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INTRO
A DESIGNERLY EXPERTISE 
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- Donald Schön

‘Reflective practice is 
a dialogue of thinking 
and doing through 
which I become 
more skilful’.
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If you want to build a designerly expertise, this book is for you.  Because this 
book is all about ‘doing’ it. Of course, you may learn a lot from reading about the 
excessive number of design thinking methods and models that design researchers, 
design consultancies and practicing designers invented. But our studies of 
design experts revealed that in design, doing it is the key to building a designerly 
expertise. 

In our latest research on design experts, we discovered, that you best acquire the 
skill and love of designing by jumping into the practice of designing. Therefore, 
we framed this book as ‘a notebook’. Historically, notebooks have been spaces for 
designers for progressing their design while advancing their skills, thoughts and 
reasoning – a sort of space for collecting thoughts and reflections. We hope you 
will use this book as a regular moleskin. Draw in it, write in it, glue things into it. 
Use it as a place for design doing, note all your reflections, both those that emerge 
during your actions and those that arrive when you reflect on your actions. 

When we started the research project on designerly expertise, and this book, 
our mission was to contribute with new research on: ‘What design experts 
do?’ collected in a format that is straightforward, relevant and at eye level for 
designers, students, other practitioners and businesses in general. We hope the 
book will help you when you are practising design to grasp what you do and have 
done. More importantly, we hope it will help you improve and understand how to 
build professional a designerly expertise. 

A DESIGNERLY EXPERTISEINTRO

WELCOME TO A DESIGNERLY NOTEBOOK
WELCOME!
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WELCOME!

In our research of extraordinary expert designers, we have had intense 
discussions on what ‘designerly expertise’ is and how we may best advance it at 
different levels. What do we already know? What can we see in practice that is not 
yet explained? And which pitfalls and shortcomings do people most often meet 
when trying to build a designerly expertise? 

From previous research, we discovered that what designers focus on differs a 
lot depending on their level of expertise.1 Therefore, in the theoretic framing of 
our research we build on the Dreyfus model of skill acquisition2 (expertise). This 
shows that skill acquisition may be understood on levels from novices to experts 
(see Figure 1). One of the most important things to notice in the development 
from novice to expert is that, in the beginning, the ability to judge and prioritise 
is very low, whereas the dependency on rules (models, methods etc.) is very 
high. Experts, however, have intuitive grasps and visions of what to do and no 
dependency on rules. In fact, in our research, we found that most expert designers 
disregard models and methods. 

A DESIGNERLY EXPERTISEINTRO

DESIGNERLY EXPERTISE

1	 Ericsson, K. A., Hoffman, R. R., & Kozbelt, A. eds. (2018). The Cambridge handbook of expertise and 
	 expert performance . Cambridge University Press.
2	 Dreyfus, S. E., & Dreyfus, H. L. (1980). A five-stage model of the mental activities involved in directed  
	 skill acquisition  (No. ORC-80-2). California University Berkeley Operations Research Center.

Figure 4. Building on Dreyfus and Dreyfus’ skill acquisition model (1980)
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