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Michael Gibbons (2005) argues for the need to re-imagine the 
 relationship between higher education and society and calls for 
the emergence of a ‘new social contract’. In particular he highlights 
three elements of this new form of engagement: contextualization, 
boundary objects, and transaction spaces or boundary zones. It is here 
that my article is located: in the conceptualization of the ‘boundary 
zone’ at the nexus of higher education and society, with a focus on 
service learning as practice. In particular, I am interested in exploring 
how service learning can be conceptualized in new ways that might 
enable us to ask critical questions of the forms it takes, and the roles, 
identities and knowledge of those who try to make it happen. 

The argument I make in this article is that in order to better 
understand the ‘push and pull’ of service learning, we first need 
to better understand what happens between the university and its 
external constituencies. In other words, what do they do together? 
And how do they do it? To understand this, we need to shift our 
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unit of analysis – that is, what specific data we focus on to answer 
our research questions – from individualised practices towards the 
transaction space or boundary zone and develop conceptual tools to 
illuminate the complex social practices that occur at this nexus. Thus, 
in my case, the unit of analysis becomes the service learning ‘activity 
system’ (see later discussion on activity theory) – the activities that 
students and community members are jointly involved in as part of 
the service learning project. 

Service learning is variously defined in the literature (see for 
example, Bringle & Hatcher 1996; Morton & Troppe 1996; Zlotkowski 
1998). As a movement, it has a long history in the USA as part of the 
attempts by many higher education institutions to be more ‘civically 
engaged’ in searching for solutions to pressing social problems. 
However, as Waterman (1997) argues, it may be more useful to 
outline the major defining features of this form of educational 
practice than to pin the practice down to an exact definition. For 
Waterman, these features include:

students learning and developing through actively • 
participating in organised service experiences that meet 
actual community needs.
experiences that are ‘integrated into the students’ • 
academic curriculum’ and provide opportunities for 
students to write, talk, and think critically and actively 
about the meaning and the learning from that experience.
learning that is enhanced by extension beyond the • 
classroom.

Service learning is a recently introduced practice in South African 
higher education. I thus begin the article with a brief overview of 
the South African national higher education context. I then present 
my conceptual framework, service learning as ‘boundary work’, 
drawing on the tools of activity theory. I show briefly how I used 
this framework to analyse two case studies at the University of Cape 
Town (UCT), which formed the basis of my recent PhD thesis, and 
finally, I end with some questions for future research and reflection 
on practice.

Background context: south africa and the university of cape town

From the mid 1990s, and against the backdrop of our first democratic 



Gateways | McMillan

41

elections, South African national higher education policy began 
making strong arguments for a more ‘responsive and engaged’ 
higher education sector. The South African National Plan for Higher 
Education (2001) and the Education White Paper 3 (1997) put forward 
the following arguments regarding the role of higher education in 
contributing to social justice and economic and social life:

Higher education, and public higher education especially, 
has immense potential to contribute to the consolidation of 
democracy and social justice, and the growth and development 
of the economy … The overall well-being of nations is vitally 
dependent on the contribution of higher education to the social, 
cultural, political and economic development of its citizens. 
(CHE 2000, pp. 25-26)

These challenges and the need to re-think knowledge production in 
the context of the `knowledge society’ – knowledge as more socially 
relevant and ‘generated in contexts of application’ (Gibbons et al. 
1994) – have been increasingly reflected in policy and legislation. 
This in turn has put new pressures on higher education institutions 
to respond to these calls for change. The National Commission on 
Higher Education (NCHE) (1996) has argued that there are a number 
of key responses required of institutions. These are reflected in White 
Paper 3 (1997) as challenges central to the transformation of the HE 
sector:

increased participation• 
responsiveness to societal needs• 
cooperation and partnerships• 

Similar sentiments are identified by the Department of Education in 
the National Plan (2001), which include the following transformative 
goals for South African higher education:

the development and delivery of relevant curricula which 
contribute to providing high-level skills training which will 
‘develop professional and knowledge workers with globally 
equivalent skills, but who are socially responsible and conscious 
of their role in contributing to the national development effort 
and social transformation’. (Favish 2003, pp. 9–10)

One of the ways in which a number of publicly funded universities in 
South Africa took on this challenge particularly in relation to teaching 
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and learning was via the national CHESP project – the Community-
Higher Education-Service Partnership Programme. From mid 1999 to 
the beginning of 2001, UCT, together with seven other universities, 
was the recipient of a Joint Education Trust (JET)-Ford Foundation 
planning grant as part of a national project to explore the potential 
of service learning in the context of community-higher education-
service partnerships (CHESP). The aims of the project were, amongst 
others, to develop service learning courses that allowed students 
to gain credit for academic learning in the context of community 
service and to empower disadvantaged communities through the 
engagement work. Central to these aims were the development of 
service learning partnerships.

Since the end of 2008, the CHESP project has become the 
responsibility of the Council on Higher Education (CHE). It is 
too early to tell what role it will play in continuing to support the 
development of service learning but it laid the foundation for many 
institutions in South Africa to re-think the ways in which teaching 
and learning can be more responsive to broader society. After this 
initial response to the challenge of transformation, it is now timely to 
rigorously look at what is involved in service learning practice so that 
it can be taken forward and built upon – as both pedagogy and a new 
way to think about university engagement in the broader society. To 
do this, requires new theoretical tools of analysis.

service learning as Boundary work: a conceptual lens

At the start of this article, I drew on the work of Waterman to identify 
a number of defining features of service learning. However, it is clear 
from reading the service learning literature that understanding this 
form of social practice often involves understanding more than the 
defining features. It is also involves understanding a whole range 
of complex and challenging relationships, values, processes, and 
interactions that go beyond what we would understand as the formal 
curriculum (Stanton et al. 1999; Cruz & Giles 2000). In particular, 
Keith (2005) argues that putting ‘difference’ and ‘situatedness’ at the 
centre of our analyses and understanding is critical:

I want to look at the idea of situatedness and consider that 
a major task of service learning is not forming bonds of 
communion but reaching for understanding across difference in 
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ways that enable working together towards goals of social justice. 
It is this understanding … that is necessary for valorising the 
assets of the other and seeing difference itself as an asset rather 
than a deficit. (Keith 2005, p. 18)

Focusing research on the university-community interface or 
‘transaction space’ would, I believe, be able to shed some light 
on service learning in a new way to take into account some of the 
complexities highlighted above. Linked to this, a number of authors 
have explored service learning as a form of ‘border pedagogy’ (Hayes 
& Cuban 1997; Keith 1998; Skilton-Sylvester & Erwin 2000; Taylor 
2002), drawing largely on work in critical pedagogy and critical 
postmodernism (Anzaldúa 1987; Giroux 1992). 

All of them argue that we need to develop new lenses to understand 
aspects of the service learning experience. They argue that the 
metaphors of ‘borders’, ‘border-crossing’ and ‘borderland’ are useful 
and important as a ‘compelling starting point for describing and 
rethinking the nature of service learning’ (Hayes & Cuban 1997, p. 74). 
Hayes and Cuban quote Giroux as follows in support of this argument:

Border crossing serves as a metaphor for how people might gain 
a more critical perspective on the forms of domination inherent 
in their own histories, knowledge and practices, and learn to 
value alternative forms of knowledge … Borderlands should be 
seen as sites both for critical analysis and as a potential source of 
experimentation, creativity and possibility. (Giroux 1992, p. 34, in 
Hayes & Cuban 1997, p. 75)

The framework developed below adds to this body of theory by 
introducing the tools of activity theory and the language of boundary 
work. 

Service learning and Social practice

Given my understanding, following Vygotsky (1978), that learning 
is an inherently social practice, that is, we learn first through, and 
with, others before we internalize the learning as our own, I was 
initially drawn to social practice theories as a way of looking at service 
learning. It is important however, to note here that my thesis did not 
focus on student learning per se; rather, I focused on learning as a way 
to understand the social practices and activities between students and 
communities as they engaged with each other. 
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In light of the above, I began with situated learning (Lave & 
Wenger 1991) and the concept of ‘social practice’. Following Lave and 
Wenger, I use social practice very broadly to emphasise the ‘relational 
interdependency of agent and world, activity, meaning, cognition, 
learning and knowing’ (Lave & Wenger 1991, p. 50). From a situated 
learning perspective therefore, social practice is understood as a lens 
that puts an emphasis on:  

the inherently socially negotiated character of meaning and the 
interested, concerned character of the thought and action of 
persons-in-activity. (Lave & Wenger 1991, pp. 50–51)

Accordingly, learning, which in other frameworks might be 
viewed as individual, mental and non-social, is viewed as situated, 
collective and historically specific. It is this ‘doing in a historical 
and social context’ that gives structure and meaning to what we 
do. In understanding how this engagement takes place, the authors 
introduce the concept of a ‘community of practice’ to refer to the 
sustained engagement with others in joint practices over time. 
Following this, academic disciplines and their professional discipline-
related bodies on the one hand, and community organisations 
and activities/practices, on the other, could each be viewed as a 
community of practice with their particular practices and ways of 
doing things. While a key point in situated learning is that people are 
members of multiple communities of practice – often simultaneously 
– I was looking specifically at the community of practice constituted 
by the engagement of students in their discipline-based community 
of practice with the community in their role as activists. 

While situated learning – and a ‘communities of practice’ lens in 
particular – has a lot to offer and has been drawn on in theorising 
service learning (Wolfson & Willinsky 1998; Castle et al. 2003), it 
also has limitations (Hay 1993; Lemke 1997; Hodges 1998; Daniels 
2001). Many argue that there is lack of a coherent account of contexts 
that shape learning. This weakens it as a tool to use in exploring 
different communities of practice when they interact with others in a 
new setting. Secondly, a situated learning lens does not directly and 
explicitly develop a theory of power and power relations (Hodkinson 
& Hodkinson 2003; Hodges 1998; Cooper 2005). Lastly, there are still 
no ‘analytical tools’ in this approach to facilitate the development 
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of a more comprehensive theory of social practice and in particular, 
pedagogy. 

activity theory: delineating the ‘unit of analySiS’
To address some of these critiques it is useful to return to the roots of 
situated learning and to the work of a number of post-Vygotskians. 
The particular strand I have drawn on is activity theory, evident in 
the work of Kozulin (1998) and Engeström and Miettinen (1999) in 
particular, where the unit of analysis is the activity system. While not 
offering a direct critique of communities of practice, Billett (2002) 
summarises the key differences between communities of practice and 
activity theory (AT) in ways that enabled me to see why the move 
from communities of practice to activity theory was important for my 
purposes. He argues: 

Whereas communities of practice may be seen as the 
manifestation of particular situational factors that constitute 
a social practice, AT (Leont’ev, 1981) assists in identifying and 
understanding these factors [and their interrelationship]. AT holds 
that human actions are the product of social practices that are 
historically and culturally constituted. Some AT perspectives 
focus on historical and cultural contributions to human activity, 
including the sociogenesis of knowledge (for example, Leont’ev 
1981; Cole 1998), whereas others focus on how situational 
factors shape human actions (such as Engeström 1996). The 
latter, in particular, assists in delineating what comprises a social 
practice and identifying the factors that constitute that practice. 
(Billet 2002, p. 85; emphasis added)

My use of the theory has been in this latter area, that is, focusing on 
how situational factors shape human actions. The rest of this section 
is focused on developing this understanding further. 

For Engeström and Miettinen (1999), activity theory provides a 
very useful starting point in defining what is being researched – in 
other words, what the unit of analysis is. In this case, it is the activity 
system, a ‘flexible unit of analysis’ that enables us to look in different 
directions and with different levels of ‘magnification’ to answer the 
questions that puzzle us (Russell 2002). Through this lens, learning, 
teaching and social responsiveness can be viewed as activities that 
involve people and objects interacting in complex ways. 

Russell argues that learning in an activity theory framework is 
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not about the internalisation of discrete information or even skills 
by individuals; it is ‘expanding involvement over time’, social as 
well as intellectual, with other people and with the tools available 
in their culture. Engeström (1996) argues for ‘three generations’ of 
activity theory. In first generation activity theory there are three 
essential elements in any activity system: subject/s, object/s and tools 
(Russell, 2002). The subjects are individuals or subgroups engaged 
in an activity. The object is the ‘raw material’ on which the subject 
brings to bear various tools, for example, the ‘object of study’. What 
is important to understand is that the object is more than just raw 
stimuli: it is a ‘culturally formed object with a history, however 
short or long’ (Russell 2002, p. 69). In any activity system, the motive 
is linked to ‘object’ as it shapes the overall outcome of the activity. 
Tools, both material and/or conceptual (Cole 1996), are understood 
as things that mediate subjects’ action upon objects: they mediate or 
facilitate subjects doing things. Examples could include a concept, 
a computer, or a text. In service learning such tools might include 
texts, student questionnaires and other artefacts needed in order to 
learn in the context of a particular service learning course. It can be 
represented as follows below.
Figure 1

For the second generation, Engeström expands the framework 
to examine systems of activity at the macro level. The importance of 
this shift is that it foregrounds interrelations between the individual 
subject and his/her community of which he/she was a member. The 
community is the broader or larger group interacting in the activity 
and of which the subject/s is a part. The division of labour refers to the 
fact that in any activity there are always power relations and different 
roles are evident, often causing contradictions in the system. The 

Meditational means/tools
(Machines, writing, speaking, gesture, architecture, music etc)

Objects/Motive 
Outcome

Subjects
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rules operating in any activity are broadly understood as not only 
formal and explicit rules governing behaviour but also those that 
are ‘unwritten and tacit’, often referred to as norms, routines, habits, 
values and conventions (Russell 2002; Engeström1996). Figure Two 
captures it below.
Figure 2

Third generation activity theory is aimed at providing tools and 
concepts that can enable us to understand and explore multiple 
viewpoints, value systems and ‘networks of interacting activity 
systems’ (Daniels 2001, p. 91; emphasis added), where contradictions 
highlighted by contested activity system objects emerge. In other 
words, two intersecting activity systems each have an identifiable 
object, which, as they work together on a common project, becomes 
a transformed object. The outcome of this is object three, the result of 
intersecting activity systems. It is represented below. 
Figure 3
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While I have been influenced by third generation activity theory, I 
have instead argued for two communities of practice interacting via 
one activity system and engaged in joint activities (McMillan 2008). 
It is only at the intersection – or boundary – with each other, that 
these communities of practice become one system and only through 
their activities together do the elements of the system get constituted. 
The activity system does not exist outside of the service learning 
activities; the activities act to constitute the system. In addition, my 
data in both cases indicated that the activity system constituted by 
the service learning does not generate one transformed object through 
its activities, as discussed by third generation activity theory; rather, 
distinct, albeit linked, objects remain. I discuss this issue further 
below.

In what ways does this framework assist us in developing a 
new language of analysis for service learning as a form of social 
responsiveness? Activity theory illuminates two key features of 
service learning that I have not seen discussed in other studies in the 
service learning literature. These are what I call in the first instance an 
expanded community and in the second, a dual (but interrelated) object. 
Introducing these two dimensions elaborates and takes further the 
notions of ‘border pedagogy’, ‘borderland’ and ‘border-crossing’ 
highlighted earlier by other service learning researchers. 

Firstly, the ‘expanded community’: service learning involves an 
expanded, more diverse community than the traditional university-
based one consisting of students and educators. The community in 
service learning also includes an outside community. Communities, 
and the respective activity systems of which they are a part, represent 
different ways of engaging with the world, different histories with 
specific tools of mediation, and different kinds of knowledge and 
ways of knowing, all of which can challenge students, and thereby 
the activity systems, in significant ways. As noted by Russell (2002), 
the community element of an activity system has a significant impact 
on all the other elements in the system.

The second feature, a dual (but interrelated) object, refers to the fact 
that there are both learning and service goals to be achieved through 
service learning. Third generation activity theory outlined above, 
talks of the possibility of a ‘contested object’ across two activity 
systems when they interact with each other. However, I have re-
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interpreted this as a ‘dual (but interrelated) object’ in service learning. 
As I argued above, the service learning activity system only gets 
constituted when the university and community come together with 
their dual purpose – service and learning. This then translates into a 
dual (but interrelated) object of service and learning, rather than one 
transformed object. However, while clearly different, service and 
learning are inseparable, as it is through the service that the students 
learn, and it is through the learning that service gets rendered. Hence 
the dual (but interrelated) object. This sets up an inherent tension 
in service learning which impacts on the other dimensions of the 
activity system. I look at how this happens in two service learning 
cases after first turning to the last piece of the conceptual frame: 
service learning as ‘boundary work’. 

language of the boundary: zoneS, toolS and workerS

Building on the activity theory frame, we need three more concepts: 
boundary zones, boundary objects, and brokering. These are drawn 
from the work of Star and Griesemer (1989), Bowker & Star (1999), 
Wenger (1998) and Tuomi-Gröhn and Engeström (2003) amongst 
others. 

In my work, I have used ‘boundary zone’ to refer to the activity 
system located between two communities of practice. Tuomi-Gröhn 
and Engeström (2003) argue that while such spaces are generally 
places of challenge, contestation and playing out of power relations, 
they can also be potential sites for new learning opportunities and 
new knowledge. And because such zones are the places where each 
community of practice reflects its own discourse, structure, norms 
and roles, elements from both systems are always present. 

These relations and activities are mediated by tools of mediation or 
‘forms of reification’ around which communities of practice organise 
their interconnections (Wenger 1998). Tools can be psychological 
(for example, a concept) or material (for example, a computer, a 
questionnaire); they have histories and are bound up in practices. In 
a boundary work frame, we need to understand tools as potential 
‘boundary objects’ (Bowker & Star 1999), that is, tools that might 
serve to coordinate the perspectives of various communities linked 
through joint activities. Bowker and Star argue that to the extent 
that they belong to multiple practices, tools of mediation represent 
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the nexus of perspectives and practices and carry the potential 
of becoming boundary objects. This can only happen however, if 
through them, various perspectives can be coordinated. In other words, on 
their own and outside of a specific context, a tool is not inherently 
meaningful or powerful but when put to use in a specific context, it 
can take on very strong, often contestable, meanings. An example 
here could be a questionnaire: on its own it is not necessarily 
powerful but put to use in a specific context as a means of gathering 
information, it becomes very powerful and even contested.

Finally, specific roles and identities are important in understanding 
boundary work. In developing this frame I was interested in focusing 
on the actors who facilitate the activities across the boundary 
zone. These are the ‘brokers’ (Wenger 1998) or ‘boundary workers’ 
as I prefer to call them: agents who assist participants make new 
connections across activity systems, enable co-ordination and, if 
experienced, open up new possibilities for meaning and therefore 
learning (Wenger 1998). It is a complex role as it involves ‘processes 
of translation, co-ordination and alignment between perspectives’ 
(Wenger 1998). In order to influence the development of a practice, 
to mobilise attention and to address conflicting interests – in 
other words, to assist with learning by introducing elements of 
one community of practice into another – requires legitimacy on 
both sides of the boundary. In particular, I believe that we need to 
understand the skills, values, and knowledge required by academics 
to do this work successfully, as they are often the most centrally 
placed potential boundary workers. I reflect on some of this in the 
next section.

Service learning aS boundary work: two caSe StudieS

Activity theory is a useful tool in analyzing contradictions and 
tensions between components of a system in order to change 
the system (Engeström 1996), and it is used in this way in much 
educational research. While I did not set out to use activity theory 
to change practice in my own research, I did use it to illuminate the 
nature of service learning as social practice. Inherent in this approach, 
is therefore identifying the key contradictions in the service learning 
activity system. These I identified as follows: 
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the (expanded) community-• rules-(dual) object/outcome 
= discourses ‘rubbing up against each other’ = disruptions in 
the boundary zone
the (expanded) community-• tools-(dual) object/outcome 
= struggles over tools of mediation = struggles over 
boundary objects
the (expanded) community-division of labour-(dual) • 
object/outcome = challenges to roles, identity and agency = 
complex role of boundary workers

What this represents is the observation that in boundary work, rules, 
tools and division of labour are not constant and static. Indeed, they 
need to be negotiated and are often challenged; they shift and are 
sometimes completely transformed because of the two features noted 
above: the expanded community and dual (but interrelated) object. To 
illustrate these arguments, I will draw briefly on two case studies in 
my PhD study where this framework was developed. 

My first case study involved students on a fourth-year MBChB 
Primary Health Care/Public Health community-based block, 
a compulsory block offered by the School of Public Health and 
Family Medicine within the Faculty of Health Sciences at UCT. It is 
a compulsory part of the degree students take when qualifying as 
medical doctors in South Africa. The MBChB is an undergraduate 
degree over six years, including a seventh year of internship in order 
to qualify. This block comprises eight weeks in which students are on 
site in the community, three to four days per week. In the particular 
project I observed, students were engaged in a project with the South 
African Domestic Servants and Allied Workers Union (SADSAWU), 
focusing on occupational health and safety. Students completed 
epidemiological research with the workers for their public health 
component and then, based on their findings, ran a workshop with 
union members on occupational health and safety for the health 
promotion part of the block.

The second case study involved third-year Environmental and 
Geographical Sciences (EGS) students doing a human geography 
course. This involved a research and mapping project with a 
community-based organisation, the Valhalla Park United Civic 
Front organization (VPUCF) in Valhalla Park, a neighbourhood of 
Cape Town. In this case study the project involved collecting data 
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(quantitative and qualitative) on the lives of people living in backyard 
shacks in Valhalla Park.1 The students went on four site visits where 
they worked with the VPUCF. Their service work was aimed at 
collecting mapping data for the VPUCF to negotiate with the City 
of Cape Town for better housing. The students then presented their 
findings to both students and VPUCF members. In both cases, my 
main data sources were: 

my own field notes observing student activities in  • 
the field 
interviews with academics and educators involved in the • 
two courses
student reflective journals • 

Based on the framework developed above, my analysis revealed that 
in each of the two activity systems, the two communities of practice, 
represented by the students on the one hand and their community 
partners on the other, reflected quite different rules, discourses 
(Gee 1990) and norms. In both systems, these rules were disrupted 
and challenged in the service learning course. An example drawn 
from one of the medical students’ journals illustrates this well. He 
captures his feelings waiting for the domestic workers to arrive for 
the interviews:

It was happening again. There we were sitting in the hot sun 
… waiting, waiting, yet again! Was it really so difficult to be on 
time? I wonder what the excuse is going to be this time? Would 
there even be an excuse? The frustration had been building 
up all week. Nothing had been going according to plan and 
time was running out. Why would anyone want to belong to a 
union? Was this the way other unions functioned?

Medical students for the duration of their training live a very 
unique and artificial existence compared to almost anyone 
else. We thrive on structure, pressure and fear. Take any one of 
these variables out of the equation, and we are totally lost. We 
constantly feel the need to be in control of whatever situation 
we find ourselves in. It is what we are being trained to do. In 
medicine, there are so many variables. It is impossible to control 
all of them. But we have to be in control of as much as we can 
as a way of compensating for those factors that are beyond our 
control. (Student H, journal entry 1)

1 The term ‘backyard shack’ is one of many (for example, bungalow, Wendy house) 
used to describe the houses erected in the yards behind principal houses in a 
neighbourhood. The relationships between the house owners and backyard shack 
dwellers are complex and beyond the scope of this article.
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The challenge here is how to use this reflection as a learning 
experience and to value the different discourses. Second, I observed 
how the students and their community partners challenged the 
tools in the activities; in other words, there were ‘struggles over 
tools of mediation’. An example in the EGS case was where the main 
activity system tool, a questionnaire, was challenged. Not only did 
the EGS students learn about the VPUCF and the community by 
administering the questionnaire, the VPUCF also had a big stake in 
the tool: they themselves had designed it. In complex ways therefore, 
this enabled them to use it for their own purposes. For example, at 
times they decided who needed to answer it based on their need for 
particular voices to be heard. It also meant that the students had less 
control over its content. One of the EGS students reflects this lack of 
control in discussing her discomfort at some of the questions they had 
to ask: 

There was one question I remember on that survey which I 
didn’t like asking, which was, ‘If they didn’t have any facilities 
for a toilet, whether they used a bucket?’ I didn’t like asking 
that. I thought it was a bit putting them on the spot and making 
them feel very uncomfortable. I know that they agreed to 
put those questions down but some of them I felt to be a bit 
imposing … We were the ones experiencing it so I felt that it 
wasn’t any use in going to Susan (the university lecturer) to 
ask. I don’t think making those kinds of decisions was going to 
in any way jeopardize the survey. We collected all the data that 
was necessary. It was just that one question that we decided not 
to ask. (Student D1, interview, 19 January 2006)

While the student changed this question both she and her partner 
received comments the lecturer about this in their final report. By 
doing this, Susan thus reinforced the dominant and powerful role 
of the VPUCF in the students’ learning. Tools thus have potential to 
act as boundary objects (Bowker & Star 1999), with meaning on both 
sides of the boundary; however they need to be given credibility and 
positioned as such by both communities. 

Third, contesting rules and challenging tools led to shifts in roles 
and division of labour. Power relations were challenged in both 
cases as new identities and forms of agency emerged. An example of 
this is during the workshop in the MBChB case where the workers 
challenged students’ knowledge and authority in interesting ways: 
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The whole workshop then took another turn when one of the 
domestic workers started acting out. A volunteer worker was 
asked for by student H to demonstrate picking up a basket to 
see whether they were doing ‘it correctly’. One of the workers 
then exaggerated the role of picking up a basket and made 
fun of the role-play including the student who was running it. 
Student H, a male student, then started demonstrating another 
role-play on ironing, showing the technique. While this is going 
on, [a domestic worker] gets up to do a little ironing skit in the 
corner. One of the other domestic workers said, as if she felt 
sorry for the student ‘ok, I get your point, wow!’ Felicia [one 
of the workers] then said that picking up a basket is difficult 
– for the ‘fuller person – she can go halfway down but I am 
not sure if she can come up again!’ One of the other domestic 
workers put it like this: ‘jou maag kom in tussen jou bene [your 
stomach comes in between your legs] – ok, then you must tuck 
your tummy in’. There was laughter from both students and 
workers. (Field notes, 17 October 2004) 

These pieces of data demonstrate the complex practices that develop 
in service learning and the ways in which rules, tools and division 
of labour can be disrupted and challenged in significant ways. In 
order to make sense of these practices, and to work towards practices 
that can deal with these differences in the boundary, I will conclude 
this section by outlining some questions that might be asked of such 
practices going forward.

Firstly, in working towards a better understanding of engagement 
processes and the zone in which they occur, we can ask: 

What is the nature of the ‘interface’, the ‘boundary •	
infrastructure’, the ‘transaction zone’ in service learning/social 
responsiveness? What are the rules that operate here?

Answering this question could assist service learning researchers/
practitioners better understand the nature of the expanded community 
and its impact on the system. Additional questions include: 

In what ways is the boundary zone ‘contradictory’ or • 
dangerous? And for whom? 
In what ways is the boundary zone important as a • 
transformative space in higher education? How does it 
shape the nature of social responsiveness partnerships?
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Second, there is the issue of the tools of mediation. We need to 
consider what the role is of the tools of mediation we wish to use in 
our other social responsiveness activities. The question we can ask 
here is:

Are the tools of mediation used in our service learning/social •	
responsiveness ‘boundary objects’? Can they inhabit multiple 
contexts at once, and have both local (within one community of 
practice) and shared meanings in this ‘boundary practice’?

By designing them for ‘boundary work’, we are providing an 
opportunity to enrich both the learning as well as the service 
dimension of service learning, that is, the dual (but interrelated) objects 
of such a practice. Additional questions are thus: 

If our tools are not boundary objects, what will it take to • 
design them as such? 
What impact do such tools have on service learning • 
pedagogy? 

Third, it is important to consider the role of the brokers or boundary 
workers. In order to better understand this role, we could ask: 

Who are the boundary workers in service learning/social •	
responsiveness? Why do we see them as boundary workers?

An important first step in understanding this role is to identify the 
key people who play it. It might be obvious in some cases but not in 
others. It could include academics, community members, or students. 
As Wenger (1998) argues, boundary workers, for a whole range of 
complex reasons, are equipped with various kinds of knowledge and 
experiences and various degrees of power. It is important therefore to 
ask some additional questions:

What are the knowledge, values, attitudes and • 
authority required to play this role of boundary worker 
successfully?
What are the challenges in playing the boundary worker • 
role?

The example of one such ‘boundary worker’ in the Health Sciences 
Faculty at UCT indicates how important it is to think about 
what it takes to play this role successfully and whether more 
traditional academics necessarily have such backgrounds. Anna 
was a university-based and paid community Site Facilitator who 
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worked with the MBChB students on their service learning projects 
largely due to her background in working with other community 
organisations in an education and research role. She says Site 
Facilitators:

… need to be up-dated [sic] with the debates in how you 
need to understand what […] research requires of the student. 
You need to be able to speak in the [university] environment 
and the community environment. You need to understand 
project planning and how to guide students through the 
project planning. You need to be able to function and interpret 
information across different learning approaches. Before you 
secure the project you need to speak about sample size, people 
accessing it and numbers and all of those things. You need to 
know what it means for the project if you do or don’t secure 
certain things, and you won’t unless you have a little bit of an 
understanding of research methodology. (Interview, November 
2004)

Despite this knowledge however, it is important to note that the Site 
Facilitators were never considered academics in this role. One of the 
key challenges therefore in taking this work forward in South Africa 
(and I imagine elsewhere too) is to get recognition for the multiple 
knowledge sources that boundary workers draw upon when doing 
boundary work in higher education. Universities, if they are to serve 
as ‘boundary institutions’ (Hall 2003) and contribute to the public 
good, need to take up this challenge – and soon.

conclusion 
Gibbons (2005) has talked about the importance and challenges of 
working at the boundary of higher education and society: 

Boundary work needs to be facilitated and managed and 
to do this specific knowledge and skills are required … 
engagement as a core value will be evident in the extent to 
which universities do actually develop the skills, create the 
organisational forms and manage tensions that will inevitably 
arise when different social worlds interact. It is by commitment 
to resolving these tensions … that universities will be able to 
demonstrate that they have embraced engagement as a core 
value … [T]o embrace this form of engagement entails that 
universities themselves be prepared to participate in those 
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potential transaction spaces in which complex problems and 
issues will be initially and tentatively broached. (Gibbons 2005, 
pp.11–12)

This article set out to discuss a framework for understanding and 
addressing some of these challenges. In order to do this, I argued 
firstly that we need to shift our unit of analysis from individualised 
practices towards the transaction/boundary zone and the social 
practices that take place here between very different constituencies: 
the universities and the communities with whom they engage. 
Through the lens of activity theory, I argued that service learning 
as a social practice has two inherent features that need to be made 
visible in order to develop our understanding of this form of social 
responsiveness. These are an expanded community (students, 
lecturers and community members) and a dual (but interrelated) 
object (learning and service). These two features have important 
implications for the other elements of the activity system and help to 
explain many of the challenges and complexities posed by this work. 
I showed this through some of the data from my study. 

In conclusion, I strongly believe we need to see service learning 
as engaging differing strengths, knowledge and practices. The 
implications for UCT, and other higher education institutions 
engaging in this kind of work, is therefore to develop robust, 
relevant and critical ways of researching, developing and critiquing 
these practices. In order to facilitate this, we need to see different 
knowledges, voices and experiences as central to these processes. 
To return to Keith (2005), we need to see/imagine difference as an 
asset rather than a deficit because it is this that we need to harness 
in our social responsiveness. Hopefully, the tools introduced in this 
article can enable us to focus in on, and better understand, the nature 
of practices at the boundary where the ‘knowledge of differently 
positioned people’ intersect through social responsiveness practices 
such as service learning. 
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