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THE REFLECTIVE PRACTITIONER AND KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER  

Henk Huisjes, April 3, 2017 

Thank you for inviting me this afternoon. I am pleased to speak shortly about the reflective 

practitioner, knowledge transfer, and about teachers.  

November last year, I arranged a seminar about police education and training, which included the 

turn from curriculum based education to competence based learning in the late 1990s. Preparing 

that day, thinking through the program as a whole, I thought, suppose this course would have been 

a teacher’s degree course, what would be the difference between such a curriculum, and the 

present course? Probably, I figured only the aspect of teaching, and the notion of being or becoming 

a teacher.   

Also, I remember attending a meeting in June last year, in which the structure of the course was 

discussed; specific themes to be addressed, as well as some general aspects, like globalization, 

diversity, integrity, police ethics, and the wish to deliver a solid knowledge base to the students.  

The key notion of the course, however, was the concept of the reflective practitioner, and related 

ideas on the learning organization. This was not much of a surprise, in any professional type of 

education you may expect these motifs, that are with us, already for quite some time, but still 

present serious challenges for policing and police education.   

Whether you call work, a profession, a trade, a vocation, an occupation, or merely a job, work 

evolves and is an object of change. Sometimes from within, but more often change is about the 

implications of spatial relations and interactions. Any place, any position, any profession, can be 

seen as a crossroads of relations and interactions, and change inevitably is a consequence. Day-to-

day we all need to keep up with the challenges of the spaces within which we function. Although 

there may be cosmologies, seeing places in terms of history only, of “roots” and authenticity, it 

cannot be denied, we are all in the middle of “routes” (r-o-u-t-e-s).1     

Today, we all agree, probably, to live in a knowledge society, and although we work in some office or 

classroom in, say Apeldoorn or Canterbury, we participate in the circulations of knowledge of the 

global area network. The logic of this imaginary is simple, if you don’t keep up the pace, you will be 

lagging behind, and lose your position.  

Against this background, I will elaborate a bit further on the relation between knowledge transfer 

and the notion of the reflective practitioner.  

First, knowledge transfer 

Generally spoken, knowledge transfer is a rather anarchistic kind of process. How knowledge moves 

across the globe, is predominantly a matter of diffusion, today, thanks to digitization, more than 

ever, and of some dominant places of origin, of course. 

More specific, however, knowledge transfer appears to be part of a series of terms, like knowledge 

management, valorization, and impact. That is what the pragmatic criterion is of knowledge today, 

and, behind knowledge, of research, and academic work in general. In recent policy, the use of the 

term knowledge transfer is usually quite narrow, and fits within a discourse of strategies, business 
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processes, human resources, and the allocation of tiny portions of knowledge to the work force, in 

so far, the knowledge is ‘need to know’.  

Ideas on knowledge transfer and knowledge management also have become connected to notions 

of the reflective practitioner, but again, in a rather narrow way. Any vocation, or profession, these 

days, seems to be only a matter of application and experience, of learning on the job, in whatever 

field of operation.  

If only knowledge is available and accessible, searchable, people will keep up the pace, and be 

responsive to the challenges they meet. The Dutch police have invested quite some money in digital 

knowledge networks, and today, all police officers can consult their body of knowledge through their 

Samsung S7. It will be clear, I hope, that such applications do not equal education.  

Vocational and professional education do not consist of instructions, procedures, facts, and figures 

only, although these may be quite important in the ‘heat of the moment’. Education is also about 

the recognition of challenges, questioning misfits between theory, policies, and practice, solving 

puzzles, and about trying, and learning from errors, experiments, and experiences, and it is about 

learning to reflect.  

 

Second, let me say a few words on the reflective practitioner 

- First, it’s important to acknowledge that we talk about a concept, an imaginary, that the real 

professional is or should be a learning professional.2   

- Second, reflective practitioners really exist, they are workers, with an open mind, always 

keen to understand how things work, and to look for opportunities to improve the work.  

I believe, that it is in the articulation of practical experience within education, however, that real 

learning may happen (no guarantees!), and that, vice versa, the practice may be improved. This is an 

old lesson, already taught by John Dewey3, in the 1930s, in his booklet Experience and Education, 

which is retold by others, like Donald Schön4, and more recently, Richard Sennett5, and less well-

known probably, but influential in the Netherlands anyway, Gert Biesta.6  

Biesta underlines, that education should not just focus on qualification and socialization, but also on 

becoming a self-thinking and judging subject. Richard Sennett underlines the same point, when he 

talks about the Homo Faber, about craftsmanship, and about dialogue.   

Within the police organization, in England, Wales, and in the Netherlands, the imaginary of the 

reflective practitioner resonates strongly. Within the redesign of Dutch police education and training 

in the late 1990s already practical experience became firmly positioned and its value has been 

underlined, time after time.  

On the other hand, we have to admit, practice and real experience are not as well articulated in 

education, as we would like. At the brink of education and learning-in-the-workplace, the dilemma’s, 

                                                           
2 P. Robert-Jan Simons, Manon C.P. Ruijters. The Real Professional is a Learning Professional. Chapter 35, in: International Handbook of 
Research in Professional and Practice-based Learning, 2014.  
3 John Dewey. Experience and Education. The Kappa Delta Pi Lecture Series. Free Press, 2015 (1938).  
4 Donald A. Schön. The reflective practitioner. How professionals think in action. Arena, Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2013 (1983).   
5 Richard Sennett. The Craftsman. Penguin Books, 2008; Together. The Rituals, Pleasures and Politics of Cooperation. Yale University Press, 
2012.  
6  Gert J.J. Biesta. The beautiful risk of education. Paradigm Publishers, 2014. Biesta is a former physics teacher who became a professor of 
educational philosophy.  
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puzzles, and misfits are addressed too little and are under-used as a source of asking the right 

questions. Notwithstanding the turn to competencies, curricula still may function stand-alone, and 

the coaching of students may be far too little related to police work.  

Matthew Jones signals in ‘the thinking police officer’7, that police officers often perceive education 

as ‘a one way, one man show’, between lecturers and passive students, and, on the other hand, that 

police officers themselves tend to idealize reflexive, experiential learning at the workplace.  

Interesting is the distinction Jones makes between training and education, which is akin to the 

German distinction between Ausbildung and Bildung. Police training (Ausbildung) aims for skills that 

are needed in police operation. Education (Bildung), on the other hand, aims at learning to think 

critically, to conceptualize, to discover, to interpret, and to intervene, to make things work better. 

Jones’ conclusion, that 21st century policing requires education, rather than competency based 

police training, however, is rather puzzling.   

A practitioner, how reflective he or she may be by nature, cannot reflect without priory learned 

knowledge, concepts, and representations. Just like, we cannot recall something we never knew. 

Reflection is not just looking back, to reconstruct and to retell what happened. Reflection also asks 

for questioning the reconstructions, and for dialogue that does not aim for consensus, but for 

cooperation.  

Gabriel van den Brink, recently retired from Tilburg University, who also worked for many years at 

the Police Academy, describes the knowledge of practitioners in terms of tacit knowledge. This type 

of knowledge is part of the act, the practice, the work, and is expressed in the making and the doing 

itself. It is about correctness, and often it is rather word-less (not worthless, but with a ‘d’).8  

This is the dominant way to talk about professional knowledge. Van den Brink complicates this view 

by comparing professional thinking with three other mainstreams of thinking. Disciplinary thinking 

(= scholarly knowledge), public knowledge (which may be called ‘common sense’ as well), and 

intimate, cosmological thinking, which is traditionally linked to philosophy and religion. These four 

types (professional, scientific, political and intimate) speak differently about knowledge, and use 

different criterions, like correctness, truth, credibility, and wisdom.  

What I learn from Van den Brink is that all four of these types of knowledge are relevant and should 

be taken seriously also. To become a real professional (that is a learning professional), we should be 

willing to cross our intellectual and professional borders and boundaries, and search for dialogue, 

with those who think differently. Today however in the Dutch police force, an awful lot of energy is 

used for internal processes of integration, and re-organization, which carries a risk of closing the 

professional mind. It is in education, I believe, we may find the opportunity, the time and space for 

the dialogues that are needed. Therefore, to conclude my presentation, I’d like to ask two questions:  

- What do we expect from teachers in relation to knowledge transfer?  

- And are they to be seen as reflective practitioners? Words: 1650.   

                                                           
7 Matthew Jones. Creating the ‘thinking police officer’: Exploring Motivations and Professional Impact of Part-time Higher Education. 
Policing, Volume 10, Number 3, pp. 232-240.  
8 Gabriel van den Brink. Hoe wij beter over kennis kunnen nadenken (translation: ‘How can we think better about knowledge’). Een bijdrage 
vanuit de maatschappelijke bestuurskunde (1). Boom Bestuurskunde, 2015.  


