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 TESOL QUARTERLY Vol. 28, No. 1, Spring 1994

 The Dysfunctions of the
 Theory/Practice Discourse
 MARK A. CLARKE

 University of Colorado at Denver

 The distinction between theory and practice in professional and pub-
 lic discourse is generally dysfunctional for teachers. There are a
 number of reasons for this. Because the individuals involved in devel-

 oping theory are seldom full-time language teachers themselves, the
 theory/practice distinction creates strata of expertise in which teach-
 ers are considered less expert than theorists. The theory tends to be
 imported from other disciplines and is, therefore, only marginally
 applicable to language teaching. As in education in general, the dis-
 course tends to be authoritarian and prescriptive. It is also general,
 necessarily limited in applicability to particular classrooms. Finally,
 the theory/practice discourse underestimates the institutional, politi-
 cal, and interpersonal constraints in which teachers work. This article
 expands each of these points in developing the argument that the
 distinction is unhealthy for the profession. Possible responses are
 explored.

 In the context of public and professional debate about the quality
 of education, with the attendant increase of reform efforts, a num-

 ber of scholars have attempted to reframe discussions so as to increase
 teacher control over fundamental aspects of teaching and learning.
 The portrayal of the teacher as reflective practitioner (see Schon, 1987,
 1991), action-researcher (Nunan, 1989), or transformative intellectual
 in a political arena (Aronowitz & Giroux, 1985; Shor & Freire, 1987) are
 representative examples of these efforts. In the field of L2 teaching, a
 number of scholars have asserted the importance of reconceptualizing
 teacher education, curriculum development, and teaching practice so
 that the wealth of teachers' experience is accurately represented in
 professional discussions and policy development. Richards and col-
 leagues, for example, has examined the roles and interactions of
 teacher, student, methods, materials, curricula, and assessment as he
 argues for experience-based theory building and ongoing teacher de-
 velopment (Richards, 1990a, 1990b; Richards & Nunan, 1989; Rich-
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 ards & Rodgers, 1986). Pennycook (1989, 1990) examines language
 teaching methods and applied linguistics, asserting that issues of power
 and privilege have not been adequately addressed in professional de-
 bate, with the result that classroom teachers are essentially disenfran-
 chised. Recently, Prabhu (1990, 1992) has argued that language teach-
 ing can be improved only if we abandon the search for the best method
 and concentrate instead on understanding the complex interaction of
 curricular, interpersonal, and methodological factors in actual class-
 room practice. Fanselow (1987, 1988, 1992) advocates observation and
 self-analysis as an avenue for improving one's teaching, implicitly en-
 dorsing professional contexts that value individual teachers' perspec-
 tives on methods and materials.

 Although the approaches vary, as do the means recommended for
 pursuing the various goals, common to all is the recognition that teach-
 ers constitute the fulcrum of educational reform. One effect of this
 work is to cast teachers as central to the field and to reframe issues

 according to the impact on classrooms. This article is intended as a
 contribution to this effort. In spite of the work of those cited above,
 I believe that the profession continues to cast teachers as implementers
 of dicta rather than as agents in the process of theory construction,
 curriculum planning, and policy development. As Widdowson (1990)
 puts it: "Language teaching is often represented as a client activity,
 and language teachers as consumers of findings that are retailed by
 research. I believe this is a misrepresentation which denies the nature
 of teaching as a domain of theory and research in its own right" (p. 47).

 In fact, there has been a notable increase in the number of journal
 articles and conference presentations that focus on teacher empow-
 erment and the increase of teacher participation in theory building,
 policy development, and program planning. But it is not clear that
 this perspective has had much impact on the daily lives of language
 teachers. The situation appears to be one in which reality lags behind
 the conceptualizations developed in professional forums or, just as
 likely, a situation where there is little connection between scholarly
 speculation and teachers' lives.

 I appeal to readers' experiences in faculty meetings, teacher educa-
 tion programs, in-service workshops, and professional conventions:
 Have you found yourselves in situations where the virtues of particular
 curricula, methods, and materials are presented as stable and generaliz-
 able traits inherent in the item under discussion rather than the result

 of particular instances of their implementation? Any examination of
 curricula, methods, or materials in which these are discussed as if
 they existed independently of their use by teachers reveals positivist
 assumptions of objectivity in which teachers are cast as subordinate to

 10 TESOL QUARTERLY
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 the artifacts of schooling. To put it another way: Discussions of lan-
 guage lessons in which the individuality of teachers and the idiosyncra-
 cies of each teaching/learning event are not highlighted contribute to
 the diminution of teachers. And this, I believe, can be traced to societal
 and professional tendencies to separate theory from practice and to
 relegate teachers to the less important role of practitioner. This creates
 a disabling atmosphere for teachers and an unhealthy climate for
 education in general. Two points require clarification at the outset:
 the definitions and uses of discourse and theory.

 Discourse refers to the way language expresses understandings. The
 term is used in this paper to refer to both formal and informal uses
 of language that reveal the ways that theory and practice are used in
 the field. Widdowson (1990) says: "Discourse ... means a mode of
 social practice, in particular how institutions establish ideologies for
 the control of practice" (p. 38). Gee (1990) extends the definition to
 virtually all spheres of life: "Discourses are ways of being in the world,
 or forms of life which integrate words, acts, values, beliefs, attitudes,
 social identities, as well as gestures, glances, body positions, and clothes"
 (p. 142). Professional discourse, therefore, refers to virtually all aspects
 of being, behaving, thinking, and interacting as a language teacher.
 It includes one's position in society as a teacher; one's relationships
 with colleagues, students, administrators, and parents or sponsors of
 students on a day-to-day basis; as well as the ways that teachers are
 portrayed in the professional literature.

 Regarding theory: It is important to emphasize that I am referring
 to formal theory development and presentation, the conscious effort
 to build and disseminate language teaching methods and models for
 general use in the profession. For example, when I assert below that
 teachers do not have time to develop theories, I do not mean that
 teachers are atheoretical in their work. It is obvious that teachers

 theorize all the time, but even in the context of program development
 and collegial interaction, this is largely a personal endeavor, and al-
 though this is a healthy and important aspect of the profession, it is
 not generally accorded as much importance in the field as is formal
 theory development.

 In the following pages, I briefly summarize the nature of the theory/
 practice discourse, emphasizing the disabling effects for teachers. This
 is not an unbiased presentation; my position is, essentially, that what
 is good for teachers is good for the profession as a whole, and my
 analysis is consistently focused from the point of view of classroom
 teachers. The situation is complex and, as I have already indicated, it
 has received a great deal of scrutiny; I do not pretend to be presenting
 an entirely original critique. However, I do attempt to highlight aspects

 THE DYSFUNCTIONS OF THE THEORY/PRACTICE DISCOURSE 11
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 of problems that have received scant attention in most discussions. I
 conclude with speculation on the kind of work that would take us in
 a healthier direction.

 PROBLEMS WITH THE
 THEORY/PRACTICE DISCOURSE

 The principle problem is the dichotomy itself, in fact, in our societal
 tendency to dichotomize. In language teaching, as is the case in all of
 education, it is absurd to talk of theory apart from practice and vice
 versa, yet it is not uncommon to find, in the literature and in casual
 conversation, observations which indicate that the two are considered
 distinct endeavors: "Teachers generally have very little patience with
 theory," or "In theory, one should be consistent in correcting errors
 but in practice it is virtually impossible to do." I am not describing
 some sort of linguistic determinism, that is, that because the language
 permits us to separate theory and practice, we are forced to think and
 act in particular ways, but rather the opposite: The language reveals
 how deeply ingrained the problem is. The points that follow are merely
 variations on this theme.

 Individuals involved in theory building and research very seldom are
 language teachers themselves. Theory building is a full-time job and so
 is teaching. Given real-life constraints, it is rare to find an individual
 who is both language teacher and theory builder. The majority of
 articles and books published on language learning and teaching are
 written by university faculty, most of whom are not currently teaching
 in the language classroom (see Swales, 1988). The issues they raise
 may be important for the profession but seldom do their agendas
 match those of classroom teachers. Take, for example, the following
 assertion by Krashen (1983): "Given a brief workshop or inservice,
 the most practical, most valuable information we can provide is a
 coherent view of how language is acquired, a theory of language
 acquisition" (p. 261).

 Many language teachers would agree with Krashen on this, and they
 might add, "A theory of language acquisition is a good start, but
 we need much more than that for an adequate theory of language
 teaching." But, given the hierarchical nature of the profession and
 the higher status of theorists, Krashen's assertion will stand as stated,
 taken to mean that this is the key piece of information that teachers
 need to know. Classroom teachers have other concerns in addition to

 second language acquisition (SLA) and their perspective on the "most
 practical, most valuable information" can be expected to differ consid-

 12 TESOL QUARTERLY
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 erably, depending on the particular teaching problem they are cur-
 rently trying to solve.

 The discourse becomes dysfunctional when teachers are placed in
 the position of taking proclamations such as the one above as received
 truth rather than as a proposition to be examined and rejected or
 modified in light of their own experiences and needs. If one accepts
 the contention that university faculty occupy positions of greater pres-
 tige than classroom language teachers, then the disabling nature of the
 discourse becomes obvious: The voices of teachers are subordinated

 to the voices of others who are less centrally involved in language
 teaching.

 As a direct result, the theory/practice distinction creates strata of exper-
 tise, in which, paradoxically, teachers are seen to be less expert than
 theorists. Much effort is expended in getting classroom teachers to
 contribute to the theory/practice discourse, through participation in
 professional meetings or collaborative research projects or by contrib-
 uting to special issues of journals or "teacher as researcher" collections,
 but the fact is that teachers generally do not have time for such things.
 They are paid to teach, and the number and diversity of the demands
 on their time leave little time for reflection and writing. The effect of
 this fact is to create a situation in which one group tends to do the
 teaching, while another group does the speculation about how the
 teaching should be done.

 Swales (1988) reports that, from 1968 to 1986, the overwhelming
 majority of articles appearing in the TESOL Quarterly were written by
 university faculty and staff. His data do not reveal how many of these
 were also teaching English or another second language, but 20 years
 of impressions from professional conventions,journal reading, conver-
 sation, and observation lead me to speculate that very few individuals
 in the profession regularly teach in both types of classrooms. The
 constraints within which people work incline them in one direction or
 another, and theory building is just not a priority for classroom lan-
 guage teachers. And, although it is true that many university professors
 began their careers as language teachers, promotion and tenure consid-
 erations (the trite but true "publish or perish" dictum) make it unlikely
 that they will continue to teach in the language classroom. The irony
 is that just as one acquires a position that encourages theoretical specu-
 lation and reflective practice, one is removed from day-to-day contact
 with the classroom realities that would make such efforts valuable.

 The result is as inevitable as it is lamentable: Individuals who spend
 their days teaching are viewed as less knowledgeable than individuals
 who have only infrequent contact with, or observational status in,
 classrooms. Although one can argue that a certain amount of distance

 THE DYSFUNCTIONS OF THE THEORY/PRACTICE DISCOURSE 13
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 is helpful in gaining an accurate perspective of classroom dynamics,
 it stretches credulity to assert that the best theory building comes from
 individuals who are disconnected from daily contact with the schools.

 This is the nature of expertise, and it is characteristic, not just of
 the teaching profession, but broadly speaking, of all Western, modern,
 technologically advanced societies (Berger, Berger, & Kellner, 1973;
 Berger & Luckmann, 1967). We live in a time of information overload,
 where individuals do not expect and are not expected, to know every-
 thing that might impinge on their daily lives. The solution is to rely
 on experts-individuals whose business it is to explore some areas
 more deeply than others. However, it is also a function of the low
 esteem in which teachers are held in our society. It is not difficult to
 demonstrate that this is the case. Consider, for example, the salaries
 of teachers compared to other professions, and the ever-popular fad
 of teacher and school bashing in response to general societal problems.
 Teachers have become convenient scapegoats. In modern, technologi-
 cally advanced societies that have a positivist philosophical bent, we
 have to blame someone. We cannot conceive of problems that do not
 have perpetrators, and the high profile that teachers have in society
 makes them easy targets for criticism. Teachers are seen as part of
 the problem, whereas university theorists are sought for solutions to
 the problem. A detailed development of this argument is beyond the
 scope of this paper. For a detailed discussion in the context of L2
 teaching, see Silberstein (1991); for general discussions, see Ornstein
 and Erlich (1989), Watzlawick (1984), Watzlawick, Beavin, and Jackson
 (1967), Watzlawick, Weakland, and Fisch (1974), Wilden (1980, 1987).

 An example of the "strata of expertise" syndrome can be seen in
 the following quote from Krashen (1983): "When we provide theory,
 we provide them [teachers] with the underlying rationale for methodol-
 ogy in general. This permits adaptation for different situations, evalua-
 tions of new techniques and evaluation of materials" (p. 261). However
 well-intended, Krashen cannot avoid sounding patronizing. "We," he
 says, provide "them" with theory, which they can use to develop and
 test methodology. "We" do the thinking; "they" do the behaving.

 Until the experience of teachers is central to the process of devel-
 oping and applying theory, the discourse must be viewed as dysfunc-
 tional. Richards (1987) makes essentially the same point in an examina-
 tion of language teacher education:

 While there has been an expansion of the theoretical concepts, research
 issues, and subject-matter content which constitute much of the field, few
 who are engaged in developing this knowledge base or research agenda
 would claim any direct relation between their work and the preparation
 of language teachers. Research or theory that deals with the nature of

 14 TESOL QUARTERLY
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 second language teaching per se is scant in the professional literature.
 (p. 209)

 He goes on to develop a framework for theory development in the
 service of teacher preparation which is grounded in teacher knowledge
 and classroom experience. It is significant that Richards' perspective is
 not widely shared by specialists nor reflected in many teacher education
 programs.

 The theory of theory/practice discussions is usually imported from other
 disciplines. Scholars other than Richards have pointed out that we do
 not have a theory of L2 teaching/learning, an explicit, coherent body
 of knowledge that summarizes what we know about language learning
 and teaching. Larsen-Freeman (1990), for example, says: "The major
 problem, as I see it, is that over the course of its history the second
 language teaching field has either been without a theory or it has
 had its theoretical needs inappropriately met by relying on related
 disciplines outside itself, most notably linguistics and psychology"
 (p. 261). Widdowson (1990) points out that the major tenets of lan-
 guage teaching theory come from the fields of linguistics and language
 acquisition. "Linguists, at least since Chomsky (1959, 1965), if they
 have been concerned with language acquisition, have been concerned
 principally with grammatical competence: The discourse of SLA stud-
 ies is generally speaking derivative from that of generative linguistics
 in that it focuses on grammatical competence in modular isolation from
 other aspects of language knowledge" (p. 45). Oller (1989), speaking
 of his own experience as a graduate student interested in language
 acquisition, puts the matter bluntly: "The focus of American linguistics,
 I found, with few exceptions was almost exclusively on some aspect
 of phonetics, phonology, or syntax, with an almost active indifference
 toward meaning and a near defiant obliviousness toward the world of
 experience" (p. ix).

 And, although recent work has moved beyond the acquisition of
 grammatical competence, performance-the messy business of actual
 language use-is not accorded much attention. But performance is
 precisely the domain of greatest interest to language teachers, and
 for this reason, autonomous linguistics is of limited value. Similarly,
 research in language acquisition contributes only a narrow range of
 insights to L2 teachers, primarily because the classroom, which is the
 primary venue for SLA, is explicitly excluded from consideration. The
 majority of L2 learning occurs in instructional settings, and theoretical
 speculation that does not deal with this fact will be of little value, to
 teachers at least. It is symptomatic of the issue I am addressing that

 THE DYSFUNCTIONS OF THE THEORY/PRACTICE DISCOURSE 15
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 this lack of relevance has not diminished the tendency of scholars to
 offer their work to teachers. For example, Ellis's (1986) widely used
 textbook on SLA, written, in part, for teachers, has only one chapter
 on formal instruction and is keyed to the issue of "whether formal
 instruction makes a difference to SLA" (p. 215).

 As others (see, e.g., Brown, 1987; Larsen-Freeman, 1990; Widdow-
 son, 1990) have pointed out, several disciplines offer knowledge and
 intellectual traditions that may be of value to L2 teachers in their
 efforts to develop a theory, but none is sufficient. The discourse will
 be of little use, at best, and disabling, at worst, if the total experience
 of language learners and teachers is not included in the theory-building
 effort.

 The theory/practice discourse tends to be general, rather than specific,
 limited in depth and detail. Pennycook (1990) attributes this tendency
 to the preference in applied linguistics to rely on a modernist perspec-
 tive of language and thought, one in which generalizable, statistically
 significant results are valued over local and incommensurable experi-
 ence. It is, however, the particulars of a situation or event that teachers
 must pay attention to as they decide what to do and how to do it. And
 it is these particulars that teachers reflect upon as they weigh the value
 of theory and the merits of research. Research reports and theoretical
 speculation, even those which focus on classroom issues, are limited
 in depth and detail. No matter how diligently researchers work to
 include all the variables that teachers deal with in a typical day, the
 data they collect and the conclusions they draw are, by necessity, less
 complex than the reality that teachers confront every day. Such specu-
 lation is, therefore, reductionistic and inaccurate. It is not surprising
 that proclamations of theorists can strike teachers as simplistic and
 irrelevant. This situation would not present problems for classroom
 teachers if they could go about their business without interference
 from others. However, politicians and policy makers regularly use such
 proclamations as the basis for their decision making, with little regard
 for teachers' perspectives on the issues.

 The theory/practice mentality of the profession creates an atmosphere
 which exaggerates cognitive phenomena and underestimates the institu-
 tional, political, and interpersonal constraints that teachers must deal
 with. The effect is to create the illusion that teaching decisions should
 be made exclusively on the basis of research data or that one's theory
 is the primary reason why one behaves in a particular way. Such efforts
 tend to excise teaching from its context, as if it were a laboratory
 specimen, ignoring the complexity of decisions made in the classroom.
 Larsen-Freeman (1990) recognizes this when she explores possible

 16 TESOL QUARTERLY
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 explanations for "inexplicable teacher behavior": "For example, teach-
 ers have been criticized for being inconsistent in error correction. It
 may be the case, however, that a teacher willfully rejects an opportunity
 to correct errors on occasions when correcting them would threaten
 the social climate" (p. 267).

 Criticism of teachers for "inconsistent error correction" is only possi-
 ble if one focuses primarily on linguistic phenomena (e.g., error correc-
 tion), overlooking complex interactional phenomena that characterize
 all classrooms. The correction of errors is just one of a number of
 factors that require attention at any particular moment in a classroom.
 Prabhu (1992) has identified four aspects of language lessons: They
 are units in a curricular sequence, an instance of a teaching method,
 a patterned social activity, and an encounter between human beings.
 The key to understanding classrooms is to recognize that all of these
 factors obtain all the time. An attempt to illuminate teacher or student
 behavior, to assess language learning, or to discern the effectiveness
 of materials or methods which does not simultaneously account for
 all four aspects of the lesson, will necessarily be flawed.

 In fact, it is possible that Prabhu's characterization is not detailed
 enough to capture important variables. In a recent study of literacy
 instruction involving 39 elementary teachers in an urban school district
 (Davis, Clarke, & Rhodes, 1992), we discovered that it was impossible
 to classify classrooms according to instructional method without re-
 course to high-inference descriptors whose reliability were suspect. We
 settled, instead, on a typology of material used by teachers; we found
 that classrooms could be reliably classified along a continuum of whole
 text to exercise. In effect, what we discovered was that the amount of
 variation in classroom dynamics was so great that our sample revealed
 39 distinct "methods," one for each teacher in the study. In a related
 study (Clarke, 1991c), I worked with 2 of the 39 teachers to analyze
 videotapes of their classes. Through a process of stop-frame analysis,
 the teachers identified 11 constraints that impinged on their decision
 making to varying degrees during a typical day: personal philosophy,
 physical space, time, availability of resources, interpersonal and institu-
 tional factors, community considerations, assessment and curriculum
 requirements, and classroom routine.

 Perspectives such as these emphasize the importance of attending
 to the complexities of classroom reality as experienced by teachers and
 students. We will have much better success in understanding language
 instruction if we assume that teachers' decisions and behavior meet

 some criteria of rationality, what Prabhu (1990) calls a sense of plausi-
 bility, than if we attempt to fit observed behavior into a preconceived
 theoretical mold where linguistic or other criteria predominate. To
 the extent that we ignore the empirical data of language classrooms,

 THE DYSFUNCTIONS OF THE THEORY/PRACTICE DISCOURSE 17
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 fashioning our theory from experimental or conceptual frameworks,
 we contribute to the disenfranchisement of teachers in what is ostensi-

 bly a teaching profession.

 IMPLICATIONS

 The position I have taken in this paper constitutes a critique of the
 profession; the only real solution to the problems I have identified
 would be to turn the hierarchy on its head, putting teachers on the top
 and arraying others-pundits, professors, administrators, researchers,
 and so forth-below them. This would require a major change in our
 thinking and in our behavior and, however reasonable it may appear
 to be, I do not see this happening any time soon. However, there is
 hope for small actions, relatively safe agitations that disturb the status
 quo just enough to give teachers a measure of control over everyday
 situations. The following suggestions constitute a start in that direction.
 Although it is helpful to examine ways that teachers can survive in

 the current system, it is important to realize that what is ultimately
 needed is a change in the system. (A detailed discussion of systems
 and system change is developed by Watzlawick, 1974, and Wilden,
 1980, 1987. Applications to education following similar reasoning are
 presented in Clarke, 1989, 1990, 1991 a, & 1991 b; Clarke & Commins,
 1993; Clarke & Silberstein, 1988.) The most direct route for accom-
 plishing such change is to work for language policy reform. As the
 preceding discussion demonstrates, it is unlikely that teachers will be
 able to effect profound changes in the profession without encountering
 difficulties caused by established procedures in the status quo-curric-
 ulum and testing mandates; inflexible schedules; meager resources;
 and uncooperative or uninformed parents, administrators, and col-
 leagues. We need to work for an educational policy within which teach-
 ers' perspectives of education would be validated.
 This, in essence, would require a complete reorientation of the

 profession, and of institutions in society that control education, to take
 into account the realities of teachers as decisions are made. Although
 a thorough discussion of this point is beyond the scope of this paper,
 it can be pointed out that much teaching is conducted as if there were
 explicit agreement among the primary participants on philosophical
 assumptions, procedures, materials, and so forth. As a number of
 scholars have pointed out, this is usually not the case. Pennycook
 (1989) and Tollefson (1988), for example, have presented compelling
 arguments that question the empirical and ideological bases of methods
 and programs and that call for an examination of assumptions and
 approaches to language instruction.

 18 TESOL QUARTERLY
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 In this context, then, we would be well advised to advocate a system-
 atic approach to education policy reform. Courson (1990), for example,
 describes how one might proceed with such an effort, including initial
 fact-finding, identification of problems, establishment of a tentative
 policy, refinement of the policy, and establishment of a formal lan-
 guage policy. Whether such a policy shift is in progress or not, teachers
 will find that engagement in the larger systems within which they teach
 is necessary if significant changes are to occur.

 For example, it is unlikely that change will occur if teachers do not
 take an active and aggressive part in political and institutional affairs.
 Teachers cannot expect their agendas to be furthered by administra-
 tors or researchers, and only specific acts of agitation against the status
 quo will move the profession toward a more equitable distribution of
 influence. Some possibilities: Teachers might work to establish peer
 review as an important part of teaching evaluation. The goal here is
 to remove the presumption of a hierarchical distribution of knowledge
 and insight and to assert the appropriateness of peer review in perfor-
 mance evaluation. Fanselow (1988), for example, has developed a per-
 spective on observation that provides a basis for personal growth and
 collegiality and which could serve as the basis for such procedures.

 Similarly, with regard to in-service education and professional devel-
 opment workshops and seminars, teachers should resist the advice of
 "experts" except on their own terms. This might mean working to
 establish committees of teachers who are in charge of identifying topics
 of general interest to the faculty and who are empowered to set up
 workshops in such a way that teachers are able to interact with invited
 speakers in ways that lead to insightful solutions to problems that the
 teachers want to solve (see Clarke & Silberstein, 1988, for other ideas
 along this line). If the only good advice is the advice you take, then
 it follows that the advice giver should be someone from whom you
 want to hear.

 As schools adapt to this sort of change, teachers need to insist on
 the validity of their own perceptions of L2 learning and teaching and
 particularly of the validity of their own experiences. Large-scale studies
 of L2 learning and teaching can provide important insights into the
 larger picture, but it is often the case that what is true for the majority
 of teachers or classrooms or learners is not, in fact, true for a particular
 instance of these. This is a fundamental epistemological error to which
 modernized, Western society is particularly susceptible. It is referred
 to as an error in logical type (see Bateson, 1972; Watzlawick, Beavin,
 & Jackson, 1967; Watzlawick, Weakland, & Fisch, 1974), in which
 the observer confounds the individual with the group. Clarke and
 Silberstein (1988) develop the concept in an application to L2 teaching.
 What usually happens is that an individual reads a research report in
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 which particular materials or activities have been found to be reliably
 related to desirable outcomes. The problem, however, is that too many
 variables exist and they cannot be accounted for as the teacher attempts
 to translate research recommendations into practice. Teachers will be
 unhappy with the results more often than not if they attempt to orga-
 nize their teaching according to what research has shown to be impor-
 tant for the "average" learner or group of learners. What is required
 is that we work for changes in perspective so that the particular experi-
 ences of individual teachers gain what Erickson (1993) has called "an
 irreducible centrality and dignity" (p. viii) in the discourse.

 In effect, what is required is a reorientation in the profession with
 regard to how knowledge gained from research and theory building
 is to be valued and applied by teachers. Typically, this problem is
 understood as one of generalizability: To what extent can the findings
 of a study be generalized to other contexts. The criteria for generaliz-
 ability include such things as sample size and selection procedures
 and the confidence one has in the validity and reliability of the data
 collection and analysis procedures.

 Mishler (1990) argues that we need to establish a different approach
 to our work, striving not for "truth" or generalizability but "trustworthi-
 ness"-that we should ask, "Can we be certain that what we have
 observed, and our conclusions concerning what we have observed, fit
 a pattern that we can trust to occur with a degree of certainty." In
 this approach, he argues,

 research scientists turn out to resemble craftspersons more than logicians.
 Competence depends on apprenticeship training, continued practice, and
 experience-based, contextual knowledge of the specific methods applicable
 to a phenomenon of interest rather than on an abstract "logic of discovery"
 and application of formal "rules." (p. 435)

 For research scientists, read teachers. There is no objective truth out
 there, waiting to be discovered, written up and delivered to teachers
 by researchers and theoreticians. There is, however, one's own experi-
 ence, which is available for scrutiny and understanding and which can
 be used as the basis for action.

 But the problem extends beyond how teachers should respond to
 research reports. In fact, it should be the responsibility of theorists
 and researchers to establish the "particularizability" of their work for
 teachers. The important question to ask is "To what extent can this
 information be made usable for particular teachers?" This may sound
 like semantic hair splitting, but the implications for research and theory
 building are profound. To take an example from the research studies
 mentioned earlier (Clarke, 1991c; Davis, Clarke, & Rhodes, 1992): In
 examining video tapes of her own teaching, a fourth-grade bilingual
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 teacher attempted to identify the constraints that influenced her deci-
 sion making. She examined a portion of tape where she was moving
 from one reading group to another. The amount of time on the tape
 is about 5 min, and it focuses on the decisions the teacher made in
 talking with three groups of children about what they had read and
 what they were going to read for the next session. The teacher sat
 down on the floor with one group, and they began discussing what
 they liked about the portion of Call of the Wild they had read for the
 day. They talked for a few minutes and the teacher announced that
 she had to meet with other groups. She started to meet with a pair of
 boys who were reading Nighty Nightmare, only to discover that one of
 the boys was absent; they decided to wait to discuss the book until the
 other boy was in class, and she moved on to a third group which was
 reading Jacob Have I Loved.

 In the course of this brief period the teacher made three decisions
 concerning which group to talk to and how to guide the conversation.
 As she discussed her decisions, she mentioned, or revealed a conscious-
 ness of, 8 of the 11 constraints mentioned above: assessment (she
 checked on students to make sure they were working on appropriate
 tasks); community (she had to adjust her schedule because of absences);
 interpersonal (she adjusted her expectations according to the students'
 desire to talk about what they had read); institutional (she had to
 work around the absences of children who were pulled out for special
 programs); routine (she collected literature logs during reading
 groups; this was a regular feature of the small-group meetings); re-
 sources (she recognized that the students wanted to talk to her and
 not the paraprofessional); self (she was struggling to meet with the
 groups because she believes it is important to meet with each group
 at least every other day); and time (she mentioned time several times
 as she tried to get to three groups before the bell rang).

 This is merely a detailed way of saying that classroom interaction
 is complex and that good teaching requires the balancing of many
 factors, but it does establish the amount of information required if
 research recommendations are to meet a criterion of particularizability.
 That is to say, if on the basis of this research, we were to suggest that
 teachers adopt literature studies as part of their teaching repertoire,
 we would need to specify not only the steps involved in the activity
 but also the range of constraints that one needs to negotiate in order
 to make it work.

 The important point here is that simple prescriptions from research-
 ers and theorists are not sufficient. Teachers need to evaluate such

 recommendations in light of their own situations and to determine
 what exactly they will be able to use in their classrooms. In order
 to be able to do this, the researchers will need to provide sufficient
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 information-about the conditions of the classrooms studied, the char-
 acteristics of the students, institutional factors, materials and activities
 used, and so forth-for teachers to have a basis for choice. Requiring
 this level of particularizability will have two important implications for
 the profession.

 The first implication is that the distinction between teachers and
 researchers will necessarily become blurred. Edelsky (1991) distin-
 guishes "theory" from "THEORY," arguing that the former is the
 tacit, largely unexamined, taken-for-granted foundation of teachers'
 work, whereas the latter is the coherent, explicit beliefs formalized
 according to the conventions of some scientific community. She makes
 the point that all teachers have theories, but it is usually only the
 university-level researchers who have the time, motivation, and interest
 to formalize their perceptions of their work into THEORIES. Good
 teachers are scholars by definition: They pose questions, test assump-
 tions, revise beliefs, and proceed based on what they have learned.
 Invoking the criterion of particularizability will have the beneficial
 effect of including the teacher in the analysis; that is, as readers of
 research recommendations and theoretical presentations, teachers will
 become critical consumers of concepts and, suggestions, a role which
 automatically increases their influence in the field.

 A second benefit of requiring research and theory to be particular-
 izable is that it will almost certainly require the use of narratives.
 Teachers, as critical consumers, need to be able to enter into the virtual
 world (Bruner, 1986, 1990) created by such narratives and to decide
 for themselves exactly what it would take to adopt a particular recom-
 mendation. We come to understand things when we can situate them
 in an experience we have lived or in the virtual reality created by a
 narrative that makes sense for us. This might be one that we construct
 mentally, only half consciously, as we ponder the options open to us
 as individuals, or it might be one that others narrate about their own
 lives, or one we read or hear that is actually fiction. Research reports,
 theoretical speculation, and the recommendations that accompany
 them are usually extremely terse accounts which provide very little
 detail of this sort. The implication for researchers, if this approach is
 followed, is that both analysis and conclusions must be presented in
 enough detail for teachers to decide for themselves whether to follow
 the recommendations. It also implies that the decision to adopt particu-
 lar recommendations would almost certainly entail adaptation by teach-
 ers to fit their own circumstances.

 The implications for policy makers and administrators are equally
 daunting; they would have to make a commitment to provide the
 necessary resources and to change the conditions to make change
 feasible. For example, if teachers were to implement literature studies
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 as used by the teacher above, a number of items would need to be
 put in place before teachers could be expected to be successful with
 the technique. The teachers would need the services of an aide to help
 with the groups, and the teachers would have to be assured that they
 would have adequate time for the groups to meet with the teacher
 and aide. The books would need to be available to the students, and
 parents would undoubtedly need some briefing on how to facilitate
 the process. Teachers would need to be coached on organizing the
 groups, and assessment procedures would have to be developed that
 teachers, administrators, parents, and children would all accept.

 But this would merely constitute the minimum adjustments required
 of the system. If teachers are to be considered reflective practitioners,
 they need to be given the responsibility and the discretion to do their
 jobs. Of primary importance is the need for the time to reflect; collabo-
 rate; observe other teachers; develop personal theories, curriculum,
 materials, and so forth. In addition, teachers need smaller classes,
 more hospitable classrooms, and the resources to experiment with and
 change their approach to teaching. In short, the day-to-day business
 of teaching must become more conducive to thoughtful work.

 CONCLUSION

 These are, obviously, very tentative steps toward a different way of
 viewing language learning and teaching. The broad outlines of the
 required changes are visible here, but much work is necessary before
 we can claim to have an action agenda. The key point, I think, is for
 teachers to keep their own counsel regarding what works and what
 does not work and to insist on an interpretation of events and ideas that
 includes, implicitly or explicitly, a validation of their own experiences in
 the classroom.
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 A full description of the data collection of NS/NNS conversations
 reported in Diana Boxer's article, "Complaints as Positive Strategies:
 What the Learner Needs to Know" (Vol. 27, No. 2, Summer 1993)
 can be found in a study of compliments by Kristine Billmyer. It is
 available to readers as an unpublished doctoral dissertion, The Effects
 of Formal Instruction on the Development of Sociolinguistic Competence:
 The Performance of Compliments (University of Pennsylvania, 1990).
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