Practically Theorizing Theory and Practice

John Stewart and Karen Zediker

Our goal in these pages is to explore the central relationship that this workshop
“works,” the connection between theory and practice. It isclear that the received view—that
the two are separate, that theory guides practice, and that practice applies and tests theory—
hel ps create the problems that this workshop is designed to mitigate. We' ve learned that
another view—that theorizing is articul ate praxis—can substantially enrich the
communication experience of professionals and laypersons.

The communities that present the two of us with opportunities to work the connection
between theory and practice on amost adaily basis are our classrooms. In these
communities, one of the greatest and ultimately most satisfying challenges is to help students
understand and articulate the relationship between the two as interdependent and holistic.

It's a challenge because we have to resist several impressions that students bring. Most have
unreflectively adopted the tendencies of their teachers to separate the more intellectually
difficult “theoretical” parts of chemistry, political science, economics, and communication
from the more straightforward and less academically rigorous “practical” ones. Many have
enjoyed the service learning, experiential, and internship credits they’ ve earned while they
have struggled with the philosophical, conceptual, and theoretical content of other courses.
Some students in their twenties have heard their parents complain about trainers and seminar
presenters at work who waste employees’ time with programs that focus on abstract theory
and ignore the concrete practices of their jobs, and some returning students have personal

experiences with this problem. Asaresult of influences like these, a clear majority of our



students understand theory and practice to be separate and distinct, feel uncomfortable with
(which often means, are afraid of) theoretical course content, and strongly prefer application,
practice, and skill-development.

In her public speaking course, Karen works toward changing these preferences and
integrating theory and practice partly by requiring students to plan their talks as contributions
to specific conversations. After selecting atopic, students are not asked to move directly to a
thesis statement or toward plotting lines of argument, because that would be jumping the gun.
Their first assignment isto identify important conversational threads in the literature about
the topic they plan to explore. They compare and contrast similarities and differencesin
perspectives, as well as the ways standpoints are influenced by the agendas of those who
articulate them. Asthey juxtapose what they learn with their own perspective, students are
able to determine where they want to enter the conversation. In addition, by talking with and
especially listening to classmates, student speakers can assess how their potential
contributions might fit ongoing classroom conversations. These efforts position students to
decide what they want to say to these specific listeners. Asthey develop their speeches,
students are asked to continue to evaluate how their own experiences shape their arguments
and to consider how members of their audience might influence their claims, evidence, and
reasoning.

These pedagogical moves do more than enforce the requirement to “review the
literature.” They aso integrate theory and practice in two ways. First, they obviously
require students to marshal theoretical principles of audience adaptation, discourse structure,
language choice, etc. as responses to specific practical concerns—for example, whether to

use an inductive or a deductive sequence of ideas at this point in this conversation with these



listeners. But more importantly and less obvioudly, this approach requires students to engage
as embodied agents the conversational threads that ground and frame their principled
concerns. The approach foregrounds biographica elements that are relevant to speech goals
and builds into the speech the living praxis where the central theoretical concepts, for
example, about the rights of prisoners or the ethics of casua sex, live and breathe. In these
ways, this approach underscores the pervasive and intimate relationship between abstractions
and concrete transactions, between principles and actual events, between theory and practice.

But the public speaking course istoo easy acase, right? It is so obviously about the
marriage of theory and practice that one communication scholar (Craig, 1989) makes applied
rhetoric hisfirst exemplar of practical theorizing. So let’s seeif this approach can work in
the more difficult case that engages us now—our writing and your reading of what Kevin
Barge calls “Thefirst strand [of the workshop], theory, consist[ing] of academic
presentations by the participants.” We' ve been asked by the workshop organizers to make
this writing a theory move and, given our conviction about the topic of the workshop, we'd
like to try to make it both “theoretical” and “practical.” Asafirst step toward thisgoa, we'll
follow Karen's advice to her students and sketch some of the lines of the conversation that
frame our contribution here.

Parts of the Ongoing Conversation

We notice two stories about the relationship between theory and practice in the print
and living discourse. Story #1 isthe received view that we' ve already sketched. According
to this story, theory and practice are separate phenomena linked in alinear and often causal
way. First one develops theory and then one appliesit in apractical context, and theories are

best tested by how successfully they predict and control practice. This story efficiently



separates the primary concerns of “town” and “gown,” and it includes a strongly evaluative
component. From an academic perspective, theory is much preferred over practice, and for
non-academics the reverse is true—allittle theory can be helpful, but too much of itis
definitely awaste of time. Oneindication of the plausibility of this story is the existence of
one prestigious ICA journal dedicated to Communication Theory and another, often less
highly-regarded one for Applied Communication Research. This story also grounds the
perspective of individuals like one of our past colleagues who felt that it was awaste of his
time to explain the practical relevance or application of his courses' theoretica content. He
believed that students' inability to comprehend the connections between the theory he taught
and daily communicative practice was asign of the intellectua rigor of the classes he taught,
and he took pride in the fact that only afew of his best students understood the point of his
courses. Students whom he had converted to his view actually believed that the only courses
that were truly “rigorous’” were those they didn’t understand. Although he might be an
extreme case, we suspect that everyone reading this knows professional colleagues who
widely separate and differentially evaluate the Charles Bergers and Leslie Baxters from the
Larry Freys and Julia Woods in the communication discipline. We're even willing to bet that
it would be easy for most of usto put a“T” or a“P’ next to the name of each person on the
list of workshop participants, and that, if we did, we'd discover considerable agreement. So
Story #1 isclearly aive and well.

Story #2 outlines a significantly different relationship between theory and practice.
As several recent works emphasize, some Greek Sophists first developed important parts of
this story, and Aristotle fruitfully worked the theory-practice relationship with severa of his

central constructs, especialy phronesis, techne, poiesis, and praxis (See Carr, 1995; Dunne,




1993; Gadamer, 1981, 1989; Lobkowicz, 1967, 1977; Schwandt, 1997). As Carr (1995)
explains, for Aristotle and many of his contemporaries, poiesis was a “making action,” what
Max Weber later called “purposive-rational” action, and what many now term “instrumental
action.” Thiswas contrasted with praxis, which was a so action directed toward the
achievement of some end, but the end is not to produce a specific product but to realize some
morally worthwhile good. Examples of praxisinclude strategic planning and electing a
leader. For these Greeks, praxis was not a neutral instrument or method but an inherent part
of whatever is“done.” Thus praxis could not be understood as a form of technical expertise,
because identification of the good which constitutes its end is inseparable from a discernment
of its mode of expression. In other words, praxis intimately joined an abstract (theoretical)
good with concrete actions (practices) that more or |less effectively embodied it.

Because of these differences, poiesisrelied on the kind of knowledge that Aristotle

called techne, and praxisrelied on the kind of knowledge that Aristotle called phronesis.

Techne consisted of instrumental moves that produced predictable products and that could be

organized into atechnology (alogos of techne). On the other hand, a primary feature of

phronesis was that it continually mediates between the universal (theoretical) and the
particular (practical), between generalizations supported by cultural understandings and
specific responses to the particul arities of the case at hand (Dunne, 1993, pp. 362-363). These
definitions and distinctions led Aristotle’ s understanding of social theory to be intimately
related to practice. They also motivate our inclination to use the term praxis to talk about the
interwoven theory-and-practice we are essaying here.

Hans-Georg Gadamer is an influential contemporary teller of this story. Gadamer

explicates how Aristotle’ s works contribute to an understanding of the relationship between



theory and practice not only in social theory but also across the disciplines. As Dunne (1993)
clarifies, “ Aristotle' s schema appeal s to Gadamer in the first instance because it gets us away
from the modern conception of theory as generalized lawlike knowledge and of practice,
then, as the domain where this theory is exploited or applied” (p. 157). For Gadamer (1989),
understanding is an ontological dynamic, the human’s way of being-in-the-world, and

understanding or interpretation is always already a practice. “It is not that interpretations

may become practical by being applied in some ‘really practical’ context, but rather that they

are practical anyhow since they arise within a prior engagement which is never detached and

they are already an ‘application’ in the sense of a modification of the stand that one takesin

the world” (Dunne, 1993, p. 156, italics added). Thisis precisaly the sense of understanding
that Karen’s public speaking pedagogy embodies. Students are required to acknowledge and
articulate the “ prior engagements’ that help constitute the stand they are taking between their
subject matter and their listeners. So both their rhetorical theory and their content theory are
acknowledged as always already practical or applied.

Gadamer (1981) summarizes his understanding of the relationship between theory
and practice in words that effectively preview recent versions of this story authored by
communication scholars:

Asfar as hermeneuticsis concerned it is quite to the point to confront the separation

of theory from practice entailed in the modern notion of theoretical science and

practical-technical application with an idea of knowledge that has taken the opposite

path leading from practice toward making it aware of itself theoretically (p. 131,

italics added).



Bob Craig and Vern Cronen are two communication professionals who have been
pointing the discipline toward an Aristotelian-Gadamerian understanding of practical theory
for at least a decade (Also see Campbell, 1998). In his*Communication as a Practical
Discipline” chapter (1989) Bob understands his conversation partners to be, among others,
Gadamer, John Dewey, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Jirgen Habermas, and Richard Bernstein.
Bob's central claim isthat “what is most interesting and distinctive about [thig] field . . . is
that communication isapractical discipling” (p. 97). Thismeansthat thefield's “essential

[sic] purposeisto cultivate communicative praxis, or practical art, through critical study” (p.

98). It meansthat in this discipline, as Aristotle and Gadamer recognize, theory consists of

articulated practice; that is, it is made up of constructs and principles designed to account for

the practices of skilled practitioners. AsBob (1992) putsit, “practical theory is an idealized,
rational reconstruction of practice” (p. 52. Cf. Craig & Tracy, 1995, p. 252 and Gadamer,
1981, p. 131). He arguesthat practical theory—which is “the theoretical work of a practical
discipline—takes shape in a dialectic of theory and practice, comprises a detailed technical
account of practice, and fosters philosophical reflection revealing central principles, issues
emergent in ongoing dialogue, and fundamental dilemmas” (1989, pp. 116-117).

Bob and Karen Tracy contend that both scientific and humanistic models are
inappropriate for the discipline of communication, because they do not focus centrally on
“the cultivation of communicative praxis’ (p. 118). They also spell out some implications of
this central construct:

Practical action depends on an interpretive understanding of situations and

requires deliberation about purposes and moral standards (normative reflection) as

well as means (technical rationality). The term praxis has come into use as away of



emphasizing this fuller conception of practice as reflectively informed, morally

accountable human action (Craig & Tracy, 1995, p. 249).

They note that “the ultimate test of such a practical theory is not, then, like scientific theory,
its capacity to explain an existing reality but rather its usefulness for practice and reflection”
(Craig & Tracy, 1995, p. 252).

Vern Cronen (1994, 1995a, 1995b) is the other communication scholar who has most
insightfully and helpfully essayed Story #2' s version of the theory-practice relationship. In
one work (Cronen, 1995a) Vern contextualizes the view of theory as articulate practice in
Dewey’ s conviction that “understanding society must be developed from real, situated
interactions of embodied persons, rather than facile appealsto forces of class, history, or
ingtitutions” (p. 33). Vern aso emphasizes that “communication is not a phenomenon based
on asingular transcendental logic [grand theory], but is the locus of action, wherein different
kinds of connections emerge to be extended, critiqued, changed, or discarded” (p. 44). He
concludes there that “the point of a social theory . . . should be practical in the sense that it
informs our ability to describe, interpret, critique, and influence real communication
processes’ (p. 61).

In the chapter provided to participants in this workshop, Vern highlights five defining
features of practical theory: First, that it “is concerned with the way embodied personsin the
real world act together to create patterns of practice that constitute their forms of life,”
second that practical theory “provides an evolving grammar” for discursive and
conversational practices, third that these practices * constitute afamily of methods for the
study of situated social action,” fourth that “practical theories are assessed by their

consequences,” and finally that “a practical theory coevolves with both the abilities of its



practitioners and the consequences of its use, thus forming atradition of practice” (Cronen,
1995b, pp. 232-233).

Aswe indicated at the start of this paper, our primary goal hereisto hold our feet to
the fire that has been stoked by the tellers of story #2—Avristotle, Gadamer, Dunne, Craig,
Cronen, the authors they cite, and Kevin Barge and his workshop organizers. We want our
contributions to this workshop to integrate what we believe is still often misunderstood as the
separate realms of theory and practice. We are motivated by the continuing presence of
aspects of story #1 in even the discourse of efforts like this workshop to develop story #2—as
in the request that the pre-workshop writing that you are presently reading be “theory. . .
consist[ing] of [an] academic presentation.” If the theory-practice relationship isworth
(re)working, and we firmly believeit is, then we believe it is worth reworking in this writing
and in our contributions to this workshop.

We' vetried to begin living into Story #2 by framing our comments explicitly as a
contribution to an ongoing conversation consisting of utterances in ordinary language
authored by concrete individuals who, when we know them, we' ve referred to by first name.
We' ve dso identified individual parts of our co-authored discourse, given some concrete
examples of abstract notions, and generally tried to engage as embodied agents the
conversational threads that ground and frame our concerns.

These efforts are difficult partly because, as phenomenol ogists and
ethnomethodol ogists have known for some time, it isn’t easy to make the implicit explicit
and still make sense, or to render lucidly processes grounded in embedded assumptions and
fraught with recursive loops. Discourse with these goalsis often confusing and anything but

parsimonious. We're aso challenged by a version of the bootstrap problem. Effortsto



change ways of doing theory and practice are forced to use the very vocabulary and grammar
that help constitute the problems we' re working to overcome. It isonly possibleto
reconceptualize a configuration of constructs from inside aspects of the very configurations
being worked. This helps account for Bob’s and Vern's term “practical theory,” whichis
useful in that it helps move toward integration, but also can help reinscribe the problem if it
is understood to indicate that they are proposing a new kind of theory to be contrasted with
the “impractical” kind.

At the same time, there are benefits to counter-balance the difficulties inherent in this
effort. To the extent that misleading distinctions between theory and practice can be
overcome, acommon grammar can be developed to promote conversations among the range
of professionals attending this workshop—and in this discipline. Not only can this grammar
reduce the stigma that often shadows “practitioners,” but it can also broaden the audience and
enhance the value-added of “theorists’ contributions. Diverse voices focused on common
problems can engage a grammar or language of praxis in collaborative meaning-making.

An integrated understanding also has the potential to reduce the fear and scorn of
theory among students and clients and the disdain for practice among purist academics.
Since they are inherently praxical, communicative engagements consist of both abstract—
conceptual/ethical—and concrete—situated/actional—dimensions, so discourse about them
ought to be similarly multi-dimensional. When the relationship between theory and practice
is understood to be hermeneutic—constituting a spiral or helix of moves between part and
whole—and when theory is understood as articulate practice, it will be easier to appreciate

the contributions of both to full human understanding.

10



In Summary So Far

Up to this point we have introduced our concerns, reflected on the conversation we
are joining, and sketched some difficulties and benefits of engaging this topic these ways.
But you might have concluded that we seem to have said more about what we are doing here
than we have “doneit.” Y ou might be asking, “Where's the beef? Where' s the content
about theory and practice that’s promised in the first paragraph?’ If thisis part of your
response, you' re helping us make one of our main points.

Framing moves are frequently viewed as ancillary and truncated, especialy in
academic presentations, partly because they threaten “objectivity.” But we' ve cometo
believe that serious writing always has biographical and autobiographical components.
Embodied persons choose topics, devel op research and consulting agendas, manifest
preferences for learning and teaching strategies and tactics, and follow threads in what strike
them as promising directions. These biographical elements help constitute the living praxis
where ideas breathe, and “theory” and “practice” will only be integrated, we're convinced,
when these elements consistently and fully enter the discourse of communication
professionals. As Bakhtin (1986) elegantly emphasizes, none of usis Eve or Adam, and all
of what we say and do is responsive to what precedesit in our lived experience. Gadamer
(1989) agrees when he emphasizes that human prejudices must not simplistically be viewed
as biases to be overcome, because they constitute the ground of every understanding that
constitutes us. Humans can only understand through the judgments they already own (their
pre-judgments or prejudices). As aresult, when relevant autobiographical elements are
absent or truncated, listeners cannot know what speakers or writers are responding to and

how their experiences influence these responses. Discourse about our picture of the
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conversation we are entering constitutes the practical frame into which we are presently
writing. We make these moves at some length because they help clarify how our theorizing
and our practices are integrated in the praxis we are sketching here. In brief, we argue that
one way to help integrate theory and practiceis, in both professional speech and professional
writing, to articulate explicitly, in some detail, and with a sense of ownership, the living
praxis where the concepts or ideas being discussed move and breathe.

Objectivists might resist this advice because it compromises rigor and threatens
dispassionate generalizing. But consider what’s known about how people learn. AsHarvard
education professor Richard Elmore (1991) summarizes,

oneinsight from the current research isthat al learning is contextua in at least three

senses. new knowledge is acquired by extending and revising prior knowledge, new

ideas acquire meaning when they are presented in a coherent relationship to one
another, and knowledge becomes usable when it is acquired in situations that entail

applications to concrete problem-solving” (p. xiv).

In other words, research by educators indicates that people naturally, characteristically, and

typically connect new concepts and insights to learnings they’ ve already appropriated,

integrate the parts of a new understanding into a coherent whole, and search for how to apply
new ideas. Why not discuss both “theory” and “practice” in ways that fit—or exploit—these
human tendencies?

Praxical teaching, as we understand it, integrates “theory” and “practice” consistently,
and across the curriculum. It acknowledges that al theorizing (theory development, theory
anaysis and criticism, theory application) is context-dependent and that this context is

multivocal—shaped by a variety of more-or-less effectively articulated standpoints. By
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calling it multivocal we emphasize again that it is emergent from diverse biographies, voiced,
and therefore ethically freighted. This context implicates personally- and professionally-
practical concerns, centrally including interestsin the “So what?” and “What’ s next?’
guestions. In other words, theorizing is carried out by persons collaboratively acting into and
out of concrete and moral situations with identifiable consequences.

The more abstract and the more concrete parts of theorizing are related
hermeneutically—from part to whole and back again. The practical concerns that motivate
and constrain theorizing fold back onto its generalizing language in recursive loops that only
have beginnings and ends when interlocutors punctuate them that way. As Gadamer (1989)
notes about “play,” there is no beginning- or end-point of this process and no final resolution
of itsanimating tensions. It helps studentsin our classes to understand clearly that, because
of the inherently emergent quality of human life, communication theorists don’'t yet “have it
right,” and they never will.

In addition to being biographical and hermeneutic, a third important feature of this
context isthat it islinguistic in the senses that are developed by Wittgenstein (1953),
Heidegger (1971), Gadamer (1989), Volosinov/Bakhtin (1973), Rorty (1979), and Stewart
(1995). Thisisto say that the context is built in communicating and passed from one
collaborative group to the next discursively. The context of praxis (theory@practice) is
verbally and nonverbally spoken-and-listened into being, which means that it constitutes a
culture. When teachers help students learn this way of orienting to course materials, they are
hel ping them broaden their own culture and live into arelated one. Barnett Pearce (1989)
insightfully and usefully labels this a cosmopolitan perspective and contrasts it with more

ethnocentric ones.
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How Do We Do Praxisin Our Communities?

If you job-shadowed either of us, you'd discover that we spend the lion’s share of our
work hours the same ways most academics do—reading, teaching, writing, and consulting.
Aswe' ve dready sketched, we attempt to embody Story #2 in our writing in at least four
ways. First, we frame our subject matter praxically, which means that we try to identify how
we analytically and experientially approach our subject matter and where we experience our
topicsliving and breathing. In other words, we include relevant features of our biographies
that function as the context for our discourse. Second, we attempt to engage our
conversation partners—especially authors of sources we cite and our prospective readers—as
the embodied interactorsthey are. Werelate asfully interpersonally asit is possible with
individuals making up both groups. Obviously there are limitations; Wittgenstein is dead,
Rorty is on another campus, and we haven’t yet met some workshop participants. But
Wittgenstein’s and Rorty’ s biographies are as rel evant to our understanding of their works as
ours are to yours. We're continualy aware that Kevin, Will, Vern, Stan, Barnett, Kim, Tarla,
Sallyann, and several others we don’t know will be reading this. We try to write with this
point at hand, and to personalize the writing however we can. Third, we attempt to ‘write
with our ears,” to put something approaching conversation on the page. This effort, too, is
limited by the obvious constraints of time and medium, but we want to draw you (second-
person pronoun, rather than third) into our thinking-out-loud as much as we can. Fourth, we

cast our case as unfinished and write into it an explicit invitation to respond. These moves
help constitute praxical writing as a %) joining of theory and practice.

We also attempt to live this view of theory and practice in our classrooms. Aswe

indicated earlier, our choiceisto privilege the second story over the more traditionally
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expressed version in our talk, and much of our conversation takes place with studentsin our
courses. We make a point to acknowledge that each of our classesis about theory and
application. While some may be labeled in the curriculum guide as “theory” courses and
othersas “practical,” “skill-building,” or “applied,” we believe that everything we teach
embodies both. For example, in both the first year introduction to interpersona
communication course, and the senior level course titled Communication Models and
Theories, we show students how theory can be understood as articul ated practice and how
day-to-day communicative practice gives birth to new theoretical questions and
interpretations. There are many ways the story gets told in the syllabus, the selection and
reading of texts, assignments and exam questions, classroom discussion, and the ways we
model connections for the studentsin lecture and illustrations.

Consider the syllabus, for example. Many teachers view their course syllabus as a
contract in which teachers detail their expectations of students for the course, and outline
what the students can expect throughout the term. We have found that the syllabusisalso a
good site to offer a concrete contribution to the conversation about theory and practice. In
Karen's syllabi she articulates her own perspective on the course and offers specific
suggestions for how students can fruitfully engage with the authors of their texts and with
each other. For example, under the heading “Course Description” for the Communication
Models and Theories course she is teaching this quarter, Karen writes the following to her
students:

SPCH 476 is afive-credit course that presents an overview of communication
theories. We will read and discuss chapters on the nature of theory and inquiry as
well as survey the mgor topics of communication theory in the discipline. In
addition to learning about the different theoretical perspectives, we will be developing

experiential understanding and exploring applications of theory both in research and
day-to-day communicating. Through readings, class discussions, and individual
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anaysis of specific communication phenomena, you should become more articul ate
about both the approaches manifest in the readings and your own perspective on
theory in practice. By the end of this course, you should not only be able to identify
and describe the theoretical traditions central to the communication discipline, but
also be able to substantiate the claim that theorizing is a natural human condition and
not something to be avoided at all costs.

The success of student learning in this class will rely heavily on your
preparation and willingness to actively participate in class discussion. Interpretations
of, questions about, and challenges to readings will provide the basis for class
discussion. | expect that each of you will bring to the class you own perspectives, but
that you will be open to the views and positions of others as they engage in reflective
analysis of the theoretical approachesto communication presented throughout the
quarter. | trust that you will enter this course with an openness that alows you to
develop and/or re-evaluate your current perspectives and beliefs about
communication theory. | do not expect each of you to whole-heartedly accept and
adopt all of the ideas presented in this course. Infact, | encourage you to bring your
guestions and challenges to the course material so that together we can engage in the
kind of dialogue which may result in a greater level of understanding for al. | do
expect, however, that you will have a greater understanding about communication
theory and its manifestations in practical experience, and about the ways in which
your own experience servesto illuminate and generate theoretical development.

These syllabus paragraphs illustrate several of the concepts we have discussed. By
explicitly stating that theorizing is part of the natural human condition and indicating that
students have already devel oped perspectives on theory in practice, Karen helps them
understand that theorizing is atangible rather than an abstract process. She also introduces
the idea that voice plays an important role in conversations about praxis. Both the students
in-class contributions and the theorists they read, embody points of view open for discussion
and debate. This move helps students see communication theories as praxis—ethical
products that rely on the hermeneutic play between the universal and particular characteristic
of phronesis or practical wisdom.

The syllabus section devoted to readings emphasizes how praxisis conversational.

| encourage you to engage with the texts with acritical ear - as you might
listen to a speech or lecture. Ask yourself which parts of the material presented by

the author you understand clearly and which sections remain unclear to you. The
texts are not provided as a pool of information for you to absorb, but as a resource
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from which you may draw. In my opinion, for you to learn from the text, you will

need to bring your current understandings to it and engage with the authors in

"conversation” as you might with me and your other colleaguesin class. Much of

what you read will not be repeated in lectures, but you are encouraged to offer

guestions or comments from your reading as agenda items for class.

This contribution to the conversation with her students underscores themes of multi-
vocality (students will engage with multiple conversational partnersincluding the scholars
they read, their peers and their instructor), the embodiment of perspectives (someone has
something to say), and active participation rather than passive observance (praxis involves
engaging with ideas rather than accepting and memorizing facts). Karen’'s discourse also
introduces the notion that critical engagement with differing opinions can and should be done
in respectfully responsive ways.

Text selection, as any teacher knows, also strongly influences the shape and
development of a course. When selecting texts for her classes, Karen makes the point to
choose books that provide students with the opportunity to struggle with the tensions
between Story #1, and Story #2. Generally, she assigns one text that serves as a
comprehensive summary of the extant research on the topic, and a second text that either
provides an extended case study or a clearly authored argument. At the beginning of the
term she takestime in classto explain her rationale for a) selecting avariety of texts, and b)
why the specific texts were chosen over others on the market. In addition to making her
biases regarding authors evident to her students and discussing her own history with the
authors and/or ideas they present, Karen assigns her students to read the preface,
introduction, table of contents, and any other front matter of the text prior to reading the first

chapter. These materials are used to fuel a class discussion of the perspective of the author(s)

and the ways in which they approach the topic at hand. Importantly, the schedule for
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assigned readings is designed so that students read the texts in tandem rather than serialy, in
order to engage them more fully in an experience of multivocality.
For example, in arecent Communication and Conflict course, she assigned Wilmot

and Hocker’s Interpersonal Conflict text, and Kohn's book, No Contest: The Case Against

Competition. Wilmot and Hocker gave students an overview of the literature, and Kohn’'s
text provided them with a controversial point of view. Karen explained to her students that
she chose Bill and Joyce' s book because her experience as their students significantly
influenced her own understanding of conflict (Bill wasthe chair of her Master’s committee
and Joyce was an undergraduate teacher). She assigned Kohn' s text because he makes
arguments that stimulate a variety of passionate responses from his readers. For example, a
student athlete in her class vehemently disagreed with “Alfie’ s’ point of view and made a
point to bring his book to class each discussion day (complete with personalizing marks on
his picture) to ensure that her group could argue with him, not just with hisideas. Class
discussions, assignments and exam questions were designed to explore the interrelationship
of the perspectives present in both texts.

In the course on Family Communication Karen has assigned Noller and Fitzpatrick’s

Communication in Family Relationships and Napier and Whitaker’s The Family Crucible for

some similar reasons. Noller and Fitzpatrick’s text provides a social scientific account of
family communication whereas Napier and Whitaker’ s book offers an interpretive account.
Asin the conflict class, students are assigned to read the texts in tandem, forcing them to
come to terms with the tensions between alternative forms of theorizing about family
communication. From the perspective of Story #1, a professor could argue that one text is

“theoretical” and the other is*practical,” but from the perspective of Story #2, the authors of
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both texts provide students with arationale for and voiced examples of their ways of
configuring aspects of communication theory and practice.

Many of our instructional strategies are also designed with praxisin mind.
Instructional discussions and structured experiences help embody Story #2 by weaving
extensive student experiences into the conversations of theoretical constructs. Lectures about
theoretical concepts are sandwiched between conversations and activities designed to
encourage students to bring their contributions to the classroom. Asindicated in the course
syllabus, students are expected to be engaged in the process of theorizing, making
connections, testing assumptions, struggling with ideas presented as theory and testing them
with their own experience.

We both also work to make course activities, assignments and exam questions
consistent with the perspective we articulate. When we teach the theory course, we both
devote the mgjority of the first week to exercises designed to help students understand
theorizing as an everyday activity. By developing their own theories about what they should
expect and what will be expected of them in the class, students not only provide us with
important information about our audience, but also begin to realize that theorizing is not as
difficult to “grasp” asthey initially thought it was. Rather than assigning traditional term
papers summarizing the literature, students write praxis papers that make three moves. The
first isan articulation of their central concern and areview of the literature addressing it. The
second move is a description of a communicative phenomenon or situation that the student is
currently wondering about or struggling with, and the third is an assessment of some ways
theoretical constructs can inform the situation and how the student’ s own experience helps

him or her to understand the theoretical construct. In addition to paper assignments, we write
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exam guestions that are designed to have students articul ate the interdependence of theories
and communicative practice (their own or as reflected in case studies, etc.). We grade their
responses by assessing both the extent to which students can report about theoretical
perspectives AND the ways in which they can explain them in context.

If teachers want to live Story #2 and help students to develop their own understanding
of the interdependent relationship between theory and practice, we' ve also found that the
language used in the classroom must reflect and reinforce this point of view. We cannot
continue to talk about simply “applying” or “testing the validity of” theory in practical
contexts. It isalso not enough simply to choose an instructional strategy that appears
consistent with Story #2 and hope that students develop a new way of thinking. Assignments
should be designed to have students articul ate the interpenetrating relationship between
theory and practice and to discuss the ways in which theories and the student’ s own practice
are mutually influential.

Our own engagement with the subject matter also serves as amodel for the student’s
engagement. Many students say that one of the things they experience as unusual in our
coursesis that we share with them our own processes of making connections with the
material. They particularly note the autobiographical nature of our classroom comments
about course content. We let students know about our own experiences with the material,
and how we came to understand it. We also let them know that we have professional and
sometimes personal relationships with many of the authors they are assigned to read. Wetry
not simply to “name drop” in order to build credibility but to underscore how our
relationships (positive and otherwise) shape our interpretation of the material we summarize

in lecture and include on tests. Thisis one more way to demonstrate that theorizing occursin
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the context of communicative practice. Students also comment on the fact that we often use
examples from our own life experiences to help illustrate conceptsin class just as we ask
them to do in their papers or exams.

Students tell us they learn to engage with multiple perspectives by developing a sense
that all contributions to the conversation have the potential to be credible and engaging. One
of the challenges we face as teachers is helping to establish an environment in which
guestions and convictions can be introduced, evaluated, challenged, and cherished, even
when some contributions to the conversation seem initially to be off the point or out of line.
We often find it helpful to take on the role of devil’ s advocate regarding a position we favor
or to bolster what we take to be a conceptually or ethically untenable position in order for it
to be adequately voiced in the classroom conversation. For example, we try to provoke
critical thinking by arguing that dialogue is an impractical, pie-in-the-sky ideal, or by
offering strong arguments supporting, Deborah Tannen’s claim that conversation between
males and females is aways gendered.

Our consulting practices offer yet another context in which we can treat theory and
practice as interdependent. For example, while some clients want to hire a* sage on stage,”
we both typically engage companies, work teams, and individuals in the processes of solving
their own problems. Early in the process some clients worry about paying for a process
rather than afina product, but as the relationship devel ops, they learn the importance of
both. One of John's goalsisto help his clientsidentify helpful and distracting patternsin
their verbal and nonverbal discoursein order to recognize how these general features can be
translated to or excluded from new contexts. When a client asks a direct question demanding

aparticular “fix,” John tries to respond with both some specific advice and the general
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(theoretical) principle the advice embodies. For example, to representatives of two firms
wanting to know what to say about their joint venture in their presentation to a prospective
client, he tends to ask, “What’ s the truth?’ since that’s akey principle governing his advice.
Then he helps them express what’ s true as effectively as possible in the particular context.
Karen’swork as atrainer also balances theoretical concepts and practical applications. When
asked to develop a series of workshops for fire safety educators, she learned that some of the
trainers were individual s with education degrees hired by local fire departmentsto teach fire
safety classesto children, senior citizens, and businesses, and other trainers were firefighters
assigned by their local chiefsto serve as community education officers. Each set of trainers
viewed the other with suspicion, and felt that their counterparts were under-prepared in one
aspect of the job. The firefighters viewed the education specialists as theory people who
“didn’t know sguat about fire fighting and fire safety,” and the educators were sure that the
firefighters knew nothing about theories of education. In addition to developing atraining
program that met the needs of the fire safety education agency, she also needed to develop
ways for firefighters and teachers to recognize that both perspectives were vital to the success
of the whole, and to explore how each could collaboratively and productively inform and be
informed by the other. Workshop activities engaged both audiences in such away that
successful completion required each group’ s expertise to be integrated into the solutions.
Whether working in one-on-one coaching situations, with groups of architects
competing for bids, in the context of mediation, or training fire safety educators, both of us
look for and direct our client’ s focus toward generalizable patterns. We use assessment,
strategizing, and role plays to help clients search for and label these patterns, to track how

they manifest in practices, and then to develop aternative patterns of communicating to
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support alternative practices. When this approach works, clients begin to see how theoretical
principles are embedded in communicative practices and how their own theoretical
generalizations can be used diagnostically, therapeutically, and practically.

As This Contribution Comes to a Close

In most academic writing we have read and composed, thisis the point for a concise
summary of the contributions the writers hope to have made. Many of us have, in fact, read
an abstract and skipped to the conclusion to discern the author(s)’ main point. Whether
intentional or not, this convention of academic writing implies that a statement is “finished”
rather than contributed in a suitably tentative way to an ongoing conversation. We believe
that while articles are punctuated by “conclusions,” the turn-taking sequence is not complete
without responses from readers.

If we were discussing this view of praxiswith our students rather than writing in
response to this workshop call, we would be inclined to ask them what they were thinking
and to encourage them to join us in conversation. We'd like to ask you to do the same thing.

Some of you might believe that this paper has contributed little to the conversation
about practical theory. We would encourage you to articulate the criteria you use to make
thisjudgement. Or, if you found yourself intrigued with something we have said, what did
you find most compelling? Why is one concept more compelling for you than others? What
might account for differences between the two possible sets of responses just raised?

We would also like you to consider some of the “So What?’ questions which may
arise in response to what we' ve said. What difference would it make if we wereto view all
theorizing as praxis? All practice as praxis? How would it change what we do and what we

say in our professional lives? If you believe as we do that praxisis biographical and
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autobiographical, what demands might this place on you? What would you risk personally
and professionally if you were more explicit and reflexive about your own interests in the
topics you theorize and the practices in which you engage?

We both look forward to engaging with you in a broader conversation about

relationships between theory and practice in Waco.
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