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Abstract: The approach in this paper has been developed in order to document and 
develop the goods and virtues of various vocational practices from a practical knowledge 
perspective. The main concepts for this are Aristotle’s phronesis or practical wisdom and 
MacIntyre’s understanding of practices. Case narratives of unusual richness or success are 
at the core of the approach, each case representing an articulation of someone’s practical 
knowledge. The conclusion is that biographical cases are uniquely positioned to surface 
knowledge of the various goods and virtues that can be developed and enacted in a 
particular practice. This, in turn, contributes to the insight with which we are able to design 
vocational education and training curricula and tasks as well as enriching the way in which 
we can imagine practically wise action in various vocational contexts. 
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1 Introduction 
In research on vocational education and training (VET) there has recently been a 
considerable discussion of vocational practice and practical wisdom from a more or less 
Aristotelian perspective (eg. Bondi et al. 2011; Green 2011; Kemmis & Smith 2008; Kinsella 
& Pitman 2012). Alasdair MacIntyre’s (2011 [1981]) conceptualization of a practice figures 
prominently in this discussion but seldom as a matter for empirical investigation. His concept 
of a practice has thus remained largely philosophical, used to explain some theoretical 
aspects of vocational knowledge. As such, it has also been criticized for not actually 
contributing much to the discussion (Winch 2012). However, as both Hager & Halliday 
(2009) and Kemmis & Grootenboer (2008) state, the value of MacIntyre’s concept, 
compared to other frequently used practice-conceptualizations such as Lave & Wenger’s 
(1991) “communities of practice,” is the explicitly normative characterization of practices that 
MacIntyre espouses. His normative account of practices fits well with an empirical interest in 
practical wisdom, where the knowledge of practitioners is articulated through case 
narratives. MacIntyre’s practice-concept offers a potential for understanding these narratives 
also as expressions of excellence (the combination of virtue, moral and intellectual, with 
practical wisdom) in practices and the aim of this paper1 is to explore some of the potentials 
with doing this.  

Phronesis or practical wisdom is a concept that, in this context, goes back to Aristotle 
(2009). He identifies two different forms of practical knowledge, practical meaning that which 
relates to particular situational matters and that requires practice. One form is phronesis, 
which denotes the capacity to deliberate or imagine well about the right course of action to 
take in relation to a situation in order to promote human flourishing. The other is techne or 
craft-like knowledge, the skills and knowledge needed to achieve some instrumental 
purpose, be it architecture, cooking or surgery. A point of emphasis here is that craft-like 
knowledge can be profitably set down in handbooks and manuals whereas practical wisdom 
is a more explicitly narrative kind of knowledge, best formalized as cases (Shulman 2004). If 
excellence falls roughly in the domain of phronesis the corresponding concept in techne, in 
the context of this framework, would be expertise.  

Vocational phronesis represents a perspective where it is recognized that significant 
parts of a person’s practical wisdom are enacted and experienced in vocational contexts. 
Furthermore, it represents a view on vocational education and training that goes beyond it 
being focused solely on skill-training and technical know-how (ie. aspects of the craft-like, 
techne). Issues such as vocational ethics, communication, leadership and conflict 
resolution, are all matters that fall within the context of empirical inquiry into vocational 
phronesis. Compared to educational actions aiming at teaching skills and formulating 
principles of technical know-how, actions promoting phronesis are more difficult to 
systematically inquire into. They often occur in the moment and even more rare are those 
instances where they are characterized by unusual richness or success. Given these 
difficulties, the approach of using case narratives as a way of making this kind of knowledge 
publicly accessible has been the most direct. Such documentation is important to raise 
educational activity to a more reflective level and to move it beyond personal, local and tacit 
practices. In effect, to make it articulate and public.  

The contribution that this brings to the general field of VET research is in opening up a 
potential for systematic empirical inquiry into vocational practices that have long remained 
largely tacit and local.  
                                                        
1 This paper is an abbreviated and revised version of a recent, more extensive, article: What is 

excellence in practice? (Tyson 2017). 
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2 Conceptual framework 

2.1 Practical knowledge and case narratives 

The central objects of study are case narratives which are understood as an important 
source of knowledge about practices rich in phronesis, mainly because there are few other 
ways to surface such practices. An important aspect is that much practical knowledge is a 
knowledge of particulars or cases, what Schön (1987) calls a repertoire. Thus with regards 
to practical wisdom it is not that we lack texts where general, propositional, statements are 
made. It is that these are confused with practical knowledge of how to enact such general 
ideas in particular practice. This is where the narrative cases function as both a description 
of unusually successful such actions and as a contribution to the potential for other 
practitioners to be enriched through this in their own actions and reflections. For example, 
Rosenberg’s (2003) non-violent communication method is usually presented in texts where 
the basic ideas are laid out together with a few illustrative examples. From this perspective it 
would instead be introduced through a bare skeleton of concepts together with a large 
volume of case narratives. These would present variations of how the concepts are enacted 
in practice when these actions are understood as especially excellent. One of the main 
points is that by articulating such excellence and by demonstrating that there are different 
ways of enacting the same idea in practice that are deemed unusually enriching it becomes 
possible to advance our capacity to imagine new ways of action.  

2.2 Practices 

MacIntyre characterizes practices as follows (2011, p. 218f.): 
 

By “a practice” I am going to mean any coherent and complex form of socially established 
cooperative human activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are realized in 
the course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are appropriate to, and 
partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the result that human powers to achieve 
excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are systematically 
extended. Tic-tac-toe is not an example of a practice in this sense, nor is throwing a football 
with skill; but the game of football is, and so is chess. Bricklaying is not a practice; 
architecture is. Planting turnips is not a practice; farming is. So are the enquiries of physics, 
chemistry and biology, and so is the work of the historian, and so are painting and music. 

 
He goes on to discuss how a practice has goods internal to it, goods that constitute 
excellence in that practice and which are connected to the virtues possible to develop within 
it. Thus excellence in craft has internal or intrinsic virtues such as honesty in work, frugality 
in the sense of not wasting materials, and so on.2 These goods are in contrast to those 
external to a practice, MacIntyre most often mentions money, fame and power, which have 
a tendency to corrupt it. But this is much less clear cut than it seems given that food is also 
an external good resulting from the practice of farming or fishing and hardly one that easily 
corrupts those practices (Hager 2011). MacIntyre’s main example of the distinction between 

                                                        
2 There is a critical philosophical discussion going on about MacIntyre’s understanding of virtue and 

excellence (Cooke & Carr 2014). Suffice it to say that virtue here is understood as more than 
moral virtues but including these. MacIntyre’s distinction between internal and external goods is 
also several degrees more complex than it may appear and remains to be worked out (cf. 
Hager 2011 for a more extended consideration). 
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internal and external goods is from the practice of chess. He illustrates it with a discussion 
on what it means if one thinks one can initiate a child into chess as practice by rewarding it 
with candy every time the child engages in a chess-match. This confuses the internal goods 
of chess with an external good, a reward that, if it becomes habit corrupts the actual virtues 
attainable through skilled practice. This normative view of practice fits very well in the 
framework of phronesis which is squarely focused on intrinsic values relating to human 
flourishing.   
 
3 Research design & Methodology 

The research design is adapted largely from Flyvbjerg (2001, 2006) and his discussion of 
various forms of case study research from the perspective of phronetic social science where 
the aim of research is less about testable theory and more about increasing practical 
wisdom. Among the case study forms, he enumerates two that are of special importance 
here, what he calls extreme and paradigmatic cases. These correspond to the focus on 
unusually rich, successful and wise narratives that is at the center of the approach. The 
cases are extreme in that they represent unusually rich events in the lives of those telling 
their stories thereby corresponding to a focus on human flourishing. If they are 
paradigmatic, ie. unique in their capacity to bring insight, is something that is less 
straightforward but where an indication is the comparative fecundity of a case in enriching 
theorizing.  

Methodologically the collection of cases can be done in several different ways. 
Through individual interviews, group interviews and auto/biographical writing, through 
course assignments or other means (Bron & West 2000; Roth 2005). Each has its own 
potentials and drawbacks. Mainly, the last one, working with auto/biographical writing, is 
effective given that there is no work with transcriptions but one loses the ongoing 
conversational reflection of interviews. Regardless of how the cases are documented two 
aspects remain important: 1. that the cases are about something unusually 
successful/enriching/excellent, etc. 2. that the case narrative is relatively detailed and 
action-oriented, ie. it describes what was done, how, with whom, etc. Judgments and 
generalizing statements are fine but need to be exemplified to become relevant.  

The ensuing interpretation of the cases can have several different aims. One is to elicit 
patterns in them that can contribute new perspectives on curricula and tasks (eg. Tyson 
2016a, b). Another is to use the cases for the purpose of conceptual development and 
differentiation (eg. Tyson 2017). A further one lies in collecting several cases about similar 
matters and publishing case-books for practitioners to use as basis for developing their 
practice. It remains to be explored to what degree larger numbers of cases can be analyzed 
in a more systematic fashion in order to allow for comparative work between, for example, 
different social, cultural and institutional contexts regarding a practice.  

In the following I will present an example taken from one of Marshall Rosenberg’s 
books on non-violent communication where he describes a case from his psychotherapeutic 
practice. It is a good example of both unusual excellence and (in part) sufficient detail and 
action orientation. It is also highlights that relevant cases can be found in all kinds of 
auto/biographical literature without therefore being contextualized as cases of vocational 
excellence in practice. 
 
4 A case narrative example 

This is a story from Rosenberg’s work with non-violent communication that I view as a good 
example of vocational practical wisdom. I have inserted some comments throughout in order 
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to clarify where the case narrative could use some further detail (Rosenberg 2003, p. 
124ff.):  
 

During my practice as a psychotherapist, I was once contacted by the parents of a 20-year-
old woman under psychiatric care who, for several months, had been undergoing medication, 
hospitalization, and shock treatments. She had become mute three months before her 
parents contacted me. When they brought her to my office, she had to be assisted because, 
left to herself, she didn’t move.  
   In my office, she crouched in her chair, shaking, her eyes on the floor. Trying to connect 
empathetically with the feelings and needs being expressed through her nonverbal message, 
I said, “I’m sensing that you are frightened and would like to be sure that it’s safe to talk. Is 
that accurate?” 
   She showed no reaction, so I expressed my own feeling by saying, “I’m very concerned 
about you, and I’d like you to tell me if there’s something I could say or do to make you feel 
safer.” Still no response. For the next forty minutes, I continued to either reflect her feelings 
and needs or express my own [in the best of worlds Rosenberg would include at least three-
four examples of the variations of the sentences that he used]. There was no visible response, 
nor even the slightest recognition that I was trying to communicate with her. Finally I 
expressed that I was tired, and that I wanted her to return the following day.  
   The next few days were like the first. I continued focusing my attention on her feelings and 
needs, sometimes verbally reflecting what I understood and sometimes doing so silently. 
From time to time I would express what was going on in myself [again a few examples would 
be great]. She sat shaking in her chair saying nothing.  
   On the fourth day, when she still didn’t respond, I reached over and held her hand. Not 
knowing whether my words were communicating my concern, I hoped the physical contact 
might do so more effectively. At first contact, her muscles tensed and she shrank further back 
into her chair. I was about to release her hand when I sensed a slight yielding, so I kept my 
hold; after a few moments I noticed a progressive relaxation on her part. I held her hand for 
several minutes while I talked to her as I had the first few days. Still she said nothing.  
   When she arrived the next day, she appeared even more tense than before, but there was 
one difference: she extended a clenched fist toward me while turning her face away from me. 
I was at first confused by the gesture, but then sensed she had something in her hand she 
wanted me to have. Taking her fist in my hand, I pried open her fingers. In her palm was a 
crumpled note with the following message: “Please help me say what’s inside.” 
   I was elated to receive this sign of her desire to communicate. After another hour of 
encouragement [again one would like to have some examples here of what Rosenberg said], 
she finally expressed a first sentence, slowly and fearfully. When I reflected back what I had 
heard her saying, she appeared relieved and then continued, slowly and fearfully, to talk.  

Rosenberg finishes by quoting from a copy of a few diary-pages that she sent him a year 
later (I assume that he was given her permission to make them public) where she expresses 
her gratitude for his help in her becoming able to speak again and to experience “how 
wonderful it can be to share myself with other people.” This is a comparatively grand 
narrative that contains many levels, the concrete one regarding what Rosenberg did at 
various stages and the more extensive that stretches over many days. It can seem easy to 
simply reduce the story to some principles for wise action: To try to express what one 
experiences in the other without value-judgments and such. To be able to describe what 
one feels and needs without demanding. And so on. But the strength in a narrative such as 
this is that it also demonstrates how these principles are lived and enacted in a particular 
situation within a particular practice. It is precisely the concrete situation and the actions 
described that turn the narrative into a source of knowledge as a story because it provides 
our practical imagination with something more than abstract principles, namely an example 
to reflect on and reinterpret. However, and this is the main argument of this paper, one 
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single narrative can function well as an example but risks narrowing our imaginative scope 
by suggesting that there is one given way of acting with excellence. What is needed is 
rather a collection of narratives about similar practice situations that can all be considered 
excellent while at the same time demonstrating a variation of actions.  
 
5 Results and conclusions 

This single narrative example cannot demonstrate the full scope of what can be articulated 
narratively regarding the goods and virtues of a practice. However it can at least give an 
indication of the more narrow issue how phronesis, the deliberation about how to act wisely 
in a situation, can be surfaced in a case. It should also clarify why the narrative form is 
needed and is not replaceable by general statements.  

MacIntyre (2011) writes that a practice, if it is dynamic and initiates one into its virtues, is 
capable of contributing to the narrative unity of a person’s life. So, in conclusion, what 
contributes to the narrative unity of the lives of participants in modern vocational practices?3 
What used to grow from the unreflected interactions of participants in vocational practices 
can, if the argument holds, become more of an articulate and reflective process through 
narrative documentation. This is important, not least since MacIntyre has received criticism 
for making his practices largely self-contained and opaque to outside judgment (Cooke & 
Carr 2014). Narrative articulations of the excellences involved in various practices open 
these to the understanding of those who may not be fully initiated into them but still wish to 
comprehend what practitioners struggle to achieve in their best moments.  

Narrative cases focusing on vocational phronesis invite a systematic scholarly inquiry in 
order to achieve a more extensive description of particular vocational practices. Such inquiry 
could, perhaps, also contribute to raising the level of reflectiveness among those engaged in 
practice by increasing systematic awareness of what their colleagues are doing. As it 
stands, it seems excellences in vocational practices develop tacitly and therefore are difficult 
to both critique and defend against various corruptive influences from policy measures and 
external goods. In other words, systematically articulating and sharing narratives of 
vocational wisdom among participants in a practice is a way of opening these aspects to 
reflection and focused development.  

In conclusion then, social science, especially biographical inquiry, has the potential to 
investigate what diverse practitioners are practicing with unusual excellence and to bring 
these inquiries together in order to make larger trends and developments public and open to 
reflection. Such studies could be a powerful contribution to the development of vocational 
education and practice in society. 
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