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Abstract

The authors argue that technical and professional communication is currently facing

an issue of incommensurability due to the diversity of the field. They call for unifying

the field around its research questions to provide a common foundation for the

future.
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We are of various minds as to the fields in which we are engaged. As long as we are

in such a condition of uncertainty about our major objectives and problems,

attempts must be made from time to time to give orientation to ourselves along

a common course.

– Carl Sauer (1921)

Journal of Technical Writing and

Communication

2016, Vol. 46(3) 267–283

! The Author(s) 2016

Reprints and permissions:

sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav

DOI: 10.1177/0047281616639476

jtw.sagepub.com

1East Carolina University, Greenville, NC, USA
2Louisiana Tech University, LA, USA
3University of Cincinnati, OH, USA

Corresponding Author:

Kirk St.Amant, 305 Wisteria St, Ruston, LA 71272, USA.

Email: kirk.stamant@gmail.com



Of Unity, Legitimacy, and Power

For a group to have its ideas and concerns viewed as legitimate—or worthy of
attention and consideration—by others, the members of that group need to
stand behind a common central idea and a shared agenda to advocate. It is a
case of unity equals power. That is, concepts important to the group cannot be
seen as the isolated opinion of one person, nor can they perceived as the unique
perspective of a few individuals. Such perceived splits undermine the legitimacy
of that group in the eyes of others. In fact, they can prevent—or disem-
power—the group from making change in greater society. Rather, the members
of a group need to advance a shared message based upon common ideas of
concern. To do so, group members must establish shared goals based upon a
mutual interest. Such factors allow individuals to craft consistent messages
based on these commonalities. In so doing, they establish the legitimacy of the
group’s opinions, ideas, and objectives through a unified voice that speaks on
behalf of a population.

Carl Sauer’s opening epigram speaks to this necessity of establishing common
ground based upon shared interests. As a human geographer, he was aware of
the tensions within his subfield and was a needed voice who called attention to
the growing divides within his field. Much like Sauer’s view, we—the editors of
this issue—feel the field of technical and professional communication (TPC)
needs a common focus, a common connection between (or among) the diverse
research being doing in the field.

Commonality is key to how others view a given group and its members. This
common focus can prompt outsiders to view a group’s perspective as not unique
to one person, but as something shared across a body of individuals. Similarly,
this commonality allows the members of a group to work together by focusing
on unified actions and achieving shared objectives. It is through such common-
ality that a population can make its ideas and opinions resonate as credible—or
as having value, weight, or credence—to both members of that group and to
others outside of the group.

In this way, commonality brings not only legitimacy but also power. By
getting together behind a shared idea or concept, individuals can exercise
change as a unit. They can do so by having the members of that body undertake
a systematic, focused, and continuous approach to addressing topics of shared
interest to the whole. Thus, commonality engenders legitimacy in the eyes of
others and power in terms of the attention outsiders give to the group and its
interests. Such ideas are central to shaping approaches to power and legitimacy
in TPC today.

The Multifaceted Nature of the Field

TPC has long drawn from a variety of disciplines (e.g., psychology, computer
science, human factors, design, cultural studies, engineering, etc.) in relation to
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what topics are considered for study and what concepts or theories are used to
guide inquiry. At the same time, the members of the field come from a range of
backgrounds that include everything from TPC and rhetoric and composition to
communication studies, human factors/user experience design, and linguistics
(see Rude & Cook, 2004; Selber, 2004a). Moreover, programs in the field,
from the undergraduate to the PhD, are located in a range of departments.
These can include English, writing and rhetoric, communication, and engineer-
ing or they can be administered in a liminal space out of a college structure (such
as a program administered by or that reports to an associate dean (Meloncon,
2009; Meloncon & Henschel, 2013).

To the outsider, the situation almost appears to be one of incommensurability:
a situation where nothing seems shared or common. After all, how can so many
disparate parts and varying areas of study come together to create a coherent,
and thus, a legitimate field? Within such a context, the challenge posed by
incommensurability seems—and often is—great. In truth, it can affect every-
thing from the conferences persons attend to the venues in which they publish.
It can also encompass the nature of the degrees individuals have and the common
or compatible foundation of knowledge and skills they are expected to bring to a
given setting.

For TPC, moving toward such a commonality in order to achieve legitimacy
and power has historically been fraught with difficulties. For example, we have
yet to adequately define ourselves in a way that has brought satisfaction to the
field in general (see, e.g., Allen, 1990; Dobrin, 1983; Faber, 2002; Hart &
Conklin, 2006; Hughes, 2002; Knievel, 2006; Locker, 2003; Miller, 1989;
Moore, 2006; Sullivan, 1990). As a result, any sustained attempt to engage in
dialogic conversations around definition has been essentially nonexistent in
recent years.

It is not that the field has failed to seek out ways to bridge such differences.
We have, for example, attempted to consider who we are in terms of what we
expect our students to do (see, e.g., Bloch, 2011; Davis, 2001; Henschel &
Meloncon, 2014; Selber, 2004b; Spilka, 2009). Yet such discussions have taken
place primary in one segment of the greater field: among academics. As a result,
the idea of incommensurability still looms large across the overall field. The
persistence of this problem can be seen in the fact that industry leaders still
have little understanding of what it is that educators are teaching in our class-
rooms (e.g., Kimball, 2015). Recent attempts to bridge this greater divide (e.g.,
Bridgeford & St.Amant, 2015) remain relatively limited to the perspectives of
part—versus all—of the field.

In some ways, TPC has moved to reframing issues of definition and legitim-
acy to those of professionalization (Brady & Schreiber, 2013; Carliner, 2012;
Cleary, 2012; Coppola, 2012; Kline & Barker, 2012; Moore, 2008). This
approach might represent another way to connect and bridge our academic
identity to that of the workplace. In recent years, TPC has also attempted to
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use conferences to bring parties from different parts of the field (i.e., industry and
academia) together to foster cross-field discussions (see, e.g., the annual confer-
ences of the IEEE Professional Communication Society, the Society for Technical
Communication, the ACMSpecial Interest Group for Design of Communication,
and the 2011–2014 annual Conferences of the Council for Programs in Technical
and Scientific Communication). Yet such interactions remain limited even within
the greater context of discussions within the overall field.

Despite such efforts, “technical communication remains remarkably frag-
mented” (Faber & Johnson-Eilola, 2002, p. 140). Additionally, current scholar-
ship seems to indicate we are still of varying minds about who we are as a field.
As a result of such factors, TPC seems unable to move toward forward due to a
lack of common, unifying goals. In other words, the field of TPC has a problem
of incommensurability. That problem, moreover, undermines our legitimacy as a
discipline and our power to act, engage, and develop as a field. How then do we,
as the members of a common field, address this issue?

It is a situation that could doom us to fail unless we can change the field’s
perspective of what we consider common ground. To address such issues, we need
to consider the complexities and nuances of the incommensurable. Doing so
is essential so we in TPC can ask different questions in order to refocus our
perceptions of who we—as a field—are and what we do.

Addressing the Incommensurable

Incommensurability, from the Medieval Latin incommensurabilis, means having
no common measure or shared property that would allow for comparison.
Originally used to discuss magnitude in mathematics, the term has since been
extended by scholars such as Kuhn (1962) to study the process of paradigm
shifts associated with scientific theories. In this context, the idea is that two
completely different, if not mutually exclusive, perspectives cannot effectively
coexist among the members of a group. Accordingly, when such incommensur-
abilities do arise, one will either give way to the other or the group, itself,
will split.

Rather than examining the theories that underscore incommensurability,
which has been done quite well (Harris, 2006), we want to focus on the basic
idea underlying incommensurability. Specifically, we want to look at what this
issue of incommensurability means to TPC’s ability to define itself, declare its
boundaries, or to put forth a consistent message of what it, as a field, values.
Because the basic definition of incommensurability highlights the lack of a
common foundation, it identifies the major problem that must be addressed
with the field’s attempts at legitimacy and power. To achieve this objective,
TPC needs to focus on overcoming the incommensurable in a way that moves
the field forward versus engaging in circular discussions that go nowhere.
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In this context, the notion of incommensurability becomes the central prob-
lem or, better stated, the primary challenge. If the field views itself as one with
noncompatible foci, objectives, and actions, it is impossible to establish the
commonality needed to create a sense of legitimacy—both with members of
the field and to those outside of it. This situation affects the power of the field
in relation to affecting change and pursuing objectives. It also affects the per-
ceptions others (i.e., individuals outside of the field) have of our credibility as a
field and thus disempowers TPC in the discussions that take place in greater
society.

Consider, for example, the rhetoric of health and medicine—an area that is
growing within TPC. This is a key area where TPC can provide important
insights on how to administer care more effectively to different patients (e.g.,
Angeli, 2015; Atvtgis, Kappel, Polack, Wilson, & Knight, 2015; Lazard &
Mackert, 2015; St.Amant, 2015a, 2015b). Yet, as is often the case, we tend
to be marginalized in discussions of caregiving in favor of more legitimate
parties—such as physicians, nurses, and other healthcare professionals. This
situation, in many ways, reflects a lack of common arguments used to persuade
others of how TPC can contribute to discussions of such topics.

For multi-, cross-, and interdisciplinary fields such as TPC, addressing the
concept of incommensurability means giving serious consideration to the ques-
tions of who and what we are as a field. To begin this consideration, we turn to a
foundational work that tried to examine ideas of legitimacy in relation to the
work we—as technical and professional communicators—do by offering an
identity to those of us who do such work.

The Authorship Approach to Legitimacy and Power

In “The Technical Communicator as Author: Meaning, Power, Authority,”
Slack, Miller, and Doak (1993) claim technical and professional communicators
could improve their status by insisting on their role as authors. This connection
between authorship and its implications for establishing legitimacy and power
resonated within TPC both at the time of the work’s publication and in the years
since. As a result, the original article has become a foundational text used in
courses across the field. This work, however, marks the start of a discussion
individuals’ TPC needs to continue.

In her singly authored postscript published a decade later, Slack (2003)
reexamines the basic premise of authorship or what she refers to as “iden-
tity categories” (p. 199). In so doing, she reorients her own course. Slack
admits that “[T]he basic meaning of author (or professional, or technical com-
municator) will vary from person to person, from group to group, and from time
to time, the terrain of the discussion can (does) generate enormous confusion”
(p. 200).
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Thus, TPC needs to continually reexamine and reconsider its ideas to main-
tain its legitimacy and—from it—its power to speak credibly.

What is key here is that Slack holds onto the importance of the author—or
rather what she is now calling an identity. This continued connection reflects
Mary Beth Debs’ (1993) earlier observation that authorship often resides not
with an individual, but with the corporate authority that is authorized and cre-
ated by an organization. Slack’s shift of emphasis to identity thus follows Debs’
line of argument about who and what makes up this identity. In so doing, Slack
invokes the work of Deleuze and Guattari (1987) and emphasizes not what the
body is (in this case not what the technical and professional communicator is)
but what the body does (what actions result when technical and professional
communicators produce: i.e., the technical or professional communication
itself).

Here, Slack’s interpretation of Deleuze and Guattari leads her to create a
technical communication assemblage. As she notes, “bodies are thus complex
relations among heterogeneous elements, relations, and capacities. They are
assemblages in a constant process of becoming in these relations and capacities,
not fixed identities” (Slack, 2003, p. 201).In sum, the group—like the body—can
be comprised of disparate parts with varying functions. They must, in turn,
acknowledge this factor if they wish to move forward as a whole body—or
field—toward a common objective that benefits all.

In examining such ideas, Slack calls for understanding the interactions within
the assemblage, such as communication of technical and professional commu-
nicators with coworkers, supervisors, subordinates, and external clients. In
reflecting upon this perspective, TPC must also consider and address the affect-
ive relations within the work environment and the constant negotiation involved
to get to an end product or to an end action. (Slack, 2003, pp. 202–205). In other
words, Slack’s assemblage calls for attention to what action is generated. More
importantly, it calls for us “to understand, though not resolve, the complex work
and status of the technical communicator” (p. 205). Accordingly, the power of a
body lies in using its parts together—as a whole and in a way that maximizes the
power of and continues to empower the different component parts.

Overcoming the challenge of incommensurability is thus not impossible.
Rather, it becomes a matter of refocusing and rethinking what commonalities
undergird TPC and hold its members together. Once known, these commonal-
ities can become mechanisms for fostering discussion within the field. They can
allow members of the field to identify mutual goals and create shared
approaches for moving forward—as a unified group—to achieve a set of
common objectives. This situation raises a series of interrelated questions in
our minds as editors and as members of the field:

. How do we move toward identifying that which is common across the field?

. How can we unify the field around a common set of topics or questions?
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. How can we make space within these common topics for the diversity that has
always been a hallmark of TPC?

The challenge for technical and professional communicators becomes finding
a mechanism or an approach that can help TPC identify effective answers to
these questions. Specifically, for our (the editors’) position, thinking of technical
communication as an assemblage and thinking in terms of doing and practice
afford TPC the opportunity to find a common ground, a unifying goal.
Addressing incommensurability thus becomes a matter of determining how to
balance these factors as a field.

Research as a Unifying Goal

What is it that we, as a field, do? This is the fundamental question that our
scholarship has attempted to answer over the last 40 years. While seemingly
simple, addressing this question is central in terms of establishing aspects of
legitimacy and power within the field. It is through the desire to explore a
shared idea—or set of ideas—that debate, discussion, and dialectic can
emerge. As we considered this question, particularly in light of Slack’s concept
of assemblage and the complex work of technical communication, we kept
finding ourselves back at one of the fundamental tasks we all perform: research.

As noted, we may not agree on definitions of the field. We may also come
from a variety of places and have agreed we are diverse in terms of the sources
from which we draw our theoretical inspirations. But academics and practi-
tioners alike all do research in some capacity. As an overall field, we have
long been concerned with the methodological assumptions that drive the
research enterprise (e.g., Andersen, 2014; Herndl & Nahrwold, 2000; McKee
& Porter, 2009; Meloncon, 2013; Rickly, 2007; Scott, Longo, & Wills, 2006).
Moreover, in recent years, we have begun to look more closely at the types and
kinds of research we are doing as a field (e.g., Blakeslee, 2009; Boettger & Lam,
2013; Carliner, Coppola, Grady, & Hayhoe, 2011; Dayton & Bernhardt, 2004;
Lay, 2004; McNely, Spinuzzi, & Teston, 2015).

Our call to unify the field around the topic of research complements Rude’s
work that attempted to map the research questions. As Rude (2009) explains,
“the identity of any academic field is based in part on the research it conducts”
(p. 175), and we agree with Rude’s central notion that a field can be defined and
identified by its research. In her own words, she is “launching an issue for dis-
cussion, not presenting a finished study” and her claims “are broad and not
doubt disputable” (p. 176). In this issue, we—the editors—begin to address
her call for discussion. In so doing, we, in some ways, disagree with and dispute
her analysis and conclusions.

However, differences or not, we do believe Rude offers another way to unify
the research done in technical communication by suggesting, “No one else pays
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such close attention to texts used to get work done, particularly work that
requires specialized knowledge” (p. 206). The emphasis on the doing connects
us back to Slack’s identity and to notion of assemblage and the role of the
technical communicator as someone who gets things done. In offering research
and research methodology as a way to overcome incommensurability and unify
the members of the TPC, we ask the field to consider larger, bolder questions.

In essence, issues of methodologies and methods pose fundamental questions
about TPC’s legitimacy and power. We (the editors), in turn, ask researchers to
push back against the questions and mapping approach offered by Rude and
instead encourage researchers to think more broadly about what it is that TPC
does while also thinking more narrowly about how individual research projects
contribute to the larger whole. In essence, research provides us a way through
incommensurability because it gives us a common measure, a unifying core.
Broadly, research creates new knowledge; more specifically, research adds to
the knowledge base, helps us understand complex phenomena, allows us to
test novel ideas, generates original thoughts, and lets us predicts new occur-
rences. The locations, artifacts, methods, methodologies, and theories used in
doing research can vary based on the individual and her or his goals. But to this
end, the key to addressing the notion of incommensurability and recrafting ideas
of legitimacy and power comes down to four central research-related questions:

. What do we investigate/research?

. Who do we represent when doing research?

. Why do we create and disseminate knowledge via research?

. When (at what point in time) do we focus our research?

These four initial questions give rise to another guiding question that can
prompt focused discussion across the field:

. Where does TPC go with research from here?

Together, these five questions are useful in that they encourage TPC to gather
around a common topic or idea. They also provide enough space to encourage a
diverse range of voices and approaches to participate in these discussions. In
other words, attempting to address incommensurability provides the field the
opportunity—through our research—to pose more refined questions and move
TPC, potentially for the first time, toward a maturation of thought and unifi-
cation around these thoughts and ideas.

Considering These Central Questions

The four entries in this special issue provide an initial step toward examining
the aforementioned central questions for addressing TPC’s incommensurability.
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To this end, readers should not view these articles—or this overall special
issue—as a central or a definitive texts. Rather, we encourage readers to view
this issue as a series of examples that can serve as starting points. As such, these
starting points can help members of the field to begin the common conversations
needed to explore these key questions. With these ideas in mind, we wish to set
the stage for how individuals might read the entries in this issue. Our objective is
to provide a context for how each article can serve as a model for examining
these common questions and for focusing TPC’s discussions and our thoughts
around common/field-wide themes and ideas.

Question 1: What Do We Investigate/Research?

Communication is a complex concept involving a range of considerations. As
such, when members of the field note they study/teach/research/work in TPC,
these aspects can create the perception of disharmony within the field—and to
those outside of it. Should our research involve all aspects of communica-
tion—written and spoken and encompassing everything from the printed page
to a Facebook post to a cell phone conversation? In an ideal situation, the
answer would be “Yes to all.” The issue, however, becomes a matter of what
have and what can TPC effectively study and teach based upon our history and
upon where the field stands at this point in time.

The notion here is not to argue over if we should research certain things and
not others. Rather, it is to discuss that which we have investigated, are investi-
gating, and wish to investigate in order to create broader discussions of how we
might best research topics. Doing so allows us to engage in greater dialogs of
what methods we should use to guide research and what mechanisms can help
focus our analyses. It also allows us to debate what topics we should include in
our curriculum and what learning objectives should help guide the development
of our courses.

One way to do this is to investigate sites that TPC has not previously inves-
tigated and that is what the entry by Kyle Vealy does. Vealy’s article examines
remote technical communication and the problems of making that work visible.
His central idea is that TPC should examine remote work in TPC as a rhetorical
problem in order to understand.

. How work is made visible to others

. How to make our work more visible across disciplinary, institutional, and
cultural contexts.

His ideas is that in identifying and understanding the social and technical
features affecting the contexts in which individuals communicate, the field can
better understand how to make our work more visible to one another and to
parties outside of the field. To explore these ideas, Vealy conducts a rhetorical
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analysis to show how visibility is actually a rhetorical concern. In so doing, he
offers a heuristic others can use to overcome the problem of visibility (or a lack
thereof). He also reminds readers that shifting the ideas of what we research can
actually provide new insights into old issues and approaches. While Vealy spe-
cifically looks at remote work scenarios, researchers can apply his heuristic to
other workplace situations and scenarios where the visibility of work and getting
credit for that work are problematic.

Question 2: Who Do We Represent When Doing Research?

Technical communicators often create documents that represent the ideas of
others (e.g., reports). In other cases, technical communicators develop materials
that provide individuals with the instructions and information needed to per-
form specific tasks. Accordingly, ideas of audience—or who we represent when
performing such tasks—are paramount. Yet, as societies change and the nations
of the world become more interconnected, the notion of audience becomes
increasingly complex. For example, for whom are we expected to write or to
represent in the documentation we create?

The challenge becomes knowing exactly who our audience is—be they readers
or those individuals we represent via our work. The objective becomes under-
standing how to create materials that are either usable to these audiences or
representative of them. The task is not easy. However, it is one that requires
discussion and debate to determine what constitutes best practices for research-
ing and addressing audience expectations to provide effective representation in
the work we do. In moving toward this goal, Teresa Henning and Amanda
Bemer reopen long dormant discussions of how to define the field by examining
the definition that appears in the Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupational
Outlook Handbook (OOH). Their central premise is the current definition in
the OOH is no longer representative of what members of the field do and
should thus be modified.

Engaging with a wide swath of scholarship, Henning and Bemer interpret
the varying ways of defining and explain who we are as a justification for the
need to use and adapt the government’s attempt at defining our field. Their
brief history of the OOH helps situate what it means to be named by external
constituencies and the importance of intervening in these conversations.
Henning and Bemer’s merging of the field’s scholarly history with the
OOH’s definition is an ambitious attempt at charting who we are. As such,
it also provides an important moment for considering the importance of
research in these endeavors.

At this point in our history, the field has created a substantial body of
scholarship often ill considered or mentioned only in passing in favor of new
concepts or theories from other disciplines. Henning and Bemer offer a
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reminder that the field’s own research needs to play a key role in those
conversations. They also provide a model for how to engage in such discus-
sions and review different definitions and perceptions within and outside of
the field.

Question 3: Why Do We Create and Disseminate Knowledge via Research?

If audience is central to our conversations in the field, then a connected item that
begs discussion is purpose. Why do we create materials? Why do we select certain
approaches when creating them? Why do we use particular technologies to dis-
tribute that which we create? None of these items is inherently easy to address.
Yet openly engaging in a discussion of them is necessary. Through such discus-
sions, we can better understand how to guide our practices—be they in research,
teaching, or service—toward more collaborative and effective methods for exam-
ining and addressing this notion of “Why?”

From the publication of Blyler and Thralls’s (1993) collection on the
social perspective, TPC has consistently been engaged with issues of the
social, which directly intersects with larger why questions. The more practical
minded among us might contest this move, a thought underscored by Blyler
(2004) herself, when she admitted, “critical interpretative research is not suited
to all scholars” (p. 162). Yet social and critical research does push the traditional
boundaries of research into new arenas. It also encourages the field to ask dif-
ferent types of questions. This aspect is most notable in the entry by Natasha
Jones.

In her article, Jones makes her mark as a researcher in the tradition of
Blyler and Thralls (and others) by bringing issues of social justice increasingly
to the forefront of research in TPC. In her entry, Jones advances the idea
technical and professional communicators take on the role of advocate. To
help readers contextualize and act on these ideas, Jones provides a working
definition of social justice specific to TPC. In so doing, she engages directly
with the broader issues of why members of a field do research. Jones then
explains how the field can integrate a variety of theoretical approaches into its
research.

In short, Jones provides a modified meta-synthesis of current research with a
social and critical perspective while also providing a big picture overview of why
this type of research is important for the future of the field. Her overview of
these ideas, moreover, highlights numerous critical theories that could be used
productively in research. In so doing, she furthers the overall aims we—as edi-
tors—are advocating here by adding a much-needed layer to answering why the
field should do this type of research. Finally, Jones offers one way to model this
type of research approach by engaging with existing scholarship while bringing
in new perspectives.
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Question 4: When (At What Point in Time) Do We Focus Our Research?

To many outside the field, the notion of technical in TPC tends to bring with it
assumptions of the current or of the future. After all, technical—as connected to
technology—is a matter of the here and now, right? Yet, as many of us know, it
is often essential to turn to the past to understand the present. Similarly, it is
essential to understand both the past and the present to plan effectively of the
future. Such factors are central to considering how we study the history of the
field. They are also central to our understanding of how aspects of technology,
society, economics, and so on have shaped, currently affect, and could continue
to guide practices in the field. Additionally, they are often central to understand-
ing how societies shape and are shaped by technologies.

This context also requires a conversation of what points or periods in time we
study, how we study them (e.g., the methods we use and the materials we select),
and how we interpret that which we find. All of these factors are central to
discussions of how we incorporate aspects of history to guide our current and
future research foci, teaching practices (including curriculum design), and service
objectives.

Emily Petersen and Ryan Moeller’s entry offers an archival case that presents
a different story on the context of when documents were created affects how we
think of history when doing research. Through examining a particular case, the
antenarrative described by Peterson and Moeller in their entry exemplifies the
disruption that can occur in an organization’s grand narrative. Through using a
feminist historiography approach, Peterson and Moeller provide a counter
example of how internal communications can tell important stories of power
and legitimacy. Particularly significant are the texts Petersen and Moeller exam-
ine. Unlike the traditional texts technical communicators usually create,
Petersen and Moeller focus on the ante memo—those memos that recorded
the unofficial stories of IBM. The documents Peterson and Moeller reviewed
provide an important record of how organizations can negotiate the narrative
they use to tell their histories. We, the editors, hope examples like this one will
encourage others to also think outside of the usual when considering how to
think of and study history within the field.

Petersen and Moeller’s entry also provides an important lesson in historical
scholarship; it reminds us that TPC does have to research the past. In doing so,
however, we must move beyond simple recovery to show how that past matters
to our current practices. Research must therefore attend to balancing strong
connections between the cool factor of the historical recovery and what the
field can learn and use in our modern practices. In sum, research can examine
past practices, but such research must inform present actions and help us to
understand current phenomena. As Petersen and Moeller reveal, historical
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research must be careful and attentive to contextual factors. Additionally, indi-
viduals engage in such research must be wary of parsing modern theories and
approaches onto documents and practices of another era.

Where Does the Field Go With Our Research From Here?

As noted, each entry in this issue represents a starting point—an initial step—to
guide the field toward a direction of inquiry, discussion, and debate. These
entries are ways for us to ask research questions differently, from various view-
points, and to challenge one another to think of where the field is going in terms
of the questions we need to ask. As Killingsworth (1999) so aptly put it, “We
cannot know the future, but we can know ourselves (to some extent) and in this
knowledge face the future with reasonable expectations—and no shortage of
wariness” (p. 166).

The objective of such debates is not to engender divides but to stimulate
discussions that can lead to the creation of commonality. These debates, how-
ever, cannot simply focus on what we do, where we come from, or how we
research, teach, and perform service. Rather, they need to focus on the questions
the field seeks to address in pursuing our research, teaching, and service. Such
factors affect whether our path that is additive and broadening is also one that
will yield fundamental discoveries capable of advancing the field. It is through
the discussions of such common topics we can find that which unites us while
also respecting the diverse perspectives we all bring.

It is through such discussions we can find common objectives—as in the
desire to answer a set of common questions—that can give a common, general
shape to how the field moves forward in the next decades. It is through such
examinations that dialectics might emerge as individuals explore new ways to
address common questions. It is such examinations that can give rise to new
ideas and approaches that represent not one particular thesis or antithesis but a
true synthesis of ideas. It is through such common questions we, as a field,
can begin to think about a common thing that allows us to create the
legitimacy—and the associated power—to be as a unified field.

TPC mirrors trends across both higher education and in the workplace. As
members of a common field, we must recognize and acknowledge we have our
own growing body of research that needs to be read, cited, and engaged with. In
this introduction—and in the entries in this special issue—we (the editors) have
put forward the idea that one way to overcome the field’s incommensurability is
though its research—the questions we ask, the approaches we take, and through
the ways we engage with the scholarly traditions in place. It is now time to begin
the discussion—and the debate—of such ideas.
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