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What the literature says about theory work
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'Theory' and 'theorizing' can mean a bunch of different things (cf. Abend 2008; 

Krause 2016), including, but not limited to:

• Interpreting major figures ("What has Robert K. Merton really meant with 

this?")

• Explanation of particular social phenomena ("What are the factors that 

explain student drop out rates?")

• Weltanschauung, i.e., an overall perspective from which one sees the world 

("Education is important for the advancement of societies")

• Applying existing concepts to new observations ("Research performance 

assessment is an example of governmentality")



Literature on theory work covers activities as diverse as constructing arguments, 
reasoning, rhetorical, and visual presentation.

Three main perspectives:

Instrumental perspective on 
theory as a craft, i.e., there is 
a normative idea of 'good 
theory' (e.g., Timmermans & 
Tavory 2012, Becker 2014)

Praxeological perspective 
on theory as a practice, i.e., 
how researchers accomplish 
'theory' in their daily routines 
(e.g., Swedberg 2014, 
Schmidt 2016)

Political perspective on 
theory as epistemic power, 
i.e., who can define what 
society and its elements are 
about (e.g., Bacevic 2017, 
Go 2017)

What the literature says about theory work
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Theory work is integral part of any research 
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Three pillars of ‘Making Theory Work’
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Transversal approaches and issues

Choosing Theory

Doing Theory 

Using Evidence / Data

Comparing Theory

Traveling of Theory
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Pillar, puzzle, or tectonic plate? 

Three pillars of ‘Making Theory Work’ – alternate depictions



Making theory work in HERSS

• HERSS define themselves by their research objects and often include a focus 
on applicability, (best) practice, and reform → theoretical reflection is all the 
more important to provide a common ground for knowledge production 
(comparability, generalization, and the transfer of results), also in order to 
avoid an empirical parochialism and methodological nationalism.

• HERSS scholars study their own practice (“members of academia conduct 
research on academia“) and research subjects are closely related to research 
objects → theory work can help to reflect on epistemological perspectives and 
positions and to maintain analytical closeness as well as distance.  

• HERSS have no standard way and no canon for theory work but rather the 
thematic research communities have different preferences for the three pillars 
→ reflection on the different practices of theorizing and theory work within the 
HERSS research communities supports the development of the field(s) and 
their thematic trajectories and interrelations. 
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What the summer school offers

• Discussing the craft of theorizing and applying 

theory

• Exploring routines and strategies of doing theory

• Thinking about opportunities and blind spots of 

theory work

• Uncovering the positions and relations theories can 

have in our research

• Presenting and discussing your research project

• Meeting new people, making connections, and 

building networks 
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Making theory work

Developing your research 

project with peers and more 

experienced colleagues

A week of intellectual 

exchange and networking 

events



The program: 3 keynotes 
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Gabriel Abend: "The meanings of 'theory’” 

Jana Bacevic: "Doing (with) theory - between 

theory and practice" 

Monika Krause: "On reflexivity"

We are looking forward to 

three eminent scholars 

sharing their views

on theory work!



The program: 6 workshops
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1. "Theorizing through fiction" with Sina Farzin

2. "Methodological practices as integration of theory, 
research interest, and method" with Rainer Diaz-Bone

3. "Revealing implicit theories" with Ariane Berthoin 
Antal

4. "Rational-Choice-Approach in higher education: 
theory, operationalization and empirical results" with 
Markus Lörz

5. "Theorizing as conceptual innovation" with Monika 
Krause

6. "Future imaginaries of the public university" with 
Richard Watermeyer

Short videos with 

introductions to the workshop 

themes by the workshop 

hosts are available on the 

HERSS website:

herss-summer.eu/current/virtual_warm_up



• Sessions with presentations and posters by the 
Ph.D. and Postdoc participants 

• Hands-on format: theory garages as follow-up to 
the workshops 

• Networking meeting hosted by the 
„Hochschulforschungsnachwuchs (HoFoNa)“ and 
the  „Interdisciplinary Network for Studies 
Investigating Science and Technology (INSIST)“ 

The program: participant contributions  

The summer school focuses 

on the work of early career 

scholars and makes it visible 

within the research 

community! 



COVID-19 pandemic: Three scenarios 

1. In-person lectures and workshops at the 

Leibnizhaus Hanover, Germany

(→ that's what we hope for!)

2. Online lectures and hybrid on-site / online 

workshops

(→ perhaps a more realistic scenario?)

3. Fully online lectures and workshops 

(→ let‘s hope we can avoid this!)
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All three scenarios will 

guarantee the HERSS 

Summer School to take 

place from 6th to 10th

September 2021!
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