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 I have worked as a university teacher for 17 years focusing on 
individual, collective and organizational learning, leadership, 
communication, group development and attractive work. My main 
interest is to enable learning which makes a difference, i.e. learning 
which can change people’s behavior in line with their thoughts. This 
interest has led me as a doctoral student to focus on how learning 
can be enabled, especially through transformative learning in adults. 
My curiosity was aroused when I saw how we, who want to enable 
learning, act and express ourselves. Sometimes we say we want to 
promote deep learning but we do not act in accordance with this, 
e.g. not providing room for students to connect to their own 
experiences. Sometimes we agree that we would have a seminar, 
but it turns out that we have completely different opinions about 
what a seminar is. How is this possible?  After much thought, this led 

me to examine the significance of epistemology for how we view learning and its consequences for 
how we choose to enable learning. It is my hope that the results of this dissertation will contribute to 
the enabling of learning and especially to the development of professional competence for teachers 
and other professions in both formal and informal learning. 

/Marie Moström Åberg 
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Abstract
Education and competence development are of increased interest in today’s society and organizations, 
to increase the wellbeing, lifelong learning, and mobility of the labor force, and contribute to companies’ 
global competition. As a consequence, formal and informal education is growing. However, there are 
dilemmas when developing professional competence e.g. bridging the gap between theory and practice, 
trying to increase employability in higher education, and the degradation of professionals’ knowledge. 
These dilemmas can partly be due to epistemology and the difficulty to act in accordance with one’s 
epistemology. Previous research has presented Technical Rationality (TR) as the cause of the problems 
and an epistemology of practice as an alternative approach.

The aim of this thesis is to contribute to a deeper understanding of a holistic epistemology, i.e. 
what an epistemology of practice is, and its consequences for the view of professional competence 
and educational design in different contexts. Beyond this, the aim is also to analyze the quality of 
learning needed to reassess one’s epistemology. The theoretical framework is based on Schön’s work 
on epistemology of practice, the competence of a professional i.e. knowing-in-action, and educational 
design i.e. the reflective practicum. Mezirow’s theory of Transformative Learning (TL) is used to analyze 
the quality of learning.

The four included studies are used as examples of different educational situations in different contexts; 
in Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ how managers in a research intervention learn to become enabling managers, in 
Study ΙΙ, how pupils in a vocational school are learning to minimize work environment risks in their 
future work, and in Study ΙV how HR students learn to foster collective learning within organizations.

The results show the importance of being aware of one’s epistemology, and to act according to it. From 
an epistemology of practice approach, the overall conclusion is that adding practice is not enough, it is 
important to balance theory, practice, and reflection to enable knowing-in-action. The role of the teacher/
supervisor to handle both theory, practice and reflection using reflection-in/on-action and coaching 
strategies such as joint experimentation, follow me and hall of mirrors to enable knowing-in-action is 
emphasized. The design of an education needs to be adapted to the participants’ former experiences 
and access to work practice. To enable reassessment of epistemology, TL is proposed, since a quality of 
learning which enables deep learning is needed.
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Introduction 

This thesis concerns epistemology, in other words the theory of knowledge. 
Epistemology studies what knowledge is, the sources of knowledge and its 
structure (Steup & Ram, 2020). There are different types of epistemologies 
and in this thesis the focus is on epistemology of practice: firstly, its conse-
quences for our view of what professionals’ competence in working life con-
sists of, here termed knowing-in-action or discretion; and, secondly, what con-
sequence an epistemology of practice has for the design of formal education 
to develop professional competence in different contexts.  

With its focus on learning and working life, this thesis is written within the 
context of work life science, which studies work as a technical and social pro-
cess, and the conditions and opportunities in working life from the perspective 
of the individual, workplace, organization, and society. Work life science is 
an interdisciplinary subject and this thesis uses mainly a working life peda-
gogical perspective. Working life pedagogic focuses on learning in working 
life, e.g. competence development, leadership development, and learning in 
working life (Ellström et al., 2005; Gustavsson & Thunborg, 2016; Nilsson, 
2003; Söderström, 2011). 

The research problem and rationale of the thesis 
During the recent decades, there has been an increasing interest in learning 
and development in organizations, from individual, organizational and socie-
tal perspectives. From an individual perspective, opportunities for develop-
ment and learning, as well as the experience of competence, are important for 
well-being (Eriksson & Dellve, 2020; Åteg et al., 2004). From a work envi-
ronment perspective, learning was highlighted as an important factor for sus-
tainability for both the individual and the organization (Abrahamsson & 
Johansson, 2013). From an organizational perspective, the starting point was 
Senge’s (2006) call for a learning organization in 1990, and since then re-
search about learning within organizations has continued to grow both as a 
research area and an important issue for organizations (e.g. Cuffa & Steil, 
2019; Dixon, 2017; Döös et al., 2015; Ellström & Ellström, 2018; Gustavsson 
& Thunborg, 2016; Lyman et al., 2019; Tynjälä, 2013). From a societal per-
spective, the term lifelong learning has since the 1990s been used to empha-
size the need for continuous learning throughout an individual’s lifespan (c.f. 
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Ellström et al., 1996; European Parliamentry Research Service, n.d. ; Swedish 
National Agency for Education, 2000). Lifelong learning includes adult edu-
cation which occurs in the regular education system e.g. higher education and 
municipal adult education (European Parliamentry Research Service, n.d. ), 
and outside the regular system such as competence development organized by 
private educators. Learning can also take place informally at the workplace 
(Statistics Sweden, 2018; Swedish National Agency for Education, 2000). On 
a national level, lifelong learning and adult education has been a focus for the 
Swedish Government and the Parliament (SOU 2000:28; Swedish Ministry of 
Education, 2017/18:204, 2020) to increase mobility and lifelong learning of 
the labor force and contribute to companies’ global competition. For example, 
today in Sweden, the social partners,  i.e. trade unions and employer associa-
tions, have agreed on the suggestion for a new support organization for edu-
cation and competence development (Ds 2021:16) and for a new system of 
financial support for studies (Ds 2021:18). The focus on learning is visible in 
higher education where the increasing number of students graduating from a 
Swedish university has gone from 5,277 in 1960 to 84,142 in 2020 (Statistics 
Sweden, 2020). 

In this context where learning and education are of increasing interest, there 
is a concern about the gap between theory and practice, the requirement of 
employability, and degradation of professionals. Regarding the gap between 
theory and practice, during the last 50 years a trend to make professional ed-
ucation more theoretical at the expense of practice has been seen. This has 
resulted in a gap between the expectations of academics and practitioners 
which in turn affected the quality of education (Josefson, 2011). To bridge this 
gap, a new university law came into force in Sweden in 1992 (SFS1992:1434). 
It was declared that university education would have a scientific or artistic 
foundation and proven experience. However Josefson (2001) argues that 
proven experience was never properly defined and it appears not to have been 
evaluated; thus, the impact of the introduction of the concept seems uncertain. 
Josefson (2001) questions whether the universities’ view of knowledge needs 
to be developed to create a context where different forms of knowledge could 
meet. This gap between theory and practice has been discussed and formed 
the basis for many research approaches, e.g. in Swedish thesis writing 
(Broberg, 2014; Gustavsson & Thunborg, 2016; Sigrell, 2006), and under the 
umbrella of Work Integrated Learning (WIL). WIL is an international move-
ment focusing on overcoming the gap between theory and practice with the 
aim of integration (Billett, 2011; McRae & Johnston, 2016; Patrick et al., 
2008; Zegwaard et al., 2019).  

Improving employability was one of the original prioritized goals in the 
Bologna process (European Higher Education Area, n.d. ), and a prioritized 
goal within the period 2011-2020 where the proposal to meet this requirement 
was by offering workplace practice within education programs (Swedish 
Council for Higher Education, 2021, Mars 19; Working Group on 
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Employability, 2009). Earlier, Riksrevisionen (Swedish National Audit 
Office, 2009), had reviewed a number of universities in Sweden and con-
cluded that the connection to working life was not ensured as there were great 
differences between educational programs and shortcomings in internal fol-
low-ups. Further, students received insufficient information about working 
life, and the responsibility for guidance was unclear (Swedish National Audit 
Office, 2009). To enhance employability is also a goal within WIL where sev-
eral studies have focused on graduates’ competences (Coll & Zegwaard, 2006; 
Purdie et al., 2013; Rowe & Zegwaard, 2017).  

Concerning degradation of professionals’ knowledge, as early as the 1980s 
the alarm was raised concerning the competence of professionals being down-
graded within organizations and that that competence was reduced to the ap-
plication of theoretical knowledge. This view came from Technical Rational-
ity (TR), where the only knowledge which counts came from randomized 
studies i.e. quantitative, statistically generalizable knowledge (Schön, 1983). 
According to several references, this degradation seems to be relevant even 
today but within other contexts. Today, the blame is not on TR, but on New 
Public Management (NPM) which argues for the following of routines, check-
lists, and standardization (Alm, 2015; Bejerot et al., 2015; Björk et al., 2013; 
Evetts, 2009; Lauri, 2016; Ponnert & Svensson, 2016), but also in some ways 
on the requirement for evidence-based practices which could result in a deg-
radation, where one risk is that professional discretion could be negatively 
affected (Johansson et al., 2015; Lauri, 2016). Regarding evidence-based 
practice, there seems to be different views of what this is; on the one hand, 
accepting only knowledge from randomized studies as in TR, and on the other 
hand that this knowledge should be combined with other sources of 
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competence and education design (Schön, 1983, 1987) which has been fol-
lowed by others (e.g. Corradi et al., 2010; Gherardi, 2011; Kinsella, 2009; 
Raelin, 2007). However, after Schön, there are few or no examples of research 
and theory development with this holistic view. Regarding epistemology, 
among the followers the focus has often been on philosophical discussion 
about epistemology (e.g. Kinsella, 2009; Molander, 2015; Raelin, 2007; van 
Manen, 1995), with few empirical studies (e.g. Cook & Wagenaar, 2012; 
Grisham, 1992; Thomson et al., 2014). When empirical studies were con-
ducted, they were case studies, with no possibility to compare different cases. 
Regarding the view of professional competence, the line of thinking that pro-
fessional competence is more than just theoretical knowledge is emphasized 
also by work-life researchers (e.g. Göranzon, 1983; Göranzon, 1991; 
Göranzon et al., 2006),  philosophers such as Bornemark (2018, 2020) who 
argue for a revival of omdöme (in English: discretion) which Molander (2011) 
describes as skön, pedagogues such as van Manen (1995) who call it pedagog-
ical tact within teachers. When it comes to education design, Schön’s thoughts 
about the reflective practicum, a realistic intermediary place where the student 
is able to practice in a safe place in reality but still in the classroom (Schön, 
1987), little is explored. Instead, the focus has been on work-based practice 
(Patrick et al., 2008) and reflection (e.g. Anderson, 2019; Fragkos, 2016; 
Griggs et al., 2018; Korkko et al., 2016). However, the connection to episte-
mology is weak (e.g. Gray & Siegel, 2014; Rico et al., 2012; Zhu, 2011). Fur-
ther, work-based practice is resource intensive and during the COVID19 epi-
demic the difficulties with finding workplaces has increased leading to the 
need for alternatives (Kay et al., 2019; Zegwaard et al., 2020).  

In recent decades a call for an epistemology of practice has increased 
(Alsterdal et al., 2009; Corradi et al., 2010; Raelin, 2007; Russell & Martin, 
2017). However there are indications of situations where the stated vision is 
an epistemology of practice, but in practice one acts according to the opposite 
(Birbirso, 2012), or uses the concepts or methods from an epistemology of 
practice but without integrating the whole meaning (Corradi et al., 2010; 
Geiger, 2009; Ng et al., 2015). This indicates that it may be hard to change 
one´s epistemology. However, there are few studies which examine the qual-
ity of learning needed to enable a change of epistemology which are also ex-
pressed in action.  

In this thesis, I have studied three educational situations in different con-
texts: a university course for HR students with the aim of learning to foster 
collective learning within organizations; pupils at vocational schools with the 
aim of learning to reduce work environment risks; and, managers in a research 
intervention with the aim of learning how to act as an enabling leader. In all 
these educational situations, the focus has been on learning competences 
which could be used in practice. However, the courses have different precon-
ditions, different contexts, and different conscious or nonconscious methods 
to bridge the gap between theory and practice. Therefore, in this thesis, I will 
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use these studies as examples of educational situations which in different ways 
and contexts have tried to bridge the gap between theory and practice and in-
crease employability.  

Structure of the thesis 
This thesis consists of six sections. The next section presents the aim of the 
thesis. This is followed by a presentation of previous research regarding epis-
temology of practice, the view of professional competence, the consequences 
of the epistemology for educational design and pedagogical theories which 
show why it may be difficult to change the epistemological perspective. 
Thereafter, the conceptual framework is presented, and the analysis tool is 
developed: epistemology of practice, pedagogical methods in line with an 
epistemology of practice, and adult learning theories. This is followed by the 
empirical studies, i.e. a discussion of methodological considerations together 
with a summary of the included studies and their specific contributions to the 
thesis. Next, the results from the included studies are analyzed through the 
conceptual framework of the thesis. Finally, the analysis is discussed, and con-
clusions drawn in the form of a “thought model”.  
  

 

 15 

use these studies as examples of educational situations which in different ways 
and contexts have tried to bridge the gap between theory and practice and in-
crease employability.  

Structure of the thesis 
This thesis consists of six sections. The next section presents the aim of the 
thesis. This is followed by a presentation of previous research regarding epis-
temology of practice, the view of professional competence, the consequences 
of the epistemology for educational design and pedagogical theories which 
show why it may be difficult to change the epistemological perspective. 
Thereafter, the conceptual framework is presented, and the analysis tool is 
developed: epistemology of practice, pedagogical methods in line with an 
epistemology of practice, and adult learning theories. This is followed by the 
empirical studies, i.e. a discussion of methodological considerations together 
with a summary of the included studies and their specific contributions to the 
thesis. Next, the results from the included studies are analyzed through the 
conceptual framework of the thesis. Finally, the analysis is discussed, and con-
clusions drawn in the form of a “thought model”.  
  

17



 

 16 

Aim of the thesis 

Overall aim 
The overall aim of this thesis is to contribute to a deeper understanding of a 
holistic perspective on epistemology, i.e. what an epistemology of practice is, 
its consequences for the view of professional competence in working life and 
for how education may be designed in different contexts. The aim is also to 
contribute to a deeper understanding of what quality of learning is needed to 
change the practice in line with the epistemology.  

Specifically the aims of the included studies are: 
 

I. To analyze if training first line managers in the enabling managerial 
task may lead to changes in the work of subordinates. 
 

II. To identify the knowledge and experiences which pupils of voca-
tional school gather concerning potential work environment risks in 
their future employment. 
 

III. To discuss the potential of an educative research intervention to in-
fluence the quality of the learning outcome in the workplace as inter-
preted from the perspective of adult learning theory. 
 

IV. To deepen the understanding of how teachers can create contextual 
preconditions to foster Transformative Learning (TL). 

Definitions 
In this thesis, there are some concepts which need to be defined to clarify the 
content.  

Concepts concerning formal and informal education 
Education can be divided into formal and informal where formal education 
involves courses in the regular education system (i.e. the university, voca-
tional university, municipal adult education or folk high school), and informal 
education which are organized outside the regular education system, e.g. by 

 

 16 

Aim of the thesis 

Overall aim 
The overall aim of this thesis is to contribute to a deeper understanding of a 
holistic perspective on epistemology, i.e. what an epistemology of practice is, 
its consequences for the view of professional competence in working life and 
for how education may be designed in different contexts. The aim is also to 
contribute to a deeper understanding of what quality of learning is needed to 
change the practice in line with the epistemology.  

Specifically the aims of the included studies are: 
 

I. To analyze if training first line managers in the enabling managerial 
task may lead to changes in the work of subordinates. 
 

II. To identify the knowledge and experiences which pupils of voca-
tional school gather concerning potential work environment risks in 
their future employment. 
 

III. To discuss the potential of an educative research intervention to in-
fluence the quality of the learning outcome in the workplace as inter-
preted from the perspective of adult learning theory. 
 

IV. To deepen the understanding of how teachers can create contextual 
preconditions to foster Transformative Learning (TL). 

Definitions 
In this thesis, there are some concepts which need to be defined to clarify the 
content.  

Concepts concerning formal and informal education 
Education can be divided into formal and informal where formal education 
involves courses in the regular education system (i.e. the university, voca-
tional university, municipal adult education or folk high school), and informal 
education which are organized outside the regular education system, e.g. by 

18



 

 17 

private education organizations, employers or consultants (Statistics Sweden, 
2020). Compared to this, Nilsson (2003) divides between adult pedagogics 
within the education system and working life education and training in work-
ing life which is located at the workplace but also includes what Statistics 
Sweden (2020) calls informal learning i.e. consultants and private education. 
A narrower definition of staff development is to only include education and 
learning in working life which lack overall objectives set at a national level, 
do not have any uniform control instruments such as curricula, are not subject 
to supervision, and are financed in varying ways (Nilsson, 2003). In addition, 
there are different concepts describing what kind of education is being under-
taken: adult pedagogics, adult education, adult learning, skills development, 
skills training, human resource development, staff development, vocational 
training, vocational education.  It is also problematic when translating these 
concepts, since there are in some cases different meanings and values of the 
words in different languages.  

In this thesis three different forms of education are investigated, and are 
defined as follows:  
 

• Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ: A research intervention for managers defined as in-
formal education as it does not have any unified objectives or curric-
ulum and it is financed by a research funder. I will use the concept 
competence development in this case.  

• Study ΙΙ: Vocational education at upper secondary level defined as a 
formal education, and I will use the concept vocational education. I 
am aware that this should not be counted as adult education as it is at 
high school level. However, in this thesis I will use it as an example 
of practice-based education. 

• Study ΙV: A university course for HR-students also defined as a for-
mal education, and in this case I will use the concept adult educa-
tion.  

Pupils, students, or participants 
Different concepts are used to describe the participant in different forms of 
education. In compulsory and vocational schools they are called pupils, in uni-
versities students and in informal education e.g. participants. In this thesis I 
will use the following concepts. 
 

• pupil when discussing the participants in Study ΙΙ, since they are in 
vocational school 

• student when referring to the participants in the university course in 
Study ΙV 
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• participant when referring to participants in Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ, and 
when referring to participants in formal or informal education in 
general, including pupils and students 
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Previous research  

The subject of this thesis is broad and previous research which contributes to 
the understanding of epistemology, the view of professional competence, ed-
ucation design and quality of learning is found within several academical sub-
jects. In this Section previous research will be summarized, using the themes 
epistemology of practice, the competence of a professional, education design 
and why it may be hard to change one’s epistemology. Each theme ends with 
a summary of the theme and research needs.  

Epistemology of practice 
One of the first and most cited authors on epistemology of practice is Schön 
(1983). He discussed it in relation to degradation of professionals, argued for 
the competence of professionals which he called knowing-in-action, and de-
scribed how to educate reflective practitioners using the reflective practicum 
(Schön, 1983, 1987). The distinctive aspects of Schön’s theory are two: that 
he contrasts the epistemology of practice with what he sees as the opposite, 
the technical rationality; and, that he creates a wholeness in his theory from 
his epistemology of practice, by describing knowing-in-action, i.e. the com-
petence of a practitioner, to the reflective practicum i.e. how to educate the 
reflective practitioner.  

Schön is considered the father of epistemology of practice and in later years 
several researchers from different fields have also argued for an epistemology 
of practice, e.g. within education (Garrick & Rhodes, 1998; Geelan, 2000; 
Grisham, 1992; Russell, 2017; van Manen, 1995; Whitehead, 2000), within 
organizations (Cook & Brown, 1999; Cook & Wagenaar, 2012; Corradi et al., 
2010; Dirkx, 2008; Gherardi, 2011; Lalonde et al., 2010; Raelin, 2007; 
Rennstam & Ashcraft, 2014), within health care (Kinsella, 2007a, 2009; 
Thomson et al., 2014), and social work (Scott, 1990). 

Today, there are several large movements based on or related to epistemol-
ogy of practice, e.g. Gherardi writes about “the practical turn” in sociology 
and organizational studies (Corradi et al., 2010; Gherardi, 2009, 2011), in 
Australia there is a movement concerning professional competence as inte-
grated and holistic (Beckett, 2000, 2008; Beckett & Hager, 2000), in Sweden 
Södertörn’s university established the Centre for Practical Knowledge in 2001 
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focusing on research and courses to promote practical knowledge (Alsterdal 
et al., 2009).  

Unlike Schön, most of the articles which develop epistemology of practice 
are mainly theoretical or philosophical (cf. Beckett, 2000, 2008; Garrick & 
Rhodes, 1998; Kinsella, 2009; Molander, 2015; Raelin, 2007; van Manen, 
1995). There are few concrete examples of implications in practice, Raelin 
(2007) is one of the few who gives advice on implications for education, even 
if the advice is very concise in comparison with Schön’s (1987). There are a 
few studies which support their thoughts with empirical data (Cook & 
Wagenaar, 2012; Grisham, 1992; Thomson et al., 2014). There is one study 
analyzing how different epistemologies affect the osteopathic practitioner’s 
practice (Thomson et al., 2014). This study shows differences in how the os-
teopaths think and act in their work, differences which could be connected to 
different views of knowledge. There are no studies found which include epis-
temology, the view of professional competence, and how to design education 
in line with this.  

Epistemology of practice is mainly used in line with Schön’s thoughts but 
there are examples of development (e.g. Beckett, 2008; Cook & Wagenaar, 
2012) although with weaker impact. An interesting thought is about individual 
epistemology, i.e. that individuals have their own epistemology and that this 
epistemology needs to be developed in line with the epistemology of the con-
text, e.g. an epistemology of practice held in a course, to enable the expected 
learning (Billett, 2009, 2011, 2015). 

There are some critics to Schön’s epistemology of practice. Kemmis (2005) 
questions if we need a new epistemology of practice, instead he emphasizes 
the need of “…more open communication between universities and other sites 
and associations where practice is nurtured, sustained and developed” (Kem-
mis, 2005, p. 422 ), and about what is needed to develop practice. Björck and 
Johansson (2018) argue that using the dichotomy of theory and practice allows 
it to be maintained and maybe even creates it.  

My conclusions regarding epistemology of practice are that Schön’s work 
is a useful base since the dichotomy which Schön uses is helpful for under-
standing the differences between TR and an epistemology of practice, and the 
theory gives a wholeness by including epistemology and its consequences for 
the view of professional competence and education design. More research is 
needed which focuses both on theoretical and empirical perspectives, i.e. im-
plications for practice which includes the wholeness Schön describes. The 
idea of an individual’s epistemology was found interesting since this could be 
a key to enabling change. 

The competence of professionals 
According to Schön (1983), the view of the competence of professionals is 
based on epistemology. The core of an epistemology of practice is that the 
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professional practitioner has a competence which goes beyond that of just ap-
plying theoretical knowledge. Several researchers confirm this, e.g. Göranzon 
(1983) who, when comparing computers and human skills, came to the con-
clusion that the professional’s competence was too complex and rested on pro-
fessional judgment which made it impossible to transfer in its entirety to com-
puters.  

There are different concepts to describe this competence. Schön (1983) 
calls this knowledge knowing-in-action, but he also uses the concept knowing-
in-practice Molander (2015) discusses Schön’s thoughts and uses practice of 
knowing and knowing in practice as the book title; however, within the text a 
more common expression is knowledge in practice. An argument for using 
knowing is to emphasize the process, that it is dynamic compared to 
knowledge which is seen as static. Another way of describing this practical 
competence is by van Manen who writes of the teacher’s tact, i.e. the virtues 
learned, internalized, situated, and evoked pedagogical practices, needed to 
interpret the specific situation (van Manen, 1995). Bornemark (2018, 2020) 
argues for omdöme (in English: discretion) and Scott (1990) for practical wis-
dom, the repertoires or cognitive schemata which practitioners create out of 
their experiences.  

The theories underlying the view of the professional’s competence are also 
different. Schön is the only one who clearly relates knowing-in-action to epis-
temology, and especially the epistemology of practice (Schön, 1983). 
Göranzon (1983, 2007) relates the competence instead to the concept tacit 
knowledge by Polanyi and Sen (2009). In the context of WIL, Billet (2001a) 
combines cognitive psychology with social and cultural theories as Lave and 
Wenger (cf. Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) which are different to 
Schön’s knowing-in-action as they focus knowing as “an active and reciprocal 
process engaging with the world beyond the physical self and drawing to-
gether both knowledge “how” and knowledge “that”” (Billett, 2001a, p. 433). 
Bornemark turns to the medieval philosopher Cusanus and the concept Ratio 
and Intellectus (Bornemark, 2018, 2020), which emphasize calculating versus 
reflecting or not-knowing. Today, she argues that Ratio has taken over, yet 
both are needed and therefore she argues for discretion which is an intellectus 
practice.  

The competence of professionals has been studied in different ways. Schön 
based his theories on analyzing architects at work (Schön, 1983). From a 
methodological standpoint, Schön argues for an action research approach 
when dealing with questions about the reflective practitioner and knowing-in-
action, due to the fact that we need to engage with the practitioner to be able 
to come close to their knowing (Schön, 1995). Other researchers with the same 
approach include Kemmis (2005, 2009) who argues that action research is a 
research method for researching practice. This is also in line with McNiff and 
Whitehead who argue for teachers as researchers when researching their own 
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practice (McNiff, 2013; Whitehead & McNiff, 2012).  Göranzon (1983) stud-
ied work and how professionals’ skills could be transferred to computers. An-
other way of approaching the competence of professionals is by using a phe-
nomenographic method, describing often hierarchically different ways of un-
derstanding one’s competence (Larsson et al., 2003; Röing et al., 2018; 
Sandberg, 2000). The different understandings have been related to different 
epistemologies (Sandberg & Targama, 2007), with the conclusion that lower 
levels of understanding could be related to an epistemology of technical ra-
tionality, and higher levels of understanding to a more understanding episte-
mology, which seems similar to an epistemology of practice (Sandberg & 
Targama, 2007). Another approach from the WIL framework is to define what 
capacities students should gain from higher education. Billet (2015) suggests 
that beyond technical and social knowledge for the selected occupation, other 
aspects are also needed: an understanding about the world of work for their 
occupation, a canonical knowledge of the occupation, understanding how that 
knowledge is manifested in the particular workplace, and the ability to manage 
their own learning needs (Billett, 2015). 

The conclusions drawn regarding the competence of professionals is that, 
in this thesis, I have chosen to use Schön’s theory also concerning this theme. 
Regarding the concept describing professional concepts, I have chosen know-
ing-in-action for two reasons. First, using knowing is a way of emphasizing 
the process, that it is not about knowledge as a noun but as a verb. Second, by 
using action the focus is directed away from the concept of practice, which is 
colored by the devaluation which often takes place in relation to theory. Action 
is a more neutral word in this case. With the concept knowing-in-action I mean 
the know-how and understanding, conscious or nonconscious, a practitioner 
has and acts on in a unique situation. Another conclusion is that action re-
search could be a suitable and interesting method in this context, due to its 
closeness to practitioners.  

Education design to enable knowing-in-action 
There seems to be consensus that practical experiences and reflection are im-
portant to enable knowing-in-action. The overall goal with practical experi-
ences and reflection is to bridge the gap between theory and practice. The dif-
ferences are about how this practice could be designed, whether the practicum 
could be an intermediary one within a classroom setting or at a “real” work-
place. A simplified summary is that Schön (1987) emphasizes the reflective 
practicum which is an intermediary practicum within formal education.  This 
is in contrast to WIL (Billett, 2011; Patrick et al., 2008) which advocates 
practicum outside of formal education, even if intermediary activities are also 
proposed. The concepts used to describe the practicum differ and within a 
WIL context the most common model is the supervised placement, also 
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termed internship, clinical placement, teaching practicums, industry place-
ments, etc (Billett, 2011); program types are called applied research, cooper-
ative education, sandwich education, practicum, internship, etc (McRae & 
Johnston, 2016). In the following I will use reflective practicum to denote 
Schön’s in the classroom practice and work-based practice regarding practice 
at a workplace. Beyond practicum, reflection in itself is emphasized by 
Schön’s concepts of the reflective practitioner, reflection-in-action and reflec-
tion-on-action. 

Schön’s reflective practicum 
Schön, in line with his epistemology of practice, made a comprehensive pro-
posal describing reflective practicum as an intermediary or virtual world 
where the students are able to train, receive feedback and learn to reflect on 
their actions in a safe classroom environment (Schön, 1987). However, when 
searching for research referring to Schön’s reflective practicum, there are sur-
prisingly few hits (about 40 articles within ERIC Proquest, ERIC Ebsco and 
Web of Science), and within these only a few referred to intermediary practi-
cum which Schön emphasizes (Bissett & Saunders, 2015; Bruno & 
Dell’Aversana, 2018; Cosgrove & O’Reilly, 2018; Linder et al., 1997; Slovak 
et al., 2017); others referred to workplace practicum (Appleton, 1994; Baird, 
1996; Birbirso, 2012; Cubero-Perez et al., 2019; López-de-Arana Prado et al., 
2019; Saiz-Linares & Susinos-Rada, 2020). With a broader search, using only 
practicum, there were thousands of hits. This indicates that Schön’s ideas 
about reflective practicum, the practical part of Schön’s work, seem to be lost 
(Slovak et al., 2017).  

Studies about reflective practicum have been conducted in different con-
texts such as teacher education (e.g. Bruno & Dell’Aversana, 2018; López-de-
Arana Prado et al., 2019), education for healthcare professionals (e.g. Baird, 
1996; Linder et al., 1997), engineer education (e.g. Cosgrove & O’Reilly, 
2018), and management (Bissett & Saunders, 2015). The studies were mainly 
qualitative case studies, with empirical data from a unified context, or discus-
sions of a course structure in line with the reflective practicum (Cosgrove & 
O’Reilly, 2018; Slovak et al., 2017). Only one study was found with a quan-
titative method (Bruno & Dell’Aversana, 2018). None of them compared dif-
ferent contexts. 

The reflective practicum was supposed to solve problems such as integrat-
ing theory and practice where new demands from working life highlight the 
need to handle complex problem solving (Bissett & Saunders, 2015; Cosgrove 
& O’Reilly, 2018), or to avoid a memorization approach to learning (Linder 
et al., 1997).  Regarding the outcome of the different practicums, the conclu-
sions were that the reflective practicum promotes reflection, which in turn 
promotes the expected learning (Bissett & Saunders, 2015; Bruno & 
Dell’Aversana, 2018).  

 

 23 

termed internship, clinical placement, teaching practicums, industry place-
ments, etc (Billett, 2011); program types are called applied research, cooper-
ative education, sandwich education, practicum, internship, etc (McRae & 
Johnston, 2016). In the following I will use reflective practicum to denote 
Schön’s in the classroom practice and work-based practice regarding practice 
at a workplace. Beyond practicum, reflection in itself is emphasized by 
Schön’s concepts of the reflective practitioner, reflection-in-action and reflec-
tion-on-action. 

Schön’s reflective practicum 
Schön, in line with his epistemology of practice, made a comprehensive pro-
posal describing reflective practicum as an intermediary or virtual world 
where the students are able to train, receive feedback and learn to reflect on 
their actions in a safe classroom environment (Schön, 1987). However, when 
searching for research referring to Schön’s reflective practicum, there are sur-
prisingly few hits (about 40 articles within ERIC Proquest, ERIC Ebsco and 
Web of Science), and within these only a few referred to intermediary practi-
cum which Schön emphasizes (Bissett & Saunders, 2015; Bruno & 
Dell’Aversana, 2018; Cosgrove & O’Reilly, 2018; Linder et al., 1997; Slovak 
et al., 2017); others referred to workplace practicum (Appleton, 1994; Baird, 
1996; Birbirso, 2012; Cubero-Perez et al., 2019; López-de-Arana Prado et al., 
2019; Saiz-Linares & Susinos-Rada, 2020). With a broader search, using only 
practicum, there were thousands of hits. This indicates that Schön’s ideas 
about reflective practicum, the practical part of Schön’s work, seem to be lost 
(Slovak et al., 2017).  

Studies about reflective practicum have been conducted in different con-
texts such as teacher education (e.g. Bruno & Dell’Aversana, 2018; López-de-
Arana Prado et al., 2019), education for healthcare professionals (e.g. Baird, 
1996; Linder et al., 1997), engineer education (e.g. Cosgrove & O’Reilly, 
2018), and management (Bissett & Saunders, 2015). The studies were mainly 
qualitative case studies, with empirical data from a unified context, or discus-
sions of a course structure in line with the reflective practicum (Cosgrove & 
O’Reilly, 2018; Slovak et al., 2017). Only one study was found with a quan-
titative method (Bruno & Dell’Aversana, 2018). None of them compared dif-
ferent contexts. 

The reflective practicum was supposed to solve problems such as integrat-
ing theory and practice where new demands from working life highlight the 
need to handle complex problem solving (Bissett & Saunders, 2015; Cosgrove 
& O’Reilly, 2018), or to avoid a memorization approach to learning (Linder 
et al., 1997).  Regarding the outcome of the different practicums, the conclu-
sions were that the reflective practicum promotes reflection, which in turn 
promotes the expected learning (Bissett & Saunders, 2015; Bruno & 
Dell’Aversana, 2018).  

25



 

 24 

The above mentioned studies emphasize the combination of experience, 
practice and reflection (Slovak et al., 2017). In the studies where the practicum 
took place at a workplace it was supplemented with related seminars in the 
classroom, where students practiced reflection-on-action together by reflect-
ing over their practice using theory to reach a deeper and broadened under-
standing. In these cases, the work-based practice was often a combination of 
periods in the classroom and periods at a workplace, where the students par-
ticipated in the work. The conclusion was that the seminars were the core of 
the education, where theory and practice met, and that the seminars fostered 
reflection (López-de-Arana Prado et al., 2019; Saiz-Linares & Susinos-Rada, 
2020). In both practicums, in the classroom and at workplaces, reflection was 
emphasized as a crucial issue to foster learning and create practical knowledge 
from a practical situation. Tools to enhance reflection in addition to the semi-
nars include different kinds of reflective journaling, diary-keeping, and di-
lemma analysis (Birbirso, 2012; Cubero-Perez et al., 2019). Further, the focus 
in several articles was on fostering reflection, and one conclusion was that 
reflection does not appear by itself, instead the teacher must use different 
methods and practical situations as triggers to promote reflection (Birbirso, 
2012; Saiz-Linares & Susinos-Rada, 2020; Slovak et al., 2017).  

The role of the teacher was particularly analyzed in some of the studies, 
and the importance of a more horizontal relationship with the students was 
emphasized (Saiz-Linares & Susinos-Rada, 2020). In several studies the focus 
was on how the teacher or tutor could foster reflection with importance given 
to engaging the students, helping them to interpret, explore and connect to the 
theory (Cubero-Perez et al., 2019). That is, to create a dialogue and a climate 
which benefits learning (López-de-Arana Prado et al., 2019). Slovak et al 
(2017) argue for the importance of being able to capture the reflection in the 
moment it happens. However, there are critics against Schön’s view of the 
teacher, arguing that the teacher becomes authoritarian (Mewburn, 2012), that 
using an expert is the only way to learn (Tannebaum et al., 2013; Zeichner & 
Liston, 2013), and that it is too individualistic i.e. not taking social aspects 
into account (Kotzee, 2012). 

The work-based practice 
Concerning research about work-based practice, the WIL framework is the 
most prominent today. WIL emphasizes the integration of theory and practice, 
which should indicate an epistemology of practice (Billett, 2011; Patrick et 
al., 2008). However, the theoretical grounding for WIL seems to be diverse. 
A starting point is said to be Dewey’s thoughts about a new model for educa-
tion and a constructivist orientation is emphasized following theorists such as 
Kolb, Schön, and Mezirow (McRae & Johnston, 2016). In addition, social cul-
tural theorists such as Lave and Wenger and critical theorists such as Freire 
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and Engeström, with his activity theory (McRae & Johnston, 2016), are re-
ferred to. I have not found any deeper descriptions of Schön’s epistemology 
of practice within WIL articles. WIL rather emphasizes an epistemology of 
experience or a connection to Lave and Wenger’s theory (Billett, 2001a; Ferns 
& Moore, 2012; Jackson, 2015; Maseko, 2018). 

Unlike Schön, WIL contributes with several models and concepts related 
to the higher education curriculum. Billet (2012) emphasizes the importance 
of practice-based experiences within today’s higher education to enable em-
ployability; that practice is not enough, there is also a need to help the student 
integrate the experiences with what they learn in their courses (Billett, 2015). 
Billet (2019) defines two concepts to clarify the relation between the individ-
ual and the curriculum: for him, WIL concerns the individual’s learning and 
how they construct their knowledge from their experiences; while Work Inte-
grated Education (WIE) concerns the curriculum, the structure and organiza-
tion of a course. The importance of separating them is because of the differ-
ence between learning and education (Billett, 2019). Beyond WIE and WIL, 
integration could be enhanced by focusing on three parts: within the education, 
at the workplace, and within the student (Billett, 2011). Concerning education 
and WIE, but which also touches on the student, Billet discusses three forms 
of curriculum: the intended, enacted and experienced curriculum (Billett, 
2011). The first two count as WIE, and the last as WIL. The intended curric-
ulum emphasizes aspects such as to clarify goals, align content with practice, 
and organize a gradual engagement in practice. The enacted curriculum is 
what the teachers do. Here the teacher’s own interest in practice learning, to 
coach and engage in practice shapes the outcome, but these are affected by 
available resources and student readiness (Billett, 2011). The experienced cur-
riculum concerns the personal process of WIL, how the student experiences, 
engages in and constructs their learning by comparing, sharing and contrasting 
their experiences (Billett, 2019).  

To integrate practice-based experiences within a course, the three key mo-
ments before, during and after the practice-based experience, are emphasized 
(Billett, 2012). Before the practice-based experience it is important to orient 
the students to the requirements of the task; clarify the purpose, their respon-
sibility and what they may require; prepare them to be active; prepare them 
with specific skills; and prepare for confrontations which might occur. During 
the experience the students should engage with and learn from more experi-
enced workers, identify and intentionally engage in activities which enhance 
their learning, interact with peers to inform, consolidate and extend their learn-
ing. After the practice-based experiences, it is important to share their experi-
ences and what they learned with other students and so learn from each other. 
This could increase the understanding of diversity and differences between 
workplaces and assist students who have less optimal experiences (Billett, 
2011, 2012). 
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Regarding work placements, much has been written about how the work-
place could provide learning possibilities both for students and for employees 
(e.g. Billett, 2001b, 2002; Billett & Choy, 2012). On the one hand, Billet ar-
gues that this is needed to capture the authentic context and norms at a work-
place, and that simulations and role-plays where student practice on each other 
are not enough (Billett, 2012). On the other hand, supervised placements are 
resource intensive, and other models are needed such as using students’ part-
time work experiences, or using simulations and observations. As an effect of 
the COVID19 pandemic, the search for other alternatives has become more 
important and there is a need to understand more about what exactly a work-
place-based experience adds when searching for alternatives (Kay et al., 2019; 
Zegwaard et al., 2020). Newer models of WIL are e.g. micro-placements, 
online projects or placements, competitions and events, incubators, start-ups 
and consulting (Kay et al., 2019). 

Within WIL, Billet (2012) argues that it is difficult for higher education 
teachers to prepare students for the multiplicity of different work-practices, 
for several reasons. For example, since educational science and practice-based 
elements are relatively new, the understanding of what knowledge is to be 
learned is still under debate, the field of concepts about e.g. theory and practice 
is undeveloped or even false, research knows little about what experiences 
lead to what knowledge, and, finally, education science is to a large extent 
focused children and not adults as learning at workplaces is seen as informal 
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thoughts on Dewey (Schön, 1983) although reflection is a common theme 
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focus is on the connection to the practitioner and knowing-in-action (Schön, 
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reflection in relation to an epistemology of practice and the reflective practi-
cum (Anderson, 2019; Cosgrove & O’Reilly, 2018; Saiz-Linares & Susinos-
Rada, 2020), and some are independent of it (Gray & Siegel, 2014; Rico et al., 
2012; Zhu, 2011). Ng et al (2015) draw attention to the risk of turning reflec-
tion into just another method for assessing learning relative to expected out-
comes, in line with a reductionist perspective, a risk which others have also 
pointed out (Birbirso, 2012; Fragkos, 2016). Instead, they argue for treating 
reflection as a theoretical orientation, an epistemology of practice and critical 
social inquiry.  

The concepts reflection-in/on-action and the reflective practitioner have 
had a large influence in many fields,  especially within teacher education  (e.g. 
Anderson, 2019; Korkko et al., 2016; Zhu, 2011),  followed by different health 
educations (e.g. Fragkos, 2016; Ziebart & MacDermid, 2019), and there are 
arguments for the need of critically reflective leadership and management 
(Gray, 2007; Griggs et al., 2018; Reardon et al., 2019). At the same time, even 
if reflective practice seems to be well-known and widespread, there are also 
indications that it is not a priority in certain education areas, e.g. within public 
relations education (Mules, 2018).  

From previous research it could be concluded that reflection promotes pro-
fessional development (Korkko et al., 2016), increases self-awareness, stimu-
lates criticality and reflective mindsets, and expands understanding of new 
content (Kis & Kartal, 2019). At the same time, even if the overall result sup-
ports the importance of reflection, the picture could be uneven and complex, 
where some participants in a course practice a simple level of reflection and 
others a more transformative level (Griggs et al., 2018).  

Studies show that there is often more focus on reflection-on-action, and that 
reflection-in-action is rarer and could therefore be developed (Korkko et al., 
2016; Zhu, 2011). Reflection-in-action is also criticized, for instance that 
teachers are not able to reflect-in-action because of their complex work situa-
tion with many students in the classroom. They argue that it is not possible to 
take pauses as in architectural education (Tannebaum et al., 2013; Zeichner & 
Liston, 2013). Molander (1996, 2015) proposes the use of the concept atten-
tion-in-action instead. 

Previous research presents a variety of methods to enable reflection, e.g. 
video recordings (Hepplewhite, 2014; Powell, 2016), creation of wikis 
(Wegner et al., 2017), and computer simulation (Söderström et al., 2019). 
These methods can promote reflection, but well-planned procedures such as 
individual and supervised reflection and well-thought-out exercises are re-
quired. Some circumstances may hinder reflection, e.g. that students need to 
learn how to reflect and to receive support in this learning (Kis & Kartal, 2019; 
Korkko et al., 2016; Zhu, 2011). This takes time (Kis & Kartal, 2019), and it 
can be hard to teach reflection (Eaton, 2016). Further, time pressures may in-
hibit reflection (Kis & Kartal, 2019). 
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Schön has been criticized for being unclear about the concept of reflection. 
Clarà (2015) tries to clarify what reflection is based on Dewey, Schön and 
Wertheimer, and summarizes that reflection is a descriptive notion, referring 
to spontaneous, common and real thinking, and it gives “coherence to an ini-
tially incoherent and unclear situation” (Clarà, 2015, p. 270 ). Little is known 
about how reflection works but an assumption is that it “works as a continuous 
interplay between inference and observations”, it works “as a conversation 
between the subject and the situation to be clarified, in which the situation 
talks to the subject and reacts to the modifications (real or virtual) that the 
subject introduces in it” (Clarà, 2015, p. 270 ).  Five aspects of the interplay 
can be distinguished: the unclear situation, the problem, the idea, the observa-
tion, and the reaction.  Some reflections lead to immediate action (reflection-
in-action), others to a conclusion (reflection-on-action). Finally, three assump-
tions need further research and these are the assumptions “that reflection is a 
decision-making process”; “that reflection consists of linking theory and prac-
tice”; and “that reflection consists of a sequence of consecutive steps” (Clarà, 
2015, p. 270 ). 

An education design based on reflection was developed by the former Na-
tional Institute for Working Life as early as the 1970s, and later further devel-
oped at Södertörn University’s Centre of Practical Knowledge. The method 
arose from Göranzon’s research about tacit knowledge and how practical 
knowledge could be expressed and reflected (Alsterdal, 2009; Göranzon, 
1991; Göranzon et al., 2006). The aim was to contribute to professionals de-
veloping their practical knowledge, to capture their proven experience 
(Alsterdal, 2009; Josefson, 2011), and to create a bridge between the different 
forms of knowledge – theory and practice (Josefson, 2001). The method con-
sisted of reflective writing and dialogue seminars conducted as a course for 
professionals. In the beginning of the course the professionals described a di-
lemma; during the course, with help from teachers, co-students, and literature, 
they challenged and deepened their understanding of their dilemma through 
continuous reflective writing (Alsterdal, 2009; Josefson, 2011). The teacher’s 
role in these courses was to foster dialogue, encourage reflection, and contin-
uous questioning. It was a risk to perceive the task of writing an essay about a 
dilemma as normative, to search for answers, general answers, how to do. 
However, the characteristic of these examples was that there were seldom any 
general answers. Instead, the goal was to be able to see the dilemma from 
different perspectives. “Instead the task becomes to linger in the problematic 
situations, ask questions, try to see them in different ways and develop their 
thoughts about their practice and professional morals. This in turn often leads 
to the participants seeing new possibilities for action to try.” (Alsterdal, 2009, 
p. 170 My translation). 

 

 28 

Schön has been criticized for being unclear about the concept of reflection. 
Clarà (2015) tries to clarify what reflection is based on Dewey, Schön and 
Wertheimer, and summarizes that reflection is a descriptive notion, referring 
to spontaneous, common and real thinking, and it gives “coherence to an ini-
tially incoherent and unclear situation” (Clarà, 2015, p. 270 ). Little is known 
about how reflection works but an assumption is that it “works as a continuous 
interplay between inference and observations”, it works “as a conversation 
between the subject and the situation to be clarified, in which the situation 
talks to the subject and reacts to the modifications (real or virtual) that the 
subject introduces in it” (Clarà, 2015, p. 270 ).  Five aspects of the interplay 
can be distinguished: the unclear situation, the problem, the idea, the observa-
tion, and the reaction.  Some reflections lead to immediate action (reflection-
in-action), others to a conclusion (reflection-on-action). Finally, three assump-
tions need further research and these are the assumptions “that reflection is a 
decision-making process”; “that reflection consists of linking theory and prac-
tice”; and “that reflection consists of a sequence of consecutive steps” (Clarà, 
2015, p. 270 ). 

An education design based on reflection was developed by the former Na-
tional Institute for Working Life as early as the 1970s, and later further devel-
oped at Södertörn University’s Centre of Practical Knowledge. The method 
arose from Göranzon’s research about tacit knowledge and how practical 
knowledge could be expressed and reflected (Alsterdal, 2009; Göranzon, 
1991; Göranzon et al., 2006). The aim was to contribute to professionals de-
veloping their practical knowledge, to capture their proven experience 
(Alsterdal, 2009; Josefson, 2011), and to create a bridge between the different 
forms of knowledge – theory and practice (Josefson, 2001). The method con-
sisted of reflective writing and dialogue seminars conducted as a course for 
professionals. In the beginning of the course the professionals described a di-
lemma; during the course, with help from teachers, co-students, and literature, 
they challenged and deepened their understanding of their dilemma through 
continuous reflective writing (Alsterdal, 2009; Josefson, 2011). The teacher’s 
role in these courses was to foster dialogue, encourage reflection, and contin-
uous questioning. It was a risk to perceive the task of writing an essay about a 
dilemma as normative, to search for answers, general answers, how to do. 
However, the characteristic of these examples was that there were seldom any 
general answers. Instead, the goal was to be able to see the dilemma from 
different perspectives. “Instead the task becomes to linger in the problematic 
situations, ask questions, try to see them in different ways and develop their 
thoughts about their practice and professional morals. This in turn often leads 
to the participants seeing new possibilities for action to try.” (Alsterdal, 2009, 
p. 170 My translation). 

30



 

 29 

Conclusions 
The conclusions regarding designing education to enable knowing-in-action 
are that Schön’s reflective practicum could be revived for several reasons. 
First, the research on reflective practicum is relatively limited, instead practi-
cum has come to be equated with practicum at workplaces. Second, work-
based practice is resource intensive and there is a need to find alternatives. 
Third, reflective practicum is part of a holistic epistemology. Further, previous 
research has investigated one case at a time; comparison between different 
contexts seems to have been overlooked. 

My conclusion concerning WIL is that it contributes with research about 
curriculum, pedagogic and workplace-practice themes. However, I have not 
found as many statements and clarification about epistemology of practice and 
of what competence a professional practitioner really has, as within Schön’s 
thoughts. Neither have I found any deeper use of Schön in the WIL frame-
work, so it does not seem that Schön’s thoughts have a prominent place in 
WIL. Thus, just using a practicum does not mean it is based on an epistemol-
ogy of practice. It could still be based on e.g. technical rationality, and many 
articles are not clear with this.  

Regarding reflection, it is well-known in many contexts but there are still 
contexts where it is not used. Reflection is important to enable professional 
development; there is knowledge of how to enable reflection and what inhibits 
reflection, but also that it is something which must be trained. Reflection-in-
action is undeveloped in comparison with reflection-on-action. Finally, it is 
important to be aware of reflection in relation to epistemology of practice, so 
it does not risk becoming just another rationalistic method for assessment.  

Why is it so hard to change? Quality of learning  
As seen above, Schön is one of few, if not the only one, who has developed a 
holistic epistemology from which others have taken parts. Knowledge about 
an epistemology of practice, knowing-in-action, and the reflective practicum 
has been present for over 30 years, but still this knowledge is not used or acted 
on. Examples of this are where formal education adopts a policy which sup-
ports a more practical and reflective approach, but ends up doing the same as 
before (Birbirso, 2012). Another example concerns the return to focus prac-
tice, in sociology and organizational studies called the practice turn, which 
was meant to be a new method for studying organizations focusing on prac-
tices within organizations, what actors really do (Gherardi, 2015, 2017). How-
ever, this seems to be just a method without including a criticism to rationalist, 
cognitivist and positivist perspectives which would make a greater difference 
(Geiger, 2009). A third example is that the return to practice movement has to 
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make a choice; if just being a new method, or also including a new epistemol-
ogy, where the authors argue for an epistemology of practice (Corradi et al., 
2010). These examples indicate that it may be difficult to create an under-
standing of the consequences of a changed view of epistemology. Since an 
individual’s epistemology is often a deeply held assumption, a value, con-
scious or nonconscious, which in turn affects their behavior which also could 
be conscious or nonconscious, it is important that learning enables a quality 
of learning which reaches these deep assumptions. From this point of view, it 
becomes important to contribute to a deeper understanding of how to enable 
learning about epistemology which leads to an alignment between thought and 
action. 

Within learning theories, qualities of learning are described in different 
ways due to the different theoretical starting points; but overall they are de-
scribing the same thing, that learning has different qualities. Examples of dif-
ferent qualities of learning include double loop and single loop learning (Ar-
gyris & Schön, 1995) used within organizational contexts, where single loop 
learning means adapting new action strategies to the governing variables, in 
double loop learning we learn to change the governing variables. This is sim-
ilar to Ellström (2001) who uses the concepts adaptive and developmental 
learning, also in an organizational context. Within an educational context the 
concepts surface and deep learning developed (Marton, 2014) to enable deeper 
understanding for pupils. Illeris (2007) has created a model which includes 
learning at all ages, based on Piaget’s thoughts about assimilative and accom-
modative learning and Mezirow’s Transformative Learning (TL). The model 
has four different qualities in a hierarchical relation, cumulative, assimilative, 
accommodative and TL, where cumulative learning describes learning new 
things from scratch, such as cycling and memorization, to TL where you re-
assess your deep assumptions and values. This model is adapted to working 
life and adult learning (Illeris, 2004).  

From the adult learning perspective, one of the most referred scholars is 
Mezirow (1991, 1997) and his theory of TL. One of the main goals of TL is 
to become aware of, assess and reinterpret the habits of our minds and points 
of view which have been taken for granted in order to gain a more complete 
understanding and a higher degree of control over our lives (Mezirow, 1991). 
In the context of this thesis, the deep learning which TL describes, the adult 
perspective, the focus on involving the individual, which is supposed to affect 
both understanding, values and behavior, i.e. a form of change from inside and 
out, is a valuable theoretical framework to understand the learning that is re-
quired from individuals to reassess their epistemology and align their actions 
in accordance. In two of the included articles of the present thesis TL is used 
as a theoretical framework, with the preconditions to enable TL being studied.  

Previous research which focuses Mezirow’s TL in combination with 
Schön’s reflective practicum and/or WIL is scarce. However, there are a few 
examples of TL in the context of workplace practicum, e.g. within the WIL 
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framework where the conclusion is that practicum enables TL (Choy, 2009). 
Bell and Bell (2020) developed a theoretical model for entrepreneurship edu-
cation by combining Schön’s reflection-in-action, Kolb’s experiential learn-
ing and Mezirow’s TL; the results showed how parts, but not the entirety, from 
Schön’s work were used. McRae and Johnston (2016) describe that the theo-
retical underpinning of WIL is based on the work of Dewey, Kolb, Schön, and 
Mezirow; however, among the articles that I have read, only a few of them 
refer to Schön or Mezirow.  A related study by Sung-Chan and Yuen-Tsang 
(2008) exemplify that by using action research and reciprocal-reflection ap-
proach, students could change their understanding and behavior from a posi-
tivistic philosophy to one more in line with an epistemology of practice. A TL 
perspective is more common in the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning 
framework (e.g. Cranton, 2011; Fanghanel et al., 2016), however, in these 
studies practicum is not in focus. 

Taking another perspective, an organizational learning approach, Schön 
has in earlier work with Argyris discussed the dilemma of integrating thought 
and action by using the concepts espoused-theories and theories-in-use 
(Argyris & Schön, 1974). Espoused theories are the ones we think we have 
and which articulate how we say we would behave in a specific situation. The-
ories-in-use are the theories which in fact govern what we do in reality 
(Argyris & Schön, 1974). When there is an incongruence between these two, 
we do not act as we preach, i.e. our espoused theories are not in line with our 
theories-in-use. This is a dilemma highlighted in several studies (Ng et al., 
2015; Russell & Martin, 2017; Thomson et al., 2014). Regarding our theories-
in-use, we value them so much that we try our best to avoid changing them, at 
the same time they are often tacit. Argyris and Schön (1974) describe that to 
change theories-in-use, we need to become aware of them and their incongru-
ence with the espoused theory. They describe a kind of reflective practicum 
where they try to make participants aware of their theories-in-use, by experi-
ences, supervising, reflection, group work, etc (Argyris & Schön, 1974). 
Maybe this model is the base for Schön’s reflective practicum, but it is not 
referenced in that way. However, this similarity connects the integration of 
thought and action with the reflective practicum, and as far as I know, this 
educational issue has not been further developed, except for Schön’s reflective 
practicum.  

Thus, if acting in alignment with our epistemology of practice requires TL, 
then both Mezirow’s theory and Argyris and Schön’s work are useful as a 
framework to analyze the enabled learning quality. Argyris and Schön’s con-
cepts, espoused theories and theories in use, make it possible for an epistemol-
ogy to be expressed in words and expressed in action, but that these expres-
sions could be incongruent. 

 

 31 

framework where the conclusion is that practicum enables TL (Choy, 2009). 
Bell and Bell (2020) developed a theoretical model for entrepreneurship edu-
cation by combining Schön’s reflection-in-action, Kolb’s experiential learn-
ing and Mezirow’s TL; the results showed how parts, but not the entirety, from 
Schön’s work were used. McRae and Johnston (2016) describe that the theo-
retical underpinning of WIL is based on the work of Dewey, Kolb, Schön, and 
Mezirow; however, among the articles that I have read, only a few of them 
refer to Schön or Mezirow.  A related study by Sung-Chan and Yuen-Tsang 
(2008) exemplify that by using action research and reciprocal-reflection ap-
proach, students could change their understanding and behavior from a posi-
tivistic philosophy to one more in line with an epistemology of practice. A TL 
perspective is more common in the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning 
framework (e.g. Cranton, 2011; Fanghanel et al., 2016), however, in these 
studies practicum is not in focus. 

Taking another perspective, an organizational learning approach, Schön 
has in earlier work with Argyris discussed the dilemma of integrating thought 
and action by using the concepts espoused-theories and theories-in-use 
(Argyris & Schön, 1974). Espoused theories are the ones we think we have 
and which articulate how we say we would behave in a specific situation. The-
ories-in-use are the theories which in fact govern what we do in reality 
(Argyris & Schön, 1974). When there is an incongruence between these two, 
we do not act as we preach, i.e. our espoused theories are not in line with our 
theories-in-use. This is a dilemma highlighted in several studies (Ng et al., 
2015; Russell & Martin, 2017; Thomson et al., 2014). Regarding our theories-
in-use, we value them so much that we try our best to avoid changing them, at 
the same time they are often tacit. Argyris and Schön (1974) describe that to 
change theories-in-use, we need to become aware of them and their incongru-
ence with the espoused theory. They describe a kind of reflective practicum 
where they try to make participants aware of their theories-in-use, by experi-
ences, supervising, reflection, group work, etc (Argyris & Schön, 1974). 
Maybe this model is the base for Schön’s reflective practicum, but it is not 
referenced in that way. However, this similarity connects the integration of 
thought and action with the reflective practicum, and as far as I know, this 
educational issue has not been further developed, except for Schön’s reflective 
practicum.  

Thus, if acting in alignment with our epistemology of practice requires TL, 
then both Mezirow’s theory and Argyris and Schön’s work are useful as a 
framework to analyze the enabled learning quality. Argyris and Schön’s con-
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Conclusions and the contribution of the thesis 
One main conclusion of this review of previous research is that research is 
limited in terms of a holistic perspective on epistemology. This thesis could 
contribute to the knowledge field of working life science by reviving Schön’s 
(Schön, 1983, 1987) holistic perspective on epistemology of practice, what it 
is and its consequences for the view of knowing-in-action and educational de-
sign. Research which compares education designs from different contexts 
seems to be overlooked and so, in this thesis, the four included studies exem-
plify three different contexts and educational design. Thus, it can contribute 
by analyzing how the epistemology, the view of professional competence and 
education design is expressed in practice making a comparison between dif-
ferent contexts possible. Finally, research about how to enable a learning qual-
ity about epistemology which creates congruence between thought and action 
will fill current gaps. The thesis could contribute to deeper understanding of 
this by using TL.   

The results of the thesis are useful in different contexts. The holistic per-
spective, with both theoretical and practical parts, may help teachers in formal 
and informal education gain a deeper understanding of how one’s epistemol-
ogy affects the view of professional competence and education design. It could 
also contribute to enable informal learning on the workplace. The thesis can 
also be seen as a contribution to the debate on trust-based governance and 
evidence-based practice. 
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Conceptual framework  

The aim of this section is to develop a conceptual framework which will be 
used to analyze the results from the included studies. As described in the pre-
vious section I will base this mainly on Schön. This section addresses what an 
epistemology of practice is, the reflective practicum and Mezirow’s theory of 
TL. Regarding epistemology I will start by describing a TR and a positivist 
view of knowledge, since it is against this background that an epistemology 
of practice should be understood. The view of professional competence is in-
cluded in the description of epistemology of practice. Each theme, apart from 
the first about TR, concludes by defining a number of key concepts which will 
be used as analytic tools in the meta-analysis. 

The dominant epistemology: positivism and technical 
rationality  
The view which has dominated the last centuries until the present day, accord-
ing to several sources (Bornemark, 2018; Molander, 2015), is often general-
ized as Positivism or TR. I will here use the concept of TR based on Schön’s 
work (1983). This view has its roots in ancient Greece and Plato; according to 
Plato, true knowledge can only be reached through thinking and contempla-
tion (Burman, 2009). Plato calls this true knowledge episteme. The opposite 
was doxa, human knowledge, which consists of unfounded perceptions, be-
liefs, and sensory impressions. Plato also mentioned techne, a kind of practical 
knowledge and includes arts and crafts skills. The separation of episteme and 
techne, and the upgrade of episteme has since then characterized the entire 
history of Western ideas (Burman, 2009). 

TR’s view of knowledge was shaped during the scientific revolution in the 
16th and 17th centuries, and through the rise of positivism during the 19th cen-
tury (Cohen et al., 2018; Johansson, 2016). Four key ideas emerged which 
became crucial in scientific thinking (Johansson, 2016). First, that nature is a 
result from natural processes. Second, that rational arguments are a path to 
knowledge. Third, that knowledge could be systematized – as in mathematics. 
And fourth, that logic is a base for rational thinking. The dualistic idea from 
Plato was picked up by Descartes in the middle of the 17th century. Descartes 
argued for a separation of the body and soul, because the body was seen only 
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as matter  while the soul represented thinking, consciousness, will, and was 
therefore considered to be separate from the body (Bornemark, 2018). Conse-
quently, what we in general terms understand as positivism emerged from the 
distinctive features of empiricism and logical reasoning, i.e. only what we can 
observe with our senses and logically conclude are sources of knowledge. Sci-
entific methods such as experiments, observations, and calculations based on 
mathematics were advocated (Johansson, 2016). Therefore, all forms of mys-
ticism and pseudoscience should be removed from human minds, and scien-
tific knowledge expanded to include human society (Schön, 1983). Values, 
emotions and everything which was viewed as subjective were considered de-
lusions (Raelin, 2007). 

Philosophy of science deals with propositional knowledge or Knowing-
that, i.e. knowledge which can be completed in a sentence; Knowing-how 
which is related to practical knowledge is not addressed in the field 
(Johansson, 2016). In the field of TR practical knowledge is described as the 
relationship of means to ends (Schön, 1983). That is, if we agree about the 
ends, the means could be reduced to the best way to achieve the ends which, 
in turn, the increasingly developed science could contribute via a deeper un-
derstanding of cause and effect (Schön, 1983). Based on scientific methods, 
the optimal means could be applied and thus answer the question: how should 
I act? Practical knowledge was therefore considered to be application of the-
ory. The consequences for learning are that TR defines professional 
knowledge as having 1) a basic science which the practice rests on, 2) an ap-
plied science from which procedures and problem-solutions in ordinary work 
derive from, and 3) a skills and attitudinal component about performance of 
services, based on the underlying basic and applied knowledge (Schein & 
Kommers, 1972). In line with the prototype for professional education in med-
icine, law, business, and engineering, the student should first learn basic and 
systematic knowledge which is specialized, firmly bounded, scientific, and 
standardized, and then apply it in practice (Schön, 1983). TR has been criti-
cized for simplifying and ignoring the problem setting, assuming that general 
knowledge can be applied to unique situations (Schön, 1983). Schön summa-
rizes his critique that TR separates means from ends, research from practice 
and knowing from doing (Schön, 1983).  

Epistemology of practice 
The focus of an epistemology of practice is on the knowing in the doing. 
Plato’s disciple Aristotle problematized Plato’s dualism by dividing 
knowledge into additional forms, and by not being as one-sided in upgrading 
the episteme (Burman, 2009). Instead, Aristotle argues that different activities 
require different kinds of knowledge (Aristotle, 2019; Burman, 2009). In ad-
dition to episteme and techne, Aristotle describes phronesis, which is usually 

 

 34 

as matter  while the soul represented thinking, consciousness, will, and was 
therefore considered to be separate from the body (Bornemark, 2018). Conse-
quently, what we in general terms understand as positivism emerged from the 
distinctive features of empiricism and logical reasoning, i.e. only what we can 
observe with our senses and logically conclude are sources of knowledge. Sci-
entific methods such as experiments, observations, and calculations based on 
mathematics were advocated (Johansson, 2016). Therefore, all forms of mys-
ticism and pseudoscience should be removed from human minds, and scien-
tific knowledge expanded to include human society (Schön, 1983). Values, 
emotions and everything which was viewed as subjective were considered de-
lusions (Raelin, 2007). 

Philosophy of science deals with propositional knowledge or Knowing-
that, i.e. knowledge which can be completed in a sentence; Knowing-how 
which is related to practical knowledge is not addressed in the field 
(Johansson, 2016). In the field of TR practical knowledge is described as the 
relationship of means to ends (Schön, 1983). That is, if we agree about the 
ends, the means could be reduced to the best way to achieve the ends which, 
in turn, the increasingly developed science could contribute via a deeper un-
derstanding of cause and effect (Schön, 1983). Based on scientific methods, 
the optimal means could be applied and thus answer the question: how should 
I act? Practical knowledge was therefore considered to be application of the-
ory. The consequences for learning are that TR defines professional 
knowledge as having 1) a basic science which the practice rests on, 2) an ap-
plied science from which procedures and problem-solutions in ordinary work 
derive from, and 3) a skills and attitudinal component about performance of 
services, based on the underlying basic and applied knowledge (Schein & 
Kommers, 1972). In line with the prototype for professional education in med-
icine, law, business, and engineering, the student should first learn basic and 
systematic knowledge which is specialized, firmly bounded, scientific, and 
standardized, and then apply it in practice (Schön, 1983). TR has been criti-
cized for simplifying and ignoring the problem setting, assuming that general 
knowledge can be applied to unique situations (Schön, 1983). Schön summa-
rizes his critique that TR separates means from ends, research from practice 
and knowing from doing (Schön, 1983).  

Epistemology of practice 
The focus of an epistemology of practice is on the knowing in the doing. 
Plato’s disciple Aristotle problematized Plato’s dualism by dividing 
knowledge into additional forms, and by not being as one-sided in upgrading 
the episteme (Burman, 2009). Instead, Aristotle argues that different activities 
require different kinds of knowledge (Aristotle, 2019; Burman, 2009). In ad-
dition to episteme and techne, Aristotle describes phronesis, which is usually 

36



 

 35 

described as practical wisdom and the ability to apply theoretical knowledge 
in a specific situation (Aristotle, 2019; Burman, 2009), a kind of ability of 
judgement (Nilsson, 2009). While episteme was a theoretical knowledge 
which was constant and could be learnt in the form of formulas (Nilsson, 
2009), phronesis was the highest form of practical knowledge. Today, Aristo-
teles’ thinking is revived in several contexts (e.g. Alsterdal et al., 2009; 
Burman, 2009; Cosgrove & O’Reilly, 2018; Kinsella, 2010).  

In the following, I will summarize Schön’s thoughts about epistemology of 
practice complemented with recent research, in a number of key concepts. In 
this summary I have assumed epistemology of practice as one direction, in 
contrast to a positivistic one.  

Practice and its unique situation 
The heart of an epistemology of practice is the practice itself and that practice 
should be valid equally as theory. Practice is a polysemous term, i.e. compris-
ing meanings as a learning method, an occupation or field of activity, or the 
way something is done (Gherardi, 2011). It can also be seen as an epistemol-
ogy, a way of seeing (Corradi et al., 2010). Relative to TR the theory and 
practice dichotomy expresses the tension or gap between decontextualized and 
situated knowledge (Gherardi, 2011). Schön describes professional practice 
as the area of a community of practitioners who share the traditions of a call-
ing, consisting of special activities (Schön, 1987).  

Thus, the practice a professional practitioner meets is a unique situation 
which is complex, uncertain and ambiguous, and the routines or rules from the 
theory cannot just be applied (Schön, 1987, p. 34; Thomson et al., 2014). In 
this way, professional competence is created by the professional in practice, 
which radically changes the traditional view of TR (Kinsella, 2007b). How-
ever, this does not mean that theory is downgraded to nothing, instead both 
are needed. In Schön’s work valuable knowledge is developed in practice and 
in these theories are one part. Thus, the practical knowing is upgraded in itself 
(Kinsella, 2007b; Schön, 1983).  

Knowledge or an art? 
There are various ways of describing the competence professional practition-
ers have when performing their tasks, e.g. Aristotle used Phronesis. In a prag-
matic tradition phronesis includes the concept of Bildung: “that wise, sensible 
action in a particular social situation presupposes a good judgment practiced 
through experience” (Burman, 2009, p. 126 f, my translation). Schön uses the 
concept knowing-in-action which is defined as “..the sorts of know-how we 
reveal in our intelligent action…” (Schön, 1987, p. 25), and describes it as 
actions, recognitions and judgements spontaneously known how to be carried 
out, unconsciously or consciously internalized in our understanding (Schön, 
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1983, 1987). He also uses knowing-in-practice which he explains in relation 
to the socially and institutionally context shared by communities of practition-
ers (Schön, 1987).  

The competence of a professional is described as a kind of artistry 
(Kinsella, 2007a; Schön, 1983; Thomson et al., 2014). This refers to the ac-
tions the practitioner performs in a specific situation, e.g. adapting former ex-
periences to a specific situation, experimenting and trying to find a proper way 
to act. “An artistry of practice recognizes that the majority of practice is com-
prised of indeterminate situations of practice, situation that are not in the book, 
and such indeterminate zones are not negotiable by simply application of sci-
ence and technique.” (Kinsella, 2007a, p. 402) 

The concept of knowledge is another way of understanding what compe-
tence a professional practitioner has. Knowledge can be divided into different 
kinds. However, there are many ways to describe these different kinds which 
sometimes overlap each other. As an example, Molander (2015) mentioned 
three different ways: First, knowing-that and knowing-how, which are men-
tioned above. Second, a tripartite division described by Göranzon (1983), 
propositional knowledge which is knowledge expressed in statements, practi-
cal knowledge referring to skills, to be able to do something, and knowledge 
of familiarity, to be familiar with certain phenomena. Third, orientational 
knowledge which gives direction and overview, and technical knowledge 
which refers to controlling and more instrumental aspects of knowledge 
(Molander, 2015). Beyond these, knowledge could also be described as pos-
session or practice (Hendriks & Sousa, 2013), which is similar to knowing 
that and knowing-how.  

Another contribution to the debate of knowledge was Polanyi’s concept 
tacit knowledge (Polanyi, 2009) which is a core concept in an epistemology 
of practice (Raelin, 2007). It is described as knowledge that we cannot easily 
express in words, instead it is transferred by example and by showing (Bohlin, 
2009). All knowledge has a tacit side; formulations alone cannot carry 
knowledge, and it is not possible to formulate everything in words. However, 
at the same time, no knowledge is tacit; language helps to describe even if it 
cannot capture the action in its entirety (Molander, 2015). Tacit knowledge is 
carried by the body, culture and actions (Molander, 2015). Some argue that 
the word tacit is misleading, e.g. saying it could not be criticized or never 
articulated (Bohlin, 2009). Arguments against this consider that we may not 
be able to articulate it today, but perhaps in the long run (Bohlin, 2009), and 
that tacit knowledge can certainly be criticized, but this must be done in ways 
other than propositional knowledge (Bohlin, 2009; Svenaeus, 2009b) e.g. by 
critical reflection (Svenaeus, 2009b). Instead of using tacit, know-how is pro-
posed (Bohlin, 2009).  

Regarding the above concepts, in an epistemology of practice the focus is 
on knowing-how, practical knowledge and knowledge of familiarity, a bal-
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ance between orientational and technical knowledge, and knowledge of prac-
tice. In all of these, knowledge is seen as a noun, but there is also a movement 
which emphasizes using the verb form, knowing, to highlight the active side 
of the term (Cook & Brown, 1999; Rennstam & Ashcraft, 2014). Knowing-
in-action refers to the know-how which can be seen in an intelligent action 
(Kinsella, 2007a; Schön, 1987). The knowledge is in the action, it is performed 
spontaneously, and the person cannot describe it in words. However, some-
times later we are able to describe this tacit knowing, but this is always only 
constructions which are not complete (Kinsella, 2007a; Schön, 1987). In this 
thesis, the concept of knowing-in-action is used to describe and analyze pro-
fessional competence.  

What is the professional practitioner doing in practice?  
Schön argues that professional practitioners reflect in the situation, consider 
the overall experience and knowledge they have, and create from this an action 
uniquely adapted to the specific situation (Schön, 1983). Key concepts are 
reflection-in-action, seeing-as and doing-as, but also framing, experimenting, 
dialogue, experience, and repertoire. The professional practitioner is seen as a 
creator of knowledge. 

Reflection-in-action describes the thinking the professional does in a spe-
cific, unique, and complex situation, a kind of reflective conversation with the 
situation. Reflection often starts when something in the situation puzzles or 
makes us surprised (Schön, 1983). It can take place within a fraction of a sec-
ond but also prolonged over months depending on the nature of the action. 
The process of reflection-in-action could be described in the following steps: 
1. becoming stuck in a dilemma, 2. reframing the problem, 3. experimenting 
to discover what consequences the reframing leads to, and 4. finally adapting 
the situation to the frame; the situation talks back, sometimes with unintended 
changes, the practitioner listens and as he appreciates what he hears, he re-
frames (Schön, 1983). The reflection process goes on in a spiral through stages 
of appreciation, action and reappreciation. Schön states that the practitioners 
evaluate their experiment in reframing the problematic situation by their abil-
ity to solve the new problem, their appreciation of the unintended effects of 
action, their ability to make an artifact which is coherent and an idea which is 
understandable, and whether it keeps the inquiry moving forward (Schön, 
1983). In reflection-in-action the practitioner shows an artistic performance: 
“… in his selective management of large amounts of information, his ability 
to spin out long lines of invention and inference, and his capacity to hold sev-
eral ways of looking at things at once without disrupting the flow in inquiry.” 
(Schön, 1983, p. 130)  

As described in the second step of the reflection-in-action, the professional 
practitioner needs to frame the problem in the unique situation. The framing 
is often a tacit act, building on the theories-in-use and normative templates a 

 

 37 

ance between orientational and technical knowledge, and knowledge of prac-
tice. In all of these, knowledge is seen as a noun, but there is also a movement 
which emphasizes using the verb form, knowing, to highlight the active side 
of the term (Cook & Brown, 1999; Rennstam & Ashcraft, 2014). Knowing-
in-action refers to the know-how which can be seen in an intelligent action 
(Kinsella, 2007a; Schön, 1987). The knowledge is in the action, it is performed 
spontaneously, and the person cannot describe it in words. However, some-
times later we are able to describe this tacit knowing, but this is always only 
constructions which are not complete (Kinsella, 2007a; Schön, 1987). In this 
thesis, the concept of knowing-in-action is used to describe and analyze pro-
fessional competence.  

What is the professional practitioner doing in practice?  
Schön argues that professional practitioners reflect in the situation, consider 
the overall experience and knowledge they have, and create from this an action 
uniquely adapted to the specific situation (Schön, 1983). Key concepts are 
reflection-in-action, seeing-as and doing-as, but also framing, experimenting, 
dialogue, experience, and repertoire. The professional practitioner is seen as a 
creator of knowledge. 

Reflection-in-action describes the thinking the professional does in a spe-
cific, unique, and complex situation, a kind of reflective conversation with the 
situation. Reflection often starts when something in the situation puzzles or 
makes us surprised (Schön, 1983). It can take place within a fraction of a sec-
ond but also prolonged over months depending on the nature of the action. 
The process of reflection-in-action could be described in the following steps: 
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person has (Kinsella, 2007a). It is important to become aware of how one con-
struct ones frames, to be able to choose between them (Kinsella, 2007a). In 
the third step, the practitioner experiments and Schön argues that these reflec-
tion-in-action experiments can be compared to scientific experiments, thus 
giving reflection-in-action legitimacy as a scientific method (Schön, 1983; 
Scott, 1990).  

Experience is important for the professional practitioner and Schön uses 
the concepts seeing-as and doing-as to describe how practitioners use their 
former experiences. The practitioners have during earlier work developed a 
repertoire of examples, images, understandings and actions. In this specific, 
unique situation “… he sees it as something already present in his repertoire” 
(Schön, 1983, p. 138). In this way the practitioner is looking for both similar-
ities and differences to familiar situations. Seeing-as could also include doing-
as. This could proceed nonconscious but also conscious reflection on similar-
ities and differences, comparing situations or describing one in the light of the 
other, “…to do in the former as we have done in the latter…” (Schön, 1983, 
p. 140). According to Wagenaar and Cook (2011), experience is more than a 
subjective experience. However not everything we have experienced becomes 
an experience, only what we decide to focus as an experience (Waldemarson, 
2009). Experience is created in the present by how we attribute meaning to it 
i.e., we attribute meaning to memories in retrospective. At the same time, ex-
perience is in constant change (Waldemarson, 2009). Experience is also a dou-
ble-edged sword, it could help us learn new things, or it could limit us to just 
confirm the patterns we already have. To learn from experience, we need to 
reflect on our experiences, on our interpretation of them, and allow others to 
critically examine our interpretation (Waldemarson, 2009). Practice is ani-
mated by and within experience (Wagenaar & Cook, 2011). An epistemology 
of practice emphasizes the authority of experience (Beckett, 2000; Russell, 
2017). 

The result of reflection-in-action is that professional practitioners, from 
their experiences, their framing and experimenting in unique situations, builds 
up their own repertoire of knowing-in-action (Molander, 2015; Schön, 1983).  

A holistic approach 
In contrast to a positivistic epistemology, an epistemology of practice consid-
ers the body, emotions and values. Starting with the body, in epistemology of 
practice a goal is to overcome the dualism between mind and body (Kinsella, 
2007a, 2009). The body is an active source of knowledge (Gherardi, 2011). 
Practical knowledge is incorporated in our bodies when we do things without 
thinking about it, e.g. cycling or having breakfast. When doing more complex 
tasks these things must go on unconsciously in the background (Molander, 
2015; Svenaeus, 2009b).   
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When it comes to emotions, they play an important part in the knowledge 
process (Beckett, 2000; Svenaeus, 2009a). Emotional knowledge is linked to 
emotional intelligence (EQ) (Goleman, 1996; Svenaeus, 2009a). In working 
life, co-workers need the ability to interact successfully with both colleagues 
and customers. Emotional intelligence consists of the ability to understand our 
own emotions and to be able to control them, but also to be able to understand 
others’ emotions and be able to respond to them in a mature and responsible 
way (Goleman, 1996). Svenaeus (2009a) concludes that emotional intelli-
gence exists, that there is no knowledge without emotions, and emotions can 
be more or less important in different situations. Emotions are felt in the body, 
they open up the world, they have a content since they deal with things in the 
world, they are visible in the person's posture, they provide us with reason to 
do things by filling it with meaning, make us act and form the basis for our 
way of being as a person, i.e. our basic mood (Svenaeus, 2009a). 

Several authors emphasize the need of a direction for the action, and there-
fore the need of an ethical dimension, including values. Molander argues for 
art as striving for the best, and for acting with good reasons (2015). van Manen 
also emphasizes this by arguing that tact is a moral concern, to be “… tactful 
for the sake of the good of the other” (van Manen, 1995, p. 9 ). Becket (2008) 
argues for knowing not only how, but also why. 

A scientific theory perspective 
Schön considers himself having a constructionist approach (Schön, 1983). 
This is seen by the stress on the practitioners interpreting the situation to create 
their own understanding (Geelan, 2000; Gherardi, 2011; Grisham, 1992; 
Kinsella, 2007a, 2009; Raelin, 2007). 

There are also traces of pragmatism. Neo-pragmatism emphasizes the view 
that knowledge claims should be justified by what works in practice (Garrick 
& Rhodes, 1998; Geelan, 2000).  This is also the approach of Schön which is 
advocated by others in e.g. discussions about different traditions of Bildung 
(Burman, 2009) and project management (Lalonde et al., 2010). 

A process perspective can also be identified. Professional growth as a pro-
cess using reflection-in-action is stressed rather than the exclusively assimila-
tion of content (Beckett & Hager, 2000). Knowledge is seen as “living” since 
it is never quite finished and a fundamental openness is seen as a distinguish-
ing feature (Molander, 2015). This can also be described by tentativeness, to 
see things more preliminary and avoid reflexive trust in rules and theories 
(Raelin, 2007). When trusting theories too much in a specific situation, there 
is a risk of not seeing what really is there (Raelin, 2007).  

Another characteristic in an epistemology of practice is that knowledge and 
practice are situated in a specific situation and a specific context (Dirkx, 
2008). As Raelin expresses (2007), learning is not decontextualized; it is first 
contextualized and later recontextualized. Practical knowledge is situated in 
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the individual and in the context where it is used (Svenaeus, 2009b). This can 
be compared to Lave and Wenger’s work on situated learning and communi-
ties of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998), although Schön does 
not refer to these so much. 

Finally, knowing and practice are relational emerging out of relations by 
continual interaction and their normative stabilization (Gherardi, 2011). Gher-
ardi compares this with studies of communities-in-practice (Wenger, 1998). 

From the above, five key concepts are chosen to use in the discussion, and 
these are:  

 
• the situated and complex practice in focus,  
• knowing-in-action,  
• reflective practitioner practicing reflection-in/on-action,  
• holistic,  
• having a constructionist, pragmatic, process, situated and relational 

perspective. 

Education design: the reflective practicum 
Our approach to education, teaching and learning depends on our epistemol-
ogy of practice (Stensmo, 2007). In this section the consequences of an epis-
temology of practice will be described, based on Schön’s reflective practicum. 
Key concepts are italicized. 

Schön’s idea of how to educate the reflective practitioner is via the reflec-
tive practicum with specific features such as “learning by doing, coaching ra-
ther than teaching, and dialogue of reciprocal reflection-in-action between 
coach and student.” (Schön, 1987, p. 303 ). Medical schools’ practice, intern-
ships, and coaching are given as examples, but the reflective practicum is in-
stead an intermediate space between a workplace and the academy, with the 
task of imitating real practice. Important features are that the student learns by 
engaging in the artistry but in a safe environment, with coaches who initiate 
students into the specific tradition of the profession, and in a pedagogical man-
ner guide them to see their particular learning needs. In the practicum, the 
students will learn the traditions of a specific profession and enter a kind of 
community of practitioners (Schön, 1987). The students learn by doing simu-
lated, simplified projects and real projects under supervision.  

The goals of the practicum are to learn two kinds of practices: to learn the 
specific professional tasks in focus and to learn reflection-in-action as a 
method to learn in practice (Schön, 1987). The overall goal is to make the 
students aware of what they are doing, to give them words to describe it, to 
show that it can be done in several ways, that there are different methods and 
approaches, and that the students will be able to choose their own ways 
(Schön, 1987). 
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An essential part in the reflective practicum is the dialogue between the 
student and the coach: “When the dialogue works well, it takes the form of 
reciprocal reflection-in-action.” (Schön, 1987, p. 163). The dialogue has three 
specific features: it takes place in the context of the student’s attempts to de-
sign; it makes use of actions as well as words; and it depends on reciprocal 
reflection-in-action. To describe this in more depth, Schön (1987) specifies 
four themes in the art of dialogue: 

 
• Telling and listening: i.e. giving specific instructions, criticizing, in-

forming how to prioritize, and suggesting examples. For the coach 
this means listening to and observing the student’s action to notice 
how the student understood the instruction, catch the moment and 
give further instructions from this point. In this listening, coaches 
can reflect-in-action on their knowing-in-action, and also how the 
student reflects-in-action. (Schön, 1987).  

• Demonstrating and imitating: A common way of learning a practice 
is that the coach demonstrates how a particular work could be per-
formed and the student tries to imitate it. The student must be able to 
identify and select what is important in the demonstration, i.e. con-
struct their own image and then try to carry it out in practice. This 
process can be seen as problem-solving and a form of reflection-in-
action, where the student “…constructs and tests, in its own action, 
the essential features of the action it has observed.” (Schön, 1987, p. 
109) 

• Combining Telling with Listening and Demonstrating with Imitation: 
in the learning situation telling and demonstrating, listening and imi-
tating are interwoven.  By combining them, gaps from each of them 
can be filled, and the student can learn more than just using one of 
them (Schön, 1987).  

• The ladder of reflection: Schön (1987) describes a way of analyzing 
which he calls the ladder of reflection.  This is a vertical dimension 
where moving up is meta to the lower parts, i.e. to reflect on the ac-
tivity below, and moving down is “… to move from reflection to an 
action that enacts reflection” (Schön, 1987, p. 114). It is also possi-
ble to move diagonally along the ladder of reflection, which means 
that an action or reflection from one part triggers reflection or action 
on another.  A description of the different rungs of the ladder of re-
flection are (Schön, 1987, p. 115): 
4. Reflection on reflection on description of designing 
3. Reflection on description of designing 
2. Description of designing 
1. Designing 
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It is not necessary to climb the ladder of reflection to learn, but, if 
the learning becomes stuck, the ability to move up and down the lad-
der gives new possibilities to search for convergence in meaning and 
in this way move on.  

 
Using the example of design, Schön emphasizes a paradox: “The paradox 

of learning a really new competence is this: that a student cannot at first un-
derstand what he needs to learn, can learn it only by educating himself, and 
can educate himself only by beginning to do what he does not yet understand.” 
(Schön, 1987, p. 93). The student's and coach's stance to the interaction affects 
the outcome. In some cases, the student accepts the initial dependence on the 
coach, or the relation becomes one of co-experimentation; in others the student 
has a clear view from the beginning and does not want to abandon this. De-
pending on which stance the student displays it can promote or hinder learn-
ing.  

From a constructionist perspective, where professional knowing is seen as 
“thinking like a” (Schön, 1987, p. 39), in a specific situation, the student may 
use either the rules of inquiry or the reflection-in-action.  In the latter case, the 
student may have to develop new rules and methods for the specific case on 
their own. In reflection-in-action there is no such assumption that every prob-
lem has a right answer, instead Schön wants the students “…to learn a kind of 
reflection-in-action that goes beyond statable rules…” (Schön, 1987, p. 39 ), 
and it is the coach’s role to emphasize this reflective conversation within the 
unique situation. 

In Schön’s reflective practicum, the teacher plays a crucial role acting as a 
coach. The coach has a broader role than just presenting and transferring 
knowledge. Schön (1987) state the coaches task as: to demonstrate perfor-
mance and describe it; to particularize their demonstrations and descriptions, 
which means to specify by connecting to the specific student and their specific 
difficulties through improvisation, using their repertoire, and on-the-spot ex-
periments; and to have the ability to foster a relationship open to inquiry by 
choosing a coaching stance and coaching types.  

An important part in learning practical knowledge is to learn from experts 
in action by their way of revising their cognitive patterns as a response to 
changes in the world around them (Raelin, 2007). In this way, references are 
made to theories of the track from novice to mastery (Lave & Wenger, 1991) 
and communities of practice (Wenger, 1998). This can also be described as 
modelling, where the teacher with their actions shows the students how to do 
(Lunenberg et al., 2007). 

Schön also identifies three ideal types of coaching which can be shifted and 
combined (Schön, 1987, chap. 8-10). First, joint experimentation, where the 
student chooses what he will do, the coach shows how this can be done in 
different ways, and in the end the performance will be assessed on the basis 
of whether the student achieved what he wanted from the beginning. Second, 
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follow me, where the coach demonstrates a performance or an action and the 
student imitates it. In this way the student learns one way of doing the perfor-
mance. Third, hall of mirrors, where mirroring means that what happens in the 
practicum, mirrors what happens in a practice situation. Through how the 
coach acts in the practicum, he shows how the student could act in a practice 
situation, and the student experiences what the client in practice is likely to 
experience. The role of the coaches include handling substantial problems of 
performance; customize their acting and understanding of the specific stu-
dent’s needs; and do the former based on the coaching role they choose to 
take. What is important in all three types of coaching is that the student sooner 
or later is able to reflect on what has happened themselves (Schön, 1987).  

According to Raelin (2007), the role of the teacher is seen as a facilitator 
of learning who fosters an inquiry-based democratic dialogue, and models be-
havior such as tolerance, openness, patience, empathy. When van Manen 
(1995) describes pedagogical tact, he emphasizes the ability in a particular 
situation to “…see what goes on with children, to understand the child’s ex-
perience, to sense the pedagogical significance of this situation, to know how 
and what to do, and to actually do something right.” (van Manen, 1995, p. 9). 
Tact is to be able to interpret the situation, the child’s thoughts, feelings, body 
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meaning of experience, and become expressed as a point of view. Habits of 
mind could include social norms, moral-ethical values, religious commit-
ments, learning styles, as well as psychological, health, and aesthetic thoughts.  
A point of view comprises clusters of meaning schemes which arbitrarily de-
termine what we see and how we see it (Mezirow, 2009). As adults, to be able 
to handle a rapidly changing modern society, there is a need to become aware 
of, assess and reinterpret the habits of our minds and points of view which 
have been taken for granted, in order to gain a more complete understanding 
and a higher degree of control over our lives (Mezirow, 1991).  

Learning could have different characters or qualities: assimilation, where 
the individual integrates new learning within existing frames of reference, or 
learns new frames of references; or accommodation, where the individual 
transforms existing points of view or habits of mind (Mezirow, 2000a). It is 
this accommodative learning which is TL.  

TL can be epochal, a sudden major reorientation in habit of mind e.g. as an 
effect of life crises, or cumulative characterized by a progressive sequence of 
insights resulting in changes in points of view leading to a transformation of 
habit of mind (Mezirow, 2009). All TL involves taking action to implement 
insights derived from critical reflection (Mezirow, 1991).  

Mezirow (1991) has identified 10 steps  leading to TL. All steps are not 
required to reach TL; critical reflection, disorienting dilemmas and trying out 
new roles have the highest association with reported TL (Brock, 2010). 
 

1. A disorienting dilemma 
2. Self-examination with feelings of fear, guilt or shame 
3. A critical assessment of epistemic, sociocultural, or psychic assump-

tions 
4. Recognition that one’s discontent and the process of transformation 

are shared and that others have negotiated a similar change 
5. Exploration of options for new roles, relationships, and actions 
6. Planning a course of action 
7. Acquisition of knowledge and skills to implement one’s plans 
8. Provisional trying of new roles 
9. Building of competence and self-confidence in new roles and rela-

tionships 
10. A reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by 

one’s new perspective (Mezirow, 1991, p. 169).  

To enable TL, six core elements have been identified (Taylor, 2009). 1) 
Individual experience concerns the possibility for the student to reflect on for-
mer experiences, to be active and use experiences in the moment. 2) Critical 
reflection is to enable reflection, and especially to question deeply held as-
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sumptions. 3) Dialogue concerns the importance of participating in a dis-
course with others. Necessary conditions for optimal participation in a dis-
course are freedom, democracy, equality, justice and social cooperation, stem-
ming from Haberma’s communicative learning (Mezirow, 1991). 4) A holistic 
orientation means that the whole person should be engaged using e.g. arts, 
affection, bodily experiences, and fiction (Kasworm & Bowles, 2012; Taylor, 
2007; Taylor & Jarecke, 2009). Later development of TL theory has pointed 
out that emotions, intuition and imagination play a role in the transformation 
process (Mezirow, 2009). 5) Awareness of context means to inquire and adapt 
to personal and sociocultural factors such as rules and different cultures. 6) 
Establishing authentic relationships means to create a safe and permitting cli-
mate which allows students to share information and question their thoughts. 
This also relates to having a supportive attitude (Taylor, 2009). 

Mezirow (2009) claims that most TL takes place outside awareness. There-
fore, a teacher could assist participants to improve the participant’s ability and 
inclination to engage in TL by bringing this process into awareness (Mezirow, 
2009), by fostering participant’s reflection upon their own beliefs or meaning 
schemes through a critical examination of the history, context, and conse-
quence of their assumptions of discourse (Mezirow, 1991). For adult teachers, 
to foster discourse is a long-established priority, transferring authority to the 
participant to become a more collaborative learner (Mezirow, 2000b).  

In this thesis it is assumed that TL is required to enable the quality of learn-
ing needed for individuals to reassess their epistemology. To find out whether 
TL has occurred, there is a need for either statements from individuals who 
describe a change in understanding and behavior, or to check whether TL is 
enabled in the course design by e.g. using Mezirow’s 10 steps or Taylor’s six 
core elements.   

From the above, two key concepts have been chosen to summarize the qual-
ity of learning; 

 
• 10 steps to TL 
• six core elements to foster TL  
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Empirical studies  

This thesis includes four empirical studies (see Table 1). The studies were 
accomplished within three different projects. Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ were based on 
the same project, “Regisserad kompetensutveckling”1 (Diarie nr. 2007-02122) 
financed by Vinnova 2007–2011. Study ΙΙ was part of the project “Ungas in-
troduktion i arbetslivet. Betydelsen av arbetsmiljöutbildning och arbetsmiljö-
introduktion för goda arbetsförhållanden och säkert arbete”2, financed by 
AFA 2012-2015 (Diarie nr. 120048). Study ΙV was indirectly financed by Da-
larna University as part of my PhD. Table 1 gives an overview of the four 
studies: their research designs, settings, participants and their methods for data 
collection and analysis.  

Research worldviews 
Since this thesis focuses on epistemology and the importance of acting in line 
with our view, it becomes particularly important to be aware of and transpar-
ent with my research worldviews, or ontologies and epistemologies, which 
have been chosen in this thesis, and that these should be in line with the chosen 
methods (cf. Burell & Morgan, 1979; Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Wigblad, 
1997). In line with Schön this thesis is inspired by constructivism and an ac-
tion research approach. 

A constructivist approach holds the assumption that human beings con-
struct meaning, and a social constructionist approach states that this con-
structed meaning is dependent on the context, society and history (Creswell & 
Creswell, 2018). In this way social constructionism focuses on the construc-
tions created in society, between humans (Burr, 2003). In the included studies 
the focus has been on capturing individuals’ experiences and understandings 
of different phenomenon, and therefore a constructivist perspective was use-
ful. Beyond Schön (1983, 1987), Mezirow’s TL theory, which was used in 
Studies ΙΙΙ and ΙV, is based on constructivism (Mezirow, 1991). However, 
even if the empirical data which has been collected focused on the individual’s  
 

 
1 Translation: “Directed competence development” 
2 Translation: “Young people's introduction to working life. The importance of work environ-
ment training and work environment introduction for good working conditions and safe work” 
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Table 1. Overview of the studies 
 

 Design Setting Partici-
pants 

Data collection Data analysis 

Study 
1 

Quasi exper-
imental 
 
Educational 
intervention 
 
Action re-
search 

Private 
and pub-
lic, small 
and large 
organiza-
tions 
 

Managers 
and their 
subordi-
nates, focus 
on subordi-
nates 

Three pre- and 
post-question-
naires to the sub-
ordinates of the 
participating man-
agers  

Factor analy-
sis  
t-test 

Study 
2 

Convergent 
mixed meth-
ods design 

Voca-
tional ed-
ucation 

Pupils  Questionnaires 
and focus group 
interviews 

Descriptive 
statistics, ag-
gregate and 
percentage 
calculations. 
 
Content anal-
ysis 
 

Study 
3 

Explanatory 
mixed 
method de-
sign  
 
Quasi exper-
imental  
 
Educational 
intervention. 
 
Action re-
search 
 

Private 
and pub-
lic, small 
and large 
organiza-
tions 
 

Managers 
and their 
subordi-
nates, focus 
on managers 

Three pre- and 
post-question-
naires to the sub-
ordinates of the 
participating man-
agers  
Interviews with 
participating man-
agers 
Notes from work-
shops 
Reflection proto-
cols from partici-
pating managers 

Triangulation 
of results 
from Study 1, 
interviews, 
notes and re-
flections 
 
Deductive 
analysis 

Study 
4 

Qualitative 
design 
 
Action re-
search in ed-
ucation 

A univer-
sity 
course 

Students  
 
Teachers/re-
searchers 

Interviewing stu-
dents 
Observations  
Teachers’ reflec-
tions 

Triangulation 
of interviews, 
observations, 
and teachers’ 
reflection 
Adaptive 
analysis 
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view, the social aspect of constructions were important especially in Studies Ι 
and ΙΙΙ, the integrating aspects of the enabling leadership, and in Study ΙV with 
its focus on collective learning. 

Johansson (2016) criticizes the constructivist approach as not everything 
can be constructed. I agree with this criticism; however, the concepts studied 
in these studies, such as learning, work environment, and knowing-in-action, 
are relevant to handle as constructions, and in particular social constructions.  

Action research is an orientation of inquiry consisting of “a family of ap-
proaches” (Reason & Bradbury, 2008, p. 7). It has five characteristics: partic-
ipation and democracy, human flourishing, practical issues, knowledge-in-ac-
tion and emergent developmental form (Reason & Bradbury, 2008). In this 
thesis, an action research approach has been chosen for several reasons. In 
Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ, there was a desire to educate the managers in enabling lead-
ership combined with the aim of evaluating whether a change could be noticed 
by the manager’s employees, together with a wish to develop the theory about 
the enabling managerial role together with the participating managers. In 
Study ΙV the action research within education approach was chosen since we 
wanted to take advantage of the knowledge and experiences we have as 
teacher practitioners, and combine that with being researchers i.e. researching 
our own practice (Altrichter et al., 1993; McNiff, 2013; Norton, 2018). 

In line with an epistemology of practice, action research within education 
has a desire to legitimatize practical knowledge (McNiff, 2013), and using 
action research for researching practice is proposed (e.g. Kemmis, 2005; 
Schön, 1995).  

Research design, methods and participants 
To fulfil the overall aim of the thesis, a combination of qualitative and quan-
titative research designs was applied. A mixed method approach was chosen 
since it utilizes the strengths and minimizes the weaknesses with the qualita-
tive and quantitative methods, is a sophisticated and complex approach, and 
could provide a more complete understanding (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; 
Hanson et al., 2005; Harrison et al., 2020). To obtain rich data material, sev-
eral different data collection methods have been used such as questionnaires, 
individual and focus group interviews, observations, field notes, reflection 
protocols and teachers’ narratives (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In the follow-
ing I will describe the studies and their research design, data collection meth-
ods and participants further. 
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Study Ι  

Research design  
Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ were based on the same research project. The study was de-
signed as a quasi-experimental study, inspired by action research, with an ed-
ucational intervention for managers, and pre- and post-questionnaires to the 
managers' subordinates to assess the outcome of the intervention. The inter-
vention part had a pre-experimental design with a one-group pre- and post-
test design (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Study Ι reports the results from the 
pre- and post- assessments. 

The intervention consisted of eight workshops with the aim of training en-
abling manager skills. The workshops were held by the researchers during a 
period of one year for three and a half hours each time. The content included 
reflection on the previous workshop, feedback from the pre-survey and new 
input about that workshop’s particular theme. Themes in the workshops in-
cluded dialogue competence, balanced communication, attractive work, inte-
grated autonomy, group creativity through improvisation, and external rela-
tions. The first workshop contained an introduction focusing on creating a 
good social climate, with the last workshop summarizing the project. The re-
sults from the quantitative assessments were presented to explore whether the 
intervention led to some changes in the work for the subordinates.  

Methods for data collection  
Three different questionnaires were completed by the managers’ subordinates 
before and after the intervention to assess whether the intervention had any 
effect. The questionnaires focused the themes from the intervention. One 
questionnaire focused on interaction between subordinates, the second on in-
tegrated autonomy, and the third on attractive work. The pre-questionnaires 
were completed during spring 2009, the intervention took place between au-
tumn 2009 and spring 2010, and the post questionnaires were completed dur-
ing autumn 2010. The questionnaires were completed during the managers’ 
ordinary meetings with the subordinates, and non-present subordinates were 
given the opportunity to answer and submit the questionnaire later.  

The interaction and integrated autonomy questionnaires were created in the 
project while the Attractive Work questionnaire was developed and used at 
Dalarna University (Hedlund, 2007; Åteg, 2006; Åteg et al., 2004). The inter-
action and integrated autonomy questionnaires were developed with support 
of theory, discussed in the group, and tested by volunteers before use. The 
interaction questionnaire was also presented at a conference (Åteg et al., 
2008). See Table 2 for more information on the questionnaires’ number of 
questions, scales, and number of respondents.  
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Table 2. Questionnaires and number of respondents in Study Ι 
 

Question-
naire 

Number 
of Ques-
tions 

Scale Total 
num-
ber of 
subor-
dinates 

Number 
of re-
spondents 
pre-ques-
tionnaire 

Number 
of re-
spondents 
post-ques-
tionnaire 

Interaction: 
Dialogue 
competence 

35 Five graded 
scale from Very 
seldom or never 
to Very often or 
always 

335* 266 
 
Response 
rate 79% 

215 
 
Response 
rate 64% 

Integrated 
autonomy 

33  Five-point scale 
Not at all to 
Completely 

335* 261 
 
Response 
rate 78% 

215 
 
Response 
rate 64% 

Attractive 
work 

179 Five-point scale 
Not at all to 
Completely 

335* 223 
 
Response 
rate 67% 

167 
 
Response 
rate 50% 

* The number of subordinates varied over time. This figure is based on an approxi-
mation from the start of the project.  

Participants  
The sample of managers was a multistage convenience sample (Creswell & 
Creswell, 2018), where the participants in the educational intervention were 
managers and the respondents of the questionnaires were the managers’ sub-
ordinates; thus, the sample of the questionnaire was the whole population. To 
obtain a broad sample, eighteen managers, twelve woman and six men, par-
ticipated in the intervention. They represented fifteen different organizations: 
nine managers from eight organizations in the public sector such as govern-
ment authorities, health care, municipal activity; and, nine managers from 
seven organizations within the private sector such as the motor industry, bank, 
manufacturing industry, real estate service and a health service company. 
From the beginning 20 managers participated, but two were unable to com-
plete the project. See Table 2 for more information.  The differences in re-
sponse rate between the different questionnaires could be because the attrac-
tive work questionnaire was most comprehensive so not everybody completed 
it. The differences in response rate between pre- and post-assessment could be 
due to the fact that in several workplaces the workforce decreased during the 
project. Further, the motivation to fill in the questionnaires a second time 
could have been lower, due to e.g. the repetition.  
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Study ΙΙ 

Research design 
Study ΙΙ was part of a larger project which investigated different aspects of 
pupils’ introduction to working life through a work environment perspective. 
This part of the project investigated the pupils’ knowledge about environment 
issues and their view of the education about this. A convergent mixed method 
design was used, which means that qualitative and quantitative methods were 
used simultaneously to create a deeper understanding of the field, i.e. one 
phase (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Hanson et al., 2005). In this study a ques-
tionnaire was chosen to obtain a broad overview of the field, and focus group 
interviews to capture in-depth knowledge of the pupils’ perceptions of health 
and safety issues at work and their training in this. 

Methods for data collection 
A questionnaire and focus group interviews were used as methods for data 
collection. The questionnaire contained nine questions covering core issues 
within Swedish work environment legislation such as knowledge about risks 
in the work environment, responsibility for environment issues at work, action 
to take and introduction to the work-based practice. All questions except one 
had different response alternatives which were more or less correct answers 
to the questions. In the last question the students were free to give examples 
of risks in the work they were being educated for and to rank these risks based 
on degree of risk. The questionnaire was distributed to the pupils by the re-
searchers when visiting the school, between December 2012 until March 
2013. The focus group interviews were conducted by two of the researchers 
during April 2013. The interviews were semi-structured to open, an interview 
guide was used with open questions about the pupils’ thoughts about work 
environment, their training in health and safety at work in their vocational 
education, work environment at their workplace-based learning and risks in 
work environment in the profession they were training for. The questions were 
followed by additional probing questions. The interviews were recorded and 
transcribed into Swedish. 

Participants 
The study group were youths in graduating classes studying vocational pro-
grams within the Swedish upper secondary compulsory school. Criteria for 
the sample were based on discussions with a reference group: their geograph-
ical location, i.e. geographical spreading and urban and rural areas, their size 
i.e. small and large schools, number of programs i.e. having one or all of the 
focused programs and private or municipal ownership. Ten schools were cho-
sen within which 20 vocational programs were located. The programs were 
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the industrial technology program, the restaurant management and food pro-
gram, the transport program, and the handicraft program. The questionnaires 
were administrated to all participants in the study group. Of 273 possible pu-
pils, 239 completed the questionnaire which gave a respond rate of 88%, 166 
men and 73 women. Regarding the interview study, it was undertaken with 
one focus group at six of the schools, with four to seven pupils representing 
the different programs in each group. The headmaster of the school asked the 
pupils to participate voluntarily in the interviews. After six interviews satura-
tion was considered to be achieved.  

Study ΙΙΙ 

Research design 
This study was based on the same project as Study Ι, therefore please refer 
also to the information about Study Ι above. The design of this study was an 
explanatory sequential mixed method approach with two phases (Creswell & 
Creswell, 2018). The study used the results from the analysis of quantitative 
data from Study Ι to rank and cluster the workplaces according to the level of 
change noticed between the pre- and post-questionnaires. Further, qualitative 
data was collected via interviews with the managers to deepen the understand-
ing of the quantitative results.  

Methods for data collection 
As a starting point, Study III used the results from the questionnaires in Study 
Ι. However, the essential material in the study was the qualitative data in terms 
of interviews conducted with the managers after the intervention.  These were 
complemented with field notes from the interventions, videotaped and partly 
transcribed observations of workplace meetings, and reflection notes written 
by the managers in relation to each workshop. Interviews with the participat-
ing managers were conducted six months after the intervention by two inter-
viewers, one who was not within the research groups, and one of the research-
ers, depending on the geographical proximity to the participants’ workplace. 
The interviews were semi-structured to open, and an interview guide was used 
focusing the manager’s view of their role as a manager, dilemmas with their 
role, their view of the enabling managerial role, and their experience from and 
use of the intervention. The interviews were recorded and transcribed into 
Swedish. The videotaped observations focused on communication patterns but 
were used only to a minor extent since problems were discovered with the 
analysis method, i.e. coding definitions and interrater reliability. Field notes 
were taken by the researchers during the workshops to capture comments, sto-
ries and experiences from the participants which were discussed during the 
workshops. The managers also wrote reflection notes between the workshops 
containing their reflections about the workshop’s theme. 
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Participants 
Since the focus in Study III was the interviews, the participants were the 18 
managers who participated in the intervention. For more information see 
Study Ι.  

Study ΙV 

Research design 
Study ΙV was done on its own, i.e. it was not part of any larger project. This 
study had a qualitative design using interviews, observations and teachers’ 
narratives (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The Study also had an action research 
within education approach (Altrichter et al., 1993; Norton, 2018; Whitehead 
& McNiff, 2012). This combination was chosen to take advantage of the ex-
perience and practical knowledge of the teachers as practitioners since two of 
the researchers were the course teachers. A third researcher, previously un-
known to the teachers, acted as an observer and interviewer. Interviews were 
chosen to capture the students’ experiences and views on the course structure. 
The teachers’ narratives contributed with a practitioner’s view and the ob-
server with an outsider view.  

Methods for data collection 
The data materials consisted of three parts: interviews with students, notes 
from the observations, and the teachers’ narratives. The interviews were con-
ducted by the third researcher who was not a course teacher, in November and 
December 2016, some weeks after the course ended. The interviews were 
semi-structured to open, allowing the students to elaborate their views on the 
course. In particular questions were asked about which level of reflection they 
thought they attained, addressing Kember et al. (2000; 2008), and what pro-
moted this. The interviews were recorded and transcribed into Swedish. The 
observations were conducted by the third researcher and focused on signs of 
reflection and what promoted reflection during six of the nine course days. It 
was semi-systematic and abductive (Cohen et al., 2018), and the observer took 
notes continuously. The teachers’ narratives contained how the teachers de-
scribed their view of how they tried to create preconditions to foster learning 
in the course. By doing a narrative the teachers verbalized their tacit 
knowledge, i.e. a reflection-on-action (Altrichter et al., 1993; McNiff, 2013), 
and enabled disciplined subjectivity and reflexivity to distance themselves 
from their own experience (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2017; Efron & Ravid, 
2020). The teachers’ narratives were put together after a reflective session 
where the two teachers via several steps tried to compile the essence of their 
approach, what is important and why, and how they based the course on this 
approach.  
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Participants 
The study was conducted during a university course called Collective Learn-
ing and the Learning Organization studied during the third year of a human 
resources program. The course was chosen since the course teachers as well 
as the researchers saw an opportunity to develop knowledge by using the 
course as a study object, i.e. a convenience sample. The participants were 40 
students, five men and 35 women, aged between 21 and 52 with an average 
age of 27. The interviewees were selected by including every fifth person from 
the participants list.  Seven were selected, and five accepted, four women and 
one man aged 21, 28, 30, 32 and 32.  

Data analysis 
In Study Ι the focus was to compare the results of the pre- and post-assess-
ment. Prior to the comparisons, factor analysis with principal axis rotation was 
employed in order to reduce the number of questions in each of the question-
naires to the most important underlying factors. Using factor analysis, the In-
teraction questionnaire was reduced from the initial 35 questions to 4 factors; 
in a similar way, the Integrated Autonomy questionnaire was reduced from 33 
questions to 4 factors. Lastly, the Attractive Work questionnaire was reduced 
from 179 questions to 9 factors. In order to measure the internal consistency 
of the resulting factors, Cronbach-alpha was calculated for each of them, rang-
ing between 0.56-0.93. After the factor analysis, the means of each scale from 
the pre- and post-assessment were compared, and the strength of the change 
was tested using a T-test.  

In Study ΙΙ the data from the questionnaire study was presented as descrip-
tive statistics including aggregate and percentage calculations. The interviews 
were analyzed by content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Silverman, 
2020). The two researchers who conducted the interviews analyzed the inter-
views separately, and then the findings were scrutinized independently by a 
third researcher not involved in the interviews. Finally, the findings were dis-
cussed in the researcher group to identify similarities and differences in the 
analysis.  

In Study ΙΙΙ the analysis was done with data triangulation. The quantitative 
data from Study Ι was used to rank and cluster the workplaces according to 
the level of change. This was expected to reveal the learning quality from the 
intervention. All qualitative data (interview transcription, field notes, the man-
ager’s reflection notes, and observations) from one workplace at a time were 
analyzed simultaneously to interpret the quality of learning. The analysis was 
done in two steps. First, the data was analyzed deductively using the core the-
oretical concepts such as sensitizing concepts, searching for preconditions for 
learning; disorienting dilemma, cognitive conflict, motivation and supportive 
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contexts. Second, the analysis searched for traces of new ways of thinking or 
acting to understand the quality of learning from the core concepts of assimi-
lative, cumulative, and epochal learning. 

In Study ΙV a triangulation was made by comparing the teachers’ narra-
tives, observation notes and transcriptions from the interviews. An adaptive 
approach was used which can be described as “zig-zagging back and forth 
between theoretical ideas, data collection and analysis” (Layder, 1998, p. 77). 
The empirical data was read and reread to identify preconditions to foster TL 
by continuously examining the preconditions outlined in the theory. Using this 
approach contributed to the theory by confirming the theoretical framework 
and adding two elements identified in this empirical study. 

The role of the researcher and my preconceptions 
Within action research and qualitative research design, it is important to dis-
cuss the role of the researcher since the researcher is a tool in the research 
process and therefore can affect the research process in different ways 
(Altrichter et al., 1993; Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2017; Grant et al., 2008; 
McNiff, 2013; Mercer, 2007). In this thesis, four issues concerning the re-
searcher’s role have been important: being an insider versus outsider, being 
objective versus subjective, proximity versus distance, and power relations.  

In action research you are either an outsider, i.e. you are not familiar with 
the participants and the researched area, or an insider e.g. action research 
within education where you research your own practice. In Studies Ι, ΙΙ and 
ΙΙΙ I was an outsider while in Study ΙV I was an insider. In Study ΙV the ad-
vantages were that I had access to the field, I could easily affect the research 
process and the content, and I was familiar with the context with deep 
knowledge in the issue which was studied (Mercer, 2007). The disadvantages 
were that it could be difficult to be aware of things taken for granted and I 
could influence the participants to say what I wanted to hear. As an outsider 
in Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ it was harder to gain access to the research field; I had to 
learn more about the organizations and the participants’ situations to under-
stand. However, the advantages were that I could more easily be objective, 
asking about the obvious; and, sometimes an outsider can obtain more sensi-
tive information than an insider (Mercer, 2007).  

Concerning objectivity verses subjectivity, in qualitative research designs 
the researcher needs to interpret the data and, in this process, it is impossible 
to be totally objective (Johansson, 2016). There are several ways of handling 
this, e.g. by having a reflexive attitude throughout the whole research process 
(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2017). In Study ΙV subjectivity was a challenge and 
several actions were taken to handle this, e.g. a third researcher, an outsider in 
relation to the course, conducted the interviews and observations, and also 
acted as a critical friend helping the teachers critically reflect on their actions 
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and assumptions. In Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ we were outsiders although, at the same 
time, involved as workshop teachers. This was handled by a person outside 
the research group conducting two thirds of the interviews, triangulating the 
data with the results being analyzed jointly by the group. 

In action research, when the researcher is involved in a change process the 
issue of proximity versus distance becomes important (Svensson, 2008). This 
was especially urgent in Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ where we as researchers imple-
mented an educational intervention but at the same time wanted to develop the 
content together with the participants. The balance between proximity and dis-
tance, to let the process go on or to interrupt, to develop and support or dare 
to leave (Svensson, 2008), were questions which we asked ourselves during 
the process.  

As a researcher you are often in a power relation to respondents. When 
doing action research within education power relations become especially 
prominent since the participants are students (McNiff, 2013); in Study IV my 
own students or as in Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ participants in an intervention. It was 
important to be aware of this, and to handle it by being transparent with the 
research process and to show respect for the student’s autonomy (Grant et al., 
2008). In addition, continuously reflecting over our actions prevented us from 
using our power in a negative way. Power issues are closely related to ethical 
issues, which are discussed later in this section.  

It is also important to be aware of and transparent with my preunderstand-
ing as a researcher to make it easier for a reader to evaluate the results. Beyond 
my research worldviews described above, some additional aspects are worth 
mentioning. I have been a teacher at the university for 17 years, with a mas-
ter’s degree in working life pedagogy, and have taught about adult learning, 
competence development, learning organization, group process, communica-
tion, leadership, work environment issues, change and development, pro-
cesses and facilitating. My theoretical starting point as a teacher is based on 
adult pedagogic or andragogic in accordance with Knowles et al (2015) and 
Mezirow (1991). My goal as a teacher is to enable learning which leads to 
both in-depth understanding and an ability to act in accordance with this un-
derstanding. The pedagogical methods I use, and during Study ΙV developed, 
are inspired by Mezirow and others (e.g. Mezirow, 1991; Taylor, 2009) 
Knowles et al, (2015); Kolb, (1984); Schön, (1983, 1987); Filstad, (2012); and 
Illeris, (2007). 

Ethical considerations 
Being a researcher requires a high awareness of ethical issues. This concerns 
how we treat participants in research, i.e. external ethics, and how particular 
researchers do their work, i.e. internal ethics. The overall principles of re-
search should be respectful of persons, beneficence (to do good, and to not 
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harm), and justice as stated in the Belmont Report (Brydon-Miller, 2008; 
National Commission for the protection of human subjects of biomedical and 
behavioral research, 1979).  

In order to protect participants during research, ethical review is required 
if a study handles sensitive personal data, involves risks which may be harmful 
to a participant physically or mentally, etc. (SFS 2003:460). Ethical approvals 
were applied in Study ΙΙ, but not in the other studies since preliminary requests 
replied that it was not needed in these cases. The included studies were con-
ducted between 2009-2016 but since then praxis has changed. For example, 
in 2016 the GDPR (General Data Protection Regulation 2016/679) came into 
force which strengthened the protection of individuals’ personal data. There-
fore, if the present studies were conducted today an ethical vetting would have 
been applied for to have an advisory statement. 

In the included studies ethical issues have been handled in accordance with 
a number of guidelines (CODEX; Nolen & Putten, 2007; Resnik, 2018; 
Swedish Research Council, 2002, 2017). Ethically important questions con-
cerning participants have been informed consent, confidentiality, voluntari-
ness and how data are used and stored. Before starting the research projects 
the participants were informed about the plan and purpose of the research, the 
methods which will be used and how they will be used, eventual risks, who 
has responsibility, that participation is voluntary and that they are free to ter-
minate participation at any time without risk of retaliation (SFS 2003:460; 
Swedish Research Council, 2017). Participants were informed about how data 
will be used and stored, who has access to data, confidentiality, what was ex-
pected of the participant, who to contact if they have questions, and oppor-
tunity was given to ask questions. The information was both written and oral, 
and written consent was collected in all studies for all data collection. To han-
dle confidentiality, code keys were used to protect information which could 
reveal a person’s identity and the data were stored in safe places. Concerning 
video and audio recordings, the names of the participants were not revealed in 
the recording. The use of the data was restricted to articles, conferences, re-
ports to financiers and to the participating organizations.  

In addition, when using action research more issues become important 
(Nolen & Putten, 2007; Zeni, 1998), e.g., to analyze the power relationships 
when the researcher also is a teacher (Brydon-Miller, 2008; Nolen & Putten, 
2007). In this case, informing the participants about voluntariness, about free-
dom to terminate without risk, and confidentiality becomes crucial; having a 
respectful and open attitude also becomes extra important (Nolen & Putten, 
2007).  

Action researchers need to embody ethics within their practice, to critically 
examine their own values, enter into a dialogue with other researchers and 
participants, and model ethical behavior (Brydon-Miller, 2008). 
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Validity, reliability, generalizability and trustworthiness 
In quantitative studies concepts such as validity, reliability and generalizabil-
ity are used to describe the quality of the research (Creswell & Creswell, 
2018). In qualitative research it has become more common to instead use con-
cepts such as trustworthiness, credibility, dependability, and transferability 
(Connelly, 2016; Elo et al., 2014; Graneheim & Lundman, 2004; Shenton, 
2004).  

In an experimental quantitative study such as Study Ι, internal validity, and 
to some extent external validity, become important to ensure that the manipu-
lated variables are those which affect the outcome (Creswell & Creswell, 
2018). Internal validity in Study Ι concerns how well we can be sure that a 
change in results between pre- and post- questionnaires depends on the inter-
vention. External validity concerns to what extent the results could justify con-
clusions in other contexts. To increase internal validity we tried to recruit as 
large sample as possible to account for drop outs; we tried to obtain as wide a 
selection as possible to spread the risk of extreme participants affecting the 
results too much; the interval between the pre- and post-assessment was 1.5 
years to minimize the risk that the participants remembered their last answer; 
and the same questionnaires were used for the pre- and post-assessments to 
allow for comparison (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). However, there are some 
limitations. First, the construct validity is vague, i.e. the link between the con-
cepts described in theory, the themes in the interventions and the question-
naires. Second, to strengthen the results, that the change depends on the inter-
vention, a control group could have been used. Yet, assessing and interview-
ing the entire sample, i.e. the participating managers and their subordinates, 
strengthens the validity (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Further, the qualitative 
results from Study ΙΙΙ and that events in the surrounding society, i.e. financial 
crises and a general negative development, rather point of a decline in the post-
assessment, strengthens the results. Third, there is a lack of clarity in terms of 
the number of participants in the pre- and post- assessment, which contributes 
to an uncertainty about the response rate. Concerning external validity we do 
not proclaim that the results are generalizable in a larger setting due to the 
small sample (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  However, by describing the con-
text, the organizations, and the process, the reader is given the opportunity to 
draw their own conclusions on the possibilities of generalizability of the re-
sults. A threat in an exploratory mixed method design is that not all options 
from the quantitative results are followed up. We chose to discuss the learning 
quality and have described that clearly, but there were other options which 
were not followed up. A limitation of the questionnaires is that neither of them 
has been subjected to a test-retest to test the instrument’s reliability (Creswell 
& Creswell, 2018). Trustworthiness was increased by the researchers work-
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ing, analyzing, and reflecting together throughout the entire project. This pro-
cedure is similar to negotiated consensus, as described by Wahlström et al 
(1997) and used by Johansson et al (2008). 

In Study ΙΙ, with a convergent mixed method design, both qualitative and 
quantitative methods were used. Concerning the quantitative survey, construct 
validity became important. The questionnaire corresponded partly with ques-
tions used by Tucker and Turner (2011), which strengthen the results, even if 
the survey has not undergone a test-retest. Validity was also strengthened by 
the possibility of using triangulation, and by the broad sample of pupils from 
different programs and schools. When interpreting the interviews, trustwor-
thiness was increased by the researchers first analyzing the data separately, 
then discussing it together to reach consensus, and subsequently discussing it 
with a third researcher (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). This could also be 
seen as negotiated consensus (Johansson et al., 2008; Wahlström et al., 1997). 

In Study ΙΙΙ trustworthiness was increased by triangulation of the results 
from questionnaires, interviews, field notes, managers’ reflection notes and 
observations. Recommended procedures for interviewing were followed e.g. 
by having an interview guide, asking follow up questions, recording the inter-
view, and transcribing it (Kvale, 1997). The analysis was made by one of the 
researchers, and then peer debriefing was used by discussing the analysis with 
the other researchers in the group, comparing and relating to the other results. 
The results were described in detail, so-called thick description, to enhance 
credibility (Shenton, 2004). In addition, the procedure was carefully described 
to enhance dependability (Connelly, 2016; Shenton, 2004).  

In Study ΙV several actions were taken to increase trustworthiness. To in-
crease credibility triangulation, thick descriptions with interview quote, mem-
ber checking, peer debriefing and an external teacher, presenting negative as 
well as positive results, and reflectivity were used (Connelly, 2016; Creswell 
& Creswell, 2018; Shenton, 2004). Dependability was accomplished by trying 
to describe the process as clearly as possible and reflecting within the research 
team during the process (Shenton, 2004). Transferability in these kind of stud-
ies, which can be compared to a case-study (Yin, 2009), is not possible in the 
sense of generalization in quantitative studies. Instead, the advantage is being 
able to go in-depth in the specific case. However, by giving clear descriptions 
of the context, the sample, the situation, the research process, the reader is able 
to decide whether and how the results are transferable to other contexts 
(Connelly, 2016; Shenton, 2004). Limitations could be that the Study does not 
assess to which extent TL is reached, and therefore we cannot be sure that the 
preconditions enable TL. However, previous research and the teachers’ previ-
ous experiences are in line with the results. Researching your own work is 
risky, but as mentioned above several actions were taken to handle this.  
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Summary of studies  

Study Ι: Manager’s task to support integrated autonomy at the 
workplace: Results from an intervention 

Aim 
The goal was to study whether training first line managers in the enabling 
managerial task may lead to changes in the work for the subordinates. The 
enabling managerial task is described as to provide conditions for and influ-
ence interaction between actors to enable the emergence of coordination in 
tune with a changing environment. The research questions were: 1. Is it pos-
sible to change behavior of the subordinates by training their manager?; 2. 
What changes will training of managers in the enabling task introduce? (a) 
Has the training changed the interactions between employees at the work-
place? (b) Is there more integrated autonomy in the workplace?  

Main findings 
The results show a positive change on all scales, thus concluding that it is 
possible to change subordinates’ behavior by training their manager. The 
changes that the training of managers enabling task introduced were, by 
amount of increase: 1. Physical milieu, 2. Relationship to management, 3. De-
mocracy, 4. Appreciation, 5. Social milieu and 6. Integration into the organi-
zation. Ignoring the first item, physical milieu, these results indicate a better 
relationship between the manager and their subordinates, increased trust, com-
munication, and interaction. The results also indicate that the training has 
changed the interaction between employees at the workplace in a positive way, 
e.g. a more positive social climate where all are involved, listened to and un-
derstood. In addition, an increased dialogue competence was noted, e.g. indi-
vidual subordinates talked actively more often, started discussions to scruti-
nize what was said, listened actively and reflected critically more often. We 
also concluded that there was more integrated autonomy in the workplaces 
after the intervention, although integration had increased more than autonomy. 
This raised questions of developing workshops in how to train managers to 
give autonomy.  

Contributions to the thesis  
The study contributes to the aim of the thesis by being an example of a com-
petence development activity for practicing managers in different organiza-
tions. The goal was to learn the enabling managerial task. Epistemology ques-
tions were not discussed, but a constructivist and complexity theory perspec-
tive were expressed. The enabling managerial task promoted learning by, in 
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turn, promoting autonomy and integration, communication in the form of di-
alogue competence, and creativity. 

The study also contributes by describing the pedagogical methods used in 
the intervention, i.e. feedback from questionnaires, short input in the form of 
theories behind the questionnaires, exercises on a variety of themes, reflection 
in small groups regarding the feedback, theory, connecting to their own expe-
rience, trying to adapt in practice by choosing their own homework, and re-
flective writing on experiences from practicing. The study also describes the 
teacher’s role as a combination of modelling the content which was possible, 
i.e. promoting learning as a learning dialogue and reflection. The teachers fos-
tered reflection and tried to help the managers to use the theory to deepen their 
understanding of their experiences and practices. Regarding learning quality, 
a more detailed analysis was completed in Study ΙΙΙ. Overall, the main con-
clusion is that the intervention was successful in terms of the managers on 
average changing their behavior so that it influenced the employees' experi-
ence to the positive.  
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Study ΙΙ: Knowledge and experiences of risks among pupils in 
vocational education 

Aim 
As young workers are over-represented in statistics concerning negative out-
comes of poor work environment and risky work, the aim of this study was to 
identify the knowledge and experiences which vocational school pupils gather 
concerning potential work environment risks in their future employment. 
More specifically, questions of interest were how vocational school pupils 
were prepared to minimize the risks involved in their future work, and what 
their thoughts and attitudes towards risks were.  

Major findings 
The study revealed that the pupils were offered knowledge far from that in-
tended by laws and by state-of-the-art occupational health risk research. This 
was most evident in the case of the pupils’ lack of knowledge about systematic 
work environment work such as the demand to do risk analyses and taking 
long-term actions. The pupils considered working environment work im-
portant and mentioned many risks in their respective workplaces. The pupils 
were satisfied with their occupational health and safety education in school. 
Training materials included textbooks, films, and tasks with questions. The 
pupils described that different training techniques which suited the learning 
skills of all pupils were needed to increase their knowledge; for some, practi-
cal teaching was easier to remember. The education on safety at work was 
mostly provided in the 1st year of the 3-year vocational program and some 
pupils suggested an improvement in the form of a repetition of the work envi-
ronment course in year 3 of the program. In the workplace-based learning, 
most of the pupils received some kind of introduction and information. How-
ever, the most common information issues from the pupils’ experiences of this 
were about personal protective equipment, good housekeeping and not to 
hurry. The conclusion was that a systematic approach to pupils’ training in 
work environment was lacking.  

Contributions to the Thesis 
The study contributes by being an example of a vocational education program 
focusing on work environment issues with work-based practice. Epistemology 
was not discussed, yet the pupils had both theoretical and practical lectures in 
school, e.g. to learn how to use different machines or to cook. The study con-
tributes by showing how the education was designed and the results of this 
design. For example, the teachers had different specialties, some more theo-
retical and some more practical. In the practical lectures the teachers modelled 
how to do. The study contributes also with how the pupils experienced the 
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training, i.e. that they emphasized the positive with the teacher relating anec-
dotes from their own work experience. The role of the work based supervisor 
was not handled in this study, but in another article from the same project 
(Andersson et al., 2015) the results point to the need to develop the supervi-
sors’ competence in supervision. Concerning learning quality, the results 
shows that the pupils had low levels of work environment and safety 
knowledge.   
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Study ΙΙΙ: Enabling transformative learning in the workplace: An 
educative research intervention 

Aim 
The aim of the study was to discuss the potential of an educational research 
intervention to influence the quality of the learning outcome in the workplace 
as interpreted from the perspective of adult learning theory.  

Major findings 
The findings are presented in five clusters showing changes from dramatic 
learning to negative outcome. The clusters are based on the results of the quan-
titative pre- and post-assessments. The results were analyzed from: the pre-
conditions for learning and the quality of learning; the experience of a disori-
enting dilemma and a cognitive conflict, motivation and support, and the qual-
ity of learning; and, assimilative learning and cumulative or epochal TL. 
Where no learning was traced, the managers were not motivated to put the 
intervention into practice, or the demand for change became too great. In ad-
dition, the support from the organization was low. When assimilative learning 
was found, the managers either found support for their own thinking or were 
not motivated to take on any challenge. So, regardless, they were not pushed 
to the learning edge. When cumulative TL was found, both managers and em-
ployees developed new understandings and new ways of acting. When ep-
ochal TL was found, the managers and the employees experienced a dilemma, 
struggled with cognitive conflict, achieved the first steps of the TL process, 
and rebuilt their capacities. Compared to cumulative TL, epochal TL is more 
dramatic with clear demands. The overall results show that the research inter-
vention had an impact on the learning processes both for the managers and 
employees. The core elements for supporting TL are: the experience of a dis-
orienting dilemma, e.g. by external forces; the issue feels important; time and 
place for interaction are available; a learning network for the managers is pro-
vided; new knowledge is offered; managers and employees are motivated to 
act; and to develop your understanding of your role and act accordingly.  Note-
worthy is the impact of contextual factors.  

Contributions to the Thesis 
The context contribution is the same as in Study Ι. Concerning epistemology 
this is not discussed, yet the study contributes by using TL as a theoretical 
framework i.e. a constructivist view. Concerning education design it was the 
same as in Study Ι, but in this study the analysis also emphasized the precon-
ditions for learning: disorienting dilemma, cognitive conflict, motivation and 
support. Regarding learning quality, this study contributes by analyzing the 
quality of learning in terms of assimilative, cumulative or epochal TL. The 
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results show that different qualities of learning were reached depending on the 
preconditions.  
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Study ΙV: Fostering transformative learning in higher education: 
core elements and recursive process  

Aim 
The overall aim was to deepen the understanding of how teachers can create 
contextual preconditions to foster TL.    

Major Findings 
In the article, a framework to create contextual preconditions to foster TL is 
proposed. The starting point was Taylor’s six core elements for fostering TL: 
individual experience, critical reflection, dialogue, a holistic orientation, an 
awareness of context and establishing authentic relationships. The results re-
veal that a process perspective and activity are not included and so the study 
proposes to extend the preconditions with what is called a recursive process 
and activity. A recursive process to foster TL adds a process perspective es-
pecially on micro and meso levels; emphasizes group-processes, progression 
on both individual and group levels; and, adds the role of process leader to the 
teacher, constantly adapting to what happens, to lead the students to their 
learning edge. The concept recursive emphasizes the learning process as a 
non-linear, cyclic, and emergent process. This is implemented in the recursive 
experience and recursive reflection. Recursive experience means to create ex-
periences or use what happens during the course to promote learning. The 
teachers model the course content and create exercises allowing the student to 
practice. Recursive reflection means focused and repeatedly recurring reflec-
tion from different perspectives, with input from previous reflections as a new 
starting point. The results emphasize a systematic approach to reflection with 
clear questions to help the students critically reflect over their experiences and 
habitual behavior. Activity is added to emphasize the importance of the stu-
dents being active, through exercises, reflection and dialogue within the 
groups.  

As a whole, the teachers act as process leaders conducting a weaving be-
tween the six core elements, the recursive process and activity in a progression 
during the course. 

Contributions to the Thesis 
The study contributes by exemplifying adult education in the form of a uni-
versity course for HR students with the goal to learn about how collective 
learning and learning organizations could be fostered. Epistemology is not 
discussed as the goal was to foster TL and act in line with the expressed goal. 
Regarding educational design, the study exemplifies how the course in itself 
is used as a practice for creating collective learning. The teacher’s role is to 
model the content: how to foster collective learning, foster reflection, and give 
theoretical input. The learning level is not studied; the origin of the study was 
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the experience, from reading the reflective writings of and feedback from for-
mer students, that TL was fostered. In addition, the study contributes by de-
scribing and analyzing pedagogical methods to foster TL: the six core ele-
ments to which are added a recursive process and activity. In this study, the 
teachers’ knowing-in-action was used as empirical input since it contributes 
with a deeper understanding of how the teachers adapt to the unique situation 
in the classroom.  
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A meta-analysis of epistemology in the 
included studies 

In this section the results from the included studies are analyzed through the 
lens of the conceptual framework. The structure will follow the aim of the 
thesis starting with what an epistemology is including the view of professional 
competence, followed by the consequences of an epistemology of practice for 
educational design, and finally what quality of learning is needed to change 
the view of epistemology.  

Epistemology 
The theoretical review shows that there are at least two different approaches 
to epistemology and that the view of knowledge one chooses has conse-
quences for the view of professional competence and how education is de-
signed. According to Schön (1983), the prevailing view of knowledge in terms 
of TR is challenged by epistemology of practice. Presently, there are many 
examples and attempts to formulate an epistemology of practice in many dif-
ferent research fields (cf. Beckett, 2000; Cook & Brown, 1999; Cosgrove & 
O’Reilly, 2018; Dall’Alba, 2013; Dirkx, 2008; Kinsella, 2009; Molander, 
2015; Raelin, 2007). Although the epistemology has consequences for how 
education is designed, it is not always expressed explicitly; instead the ap-
proach seems to become visible through the choice of methods and in the prac-
tical action. From the theoretical framework, some key terms describing an 
epistemology of practice are outlined (e.g. Gherardi, 2011; Molander, 2015; 
Schön, 1983, 1987):  
 

• the situated and complex practice in focus,  
• knowing-in-action,  
• the reflective practitioner practicing reflection-in/on-action,  
• a holistic approach,  
• having a constructionist, pragmatic, process and relational per-

spective. 
 

When analyzing the four included studies, none of them explicitly ex-
presses the view of epistemology. Therefore, I need instead to search for how 
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the epistemology might be expressed in practice. In the following I will use 
the key terms to search for signs of an epistemology of practice in the included 
studies. For clarification I have marked the key terms with italics. Studies Ι 
and ΙΙΙ will be handled simultaneously as they are based on the same study. 

In Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ the focus on the situated and complex practice is not 
obvious. Possibly one could interpret the researchers’/teachers’ approach of 
allowing the participants find their own homework for the next time as a way 
of adapting to the specific situation of each manager. The opposite would have 
been to create the same homework for everybody; but since their situations 
were different, they had different needs and possibilities. Regarding knowing-
in-action the managers who had made a change could have incorporated the 
new knowledge into their acting, adapting it to their situation. When it comes 
to reflection it is clear that it was an important part both during the workshops 
and in the enabling leadership. In addition, it is clear that the managers who 
went through TL had incorporated reflection in their way of being and also 
taught their employees this way of being. Reflection helped the participants to 
integrate the new knowledge into their experiences. This can be compared 
with incorporating new knowledge into one's own repertoire through reflec-
tion (Schön, 1983, 1987). Regarding holistic, there are parts of especially the 
improvision field which value knowledge from both the body and feelings. 
This is a kind of knowing which both the teachers emphasized and which was 
included in the enabling managerial task.  Finally, the researchers expressed 
the use of a complex system theory perspective in both Studies Ι and III, as 
well as a constructivist perspective in Study ΙΙΙ. The constructivist perspective 
is in line with an epistemology of practice. Regarding complexity theory it is 
harder to say since it is not mentioned particularly. Thus, there are aspects in 
the complexity theory which could be in line with an epistemology of practice, 
e.g. the view that the world is a complex system (cf. Solé, 2000; Stacey, 2001), 
but I do not have enough knowledge in complexity theory to draw any con-
clusions regarding this. Interaction is highlighted which is similar to a rela-
tional perspective.  

Regarding Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ it is worth mentioning that when the researchers 
described the enabling manager task, it could be interpreted as the task of a 
manager who would enable knowing-in-action, i.e. in line with an epistemol-
ogy of practice. The description of the post-industrial work system emphasizes 
the competence of the employees; that the organizational structure is not as 
pre-defined as in earlier work systems; innovation and flexibility is in focus; 
and the complexity makes the system impossible to plan, manage and control 
by one person. This could be interpreted as a vision of an organization in line 
with an epistemology of practice. Here, the enabling manager is supposed to 
create preconditions for the employees to be able to learn from each other. 
Integrated autonomy is emphasized, as are communication skills with a spe-
cial focus on dialogue and reflection, and improvisation. The picture being 
painted of the enabling manager and the employee could be interpreted as the 
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picture of how a manager should act to also enable knowing-in-action at a 
workplace. This would mean that the researchers, in fact, without using the 
explicit words, advocate a leadership in line with an epistemology of practice.  

In Study ΙΙ, it is more difficult to draw any conclusions about epistemology 
of practice as the researchers’ views are not relevant since they are not in-
volved in the study, and the teachers are not interviewed about their view in 
the included study. Yet, most visible regarding the situated and complex prac-
tice, the courses have integrated work-based practice in the programs, so this 
seems to be important. In addition, in school the pupils are provided with prac-
tical experiences by e.g. learning how different machines work. Regarding 
knowing-in-action it is hard to say this is expressed in any way; possibly when 
the teachers show how the machines work, their knowing-in-action could be 
visualized; and, for the pupil, by training to use the machines their knowing-
in-action is developed. However, it is hard to say if this learning is to learn a 
specific routine, or to adapt the doing to a specific situation (Schön, 1983). 
Regarding reflection, it is interesting that nothing is mentioned about reflec-
tion. However, from the study where the teachers and supervisors were inter-
viewed it is mentioned that in some programs the pupils were obliged to write 
diaries or do some other kinds of assignments and to discuss this with their 
schoolmates on their return to school (Andersson et al., 2015). This could be 
interpreted that there is, in some programs, some kind of reflection.  The ho-
listic element could be expressed by the practice elements both in school and 
in the work-based practice. However, I would not say that providing practice 
is enough to be in line with an epistemology of practice; it depends on how 
this practice is done, and in this case, how bodily knowing is valued. Regard-
ing perspectives, no specific perspectives were mentioned. The researchers 
express that the demands for professional competence have increased in the 
labor market, but at the same time many jobs are characterized by low freedom 
of action, high psychosocial demands, low social support, and high work in-
tensity, which seems to describe a work situation more in line with a TR ap-
proach than that of an epistemology of practice.  

In Study ΙV, the researchers are also the teachers. Regarding practice the 
teachers describe that “the course is the course”, i.e. the content of the course 
is also experienced in the course. The teachers try to provide the students dur-
ing the course with experiences which would enhance the students’ learning 
and provide the students with practice. In addition, the teachers describe the 
importance of constantly adapting the preconditions to the specific situation, 
which could be compared to the situated and complex practice. This could also 
be interpreted as practicing their knowing-in-action. In the exercises through-
out the course, culminating in the final workshop, the students are able to train 
their own knowing-in-action and afterwards receive feedback and discuss how 
they adapted to the specific situation. A crucial point here is that there is no 
right and wrong way to do this; instead how a theory is adapted to the specific 
situation is due to the situation, and the students are to learn about this process 
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of adapting. Reflection is a crucial part in the course, used every day during 
the course and in writing reflection protocols. The teachers describe how they 
reflect-in-action during the course day to adapt to the situation, and that a goal 
is to teach the student to reflect. Using Schön’s words, this can be seen as an 
example of what the reflective practitioner does in a specific situation (Schön, 
1983). Thus, in a specific situation, this could be to foster an understanding of 
how to use theory in practice, not as the truth, but as one way among many of 
understanding a situation. It is through reflection that the theory can be linked 
to previous experiences to create your own repertoire of knowing-in-action 
(Schön, 1983, 1987). The holistic approach is expressed by the use of different 
exercises to help the students become aware of their feelings, their bodies and 
how this contributes to their knowing. Further, the use of exercises and differ-
ent methods which involve emotions, values, and the body, show that a holis-
tic approach is represented and so indicates an epistemology of practice. In 
the result section of the study’s article, the teachers’ perspective of their edu-
cation design is outlined, which will be discussed further in the next section. 
Thus, the use of Mezirow indicates a constructivist perspective (Mezirow, 
1991). 

To summarize, it is noteworthy that none of the included studies articulate 
their epistemology, which is also seen in other studies (Gray & Siegel, 2014; 
Rico et al., 2012; Slovak et al., 2017). This absence could be due to the focus 
in the studies being something else, or that there is no room for a discussion 
about epistemology. The epistemology could sometimes be seen in practice, 
in the actions or in the theoretical framework which was chosen. However, the 
absence of epistemology could also be due to ignorance, and not understand-
ing its significance, and if this is the case, it is important to raise the awareness 
of the consequences of an epistemology.  

A question now is how many of these key themes are necessary to achieve 
an epistemology of practice? After analyzing the above I do not think I can 
answer that question, more information is needed. Therefore, we move on to 
education design.  

Education Design  
According to Schön (1987) , the reflective practitioner can be educated 
through a so-called reflective practicum. This is characterized by being in an 
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improvising, experimenting and using their repertoire (Schön, 1987). The cru-
cial thing is to teach the student how theory by reflection-in-action is adapted 
to the specific situation. From the theoretical framework, the key themes are:  
 

• the reflective practicum as an intermediary place where theory and 
practice are combined,  

• the dialogue with reflection in/on action,  
• coaching by joint experiments, follow me and hall of mirrors.  

 
When analyzing Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ from an education design point of view 

in line with Schön’s reflective practicum, both similarities and differences can 
be seen. Regarding the reflective practicum, at first glance the workshops were 
not a reflective practicum since the managers did not train their leadership in 
them. However, on closer inspection, the researchers/teachers combined the-
ory and practice in the workshops by giving theoretical input, allowing the 
managers to reflect together to integrate their experiences with the theories, 
and receive feedback from their subordinates through the questionnaires. Di-
alogue competence theory (Wilhelmson, 1998) was practiced during the work-
shops, and in this way the researchers/teachers tried to model dialogue com-
petence. The managers were invited to reflect together on their actions with 
feedback from the questionnaires and other managers’ experiences being help-
ful input. Regarding the enabling manager skill, the teachers and the managers 
exercised joint experiments to gain insight into how the enabling managerial 
task could be performed from the different situations the managers described. 
By modelling, the teachers performed the coaching type follow me by showing 
examples of how to do. In this way the workshops became a hall of mirrors, 
where how the teachers acted in the workshops was how the managers would 
act towards their subordinates. In this case, practice became something 
slightly different than what could have been expected at a first glance.  That 
is, the managers had a lot of experiences already, and they had their work to 
practice their new skills in between the workshops. Thus, the practice needed 
was to model the enabling managerial task. However, in the article, the re-
searchers did not describe this, so the question is whether they were aware of 
this or just made it nonconsciously? Either way, the researchers were familiar 
with the description of the enabling managerial task, the theories this was 
based on, and they acted in line with this.  

In Study ΙΙ the reflective practicum was two folded: the work-based prac-
tice and the practice in school. In school the practice seemed to incorporate 
theory and practice; describing that they went through the theory first and then 
practiced. The teachers described the machines or how to do and told stories 
about their experiences. In this way, they modelled the practice, and probably 
coached the pupils while they practiced. In the work-based practice there 

 

 72 

improvising, experimenting and using their repertoire (Schön, 1987). The cru-
cial thing is to teach the student how theory by reflection-in-action is adapted 
to the specific situation. From the theoretical framework, the key themes are:  
 

• the reflective practicum as an intermediary place where theory and 
practice are combined,  

• the dialogue with reflection in/on action,  
• coaching by joint experiments, follow me and hall of mirrors.  

 
When analyzing Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ from an education design point of view 

in line with Schön’s reflective practicum, both similarities and differences can 
be seen. Regarding the reflective practicum, at first glance the workshops were 
not a reflective practicum since the managers did not train their leadership in 
them. However, on closer inspection, the researchers/teachers combined the-
ory and practice in the workshops by giving theoretical input, allowing the 
managers to reflect together to integrate their experiences with the theories, 
and receive feedback from their subordinates through the questionnaires. Di-
alogue competence theory (Wilhelmson, 1998) was practiced during the work-
shops, and in this way the researchers/teachers tried to model dialogue com-
petence. The managers were invited to reflect together on their actions with 
feedback from the questionnaires and other managers’ experiences being help-
ful input. Regarding the enabling manager skill, the teachers and the managers 
exercised joint experiments to gain insight into how the enabling managerial 
task could be performed from the different situations the managers described. 
By modelling, the teachers performed the coaching type follow me by showing 
examples of how to do. In this way the workshops became a hall of mirrors, 
where how the teachers acted in the workshops was how the managers would 
act towards their subordinates. In this case, practice became something 
slightly different than what could have been expected at a first glance.  That 
is, the managers had a lot of experiences already, and they had their work to 
practice their new skills in between the workshops. Thus, the practice needed 
was to model the enabling managerial task. However, in the article, the re-
searchers did not describe this, so the question is whether they were aware of 
this or just made it nonconsciously? Either way, the researchers were familiar 
with the description of the enabling managerial task, the theories this was 
based on, and they acted in line with this.  

In Study ΙΙ the reflective practicum was two folded: the work-based prac-
tice and the practice in school. In school the practice seemed to incorporate 
theory and practice; describing that they went through the theory first and then 
practiced. The teachers described the machines or how to do and told stories 
about their experiences. In this way, they modelled the practice, and probably 
coached the pupils while they practiced. In the work-based practice there 

74



 

 73 

seemed to be no theoretical integration, although the pupils said that they rec-
ognized what the teachers had said in school. Regarding dialogue and reflec-
tion, there are few signs of this in this study.  However, as mentioned above, 
in the study of the teachers, there were some programs where some of the 
assignments indicated a form of reflection (Andersson et al., 2015). However, 
nothing indicates that there was any reflection on the work-based practice. The 
pupil said nothing about having a dialogue with their teachers and supervisors. 
When it comes to coaching types, I could interpret that follow me is the one 
used, where the teacher or the supervisor at the work-based practice shows 
how to do. However, whether the teacher and supervisor also show alternative 
ways and teaches reflection-in-action is impossible to say. I do not see any 
signs of joint experiment nor hall of mirrors.  

Study ΙV could be interpreted as being a reflective practicum as Schön 
(1987) proposes. The teachers do not call it a reflective practicum, rather using 
“the course is the course” to describe how the course tries to “be” a collective 
learning; that the students in the course will enable collective learning and, by 
doing this, learn how to enable collective learning. The similarity with 
Schön’s reflective practicum is the intermediate placement, where the students 
are still in formal education, in the classroom, but are able to practice how to 
learn collectively as in real life, but in a safe environment. The integration of 
theory and practice is noteworthy since the two go hand in hand throughout 
the course; e.g. when the teachers try to create exercises which emphasize the 
core in the theories, the students use the theory in practice and reflect about 
them. Regarding dialogue and reflection, these are also in focus during the 
course according to the teachers who call the reflection “recursive reflection” 
describing continuous reflection from different perspectives and levels. This 
seems similar to Schön’s ladder of reflection, to meta reflect and reflect on the 
earlier level (Schön, 1987). Dialogue is also in focus and both a theory of 
dialogue (Wilhelmson, 1998) and a theory of reflection (Kember et al., 2000; 
Kember et al., 2008) is used to combine both theory and practice throughout 
during the course. A difference compared to Schön (1987) is that he seems to 
have the ability to coach the students one at a time in the design program. In 
the Study’s course the teachers at most could coach at a group level, although 
written comments were given on individual student’s reflection protocols. 
Concerning coaching types, the teachers argue that they must model the con-
tent since the course is the course. They must show and do the things which 
enable collective learning. Further, they describe how they could ask the stu-
dents to, at the end of the workshop, reflect on what the teachers had done and 
how this had enabled collective learning. As this was also confirmed by the 
students, this behavior can be an example of meta reflection as well as a kind 
of joint experimentation or follow me, where the teacher discusses the choices 
made and shows their reflection-in-action to the students (Schön, 1987). The 
course is the course is also an example of hall of mirrors since the students 
can experience being in a collective learning process, seeing how the teachers 
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are acting.  At the end of the course, they take the place of the teacher and do 
the same thing themselves with their classmates.  

In this example, it appears that the teachers practice what they preach when 
teaching and that they are aware of what they are doing. However, they are 
not using the vocabulary of Schön, e.g. they are not talking about reflection-
in-action, the reflective practicum, etc. Using these concepts and connecting 
to an epistemology could maybe enhance the understanding of the situation 
and clarify even more.  

To summarize, Study ΙV is most similar to Schön’s reflective practicum 
(Schön, 1987), followed by Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ. Study ΙΙ instead exemplifies 
work-based placement. However, the contexts are different and in Studies Ι 
and ΙΙΙ, a practicum as in Study ΙV would perhaps have been unnecessary since 
the managers already had a workplace to use experiences from and train 
within. On the other hand, reflection-in-action is lacking if practice with su-
pervisors or teachers is not used. The key concepts highlight some useful 
methods in the practicum. Some of these was used in the Studies but far from 
all. To further develop education design in line with an epistemology of prac-
tice, these concepts can act as a guide.  

The quality of learning: TL 
Previous research indicates that it can be difficult for a new view of knowledge 
to permeate the practice, i.e. that it becomes an espoused theory but not inte-
grated into a person's theory-in-action (Argyris & Schön, 1974). The question 
asked was what quality of learning is required to enable learning which ena-
bles congruence between thought and action, in this case concerning episte-
mology of practice. Mezirow’s theory of TL (Mezirow, 1991) was found to 
be useful as it handles the reassessment of basic assumptions. From the theo-
retical framework, we could either explore whether TL has occurred according 
to statements from the individuals or explore whether preconditions to enable 
TL were provided by Mezirow’s 10 steps or Taylor’s six core elements. How-
ever, as seen in Study ΙV, two more core elements, recursive process and ac-
tivity, should be added. In this thesis the included articles provide different 
information and therefore different analyses can be done. From the theoretical 
framework and the included studies, the key concepts are: 
 

• Ten steps to TL 
• Eight core elements to foster TL  

 
In Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ the results from the workshops indicate that TL has 

occurred, not within all participants but within some of them. Study Ι shows 
that the educational intervention led to positive changes within the interaction 
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between the managers and their subordinates and between the subordinates, 
and that integrated autonomy has increased.  In Study ΙΙΙ the interview results 
showed that some of the managers had gone through a TL process. The man-
agers described how they changed their thoughts and how this had also af-
fected their behavior. This indicates that when TL is at hand it enables acting 
in line with your thoughts. In this case, it is not an expressed goal that the 
participants should learn a new epistemology. However, as described earlier, 
the enabling managerial task is in line with epistemology of practice thinking. 
So, the managers who went through TL could learn a new way of thinking and 
acting which is in line with an epistemology of practice.  

In Study ΙΙ the results indicated that the pupils did not have the knowledge 
they should have regarding work-environmental issues. Nor were there any 
signs of a change of epistemology perhaps due to the study not having this in 
focus.   

In Study ΙV no outcome assessment was done. However, the researchers 
argue that they have seen that TL was enabled in earlier courses when using a 
core structure as in this Study. There was no focus on changing epistemology 
in this course either.  However, as in Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ, the course content, to 
enable collective learning and the way the teachers express how this is done, 
seems to be in line with an epistemology of practice. Therefore, I would argue 
that if TL is at hand, it could have included learning a new epistemology. Yet, 
in this case we do not have any proof that the students also act in accordance 
with this new view.  

Thus, in these educational situations, what enabled TL to occur or not oc-
cur? Using Mezirow’s 10 steps, in Study Ι and ΙΙΙ some of the managers ex-
perienced a dilemma at work, which the enabling managerial task could pro-
vide an answer to. They used the workshops, the inputs from theory, the feed-
back from the questionnaires, the other participants’ thoughts and experiences 
as exploration of new roles and actions, and they critically assessed their as-
sumptions trying out new roles and new behavior.  

In Study ΙΙ we do not have any descriptions from the pupils of what their 
learning process looked like. From the focus-group interviews we could im-
agine that the practical training in school and at the workplace could create 
dilemmas. However, since reflection was not emphasized, critical assessment 
is neglected. Possibly dialogue with others is available, but we do not know. 
The exploration of new roles, training these and building competence could, 
on the one hand, be seen as obvious steps in a practical training, but on the 
other hand TL demands critical reflection, a challenge to your values, and this 
we do not know anything about in this case. What we know is that there are 
no signs which support that this has happened.  

In Study ΙV the teachers explicitly describe that the exercises are used to 
create disorienting dilemmas, and that these should be followed by critical 
reflection, dialogue with others, and input from the theory which provides the 
students with new ways of understanding and acting. The follow-up exercises 
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are described as giving possibilities to try out new roles and build new com-
petence.  

Another option is to use Taylor’s six core elements (Taylor, 2009) and the 
two elements added in Study ΙV, the recursive process and activity, to see if 
these are provided in the education situation, and thereby create preconditions 
to enable TL. Regarding experiences, in Study Ι and ΙΙΙ the managers already 
had experiences, but they were encouraged to reflect on these during the work-
shops with the other managers. Yet, feedback from questionnaires and exer-
cises during the workshops gave experiences and created in some cases dilem-
mas when not in line with what the managers wanted or believed. Reflection 
was enabled both during and between the workshops by writing reflection pro-
tocols. Dialogue was a theoretical input but also trained during the workshops. 
A holistic approach was partly provided by using exercises where the whole 
body was engaged. The importance of taking the context into account was 
emphasized when the teachers in different ways adapted to the various situa-
tions of the managers and encouraged them to adapt the enabling managerial 
task to their specific situations. In addition, it was concluded in the study that 
the managers work situation affected the results of the study, i.e. whether a 
change occurred or not.  Authentic relationships were enabled since the teach-
ers described the importance of starting with a focus on creating a good social 
climate and working habits in the group. The recursive process seems similar 
to Schön’s thoughts about the reflective practicum, especially hall of mirrors 
and follow me as well as the ladder of reflection (Schön, 1987). See also the 
discussion above regarding the reflective practicum, concluding that this is 
provided. Regarding activity, the managers were active during the workshops, 
in discussions and reflections, in exercises, and in creating their own home-
work.  

In Study ΙΙ, experiences were provided by the practical exercises in school 
and by the workplace practice. Whether reflection is used is hard to say; as 
mentioned earlier there are some examples of this from another study but only 
a few. Dialogue could have occurred, but again it was not mentioned. A ho-
listic approach was partly provided by films, questions, literature, and training 
practice. Regarding the context I do not have information to answer this, and 
regarding authentic relations it is possible that it was emphasized, but again 
nothing was mentioned. Regarding recursive experience in the recursive pro-
cess it could have been provided when training in school; however recursive 
reflection seems to be overlooked, although Activity seems to be provided.  

In Study ΙV the course is already analyzed through the six core elements, 
recursive process and activity in the study. The conclusion was that these ele-
ments were provided in different ways in the course.  

What conclusions can we draw from this? That more preconditions to ena-
ble TL were provided in Studies Ι, ΙΙΙ and ΙV, and that this might have resulted 
in a more qualitative learning occurring? Yes, but at the same time, it is only 
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in a more qualitative learning occurring? Yes, but at the same time, it is only 
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in Study ΙV that the aim to enable TL was expressed. The content of the learn-
ing which occurred in the different studies was not aimed at epistemology, 
rather aimed at learning the enabling managerial task, work environment is-
sues, and collective learning. This analysis concerns to which extent they have 
learned these issues, not epistemology of practice. Yet, by doing this analysis 
I am interested in whether education design could enable TL, regardless of 
content. And with this aim, the conclusion is that Study ΙV probably enables 
TL more than the others, Study ΙΙ the least. Thus, on the one hand we cannot 
say anything about whether these educational situations have enabled a change 
and deeper understanding of epistemology, but we can say that they, to a 
greater or lesser extent, have enabled TL; and, that if the question has touched 
epistemology, it could probably have been able to enable a change of episte-
mology where mind and action are in line. On the other hand, in Studies Ι, ΙΙΙ 
and ΙV the content as the enabling managerial task and collective learning 
could be interpreted as based on an epistemology of practice. Thus, the TL 
that has been seen could have touched on epistemology of practice.  

When analyzing the studies using the eight core elements, I notice that there 
are great similarities between the methods used in the reflective practicum and 
how to enable TL. Both emphasize experience, reflection, dialogue, a holistic 
approach, relations and context, action and the recursive process. It seems they 
are just using different words. The difference is that Schön is more precise and 
focuses specifically on learning a practice, and therefore gives examples of 
learning in both the practice of the work and in reflection as well as the use of 
the different coaching styles (Schön, 1987). This could indicate that the re-
flective practicum. according to Schön, also enables TL. This is not surprising, 
since Schön has his past in the work of enabling a congruence between es-
poused theories and theories-in-use (Argyris & Schön, 1974). However, the 
eight core elements are perhaps not enough to enable knowing-in-action, since 
TL does not focus on a specific practical competence, rather it focuses on as-
sumptions in general.  

The questioning of assumptions is significant for TL, often those deep val-
ues originating from childhood (Mezirow, 1991). According to TR, values and 
subjectivity should not interfere with knowledge, instead objectivity is accen-
tuated. In an epistemology of practice, values are important. Molander (1996) 
talks about acting with good reasons, and with discretion, and that knowing-
in-action values are integrated. Therefore, when learning knowing-in-action, 
fostering a learning which reaches the values would be desirable. Deeper lev-
els of learning as TL is supposed to achieve would lead to the conclusion that 
fostering TL would be needed to foster knowing-in-action.   
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Discussion 

The overall aim of this thesis was to contribute to a deeper understanding of a 
holistic perspective on epistemology, i.e. what an epistemology of practice is, 
its consequences for the view of professional competence in working life, and 
how education may be designed in different contexts. Previous research re-
vealed Schön’s (1983, 1987) work on epistemology of practice as a compre-
hensive theory which was useful in this thesis. Further, Mezirow’s TL theory 
(1991) was chosen as an example of an adult learning theory focusing on deep 
learning while critically reassessing your deeply held assumptions and values. 
The results from four studies representing three different contexts and types 
of educational situations contribute to the following discussion. 

Main findings 
When analyzing and comparing the included studies in the meta-analysis, 
some aspects become visible. First, regarding epistemology, none of the stud-
ies express epistemology clearly. This is not unusual as in previous research 
it has been common to dive into an analysis of reflection, a practicum, etc 
without describing the epistemology (cf. Gray & Siegel, 2014; Rico et al., 
2012; Zhu, 2011). Instead, signs of an epistemology have to be traced by the 
actions made, or in the used theories. An interpretation in this thesis is that 
signs of an epistemology of practice can be seen in Studies Ι, ΙΙΙ and ΙV. In 
Study ΙΙ, the signs are fewer which could indicate that the practice-based 
learning in Study ΙΙ could be more in line with TR, regardless of using work-
based practice; or, that this education needs to develop the framework of the 
practice so that it is in line with an epistemology of practice and enable know-
ing-in-action.  

Overall, the lack of expressing the epistemology view also makes the view 
of professional competence and the understanding of why an education is de-
signed as it is less comprehensible. Schön (1983, 1987) has developed a ho-
listic view of epistemology containing a view of knowledge, a view of profes-
sional competence, and how to educate the professional practitioner. The main 
findings in the studies are that this holistic view was not found in any of the 
studies, and therefore it becomes unclear what they want to achieve and why. 
In some situations, the differences between education design in TR and epis-
temology of practice are hard to see; the same methods are used, but small 
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differences in approach makes a difference (cf. Ng et al., 2015). Therefore, a 
recommendation is to explicitly express the view of epistemology to enhance 
the consciousness of this subject and its consequences.  

Regarding education design, all the Studies describe in different ways that 
the aim is to gain knowledge which should be put into practice. However, as 
mentioned earlier, none of them discuss the view of epistemology. The three 
educational situations chose different designs to reach their goals. Study ΙV 
uses a kind of reflective practicum, in line with Schön (1987), trying to com-
bine theory, practice, and reflection in an intermediary place within a formal 
education, in a classroom setting. Study ΙΙ was designed as a work-based prac-
tice, with a practical part combined with theory but less reflection. Studies Ι 
and ΙΙΙ are something in between, focusing on the theoretical and reflectional 
parts, fewer exercises, and no practice. This indicates that different contexts 
could use different designs to enable knowing-in-action. In Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ a 
practicum is maybe not needed as much as in Studies ΙΙ and ΙV since the par-
ticipants were working, having a practice already. At the same time, when not 
using practice with supervisors, there is a risk of missing the possibility of 
enabling reflection-in-action, which could enhance the learning. For example, 
if the managers had had a supervisor at work, the supervisor could have made 
the manager aware of aspects which now were not noticed.  

To take this reasoning further, if Study ΙV is similar to Schön’s (1987) re-
flective practicum, Study ΙΙ is more in line with the designs emphasized in 
WIL (Billett, 2011; Patrick et al., 2008), while Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ could be com-
pared to the design developed by Göranzon et al. (1991; 2006) and Södertörn’s 
university (Alsterdal et al., 2009; Josefson, 2011). These differences could be 
due to differences between the participants’ previous experiences. In Studies 
Ι and ΙΙΙ the participants are managers already in the workforce, i.e. they have 
work experiences which can be used. In Studies ΙΙ and ΙV the participants are 
students and pupils with less experience and no workplace to practice in. It 
could possibly be interpreted that the upper secondary school pupils in Study 
ΙΙ are too young to be able to do that form of reflection, and instead a more 
child related pedagogic instead of an andragogic is used. Adult learning em-
phasizes  the integration of new things with former experiences, since adults 
have more experiences (Knowles et al., 2015). On the other hand, even if the 
pupils in Study ΙΙ have fewer experiences, they could reflect on the experi-
ences from their work-based practice and from school practice. In this Study, 
the absence of reflection could have hindered the development of critical 
thinking and in the end, knowing-in-action. In Study ΙV some of the students 
have experiences from previous employment which they used as input to re-
flect on, beyond what happens in the classroom, and this seemed to work well. 
A conclusion of this is that the overall design of education could be different, 
depending on the experiences of the participants.  
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No matter which design is chosen, Schön emphasizes several methods 
which are needed to enable knowing-in-action, to combine theory and prac-
tice, dialogue, reflection-in/on-action and coaching by joint experiments, fol-
low-me and hall of mirrors (Schön, 1987). The Studies use several of these 
methods, however the findings indicate that reflection is central for the devel-
opment of knowing-in-action, as is the approach of adapting to the specific 
and complex situations (Schön, 1983).  

A significant part in education design is the important role of the teacher 
and supervisor. In Schön’s example the teacher acts as both expert in the field 
and teacher, i.e. the teacher in the practicum teaches both the theoretical and 
practical parts, as well as reflection skills (Schön, 1987). This is an extended 
role compared to the teacher’s role within TR which focuses mainly on theory. 
In Study ΙV, the teachers also modelled how to enable collective learning since 
they as teachers are some kind of experts on this. In Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ, there is 
another situation. Here the teachers could model how to enable learning, but 
they could not model the managerial part since they did not have this experi-
ence. In Study ΙΙ the teachers in school were both teaching theory as well as 
practice in the classroom. The other study by Andersson et al (2015) reveals 
that the teachers often had former experience in the work they taught. Beyond 
this, the supervisors at the work-based practice should teach the practice. A 
conclusion is that it is important that the expert, either teacher or supervisor, 
should have the ability to express in words what they do and how they think, 
and can show this in action. It is also important that the expert can foster the 
participants’ reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action by making the di-
lemmas visible, asking questions, and encouraging the participants to think 
for themselves (Schön, 1987). There seems to be a risk that if the roles are 
separated between different persons, some of the tasks are forgotten which 
could negatively affect the learning possibilities, especially the possibility to 
capture the moment.  It is important not to forget to reflect-in-action (Schön, 
1987).  

Regarding the quality of learning, it is argued that TL is needed to learn 
about and change behavior in line with a new epistemology. None of the stud-
ies have had this in focus; however, in Studies Ι, ΙΙΙ, and ΙV the contents had 
similarities to an epistemology of practice. If interpreting the learning about 
the enabling managerial task as similar to an epistemology of practice, the 
results indicate support for the idea that TL is needed to change behavior. 
Study ΙV shows the most use of key elements to enable TL followed by Stud-
ies Ι and ΙΙΙ with Study ΙΙ showing the least. The analysis also reveals similar-
ities between the key elements to enable TL and the methods in the reflective 
practicum. An important conclusion, however, is that if TL is required to pro-
mote the development of knowing-in-action, reflection is required. Referring 
to Kember et al. (2000; 2008), reflection means that the individual connects 
the knowledge to themselves, their experiences, feelings and assumptions.  
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Reconnecting to previous research 
A conclusion in this thesis is that it is important to clarify our epistemology. 
In the above analysis and discussion this has focused teachers and authors; 
however, regarding participants, I want to connect to Billet’s (2009, 2011) 
argument for the importance of an individual’s epistemology and that this af-
fects how the individual approaches learning. As participants, the view of 
epistemology could have consequences for what they learn and how they ap-
proach learning. Therefore, to learn about different epistemologies, what 
knowing-in-action is, how to develop knowing-in-action through e.g. reflec-
tion-in-action and reflection-on-action, could enhance an individual’s possi-
bility to develop knowing-in-action and become a professional.  

In previous research, the largest proportion of those who referred to Schön 
had focused on reflection: reflection-in/on-action and the reflective practi-
tioner (Anderson, 2019; Griggs et al., 2018; Korkko et al., 2016). The conclu-
sion of this thesis is that reflection is essential in an epistemology of practice. 
Reflection is what integrates theory with practice, helps the professional to 
adapt their experiences and theories to the specific situation and create their 
repertoire, i.e. their knowing-in-action. Without reflection there is a risk of 
ending up in TR. From this perspective, earlier research has been “right” to 
focus on reflection. However, as NG et al (2015) argue, if reflection is not 
combined with an epistemology of practice, it could result in just a TR 
method. 

As noticed in previous research there has been a focus on reflection-on-
action, at the expense of reflection-in-action (Korkko et al., 2016; Zhu, 2011). 
In the reflective practicum, reflection-in-action is promoted when the teacher 
shows reflection-in-action or encourages the participant to reflect-in-action. 
In examples from work-based practice, seminars after the practice are empha-
sized as important (López-de-Arana Prado et al., 2019; Saiz-Linares & 
Susinos-Rada, 2020), i.e. reflection-on-action. A conclusion therefore is that 
to enable reflection-in-action, there is a need for a teacher or supervisor who 
knows the practice, is able to reflect and to use theory in this reflection.   

In an epistemology of practice, practice is important. However, one con-
clusion from this thesis is that practice is not enough, which is in line with 
earlier research (Billett, 2015). In this thesis reflection is emphasized, as is the 
role of the teachers and supervisors to help the participant integrate theory and 
practice to create their knowing-in-action. Beyond what has been outlined in 
the main findings, previous research has developed a framework which could 
contribute to this by highlighting the need to support participants before, dur-
ing and after the practice (Billett, 2011; Jackson, 2015). This advice could 
increase the participants’ ability to benefit from their work-based practice and 
give helpful guidelines to the teachers.   

When dealing with courses in higher education, WIE and WIL give valua-
ble thoughts about how to create curricula which are aligned with the practical 
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parts of courses (Billett, 2019). The distinction between the intended, enacted 
and experienced curriculum is especially enlightening. Through the lens of 
this thesis, this is compared to espoused theories and theories-in-use and em-
phasizes the difference between what you say you do (espoused theories – 
intended curriculum) and what you do (theories-in-use – enacted curriculum). 
In addition, experiences involve the participants and their epistemology (ex-
perienced curriculum). If one intends to develop a curriculum with a holistic 
epistemology, these concepts put important parts of the work into words.  

In previous research the focus has been on practice as a work placement, 
and Schön’s thoughts about the reflective practicum are almost forgotten. 
However, previous research shows that it is hard to find enough organizations 
to satisfy the needs for practice placement, especially during the current 
COVID19 pandemic (Kay et al., 2019; Zegwaard et al., 2020). This has led to 
a search for other alternatives, and an inquiry in this thesis is whether the re-
flective practicum could contribute to this question by providing a model for 
an intermediate practicum. The findings in this thesis are that the reflective 
practicum could act as an alternative, despite not being “real”, if the method-
ological aspects are provided. The findings also emphasize that methods such 
as dialogue seminars (Alsterdal et al., 2009; Göranzon et al., 2006; Josefson, 
2011) could be an alternative. The key is to adapt education design to the spe-
cific context and the specific participants.  

The disadvantage with the reflective practicum is that it is not “real” which 
could have negative consequences since participants are not able to learn the 
situated learning at a specific workplace (Billett, 2012). Another criticism is 
that of learning transfer, i.e. that it is hard to transfer learning from one situa-
tion to another (Winman, 2014). However, research has found that simulations 
and other forms of classroom practicum are effective (Söderström et al., 2019; 
Wood et al., 2020). From this thesis and previous research the conclusion is 
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(cf. Lave & Wenger, 1991; Schön, 1983, 1987; Wenger, 1998). However, later 
work has made this connection and, within the WIL framework, communities 
of practice as a theoretical framework are commonly used (Billett, 2001a; 
Ferns & Moore, 2012; Jackson, 2015). I think the argument that knowing-in-
action could be developed not only from experts but also between employees 
and students, is a relevant proposal (Tannebaum et al., 2013). Further, other 
aspects of combining these theories with an epistemology of practice is en-
couraged.  

Does it matter which epistemology an education rests on, what view a 
teacher, participant or manager has? According to this study, yes. For exam-
ple, Winman (2014) shows that students put different concepts in the fore-
ground depending on how they understand the situation. If you are expected 
to apply the theory in practice, you put the theory in the foreground; if you use 
the theory to understand the practice, you put the practice in the foreground. 
With Schön’s epistemology of practice, the practice is put at the center instead 
of the theory (Kinsella, 2007b). 

According to Argyris and Schön (1974), it is important that a person’s the-
ories-in-use are in line with their espoused theories. When theories-in-use 
about epistemology of practice are not in line with the espoused-theories, this 
may be because one has not really understood the underlying difference be-
tween the view of practical knowledge according to the different epistemolo-
gies and its consequences in practice. The paradigm of positivism still seems 
deeply rooted in formal education and workplaces which makes it difficult to 
distance oneself from it. To really understand and make a change, this thesis 
emphasizes the need to foster deep learning with critical reflection on our 
practical actions. Since this seems to be hard to implement in practice, this is 
still a current issue.  

A holistic model 
In this part, I will summarize the conclusions in the form of a “thought model”. 
The model visualizes the holistic view of an epistemology of practice, where 
the epistemology of practice affects education design and comes to practice 
via knowing-in-action. Overall, your perspective, view, in this case epistemol-
ogy, affects which methods and theories you choose to use, and ultimately 
how you actually act in a specific situation, i.e. your knowing-in-action. To 
enable knowing-in-action I propose that you need to be aware of and under-
stand what an epistemology of practice means. Then, in an educational situa-
tion, you need to balance a theoretical perspective with practice and reflection. 
This is visualized in Figure 1 followed by a detailed description. 
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Figure 1. A summary model of the relation between epistemology of practice, 
theory, practice, reflection, and knowing-in-action. 
 

 
 

The starting point is that an individual’s epistemological view, the under-
standing of what knowledge is, affects how an individual approaches educa-
tion, learning, knowledge, theory, and practice. The view could be conscious 
or nonconscious, thoughtful or non-thoughtful. The conclusion here is that it 
is an advantage if the view is conscious and thoughtful, i.e. that you under-
stand what your epistemology means and its consequences in practice. Using 
Argyris and Schön’s concept of an espoused theory (Argyris & Schön, 1974), 
and depending on awareness, it could be acted on as a theory-in-use; if not 
thoughtful, there will be a discrepancy between espoused-theory and theories-
in-use. In this thesis, I argue that it is important for teachers to be aware of 
their epistemology, what professional competence means, and thereby be able 
to consciously design education to enable this competence, i.e. from an epis-
temology of practice to the enabling of knowing-in-action. For participants 
and professionals the awareness of epistemology could clarify different views 
of professional competence, help them to develop their own view of episte-
mology and thereby how they could develop their competence. 

Next, with the view of an epistemology of practice, the concepts theory, 
practice, and reflection become central, and a balance between these are 
needed to develop knowing-in-action. In this thesis the Studies exemplify 
three different ways of handling this balance, emphasizing different parts: 
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• Theory and reflection: Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ exemplify a design where 
theory and reflection are emphasized. The managers already have 
experiences from their workplaces to relate to. This is similar to the 
education design emphasized by Göranzon et al (2006) and used at 
Södertörn University (Alsterdal et al., 2009). The focus here is re-
flection-on-action, and the risk is to miss reflection-in-action. Exer-
cises during the course could partly bridge this gap.  

• Theory and practice: Study ΙΙ exemplifies a design where theoretical 
inputs in combination with practice are used. There is small or no in-
dication of reflection. Without reflection there is no framing of the 
problem and no adaption to the specific situation. Thus, there is a 
risk of either becoming a strict follower of the manual; of creating 
two separate parts which do not act together, i.e. there will be a dis-
crepancy between espoused-theories and theories-in-use; or, that the 
practitioner decides that the theories are useless in practice. How-
ever, research about work-based practice emphasizes the need for re-
flection to be made in e.g. seminars (cf. Billett, 2011, 2012; López-
de-Arana Prado et al., 2019; Saiz-Linares & Susinos-Rada, 2020). 

• Theory, practice and reflection: Study ΙV exemplifies the reflective 
practicum which combines theory, practice and reflection in the in-
termediary placement. The risk here is that the practice is not re-
garded as “real”. 

 
There are also other combinations. Having Theory in focus can be com-

pared to a TR view, where theory is emphasized as the “answer” of how to do 
in practice, and where theory is supposed to be applied to practice. Here, the 
risk is increasing the gap between theory and practice, missing the ability to 
frame the problem and adapt to the unique situation. Having Practice in focus 
emphasizes only practice, learning “how to do” in a specific context, but with-
out taking into account other perspectives, critical views and conclusions from 
careful studies.  In this case there is a risk of relying too much on common 
sense. Having Reflection in focus is ineffective since reflection needs some-
thing to reflect on, either theory or practice. Having Practice and reflection 
could be when an individual reflects on their actions trying to understand what 
works and what does not. However, without input from a broader perspective 
than the immediate context, there is a risk of becoming blinkered. As seen, 
there are advantages and disadvantages with different designs. In this thesis I 
argue that a balance is needed between theory, practice and reflection. How-
ever, what this balance should look like needs to be adapted to the specific 
context.  

Finally, with a balance between theory, practice, and reflection the precon-
ditions to enable knowing-in-action are given. This means that a professional 
can create their own repertoire of how to adapt the theories to the specific, 
unique and concrete situation. This is where our theories-in-use come into 
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play, i.e. where our understanding is expressed in concrete action and it be-
comes clear if we practice what we preach. For teachers, their theories-in-use 
come into play in the courses, i.e. the enacted curriculum (Billett, 2011).  

If TL could be enabled which includes becoming aware of what an episte-
mology of practice is, and its consequences for the view of professional com-
petence and education design, this could be a way to handle the dilemmas 
described in the Introduction.  
 

• An epistemology of practice could bridge the theory-practice gap 
and thereby enable employability.  

• Developing an understanding of epistemology of practice could ena-
ble the view of evidence-based practice which the National Board of 
Health and Welfare emphasize 

• An epistemology of practice could upgrade the status of profession-
als, which in turn could promote the wellbeing of professionals 

• This upgrade of professional knowledge would be in line with the 
Trust Reform 

• Knowing-in-action could provide organizations with the specific and 
situated knowledge needed to be efficiently sustainable. 

Methodological considerations 
This thesis utilized multiple designs, methods and sources of data to contribute 
with both broad and in-depth knowledge concerning epistemology of practice 
and its consequences in practice. Concerning the general quality criteria of the 
research, I have discussed these in the Empirical Studies section in terms of 
validity, reliability, generalization and trustworthiness. I have also discussed 
the dilemmas with a researcher’s role in action research. In this section I will 
discuss some additional aspects concerning the thesis as a whole.  

A limitation in this thesis is that the included studies are not interconnected. 
The studies originate from three different research projects with aims which 
differed from the aim of this thesis. If I had been clearer with my research 
question from the start and had the opportunity to design the studies more 
directly based on it, I could have shed more light on the core aim of the thesis. 
For example, in Studies Ι and ΙΙΙ, I could have examined how the managers 
described their individual epistemology, their knowing-in-action, how it pos-
sibly changed during the project, and how our intervention contributed to this 
change. In Study ΙΙ, I could have focused more specifically on how the pupils 
experienced the balance between reflection, theory and practice, how the 
teachers and supervisors thought about their roles, and their view of episte-
mology. In Study ΙV, I could have investigated our view of epistemology, our 
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knowing-in-action more directly, how we enabled the participants’ develop-
ment of knowing-in-action, and the participants’ individual epistemology and 
how it possibly changed during the course. 

The work with this thesis has been ongoing for a long period and during 
this time research methods have been developed and other methods have come 
into focus. If the present studies were conducted today possibly other methods 
would have been chosen. For example, in Study ΙΙΙ a deductive analysis was 
used to search for preconditions to TL. However, using a phenomenography 
approach (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2017) to analyze the quality of the manag-
ers understanding (Marton, 1981) could have contributed more to the 
knowledge about the managers’ views of epistemology and knowing-in-ac-
tion, and how those changed during the intervention.  

Concerning generalizability and transferability of this thesis, it is worth 
mentioning the context. The studies were conducted in Sweden, with rela-
tively small samples even if each study has tried to reach a broad empirical 
base. An advantage is that the studies cover various kinds of educational situ-
ations. A limitation could be that all of them are located in Sweden. What 
speaks against the results being generalizable is that the conditions prevailing 
in Sweden with regard to the view of epistemology and its consequences may 
be specific to Sweden, since values could be context-bound (cf. World Values 
Survey, n.d.). However, previous research from different countries confirms 
and is in line with the results which strengthens the conclusions.  

The result of this thesis contributes by exemplifying how an epistemology 
of practice can be expressed in practice. The generalizability and transferabil-
ity of this lies mainly in its anchoring in previous research and established 
theory, i.e. reviving Schön’s work and combining it with TL. The empirical 
material contributes to make visible, raise awareness of and make it possible 
to discuss the consequences of epistemology of practice in practice. The action 
research within education approach contributed by valuing the experience of 
the researchers as teachers (cf. McNiff, 2013; Whitehead & McNiff, 2012), 
which in this context means that I as a practicing teacher have been able to 
assess the trustworthiness of the results in relation to my experiences. 

The research process in this thesis could be described as an adaptive re-
search process (Layder, 1998). From this perspective, it could be seen as an 
advantage that the thesis has been developed over a long period of time. In 
this process, the research question has developed over time in a hermeneutic 
circle or spiral (cf. Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2017; Debesay et al., 2008), where 
the focus from the start was on promoting learning, a learning which finds 
expression in practice, on the importance of underlying approaches and on the 
promotion of TL. The hermeneutical spiral has led to an in-depth learning for 
me personally, which resulted in a research question about epistemology. In 
this process, empirical data have given new input which sometimes has chal-
lenged and developed theory, theories which have helped me keep my distance 
and given structure; and, my own experience has contributed to an in-depth 
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understanding but which has also been challenged. Reflexivity (Alvesson & 
Sköldberg, 2017; Cheek et al., 2015) has been crucial to commute between 
the whole and the parts, the ground and the figure, the theory and the empirical 
(cf. Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2017; Layder, 1998). 

Future research 
In this thesis I argue for the need to create awareness of one’s own epistemol-
ogy and that this would enable the development of knowing-in-action. Further 
research is needed to investigate how this could be done, what becomes im-
portant and how to assess the outcome. Related to this, research about how TL 
and the use of the eight core elements to enable the change of epistemology 
could contribute to the field. As Zegwaard et al. (2020) emphasizes, there is a 
need to find alternatives to work-based practice. To analyze how the reflective 
practicum could contribute to this, and how Schön’s concepts could contribute 
to the understanding of what is learnt in a practicum, could provide under-
standing which would be useful in the shaping of future education. In addition, 
more research is needed about the different roles of teachers and supervisors 
in an epistemology of practice.  

Practical implications 
The practical implications of this thesis are to emphasize the importance as a 
teacher and as a participant to become aware of your own epistemology, and 
to analyze whether your actions are in line with the chosen view. In choosing 
an epistemology of practice, there is a need to balance theoretical input with 
practice and reflection. This can be done by using a reflective practicum in 
line with Schön, by using work-based practice with supervisors, or by ena-
bling theoretical input and reflection. The importance is to combine theory, 
practice and reflection in a way suited for the specific context. The teacher 
and practical supervisor need to be able to use theories to understand practice, 
reflect-in/on-action and use their knowing-in-action to enable the participant 
to develop knowing-in-action. Methods to do this is to combine theory and 
practice, dialogue, use the ladder of reflection, reflect- in/on-action, use coach-
ing types such as joint experiment, follow me and hall of mirrors. To enable a 
change of epistemology, TL is needed and can be enabled by handling the 
eight core elements: experience, reflection, dialogue, a holistic approach, re-
late to context, authentic relationships, recursive process and activity. The de-
sign of an education needs to be adapted to the specific context, especially the 
experiences of the participants and their access to work practice.  
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Concluding remarks  
In this thesis the focus has been on what an epistemology of practice is and its 
consequences for the view of professional competence and education design 
in different contexts. The conclusions are: 
 

• As a professional, being aware of your own epistemology could ena-
ble your ability to develop knowing-in-action. As a teacher, this 
awareness will affect how you design education and how you act in 
the course, i.e. use your knowing-in-action.  

• To design an education in line with an epistemology of practice, 
adding practice is not enough. Instead, a balance between theory, 
practice and reflection is emphasized.  

• Reflection is what enables the adaption of theory to the specific 
complex situation, and develops the professional’s own repertoire, 
i.e. their knowing-in-action. Reflection means to connect to the indi-
viduals’ own experiences, emotions and assumptions.  

• The role of the teacher and supervisor is crucial to be able to connect 
the theory to the practice; teach theory, reflection and practice; 
demonstrate their knowing-in-action; and practice reflection-in/on-
action.  

• Education design needs to be adapted to the context. Different con-
texts, participants, and contents create different preconditions which 
the teacher needs to adapt to when designing the education.  

• To really understand the consequences of an epistemology, a quality 
of learning such as TL is proposed as necessary.  

 
This thesis has focused on the consequences of an epistemology of practice 

and proposes that this epistemology could contribute to manage some of the 
dilemmas seen in society and organizations today such as bridging the theory-
practice gap, increasing employability and upgrading professional compe-
tence. In this thesis an epistemology of practice has been in focus, however 
there are other epistemologies. The overall question we need to ask ourselves 
is, what epistemology do we want, and what consequences does this choice 
have in practice? 
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Svensk sammanfattning 

Utbildning och kompetensutveckling har fått ökat intresse i dagens samhälle 
och i organisationer, för att öka anställdas välmående, livslångt lärande, och 
mobilitet i arbetslivet samt bidra till organisationers globala konkurrens. Som 
en konsekvens har formell och informell utbildning ökat i omfattning. Ett an-
tal dilemman syns dock; att överbrygga gapet mellan teori och praktik, att öka 
anställningsbarheten hos studenter från högre utbildning och en nedgradering 
av professionellas kompetens. Dessa dilemman kan delvis bero på synen på 
kunskap, dvs epistemologi, och svårigheten att handla i enlighet med sin 
epistemologi. Tidigare forskning har beskrivit Teknisk Rationalitet (TR) som 
orsaken till problemet och presenterat en praktisk epistemologi som ett alter-
nativ.  

I denna avhandling är målet att skapa en djupare förståelse för en helhets-
syn på epistemologi, i detta fall vad en praktisk epistemologi är, och vilka 
konsekvenser den har för synen på professionell kompetens och hur en utbild-
ning kan designas i olika kontexter. Utöver detta analyseras även vilken kva-
lité av lärande som krävs för att omvärdera sin epistemologi. Det teoretiska 
ramverket baserar sig på Schöns arbete om praktisk epistemologi, profession-
ellas kompetens – reflektion och kunskapande-i-handling, och utbildningsde-
sign – ett reflekterande praktikum. Utöver detta används Mezirows teori om 
Transformativt Lärande (TL) för att analysera lärandets kvalité.   

De fyra inkluderade studierna används som exempel på olika utbildnings-
situationer i olika kontexter; i studie Ι och ΙΙΙ hur chefer i en forskningsinter-
vention lär sig att bli främjande chefer; i studie ΙΙ hur elever i yrkesinriktade 
gymnasieprogram förbereds att minimera arbetsmiljörisker i deras kommande 
yrken; och i studie ΙV hur Personal och Arbetslivsstudenter lär sig att främja 
kollektivt lärande i organisationer.  

Resultatet visar vikten av att vara medveten om din epistemologi och att 
agera i linje med den. Utifrån perspektivet praktisk epistemologi, är den över-
gripande slutsatsen att det inte räcker med att lägga till praktik, det är även 
viktigt att balansera teori, praktik och reflektion för att främja kunskapande-i-
handling. Lärarens och handledarens roll att kunna hantera både teori, praktik 
och reflektion genom att reflektera-i/efter-handling betonas. Utbildningens 
design behöver anpassas till deltagarnas tidigare erfarenheter och tillgång till 
praktik. För att möjliggöra omvärdering av epistemologi föreslås TL, eftersom 
det krävs en kvalité på lärande som möjliggör djuplärande.   
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When standing at the end of a research and education period of over 10 years 
and looking back at what I have done and what it has finally become, I can 
see that I have learned an incredible amount. Things that I expected, and things 
that I did not expect. I have done many things I am satisfied with, but there 
are also things I have learned along the way, where I today would have made 
other decisions or done in other ways. This journey has not only been as a PhD 
student, it has also embraced me as a teacher, since in three of the four studies, 
I have been both a teacher and a researcher. This makes this thesis not only a 
theoretical work but a personal experience, a development of my own know-
ing-in-action as a teacher practitioner. There are three things which make me 
especially proud today: 
 

• First, the most obvious: I have completed my doctoral studies.  
Twenty years ago, when I stepped into the Dalarna University to start 
my way to a master’s degree in Learning in Working Life, this was 
not in my mind. This is great! 

• Second, there have been too many setbacks during these 12 years. I 
have lost people in my vicinity, I have been burned out and come 
back. Sometimes the studies caused a bad mood, sometimes it was the 
studies which kept me going, made me think of something else. The 
fact I am still standing here today is great.  

• Third, as I wrote in the Discussion, this journey could be described as 
a hermeneutical spiral. From the beginning I had problems with for-
mulating the research question. I had observed dilemmas I wanted to 
investigate but could not identify what questions I should ask. Some 
periods I gave up finding the “red thread” but when starting to work 
with my thesis during my last year, the pieces fell into place. And with 
comments from the commentators during the final seminar I was back 
where I started, but on a higher level. I found the question, the core, 
was epistemology. It was such a relief and joy to finally be able to tie 
the threads together and find words for what I have had in the back of 
my mind during my almost 20 years in the university world. Having 
said that, this is not the end, this is the beginning.  

 
There are advantages and disadvantages with the PhD journey being over 

10 years, 2009 to 2021 in all. Almost all of my original supervisors retired 
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before I could defend my dissertation, which is sad. On the other hand, it gave 
me the opportunity to get to know new supervisors. Time has also meant that 
the knowledge had time to sink in.  

I have a lot of people to be thankful to so I can stand here today. Starting 
with the first half of my PhD journey and my first group of supervisors: main 
supervisor Kerstin Isaksson, for not giving up with the article about Balanced 
communication, even if in the end I gave up. Lena Wilhelmson for inspiring 
me to become a PhD student with your dialogue competence model and many 
interesting discussions about learning. Ing-Marie Andersson and Gunnar Ro-
sén for believing in me and organizing the possibilities for me to become a 
PhD student. You are such an obvious element in “theme working life” in 
Borlänge.  

And then, my second group of supervisors, main supervisor Susanna Toi-
vanen, thanks for all encouragement, good advice and that we fought our way 
through all the checklists. Tina Forsberg for all discussions and methodologi-
cal questions during the work with the fourth article and thesis. And Ing-Marie 
Andersson again, thanks for following me through all these years - you are the 
cohesive link.  

I want to thank my work group at Dalarna University for being a good 
breeding ground as a doctoral student. The original work group in Borlänge 
was a safe and inspiring place: Gunnar and Ing-Marie again, Hasse, Bengt, 
Mattias and Ann. We had so much fun in the projects about Attractive Work, 
achieved a lot of things and it was so inspiring. And over time, all the people 
who have come and gone. And the current group, Alexis, Tina, Roland, Anna, 
Hasse, Elin, Tea, Calle, Åsa, Bengt, Kerstin, Ing-Marie, I look forward to start 
working together with you again.  

I also want to thank the members of the Regi-project group: Tomas Back-
ström, Lena Wilhelmson, Mattias Åteg, and Bengt Köping Olsson. It was a 
pleasure to work with you during the years with the project. We had a lot of 
fun, I learnt a lot, and we made a difference. From this group and from the 
work group at Dalarna university, I want to send a special thanks to our late 
colleague Mattias. You had so much left to do, and we had so many plans, I 
miss you.  

Bengt Pontén, thanks for all our discussions, courses, thoughts about edu-
cation design and learning we have had during these years. This work is also 
a part of yours, and if I could see all the inputs you have made, and will make, 
in my hermeneutical spiral, how our discussion has affected my journey, or 
our journey within the learning, it would have been a complicated, chaotic 
sketch.  

Others have contributed in different ways: Anders Avdic for discussions, 
observations and interviews in the fourth article. Sarah Ramsay for language 
review, it has been a pleasure to work with you. Paul Flack for helping me 
with Endnote when the program did not do as I wanted. Helena Blomberg for 
with a firm hand guiding me through the final years as a PhD student. Frida 
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Wallander and Marita Larsson for reminding me and helping me with all the 
routines and administration.   

There are also hundreds of people who, during these years, have answered 
questionnaires, participated in courses and workshops, been interviewed and 
observed. Without your participation I would not have had any empirical data. 
Thank you so much for your time. 

Last but not least, my family. Thank you mom and dad for believing in me 
and always supporting me. I wish mom could have been here with us today. 
To my sister who inspired me to choose learning and working life as my uni-
versity education focus; if I had known then that I would become a PhD stu-
dent… My children Hanna and Johan for always cheering me on and encour-
age me. And finally, my husband Joakim who endured all these years of over-
time, frustration, books and articles all over our home: now this trial is over, 
done. Next summer we will have a proper vacation.  

 
Falun, September 2021 
Marie Moström Åberg 
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