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Schon’s Reflection-in-Action and Reflection-on-
Action

Category: Professional Learning, Coaching and Reflection

Schon distinguished reflection-in-action, which occurs while a situation is unfolding, from reflection-on-
action, which revisits practice afterwards. Both respond to the limits of technical rationality in complex
professional work. Practitioners draw on knowing-in-action—often tacit competence—yet surprise may
prompt them to question, reframe and experiment.

The distinction is analytical rather than a precise clock. In-action reflection may be rapid or extended,
and later reflection can reshape what the practitioner notices next time. Neither mode guarantees
criticality; assumptions and consequences still require evidence and alternative perspectives (Schon,

1983).

Two Modes within Reflective Practice

1. Knowing-in-action: Recognise the often tacit routines and judgements through which competent
action normally proceeds.

2. Notice surprise: Attend when outcomes, feelings or responses do not fit the current understanding.

3. Reflect in action: Reframe the situation and conduct a safe, immediate experiment while
remaining responsive.

4. Reflect on action: Reconstruct the episode afterwards using evidence, theory and other
perspectives.

5. Develop repertoire: Carry revised frames and strategies into later situations without treating them
as universal recipes.

Examples in Practice

During a tutorial, a teacher notices that repeated explanation is increasing confusion. They pause, ask
students to represent the problem visually and adapt the task. Afterwards, they analyse student work and
their initial framing, consult a colleague and redesign the next tutorial.

Why It Matters

The distinction shows how professionals can think within action rather than merely apply rules and
evaluate later. Reflection-in-action must not justify impulsive improvisation where safety or policy
requires a protocol, while reflection-on-action should avoid hindsight bias. Both modes become stronger
when linked to disciplined knowledge, feedback and accountable evaluation (Yanow & Tsoukas, 2009).
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