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RESEARCH INTO PRACTICE
Some Problems With the Marriage Between Theory
and Clinical Practice
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One of the first things Wayne Secord, the new Editor of
LSHSS, asked me when we talked a few months ago was
whether I would be interested in writing a column for the
journal. The thought of being the Mike Royko of LSHSS
had a certain appeal. I would have carte blanche to write
about whatever I wanted to: politics, social issues, polit-
ical correctness, sports, music, even speech-language
pathology and audiology. But, no, this is a trap, 1 thought
next. Professional suicide. The peer-review process en-
sures that no one says anything outrageous. Only close
friends and students have been privy to all of the illogical,
inaccurate, or inane things I've thought or said over the
years. Although a few of these thoughts occasionally
manage to slip through and get printed, the vast majority
never get written or are wiped out by a benign delete key.
Does anyone tell Royko when he writes a bad column?
Only after the column has been printed in 300 newspa-
pers. Who will keep me from embarrassing myself and
losing all the credibility I worked so hard to achieve over
the last 12 years? This is Wayne’s job, right?

A column, of course, needs a topic or theme. Wayne and
I both agreed that a column that links research to clinical
practice might appeal to a large proportion of the reader-
ship. Other clinically-oriented journals (e.g., The Reading
Teacher) have had similar columns for a number of years.
Although much of the research published in our journals
has important clinical implications, sometimes these im-
plications are not well elaborated or obvious. In my first
contribution to the column, I discuss some of my current
thoughts on the relationship between theory and practice.
Other authors are welcome to contribute to the column.
Critical letters are also welcome.

THEORY AND PRACTICE

In the mid-1980s a number of articles were written
about the role of theory in clinical practice (Johnston,
1983; Kamhi, 1984; Perkins, 1985, 1986; Siegel, 1987;
Siegel & Ingham, 1987). Perkins (1986) stirred up a rather
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heated debate by writing that theories were “treacherous
foundations for the practice of therapy,” and that “our
practice of therapy is far more valid than our explanations
of why anything we do succeeds or fails” (p. 31). A few
years before Perkins wrote these words, Johnston (1983)
argued that all language intervention is theoretically
motivated. Some clinicians, however, do not acknowl-
edge or recognize the theoretical bases of their treatment.
Johnston bemoaned the frequent inconsistencies that
existed between theory and practice: “When we advocate
the use of ‘reinforcing consequent events’ to effect ‘ab-
stract rule formation,” we are not combining the best of
two worlds. We are building a theory that can’t work™ (p.
55). This does not necessarily mean that the treatment
program will be ineffective. An incoherent theory, how-
ever, cannot do what theories are supposed to do. Theo-
ries, according to Johnston, are supposed to raise new
questions and generate activities that are responsive to
the client and the moment (p. 56). Siegel (1987) made
similar points in a direct response to Perkins’ (1986)
article. He also expressed puzzlement over Perkins’ in-
sistence that theories should be used for research but not
for therapy: “If theories serve to guide research, why
would they not do the same for therapy?” (p. 102). You
can read Siegel’s response to this rhetorical question.

Like most academicians, I staunchly advocated the
importance of theory to clinical practice throughout the
1980’s. In the last few years, however, I have begun to
rethink some of the issues raised. In the paragraphs
below, I discuss the need for an instructional theory and
the question of whether treatment should be consistent
with theory.

Need for an Instructional Theory

Robert Sternberg, a well-known psychologist, has de-
voted considerable energy to translating cognitive theory
to educational practice. In his conclusion to a book on
cognition and instruction (Sternberg, 1986), he identified
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three main trouble spots in the potential marriage be-
tween cognition and instruction. These trouble spots
occur at the level of (a) theory, (b) ability, and (c) instruc-
tion. At the level of theory, Sternberg (p. 377) suggests
that a cognitive theory may be largely correct and yet be
instructionally irrelevant because it does not specify the
processes used in learning, or, if it does specify such
processes, it does so at a level of analysis that is either too
macroscopic or too microscopic to be applicable for in-
struction.

Cognitive theories also may focus on cognitive compe-
tence rather than performance. Sternberg (1986, p. 377)
notes that many teachers who have attempted to apply
Piagetian theory to classroom teaching have been “sorely
disappointed because the students did not behave in
ways the theory indicated they should have.” The prob-
lem is due in large part to the fact that Piaget’s theory
deals with cognitive competence (tacit knowledge) rather
than performance and instruction. The competence-per-
formance distinction is pervasive in theories of language
acquisition and learning. Many linguistic theories are
competency-based theories that attempt to specify tacit
linguistic knowledge. These theories, however, do not
always correspond to how language actually is used with
different listeners in different situational contexts. A the-
ory of language performance that addresses various as-
pects of language use is one step closer to instruction than
a competency-based theory. However, a theory of instruc-
tion still is needed to specify how various forms and
structures are to be taught. An adequate theory of instruc-
tion also must deal with individual differences, as well as
with group commonalities. For example, a theory that
does not take into account individual differences may
predict learning based on a hypothetical individual who
does not actually exist (Sternberg, 1986).

The solution according to Sternberg is to require a
theory of cognition and a theory of instruction to bridge
the gap between cognition and instruction. The two
theories would apply both at the level of the classroom
and at the level of the individual. As Sternberg (p. 378)
notes, however, “the single greatest source of disappoint-
ment in the application of cognitive principles to educa-
tional practice is the absence of an instructional theory to
mediate the link between cognitive theory, on the one
hand, and educational practice, on the other.” Sternberg
proposes four criteria that an instructional theory needs to
meet:

1. Specification: The theory should provide a clear and
complete specification of what the teacher should do
to apply it.

2. Content relevance: The theory should be appropri-
ate for the particular content to which it is being
applied.

3. Age relevance: The theory should be appropriate for
the ages being taught.

4. Fit with psychological theory: The instructional
theory should fit with a psychological (cognitive)
theory.
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The success of the marriage of cognition and instruc-
tion depends not only on an adequate theory of instruc-
tion, but also on the abilities and motivation of students
and teachers. The most important abilities for students
are learning abilities, whereas for teachers the most
relevant abilities are teaching abilities. For example,
adapting teaching strategies to student learning strengths
is a critical component in successful instruction. With
respect to motivation, it is a common observation that no
instructional program will succeed in the absence of
student motivation. If students do not care to learn, they
will not learn (Sternberg, 1986, p. 380). Teachers also
must be motivated to teach. In our profession, we all have
seen the beneficial effects that an enthusiastic, motivated
clinician can have on children.

Ability and motivation are not the only factors that
influence the success of instruction. In a recent article,
Olswang and Bain (1991) discuss a number of other
influential factors. They point out, for example, that the
success of intervention depends in part on whether or not
a child demonstrates immediate potential to learn a defi-
cient behavior. They describe a process called “dynamic
assessment” that determines the potential for change in
particular language behaviors.

Should Treatment Be Consistent With Theory?

My commitment to theoretical coherence in treatment
began to weaken a few years ago following a dinner
conversation with a colleague. At this dinner, I found
myself promising that I would instruct a clinician to use
auditory bombardment with a child who had speech
delay who had made little progress in treatment the
previous few months. Although I found little theoretical
coherence (or supportive empirical evidence) in the use
of auditory bombardment to improve speech disorders, I
felt that my first responsibility as a clinician was to
provide effective treatment, not to generate a “workable”
theory. I was willing to try just about anything (within
reason, of course) to get the client to say some sounds that
she had never produced. As an academician, I would deal
with the lack of theoretical incoherence and supportive
data later.

This incident made me begin to question the impor-
tance of theoretical coherence for treatment. When I
mentioned these thoughts to another colleague, she gave
me a couple of articles written about 20 years ago by
Joseph Schwab (1969, 1971), a professor of education.
Schwab began his 1971 article by stating that “teaching
which is coherent with theory often misses its practical
mark” (p. 493). This failure, Schwab argued, is due to the
marked disparity between theory and practice and to the
peculiarities of behavioral science theories. Whereas the-
ories of instruction (as noted earlier) need to address
questions of what and how to teach, as well as particulars
of time, place, person, and circumstance, behavioral sci-
ence theories achieve their validity, parsimony, and gen-
erality by abstracting from such particulars and omitting
most of them from the actual theory.



Behavioral science theories also treat only a relatively
narrow area, whereas educational and learning problems
arise from a multitude of areas. In addition, any one area
has a number of competing theories, thus leading to
pluralities of theories. No one member of the plurality is
complete, but each member throws some light on the
subject treated. Consider, for example, the plurality of
theories that address language acquisition or learning.
Bohannon and Warren-Leubecker (1989) describe three
general approaches to theories of language acquisition:
behaviorist, linguistic, and interactionist. The interac-
tionist approaches are further divided into Piaget’s cog-
nitive approach, an information processing approach, and
a social interactionist approach. These five approaches
focus on different aspects of language (syntax, semantics,
pragmatics, etc.) and emphasize to varying degrees the
biological, cognitive, and social forces that have an im-
pact on language learning. The claim is that the plurality
of theories reflected in these five approaches is necessary
to explain the broad scope and complexity of behaviors
encompassed by what we call “language.”

In the remainder of Schwab’s article, he outlines a
method of instruction that attempts to teach students to
understand, judge, and exploit a particular plurality of
theories to enhance instruction. He wishes to teach stu-
dents to discern the ways in which various behavioral
theories provide different answers to different questions
about a subject. The problem with theories is that they
are often either too narrow or too broad. On the narrow
side, the vice is tunnel vision. Someone who adheres to
only one theory sees its subject matter (e.g., language) in
only one light and views only the alternatives suggested
by the one view. For example, most linguistic approaches
to language acquisition focus on syntax and semantics and
have little to say about pragmatic or communicative
aspects of language. At the other end, the vice is an
unmanageable eclecticism: a theory that is too eclectic
may be too complex and difficult to translate into instruc-
tional practice. For example, Aram and Nation’s (1982)
multi-dimensional model of language disorders and Car-
row-Woolfolk’s (1988) integrative approach to language
disorders are broad-based models that require consider-
able time to master before they can be translated into
clinical practice.

Schwab’s instructional procedure involves presenting
an interaction between teacher and student and having
teacher trainees use at least three competing theories to
describe and explain the interactions. The instructor
draws attention to the specific behaviors that are ad-
dressed by each theory. In this way, the trainees become
able to view the same event in different ways and to
develop an understanding of all behaviors that might
characterize a particular interaction. The objective is not
to determine the best theory, but to appreciate how
different theories focus attention on different aspects of
behavior.

In the area of language, for example, we might look at a
child playing with his or her mother and consider lan-
guage abilities (syntax, semantics, pragmatics, phonology,
morphology), cognitive abilities, social abilities, play be-
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havior, cognitive style, sociability, mother’s responsive-
ness, physical attributes, and so forth. No one theory can
direct attention to all of these behaviors or attributes; a
plurality of theories that focuses on each of these behav-
iors or particular combinations of behaviors is needed.
One would expect that such a plurality would take the
best aspects of each individual theory. Although the
plurality of theories may lack theoretical coherence, it
should do what theories are supposed to do, namely, raise
new questions and generate activities that are responsive
to the client and the moment.

It also should be apparent that the plurality of theories
on language acquisition do not address all of the areas
that directly affect clinical service. Clinicians must ac-
quire knowledge in a multitude of areas, such as class-
room management techniques, curricula, IEPs, behav-
ioral management techniques, service delivery models,
special education and other remedial services, psycholog-
ical testing, peer relations, family systems, multicultural
differences, and so forth. No theory of language learning
could possibly encompass all of the areas that impact on
the provision of effective clinical services. For this rea-
son, providing clinical services that are theoretically
coherent is not only impractical, but also unrealistic.

Coda

When I got home after writing the previous section, a
copy of the Clinical Connection (1991) that included an
interview with Nickola Nelson was waiting for me. In the
interview, Nelson talks about a book she has just com-
pleted in which she tries to show how six different
theories of language acquisition work and do not work to
explain various aspects of language disorders. She argues
that in contrast to “basic researchers” who work toward
proving individual theories, clinicians need to draw on
more than one theory. Nelson’s views are obviously
consistent with the ones espoused in this article. To
summarize: clinicians need to understand, judge, and
exploit the plurality of theories and areas of knowledge
that have a direct impact on clinical service. In doing so,
clinicians will ensure that there is some logic to the
clinical decisions they make in serving children with
speech-language disorders.
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