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This paper attempts to define open collabora-

tion as a type of working together that provides
shared ownership for joint activity and promotes
opportunities for learning in a safe environment
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Table 1 Open collaboration and some other types of joint
activity with different areas of participants’ mutual engagement 1)

Types of joint Participants’ mutual engagement in
activity

Development of Solving local Deliberate in- Respect for peo- Efforts for in-
global goals problems tegration of ef- ple’s agency tegration of the

forts for actions activity with
other aspects
of participants’
life

O p e n Y= Yes Ye yes Yes
collaboration
Closed (pseudo) ye= yes Yes no no
collaboration
Cooperation no yes yes yes or no no
Division of yes or no no yes yes or no yes or no
labor
Competition no Yes no yes or no no

for all participants. There is growing interest
in collaboration in the social sciences, as many
researchers have started appreciating the social
nature of practices communities, and institutions
where individual development occurs. This in-
terest, probably, inspired by some of Vygotsky’s
(1978) writings, has led some developmental psy-
chologists to examine whether working collabo-
ratively is more productive than working alone.
However, recently it has been argued that solo
activity and joint activity are two inseparable
aspects of any sociocultural activity (Csikszent-
mihalyi & Sawyer, 1995; Matusov, 1996a). It
also has become evident that all sociocultural
activities promote individual development, how-
ever, what is involved in the development may
be drastically different for different activities and
forms of participation (Lave, 1993; Rogoff, Mis-
try, Giincii,  & Mosier, 1993; Rogoff, Matusov, &
White, 1996).

In examining “desirable” individual de-
velopment , we believe it is necessary to consider
local community definitions of desirable forms of
engaging in sociocultural activities that promote
a desirable direction of development. For exam-
ple. some communities emphasize solo activity
and explicitly teach their members to engage in
this manner. From our personal participation in
some specific communities, we have found that
“open collaboration” is the critical, but not the
only, type of activity organization that promotes
our safe learning and “desired” development.

To define open collaboration from a sociocul-

tural framework, we will focus on the salient as-
pects of this type of joint activity (i.e., areas
of participants’ mutual engagement in activity).
What we call open collaboration is joint activity
where participants mutually engage in defining
and developing global goals within the activity
itself, solving local problems, coordinating par-
ticipants’ efforts, respecting each other as  high-
est agencies for their own actions, and attempt-
ing to integrate their ongoing activity with other
aspects of their lives. Open collaboration is illus-
trated below with an example from an innovative
public elementary school, which utilizes an edu-
cational philosophy emphasizing shared respon-
sibility for learning and teaching among adults
and children (Rogoff, Matusov, & White, 1996).
To highlight its salient aspects, we also will con-
trast open collaboration with some other forms
of joint activity (see Table 1).

Development of global goals involves
defining what the activity is about; from a so-
ciocultural perspective, this process is always
embedded in the activity itself to some degree
(Leont’ev, 1981; Matusov, 1996c). In the innova-
tive school, children and adults mutually engage
in developing goals of an activity:

.  . many coopers  [parent volunteers]
advised taking a flexible approach.

1) A “yes” entry under, say, solving local problems,
means that in open collaboration, closed pseudo col-
laboration, and competition, all participants engage
in this area; how local problem are solved may not
be the same for the four types of joint activity.



Dec. 1996

They suggested preparing in advance
but not expecting to use much of what
was  prepared, because it is important
to go with kids’ interests and build on
the many “teaching moments” beyond
the cooper’s structured goals (Rogoff,
Matusov, & White, 1996, pp.402-3).

The intertwining of children’s emerging in-
terests and the co-oper’s  teaching goals guides
and involves children in development of their in-
quiries and motivation.

Unlike collaboration, cooperation does not re-
quire the participants of a joint activity to at-
tempt to actively integrate each other’s goals and
motives of participation (Durkheim, 1933/1964;
Leont’ev, 1981). In cooperation, the partici-
pants’ goals have to be compatible with each
other (i.e., realization of global goal of one partic-
ipant helps to realize global goal of another par-
ticipant), and coordination is achieved through
compartmentalization of the joint activity into
individual self-contained actions. For example,
the US-USSR alliance against Nazi Germany
during World War II did not preclude the allies
from plotting against each other in anticipation
of victory over Germany and realizing their own
global goals of world domination.

Solving local problems involves shared
ownership for emerging problems in the activity.
For example, in the innovative school, when ma-
terial supply or interpersonal problems emerge in
the activity, a cooper  often treats them as learn-
ing opportunities with the children rather than
as annoying obstacles that the adult must resolve
by herself (Rogoff, Matusov, & White, 1996).

In contrast, division of labor often precludes
participants from working together on emerging
local problems when the problems occur in areas
assigned to or managed by individual partici-
pants who may be working remote from their co-
workers. For example, a company that produces
computer memory chips in Singapore may be un-
aware of emerging problems of dust settling in
hard drives in the assembly line of another com-
pany whose plant is located in Malaysia, even
if the chips and hard drive will end up in one
computer and the companies may be concerned
about compatibility of their products.

Deliberate integration of efforts involves
attempts to weave participants’ purposes to-
gether. As one teacher in the innovative school

reported (in Matusov, 1996c),  his focus of at-
tention in a collaborative classroom instructional
conversation with children is on connection of a
child’s talk with the conversation flow. When
the teacher feels that the connection is unclear
for the other children, he asks the child to ex-
plain or helps the child to do so.

In contrast, competition does not promote de-
liberate integration of efforts. Here, participants
try to co-regulate their efforts in a dynamic envi-
ronment where participants try to seize emerging
opportunities for their own use. For example, in
boxing, if one fighter drops an arm it opens an
opportunity for the opponent to knock him out
by co-regulating his reaction to the original ac-
tion.

Respect for people’s agency for actions
involves recognition and appreciation that other
participants have considerations to their actions
that must be worked w&i rather than worked
on.  This point has been eloquently argued by
Purkey:

Attempting to get others to do what is
wanted without involving them in the
process is a lost cause. Even if the
effort to control people . . . is success-
ful, the energy expended is usually dis-
proportionate to what is accomplished.
Each individual is the highest author-
ity on his or her personal existence.
Given an optimally inviting environ-
ment, each person will find his or her
own best ways of being and becoming
(Klag, 1994, p.1,  describing Purkey’s
position).

In the innovative school, adults try to collabo-
ratively guide children to learn to be responsible
for their own learning and behavior by encour-
aging the children to be:

. . . making choices and solving prob-
lems in ways that fit [children’s] indi-
vidual needs while coordinating with
the needs of others and with group
functioning. For example, the children
clean up the classroom not with threats
of punishment or offers of bribes but
through developing the understanding
. . . that their next project will be easier
if they have room to work . . . (Rogoff,
Matusov, & White, 1996, p.405)
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Although in closed (pseudo) collaboration de-
cision making is also based on consensus and
broad participation, participants do not consider
each other as highest agencies for their own
actions within the joint activity context. Of-
ten the acknowledgment of the highest agency
is removed from the participants in the name
of “group,” “institution,” or “activity” interests.
This pseudo collaboration promotes participants’
effective surveillance of one another, rigid pri-
oritization of the common cause over individ-
ual concerns, and disrespectful coercive relations
(e.g., control by guilt) among the participants
(see Barker, 1993).

Efforts for integration of the activity
with other aspects of participants’ life in-
volves participants’ acknowledgment that the
current activity is embedded in a larger context
of all participants and that the activity has to
be flexibly prioritized among participants’ other
needs. Thus, participants’ commitment and en-
gagement in the activity has to be negotiated and
re-negotiated over time.

In contrast, in closed (pseudo) collaboration,
all other needs are discounted in favor of the cur-
rent activity. Barker (1993) describes how in a
self-managing workers’ team a worker (a single
mother) was punished for being late too often
because of her sick children. The team seemed
to deny the validity of all non-work-related needs
that may interfere with the team’s goal.

In conclusion, our definition of open collabo-
ration raises questions about several issues that,
given more space, would be interesting to con-
sider. For example, would our definition of open
collaboration:
( 1) be applicable to very young children for

whom intentionality and verbal commu-
nicative skills may be less developed;

(2) address situations when providing respect
for individual agency is in conflict with
maintaining safe ecology for other partic-
ipants and the community at large (Ma-
tusov, 1996b);

( 3 ) accommodate people with incompatible
(and even hostile) beliefs about values
and “desirable” development; and

( 4 ) address cultural diversity of communities
around the globe and in historical time.
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