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Conclusion

This study has explored the development of two collaborative endeavors to build organizations and institutional relations, the Magical Dimension and the Coalition.  The Magical Dimension is an informal after-school program located in a school and designed to serve the needs of diverse learners.  The Coalition is a group of adults who have come together in order to sustain and expand the educational and outreach work of the Magical Dimension and other similar programs in a local area. Both the Magical Dimension and the Coalition are constituted by the coordinated action of diverse institutions and diverse individuals.

Building collaboration between diverse institutions and the individuals who represent them requires both communication and engaged participation.  Sustaining engaged participation is a challenge for those concerned with building collaborations and also for scholars of civil life and civic engagement concerned with the decline of participation in associational life and democratic process (e.g., Bellah et al. 1985, 1992; Putnam 1993a, 1993b, 1995a, 1995b, 1996, 2000; Schudson 1996, 1998).  

Putnam’s work, in particular, provoked both scholarly and popular discussion of the decline of traditional forms of volunteerism and voluntary association that he describes as correlated with strong democratic institutions and economic prosperity.  Putnam (1993a, 1995a, 1995b, 2000) relates the decline in volunteerism to a decline in trust and community relations, or what he describes as social capital. For Putnam, social capital consists of “norms of reciprocity and networks of civic engagement” as well as trust, all of which “can improve the efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated actions”  (1993a p. 167).  Putnam’s statistic-based study of social trends in the U.S. in the latter half of the twentieth century caused him, at that time, to argue that civil association and civic engagement were in decline as were social capital and the communities in which social capital was produced.

The discussion of declining civil life and civic engagement aroused new interest in the work of Tocqueville, the aristocratic French traveler and essayist who described democracy in America c.1835. (1850/1969).  Tocqueville found Americans to be devoted to all manner of associations, civil and civic. He attributed this associational behavior to “self-interest rightly understood,” which he took to mean individuals acting on their personal interest in the good of their communities by acting for the common good (1840/1990, p. 121). In the discussion on civil life and civic engagement, an ideal Tocquevillian community was invoked as a measure against which current community life, or the lack thereof, should be judged. Bellah et al. (1985, pp. 38-40) describe a Tocquevillian community as a local community that in the agrarian mid-nineteenth century “dominated by the classic citizens of a free republic, men of middling condition who shared similar economic and social positions and whose ranks less affluent members of the population aspired to enter, often successfully” (p. 38).
Given the geographic contiguity and homogeneity implied by the Tocquevillian community, Putnam’s work and that of other “Tocquevillians,” provoked skepticism and debate.  Dissenters argued that Putnam’s arguments were elitist (Lemann 1996) and, that in spite of extreme rigor, Putnam’s study did not sufficiently take into account historical changes in society or in associations themselves (Schudson 1996, 1998; Skocpol 1996). Putnam (2000) has recently published a new volume in which he expands upon the arguments and supporting data from his earlier work.  Unlike in his earlier pieces, in his new volume, he does not claim that volunteering and membership in non-profit organizations are in decline. He now argues that current forms of volunteering and membership are too localized to produce civic or political social capital.
 

The argument that all voluntary association does not produce civic or political social capital resonates with that of Reich (1991), who describes economic enclaves in which volunteerism is very much alive, but practiced for a closed, and privileged, community.  Rather than the widely available public good that Putnam describes as social capital, this form of civil (and civic) engagement within economic boundaries is closer to Bourdieu’s (1980/1986) form of privately-owned social capital, the value of which is enhanced by exclusivity.

While in his earlier work Putnam described social capital as a public good, the value of which increases with use, in his recent volume (2000, p. 21), he acknowledges that social capital is not always used to positive societal ends and can even be used malevolently. He also describes two kinds of social capital, one that is bonding and leads to in-group solidarity and exclusion and one that is bridging and connects people and organizations across social divides (p. 22). Putnam does not, however, address the boundary work, i.e. the mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion, involved in building and sustaining social groups. Nor does Putnam, whose work studies trends of broad social change, address the difficulties that people confront in building norms of reciprocity and networks of civic engagement among diverse individuals and institutions. 

The present study was provoked by Putnam’s arguments about declining social capital. It began as an attempt to explain discrepancies between empirical observations of volunteering and civic engagement and Putnam’s statistical findings.  As noted above, Putnam has since changed his earlier argument that volunteering was in decline. He still maintains that civic engagement is in decline. In order to address that decline, he calls for the revival of American community. He concludes his new volume with a call for a blend of private, public, and third sector support for new kinds of hybrid civil and civic associations that will build new forms of community and social capital in diversity.


This extended case study of the Magical Dimension and the Coalition provides empirical data relevant to Putnam’s new position.  It brings together theories of civil life and civic engagement and socio-cultural-historical theories of developmental processes in order to explore the development of the social relations involved in developing inter-institutional collaboration, i.e., the development of social capital.  While sociological theories of civil life and civic engagement address links between individual motivation and broad-based social phenomena or trends, socio-cultural-historical theories address individuals in communal activity in groups.  As such they bring a middle level to the discussion of civil life and civic engagement—a level at which to explore the processes of communication and the attendant challenges that diverse individuals and institutions must overcome in order to build social relations, e.g., the labor of social capital.  Exploring empirically the labor of building social capital provides a complementary process-oriented lens on the problem of civil life and civic engagement—a lens that sheds light on aspects of the phenomena that Putnam’s much broader lens leaves obscure.  Exploring the development of social capital at the level of individuals and institutions provides tools that individuals and institutions can use in building inter-institutional collaboration among diverse partners.  Following a review of this study and its findings, I propose a set of such tools, both practical and theoretical.

Review of the Study

Chapter 1 draws on theories of civil life and civic engagement in laying out the problem of participation in, and volunteering for, voluntary associations.  This literature considers the problem of participation from the perspective of individuals and their motivation to participate in terms of the broad-based structural phenomena which influence these motives. Chapter 1 offers an account of the Putnam debates of 1995-1996 and compares Putnam’s views on associations with those of Tocqueville.  After accounting for key differences, the chapter explores explanatory and process/developmental theories of associations.   The former include association as endemic to human behavior  (Dewey 1927, Jolly 1999) and associations as the result of conscious action (Clary and Snyder 1999; Sills 1957/1980).  The latter include associations in the context of structural change (Reich 1991; Verba et al. 1995), and associations as historical organizations that change and develop over time (Ellis and Noyes 1990; Skocpol 1996; Crawford and Levitt 1999).  This discussion of theories of associations is followed by a discussion of the contextual factors that impact the development of associations.  In concluding the chapter, I argue that to understand participation in, and volunteering for, voluntary associations, it is necessary, but not sufficient, to consider the multiple motives of individuals and broad-based social phenomena that influence both individuals and associations.  It is also necessary to consider the specific spatial, temporal, and social contexts that produce, constrain and offer affordances for the development of associations themselves.  

The literature on civil life and civic engagement, in addition to laying out the theoretical context in which the study of the Magical Dimension and the Coalition was undertaken, provides key concepts that are used later in analysis.  These are Toqueville’s concept of self-interest rightly understood, i.e., self-interest that serves both the self and the communities of which the self is a member; Bellah et al.’s concept of attention, i.e., engaged and attentive presence, and Bourdieu’s version of social capital as private property, the value of which is enhanced by boundary work, i.e. the maintenance and transformation of social boundaries.

While the literature on civil life and civic engagement links the individual to broad-based  social phenomena, e.g., the move to suburbia (Gans 1967, Reich 1991), and offers theories of association (Clary and Snyder 1999, Dewey 1927, Tocqueville 1850/1969) and group maintenance (Bourdieu 1980/1986), that literature does not offer tools with which to study systematically the emergence and development of associations as organizations.  Socio-cultural-historical theories of development (Cole 1995; Engestrom 1987, 1990; Lave and Wenger 1991; Rogoff 1995; Tikhomirov 1999; Wells 1999; Wenger 1998; Wertsch 1998) reviewed in Chapter 2, provide analytical tools for studying individuals acting corporately in collectives that are inextricably linked to both history and the culturally specific present. In this sense, socio-cultural historical theories address processes of participation as they occur in specific time, specific space, and specific social contexts—contexts that are, at the same time, historical.  In ways that are very similar to theories of symbolic interactionism, socio-cultual-historical theories address processes of communication in situated human interaction.  However, socio-cultural-historical theories also link those processes to culture, or the history of the symbols and tools used in communication and interaction.  In doing so, these theories also link the local collective in situated cultural activities to society.  

What is gained by bringing socio-cultural-historical theories together with theories of civil life and civic engagement is a lens on the developmental processes linking the individual and the societal, i.e., individuals in collective or joint activity.  This individual and institutional level lens provides analytical tools for looking not only at coordination of actions, but at the discoordinations and contradictions that are mechanisms and loci of change and development.  As does the literature on civil life and civic engagement, the literature on socio-cultural-historical theories of development provides key concepts that are useful in analyzing the development of the Magical Dimension and the Coalition.  These are:  the shared object of activity, mediating artifacts, practice, and contradictions.  

Chapter 3 provides a discussion of the genetic, or consciously historical and multi-level approach used in this study. In the case of the Magical Dimension, experimental and applied methods were used.  Experimental methods included deployment of an adaptation of the Fifth Dimension Model, a design experiment used as a heterogenerative artifact to develop the Magical Dimension.  A heterogenerative artifact is a system artifact, a system of tools, rules and roles, that is open and adaptable to local contexts and multiple local needs, but sufficiently robust as to be recognizable across contexts. A heterogenerative artifact provides structure but also is used to produce variations on a common core. In the case of the Fifth Dimension Model, that open structure is a design experiment built on the theoretical base of cultural psychology (Cole 1996). 

In addition to adaptation and implementation of a design experiment, the genetic or historical methods used in studying the Magical Dimension included the collection of first hand accounts, documents, and videotapes.  Much of these data were collected using ethnographic methods associated with participant observation. However, the data were gathered longitudinally, collected over time in the interest of tracking change in the organization through multiple accounts.  

Unlike the Magical Dimension, the development of which was initiated according to an experimental design, the Coalition emerged as an unforeseen phenomenon. Similarly to the Magical Dimension, the methods used in tracking the development of the Coalition were ethnographic methods associated with participant observation and multiple first-hand accounts.  Other methods of data collection included the use of audiotapes of meetings and ethnographic interviews with long-term Coalition participants.

Chapter 4 used data gathered through a genetic, i.e. historical, lens to look at change over time and construct a narrative history of the Magical Dimension and the Coalition. The mesogenetic or multi-level analysis of the development of these two related organizations yielded three interrelated levels from which to consider their development: the site level, or that of the entities themselves; the sub-site level, or that of the constituent partners and participants, the interaction of which constituted the entities, and the super-site level, or that of larger networks of which the entities themselves were constituent parts.

The multi-layer, or meso-genetic approach provides greater explanatory potential than a single-level approach.  Collecting data on, and studying various layers of, context allows one to make better sense of the dynamics of change in the organizations as they relate to shifts in the context under immediate study.  In the case of the Coalition, understanding of the lack of follow-through by some institutional partners was enhanced by having access to their “home” institutional context, which at times acted to constrain actions at the level of the Coalition. Similarly, looking to the level of the individual and institutional participants and the level of the networks, of which the Coalition was part, provided insight into the development of inter-institutional relations that was not forthcoming at the level of the Coalition meetings and activities. 

After the three-level narrative history was laid out, Chapter 5 used tools from socio-cultural-historical theory to analyze the Magical Dimension and the Coalition in terms of communities of practice and communities in activity. Exploring the entities through these two lenses suggested that the Magical Dimension and the Coalition should be viewed as communities of different kinds. While both looked “proleptically” to the future from the present using the past, the Magical Dimension community tended to draw upon well developed past practices for tools with which to develop toward a known future. The Coalition community, on the other hand, lacking a historical precedent, tended to look forward to defining a new shared object.  

As a result of its orientation to goal formation, the Coalition community members had to draw on diverse individual and institutional histories as they acted to coordinate their interests.  This coordination process was marked by intent to continue communication and negotiation as the members sought to create a shared object to organize their actions.  While the Magical Dimension community quickly gelled as a community of practice, the Coalition community has remained through time of writing, a community of intent.  Although the Coalition, at time of writing, has not yet self-organized as a robust organization or activity, its members’ commitment to engaged participation in collective response to individual and local needs has been a productive process, helping to sustain after-school informal education programming that has served local agencies, hundreds of local children and youth, and hundreds of university students for more than four years.

Chapter 6 explores the motivations of individual Coalition members for participating in the Coalition itself and the programs the Coalition seeks to support. The chapter looks first at long-term members’ own interpretations of their motivations. Their interpretations are complex, reflecting both self-interested motives and other-interested motives.  While the members themselves and their reasons for participation are diverse, they share an interest in working to improve child welfare and learning.  All had placed themselves in positions from which to serve others beyond their immediate families and local neighborhoods. These individuals found the Coalition, and programs the Coalition sought to support, to be means for acting collectively on their individual motivations, e.g., socializing, learning, employment, and for serving children and families.  Through their commitment to the Coalition process they built inter-personal, inter-institutional, and inter-cultural communication and social relations, in spite of communication challenges and contradictions that were exacerbated by the diversity of the collaborating institutions and the diversity of their representatives. 

In addition to describing personal motivations for participating in the Coalition, Chapter 6 addresses several communication challenges as well as other challenges that emerged during the study owing to the contradictory roles that individuals assume as Coalition members, representatives of institutions, and private individuals; the relative difficulty of working in diverse social and national languages; and potential conflicts between heterogeneous institutional partners’ priorities and time requirements.  

Additional challenges arose that affected individuals’ and institutional partners’ commitment to remain engaged in communication.  These were: 1) representation of engagement, particularly presence and attention; 2) the co-construction of a shared object vs. persuasion to “buy in” to an existing model; and 3) the construction and maintenance of organizational boundaries. 

These communication and engagement challenges are related to the different cultures—institutional, socio-economic, ethnolinguistic- of the institutional partners and their representatives.  The resulting problems of coordination and commitment were experienced both by institutions and individuals.  More importantly, they were acted upon by the individual representatives who remained committed in spite of unclear results from their voluntary labor and, in some cases, non-collaborative actions, or defections by some institutional partners and representatives. 

Developing Hybridized Social Capital 

While this case study was guided by specific research questions that will be addressed individually below, it was provoked by an overriding question about the development of social capital and its relation to volunteering and voluntary associations as well as civic engagement.  The data presented here suggest that volunteering remains a robust practice for the Coalition members.  However, their practice of volunteering is intermingled with their work.  In essence, it is a hybrid form of practice combining paid and unpaid labor.  Based on their desire to volunteer and their needs for economic survival, most of the Coalition members have sought paid employment that permits them to act on their voluntaristic motivations.  

The cases of the Magical Dimension and the Coalition also point to hybridity and change in voluntary associations.  The histories of the Magical Dimension and the Coalition, though relatively brief, are replete with changes in the social formations themselves in response to numerous changes in their contexts and constituents.  The form of change is reflective of changes in the PTA and Pop Warner Little Scholars Football Association, described in Chapter 1.  However, given the far more limited temporal dimensions of this case study, the amount of change is dramatic.  

Unlike the PTA and Pop Warner Association, the Coalition, and particularly, the Magical Dimension, are not traditional voluntary associations.  They are social formations that formed around collaborative inter-institutional endeavors.  The Magical Dimension was planned. The Coalition was not.  The Magical Dimension drew primarily on paid labor, but its development was dependent on a mix of paid and unpaid labor, the latter provided by researchers, students, teachers, and community members.  In the case of the Coalition, while the members were employed, some of them in the projects the Coalition sought to support, participation in the Coalition meetings and activities was voluntary and uncompensated, or partially compensated by supportive employers, i.e. the Preschool, the Kids Club.  Because these two social formations were constituted by both paid and unpaid, or even medio-pagado labor (See Chapter 6.), and because participation, except for some site coordinators at the Magical Dimension, was not required, both the Magical Dimension and the Coalition represent hybrid forms of voluntary associations.  They mix work, voluntary participation, and volunteering.

At the same time that the Magical Dimension and the Coalition can be viewed as hybrid forms of voluntary associations, they can also be viewed as communities of different but related kinds.  In both the Magical Dimension and the Coalition members were recognizable to other members.  In both social formations, members shared something in common.  In the Magical Dimension, this was engagement in modifying an established practice.  In the Coalition, it was intent to coordinate actions around shared needs and an agreement to continue meeting.  While the social formation that grew in support of  Magical Dimension fits Wenger’s description of a community of practice, and also Cole and Engestrom’s description of a community of those who share an interest in the object of activity, the Coalition does not. The social formation associated with the Coalition was characterized by communication and intent to continue communicating.  Its practice never quite gelled.  The Coalition remains a community of intent.


In spite of the fact that the Magical Dimension and Coalition were non-traditional, i.e. neo-Tocquevillian, communities whose members were diverse and geographically distributed in their residences and work places, the members came together out of shared interest and intent to practice and they built inter-personal and inter-institutional relations. They built social capital and the resulting productive social relations, while limited in their history and their scope, have endured beyond the existence of the Magical Dimension program and through the comings and goings of individual Coalition members. 


The kind of social capital that was built in these non-traditional communities was also hybridized, a blend of Putnam’s “bonding and bridging social capital” and Bourdieu’s more capitalistic “private property” kind.  Putnam describes bonding social capital as inward-looking and exclusive, productive of solidarity and homogeneity.  The discussion of Maga’s Birthday party in which the junior high aged youth at LCM felt their program space was literally being invaded is reflective of both Putnam’s bonding and Bourdieu’s value enhancing social capital.  The Club’s actions directed at maintaining the Coalition as an administrative activity reflects Bourdieu’s notion of value enhancing social capital as well.  The inter-institutional cooperation in support of the three Beach Town programs and the individual partners (as described in Chapter 4.) is reflective of Putnam’s bridging social capital.  It is interesting that the processes of bridging were mixed with the processes of in-group bonding.  This is part of a general pattern in both the Coalition and the Magical Dimension communities.  In the case of the Magical Dimension, the collaboration between the partners persisted, even as the school closed an exclusionary boundary around the computer lab where the Magical Dimension had been operating.  In the case of the Coalition, the Preschool continued to cooperate, even as the Kids Club drew boundaries around its space.  Similarly, the Coalition members supported and included the LCM Wizard’s Assistants and respected their solidarity.


At the same time that the neo-Tocquevillian communities associated with the Magical Dimension and the Coalition produced a hybridized form of social capital, the paid and unpaid labor of the individuals involved was a labor of civic engagement.  They were engaged in working for child welfare and learning, i.e., Erikson’s generativity.  What is not clear is whether the hybrid form of voluntary association in which they engaged provoked their civic engagement or gave them openings for its expression.  Based on the interviews, the latter explanation sounds more probable.

In the Coalition and related programs the interviewees found the opportunity to express their civic engagement, many of them while being paid to cover basic needs. While the members’ hybridized form of volunteering was mixed with work, these individuals were and remain civically engaged.  Their interpretations of their motivations for participating in the Coalition and related programs were mixed, blends of self-interested, i.e., egoistic, and other-interested, i.e. altruistic motivations.  It is possible that the Magical Dimension’s and the Coalition’s openings for both self-interest and civic engagement, expressed in hybrid forms of volunteering and voluntary association, contributed to the individual members’ and the institutional partners’ tolerance in meeting the many challenges associated with building collaboration among diverse partners.  

The section that follows addresses the four research questions that guided this study.  While the sections are focused on the Coalition, the reader should remember that the associated programs are closely linked to the work of the Coalition.  Briefly, the four questions were:  1) What specific communication challenges are involved in developing and sustaining inter-institutional collaboration between diverse institutions?  2)  How do these challenges relate to inter-personal and inter-cultural communication?  3)  What is the nature of the emergent organization [the Coalition] and what motivates the participation of its diverse individuals? and 4) What are the qualities of the Fifth Dimension that bring diverse people together and provoke their sustained participation and voluntarism?

Communication Challenges

Specific communication challenges involved in developing and sustaining inter-institutional collaboration fell into two categories, those requiring translation and those requiring commitment to attentive presence.  Participants were required to develop common understandings while using two national languages.  The need for translation between national languages was anticipated by Coalition members, but the need for translation between social languages associated with the different institutions was not. Social languages such as those used by the participant university researchers and publicly funded bureaucracies were often not recognizable and at times caused more confusion than differences in national languages.  Similarly, the need to interpret and develop common understandings of different institutional and individual time requirements and priorities was not anticipated and became recognizable only at points of discoordination.  Visibilization of contradictory priorities was productive of the tolerance necessary for maintenance of goodwill and maintenance of participation.

Other challenges to engaged participation were associated with communication of commitment.  Given the problems generated by diverse national and social languages and contradictory priorities and time requirements, physical presence was essential to communicating committed engagement across languages and cultures.  Lack of physical presence was interpreted as lack of support and lack of interest.  

Another challenge to engaged participation concerned co-construction of a shared object versus buy-in to an existing model or plan. The Coalition members were not prepared, nor always content, to implement plans or models that had been developed earlier by others. They did not have the “know-how” or understanding of how to use those plans or models, nor commitment to their maintenance or sustainability.  This required that those with know-how and commitment to existing plans or models be present to explain their use and to persuade new members to buy in to what amounted to a going concern.  When new members were not persuaded to buy into the existing plan or model, they chose to “defect” by declining to participate, or they lobbied for co-construction of new plans or models.  In order to maintain participation, those with an interest in inter-institutional collaboration had to be open to co-construction of new models, plans, and understandings, as well as prepared to share know-how and work at persuasion. 

Another challenge to engaged participation concerned organizational boundaries, as noted above.  In the case of both the Coalition and the Magical Dimension, the boundaries of institutional partners were more clearly defined than the boundaries of the inter-institutional partnership.  The resulting contradiction in the nature of inter-institutional collaboration is both easy to anticipate and difficult to navigate.  

It’s People

The communication and other challenges that faced the institutional partners were dealt with by individuals.  As Hannah said (Chap. 6):  “It’s people realizing that people have to help each other and talk to each other.”  The communication issues facing the institutional partners were related to the cultures of the institutions and their representatives.  Social languages reflect institutional cultures, national languages reflect the cultures of the individuals representing institutions. In  the final analysis, the coordinating actions that produce inter-institutional collaboration are carried out by individuals.  Contradictory priorities and time requirements are related to the priorities of individuals and institutions.  Physical presence, buy-in, and boundary work are related to those priorities.  In essence, it is impossible to separate the institutions from their cultures and the individuals who represent not only the institutions and institutional cultures, but multiple other diverse cultures.  The complexity of this mix of cultures exacerbates the potential for misunderstanding and makes the need for translation and commitment acute.

The need for translation and commitment is particularly evident in a community of intent, such as the Coalition. Unlike a community of practice, a community of intent does not have a history of shared tools and understandings upon which to draw.  Developing shared tools and shared understandings, a new and common social language as it were, requires ongoing communication and translation. Additionally, the boundaries of the constituent partners in an inter-institutional collaborative that is also a community of intent are far more defined than that of the inter-institutional collaborative itself. For the collaborative to develop as an organization, the constituent institutional partners and their representatives must be willing to relax their boundaries and allow cultural change. Acceptance of this vulnerability is made more likely if cultural change is reciprocally beneficial to both the individual institutions and the collaborative.  Similarly, individuals are willing to commit their presence and participation when they are afforded opportunities to act in their own interests while acting in the interest of others.
Community of Intent


The Coalition is both a hybrid voluntary association and a community of intent.
The members of the Coalition blend work and volunteering in the interest of child welfare and learning.  The Coalition members interpret their participation as voluntary.  None was paid directly for participation. None was required to be there.  The members interpret their motivations for participating as a blend of self-interested and other-interested motivations.  I characterize their self-interest as rightly understood.  The self-serving motivations were not acted upon at the expense of others, but were mingled with other-serving motivations that acted to serve the common good.

Shared Frame-Open Content

The openings which gave the Coalition members the opportunity to express their voluntarisim and civic concern were mediated by the Fifth Dimension Model.  The Fifth Dimension Model, in addition to being a model for after-school informal learning programs, is a model for establishing reciprocally beneficial collaborations between universities and community institutions.  Fifth Dimensions are housed in community institutions, bringing educational programming and trained undergraduates to those institutions and their clients.  The university benefits by having a rich learning environment for the students as well as a site for research.  

In addition to incorporating reciprocity between collaborators, the Fifth Dimension Model is open and tolerates deviations in content as well as local adjustments to the design.  As we saw in Chapter 6, in spite of the openness which allows bonding to occur within each Fifth Dimension-inspired program, there were challenges to maintaining the shared structure, the bridging mechanism that was shared by the three Beach Town programs. The Fifth Dimension structure does allow some flexibility.  Even so, maintenance of the flexible structure required the attentive presence and engagement of the university partner for the long term.   As noted in Chapter 6, the research design for sustainability of the Fifth Dimension called for the university presence to diminish as the partners took over financial and administrative responsibility.  This did not work. Maintenance of both the structure and the collaboration required a long-term commitment to presence with and attention to community partners.

As a tool for community building, the Fifth Dimension worked well. The open structure facilitated the rapid development of the Magical Dimension through a process of cooperative co-construction.  In the case of the Coalition, the Fifth Dimension’s shared structure offered a common reference, in this case, a model both for informal education and university-community collaboration that served as a point of departure for communication and development.

Practical Implications

There are implications that can be drawn from this case study that are worthy of further investigation by institutional partners seeking to build collaboration in diversity, e.g., universities and community organizations. One implication is that sustaining educational innovations requires both know-how and a commitment to presence.  Building the cooperative relations that will sustain educational innovations takes time and the attentive presence of people with the know-how to use the tools that the innovation employs.  Therefore, institutional partners involved in innovative educational projects need to think in terms of being present to one another for the long haul.  Seed money for building projects should include long-term funding for institutional liaisons that will nurture the seed, remaining attentively present to its growth. 

Additionally, those engaged in building collaborations between diverse institutions need to take into account the complexity of the relations and the multiple institutional constraints and affordances that are inter-mingled in such collaborations.  Sufficient time must be allotted to study the complex process of development and a commitment to time must be accompanied by sufficient openness to consider unforeseen outcomes, such as the development of inter-institutional relations that allow the cooperating partners to respond to their multiple and changing contexts in ways that are more flexible, but more enduring than adherence to one pre-determined response. In other words, it may behoove builders of inter-institutional collaboratives to focus as much or more on process as on product.   To return to the seed/growth metaphor, the volunteer plants that emerge may be heartier than the species of the original seed.

Finally, those seeking to nurture collaboration between diverse partners can benefit from a system tool around which to orient.  However, that system must be open, allowing for both persuasion to its adoption and co-construction of its local use.  

Succinctly, then, implications of this study that are relevant to parties interested in building collaboration between diverse institutional partners include the following points:1) Inter-institutional collaborations aimed an changing current practice require long-term support including both initial seed money for program design and implementation and long-term funding for partnership liaison; Attentive presence and ongoing communication are essential to the collaboration; 2) Due to their inherent complexity, inter-institutional collaborations should be evaluated in terms of developmental process as well as in terms of predicted outcomes or product; the process of building inter-institutional relations may yield different, but more enduring results than those originally anticipated; 3) A model system around which to orient promotes communication between diverse partners; An open system which accommodates partners’ self-interest promotes other-interested cooperation as well as responsiveness to the complex contexts of multiple partners.

Long-term Commitment to Attentive Presence

The data gathered in this two-tiered study of the development of the Magical Dimension and the Coalition, both of which depend on collaboration between diverse institutions, suggest that the partners must make a commitment to long-term attentive presence.  Partners must be committed to ongoing communication that takes into account the need for translation not only of national, but social languages.  In addition, diverse institutional partners must recognize and anticipate contradictory institutional priorities and time requirements that constrain partners’ actions in the shared endeavor.  Because diverse institutions have different tools, rules, roles, and objects, they can be viewed as having different cultures that provide different lenses or perspectives on the shared partnership endeavor.  Because inter-institutional communication and development between diverse institutions is carried out by individuals who can also be diverse socio-economically, ethno-linguistically, as well as in their institutional affiliations, the need for translation and awareness of “cultural noise”, i.e., misunderstanding due to different cultural perspectives, is exacerbated. Therefore, in inter-institutional development that seeks to link very diverse institutions and very diverse people, the need for “attentive” presence of the partners is acute.  That attentive presence must take into account the predictability of misunderstanding, even in partners of goodwill.  The attentive presence of institutional representatives represents “cross-linguistically” and “cross-culturally” commitment to engage in developing collaborative partnership. 

Essential Role of “Translators”

As inter-institutional development becomes more complex through coordination (e.g., the partners and relations that constituted the Magical Dimension became more complex at the level of the Coalition which was constituted by more institutional partners and relations), the transaction costs, or the amount of required attention to cultural noise, expands.
  The inter-institutional partnership, in a manner reminiscent of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) legitimate peripheral participation in communities of practice or Rogoff’s (1995) guided participation in a community of learners, requires stable “transactors” or inter-institutional “translators” who, due to the longevity of their participation, carry more of the transactional history of the complex enterprise than newer partners and participants.  

In the case of the Magical Dimension, even after financial and administrative uptake of the program by the community partners, the requirement for the attentive presence of the university partner, i.e., LCHC, remained essential.  Due to its theoretically articulated and more historical perspective on deployment of the Fifth Dimension Model, the university partner tended to have representatives who moved more frequently between and within the site, sub-site, and super-site levels.  These representatives acted as liaisons and de facto informants and translators between institutional partners.  A key aspect of their role was practicing attention, i.e., listening to partners.  While the need for the role was not theorized in the Fifth Dimension Model, the absence of de facto liaisons had immediate negative impact on both the Magical Dimension and the Coalition.

Productivity of the Process

In the cases of both the Magical Dimension and the Coalition, the attentive presence and ongoing communication that built interpersonal and inter-institutional relations was productive, in spite of apparent failure.  The Magical Dimension, an educational innovation, was built, grew, was taken up by community partners and then shut down.  However, the institutional relations built during the development, and even the demise, of the Magical Dimension continue and have produced an informal educational collaborative, the Homework Club, an innovation that responds to the changed context in which the diverse partners now must operate.  A product view of the Magical Dimension focuses on a program that was not sustained.  The process view indicates productive inter-institutional relations that responded to changing contexts and produced continued development.

In the case of the Coalition, some money was raised to support the Magical Dimension, the Fifth Dimension, and particularly, La Clase Mágica, as participants came and went. Still, a defined process for raising funds has yet to be developed.  Additionally, the Coalition, as an organization, may never become institutionalized. However, the institutional relations that were built through the Coalition process continue to help sustain the Fifth Dimension, La Clase Mágica, the Homework Club, and other programs.  The individuals and institutional partners continue to work together on grant proposals and program development, again in response to changing contexts.  

Shared System/Open Content 

Both the Magical Dimension and the Coalition, in addition to sharing dependence on engaged participation, were related to the Fifth Dimension Model.  The Magical Dimension, as an adaptation, was directly related. The Coalition, in seeking to sustain the Magical Dimension and the other adaptations was less directly related.  In both instances, however, the Fifth Dimension Model provided a shared system around which the cooperating partners could communicate.  The partners’ relations to the system were diverse but the system was sufficiently open as to accommodate diversity. This was very clear in the case of the Magical Dimension which incorporated elements from the original Fifth Dimension and La Clase Mágica in ways that addressed the needs of the school, the Kids Club, and the university as well as the diverse children who participated in the program. 

In the Coalition, the partners’ experience in dealing with a shared system that was open to local adaptation, facilitated inter-program coordination as well as tolerance for diversity.  There was no assumption among the Coalition members that their cooperation required assimilation to a single standard. Rather, there was an assumption that diverse interests were compatible with collective endeavor for child welfare and learning. This implies that cooperation and communication in diversity benefits from being able to be organized around a shared, but open system. Partners cannot be entirely self-interested, but cooperation does not require that self-interest be abandoned.  A system open enough to accommodate the self-interest (i.e., the interests of individuals and individual institutional partners) appears to support ongoing commitment to cooperation and communication that is also other-interested.

Theoretical Implications


There are theoretical implications of this study for both theorists of civil life and civic engagement and theorists of socio-cultural-historical development. Theorists of both persuasions gain analytical power by putting socio-cultural-historical theory into communication with theories of civil life and civic engagement. By using socio-cultural-historical tools, such as a genetic approach, i.e., an approach that looks at change over time, and the concepts of community of practice and community of intent, theorists of civil life and civic engagement gain a developmental lens on the problem of participation, a lens that permits them to explore how participation emerges, evolves, and goes into decline.  They also gain access to the challenges that must be overcome in building social relations among diverse partners, i.e., the labor involved in building social capital.  


By considering individuals with mixed motives and the concept of self-interest rightly understood as interest in communal development and the collective good, socio-cultural-historical theorists gain a new, more complex, but also richer lens on the shared motive of joint mediated activity.

Theorists of both persuasions gain analytical potential from a widened lens that focuses not only on coordination or discoordination, but both. The process-oriented lens of coordination/discoordination provides useful tools for studying communication, coordination, and cooperation among diverse partners.


There are three other implications of this study that will be addressed in detail below.  One is the usefulness of new definitions of community that accommodate diversity and geographical distribution. Another is the role of boundary work in developing social capital. The third is the greater accuracy of hybrid terms like paid/unpaid labor, work/volunteering, and workplace/voluntary association, for describing the complex and hybridized reality in which many of us now live.

Historical /Process Lens on Civil Association and Civic Engagement

An interesting critique of Putnam’s work is that while it rigorously analyzes survey evidence of participation in organizations and pastimes, it does not explore the development of participation (Lemann 1996). Putnam argued that participation in democratic processes and regional economic prosperity correlate strongly with a long local tradition of active civil association (in choirs, fraternal organizations, etc) (1993a). While Putnam traces the history of those regions with traditions of high civil and civic engagement, he makes no claims about why some regions developed traditions of participation and some did not. Similarly, in his discussion of the decline of civil and civic participation in America, Putnam (1993b) does not explain how the traditions of association that Tocqueville described, which were still evident in the mid-twentieth century, suddenly and rapidly declined.  Putnam’s approach, while yielding some compelling findings, does not enable him to explain how people come together in organizations, how they build community, and how associations and organizations themselves change over time in ways that create or eliminate openings for participation.    Because socio-cultural-theories of development address the dynamics of individuals coordinating through communication to form collectives and communities, these theories offer analytical tools for exploring the processes of participation and organizational development.  These tools complement Putnam’s approach by providing a “genetic” or historical lens through which to study participation and organizations as they are born (genesis) and as they change over time. Bringing analytical tools from socio-cultural-historical theory to the discussion of civil life and civic engagement provides tools for seeking answers to the questions: Where does participation begin? and How does it change? as opposed to asking only Where did it go?

Coordination/Discoordination

In addition to providing tools for exploring how participation and organizations develop and change over time, socio-cultural-historical theories provide an analytical link between individuals and mixed motives for participation and broad social phenomena.  Because these theories address the development of collective endeavors in terms of situated cultural tools and meanings, they provide a middle range between “the individual” and “society.” Additionally, socio-cultural-historical theories add to notions of coordination that resonate with discussions of association and community, the notions of discoordinations and contradictions that serve as the mechanisms of change.  Analytically, contradictions also indicate the points at which participation must adjust or decline. Contradictions provide a lens on the how opportunities for participation shift as individuals negotiate changing openings for participation born both of broad societal shifts and the inter-acting priorities of diverse institutions and individuals.

Mesogenetic or Multi-level Approach

What theories of civil life and civic engagement gain from socio-cultural-historical theories is a middle level lens with which to study the processes in which individuals build communal activity.  What socio-cultural-historical theories gain from theories of civil life and civic engagement is a lens on broad social phenomena that collectives and communities encounter in the process of carrying out their shared endeavors.  A meso-genetic, or multi-level approach offers greater explanatory potential than a single-level approach for understanding changes in participation and organizational development because it allows one to consider not only changes at the level of broad social phenomena and changes in the circumstances of individuals, but also changes at the level of collective or communal activity as well as how all three levels interact in complex ways.  A meso-genetic approach is not neat and it is labor intensive, but it makes visible the many constraints and affordances that affect participation. 

Neo-Tocquevillian Definitions of Community: Community of Practice and Community of Intent

The concept of communities of practice from socio-cultural-historical theory, and the concept of community of intent, derived from the work of Gans (1967) as well as socio-cultural-historical theory, bring to the discussion of civil life and civic engagement descriptions of neo-Tocquevillian communities that are not characterized by geographic proximity of households or homogeneity.  Communities of practice and communities of intent are both characterized by participation and communication and both build social relations, e.g., Putnam’s social capital. At the same time, communities of practice and communities of intent can cross class lines, languages, and educational backgrounds and accommodate mobility in ways that the Tocquevillian model of community cannot. For this reason, communities of practice and communities of intent are better models of community for a society that is non-agrarian and not homogeneously Protestant Christian, male, and of middling condition.

Communities of Intent and Privileging Communication

Socio-cultural-historical theorists also have something to gain from the concept of communities of intent.  CHAT, while focusing on joint mediated activity, moves from the assumption of “jointness” and tends to explore those activities that are robust in nature such that tools and meanings are already shared.  How people come to share tools, understandings, and an interest in a common object is not easily explored using a CHAT framework.  A CHAT framework privileges exploration of how robust joint endeavors become discoordinated through contradictions.  Socio-cultural theory, on the other hand, focuses on communication between individuals and suggests the processes by which joint activity is formed, but does this without moving to the level a collectively shared object mediated by shared tools.  CHAT tends to focus on the tool mediation in activity and socio-cultural theory tends to focus on mediation by humans in communication.  Drawing from both CHAT and socio-cultural theory (socio-cultural-historical theory) to look at activity through the lens of communication in activity, sheds analytical light on how the conscious actions of individuals are coordinated by the shared object of activity.  Communication in activity becomes a lens through which to explore the development of organizations and activities from their embryonic stages.  The concept of community of intent focuses attention on a stage or type of activity that is akin to the “embryonic stage” to robust productive activity.  This embryonic activity is characterized by the dominance of communication over production. 

Self-interest Rightly Understood as a Dialectic

Just as the concept of community of intent brings additional analytical power to socio-cultural-historical theories, the concept of self-interest rightly understood expands the explanatory potential of the term “motive” in activity.  Engestrom (1987), after Leontiev, argues that conscious goals are the purview of acting individuals, while motive in joint mediated activity is located in the object, which remains elusive and transitory. The notion of self-interest rightly understood can be described as motivation that is directed at the conscious benefit of the individual as well as, in CHAT terms, the unconscious development of the collective, i.e., greater good or, in Engestrom’s terms, the more desirable culture. Considered in this way, taking the motivations of individuals into account does not appear to disrupt Engestrom’s analytical scheme in which collective activity is motivated by an object motive of which individuals are often unaware.  Accounting for the complex motives that individuals bring to their acts of association, motivations that are not easily categorized as purely self-interested or purely other-interested is not inconsistent with the notion that joint mediated activity is different from a sum of the actions of individuals.  As Sills (1957/1980) suggests, voluntary associations constituted by individuals acting on complex self-oriented and other-oriented motives are different than the sum of individual motives.  Consideration of the multiple motives of diverse individuals opens a significant area of potential contradictions and discoordinations that merit consideration in the study of activity systems. 

Social Capital as Boundary Work       

Theorists of civil life and civic engagement, including Putnam, also have something to gain from an expanded notion of social capital informed by Bourdieu (1980/1986).  As noted above, Putnam acknowledges that social capital is not necessarily benign.  Additionally, Putnam describes two kinds of social capital, bonding social capital which is inward-looking and exclusive, and bridging social capital, which is inclusive and bridges social divides.  What Bourdieu’s conception of social capital brings to the discussion is the notion that social capital is neither universally benign nor universally available.  Bourdieu’s conception of social capital is about boundaries as opposed to horizontal fluidity.  More process oriented than descriptive, it is about boundary work and the value created by group inclusion and complementary exclusion.  The concept of social capital as related to boundary work suggests that in addition to personal motivation, broad social phenomena, or even organizational openings, participation in voluntary associations depends on being permitted by current members to participate in an established group such as a Tocquevillian agrarian, Protestant Christian, male community.

Hybridized Volunteerism and Voluntary Association 


How can we describe and categorize volunteerism, civil association and civic engagement in our complex, diverse, and technologically mediated society in which the workplace is also social and political? This study provides examples of persons engaged in work that blends paid labor with volunteerism and action for the common good. The work and volunteering are directed at social change and equity in education, and mix voluntary association and paid labor with civic engagement. The openings for these individuals to act upon their other-interested motives are also openings that provide for their self-interest, including their economic survival. The openings are made available not by the public sector, the third sector, or the private sector alone, but all three in combination. In order to categorize the non-traditional volunteering and the non-traditional work in which these individuals are involved, and the hybridity in which they live, we must use hybrid categories such as "paid/voluntary labor,” "self-interested association and community building," and "work-based participation in non-traditional voluntary association." While none of these terms may be adequate, they do illustrate the inadequacy of traditional categories, such as “traditional voluntary associations,” for analysis of civil association and civic engagement in our ever more complex and diverse world.

� See Putnam 2000, pp. 129-133. 





� Brooks (1982) describes this phenomenon in terms of the communication costs necessary to “debug” large complexes of coordinated minds (p. 30).
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