Pre-press, unformatted text, April 2025
Art, Design & Communication in Higher Education

Explicating the inexplicable: Post-rationalisation as a
sensemaking strategy for self-regulated learning in design

Author: David Preston

Abstract: Reflective practice is understood as a key element of Art & Design pedagogy, with Donald
Schon’s ideas considered seminal. While Schén’s concept of ‘reflection-on-action’ is widely respected,
the related concept of post-rationalisation has received scant attention and is often viewed as
disingenuous. This paper draws on research from Management & Organisation Studies and Pedagogic
Theory to explore the value of looking back and reasoning after the fact in design. It discusses how this
can support ‘self-regulated learning’, particularly for students who rely on intuition. The paper examines
different forms of knowledge (tacit, implicit, and explicit) and how they influence students’ ability to
explain their creative decisions. It considers how seemingly inexplicable creative choices can be
validated in academic settings. Various models of reflection are compared, including pre-active (before
action), inter-active (in real-time), and retro-active (after action). The paper concludes with practical
strategies to help educators foster reflective reasoning within the classroom.
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Introduction

Reflection is recognised as a central aspect of pedagogic theory (York-Barr et al., 2001), being
understood as an essential strategy for deepening students’ learning (Orr et al., 2010). This has led many
educational institutions to endorse the concept and embed it as a key learning strategy within
assessment frameworks and subject curricula. Pedagogic scholarship in this area can be traced to the
work of John Dewey (1933), who emphasised that learning comes from reflecting on an experience and
not directly from the experience itself. Thus, to assess a student’s learning, educational institutions
choose to measure the quality of their reflection. Donald Schén’s (1983, 1987) work on the reflective
practitioner has had significantly impacted conceptions of reflectivity within Art & Design pedagogy,
with his claim that practitioners should reflect 'in-action' during the action present, or 'on-action’, after
the action has ceased.

Given the stated importance of reflecting on one’s practice, it is odd that some retro-active
sensemaking strategies are treated with suspicion and distrust. While Schon’s reflection-on-action has
been held up as a key skill for learning, the parallel concept of post-rationalisation — developing
reasoning for work after its completion — has remained associated with negative concepts like ‘spin’
(Seow, 2015: n.pag.) and ‘bullshit’ (Preston, 2018: n.pag.). So, whereas reflection is understood as
critical for deepening learning, post-rationalisation is typically viewed as a smokescreen, an indication of



an individual’s lack of consideration, self-awareness or reflectivity; yet in principle these two activities
hold similarities, both being means to comprehend creative practice retro-actively.

This paper explores how post-rationalisation relates to reflection-on-action and considers
whether it can be regarded a legitimate strategy for ‘self-regulated learning’ (Paris & Paris, 2001). It
focuses on work students’ do outside scheduled classes to rationalise their creativity. Post-
rationalisation is thus considered an introspective and intra-personal cognitive act concentrated on
developing self-awareness. One byproduct of this approach is that in concentrating on the individual as
solitary sensemaker it downplays the social aspects of learning. Many scholars view learning as a social
activity that cannot happen in isolation (lllich, 1971; Vygotsky, 1978; Wenger, 1998) — this has led some
to question the validity of Schon’s work (Kotzee, 2012). According to Edwin Hutchins (1995) it is
important to consider cognition as a distributed act conducted by members of a social group, or ‘beyond
the skull’ of the individual, incorporating embodied and environmental influences.

While acknowledging that learning is social and that cognition is commonly distributed, it is
necessary to recognise that students conduct reflective reasoning outside the formal learning
environment of the classroom or studio, often working in isolation from the influence of their peers and
tutors. As such, this paper focuses on the liminal learning moments that occur between scheduled
classes as students’ create work, attempt to understand their efforts, and prepare to present and
explain these to others. In this scenario reflective reasoning may be performed with knowledge and
anticipation of others’ feedback. In this sense it maintains a social dimension, in spite of the fact that it
often occurs at an intra-personal level.!

Drawing on secondary research this paper analyses whether there is a constructive role for post-
rationalisation within the sensemaking practices of design students. It argues that post-rationalisation
should be understood as a valid sensemaking tool that enables designers to ‘know as they go’ (Ingold,
2000, 2010), developing cognitive awareness through an action-first approach. Post-rationalisation is
presented as part of an open-started and open-ended approach to practice that embraces uncertainty
and emergence as part of the design development process.

Background

Post-rationalisation in context

Within creative education post-rationalisation has been a subject of near-universal derision; an
indication that a student’s work has been ill-conceived or poorly considered, being justified only after
the act. As architect Byron George (cited in Seow, 2015) explains in relation to his own education:

Post-rationalisation was a phrase learned early in my university career, and if | was to be
honest, was a tactic used very occasionally when | either didn’t have a clue what | was
doing or | had been procrastinating up until the final presentation. This kind of justification
usually attracted sneers from both staff and students. It spoke of a lack of authenticity, as if
one was being dishonest. (cited in Seow 2015: n.pag.)

For George, the disingenuous qualities of post-rationalisation are self-evident, yet post-rationalised
explanations of creativity are not always received negatively. Some students are able to post-rationalise

1Some students who recognise the benefits of socialising their ideas with friends or family will use dialogue as a strategy to
concentrate and distil the reasoning behind their projects before sharing them in more structured educational contexts. It is
interesting to consider whether there is a correlation between a student’s level of academic achievement and the degree to
which they socialise their ideas outside the formalised moments of learning.



in dynamic and persuasive ways, transforming what appear on the surface to be unremarkable projects
into works of apparent profundity, purely through elaborate verbal reasoning. When performed skilfully,
retro-active reasoning can change the way a student’s work is understood by others, impacting the
student’s morale and learning experience. For those less rhetorically gifted this can be problematic, as
they are unable to elevate the perceived value of their work in the same way. This situation can lead to a
sense of alienation and demotivation for the student whose work has not been appreciated.

In this scenario it could be that the unappreciated student is yet to comprehend the importance
of verbal reasoning. Alternatively, they may have a valid perspective, with the work of their peer
elevated beyond its true value. This comes to a question of perspective; a question of what versus why.
Is the commissioning agent — in this case the educator or academy at large — interested in what the
designer has created, or are they concerned with why they created it the way that they did? Simon Sinek
(2009) argues that in an entrepreneurial context why is far more important than what. This hierarchy
bears out in Universities” assessment metrics that favour the techno-scientific reasoning of the
enlightenment over what Sandberg and Tsoukas (2011) call ‘practical rationality’, with grades for
creative work largely dependent on the exegesis of the work.?

Post-rationalisation as ‘bullshit’

When a large and diverse cohort of undergraduate design students were surveyed about their opinions
on post-rationalisation the word ‘bullshit’ was quick to surface (Preston, 2018: n.pag.). Although unusual
in common parlance, ‘post-rationalisation’ is a concept that is generally familiar within the domain of Art
& Design education. For many the term translates directly as an academic word for bullshit. Such is the
strength of this association that it can be understood as a socially ingrained habit for Art & Design
students and educators to associate post-rationalisation with bullshit; it could be considered an example
of habitus (Bourdieu, 1977). But is there anything specifically wrong with rationalising creative decisions
retrospectively? Is it not the role of the tutor to pose questions that their students have not prepared
answers for?

According to graphic designer Michael Bierut (2005), all design presentations are, at least in part,
an exercise in bullshit. For Bierut, problems emerge when creatives try to explain relatively inane or
inconsequential decisions, what he calls ‘the countless intuitive, even irrational decisions’ that are ‘more
or less beyond honest explanation’. Whether you think Bierut should be applauded for his honesty, or
chastised for his cynicism will depend upon how you think about bullshit.

In his book dedicated to the subject, Harry Frankfurt (2005) claims bullshitters have no particular
concern for truths or untruths and are only interested in attaining their individual goals. Although the
bullshitter is faking things, this does not mean they necessarily get things wrong. For Frankfurt, bullshit
is more of a threat to the truth than a lie is, as it represents indifference to how things actually are. One
by-product of the prevalence of bullshit within society has been the retreat from a ‘dedication to the
ideal of correctness’, with Frankfurt (2005, p. 65), arguing that society has instead moved towards the
pursuit of sincerity as an epistemological ideal. This poses its own problems, as Frankfurt views sincerity
itself as bullshit — his argument being that we can never truly know ourselves.

The trend towards sincerity, as opposed to truth, has clear echoes with discourse around ‘post-
truth’ (D’Ancona, 2017) and the notion that governments and corporations have given up on the
complex ‘real world’ and built a simpler ‘fake world’ instead (Curtis, 2016). These developments have
relevance within the academic assessment of creative work, as students’ seek to authentically represent
their developmental learning journeys.

2 For more on the distinction between scientific and practical rationality see the work of Management & Organization scholars
Jorgen Sandberg and Haridimos Tsoukas (2011) whose work responds to the ideas of Donald Schén (1983).



Theoretical foundations

The cognitive psychology of decision-making

The process of rationalisation has been treated with disdain by psychologists, leading Fiery Cushman
(2020, p. 2) to argue that it is ‘one of the most exhaustively documented and relentlessly maligned acts
in the human repertoire’. Psychologists’ interest in rationalisation plays out across a wide range of
research, covering subjects including cognitive dissonance, emotion misattribution, appraisal theory,
self-perception and confabulation, among others; a body of research which highlights the fallibility of
rationalisation. For Cushman, rationalisation is problematic as it not only helps us discover our
unconscious reasons, hidden beliefs and desires, but also helps us to construct new beliefs and desires
where none had existed. It is this constructive aspect of rationalisation that generates suspicion around
the practice within design contexts. While reasoning is often viewed as a neutral process where
conclusions emerge from an open-ended argument that plays its course; rationalisation, by comparison,
begins with a preconceived conclusion and aligns arguments to that conclusion.

When considering post-rationalisation, it is necessary to address how we process, understand and
make sense of our actions. In recent decades there has been much discussion around the relationship
between ‘thinking’ and ‘making’ within creative discourse. According to Dewey (1929), the tendency to
delineate between knowledge and action has been limiting for human progress. While noting Dewey’s
reservations, it is necessary to distinguish between cognitive awareness and embodied performance
when considering rationalisation and cognitive reasoning processes. As such this paper discusses
‘knowing’ and ‘doing’, hoping to address but not separate those activities which are embodied and
performative and those which are achieved through conscious cognitive effort. By referring to ‘doing’
rather than ‘making’, embodied and performative practices are included that can be excluded from the
emphasis of making which implies material production.® When referring to ‘knowing’, this is used as
shorthand for what Frank Blackler (1995) calls ‘embrained knowledge’, that is knowledge that exists in
the mind of the individual.

Design theorist Nigel Cross (1982, 2007, 2018) has been influential within the area of design
cognition. Cross refers to the specific claims to expertise that designers possess as ‘designerly ways of
knowing’, suggesting that design knowledge can reside in people, processes and products. He argues
that designing is a natural human ability, but that the specific design ability of individuals can be
developed and nurtured through education and practice. Others (Lawson, 1979; Cross, Christiaans &
Dorst, 1994) have been similarly interested in how design education plays a role in developing
designerly cognitive strategies, as well as the broader expertise of designers in general (Dorst & Lawson,
2009). Western design scholars follow in the footsteps of earlier ‘pioneers’ like Bruce Archer, John Chris
Jones and Christopher Alexander, who initiated the first wave of the Design Methods Movement within
the UK and US in the 1950s and '60s. These scholars attempted to codify designerly expertise into a
common body of knowledge, aiming to validate design as a legitimate professional act akin to the more
established professions such as medicine and law (Abbott, 2010).* More recently, Wang and llhan (2009)

3 The recent fervour for thinking and making may well be a direct response to another recent fad, that is, the growing
popularity of ‘design thinking’ (Brown, 2009). As Kimbell (2011) explains, design thinking has relied upon a dualism that
separates thinking from doing. As such, design thinking has tended to erase or underplay the proactive aspects of design, thus
promoting a kind of generic smartness devoid of action that is rooted in specialised knowledge. Attempts to champion ‘thinking
through making’ can be viewed as a natural response from designers who wish to rebind the cognitive and embodied aspects of
design.

4 These attempts to apply techno-scientific rationality to design were considered largely unsuccessful, with Archer (1965)
conceding that creativity cannot be mechanized. Alexander and Jones went further in seeking to disassociate themselves from
their earlier work (Cross, 2007, 42).



argue that design cannot be understood in relation to the idea of a single, standardised and stable body
of professional knowledge, claiming design as a kind of shapeshifting, malleable discipline that takes on
different characteristics and traits as it is applied to different problems and contexts.

In terms of the linkage between doing and knowing, Daniel Kahneman’s (2011) dual-system
theory is relevant. Central to this is the dichotomy between fast, instinctive, emotional thought (System
1) and slower, deliberative, logical thought (System 2). Whereas System 1 can be considered an
automatic mode of decision making, System 2 emphasises a more conscious, considered and deliberate
approach. Kahneman covers several concepts related to the temporal nature of decision making,
comparing the ‘experiencing self’, which is focused on how things feel in the moment, with the
‘remembering self’, which recalls past events in a holistic fashion. Kahneman argues that while the
experiencing self is most accurate, the remembering self dominates our memory and is less precise as it
registers memories after a situation concludes and can be impacted by biases. This is useful to bear in
mind when considering post-rationalisation given that the act occurs after the event has passed and is
likely to be impacted by bias.

The work of philosophers Gilbert Ryle and Bertrand Russell is relevant. Ryle’s (1946) work on the
distinction between ‘knowing how’ and ‘knowing that’ has been influential, leading to debate about its
validity. For Ryle there is a distinction between practical knowledge about how things are done (knowing
how) and knowledge that is more akin to an awareness of established facts (knowing that). Ryle’s work
can be seen to relate to the ideas of Russell (1911), who distinguished between knowledge by
acquaintance (that is unmediated awareness of some propositional truth that does not depend on
inference or mediation) and what he calls knowledge by description (that is inferential, mediated, or
indirect awareness). At the heart of these debates lies a central challenge for design students, this is the
translation of their knowledge by acquaintance (their ‘know how’) into knowledge by description (their
‘know that’).

Elsewhere, Malcolm Gladwell (2005) compares fast and slow decision-making to understand
which has more validity in particular situations. Gladwell looks at ‘snap’ judgements made in high stakes
scenarios and considers whether these instinctive acts were rational. He argues that instantaneous
decisions are produced by ‘thin-slicing’, where our unconscious mind seeks to identify patterns in
situations based on our narrow slices of experience. Gladwell demonstrates how certain actions are the
result of multiple decisions taken quickly, following rapidly one after another. When these snap
decisions cascade, they can become disconnected from our initial intent, with the connecting thread, or
train-of-thought being lost and the logical alignment of action broken.

Discussion and analysis

Explaining the ineffable or unconsidered

Bierut’s (2005) comments about the number of intuitive or irrational decisions involved in designing
suggests it is an activity involving many snap judgements, with designers often working fast with instinct
and emotion at the fore they can be understood to rely upon Kahneman’s System 1 mode. The issue
here is that intuitive actions are especially vulnerable to criticism when not supported by rational
statements to back them up. As a result, designers often seek to translate instinctive System 1 acts into
persuasive, rational form using System 2 processes, transitioning from the experiencing self to the
remembering self.

But how do we account for those design decisions that are beyond honest explanation when the
most truthful accounts remain inadequate? To say, ‘it felt right at the time’, will not suffice in an
academic assessment or client meeting; yet in practice, many designers do rely on feel, as opposed to
objective reason. Graphic designer Paula Scher (2008), speaks of design occurring in a state of play,



suggesting that designers work best when they embrace exploration and curiosity, working
spontaneously and incorporating accidents, coincidences and mistakes into their work.

This idea of design operating in a play-state maps onto Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) notion of ‘flow’,
where practice occurs in a focused, optimised way. Being in the flow state has been associated with a
decrease in activity in the pre-frontal cortex area of the brain (Dietrich, 2004), meaning that the brain is
operating in a sub-conscious mode, where the implicit mind takes over and one experiences a loss of the
inner critic that judges one’s actions. Value judgements are thus temporarily put aside, as we enter into
a richly productive task mode. Being in a state of flow results in complete absorption in a task, which can
lead to a lack of awareness of time or one’s surroundings. Despite these potential drawbacks, the
upsides in terms of productivity are legendary.>

One issue with the implicit mind driving productivity is that practitioners must explicate the
reasons for their actions. Being able to carry out a task successfully is not synonymous with being able to
explain how and why one did the task that way. Inherent here is the idea that certain types of
knowledge are embedded in the way that we carry out or perform our actions. Polanyi’s (1966) work on
‘tacit knowledge’ is seminal. Knowledge that is ‘tacit’ is difficult or impossible to explicate and can only
be revealed or shared through our performances, in this sense the knowledge is embodied. Tacit
knowledge cannot be told but can be picked up by close contact with those who already have it. Polanyi
gives the example of a child learning to ride a bike. In this case, precise technical or scientific instruction
is unlikely to help in attempting to master the synchronisation of complex actions. The activity needs to
be internalised through practice. So, tacit knowledge is about what we are able to do without
necessarily knowing or being able to explain how.

The extent to which tacit knowledge is embedded and embodied in practice remains contentious.
Nonaka and von Krogh (2009) argue that tacit knowledge is poised, waiting to be converted into explicit
verbal form. Meanwhile, Tsoukas (2003) claims tacit knowledge in its truest sense cannot be codified or
explicated verbally but only shared through performance. This paper follows Tsoukas in recognising that
not all knowledge can be converted to explicit form. Building on Nickols (2000), implicit knowledge is
adopted as an intermediate knowledge type that is yet to be articulated but can be converted with well-
directed cognitive effort.® Where tacit knowledge is focused on the doing, and explicit knowledge on the
knowing, the implicit resides between these states of doing and knowing.

This implicit state is relevant for students preparing to present their latest work and receive
feedback within a critique or tutorial session. Often such work has been produced intuitively in a
productive flow state. Even for those enacting a pre-conceived plan, some impromptu decisions will be
taken that have not been rationalised. The feedback session then becomes a moment to test one’s
convictions, to try to explain oneself and in the process to know oneself better, recalling the aphorism
credited to author E.M Forster, ‘how do | know what | think until | see what | say’. In this sense post-
rationalisation can be thought of as a tactic for formative learning and enhancing self-awareness.

Table 1 shows the continuum between tacit, implicit and explicit knowledge. On the left is pure
tacit knowledge which refuses to be explicated and can only be shared through performance. To the
right is an extreme form of explicit knowledge that is so elaborate and extensive that it may be difficult
to comprehend or operationalise by others.

5> The status accorded to flow corresponds with Dreyfus’s (2016) argument that humans can achieve many things more
successfully if they do not process the instructions with the conscious mind.
6 This implicit knowledge accords with Nonaka and von Krogh’s (2009) version of tacit knowledge.



Tacit knowledge Implicit knowledge Explicit knowledge

Doing Doing meets Knowing Knowing

Action Conversion Inscription

System 1 (Experiencing Self) Experiencing meets Remembering System 2 (Remembering Self)
Embodied and performative Convertible, but not yet articulated Codified, verbal and often unequivocal
Difficult or impossible to explicate, Awaits explication through Verbalised, but may be difficult or
may be ineffable reflective deliberation impossible to understand or enact

Table 1) The continuum between tacit, implicit and explicit knowledge.

Modelling reflection -in and -on action

Schoén’s (1983, 1987) work on reflective practice can be understood as a counterpoint to the techno-
scientific rationality of the Design Methods Movement which celebrated technical and scientific
knowledge made explicit. Recognising that practitioners act and react in dynamic and agile ways, Schon
put forward two modes of reflective practice, distinguishing between reflection ‘in action’ that occurs in
the heat of the moment (akin to ‘thinking on your feet’) and reflection ‘on action’, occurring after the
event has passed. The idea of reflection-on-action can be accorded with post-rationalisation, with
sensemaking processes applied outside the bounds of a specific activity.

There remains a temporal aspect to Schén’s theory that is not explained in terms of when the
‘action present’ begins or ends. The work of Yanow and Tsoukas (2009) is useful here, with their
phenomenological account of reflection-in-action drawing on Heidegger to consider different states of
breakdown as trigger points for new awareness. Yanow and Tsoukas (2009, 1358) seek to ‘theorize the
different sorts of responses that encountering surprise might elicit’, distinguishing between five states of
breakdown, increasing in severity and moving from a tacit mode to an explicit, conscious mode.

Elsewhere, Anderson’s (2019) work seeks to explore the basis of reflection that occurs within the
action present, with his education-focused model positing three forms of interactive reflection. These
are: ‘practical reflection’, a kind of micro-improvisation that is automated and fast; ‘adaptive reflection’,
which is about responding to unplanned events, making responsive decisions and judgements; and,
‘reflexivity’, where practitioners carefully reflect internally when opportunity allows them to in-between
gaps occurring in their practice.

Comparing these models of inter-active reflection [Table 2] no over-riding pattern emerges, but it
is evident that different forms of reflectivity are mobilised in response to disturbances or gaps in
practice. From the improvised, automated responses happening subconsciously, to more moderate
forms of reflectivity brought on by serious disruption, and lastly the deliberative reflection that occurs in
the more substantive gaps or breakages of practice. Within Yanow and Tsoukas’ (2009) model ‘total
breakdown’ implies a transition from inter-active to retro-active reflection, with a disturbance becoming
so disruptive that the activity comes to an end. In Anderson’s (2019) model gaps in practice become a
space for careful internal reflection.

When observing the qualities ascribed to inter-active reflection we can begin to see it as a doing-
first mode of practice where action and performance are key. Reflection is not a driver of the practice
but can be mobilised to keep the activity moving along a desired path. As such, inter-active reflection
can be understood as a softer, less conscious form of reflectivity that is largely implicit, and occasionally
tacit or embodied.



| scholar

Types of inter-active reflection

Anderson Practical Reflection Adaptive Reflection Reflexivity
(2019)
micro-improvisation, responding to unplanned reflect carefully, internally,
automated and fast events, responsive decisions occurs during gaps in practice
or complex judgements
Yanow & Practice as Malfunction Mild temporary | Persistent Total
Tsoukas normal breakdown temporary breakdown
(2009) breakdown
reflect more
absorbed coping | short-term actively and involved theoretical
distraction leads | moves towards deliberation and | detachment
to a partial deliberate reflective [shift to retro-
disturbance coping planning active reflection]

Table 2) Comparing models of inter-active reflection (or ‘reflection in action’).

Van Manen’s (1991) work to develop and critique Schén has proven influential. Particularly useful is his
concept of ‘anticipatory reflection’ (or pre-active reflection), which suggests a form of reflectivity that
anticipates the future, allowing us to deliberate about what might happen and prepare accordingly. This
emphasises that action does not occur in a vacuum, but is usually proceeded by various states of
preparation, anticipation and planning. Jackson (2016) supports this notion, with his ‘reflection-for-
action’ preceding the phases of reflection in- and on- action. He maps these phases of reflection with
Zimmerman’s (2000) model of self-regulated learning, coupling reflection-for-action with forethought,
reflection-in-action with performance, and reflection-on action with self-reflection (Jackson, 2016).

| scholar | Model | Phase 1 | Phase 2 | Phase 3
| Schén (1983) | Reflective Practice | N/A | Reflection in action | Reflection on action
Van Manen Phenomenology of | Pre-active/ Active/Inter-active Retro-active
(1991) Practice Anticipatory reflection reflection
reflection
Zimmerman Self-regulated Plan it Practice it Evaluate it
(2000) learning
Jackson Self-regulated Forethought Performance Self-reflection
(2016) learning coupled (Reflection for action) | (Reflection in action) (Reflection on action)
with reflection

Table 3) Various three-phase cycles of reflective learning compared.




Observing Table 3, it is clear to see how models from Van Manen (1991), Zimmerman (2000) and
Jackson (2016) map onto one another. There is a clear alignment between the models, with an initial
phase occurring prior to the doing that concentrates on preparation; an intermediate phase
concentrated on the doing of the practice itself; and an evaluative phase occurring after the doing of the
practice. These various models are commonly understood as reciprocal loops, with their cyclical form
indicating that reflective reasoning should not concentrate solely on the retro-active phase, but rather
routinized as a regular occurrence throughout practical activity.

To transcend the perceived disingenuous qualities of post-rationalisation students should
embrace the pre-active and inter-active phases and not only the retro-active phase which accords most
closely to post-rationalisation. By extending beyond Schon to incorporate pre-active reflection, learners
can understand reflection as a recurring cycle of criticality that aids intra-personal sensemaking
endeavours inside and outside the classroom. Reflection is no longer seen as something that occurs
after the real work is done, but rather it can be viewed as a holistic mindset that infiltrates all phases of
practice.

Concluding Remarks

While reflection-on action has been recognised as essential to creative practice (Schon, 1983, 1987),
post-rationalisation has been viewed as problematic and unsophisticated, laden with negative
associations. The term has been used to call out unconvincing attempts at reasoning that have been
construed as dishonest, or at best, detached from the activity of creative endeavour. If found guilty you
may be regarded as disingenuous or incompetent. This suggests to students that it is unacceptable to
explicate reasons for creative work retro-actively, but as | have shown, many professional designers
embrace play and intuition and make sense of their work later, after action has ceased. This situation
presents an unhelpful paradox for design students who are encouraged to look back and self-reflect on
their work to develop deeper self-awareness, but are implored not to rationalise their decisions retro-
actively.

Significant issues can arise for learners who struggle to convert instinctive creative performances
into verbalised reasoning to be understood by others; these students are unlikely to excel in
assessments as the explication of reason becomes a ‘threshold concept’ (Meyer, Land & Davies, 2006)
limiting their development. For students embracing performative and materially aware creative practice
there may be an emphasis on tacit knowledge which can be difficult or impossible to explicate and
verbalise. The knowledge here remains embedded in the doing of the work which makes learning
difficult to assess.

To delve into the process of explicating reason, this paper explored tacit and explicit forms of
knowing, recognising implicit knowledge as an often neglected third type. Implicit knowledge is valuable
as it helps transcend the polarity of tacit versus implicit, signifying forms of knowledge not yet explicit,
but those which can be explicated with well-directed cognitive effort. It represents the low-hanging fruit
of post-rationalisation for students and educators; in other words, those design decisions which are not
pre-planned or consciously considered, but which can be reasonably explained and justified with effort,
patience and support.

Cross-fertilising concepts of temporal reflectivity from Management & Organisation Studies and
Pedagogic Theory | discussed what reflection-in-action actually entails, and how it occurs in the
breakages and gaps of practice. This exposed the hazy borderlines between reflection occurring in real
time (in-action), or retro-actively after the action has ceased (on-action). Various models of the
reflective cycle were compared, showing pre-active reflection as an anticipatory form of reflectivity
overlooked by Schon, but acknowledged by later scholars.



Pedagogic Insights and Interventions

When it comes to embedding reflective reasoning within the curriculum it is important to consider how
the principles discussed apply at different study levels. Reasoning is an act to be developed through
practise. For novice designers studying at pre-degree level, it may begin with a focus on individual
decisions of a formal nature — justifying the choice of colour used in a project, for instance. Moving into
undergraduate level, attention turns to a more holistic approach whereby decisions are understood to
intersect as a complex system. At this stage, students may be expected to explain how their decisions
challenge or follow accepted norms, positioning their choices in relation to established practices. For
final-year undergraduates, focus turns to the rationalisation of self-initiated concepts, with students
taking a lead in steering their own creative development path, with many writing their own project
briefs. This is where reflective reasoning starts to become especially instrumental to student attainment,
as learners increasingly seek to self-manage and scaffold their own trajectory.

As students move from undergraduate, through post-graduate, and ultimately doctoral level,
there is an increasing need to self-regulate their learning. At post-graduate level, more time is typically
dedicated to self-directed work; with study becoming customized around students’ personal
motivations, the number of decisions to be made multiplies rapidly. At doctoral level, most applications
depend upon a unique project proposal that promises an original contribution to knowledge.
Independent study time ramps up markedly at this level, with supervisors supporting their students to
develop ‘competent autonomy’ (Gurr, 2001). It is this hallowed, but difficult to achieve, status that
enables doctoral candidates to sustain their personal research journey with minimal input from the
supervisor, with the student becoming largely self-sustaining. The skills required for such self-regulated
practice are highly desirable for employers and can be seen as instrumental to career progression
beyond the academy (Margaryan et al., 2013).

Reflective reasoning becomes progressively more important as students’ advance through the
academy and into the workplace. As the focus on self-directed practice increases, so too does the
demand for self-regulation, with students required to develop metacognitive fluency. Not all students
are habitually reflective or self-critical and those that struggle with reasoning will benefit from working
in a learning environment where intuitive approaches are accepted and supported. Such an
environment recognises that emergent design methods are equally valid as pre-planned, pre-scribed
ones and supports students to explicate intuitive methods in line with the institution’s assessment
criteria.

Insight) Intuitive practice is commonplace within design, but not typically validated within HE assessment metrics.

Intervention) Reassure students that intuitive practice is valid and help them to recognise that some (but not all)
intuitive acts can be rationalised. Work with them to explore different strategies for explicating implicit creative action.

As Mintzberg and Waters (1985) have shown, effective strategy can be emergent as well deliberate. Chia
and Holt (2009) go further, arguing that indirect, peripheral or oblique action can be more impactful and
durable than deliberate pre-planned action. This suggests that a ‘knowing as we go’ (Ingold, 2000; 2010)
mindset can lead to more effective outcomes for some students. A pedagogic attitude of this nature
requires students to embrace emergent strategies, using retro-active sensemaking as a means to find
their way through a project, rather than plotting out and specifying key decisions in advance.

Insight) Reflection is often understood predominantly as a retro-active practice.



Intervention) Promote reflective reasoning as a pre-active, inter-active and retro-active practice. Routinize reflective
reasoning so that rationalisation occurs in regular bouts, before, during and after action.

Routinizing reflective reasoning helps mitigate the ‘analysis paralysis’ (Kahneman, 2011) that occurs
when students get stuck in a recurring loop attempting to predetermine the outcome of a project before
the materialisation of their concepts has commenced. Students should understand that intuitive acts
usually need to be explicated before they can be understood and communicated to others. Lecturers
can support this by embracing the studio as a space where dialogue enables new forms of awareness to
develop about one’s own work. Awareness, not only about what creative steps to take next — so often
the creative student’s personal focus — but also about why the existing work has been made in the way
that it has.

It is easy to assume that each student knows precisely why they made the work they are
presenting and can explain this logically; but let us acknowledge that this is not always straight-forward,
especially under time pressure. They may know inherently — they may feel it — but they may be unable
to verbalise each aspect of their work with fluency when put on the spot. They may be capable of
explaining small decisions about colour or material choices, but unable to verbalise the bigger picture.
Or in some cases, they may explain the central concept, but not the detailed decisions which came to
them in a concentrated flow state.

Insight) Students will not have persuasive answers for every question about their work, particularly during the
formative development of their projects.

Intervention) Students’ capacity for impromptu inter-active reflection during class can be enhanced and nurtured
through practise. Embrace studio sessions as a space for students to gain more certainty about the reasons for their
work. Embrace dialogue, writing and diagramming as sensemaking tools to test personal assertions.

Creative ideas are rarely stimulated by reason alone, for as Rory Sutherland (2019) explains, it is
common that reason comes into play after a mixture of luck, experimentation and instinctive guesswork.
As such, a certain amount of ‘reverse engineering’ is inevitable.” Students and tutors should recognise
that making sense of creative actions retro-actively is not only okay, but natural, no matter whether
they are attempting to understand seemingly inconsequential minor decisions, or more fundamental
concepts. Openly recognising this would enable educators to be more supportive about the difficulties
of rationalising creativity. This approach accepts that some creative work emerges from something
irrational, inexplicable or unexpected. That is not to say that no attempt should be made to understand
such work, but that certain experiences defy easy classification or explanation.® Such experiences may
be described as ineffable and may be shared through performance rather than verbal explication.

Insight) Some design decisions are ineffable and should remain in the tacit domain.

Intervention) Support students to capture embodied tacit knowledge through their performances. Accept that some
actions may not be verbally explicated.

By promoting the process of knowledge conversion, design educators can begin to debunk the stigma
associated with retro-active reasoning processes like post-rationalisation and help students gain
confidence about what is happening when they seek to establish the reasons for their actions. The

7 It is important to acknowledge there may be multiple alternate rationales to support a single creative act. In other words, the
solution may be explained in different ways that each hold some validity. The act of post-rationalisation may be so effectively
elaborated that a new rationale gains traction and becomes the creation myth.

8 An unresolved issue remains here in the collision between practical rationality and the technical rationality of University
assessment metrics which expect each action to be consistently justified and rationalised.



conversion of implicit creative feelings into explicit reasons is key to the design student’s self-awareness
and the development of their personal identity. It is also fundamental for the communication and
assessment of their creative work. Many Art & Design educators will instinctively encourage play and
happy accidents, but it is essential to support students to reframe these intuitive practices for the logical
frameworks of assessment.

For a student attempting to make sense of their creative endeavours in response to an
unprecedented learning challenge, patience and empathy are required. If a learner’s attempts to sense-
make are disregarded or misconstrued this can establish a relationship of distrust. Educators should
foster environments where students from diverse cultural contexts feel encouraged to have a go at
explaining and rationalising their subconscious actions without fear of shame or failure. While the idea
of promoting sincerity — in the sense of truly knowing oneself — may be idealistic, it is preferable to
nurture learning spaces of trust and understanding over those that favour suspicion or deceit. In this
respect it seems appropriate to call an end to post-rationalisation shaming culture. Tutors and students
who call out ‘post-rationalisation’ may seek to protect the sincerity of the learning space, but in singling
out perceived ‘bullshitters’ they do more to create learning spaces of suspicion and distrust where
students lack confidence to share ideas.

Labelling a student’s arguments as post-rationalised can lead the learner to close down, inhibiting
them from opening up to the vulnerable state of not knowing. An essential aspect of the tutor’s role is
to probe and test a student’s creative proposals, offering up incisive questions the student had yet
thought to consider. Tutors should not expect students to have it all figured out, for if every learner had
persuasive answers for every question about their work that would make for an unstimulating
environment lacking the requisite amount of ‘stretch and challenge’. Integral here is the idea that the
tutor themselves is also learning, is open to the state of not knowing and is unafraid of showing this. An
awareness of what is not known should be understood as the first step to new forms and ways of
knowing. If educators can help students to see retro-active reasoning as a method that enables others to
understand and gain trust in their work, this can be a powerful threshold to enhanced learning.
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