolution continues to enrich the concept and expand its practical relevance.

---

Reflective practice Donald Schon introduced offers a powerful lens through which professionals can
continuously learn, grow, and adapt. By weaving reflection into the fabric of everyday work,
individuals become more thoughtful, responsive, and effective in their roles. Whether you are new to
the concept or familiar with it, embracing Schon’s insights can transform the way you approach
challenges and opportunities in your professional life.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Donald Schön and what is his contribution to reflective
practice?
Donald Schön was an influential American philosopher and professor known for his work in the fields



of education and organizational learning. He is best known for developing the concept of reflective
practice, which emphasizes the importance of practitioners reflecting on their experiences to improve
their professional skills and knowledge.

What is reflective practice according to Donald Schön?
According to Donald Schön, reflective practice is the process by which professionals think critically
about their actions and experiences during and after the event to learn and improve. It involves
reflection-in-action (thinking during the activity) and reflection-on-action (thinking after the activity)
to develop deeper understanding and expertise.

How does Donald Schön differentiate between reflection-in-
action and reflection-on-action?
Donald Schön differentiates reflection-in-action as the ability to think and adapt while engaging in an
activity, allowing real-time problem solving. Reflection-on-action refers to the retrospective
contemplation of an experience after it has occurred, enabling learning from past actions and
informing future practice.

Why is reflective practice important in professional
development according to Donald Schön?
Reflective practice is important because it helps professionals continuously improve by critically
analyzing their actions and decisions. Schön argued that this ongoing reflection fosters adaptive
expertise, helps handle complex situations, and bridges the gap between theory and practice in
professional settings.

How can educators apply Donald Schön's reflective practice in
teaching?
Educators can apply Schön's reflective practice by encouraging students and themselves to engage in
reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. This may involve journaling, peer discussions, and critical
analysis of teaching methods and student outcomes to enhance teaching effectiveness and learning
experiences.

What role does reflective practice play in organizational
learning according to Donald Schön?
In organizational learning, reflective practice helps individuals and teams critically assess their work
processes and outcomes. Schön believed that this reflection leads to innovation, improved problem-
solving, and the development of a learning culture within organizations that supports continuous
improvement.

Can reflective practice be integrated with other learning
theories inspired by Donald Schön?
Yes, reflective practice can be integrated with other learning theories such as experiential learning



and transformative learning. Schön's emphasis on reflection complements these theories by providing
a structured approach to thinking critically about experience, which enhances deep learning and
personal and professional growth.

Additional Resources
Reflective Practice Donald Schon: An In-Depth Exploration of His Contributions to Professional
Learning

reflective practice donald schon remains a cornerstone concept in the fields of education,
professional development, and organizational learning. Donald Schon’s pioneering work on reflective
practice has influenced how professionals across disciplines approach learning from experience,
problem-solving, and adapting to complex situations. His theories challenge traditional models of
knowledge acquisition by emphasizing the importance of reflection in action and reflection on action.
This article explores Schon’s conceptual framework, its practical implications, and its continuing
relevance in various professional domains.

Understanding Reflective Practice According to Donald
Schon

Donald Schon introduced the concept of reflective practice in the late 1970s as part of his broader
critique of technical rationality—the idea that professional expertise could be fully codified into rules
and formulas. Schon argued that professional competence involves more than applying established
theories; it requires an ongoing process of reflection to deal with uncertain, unique, or conflicting
situations.

At the core of Schon’s reflective practice is the dual process of:

Reflection-in-action: This happens in the midst of activity, where practitioners think on their
feet, adjust their strategies, and learn while doing.

Reflection-on-action: This takes place after an event, enabling professionals to review,
analyze, and learn from their experiences to improve future practice.

These two modes highlight a dynamic interplay between doing and thinking, challenging the
traditional separation between action and analysis.

The Origins and Evolution of Schon’s Reflective Practice

Schon’s work built upon earlier educational philosophies, particularly John Dewey’s ideas about
experiential learning and reflective thinking. However, Schon extended these theories into the
professional realm, focusing on how practitioners navigate “messy” real-world problems that are not



easily resolved by textbook knowledge.

His seminal books, such as "The Reflective Practitioner" (1983) and "Educating the Reflective
Practitioner" (1987), articulated a theory of professional knowledge that is tacit, contextual, and
constructed in interaction with the environment. Schon argued that professionals develop a form of
“knowing-in-action,” a type of intuitive understanding that guides their practice but requires reflection
to refine and adapt.

Key Features and Dimensions of Schon’s Reflective
Practice

Schon’s model introduces several distinctive features that set it apart from conventional approaches
to professional learning:

1. Tacit Knowledge and Knowing-in-Action

One of Schon’s significant contributions is his emphasis on tacit knowledge—the unspoken, intuitive
know-how that practitioners use. Unlike explicit knowledge, tacit knowledge is difficult to articulate
but critical for expert performance. Schon’s reflective practice encourages bringing this tacit
knowledge to the surface through active reflection, enabling continuous professional growth.

2. The Role of Uncertainty and Complexity

Unlike classical models that assume problems are well-defined and solvable by applying
predetermined methods, Schon acknowledges that many professional challenges are ambiguous and
complex. Reflective practice equips practitioners to navigate this uncertainty by experimenting,
improvising, and learning iteratively.

3. The Reflective Conversation With the Situation

Schon viewed professional practice as a “conversation with the situation,” where practitioners frame
problems, test hypotheses, and adjust their actions based on feedback from the environment. This
perspective underscores the dynamic, interactive nature of learning and decision-making.

Applications of Reflective Practice in Professional
Fields

Reflective practice donald schon’s theories have been widely adopted across various professions,
including education, healthcare, social work, and management. The emphasis on critical reflection
helps practitioners develop adaptive expertise beyond routine technical skills.



Education

In teacher education, Schon’s reflective practice has become foundational. It encourages educators to
critically examine their teaching methods, classroom interactions, and student outcomes. Reflection-
in-action allows teachers to respond to unexpected classroom dynamics, while reflection-on-action
supports ongoing curriculum improvement and professional development.

Healthcare

Medical professionals use reflective practice to enhance clinical decision-making and patient care.
Reflection-in-action helps clinicians adapt during patient interactions, while reflection-on-action
fosters learning from complex cases, errors, and ethical dilemmas. This approach promotes a culture
of continuous improvement and patient safety.

Management and Leadership

In organizational contexts, Schon’s model supports leaders in navigating change and complexity.
Reflective practice enables managers to critically assess their leadership styles, decision-making
processes, and organizational culture. This reflective stance facilitates innovation, resilience, and
strategic agility in volatile environments.

Comparing Schon’s Reflective Practice With Other
Learning Theories

Donald Schon’s reflective practice contrasts with traditional models like Kolb’s Experiential Learning
Cycle and Dewey’s Reflective Thinking, although there is some conceptual overlap.

Kolb’s Experiential Learning: Focuses on a cyclical process of concrete experience,
reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. Schon’s model,
however, places greater emphasis on reflection occurring simultaneously with action.

Dewey’s Reflective Thinking: Emphasizes reflective thought as a deliberate, systematic
process after experience. Schon extends this by introducing reflection-in-action, capturing the
immediacy of reflection during practice.

These distinctions position Schon’s reflective practice as uniquely attuned to the realities of
professional practice marked by complexity and unpredictability.



Critiques and Limitations of Schon’s Reflective Practice

While Schon’s reflective practice has been influential, it is not without criticism. Some scholars argue
that the concept can be too abstract or challenging to operationalize in certain fields. Others point out
potential issues:

Lack of Clear Methodology: Schon’s work provides a conceptual framework but offers limited
guidance on how to systematically teach or assess reflective practice.

Overemphasis on Individual Reflection: Critics suggest that focusing on individual reflection
might overlook broader social and organizational factors influencing practice.

Risk of Subjectivity: Reflective practice relies heavily on personal interpretation, which can
introduce bias or reinforce existing assumptions if not critically examined.

Despite these challenges, many practitioners and educators have developed structured tools and
frameworks to support reflective practice in alignment with Schon’s principles.

Integrating Reflective Practice in Contemporary
Professional Development

Modern professional development programs increasingly incorporate reflective practice donald
schon’s insights to foster lifelong learning and adaptability. Techniques such as reflective journals,
peer coaching, video analysis, and critical incident reports are popular methods to embed reflection
within daily work routines.

Organizations aiming to cultivate a reflective culture often:

Encourage open dialogue and feedback among teams.1.

Provide time and space for reflection amid busy schedules.2.

Train leaders to model reflective behaviors.3.

Use technology platforms to facilitate documentation and sharing of reflections.4.

Such initiatives align with Schon’s vision of reflective practice as an ongoing, socially embedded
process that enhances professional competence and innovation.

The enduring appeal of reflective practice donald schon lies in its recognition that expertise is not
static but evolves through mindful engagement with experience. As the demands on professionals
grow in complexity and unpredictability, Schon’s work offers a vital framework for navigating the



challenges of contemporary practice with insight and agility.
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