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A Critical Review of Professional Learning

Introduction
In my experience professional expertise cannot develop through formal education alone. Professional capability typically evolves through complex interactions between experiential learning, reflective practice, and tacit knowledge developed through practice (Polanyi, 1966).  Within complex and evolving environments, understanding how knowledge is acquired, interpreted and applied becomes central to professional development.  This critical review examines the development of my own professional learning through both formal and informal pathways, with particular attention to the ways in which experiential learning, reflective practice and interdisciplinary knowledge have shaped my professional judgment.
My professional background extends over 20 years in business leadership, entrepreneurship and coaching practice. In recent years, I have specialised in neurodivergent-affirming coaching, with a specific interest in executive function, workplace inclusion and sustainable performance.  Alongside this professional experience, my formal learning has included postgraduate study in coaching and mentoring alongside a range of specialist training in neurodivergent-inclusive coaching practice. Whilst this learning has been valuable, much of the expertise that informs my work has developed through practice-based learning, reflective inquiry, and engagement with communities of practice and complex client profiles rather than formal education alone.
Literature on professional learning highlights Schön’s concept of the reflective practitioner (1983) and Eraut’s work on informal professional learning (2004) as useful frameworks for understanding how knowledge develops through practice.  Their perspectives and models emphasise the importance of reflection-in-action, tacit knowledge and situated judgement in professional environments, especially those characterised by uncertainty and complexity, where practitioners must act without complete information.  Alongside this, Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning model highlights the iterative nature of the relationship between experience, reflection, conceptual understanding and experimentation in our professional development.
This review will critically explore the ways in which my professional knowledge has developed through this combination of formal study, experiential learning and the development of tacit professional knowledge through practice.  It examines how informal learning frameworks help explain the development of our professional expertise, considering the role of tacit knowledge and professional judgement in coaching practice, and reflects on the integration of disciplinary and transdisciplinary knowledge within my work.  Finally, the review considers how professional learning has occurred within complex and constrained environments, and how these experiences continue to inform my professional learning and growth. 

Informal Learning and Professional Development
Having reflected on my own experience of professional learning and the literature reviewed, it becomes evident that professional learning, particularly within complex practice-based environments, rarely occurs through formal education alone. Instead, formal education represents only a small element of the overall learning process, which is largely embedded within day-to-day professional activity and emerges through experience, interaction and reflection. Eraut (2004) argues that much workplace learning is informal in nature, occurring through implicit, reactive and deliberative processes rather than structured instruction. This perspective, alongside the reflective mapping exercises undertaken during this module, provided an opportunity to examine how my professional knowledge has developed across formal education, experiential learning and tacit practice-based knowledge. It has become increasingly apparent that much of my professional capability has been shaped through engagement with practice rather than through isolated formal training opportunities.
Whilst formal education has provided important theoretical foundations, much of my practice-based knowledge has emerged through engagement with client work, problem-solving and reflective inquiry within coaching practice. For example, working with neurodivergent clients has required ongoing adaptation of coaching approaches in response to individual needs, often in situations characterised by uncertainty and complexity. In these contexts, learning frequently occurs reactively, as described by Eraut (2004), where immediate responses to emerging challenges contribute to the development of professional judgement.
Kolb’s experiential learning model (1984) offers a complementary lens through which to understand this process, conceptualising learning as a cyclical progression through concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation. However, Kolb’s model has also been criticised for implying a relatively structured and cyclical process of learning that may not fully capture the complexity and immediacy of workplace learning environments (Bergsteiner, Avery and Neumann, 2010). Within my own coaching practice, this cycle is evident in the way individual client interactions generate opportunities for reflection and subsequent adaptation. For example, experiences of working with clients who present with executive function challenges have prompted reflection on the effectiveness of different coaching strategies, leading to the development of more tailored and responsive approaches. These reflections are translated into revised practices, refined through further client engagement, illustrating an iterative process of experiential learning. This process supports the development of professional judgement, as approaches are continually adapted in response to the specific needs and contexts of individual clients.
The role of reflection within this cycle can be further emphasised through consideration of Schön’s (1983) concept of the reflective practitioner, which highlights how professional expertise develops through both reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. Within coaching practice, reflection-in-action involves responding to client cues in real time.  This may require the adjustment of questioning techniques, pacing or focus during a session in response to the client’s needs. Notably, this is often undertaken without conscious deliberation, reflecting the role of tacit and implicit processes in professional practice (Eraut, 2004). Reflection-on-action then occurs outside of the client session, either through post-session reflection, review of notes, or supervision. These processes allow for more considered evaluation of interactions, supporting the refinement of future practice and the identification of further learning needs. Together, these forms of reflection contribute to the development of professional capability in ways that extend beyond formal learning environments.
In addition to experiential and reflective processes, informal learning is also shaped through participation in professional communities. Lave and Wenger (1991) conceptualise learning as situated within communities of practice, where knowledge is developed through social interaction and shared experience. Engagement with coaching networks, supervision and training cohorts has played a significant role in my own professional development, providing opportunities to explore practice-based challenges, test ideas and gain alternative perspectives.
This was particularly evident in a complex coaching case where I experienced difficulty engaging a client using my usual approaches. With the client’s consent and appropriate anonymisation, I brought elements of this case into supervision and wider discussion within a professional community of practice. Through this process, I was able to identify areas where my approach had not been sufficiently adapted to meet the client’s needs. The discussion enabled me to explore alternative perspectives and develop new tools and strategies, which were subsequently applied within the coaching context.
This experience illustrates how participation in communities of practice can extend learning beyond individual reflection, enabling practitioners to access collective knowledge and refine their practice in response to complex and unfamiliar situations. It also highlights the importance of recognising the limitations of individual expertise and the role of collaborative learning in supporting ongoing professional development.
Over time, these informal learning processes have contributed to a gradual transition from a generalist coaching approach towards a more specialised neurodivergent-affirming practice.  This shift has not been driven solely by formal education, but has emerged through ongoing engagement with client work, reflective practice and exposure to diverse perspectives within professional communities.  Professional expertise is an emergent and dynamic process, shaped through the interaction of experience, reflection and social learning.  This also highlights the importance of tacit knowledge and professional judgement in shaping practice, which is explored further in the following section.
Tacit Knowledge and Professional Judgement
As first described by Polanyi (1966), tacit knowledge refers to knowledge that is difficult to articulate or formalise, often developed through experience and embodied in action rather than explicitly stated. This is reflected in my own coaching practice, where much of what informs my decision-making is not consciously applied but drawn from accumulated experience.
I was recently asked to articulate my level of self-awareness in relation to my own neurodivergence. Despite spending much of my time supporting clients to explore their own experiences, I found it difficult to clearly express my own understanding. This highlights the nature of tacit knowledge as something that is known and utilised in practice but not always easily verbalised. Through lived experience, I am able to recognise subtle shifts in clients, sense discomfort and adjust my approach accordingly, often without conscious deliberation, reflecting the intuitive nature of expert practice (Dreyfus and Dreyfus, 1986). Whilst this may appear intuitive, it is underpinned by years of experiential learning and reflective practice.  
Within coaching sessions, tacit knowledge plays a significant role in shaping moment-to-moment decision-making. Whilst listening to a client’s verbal response, I am simultaneously attending to non-verbal cues such as body language, tone, pace and hesitation. Drawing on this information, alongside prior knowledge of the client, I make subtle adjustments to my approach, such as extending silence, reframing a question or reflecting information back in a different way. These adjustments are often imperceptible but contribute significantly to the effectiveness of the session. As a result, no two coaching sessions are identical, and even the same client may experience different approaches depending on their responses and the context of the discussion.
This tacit dimension of practice also becomes evident in the evolution of coaching models. Whilst formal training introduces structured approaches, over time these models are applied more fluidly, adapted to suit the needs of the individual client. This shift reflects increased confidence and experience, where practitioners move beyond rigid application towards a more responsive and integrated use of knowledge that cannot be easily codified or taught through formal instruction alone, reflecting Schön’s (1983) concept of professional artistry. 
A recent coaching example further illustrates this. When working with an ADHD client, a brief and confident response initially suggested that a particular area had already been explored and resolved. However, subtle non-verbal cues, including changes in posture, lack of eye contact and increased physical movement, indicated discomfort. Drawing on tacit knowledge, I recognised that the client may have misinterpreted the question and was responding defensively. This prompted me to reframe the question, clarifying my intent and shifting the focus. As a result, the client was able to engage more openly, leading to deeper exploration of their beliefs and values and enabling meaningful progress within the session. A less experienced practitioner may have accepted this at face value, missing the opportunity for further insight.
This example highlights the role of tacit knowledge in enabling practitioners to interpret and respond to complex and often contradictory cues in real time, supporting more nuanced and effective professional judgement.
The role of reflection within this process can be further emphasised through consideration of Schön’s (1983) concept of the reflective practitioner, which highlights how professional expertise develops through both reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. Within coaching practice, reflection-in-action is particularly significant, as it involves the ability of the coach to interpret and respond to client cues in real time. This may require the adjustment of questioning techniques, pacing or focus during a session in response to the client’s needs. Reflection-on-action then occurs outside of the client session, either through post-session reflection, review of notes, or supervision. These processes allow for more considered evaluation of interactions, supporting the refinement of future practice and the identification of further learning needs.
Whilst tacit knowledge enables responsiveness and adaptability in practice, it also carries potential risks, including the possibility of misinterpretation or bias (Eraut, 2004). It is therefore important to critically reflect on these judgements and to test assumptions. Within my own practice, this is addressed through post-session reflection, client feedback and engagement in supervision and communities of practice. These processes provide opportunities to examine decisions made in practice, identify potential biases and refine future approaches.
Tacit knowledge therefore plays a central role in the development of professional judgement, particularly in complex and uncertain environments where formal frameworks alone are insufficient (Eraut, 2004). It allows practitioners to respond effectively in real time, drawing on experience and contextual awareness, whilst ongoing reflection ensures that this knowledge continues to develop in a considered and ethical manner.
Disciplinary and Transdisciplinary Knowledge
My professional practice draws upon a range of disciplinary knowledge bases, including coaching and mentoring, neurodiversity and ADHD-informed practice, training and facilitation, and business, leadership and entrepreneurship. Alongside these more formal domains, my work is also shaped by lived experience of neurodivergence and a commitment to lifelong learning, which together inform both my understanding of clients and my approach to practice. Each of these areas contributes distinct forms of knowledge; however, it is their interaction and integration within practice that underpins effective coaching. Whilst coaching frameworks provide structure and process, neurodiversity-informed knowledge enables more tailored and affirming approaches, and business and leadership experience offers contextual understanding of organisational environments. Lived experience further enhances this by providing insight that cannot be fully captured through formal learning alone. As such, my practice is not confined to a single disciplinary perspective but reflects a transdisciplinary approach, where knowledge is continually drawn from, adapted and integrated across multiple domains in response to the complexity of individual client contexts.  This reflects broader understandings of transdisciplinary practice, where knowledge is integrated across disciplinary boundaries in response to complex real-world problems (Choi and Pak, 2006).
These knowledge domains do not operate in isolation but are actively integrated within coaching practice. Within each session, I draw upon a combination of lived experience, formal training and professional knowledge, adapting my approach in response to the individual client and the areas being explored. This often involves a fluid movement between perspectives, where insights from neurodiversity-informed practice, coaching frameworks, and experience of business, leadership and organisational contexts are applied dynamically. This integration is not always a conscious process; rather, it reflects the development of a flexible and responsive approach to practice, where different forms of knowledge are drawn upon as needed. As such, coaching practice becomes a space in which multiple knowledge bases are continually combined and adapted, rather than applied in a fixed or sequential manner, reflecting the situated and context-dependent nature of professional knowledge (Eraut, 2004).
In my experience, traditional coaching approaches and neurodivergent-affirming coaching can differ significantly in their application. Whilst both are typically future-focused, neurodivergent-affirming coaching places greater emphasis on recognising and addressing the impact of limiting beliefs and lived experiences that individuals may carry, aligning with strengths-based and contextual approaches to neurodiversity (Doyle, 2020). This approach enables a more holistic understanding of the client, rather than focusing solely on goal attainment. Client feedback consistently indicates that they feel “seen and heard” from the initial session, suggesting that lived experience, or a well-developed understanding of neurodivergence, plays a critical role in establishing effective coaching relationships, aligning with Rogers’ (1957) emphasis on empathy and understanding within helping relationships, as well as more recent coaching literature highlighting the importance of relational, client-centred approaches (Grant, 2017). Furthermore, this integrated perspective reduces the likelihood of recommending strategies or tools that are misaligned with neurodivergent needs, supporting more appropriate and sustainable approaches to change. This highlights the limitations of applying a single disciplinary framework and reinforces the value of integrating multiple knowledge domains within coaching practice.
The integration of multiple knowledge domains within my practice enables a highly adaptive and personalised approach to coaching. Drawing on lived experience alongside ongoing learning, I am able to develop a nuanced understanding of clients’ perspectives and tailor my approach in response to their individual needs. This includes the integration of psychoeducation, which supports clients in developing greater self-awareness and identifying strategies that align with their own preferences, strengths and learning styles. As a result, coaching becomes more personalised and meaningful, increasing the likelihood of sustainable outcomes compared to more prescriptive or standardised approaches (Grant, 2017).
This transdisciplinary approach is particularly important within complex professional environments, where there is rarely sufficient time or information to fully explore every aspect of an individual’s experience (Eraut, 2004). Instead, it enables a responsive and flexible approach that supports clients at different stages of their journey, whether pre- or post-diagnosis, and across a range of roles and contexts. By integrating knowledge across disciplines and experience, coaching can support individuals not only in addressing immediate challenges but also in developing the skills and awareness required to become effective self-coaches, capable of navigating ongoing complexity independently.
Learning in Complex Professional Environments
Professional coaching practice is situated within complex and often unpredictable environments, where client needs, contexts and presenting challenges vary significantly. In my work, this complexity is particularly evident when supporting neurodivergent clients, whose experiences are shaped by a combination of cognitive, emotional and environmental factors. These factors are not static and may shift within and across sessions, requiring a flexible and responsive approach. In addition, time constraints, organisational pressures and varying levels of client self-awareness mean that it is rarely possible to fully understand all aspects of a client’s experience. As such, coaching takes place within conditions of uncertainty, where decisions must often be made without complete information (Eraut, 2004).
Within these environments, learning does not occur separately from practice; it is embedded within it. Much of my professional learning has developed in the coaching room, through engaging directly with complex client situations, reflecting on these experiences and adapting my approach accordingly. This often involves learning in real time, where reflection-in-action (Schön, 1983) enables immediate adjustments to be made in response to emerging client needs. In addition, reflection-on-action, through post-session review and supervision, provides opportunities to critically evaluate these decisions and identify areas for further development. Learning in this context is therefore iterative and responsive, shaped by the demands of practice rather than predetermined learning pathways. This aligns with Eraut’s (2004) distinction between reactive and deliberative learning, where both immediate and considered responses contribute to the development of professional capability.
The constraints of complex environments also necessitate a shift from reliance on formal knowledge alone towards the development of professional judgement. In situations where there is no single “correct” approach, practitioners must draw on a combination of tacit knowledge, experience and contextual understanding to make informed decisions. This reinforces the importance of ongoing reflection, supervision and engagement with professional communities to support learning and mitigate the risks associated with uncertainty. As such, learning within complex environments can be understood not as a limitation, but as a critical driver of professional growth, shaping a more flexible, reflective and context-sensitive approach to practice.
Over time, these processes contribute to the development of adaptive expertise (Hatano and Inagaki, 1986), enabling practitioners to respond flexibly and effectively to new and unfamiliar situations. Personally, rather than representing a conscious shift in approach, my development in this way has emerged through ongoing engagement with practice, reflection and experience. As a result, there is an increased confidence in navigating uncertainty, with less reliance on definitive answers and greater acceptance of complexity as an inherent aspect of my professional practice. In this sense, complexity has not been a barrier to effective practice, but a key driver of ongoing learning and professional growth. 
Overall, this review demonstrates that professional expertise emerges through the dynamic interaction between formal knowledge, experiential learning and tacit professional judgement. A key insight from this analysis is that much of professional capability develops through practice-based and informal learning processes, rather than through formal education alone. This has implications for my doctoral focus, particularly in exploring how neurodivergent-affirming coaching practices can better recognise and support these forms of learning. This also highlights the importance of examining how professional judgement and tacit knowledge are developed and applied within complex coaching environments, providing a clear direction for further research into how practitioners can be supported to work more effectively within complexity.
This analysis has shifted my understanding of professional knowledge from something I acquire to something constructed through practice, reflection and interaction. Within my DProf studies, this has led to a growing interest in how tacit knowledge and professional judgement are developed and applied within complex coaching environments, shaping the direction of my ongoing inquiry. The following section builds on this by presenting a conceptual framework and visual model that capture how these elements are structured and enacted within my coaching practice.









A Conceptual Framework for Practice



A Hybrid Knowledge Model of Neurodivergent Coaching
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Building on my critical review of professional learning, this section moves beyond analysis to develop a conceptual framework that captures how my professional knowledge is structured and enacted in practice.  Earlier discussion identified the significance of informal, experiential and tacit learning (Eraut, 2004; Polanyi, 1966), the model above represents the synthesis of these insights, providing a visual representation of how my knowledge in its multiple forms is acquired and continues to interact dynamically within my coaching practice.
The framework conceptualises professional knowledge as hybrid and captures how it is developed contextually, emerging through the interaction between explicit, codified sources and tacit, experiential understanding (Polanyi, 1966; Eraut, 2004).  This positioning also aligns with neurodiversity-informed perspectives, which emphasise cognitive difference as natural variation and highlight the importance of context in shaping how individuals engage with learning and practice, (Walker, 2014).  It articulates the central role of professional judgement in practice rather than positioning knowledge as something that is simply acquired and then applied. The framework shows the dynamic relationship between learning, experience, and reflection and how these converge in real time.
While the framework foregrounds experiential and informal learning processes, it also recognises the role of explicit, codified knowledge as a foundational component of professional development. This includes engagement with academic research, psychological frameworks, and professional standards, which provide structured and transferable forms of knowledge. However, consistent with critiques of purely formal approaches to learning (Eraut, 2004; Polanyi, 1966), such knowledge does not operate in isolation within practice. Instead, it is interpreted, adapted, and often transformed through engagement with experience, reflection, and context.
Organising the different types of knowledge and learning across the interconnected layers of knowledge sources, dynamic learning processes, and professional judgement allows the framework to make visible the often-implicit mechanisms through which practice both draws upon and contributes to the ongoing development of professional knowledge.  In doing so, the framework extends theoretical perspectives by offering a practice-based representation of knowledge construction within the complex, neurodivergent coaching contexts (Schön, 1983; Eraut, 2004).
The outer layer of the framework represents the knowledge sources that inform professional practice, conceptualised as the interaction between explicit, codified knowledge and tacit, experiential understanding. Explicit knowledge encompasses formalised sources such as academic research, psychological frameworks, and professional standards, providing structured and transferable foundations for practice. In contrast, tacit knowledge as described by Polanyi (1966), is developed through lived experience and practice, manifesting as intuitive judgement, pattern recognition, and embodied awareness that are often difficult to articulate.
While these forms of knowledge are frequently positioned as distinct within the literature, the framework conceptualises them as interdependent rather than oppositional. Explicit knowledge does not transfer directly into practice without interpretation, and tacit knowledge does not develop in isolation from formal learning. Instead, both are continuously shaped through engagement with experience and reflection, informing and refining one another over time (Polanyi, 1966; Schön, 1983). This dynamic relationship is central to the framework, providing the foundation upon which learning processes operate and professional judgement is enacted.
The central layer of the framework, Dynamic Learning Processes, reflects a hybrid and non-linear approach to learning, drawing on the work of Kolb (1984), Eraut (2004), and Wenger (1998). Within the framework, learning is conceptualised as iterative, experiential, socially situated, and embedded within professional activity. While Kolb’s experiential learning theory provides a useful structure for understanding the relationship between experience, reflection, conceptualisation, and experimentation, the framework resists presenting learning as a discrete or cyclical process. Instead, it aligns more closely with Eraut’s account of informal learning, which emphasises the implicit, reactive, and often unrecognised nature of learning embedded within everyday professional practice.
While Kolb provides a structured account of experiential learning, it has been critiqued for implying a level of sequence and visibility that does not fully reflect the realities of professional practice (Bergsteiner, Avery and Neumann, 2010). In contrast, Eraut (2004) emphasises the often implicit and unstructured nature of workplace learning, identifying processes that are reactive, intuitive, and embedded within ongoing activity. This perspective is particularly relevant within coaching practice, where learning frequently occurs in real time, shaped by interaction, context, and immediate decision-making rather than through discrete reflective cycles. The framework therefore aligns particularly closely with Eraut’s conceptualisation of learning as embedded within practice, reinforcing its emphasis on learning as continuous, context-dependent, and often tacitly mediated.
In this sense, the framework extends beyond Kolb’s structured cycle by recognising that experiential, reflective, and intentional learning processes operate simultaneously and dynamically rather than sequentially. Furthermore, while Kolb (1984) acknowledges social experience within the learning process, his model does not fully account for the relational and participatory nature of professional learning. Wenger’s (1998) theory of communities of practice addresses this limitation by positioning learning as inherently social, occurring through participation, interaction, and shared meaning-making within professional contexts. This perspective is further supported by neurodiversity-informed perspectives, which highlights the relational nature of understanding and the importance of mutual meaning-making within interactions (Milton, 2012).
This is particularly relevant within coaching practice, where supervision, peer engagement, and client interaction play a central role in shaping both professional understanding and identity. Wenger’s (1998) perspective therefore extends beyond learning processes alone, suggesting that knowledge is not only constructed through participation, but also shaped through belonging and engagement within a professional community.
Together, these perspectives inform the framework’s representation of learning as a dynamic and integrated process in which experiential, reflective, social, and intentional elements interact continuously rather than operating as discrete stages. This is particularly relevant within neurodivergent contexts, where engagement with learning is often shaped by interest, attention, and context rather than linear progression, reinforcing critiques of standardised learning models and approaches (Walker, 2014).
The central component of the framework, professional judgement in practice, represents the point at which multiple forms of knowledge are integrated and enacted in real time. Rather than positioning knowledge as something applied to practice, this element emphasises its active construction through engagement within complex and relational coaching contexts. Within coaching interactions, practitioners attend continuously to subtle cues, including shifts in language, tone, pacing, and embodiment, while making rapid micro-judgements about whether to explore, challenge, pause, or redirect. These decisions frequently occur below the level of conscious articulation, reflecting the complexity and tacit nature of professional practice.
Schön (1983) conceptualises this as reflection-in-action, describing the process of thinking about what one is doing while doing it. In coaching practice, this involves ongoing experimentation, where interventions are introduced, responses observed, and approaches adjusted in real time. This process is inherently non-linear, characterised by responsiveness rather than pre-determined application. Much of this activity operates below the level of conscious articulation, making it difficult for practitioners to fully account for their decision-making processes.
This implicit dimension of practice is further illuminated by Polanyi’s (1966) concept of tacit knowledge, which recognises that individuals know more than they can explicitly express. Professional judgement is therefore informed by accumulated experience, pattern recognition, and embodied relational awareness, enabling practitioners to respond to nuance, incongruence, and emerging dynamics within the coaching interaction.  This reflects broader understandings of expertise development, where professional capability increasingly operates through intuitive and context-responsive performance developed through experience (Dreyfus and Dreyfus, 1986).
Effective coaching practice involves maintaining a productive tension between explicit and tacit knowledge. While tacit knowing enables fluid, responsive decision-making, it must be held alongside explicit frameworks, ethical principles, and critical reflection to ensure rigour and accountability. Professional judgement emerges through this integration, enacted through reflection-in-action and shaped by both prior experience and present-moment responsiveness.
However, the implicit nature of tacit knowledge also introduces potential risks, including bias, inconsistency, and reduced transparency. As tacit processes are not readily accessible to scrutiny, they may be influenced by unexamined assumptions, prior experiences, or personal values. Reflection therefore serves as a critical mechanism for interrogating and refining professional judgement, supporting practitioners to remain open, avoid premature interpretation, and sustain inquiry within the coaching process. In this way, tacit knowledge is not treated as inherently reliable, but as a resource that must be continuously examined and integrated with explicit knowledge to support ethical, consistent, and accountable practice.  This positioning challenges models that privilege either formal knowledge or intuitive practice in isolation.
This framework aligns with established perspectives on professional learning, recognising knowledge as developed through experience, reflection, and social interaction. It draws on Kolb’s (1984) conceptualisation of experiential learning, Eraut’s (2004) emphasis on informal and embedded learning, Wenger’s (1998) understanding of learning as socially situated, and Schön’s (1983) and Polanyi’s (1966) accounts of reflection-in-action and tacit knowing.
However, these models, when considered in isolation, do not fully capture the integration of multiple forms of knowledge within real-time coaching practice. Kolb’s model, while offering a useful structure, implies a level of sequence and visibility that is rarely present in complex professional contexts. Eraut’s work highlights the implicit and reactive nature of learning yet gives less attention to how such learning is actively integrated into professional judgement. Wenger foregrounds participation and identity within communities of practice but does not explicitly address moment-to-moment decision-making. Similarly, Schön and Polanyi illuminate the tacit and reflective dimensions of practice, though they do not fully account for the role of explicit, codified knowledge within these processes.
This framework extends these perspectives by integrating explicit and tacit knowledge within a dynamic system of learning processes, positioning professional judgement in practice as the central point of convergence. It makes visible the bidirectional relationship between knowledge and practice, recognising that practice not only draws upon knowledge but also contributes to its ongoing development and refinement.
In doing so, the framework offers a practice-based representation of professional knowledge that is both theoretically informed and contextually grounded. It provides a structure through which practitioners can better understand, reflect upon, and develop their decision-making in complex coaching environments, supporting more intentional, ethical, and adaptive practice.  Taken together, the framework conceptualises professional knowledge as a dynamic, contextually constructed system in which explicit and tacit knowledge are continuously mediated through learning processes and enacted through professional judgement in practice.
The development of this framework articulates the complex processes that often operate implicitly within my decision-making in the coaching room, whilst also reflecting my evolving understanding of professional knowledge within coaching practice. Through my DProf journey, I have moved from viewing knowledge as something to be acquired and applied towards recognising it as dynamic, relational, and constructed through practice. In particular, greater awareness of tacit processes, reflective practice, and the influence of context has shifted my approach to both coaching and professional development. This has involved a growing appreciation of the complexity of real-time decision-making and the limitations of relying solely on formalised models or techniques. The framework therefore represents not only a synthesis of theoretical perspectives, but also a reflection of my developing professional judgement and identity as a practitioner operating within complex and neurodivergent-informed contexts.
An area for further exploration emerging from the framework relates to the potential contribution of neurodivergent cognition to coaching practice, particularly in relation to pattern recognition and relational attunement. Within the framework, professional judgement is informed by tacit knowledge, which draws heavily upon the practitioner’s ability to identify patterns, make connections, and respond to subtle cues in real time. Emerging perspectives suggest that certain neurodivergent profiles may be associated with heightened sensitivity to detail, non-linear thinking, and enhanced pattern recognition, potentially strengthening these aspects of coaching practice (Dwyer, 2022).
In addition, the role of lived experience warrants further consideration. Coaches with direct experience of neurodivergence may bring an embodied understanding that informs their interpretation of client experience, potentially supporting deeper attunement and more contextually responsive interventions. However, this remains an under-researched area, and there is a need for empirical investigation to explore how lived experience and cognitive differences may interact with professional capability.
This presents a potential avenue for future doctoral inquiry, examining the relationship between neurodivergent cognition, tacit knowledge development, and professional judgement in coaching, with a view to better understanding how diverse cognitive profiles may contribute to effective practice. 
In conclusion, this framework offers an integrated and practice-based conceptualisation of professional knowledge within coaching, illustrating how explicit and tacit knowledge are continuously mediated through dynamic learning processes and enacted through professional judgement in practice. By making visible the often-implicit mechanisms underlying decision-making, the framework provides a structure for understanding, reflecting upon, and developing coaching practice within complex and relational contexts. It also highlights the importance of recognising cognitive diversity and the role of lived experience in shaping professional capability. In doing so, the framework not only reflects existing theoretical perspectives, but contributes a contextually grounded approach that supports more reflective, adaptive, and ethically informed coaching practice.





Strategic Learning & Development Plan


My current coaching practice is characterised by a strong reliance on tacit and experiential knowledge, with decision-making that is intuitive and responsive to the needs of the client. While this reflects my advanced level of practitioner competence, it also highlights a limitation in my ability to explicitly articulate the theoretical and conceptual foundations underpinning my practice. Although coaching interventions are informed by a range of models and approaches, these are rarely referenced explicitly within my sessions, remaining largely implicit in application. This reflects Polanyi’s (1966) conceptualisation of tacit knowledge, whereby knowledge is enacted in practice but not always fully articulated, alongside Eraut’s (2004) discussion of implicit and intuitive professional learning within complex workplace environments.
I believe that in my current practice clients are the primary drivers of change. Coaching is therefore focused on supporting individuals to identify challenges, develop understanding through psychoeducation, and implement personalised tools and strategies. This aligns with Rogers’ (1961) person-centred perspective, which positions individuals as active agents within their own growth and development. However, while this belief is grounded in practice experience, it is not currently supported by systematic evidence or critical interrogation. This creates a limitation in my ability to demonstrate how, why and under what conditions coaching facilitates change, particularly in relation to executive function and quality of life outcomes.
Further complexity is evident in the relational dynamics I experience within coaching practice. Variations in my confidence, particularly in the early stages of working with autistic clients and male clients, highlight the influence of internal responses, assumptions and practitioner bias on coaching interactions. Drawing on Schön’s (1983) concept of reflection-in-action, this suggests the need to more critically examine how perceptions formed within coaching relationships may shape decision-making processes in ways that are not always fully conscious or explicitly explored.
At present, professional impact is evidenced primarily through anecdotal accounts, including client testimonials and observed outcomes. While these provide valuable insight, they lack the methodological rigour required to demonstrate effectiveness within academic and professional contexts. This highlights a key developmental need to move from anecdotal evidence towards more systematic approaches to evaluating coaching impact. As highlighted within evidence-based coaching literature (Grant, 2014), the development of more robust evaluative approaches is increasingly important in strengthening the credibility and effectiveness of coaching practice. Such development is particularly important given the increasing demand for evidence-informed practice within neurodivergent coaching contexts.
Reflective practice is well established within my coaching work, with post-session reflection routinely used to evaluate effectiveness and inform future sessions. These reflections are predominantly experiential in nature, aligning with Kolb’s (1984) conceptualisation of learning through reflective engagement with experience. However, they would benefit from a more structured and explicit focus on identifying the models, tools and strategies applied within sessions. Developing this level of articulation would support the transition from tacit to explicit knowledge, enabling practice to be more critically analysed, communicated and developed.
While current practice reflects a high level of practitioner competence, there remains a clear gap in relation to my practitioner-researcher capability. In particular, I have limited experience in research design, methodological selection and data analysis. Developing these skills is essential to enable the systematic investigation of coaching practice and to contribute to the wider evidence base within the field. This reflects the transition identified within practitioner inquiry literature, whereby professional expertise increasingly requires the ability to critically investigate and generate knowledge from practice contexts (Eraut, 2004).
In response to these identified gaps, four key areas for strategic development have been identified: (1) developing the ability to evaluate coaching impact, (2) articulating and critically examining tacit coaching practice, (3) building research and methodological capability, and (4) advancing specialist knowledge in executive function coaching. These priorities provide the foundation for ongoing doctoral development.
A key tension underpinning this development is the balance between intuitive, responsive coaching and the need for greater structure and measurability. While intuition remains a critical strength within practice, there is a need to introduce more structured approaches to evaluation and reflection in order to strengthen both client outcomes and professional credibility. Navigating and critically examining this tension will form a central aspect of my ongoing development as a practitioner-researcher.
Developing the Ability to Evaluate Coaching Impact
Currently, I invite all coaching clients to engage in reflection following each session, both to encourage their own reflective development and to provide opportunities for feedback and constructive challenge within a psychologically safe environment. In addition, I regularly request testimonials and reviews from clients. While this has provided me with a substantial body of experiential knowledge developed over many years of practice, the evidence currently underpinning this understanding remains largely anecdotal and lacks formal methodological rigour.
A significant area for development within my doctoral journey is therefore the ability to evaluate coaching impact more systematically and explicitly. I am increasingly interested in exploring ways to capture evidence of change and progress in a manner that is both meaningful and achievable within real-world coaching contexts. As highlighted within evidence-based coaching literature, the development of practical and context-sensitive evaluative approaches is increasingly important in demonstrating coaching effectiveness (Grant, 2014). One potential starting point may involve introducing simple client-reported outcome measures focused on perceived ability, confidence and functioning across different executive function domains at the beginning of coaching engagements and revisiting these at regular intervals, potentially every six to twelve sessions.
Initially, this is likely to involve the use of Likert-scale reflective measures to identify perceived change over time. While such approaches have recognised methodological limitations, particularly in relation to subjectivity and self-report bias, they may provide a useful starting point for gathering more structured evidence within coaching practice. At this stage, these measures are intended as exploratory tools rather than definitive indicators of coaching effectiveness.
My developmental needs are situated within a broader gap in the literature surrounding ADHD and executive function coaching. Existing research does not yet fully capture the complexity, nuance and lived experience reflected in practice, particularly within neuro-affirmative approaches that position neurodivergence as a difference in cognition and experience rather than solely a deficit-based condition (Walker, 2014). Recent neuro-affirmative coaching literature additionally highlights the importance of relational, individualised and lived-experience-informed approaches within neurodivergent support contexts (Antony, Ramnath and Ellikkal, 2024). This highlights a significant opportunity for further investigation. In particular, I have a growing interest in exploring the potential role of coaching as an early intervention for individuals awaiting diagnosis, and its impact on quality of life outcomes. This represents a significant area for future research and aligns closely with my intended doctoral trajectory.
Developing stronger approaches to evidencing coaching impact is particularly important in relation to my longer-term doctoral ambitions. My intended research trajectory aims to further explore the role and value of executive function coaching for individuals both pre- and post-diagnosis, including the potential wider benefits for quality of life, wellbeing and functional outcomes identified within emerging coaching literature. In the longer term, I hope this work may contribute towards strengthening understanding and recognition of coaching within wider health and support systems, including potential future consideration alongside broader wellbeing and support provision. Developing more robust approaches to evaluation is therefore essential not only for my own practitioner development, but also for supporting future publication, research dissemination and contribution to the evidence base surrounding neuro-affirmative executive function coaching.
Articulating and Critically Examining Tacit Coaching Practice
Reflective practice is currently embedded within my coaching work, with informal post-session reflection routinely used to evaluate how effectively sessions have been managed, the extent to which clients were engaged, and whether sufficient space was provided for reflection and exploration. This reflective process supports ongoing practitioner learning and responsiveness within sessions; however, it remains largely intuitive and unstructured in nature.
While this informal approach aligns well with my coaching style and allows space for fluid and authentic reflection, it also creates limitations in relation to the articulation and critical examination of tacit coaching practice. In particular, the absence of a more structured reflective framework limits my ability to consistently identify the models, tools and interventions being applied within sessions, as well as the implicit decision-making processes underpinning these choices. This reflects the challenge identified by Polanyi (1966), whereby practitioners often enact knowledge skilfully in practice without being fully able to articulate how those decisions are made.
A further limitation of the current approach is the reliance on practitioner recollection. Without more systematic recording or categorisation of themes, interventions and outcomes, opportunities for deeper pattern recognition and analysis may be missed. This creates difficulties not only in identifying recurring client challenges and effective interventions, but also in critically examining how practitioner assumptions, relational dynamics and intuitive judgements may influence coaching processes over time. Greater structure within reflective practice may therefore support a more explicit understanding of how knowledge is constructed and applied within coaching interactions.
Through associate coaching work, I engage with a semi-structured reflective feedback process which, while valuable in promoting accountability and consistency, has also highlighted tensions associated with increased structure. Highly rigid approaches to reflection can feel restrictive and may reduce the authenticity and fluidity underpinning my engagement with reflective practice. This highlights the need to balance increased rigour with a reflective approach that remains sustainable and aligned with my coaching style.
Consequently, an important aspect of my ongoing development will involve exploring reflective approaches that enable greater articulation and critical analysis of tacit practice without over-structuring the reflective process to the point that it becomes performative or disengaging. This may include the development of light-touch structured reflection tools capable of capturing models, interventions, practitioner decision-making and emerging themes while still allowing flexibility and responsiveness. Strengthening this area of practice will support the development of coaching knowledge that is more visible, analysable and transferable within both professional and academic contexts.
This process also aligns closely with Schön (1983), particularly the concepts of reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. Developing greater awareness of how decisions are made both during and after coaching sessions may support deeper critical engagement with practice and contribute to the ongoing development of evidence-informed neuro-affirmative coaching approaches. 
Building Research and Methodological Capability
A significant aspect of my ongoing development involves strengthening the skills and capabilities required to transition from experienced practitioner to practitioner-researcher. Central to this process is the development of a stronger understanding and application of qualitative, quantitative and mixed-methods research approaches. At present, my understanding of research methodology remains relatively introductory and practice-focused; however, I recognise that developing methodological literacy is essential in order to critically investigate coaching practice and contribute meaningfully to the evidence base surrounding executive function coaching.
An important early stage of this development will involve beginning to design and implement small-scale studies within my coaching practice. This will provide opportunities to explore how research approaches may operate within real-world coaching environments while also strengthening my understanding of research design, feasibility and practitioner inquiry. Alongside this, I will continue to develop my understanding of ethical considerations within practitioner research. While I already work closely within established ethical coaching frameworks, the introduction of more formalised reflection processes and evidence collection methods will require a broader engagement with ethical principles surrounding data collection, confidentiality, informed consent and practitioner bias.  This reflects the increasing need for practitioner-researchers to critically examine both the methodological and ethical implications of inquiry within professional practice contexts (Eraut, 2004).
As identified previously, opportunities for data analysis within my current practice have been limited due to the absence of systematic evidence collection processes. Consequently, the development of stronger analytical skills represents an important area for growth. As more structured approaches to reflective practice and outcome evaluation are introduced, I will need to develop greater confidence in organising, interpreting and critically analysing data in ways that are both meaningful and methodologically appropriate. This is likely to represent a significant learning curve; however, it is also an area of development that I find both motivating and professionally important.
A further strategic priority involves beginning to contribute more actively to academic and professional discourse within the field. I currently have a completed systematic review which I intend to prepare for submission for publication. In doing so, I recognise the need to develop a stronger understanding of the publication process itself, including identifying appropriate journals, understanding peer review expectations and adapting writing for different academic audiences. Developing knowledge in this area is essential not only for achieving publication, but also for understanding how professional knowledge becomes validated, critiqued and disseminated within academic communities.
Alongside peer-reviewed publication, I intend to explore more accessible and practice-oriented dissemination formats that translate emerging knowledge into practical information for coaching clients and wider neurodivergent communities. Balancing academic contribution with accessibility is likely to become an important aspect of my developing professional identity.
In addition to publication, I intend to begin exploring conference opportunities as I progress into the second year of the DProf. This will allow me to develop experience in preparing papers and submissions while also strengthening confidence in discussing research and practice within more academically challenging environments. Conference participation will additionally provide valuable opportunities for networking, collaboration and engagement with wider research communities relevant to my developing interests in executive function coaching and neuro-affirmative practice.
Although I already feel confident speaking publicly and discussing coaching experiences within professional settings, I recognise that academic presentation and research dissemination require a different form of confidence and capability. Developing the ability to communicate and defend ideas within scholarly and critical environments will therefore form an important part of my ongoing development. While this is likely to involve a steep learning curve, it is one that I feel motivated and excited to undertake as part of my doctoral journey.  Ongoing engagement with supervision, academic networks and wider research communities will also form an important part of developing my practitioner-researcher identity and ensuring that future research is conducted ethically and critically.
Advancing Specialist Knowledge in Executive Function Coaching
A further strategic priority within my doctoral development and my coaching career more generally involves advancing my specialist knowledge in executive function coaching, particularly within neuro-affirmative approaches to ADHD support.  While interest in ADHD coaching continues to grow, the evidence base surrounding executive function coaching remains comparatively emergent, particularly in relation to lived experience, quality of life outcomes and the complexity of real-world coaching practice. Existing literature does not yet fully capture the nuanced and relational nature of neuro-affirmative coaching approaches, nor the ways in which coaching may support identity development, emotional regulation and functional self-management within neurodivergent populations (Walker, 2014).  This highlights an important opportunity for continued investigation and contribution within the field.
An area of increasing interest within my doctoral trajectory is the potential role of executive function coaching as an early intervention for individuals awaiting assessment or diagnosis. Through practice experience, I have observed its value in reducing overwhelm, increasing self-awareness and supporting quality of life during what can be a prolonged and emotionally complex period. However, these observations remain practice-based and require further critical and empirical investigation.
Developing deeper specialist knowledge in this area will therefore involve continued engagement with emerging research, critical evaluation of existing coaching models and ongoing reflection on the relationship between lived experience and evidence-informed practice. Strengthening expertise within this specialist field will support not only my own professional development, but also my longer-term aim of contributing to a broader understanding and recognition of neuro-affirmative executive function coaching within both academic and professional contexts.
This strategic learning and development plan reflects an important transition within my professional identity, from experienced practitioner towards practitioner-researcher. Through critical reflection on my current coaching practice, a number of developmental needs have been identified relating to the articulation of tacit knowledge, the evaluation of coaching impact, the development of methodological capability and the advancement of specialist knowledge within executive function coaching. 
A recurring theme throughout this review has been the tension between maintaining intuitive, neuro-affirmative coaching practice while introducing greater structure and methodological rigour. Rather than viewing these as opposing forces, my ongoing development will involve exploring how they may be integrated in ways that strengthen both professional credibility and client experience while remaining psychologically safe and responsive to neurodivergent individuals.
The DProf provides an important opportunity not only to strengthen my research capability, but also to contribute to the developing evidence base surrounding executive function coaching and neuro-affirmative practice. My longer-term aspiration is to contribute towards greater understanding of how coaching may support quality of life, self-management and wellbeing for neurodivergent individuals, particularly within pre- and post-diagnostic contexts. Through ongoing engagement with research, publication and reflective practice, I aim to contribute to both academic and professional discussions while continuing to develop a practice that remains authentic, critically informed and responsive to clients’ needs.
Ultimately, this development plan represents more than a series of learning objectives; it reflects the foundations of an evolving practitioner-researcher identity grounded in critical reflection and a commitment to advancing understanding within neuro-affirmative executive function coaching.
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