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Theory is for you: The practitioner
• Explain, predict, or reframe a phenomena for clarity 
• Work towards a better understanding of the ground-truth



The Scholar’s Journey Begins
Or, how I learned to love theory by reading the difficult stuff



Excerpt from my Grad Course Reader,
DiMaggio & Powell (1983)



Mechanisms of 
Change:

Coercive	

– Pressure	to	conform

– Political	influence	&	rule	of	law

– Cultural	expectations

– Driver:	Power

Mimetic

– Modeling	“what	works”

– Innovation	v.	Imitation

– Unclear	identity	of	environment

– Driver:	Uncertainty/Stability

Normative

– Professionalization

– Knowledge	Base:	Best	Practices	&	Standards

– Reproductive	Function

– Driver:	Legitimacy



Philosophy is 
overwhelmingly 

complicated, 
its procedure 

depressingly slow.
―Max Horkheimer 



Critical Theory
Using theory to spark social change



Theory 
+ 
Practice
=
Praxis



Making Sense in the Fog



Why social 
theory matters
explain / predict / problematize / improve



Sounds Great.

Now what?



1. DIVE IN
Ask Key Questions:

• What do you think is going on?

• Why do you think so?

• What about your point of view 
gives you think insight?

• What don’t you know (yet)?



2. Create a 
Model
• MindMap

• WhiteBoard

• Vizio

• Prezi

ASK:

• What are the Key 
Themes Emerging?

• Where are the big 
gaps?

• What are some key 
words to look for?

• Does this fit with any 
theories I know of?



3. Research
Short on Time?
• Harvard Business Training
• Lynda.com
• Quora.com
• Youtube Explainers
• Very Short Introductions 
(Oxford U Press)
• A Smart Friend



3.5 Research (More)
Have more time/interest?
• Academic Articles

• Chat w/Reference Librarian

• Handbooks/Reference Guides:
� Sage Knowledge
� Springer Handbooks & Monographs
� Routledge Handbooks



4. Revise 
the 
Model 
(aka – one 
more 
time…with 
theory!)



Questions



Now:
Your Turn



Online Cheating
Proctor or Punish?



1. Dive In…

• What do you think is going 
on?

• Why do you think so?

• What about your point of 
view gives you think insight?

• What don’t you know 
(yet)?



2. Create a Model

• What are the Key Themes 
Emerging?

• Where are the big gaps?

• What are some key words 
to look for?

• Does this fit with any 
theories I know?



3. Research Time

We’re short on time…

• Keywords MIGHT include:
• Surveillance + theory
• Academic Honesty + 

Theory
• Framework to reduce 

online cheating

Any Theorists Come Up?



4. Revise 
the Model

In short…

What happened with Dr. H?
- Brief discussion/balancing ethics 

of cheating and upholding 
standards

- Used work for Michel Foucault 
as a basis for thinking about 
power exerted remotely on 
students via Proctoring & Other 
Practices

- Looked for strategies to mitigate 
cheating beyond proctoring



Key Takeaways
• Theory doesn’t have to be terrifying
• There are tools for understanding at our fingertips
• The important thing: dig deep and let the information 

challenge and direct you
• Keep pushing yourself to understand: if you can 

explain it to a disinterested kid, friend, or spouse 
(without their eyes glazing over) you’ve got it.
• Theory is just that – one idea of what’s happening. 

There are many theories and some conflict. What 
makes sense for YOUR context?
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