POINT/COUNTERPOINT

THE REFLECTIVE PRACTITIONER: A CONTEMPORARY PARADIGM'S RELEVANCE FOR SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION 
Skill development is essential curricular content for social work education. The necessity for teaching this content has had an impact on the profession's struggle to find a place in the modern university. This paper examines whether current education for skilled action is sufficiently scientific, learned, and scholarly to belong in the academic world. The authors offer the concept of the reflective practitioner, and place it in relation to social work education, its literature, and some of the epistemological considerations of recent years.
THE place of the teaching of action in higher education is a philosophical issue residing in such questions as the relation of theory and practice, reason and passion, mind and body. In social work education, the development of skill is considered essential curricular content for all students. The necessity of this content has had an impact on the profession's struggle to find a place in the modern university. Is education for skilled action sufficiently scientific, learned, and scholarly to belong in the academic world.
Social work's presence in the contemporary university has been achieved by intense effort to define and justify its existence. In the course of social work's emergence as a profession during this century, there have been several critical developments in the advance toward legitimacy in the university. Early on, relationships were initiated between agency training sites and academic institutions, and made the granting of formal degrees possible. By the 1930s, academic education for social work practice came to be viewed as generic, and the primary responsibility for the teaching of specifics was assigned to the field (National Association of Social Workers, 1974). Over time, several academic degrees were introduced. Most recently the rapid growth of social work education at the doctoral level has offered legitimacy to social work faculty, as well as a source of reliable researchers for building social work knowledge.
The scientific method, with its prescriptions of empiricism, theory, and deduction, became the prevailing university approach during the nineteenth century, and it continues today to guide study and research. Academia's positivist, technical/ rational outlook has influenced social work's educational traditions and tasks. Social work's drive to develop quantitative research, as well as the scientific component in its knowledge base, shows the influence of technical-rationalism on its educational system. Can the social worker's professional action, however, be limited to instrumental problem-solving (the technical), or predicated solely on rigorous scientific theory (the rational)?
The profession has responded to this question. Hollis (1970), discussing psychosocial practice, stated, "casework is both art and science. Intuitive insights and spontaneity are combined with continuous effort to develop and systematize knowledge and understanding of objective truths about … [individuals and their] … social expressions, relationships, and organizations" (p. 38). Lewis (1982) observed that although the knowledge of "what and why" is necessary, it is not sufficient for the social worker. "Knowing how," he continued, "also demands mastery of practice principles, rules, and techniques and requires the exercise of informed judgment in uncertain situations" (pp. 15-19). England (1986), Siporin (1988), and Goldstein (1990), along with many others, have questioned the adequacy of science to explain the intuitive aspects of social work practice. Weick and Saleebey (1989) wrote "professional practice in general is a microcosm of the issues where, to put it much too simply, a technically/ rationally-oriented form of science meets the unpredictable, colorful world of human drama" (p. 21).
Social work, with its special commitment to the teaching of principles of action, intervention, and skill development, is not alone in its concern with the relationship between practice and science. Other professions, from their various frames of reference, also engage in epistemological dialogues. The behavioral psychologist Michael Mahoney (1976) developed the concept of "the personal scientist" in order to cope with the ambiguity between the predictive nature of science and the compelling self-direction of patients. The nursing educator Patricia Benner (1984, xviii) recognized the "perceptual origins of excellence" for clinical nursing practice, and sought to integrate the functions of perceptual skills and clinical "hunches" with the power of science.

Donald Schön (1983, 1987) has brought the issue of the role of science in professional practice to a new phase of development by devising an epistemology of professional practice. By examining engineering, musical performance, psychoanalysis, town planning, and management consulting, Schön identified an approach to professional activity and professional education which he called "reflection-in-action."
In the following pages we will present Schön's basic concepts, consider their relatedness to various schools of thought expressed in the literature, and discuss their relevance to social work education.

The Concept of the Reflective Practitioner

Schön's thesis is predicated on the idea that the technical/rational approach, which has dominated university knowledge-building for the past century, is not able to provide the necessary framework for problem-solving in contemporary contexts. This approach is built upon the presumption that scientific theory is of a higher order than other theories, and that it precedes, animates, and guides the application of theory to practice (Schön, 1983). The technical/rational model assumes that general principles derived from basic and applied sciences are requisite and sufficient tools for professional problem-solving. To Schön, this assumption has led to a "crisis of confidence in the professions," i.e., the professions have neither been able to meet their own norms of behavior nor society's expectations of them (1983, p. 14).
Schön believes this situation has evolved because technical-rationality does not allow for the comprehension of the true nature of professional practice. Professional practice often is dominated by nontechnical, nonrational processes, such as the insightful identification of problems and the creative search for innovative action compatible with the "complex, uncertain, unique" dimensions of a particular situation (1983, p. 14). Schön notes that professional practitioners "are bound to an epistemology of practice which leaves us at a loss to explain, or even to describe, the competencies to which we now give overriding importance" (1983, p. 20). Therefore, Schön calls for recognizing that the technical/rational mode is deficient. He suggests the need for recognizing "the artistic, intuitive processes which some practitioners do bring to situations of uncertainty, instability, uniqueness, and value conflict" (1983, p. 49).
Schön's reflective practice paradigm provides the rudiments of an epistemology of practice. It first acknowledges that knowledge and action need not be causally connected. Instead, knowledge can emerge contemporaneously with action through the reflective process. In this process, the tacit knowing — the intuitive know-how — which guides professional skill is brought to consciousness. Usually this occurs when the practitioner is faced with a unique, puzzling situation, and tries to comprehend it and cope with the resulting "surprise, puzzlement and confusion," (1983, p. 68) by reflecting on what he or she is doing to solve the problem effectively. In this moment, the practitioner considers such factors as actions tried or contemplated, roles assumed or not assumed, problems defined or not clarified. This reflection-in-action uses intuition and past experience, in addition to theory. Modified interventive modes, or even new ones, may develop as the process evolves.
When such mental processes accompany action, and words or concepts are used to describe the know-how which has emerged, then knowledge-in-action can be said to have developed. Moreover, when the familiar is creatively reconstructed in action, Schön perceives that an experiment-in-action has taken place. By concomitantly thinking and doing, the practitioner has constructed "a new theory of the unique case" (1983, p. 68). Embedded within reflective practice, therefore, may be components of research. Hypotheses may be developed and tested at the same time an effort is made to intervene. Research, theory building, knowledge application, and skill refinement — separated in the technical-rational model by time and function — are potentially contemporaneous elements in the reflection-in-action model.

Finally, "underlying this view of the practitioner's reflection-in-action is the constructionist view of the reality with which the practitioner deals" (Schön, 1987, p. 36). Such a view recognizes how "perceptions, appreciations and beliefs" (Schön, p. 36) have bearing on what is accepted as reality, and how practitioners, like the "knowledge workers" described by Raskin (1987, pp. 268-286) are influenced by their own sensations, by their social contexts and by their knowledge systems. The essentially subjectivist view of epistemology underpins Schön's understanding of professional practice and the educating for such practice.
Schön's model of reflection-in-action for educating the professional social work practitioner contains the following elements:
( 1) the acknowledgment of a need for a new epistemology of practice;
( 2) the rejection of linear thinking as the primary mode for professional problem-solving and knowledge building;
( 3) the recognition that each professional encounter is unique, and can be explicated by immanent theory;
( 4) the elevation of art, intuition, creativity and practice wisdom to essential places in professional functioning; and
( 5) the perception of the potential for knowledge-building through the research processes inherent in reflective practice.
Classical Writing on Social Work Education 
Schön's ideas and perspectives, though presented in light of contemporary professional education and practice, can be found in social work education's theoretical heritage. Early literature in social work education addressed the issue of how social workers learn to practice, and discussed aspects of the reflective process that Schön later clarified. Social work educators Bertha Reynolds, Virginia Robinson and Charlotte Towle all serve as good examples.
Reynolds (1942) posed the question: "How do living organisms meet new experiences? … How does experience become assimilated and how does this give security for meeting new challenges?" Reynolds acknowledged the importance of understanding the learner's capacity to confront the unexpected and the unique. She also recognized that this process involves more than the intellect: "Learning an art, which is knowledge applied to doing something in which the whole person participates, cannot be carried on solely as an intellectual process" (p. 69).
In Reynolds' description of the social worker's stages of learning, she captured some of the elements of what Schön now calls reflective practice. In regard to completing the learning stages, Reynolds noted: "It is easy to forget that situations never repeat themselves, and there is always something new to be mastered." (p. 82). Finally, according to Reynolds, only when the practitioner understands the art in practice and can control his/her activity in it (in Schön's language, only when the reflective components become conscious), can the role of teacher be assumed.
Supervision in field teaching (in Schön's language, mentorship in the practicum) was the focus of several of Robinson's works. In the earliest of these, Robinson (1936) considered the issue of facing the unknown in the learning process. "All learning situations represent unknown experience," she commented, "a threat to the equipment and structure previously acquired … the question that concerns us is what happens to an individual from the time when he begins to feel the influence of the unknown situation and the pull of his own internal movement through disorganization and reorganization" (p. 4). In analyzing this process, Robinson observed that becoming a social worker involves an "organic kind of learning which is more than intellectual, in which every level of the self must anticipate undergoing change and reorganization. Knowledge and wisdom which goes beyond knowledge must eventually be achieved and must retain its capacity for changing with new experience" (p. 49). Here and in the following remarks Robinson seemed to capture the essence of that which Schön later conceptualized as reflection-in-action: "Only when he [or she] [the practitioner] has really had experience can he [or she] say, 'I know.' By experience I do not mean overt behavior, but the internal experience which comes only in feeling awareness when spontaneous action is checked, and feeling and consciousness can develop" (p. 50).
Towle's work (1954), setting forth the dynamics of the professional education process, foreshadowed Schön's idea of reflection-in-action. Referring to the role of the practitioner, she stated that "a research approach to the solution of a problem enables the practitioner to learn through experience and to convey what he [or she] learns" (p. 6). Towle later emphasized the inductive as well as deductive process for developing knowledge from practice, noting that "there should be a formulation out of each case situation of certain basic concepts and principles which might be applicable to other situations" (p. 249).
Contemporary Social Work Theorists 
Contemporary social work theorists also have created models which contain the essential concepts Schön sets forth in his reflection-in-action model and in his effort to find an epistemology of practice. From the extensive development of social work practice approaches, we have chosen to identify relevant and shared concepts in the following models: unitary (Goldstein, 1973, 1981, 1988), ecological/life (Germain & Gitterman, 1980), problem-solving (Perlman, 1957), interactionist (Schwartz, 1961, 1971), structural (Goldberg Wood & Middleman, 1989), situational (Siporin, 1975).
 Each of these models challenges the technical! rational epistemology of practice and produces for the social work practitioner principles of action which elicit aspects of the reflective process.  For example, Perlman stated that without human relationships, "the problem-solving model would be largely a model of ' a cognitive, conscious, and rational process … a process of cool reason only; with it, the process is infused with the emotional gratification and support that make(s) the game worth the candle" (1970, p. 137).
In describing the way the tasks of both client and worker change every moment, Schwanz observed that it is necessary to "emphasize experience and affect, step-by-step processes, and situational rather than structural descriptions of people in difficulty" (1971, pp. 1256-7).
 Each of these models moves away from a linear mode of thinking and embodies a systematic perspective that suggests multidimensional possibilities for accomplishing the helping tasks of social work.  In the four quadrants of their structural model, Goldberg Wood and Middleman (1989) have succinctly articulated the multiple goals of social work practice.
 Each of these models considers the unique and unpredictable elements in the movements of humans into their own futures.  Germain wrote: "… an ecological perspective views humans as active, goal-seeking, purposive beings who make decisions and choices and take actions guided by the memory of past experiences and anticipation of future possibilities" (1979, p. 10).
And finally, each of these social work models recognizes and values the inherent qualities of practitioners who approach their clients' condition with imagination and practice artistry. Siporin described the creative social worker as one who is "able to shift perspectives, and use different frames of reference to develop original ideas and solutions" (1988, p. 180).
Schön's Relevance for Social Work Education 
As the above examination of social work literature suggests, Schön's perspective undoubtedly will sound familiar to most social work educators. What does Schön's reflection-in-action offer social workers involved in teaching?
Although Schön may not offer any startling revelations, his perspectives can be useful in continuing effort to review and refine practice courses and field instruction. The authors suggest four ways that reflection-in-action provides effective illumination for the learning/teaching tasks involved in both educational arenas.

 Expect the unusual.  Students of social work must learn to grasp both the unusual and the common qualities of every practice encounter, whether it is an interview with a single parent in a mental health clinic, a session with the family of a hospitalized alcoholic, a meeting with a crafts support group in a shelter for homeless women, or a planning session with an action committee in a drug-infested neighborhood. Whereas theoretical concepts and empirical knowledge offer guidance to the worker, learning for social work practice also involves understanding that no human situation is solely explained by the abstractions and generalizations of theory. As Lewis observed, "the unanticipated, the bizarre and the unusual … intrude significantly on social work practice" (1982, p. 108).
Schön's notion of reflective practice holds that nothing is truly unusual and that preparation for the unexpected must be incorporated into the mental stance of the learner. The learner needs to develop the skills for finding courage in the face of the uncertain. Reflective practice theory is built on the recognition of the social work tenet that each individual and each situation is unique (Pray, 1991). Providing this mental orientation may even reduce students' hunger for "quick fixes" and easy-to-follow rules of practice (Gitterman, 1988). Such a stance clearly guides the learner to search for his or her own sources of knowledge and wisdom, and to think and act creatively rather than technically.
 Inductive learning and process recordings.  Schön looked closely at the inductive, experiential aspects of learning for professional practice, and this focus can cast light on what can and cannot be known through theory and experience. In social work education, role plays and simulations often initiate the learning process. These inductive strategies can elicit a range of perceptions and responses which may relate to the expected AND the unique in the given situation. In keeping with Schön's perspective, role playing can "limit … overintellectualizing and theorizing" (Classman & Kates, 1988, p. 117). Through such instructional approaches, the learner comes to recognize and exercise reflective practice skills (Harrison, 1987).
The authors suggest two specific educational tools for bringing reflective processes into the forefront of students' consciousness. The process recording, a long-standing social work tool, has been used in its professional education for many years (Richmond, 1917). This record of transaction between worker and client can be introduced to the learner in ways which stimulate the reflective process (Getzel, 1988). For example, the practice faculty of one school of social work has developed a form for process recording which was designed to foster reflection. The form is presented to students in the classroom as well as in the field. The worker is asked to note her or his thinking before the engagement, to record what transpired, to write down affective and cognitive impressions after the engagement, to suggest possible action, and finally to formulate questions for discussion with the supervisor (Papell, 1976).
A second helpful tool, an exercise by which students can conceptually analyze their own interventions, was designed by a student group advised by William Schwartz (Aguerus et al., 1965). In the exercise, students underline a set of consecutive discrete interventions found in their own process recordings. Then, following specific guidelines, they analyze and critique each act and identify their thoughts and feelings in the moment of the interaction. Under the guidance of an instructor who understands the concept of reflective practice, this tool can be an important teaching/learning instrument.
 Research and practice.  Schön's reflection-in-action perspective elucidates the potential connection between research and practice. According to Schön, by taking action and examining his/her act in an unusual situation, the practitioner has hypothesized, evaluated and created new knowledge. If the learner perceives intervention in this light, each new experience can be captured and prepared as knowledge in some form. This knowledge may be retained by the practitioner, or even transmitted to other professionals. Sachs, using phenomenological research methodology, stated "practitioners must dare to be theorists and theorists to be practitioners if social work is to gain an inductive, grounded and meaningful understanding of what goes on at the psychosocial interface" (1987, p. 190).
Teaching/learning approaches can be introduced to facilitate the student's comprehension that reflective skill has the capacity to build knowledge. Recognizing possible research in the practitioner's intuitive knowledge can produce a fresh way of looking at and legitimizing the practice wisdom that has been minimized by adherents of technical/rationalism (Scott, 1990). Students can reflect-in-action not only about how knowledge illuminates their interventions but on how they resolve the moments of not knowing. Exercises can be introduced in class and field in which the student and teacher examine questions about a practice situation. Such questions might be: What transpired when you felt you did not know how to approach a situation? What did you do at that point? What knowledge might illuminate the unknown? How might the unknown be conceptualized for further research? The student and teacher can discuss which interventions did not achieve satisfactory results and objectively "disconfirm" them (Schön, 1983, p. 166).
 The practicum.  Schön identifies the practicum and the supervisor (the "coach" in Schön's language) as essential elements of professional education within the university (1987, pp. 100-118). Thus, Schön supports the longstanding preeminence that social work has given to field instruction in the curriculum. As Lodge (1975) stated, "unquestionably, much of the genius of social work education has been, through the years, an intermingling of conceptual . and experiential learning. Other professional disciplines have looked to social work as a model in the use of the practicum" (foreword).
It is important to note that in the past several decades, despite the established place of the field practicum within the social work curriculum, its position has become problematic within the technical/ rational milieu of contemporary academia. In a recent national study of field education "the perceived lack of support for field education colleagues in social work academic departments and the general university community" was the third most frequently mentioned problem out of nine, following only "qualifications of field instructors" and "locating appropriate field placements" (Skolnik, 1988, p. 59). It is hoped that Schön's efforts to develop an epistemology of practice can aid social work in its continuing engagement with the university over the value of this critical aspect of its professional education.
Social Work Education's Relevance for Schön 
Not only can Schön's work illuminate aspects of social work education, but social work education can augment Schön's theoretical perspectives. Although the underpinnings of Schön's work are holistic, there remains an emphasis on cognitive processes and action without extensive conceptual integration of the feeling component of social work's knowledge/values/skills triumvirate (Gordon, 1962).
In this triad, feeling is connected to the affective aspects of social work practice, and particularly is related to values, ethics, and the use of self, its importance is seen in much social work practice literature, and is used in innumerable ways (Goldberg Wood £ Middleman, 1989; Hamilton, 1941; Hollis & Woods, 1981; Smalley, 1967). Social work's full incorporation of feeling can clarify the inductive process of knowing which is integral to reflection-in-action.
Schön's critique of technical-rationalism challenges the positivist methods of knowing and developing Knowledge. The use of other empirical means of knowing is inherent in social work's integration of thinking/feeling/doing (Hartman, 1990). The growing interest in qualitative methodology, for example, shows how social work seeks to develop knowledge inductively through the purposeful observation of the real world (Allen-Meares & Lane, 1990, Ruckdeschel, 1985). The use of intuition is another non-positivist method of knowing. It is the mental process one might name wisdom or insight. These creative, integrative, "non-linear processes … put different elements together in new ways [and …] utilize the responsiveness of human interaction in such a way that the newness of going into the future is unleashed, valued, in fact delighted in" (Papell, 1992, in press).
The ethical and value dilemmas confronted in social work practice require practitioners to reflect on their actions. Similar dilemmas undoubtedly are present in all of the practice situations of other professions, but Schön does not extensively examine ethical considerations as an intrinsic part of his schema. Social work literature offers important perspectives that could enhance the reflection-in-action model (Imre, 1982; Levy, 1979; Lewis, 1982; Loewenberg & Dolgoff, 1988).

In his discussion of the limits of professional expertise, Schön opens up the possibilities for mutually beneficial problem solving between the professional and the client (in Schön's words, the "counter-professional" [1983, p. 345]). This perspective is familiar to social workers and has been well articulated in social work practice theory. Such concepts as mutual assessment and goal setting, respect for client self-determination and "beginning where the client is" are predicated on a bond between professional and client rooted in a collaborative ethos (Compton & Galaway, 1989). These fundamental social work ideas might augment and enrich Schön's position.
Finally, Schön's work makes very little reference to the teaching of action in the academic classroom. His references to reflective process are limited largely to practicum teaching. We suggest that the classroom instructor often also intuitively utilizes a reflective posture. When a student in a reflective mode presents a problem for class discussion, the art of teaching comes into play, and the instructor becomes a reflective practitioner. As in practice, responses cannot be predicted and actions cannot be prepared in advance. They emerge out of the interaction, the educational purposes, and the theoretical content.
Social work educators' insights into classroom instruction may strengthen Schön's model. For example, Hokenstad and Rigby's (1977) participation model of classroom education provides students with personal experience in moments of action which parallel the nature of practice situations. Likewise, Rothman provided guidelines for teaching which simultaneously focus on process and substance and emulate "what ultimately must go on in the learner's own private world of knowing, thinking, and doing" (1973, p. 52).

Summary

This paper has explored issues in social work education from the perspective of prevailing technical-rational norms and the major themes in the work of Schön that counter them. We have examined the literature of social work practice and education that resonates with Schön's reflection-in-action model. The authors have reviewed the potential relevance of the model for social work education and they have identified aspects of social work's traditions that may extend Schön's ideas.
In conclusion, the authors suggest that for social work education in academic settings, Schön's work has the potential to elevate the teaching of action to a level of importance comparable to the teaching of theory. Other professional disciplines are also grappling with such pressures from entrenched technical-rationalism. Schön has raised social work's problem within the university to a legitimate and shared intellectual challenge. In so doing, the search for a new epistemology of professional practice has been greatly advanced.
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