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Reflective Practice: Donald Schön's Enduring
Legacy

Have you ever finished a project, a meeting, or even a simple task and
thought, "There must have been a better way to do that"? That feeling, that
nagging sense of wanting to improve, is the seed of reflective practice. And
while the concept has existed for centuries, it was Donald Schön, a renowned
MIT professor, who truly brought it into sharp focus, impacting fields from
education and social work to medicine and business. This post dives deep into
Donald Schön's groundbreaking work on reflective practice, exploring his key
concepts, practical applications, and enduring relevance in today's rapidly
changing world. We'll unpack his models, explain how to implement reflective
practice effectively, and demonstrate its transformative power in personal
and professional growth. Get ready to unlock your potential for continuous
learning and improvement.

Understanding Donald Schön's Contribution to
Reflective Practice

Donald Schön wasn't the first to discuss reflection, but he significantly
advanced the field. His seminal works, particularly The Reflective
Practitioner (1983) and Educating the Reflective Practitioner (1987),
revolutionized our understanding of how professionals learn and improve their
practice. Schön moved beyond simple post-event analysis. He argued that
reflection isn't merely a retrospective activity but a dynamic, ongoing
process embedded within professional action.

He distinguished between two types of reflection:

Reflection-in-action: This occurs during the performance of a task. It's the
intuitive, on-the-fly adjustments we make based on immediate feedback and our
tacit understanding. Think of a skilled musician improvising – their
reflection is happening in real-time, shaping their performance as they go.

Reflection-on-action: This happens after the event. It involves a more
deliberate and systematic analysis of what occurred, considering what worked,
what didn't, and what could be improved. This is the post-game analysis,
where we dissect our experiences to extract valuable lessons.

Schön emphasized that both forms are crucial for effective reflective
practice. Reflection-in-action allows for immediate adaptation and problem-
solving, while reflection-on-action fosters deeper learning and long-term
improvement.



The Model of Reflective Practice According to Donald
Schön

Schön's model isn't a rigid framework but rather a flexible guide. It
encourages practitioners to engage in a cyclical process of:

Experiencing: This involves actively engaging in the situation or task,1.
paying close attention to details and nuances. This is about immersing
yourself fully in the experience.

Reflecting: This is where you step back and critically examine the1.
experience. What were the key events? What were your thoughts and
feelings? What were the outcomes?

Analyzing: This stage goes deeper. You try to understand the underlying1.
causes and consequences of your actions and their impact. You might
identify patterns, biases, or areas for improvement.

Planning: Based on your analysis, you develop a plan for future action.1.
How will you apply what you've learned to improve your practice in
similar situations? This stage focuses on translating your insights into
concrete steps.

Acting: You put your plan into action, testing your new approaches and1.
monitoring the results. This is where you put your reflection into
practice, creating a continuous feedback loop.

This cyclical process emphasizes ongoing learning and adaptation. It's not a
linear progression but a dynamic interplay between experience, reflection,
and action.

Applying Reflective Practice: Practical Examples

The beauty of Schön's work lies in its broad applicability. Consider these
examples:



A teacher: After a challenging lesson, the teacher reflects on what worked
well, what didn't, and how they might adjust their approach for future
classes.

A doctor: A doctor reviews a patient's case, reflecting on the diagnosis,
treatment, and outcome, identifying areas where their practice could be
refined.

A project manager: A project manager analyzes a completed project,
identifying what contributed to successes and failures, informing their
approach to future projects.

A social worker: A social worker reflects on a client interaction,
considering their responses, the effectiveness of their interventions, and
how they might improve their communication and support strategies.

The common thread is the deliberate engagement in a process of self-
examination and continuous improvement.

The Enduring Relevance of Donald Schön's Work

In today's rapidly changing world, the ability to adapt and learn
continuously is more critical than ever. Schön's emphasis on reflective
practice remains highly relevant for professionals across diverse fields. His
work provides a framework for:

Enhanced decision-making: By reflecting on past experiences, practitioners
can improve their judgment and make more informed decisions in the future.

Improved problem-solving: Reflective practice helps identify underlying
problems and develop more effective solutions.

Increased self-awareness: The process of reflection fosters greater self-
awareness, allowing practitioners to recognize their strengths and
weaknesses.

Enhanced professional development: Reflective practice is a powerful tool for
continuous professional growth and development.

Schön's legacy isn't just a theory; it's a practical approach that empowers
individuals to become more effective, adaptable, and reflective
practitioners.

Conclusion

Donald Schön's contributions to reflective practice have profoundly impacted
how we understand learning and professional development. His models,
emphasizing both reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action, provide a
powerful framework for continuous improvement. By embracing the principles of



reflective practice, individuals can unlock their full potential, enhance
their performance, and navigate the complexities of their chosen professions
with greater skill and confidence. The journey of reflective practice is a
lifelong commitment to learning, growth, and continuous improvement.

FAQs

Is reflective practice only for professionals? No, reflective practice1.
is beneficial for anyone seeking self-improvement. It can be used in
personal life, relationships, and hobbies, as well as professional
contexts.

How often should I engage in reflective practice? The frequency depends1.
on individual needs and context. Regular, even brief, periods of
reflection are more effective than infrequent, lengthy sessions.

What are some tools for facilitating reflective practice? Journals,1.
reflective prompts, peer feedback, and supervision can all be useful
tools.

Can reflective practice help with overcoming mistakes? Absolutely. By1.
analyzing mistakes, you can understand the underlying causes and develop
strategies to avoid repeating them.

How can I encourage reflective practice in my team or organization?1.
Create a culture that values learning and feedback, provide training on
reflective practice techniques, and build opportunities for team
reflection and shared learning.
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