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Abstract
‘Partnership’ or inter-agency working is seen as the means to deliver educational policy initiatives, such as in widening participation in higher education in the UK. In attempting to access new work practices of partnering this paper evaluates the use of an ‘interventionist’ and developmental research strategy (from cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT)) to obtain data on initial conceptualisations of the learning priorities of partners from three sectors (university, college and local government) on a shared Foundation Degree, and how they articulate and prioritise its subsequent development. This involves consideration of the perspectives that partners bring to the collective process (at the ‘knot’), and their impact on the prioritising of interpretations, as well as their subsequent implementation in partners’ own contexts. CHAT provides access to researching processes of development.
However, a problem with this theoretical and methodological perspective is that the partnership developmental process is taken, ontologically, to be collective: individuals are contributing to collective social practices, and learning is conceptualized as the transformation of the social practice of the group. This causes difficulties when trying to ‘unpack’ partnership, for example in accessing interpretations, perspectives and priorities of partners in processes of development. It is also problematic when attempting to analyze issues of power, competing discourses and hierarchies of expertise within the partnership and its emergence, as well as how issues are interpreted and afforded in different partner professional contexts away from the ‘knot’.
The paper proposes using an analytical framework which accesses individual and collective perspectives heuristically, not as conceptual polarities, but as linked and interdependent (analytical dualism). This approach enables an analysis of partnership over time (temporal-longitudinal dimension) and between locations (collective-individual practices, socio-spatial dimension). In doing this it models a process of partnering which recognizes the interdependence and complexity of individual-collective, and contextual dimensions in a way that is consistent with CHAT.
Introduction
This paper explores how development work methodology (based on Activity Theory), as a ‘clarifying and descriptive tool’ (Nardi, 1996:7) might be used to analyse an inter-agency collaborative approach to curriculum development. Its focus is the interrelationship between theory and methodology. It explores the notion of the activity system (Engestrom, 1987) as a ‘unit of analysis’ in its ‘third generation’ (Engestrom, 2001), which emphasizes horizontal, boundary crossing movements of distributed knowledge between interacting activity systems, rather than the vertical expansive helix of the earlier generations.
Activity theory offers a heuristic to frame the design and analyse the development of this partnership for several reasons. It provides a theoretically coherent model for developing practice, incorporating processes of mediation between subjects and the emerging ‘object’, and acknowledges operational contexts, which are rule governed and dependent on divisions of labour (Fig. 1). It also provides a conceptual and theoretical basis, through, for example the  ‘zone of proximal development’ (Vygotsky, 1978, Engestrom, 1987), to analyse ‘collaboration’ and the emergence of expansive learning. For Blackler (1995), this means that communities may enact new conceptions of their activities, based on challenges rooted in tensions, in contrast to communities of practice theory (Brown et. al., 1989, Lave and Wenger, 1991), which conceptualises learning through socialization into the community.



     Tools







Subject

Object





Rules
Communities
Division of Labour
Figure 1 The Activity System (after Engestrom, 1987)
However, the paper offers a challenge to conventional cultural-historical activity theory formulations of the irreducibility of the unit of analysis (the context, and the inseparability of individual and collective levels of analysis), where inter-agency representatives from various ‘polycontexts’ (Engestrom, Engestrom,and Karkkainen, 1995) come together and engage in ‘knotworking’ (Engestrom, Engestrom and Vahaaho, 1999) around an ‘object’, by extending the process to include  a notion of ‘re-contextualising’: that is, situating outcomes of knotworking back into multiple parallel contexts (or ‘base’ activity systems of collaborating agencies).
Therefore in this formulation, in moving from the abstract to the concrete, the activity system is not just the observable interface of the experiences at the knot, but also it is about how outcomes from that experience impact and have meaning at the local level, and subsequently vice-versa: how the effects of local interpretation and prioritization impact on subsequent experiences of knotworking. The difference is that meanings, procedures and practices discursively constituted at the ‘knot’ are subject to affordances, interpretations, argumentation and priorities discursively constituted at locales away from the knot. This position facilitates an ontological depth enabling analysis and comparison across different sites or activity systems pursuing an ‘object’.
The Research Context
The focus for this analysis of partnership development is a curriculum initiative in the UK called the Foundation Degree. This is a two year intermediate level vocational qualification based on collaboration between Further and Higher Education and employers. The research looks at developments of one example, between a university and five of its associate, or partner colleges. The employers are the local authorities in the towns where the colleges are based, and they provide the students for the programme, called ‘Community Governance’. The partnership is complex – within the University itself there is collaboration, between a host School, a servicing School and an Education Development Unit, responsible for curriculum innovations, including those with partner colleges. Delivery is largely in the Further Education sector in an attempt to make higher level learning more accessible, and local. Colleges work in partnership with employers and a University, and the latter’s quality and validation arrangements are utilised. The partnership represents an example of ‘new work practices’, the focus of Engestrom’s (2001) third generation of Activity Theory.
The issue of what it takes to collaborate with others, especially when they come to a project with different perspectives and possibly different goals, has received very little attention from researchers (Griffiths (2000), Doyle (2004)). A consequence is that the literature at times acknowledges the difficulties, but usually, uncritically and unreflexively, uses prevailing premises in exercises of advocacy. A further consequence is that the process of partnership is largely under-theorised.
Recently, Warmington et.al. (2004) have also attempted to use theoretical developments in Activity Theory, such as notions of co-configuration and boundary crossing, to frame analyses of inter-professional working in the UK. In doing so they stress ‘barriers’ identified in more rationalist analyses of partnership (such as Milbourne et al, 2003) should be seen as spaces for dealing with contradictions, conflict or ‘double binds’ (Engestrom, 2001), and therefore as the catalysts for development.
This paper is part of a wider investigation to enable an understanding of  processes of multi-agency collaboration in the conceptualization, interpretation, development, implementation and subsequent evaluation of a curriculum within a multi-cultural framework of collaborator perspectives, rooted in situated and discursive practices.
Challenges for the Unit of Analysis
Activity theory is essentially rooted in social constructionism and social practice theory – broadly categorised as socio-cultural theory. This is traceable to the pragmatism of Dewey and Mead and in strands of recent Marxian theory, including the Soviet school of psychology associated with Vygotsky. Engestrom’s third generation of Activity Theory (2001) also incorporates collaborating activity systems, and further develops the concept of expansive learning, which Engestrom (op.cit.) equates to Bateson’s (1972) ‘Learning III’, ‘where a person or group begins to radically question the sense and meaning of the context and to construct a wider alternative context’. It provides in this research context a means of conceptualising transition and development within the practices of the collaborators. The methodology is therefore interventionist rather than traditional. By this I mean the research process and the researcher are active in the development. 
I see developmental work research and other serious attempts at employing activity theory as a laboratory where new theoretical concepts and methodological principles are created, not only tested. (Engestrom, 1990:105)
The roots of the ‘third generation’ are in Engestrom, Engestrom and Karkkainnen’s (1995) recognition of emerging multi-professional working practices, a ‘new work paradigm’, when they developed the notion of a horizontal sharing of expertise across activity systems. ‘Polycontextuality’ recognised that 
experts operate in and move between multiple parallel activity contexts…(which) demand and afford different, complementary, but also conflicting cognitive tools, rules and patterns of social interaction…Experts face the challenge of negotiating and combining ingredients from different contexts to achieve hybrid solutions. 
The issue then became one of crossing boundaries in complex interacting activity systems.
More recent developments increasingly stress the ‘socio-spatial’ as well as the ‘temporal-longitudinal’ dimensions of expansiveness (Engestrom, Engestrom and Kerosuo, 2003), and for expansive learning to ‘take shape as ‘re-negotiation’ and ‘re-organization’ of collaborative relations and practices between and within the activity systems involved’ (Engestrom, 2004). In this article Engestrom claims that in developing practices between activity systems, expansive learning should be ‘reformulated’ as ‘boundary crossing actions’.
The notion of ‘unit of analysis’, the context, and the inseparability of individual and collective levels of analysis in sociocultural theory is problematic: learning involves the transformation of the social practice of the group, and therefore analysis cannot in purist terms be reduced to what one person does or knows. Tuomi-Grohn and Engestrom (2003: 30) assert that ‘the individual’s learning is understandable only if we understand the learning of the activity system.’ The focus is on process and activity. However, Sawyer (2002) also notes a spectrum of perspective, and more significantly methodological practice, in socio-cultural theory, ranging from strict inseparability theorists (Lave and Wenger, 1991, Hutchins, 1995, Rogoff, 1997,1998) to positions such as Valsiner’s (1991, 1998) and that of Wertsch, who argues that individual and society are ‘analytically distinct, yet inherently interrelated levels of analysis’ (1994: 203). 
Sawyer (op.cit.) notes Valsiner’s observation of Rogoff’s empirical work; that it focuses on ‘a person’s contribution to socio-cultural activity, responsibility, ownership of the activity, (and) relations with other people’ (1998: 353). Sawyer’s point is that the empirical work of inseparability theorists is successful because it implicitly accepts analytical dualism: analysis of properties of individuals, of contexts, and the micro-sociological practice that mediate between the two. Engestrom’s notion of context, and the activity system as a unit of analysis, in their purest forms are likely to cause methodological and analytical difficulties, particularly in attempting to address processes of recontextualisation. 
Yet in 2001 Engestrom wrote:
As the contradictions in an activity system are aggravated, some individual participants begin to question and deviate from its established norms. In some cases this escalates into collaborative envisioning…
With Tuomi-Grohn he explains:
Expansive learning is initiated when some individuals involved in a collective activity take the action of questioning the existing practice. (2003: 30)
What roles do these agential individuals have, and who do they represent? What is their relative influence within the ‘collective’, and which discourses do they employ, particularly where boundaries are being crossed? How are boundary objects decided, and what discursive significance do they have? How does such an explanation square with the notion of the ‘unit of analysis’? There is an implied duality between the individual and the collective in Engestrom’s position, which relates to the point made by Sawyer in arguing for analytical dualism.

Perspective, linked to affordances of particular contexts, serves to structure the object. Indeed this could represent the movement from the abstract to the concrete that Engestrom stresses (2001). The generalities at the knot have to be re-situated. Conceptually, this is what I mean by ‘recontextualisation’.
Sawyer’s (2002) work suggests that analytical dualism, at least at the heuristic level of analysis, provides a means of distinguishing while relating individual and collective perspectives and learning, and a means of empirical analysis of development at collective and individual levels, both at the knot, and away from it. Boundary crossing is not simply a recording of what happens in the collective context (this in itself cannot be assumed to be consensual – the outcomes of contestation are likely to be subject to contested hegemonies of discursive practices, some of which may not even be articulated by partners at the knot, owing to social and professional identities and role differentiation); it is also investigating the interpretations back across the boundary and its recontextualisation within the affordances of a different activity system. This position provides a way forward in using Activity Theory to research collaborative development, while accessing the individual aspect of the dualism in partner perspectives on priorities and their development.
A Proposed Methodological Response
The challenge in investigating the partnership is to investigate the collective and the individual (not as distinct entities but as a dualism), and the issues of processual developments in the collective context of the ‘knot’ and ‘recontextualisation’ by representatives of collaborating activity systems outside that context. The methodology therefore requires an analysis of what contributing partners are bringing to the process in terms of understandings and expectations (data for this research obtained through a sequence of individual interviews with partners), and an analysis of development work methodology boundary crossing encounters, called boundary crossing laboratories, or BCLs (Engestrom, 1999). Three BCLs, sequenced between interviews and at key stages in the development and implementation of the curriculum were used over two consecutive Foundation Degree intakes, and subsequent interpretations and analyses in collaborators’ ‘base’ activity systems were accessed through interviews. (See Fig. 2 for the sequence). This data was enriched through participant observation in course meetings and textual analysis of course documents and minutes.
The model is effectively two dimensional: temporal-longitudinal, and socio-spatial (see Fig. 2). The research process and sequence is encapsulated within Fig. 3. In Fig. 3 I take Engestrom’s (1987) triangular representation of the activity system and adapt it to the developmental phases of my research design (temporal-longitudinal). I also map in processes of recontextualisation by individual participants (socio-spatial) outside the collective context, and in processes of situating the collective ‘object’ within their own activity systems. Of course, a function of models is to represent, and in so doing they oversimplify, and are even reductive. ‘Re-contextualisation’ does not necessarily take place at the points in the model, if at all – in that sense it is symbolic. 
‘Polycontextuality’ needs to be conceptually reversed to the subsequent process of interpreting and situating the task within multiple parallel contexts after the immediate face to face boundary encounter (re-contextualisation). In the case of this research, for example, this means re-contextualising of the espoused voice at the knot by individual subjects in their own contexts. This will be influenced by agential factors such as commitment to the collective priorities and their own social and professional position within that division of labour, but also by discursive and structural issues within the partner’s own activity ‘base’, such as the college or the workplace, including the notion of affordance captured in Fuller and Unwin’s (2004) ‘expansive-restrictive’ continuum. Figure 2 is not inconsistent with Engestrom’s (1999) sequence of epistemic actions in an expansive learning cycle, starting with questioning, through modeling to implementation and evaluation. Indeed, it implies that the knot, in the form of the BCL, cannot simply be the locus for expansive learning – the experience of implementing the intended practice in base activity systems is critical in the reflexivity of later stages of the cycle (represented by ‘E’ and its sequential numerical development in Fig. 3), and in empowering partners not only in their locales, but in subsequent developments at the knot based on practice. In this sense the process is dialogical.
In explaining Fig. 3 my narrative starts on the left and moves right, but the critical socio-spatial dimensions are around the BCL’s. The first one-dimensional triangle before the first interviews represents the different partner activity systems, and Sn relates to the number of subjects and their polycontexts, with On relating to the range of perspectives on the ‘object’ at this early stage.
After the first interviews, the BCL1 takes place, with S1 relating to individual subject positions in the boundary crossing process in formulating the emerging ‘object’ (O1). The broken lines leading to the parallel triangle directly beneath represent an attempt to model individual subjects’ (Sn1) attempts to process the implementation, through recontextualising (On1). In effect, at Sn1 individual subjects are starting the process of re-engagement within their own activity systems. This means the expansive cycle within their own contexts and discursive practices needs to be engaged with. In some cases this is less problematic than with others (variable affordances); for example, the relative priority given by the colleges (as activity systems) to delivering Foundation Degrees and aligning quality, teaching and resourcing models to those of another ‘system’ will depend precisely on issues of organisational culture and practices, as well as strategic priority given to the activity, and the authority of the individual ‘boundary spanner’ within that organization, amongst other issues. In this two dimensional modeling I attempt to demonstrate the socio-spatial dimension, and I replicate these initial visualisations of the research-development, collective-individual dimensions for BCL2 and 3, interspersed with individual interviews, after the process of recontextualisation.
Such an approach enables me to access data at collective and individual levels and in so doing also facilitates framing the process as a dualism, and not a duality. This model is a heuristic tool, and does not represent a dualist, polarised ontology of ‘collective’ and ‘individual’, or ‘contextual’ and ‘decontextual’. I have developed this adaptation of Engestrom’s model to facilitate an analytical approach similar to that proposed by Sawyer (2002) discussed earlier. I have done so as an analytical tool to access the equivalents of ‘discourse’ and ‘text’ (Ball 1993), that is the formal and generic (abstract) as contrasted with its interpretation and application in context (concrete).
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Reflections
Development work methodology, after Engestrom, provides opportunities to access emerging knowledge and practices across interagency boundaries. Its focus on development through activity, and constructivist social practice provides a pragmatic theoretical and methodological route through traditional research tensions of structure and agency. The individual in activity is engaged in social practice, and therefore cannot be seen in isolation from that practice – knowledge is distributed, and development work methodologies facilitate contexts where ‘new theoretical concepts and methodological principles are created, not only tested’ (Engestrom, 1990). The methodology has given me entry to and a theoretical framework for the analysis of practices and outcomes of partnering in this context.
However, in studying partnership, the theory, and in particular the ‘unit of analysis’, presented theoretical and analytical difficulties. An uncritical acceptance of the unit is reductive and functionalist (Trowler and Knight, 2000). It plays down or even ignores issues of power and discourse within the unit, and I have adapted analytical dualist approaches to enable me to access data in parallel contexts. These contexts are interlinked, even systemic, and the individuals operating between these parallel activity systems are engaged in a dialogue of development based on perspective and contested priority. However, Activity Theory does not claim to be an all-embracing theory. Used as a ‘clarifying and descriptive tool’ (Nardi, op. cit.), it has provided an analytical framework to access emerging collaborative practices.
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