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Educational scholar Lee Schulman (1998) characterizes the relationship between theory 
and practice in education as “tense” and even “painful” (p. 521). As a research journal in 
a practice-based field, Studies in Art Education must necessarily dwell in this unsettled and 

difficult territory  It is not that the relation of theory and practice suffers from a lack of interest 
or regard among art educators  The joint call for papers addressed to theory and practice from 
Studies and Art Education was met with enthusiasm, generating remarks such as, “This is an idea 
we talk about all the time, but do little to change ” This of course is the dilemma  Theory and 
practice should be residents of the same spaces and territories, but for such reasons as lack of 
a common language, shared concerns, favorable circumstances, and consequential exchange, 
they often remain separately quartered  The intent of the call from Studies and Art Education was 
to make this predicament more visible while perhaps fermenting movement toward change  
And although the papers in this special issue [which corresponds to the September 2014 issue 
of Art Education] address theory and practice with rich demonstrations, often productively wor-
rying this confluence, they will not resolve nor banish the theory/practice divide  Our ambition 
is rather to draw attention to this breach while perhaps creating a 
ground for rethinking the proverbial elephant in the room 

Cultural theorists Gregory Seigworth and J  Macgregor Wise (2000) 
maintain that theory is neither a detour away from practice nor 
vice versa  Theory, Seigworth and Wise contend, should be circum-
stantially inscribed and radically contextualized within practice in a 
manner that gives rise to new events  These scholars further observe 
that theory does not melt into practice; they coexist in a shared rela-
tionship of mutual shaping and fashioning  Theory thus should not 
simply wrap itself around practice, but should allow for a mutual 
reshaping between the concrete situations of practice and the 
abstractions of theory  Given this perspective, theory simply cannot 
do its work if it remains outside of practice 
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Graeme Sullivan’s article, which covers the 
material he presented in the 2013 Studies in Art 
Education Invited Lecture, procures the poten-
tial for mingling theory and practice through 
the mutually supportive processes of research 
and artistic practice  A well-recognized voice 
of arts-based research, Sullivan sets the stage 
for engaging artists and art educators with 
inquiry—not as a detour through either practice 
or theory, but as an intertwining  Unfolding a 
personal journey, Sullivan establishes the essen-
tial requirement for exposing theory to practice  
Throughout his narrative, Sullivan insists that 
knowledge must be subject to the revisions, 
uncertainties, dislocations, and equivocations 
of experience  Most significantly for art educa-
tion research and classroom practice, Sullivan 
locates these ideas in the art studio, arguing 
that artists and their processes can and do 
play a unique role in research communities  
The artist’s processes—which include visual-
izing, sensing, intuiting, focusing, reasoning, 
questioning, grounding, comparing, and inter-
preting—Sullivan argues, offer an important 
way of knowing differently  Sullivan challenges 
researchers to frame these processes as critically 
relevant and significant for changing the way we 
think about what we do and the ways in which 
information, experience, and understanding can 
be communicated 

Margaret A. Walker also narrates the inter-
section of theory and practice found in the 
practice of public high school art teacher David 
Miller, who moved his pedagogy from a formal-
ist model to concept-based inquiry  Educational 
scholar Frances Schoonmaker (2007) identified 
the teacher as the linchpin in the theory–practice 
connection, the one who either brings research 
into the classroom or disregards it  Walker’s 
account readily exemplifies this premise as Miller 
relates becoming very bored with the limitations 
of Discipline-Based Art Education, while finding 
the more expansive concepts of Postmodernism, 
Poststructuralism, and semiotics liberating  
Influenced by art educators such as Olivia Gude 
and Kevin Tavin, and philosophers Jacques 

Rancière and Paulo Freire, Miller says he often 
brought ideas he had read over breakfast into his 
classroom  The meeting of theory and practice in 
Miller’s case produced a new pedagogical event 
that merged art and life 

We might further note that Schoonmaker 
(2007) observed that the practitioner is not just 
a linchpin, but an “uncertain linchpin” (p  268)  
To wit, David Pariser’s contribution strongly 
reminds readers that not all practitioners are 
theory enthusiasts  Examining noted author 
Frank McCourt’s Teacher Man (2005), a memoir 
of McCourt’s 30-year career as a New York City 
school English teacher, Pariser directs our atten-
tion to the substantial role that practice plays 
in shaping pedagogy  Pariser’s consideration 
of a disposition inclined toward intuition and 
reflection rather than proper theory prompts 
the question: When is theory? Could pedagogi-
cal practice of McCourt’s ilk become visible as 
research? Pariser introduces Deborah Meier’s 
(2002) framing of theory, articulated in The 
Power of their Ideas: Lessons from a Small School 
in Harlem, as a much looser construction than 
more rigorous scientific theory demands  In this 
light, Pariser argues that McCourt is “testing the-
ories” such as Donald Schön (1983) advocates 
for reflective practitioners, certainly a perspec-
tive researchers should weigh when considering 
what it means for theory to inform practice 

We find heterogeneity among not only 
practitioners, but among researchers also, 
which is evidenced in Danny Wildemeersch 
and Astrid von Kotze’s North–South dialogue 
conceiving an intergenerational community-
arts project located in a poverty-stricken area 
of Leuven, Belgium  Although holding similar 
views of arts education as a project of democ-
racy, Wildemeersche and von Kotze assume two 
differing views of the Leuven project as public 
pedagogy  Committed to disparate theoretical 
frames (Jacques Rancière and Paulo Freire) and 
differing cultural contexts (Belgium and South 
Africa), Wildemeersche and von Koetze assert 
unique lines of inquiry  The contrasting cultural 
experiences that inform Wildemeersch and 
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von Kotze’s diverse stances readily exemplify 
Seigworth and Wise’s (2000) admonition to radi-
cally contextualize theory  While the conversa-
tion between these two researchers displaces 
and decenters a singular understanding of the 
Leuven project, their questioning and challeng-
ing of one another also reveals the productive 
tension that manifold theoretical lenses and cul-
tural experiences can exercise in deepening our 
understandings of both practice and theory 

Dialogue rooted in diverse geographical 
locales (Ohio and Brazil) and generational con-
texts  (Elder and Younger) also frames the con-
tribution from James H. Sanders III and Tales 
Gubes Vaz, which is a conversation between 
researcher-practitioners exploring the chal-
lenge of queering art education  As the dialogue 
unfolds, Elder and Younger explicate queer 
theory with complexity, utilizing multiple voices 
and contexts, inside and outside academia, to 
circumstantially inscribe theory  In this inscrip-
tion, resistance from student voices, colleagues, 
and those outside academia surfaces as a central 
theme  Sanders and Gubes Vaz’s account thus 
prompts asking whether a productive coming 
together of theory and practice demands fric-
tion  If the purpose of theory and practice is a 
reciprocal shaping, one of the other, is disso-
nance unavoidable? Should not struggle be 
a hallmark of the convergence of theory and 
practice, akin to Stuart Hall’s (1992) metaphor 

of theoretical work as “wrestling with angels”  
(p  280)?

Finally, Mira Kallio-Tavin’s commentary 
reflects this wrestling as she questions Jean-Luc 
Nancy’s concept of community, which Helene 
Illeris (2013) articulates in an earlier Studies com-
mentary, “Potentials of Togetherness: Beyond 
Individualism and Community in Nordic Art 
Education ” Weighing Nancy’s theoretical impos-
sibility of community, Kaillo-Tavin finds con-
ceptual difficulties with Illeris’s employment 
of a presumed practice of collectivity and use 
of performative experimental communities. The 
exchange demonstrates the benefits of bringing 
theory to practice, raising questions and issues 
that otherwise might lie dormant 

Ultimately, the authors of this special issue 
speak in different ways to the circumstantial 
inscription of theory into practice, exposing a 
kaleidoscopic phenomenon that cannot be cap-
tured through a single lens  The publication of 
responses to the theory and practice call from 
Art Education [September 2014] will no doubt 
bring yet other possibilities  All of this suggests 
that overcoming the theory/practice divide 
challenges in art education is a complex and 
knotty problem; but nevertheless, the experi-
ences narrated in this special issue impart out-
comes that should impel art educators toward 
seriously rethinking their efforts to redeploy this 
bisected landscape 
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