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Abstract: 

This article reflects on the tensions and dilemmas inherent to engaged teaching and research 

practices. We build on a multiple-case study to explore their potential as catalysts for change 

at individual, group and institutional levels. The cases were documented as part of a strategic 

project that ran for 4 years (2018-2021) at Vrije Universiteit Brussel. The project aimed at 

better aligning the university’s offerings with both needs and opportunities of its urban 

surroundings. We adopted a mixed-method approach to scrutinize the experiences of the 

participants in the activities under study (lecturers, students and partners). Our dataset draws 

on direct observations, document analysis, surveys and reflective dialogues. The paper is 

organized in four parts. In the first section we will conceptualize engaged teaching and 

research practices as ‘boundary work’ building on Engeström’s Activity Theory. Second, will 

we define four types of dilemmas investigated in this study: conceptual, cultural, political and 

pedagogical. Third, we will illustrate occurrences of change resulting from activity-system 

contradictions, drawing on a tool we developed earlier: the engagement CUBE. We close the 

paper with a series of reflective questions that might support academics in further developing 

their practices of engagement.  
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1. Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to investigate the transformative potential of dilemmas and 

tensions characterizing engaged teaching and research practices. It draws on the experiences 

gained in a strategic project that ran for 4 years (2018-2021) at Vrije Universiteit Brussel 

(VUB), Belgium. The question guiding this project was: 'What does it take to be an 

authentically engaged urban University?'. Staff members with diverse disciplinary 

backgrounds and professional experiences were invited to take part in an institution-wide 

Learning Community (LC) for exploring this question while at the same time supporting one 

another in developing new engagement initiatives, aligned with VUB's philosophical pillars as 

well as with the needs and opportunities of the university’s urban surroundings. Data were 

collected through direct observations, document analysis, surveys and reflective dialogues. 

Data-analysis was inspired by Activity Theory and was organized building on a 

collaboratively designed tool: the engagement CUBE. We believe that this paper is a helpful 

contribution to the field of engaged scholarship and pedagogy, both from a theoretical as well 

as a practical perspective. We will conceptualize engaged practices as ‘boundary work,’ and 

will explain how we used the engagement CUBE to recognize contradictions and dilemmas as 

sources of change.  

1.1  Engaged teaching and research practices: what, why, how? 

In this paper we use Community Engaged Research and Learning (CERL) as an umbrella 

concept for: ‘Knowledge creation and sharing activities where people with diverse 

backgrounds are brought together to work around societal challenges and contribute to 

positive change’. With this working definition we seek to overcome seemingly conflicting 

approaches and explore a broad range of campus-community initiatives. We use the concept 

of ‘engagement’ (and the corresponding adjective 'engaged') for highlighting three guiding 

principles: (i) the ambition to address real-world problems and stimulate participants to 

critically reflect and act upon their personal and collective responsibilities; (ii) the aspiration 

to create an intellectually challenging learning environment that allows people with diverse 

backgrounds to actively participate in, and take ownership of their joint activities, building on 

diverse forms of expertise, needs and aspirations; and (iii) the intention to foster individual 

and collective change capacities and actions. 

1.2 Approaching engaged practices as boundary work 

We conceptualize CERL-initiatives as boundary crossing practices that take place at multiple 

levels: the individual or intrapersonal (micro) level; the interpersonal or group (meso) level 

and the intergroup, institutional, or societal (macro) level. Akkerman and Bakker (2011) 

defined a boundary as a ‘sociocultural difference leading to discontinuity in action or 

interaction’. They describe boundary crossing activities as ‘the efforts to establish or restore 

continuity across different perspectives or practices’. Research points at the potential of such 

processes of fostering ‘expansive learning’: learning in which new knowledge is acquired 

through collaborative inquiry resulting in a significant change (Engeström, 2001). As argued 

elsewhere (Moriau, 2022), the authors of this paper believe that urban environments - due to 

the socio-ecological challenges they typically accommodate - offer unique opportunities in 

this regard. At the same time, we feel that there is a need for more appreciation of the risks, 



constraints and difficulties that one needs to deal with in such environments. We will argue 

that unleashing the full potential of engaged practices entails much more than just the creation 

of a 'welcoming space', allowing diverse people to take part in a ‘collective learning journey’. 

It demands a critical position, guided by active exploration of power relations and imbalances 

and the ambition to not only oppose the injustices encountered but also to actively shape more 

just, equitable, and empowering conditions.  

2. Analytical framework 

2.1 The engagement CUBE 

The framework that was used for analyzing the contradictions and dilemmas experienced by 

the participants in the CERL-cases under study, draws on a tool that was developed as part of 

the LC-trajectory: the engagement CUBE (see Moriau et al., 2021 for a more detailed 

presentation). The CUBE aims to support CERL-participants in navigating the complex fabric 

of engaged practices, by facilitating reflective dialogue. It is to be considered an interrogative 

tool rather than a prescriptive one, helpful for addressing four questions brought forward by 

Engeström as key elements in developing and analysing learning ecologies: (1) Who are the 

subjects of learning, how are they defined and located?; (2) What do they learn, what are the 

contents and outcomes of learning?; (3) How do they learn, what are the key actions or 

processes of learning?; and (4) Why do they learn, what makes them make the effort? 

(Engeström, 2001). 

 
 



The CUBE is characterized by four design dimensions affecting CERL-activities and their 

outcomes: the level of authenticity (WHO-dimension), complexity (WHAT-dimension), 

intensity (HOW-dimension), and impact (WHY-dimension). Three interconnected levels of 

boundary crossing are visualized: micro (mi), meso (me), and macro (ma). Rather than ‘flat 

playing fields’ these environments need to be imagined as ‘bumpy terrains’ for they span 

diverging logics, time dimensions, quality standards, histories, interests, levels of status and 

power (Cockburn et al., 2018). In this study, the CUBE was used both as an organiser as well 

as a heuristic tool, fostering ongoing dialogue about and reinterpretation of the collected data. 

The aim was to document, analyze and describe emergences of four types of dilemmas 

(conceptual, pedagogical, cultural and political), as visually represented in Figure 1 and 

described in the next sections. 

2.2 An activity system conceptualization of boundary interactions 

We used Activity Theory to extend the notion of dilemmas and tensions to the context of 

engaged boundary work. Within an activity system, participants in a collaborative practice 

(WHO-dimension of the CUBE) are portrayed as subjects interacting with objects to attain 

specific outcomes. The object of the activity system is the goal or motive (WHY-dimension 

of the CUBE). The interaction between subject and object is mediated through tools (or 

technologies) and skills (or competencies). Similarly, the relationship between a subject and 

its community is mediated through rules. The affiliation between community and object is 

mediated through a specific division of labor or tasks. Together, these three elements (tools, 

rules, tasks) make the HOW-dimension of the CUBE. The content and topics that are central 

to the activity system can be regarded as the WHAT-dimension of the CUBE.  

Research indicates that looking at the tensions emerging from contradictions between the 

diverse elements that shape an activity system, is crucial for understanding what motivates 

particular (inter)actions, dynamics and developments (see for example McMillan, 2009). 

Windschitl (2002) distinguishes four types of dilemmas (cultural, pedagogical, conceptual, 

and political ones). We will draw on his characterization and propose a perspective that is 

applicable to engaged practices building on the CUBE. We define cultural dilemmas as 

tensions people come across when being confronted with diverging norms and rules, trying to 

navigate what is important, to whom and why. Pedagogical dilemmas will be used for 

pointing at challenges that arise when participants in engaged practices consider the question 

of how to organize their actions, activities and collaborative processes, with whom and to 

what end. We label dilemmas as being conceptual in nature, when tensions are the result of 

diverging understandings and interpretations, arising in the process of defining, translating 

and internalizing theories and concepts in negotiation with diverse beliefs and aspirations. 

Political dilemmas are defined as challenges that arise when participants need to navigate 

diverging interests or aspirations, considering power relations and imbalances. Figure 1 

visualizes the occurrence of these four types of dilemmas and their corresponding tension 

fields. 

3. Purpose of this study 

The purpose of this study is to identify the transformative potential of contradictions and 

dilemmas encountered by participants in engaged teaching and research initiatives. In 



addition, this study aims to propose guidelines for working with such tensions in an authentic 

manner, meaning that they allow one to observe, read, analyze and address real-life issues by 

fostering agency (voice and choice) in accordance with one’s needs and aspirations on the one 

hand, the complex nature of the studied challenges on the other. Hence, this paper intends to 

answer the following questions: 

●  What are the contradictions and dilemmas experienced when taking part in engaged 

teaching and research practices? 

●  How can one work with such tensions with the aim of fostering an agentic/transformative 

learning experience? 

4. Material and methods  

4.1 Data collection strategy  

Data were collected using a mixed method approach during a four years timespan (Jan 2018 - 

December 2021). Quantitative and qualitative methods were combined to scrutinize the 

different parties involved in the cases under study: students (n≅500), academics (n≅30), and 

societal partners (n≅50). The baseline measurements and follow-up surveys were taken online 

through Qualtrics and Google Forms and contained a mixture of open-ended and closed 

questions. The follow-up study among lecturers was carried out after they had completed the 

LC-trajectory and consisted of a written reflection and a post-survey performed in Qualtrics. 

During the LC-trajectory, additional data was collected through chatterboxes, direct 

observations and reflective dialogues. The follow-up studies among students and partners 

consisted of two focus group interviews following a semi-structured interview guideline 

derived from the baseline measurement as well as a post-survey performed in Qualtrics. 

Additionally, a number of available documents were analyzed: policy notes, strategic plans, 

course sheets and reflection papers. Table 1 presents an overview of the collected data. 

 



4.2 Data analysis process  

The presented study was designed as a collective case study (Yin, 2018). The case to be 

investigated was in how far dilemmas experienced in engaged teaching and research practices 

can foster 'transformative learning' (Lotz-Sisitka et al., 2015). The data-analysis method can 

best be described as 'thinking with theory' (Jackson & Mazzei, 2013), which has been 

presented as a process of plugging (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987) theory, previous research 

findings, collected data, and the researchers' perspectives into one another. We first engaged 

in the following two activities: (i) reading the collected data to develop an understanding of 

how participants described their experiences; (ii) identification, analysis and characterization 

of the described/observed dilemmas. This iteration allowed us to develop an activity-

theoretical understanding of conceptual, pedagogical, cultural, and political dilemmas as 

represented in Table 2. A second iteration allowed us to read the dilemmas through the lens of 

the engagement CUBE. We analyzed our findings by identifying contradictions between 

activity-system dimensions as sources of change. The outcomes of this reading will be 

discussed in the next section. 

 



5. Results and discussion 

5.1 Drivers, benefits and barriers of/for CERL 

The baseline measurement was carried out in order to gauge the potential support for, and the 

expected benefits of CERL-strategies amongst lecturers and students. 253 lecturers 

participated in the online survey, of which 101 respondents fully completed the survey. The 

results showed a clear willingness to introduce CERL and a recognition of its relevance. The 

surveyed staff members seem to value engaged practices as a means to (1) meet the societal 

missions of our university (mean: 5.29 – SD: 1.56 on a 7 point scale); (2) shape attractive 

learning environments (mean: 5.01 – SD: 1.51); (3) offer education that motivates students 

(mean: 5.08 – SD: 1.56); (4) make academic expertise accessible to societal partners (mean: 

5.15 – SD: 1.55) and (5) gear education and research activities to societal developments 

(mean: 5.20 – SD: 1.57). The baseline survey with students showed that they expect to learn 

in close interaction with professionals, fellow-students and - to a lesser degree - citizens. The 

participants in the survey (n=79) recognized the importance of personal development in the 

context of academic training, and indicated that the opportunities to learn from real-world 

situations were too scarce. Students who had registered for a CERL module, did so to support 

citizens or organisations (n=25); to achieve personal fulfilment (n=23); to work on their 

personal development (n=8), to build a network (n=4) and to gain professional experience 

(n=2). A majority of the respondents (81%) thought that societal engagement should be 

embedded and valued in the curricula (in the form of ECTS or a mention on the diploma).  

The post-surveys and focus group interviews reveal that lecturers value the positive impact of 

their CERL-initiatives on student motivation, satisfaction, involvement, and performances. 

“Our students are tomorrow’s changemakers. This kind of learning encourages active 

citizenship and fosters student agency and responsibility”, one of the interviewed lecturers 

stated. Students appreciate the societal relevance, the added value for their personal 

development, understanding of societal developments and needs, and enhanced self-

awareness: “In collaboration with other students, you get to know yourself better… you gain 

more insight into your own strengths, your added value in a team. Also, you learn to organise 

and read collaborative processes better and gain experience in dealing with complicated 

group dynamics.". Students also appreciated their CERL-experience because of the societal 

relevance.  Working with authentic cases and collaboration with professionals and peers in 

the local urban context was brought forward as being highly motivational and having a 

positive impact on their study experience. The societal partners valued the inspirational input 

of students, the academic expertise and additional resources and capacities the activities had 

brought to their organisations and/or projects “This was a great collaboration,” one of the 

partners reacted, “keeping us sharp and making us reflect on things we might usually not 

focus on.”  

Yet, our studies also highlighted some important hurdles and concerns. Students pointed at 

the dense structure of their study programmes and the heavy workload they had experienced. 

Despite the benefits, they also expressed disappointment and frustrations due to free-riders, 

unclear (learning) goals, poor organisation and guidance. Students stressed the importance of 

curricular embedment, thoughtful time allocation and well-considered alignment of 

educational goals and societal aspirations of the CERL-initiatives. During the focus 



discussions, a plea was made for more thoughtful consideration of the added value of group 

work. “There’s no gain in having to deal with an assignment in a team, if you can also 

handle it on your own. This should be avoided.”, said one of the students. The interviewed 

academics acknowledged these challenges. One of the interviewed lecturers put it as follows: 

“Community-driven projects are very demanding. There’s so many things one needs to 

consider... I often wonder: am I doing my job well enough?”. Lecturers emphasized the 

importance of adequate infrastructure and resources. They were concerned about the lack of 

recognition that involvement in engaged practices received and pointed out that central 

coordination is key to sustain partner relationships and ensure adequate monitoring. The 

societal partners were concerned about their lack of time to provide adequate supervision and 

stressed the need to be supported in translating their needs and expertise to the academic 

context. Our interviews also pointed at the risk of one-sided benefits and ‘over-partnering’; 

confirming previous research indicating that not all campus-community initiatives are truly 

beneficial (see for example Mitchel et al., 2012). 

5.2 Looking at dilemmas and contradictions through the engagement CUBE  

The activity-theoretical analysis of the CERL-cases, fostered an interesting reading of the 

collected data. It allowed us to explore the four types of dilemmas and identify their 

underpinning contradictions, as illustrated in Table 1. At the same time, we came to realize 

that the described/observed dilemmas are rather complex and stratified and quite often do 

emerge from interactions between various dimensions. The first pedagogical dilemma shown 

in Table 1, for example, has a political dimension (Who is formulating the intended outcomes 

and evaluation criteria?), a conceptual (How are the intended outcomes defined and/or 

understood?), and a cultural one (What are the underlying principles, beliefs and/or traditions 

that are inspiring these definitions and ways of handling?).  Because of this finding, we 

engaged in a second iteration of data-analysis, using the CUBE as a dialogic tool. This cycle 

allowed us to relate the identified dilemmas to the four design dimensions of the engagement 

CUBE (authenticity, complexity, intensity and impact).  

Both students, partners and academic staff members were found to struggle with the question 

of authenticity. One of the students questioned whether authentic learning and engagement 

should be imposed, arguing this might affect the level of commitment: “I was a bit worried 

about the fact that this module is compulsory for some students. This made me fear that they 

might not be involved with their full conviction.”. Another student expressed difficulties with 

being entirely genuine towards her fellow students: “I am afraid of disappointing my 

teammates. I fear that my critical attitude might ruin it for everyone.”. The interviews 

revealed that participants were troubled with the roles they had been assigned. One of the 

community partners, for example, stated: “You know, when it comes to doing research, that’s 

not my cup of tea… I’m more a doing-kind-of-person.”, while one of the LC-participants 

argued: “As a researcher, I am often approached as an 'omniscient'. I sometimes feel more 

like a consultant than a scientist. Moreover, this type of work is often commissioned or 

demanded to help solve problems rather than to develop knowledge. This raises all sorts of 

questions about my role and position.” 

Many of the observed/described dilemmas can be linked to the difficulty of balancing the 

intensity and complexity levels of engaged practices, especially in relation to the ambition of 



adopting authentic strategies. One of the interviewed partners, for example, said: “Although 

the students managed the assignment autonomously, it might have been useful to have more 

regular interim contacts and adjustment opportunities.”. A senior academic pointed out: 

“Sometimes, the presented problems need to be answered, decisions need to be made, before 

students have their work done. We do not always have the same timeline as the community 

partners.”. A student added: “Being in our training bubble, it is not always easy to connect 

with people from the work field. It took us a long time to really understand each other and 

define the scope of our project based on shared expectations.” Another lecturer added: 

“When you start from a theoretical exercise, you tend to miss many things. Hypothetical cases 

tend to be less complex, less layered.  But working with a real-life case is challenging. I think 

partners expect more from us than what we can deliver.” 

The data-analysis also revealed dilemmas that link to the impact-dimension of engaged 

activities. For example, one of the participating students said: “We would have liked to have 

realised something with a bit more practical value, but given the strong investigative 

character of our project, this was not feasible in terms of time. So we had to choose.”. A 

similar concern was raised by one of the academics: “Given the minimal time and resources 

the organisation has to devote to this project, it is very important to strive for a win-win. You 

really hope that you can deliver something that benefits the partner organisation. On the 

other hand, the process must also be instructive for students, they must be given the 

opportunity to grow, to gain experience. That is not always an easy balancing act”. Lecturers 

were not only concerned about the needs of their students and partners, and whether or not 

they would be able to meet them, they also expressed concerns about the repercussions of 

failing to deal with the challenges they came across: “The organisations involved are not 

always easily accessible, as they too are struggling with a lack of time and resources. This 

involves a lot of pulling and hauling... and even then, you are not sure whether it will lead 

anywhere. This puts our reputation as a research group at risk”, said one of the researchers.  

5.3 Tensions at the campus-community boundary as drivers for change 

We found that dilemmas and contradictions can provoke changes in attitudes, expectations 

and ways of handling at individual (micro), group (meso) and institutional (macro) levels. 

One of the students stated: "I tend to take over when my groupmates start lagging behind. 

That always makes me nervous, so I jump in and take over their tasks, because I'm afraid of 

failing. This project was different. I was much more dependent on my teammates. I couldn't 

jump in for them. In the beginning that felt scary, but it turned out to be a great lesson." Quite 

often, the experienced tensions led to more flexible project designs, build-in boundary-

crossing techniques and capacity building strategies, resulting in approaches that more 

explicitly consider forms of friction, resistance or tension by design, as illustrated in this 

quote: “We used to assign students to a topic and organization ourselves. From this year 

onwards the students are free to choose a topic and contact organisations that would be 

interested to join in a collaboration. Together with this partner, the students define the 

research questions and goals of the project. This, we expect, will allow for a more intrinsic 

student motivation and more in-depth alignment with the goals of both the organisations and 

the students”. Adaptations also guided more explicit tasks and roles scoping, definition and 

attribution, as expressed by this student: “I learned that looking at which talents are in a team 



is crucial… one needs to work with what the team has to offer, distribute roles starting from 

what each one wants to bring in, even if those personal goals are not always similar… I 

learned to value disagreement more thanks to this project“.  

In agreement with earlier research (e.g. Schuiling and Vermaak, 2017), our study 

demonstrates that contradictions can be conceptualized as sources of change. However, our 

study also indicated that not handling tensions with care and consideration comes with risks. 

The risk of instrumentalization, corruption or - worse - harm and abuse, as expressed in the 

following statement made by one of the interviewed partners: “To be honest, sometimes we 

jump in knowing that having the logo of a university on our documents will make them much 

more prestigious. It’s all about the credits, really.”. Another partner added: “I’ve had this 

experience where I felt to be asked just because of my exotic name and skin colour. I was 

called in to tick the box, that's how it felt.”. On the other hand, when one is overthinking 

and/or fails to translate observations and experiences in well-considered actions, dilemmas 

can turn into paralysis, cynicism, sectarism or apathy as expressed by the following 

interviewees: “Sometimes I feel hopeless. I see very clearly what the problem is, but as a 

(precarious) postdoc you have so little room for change. It makes me feel desperate at 

times.”, and: “Regularly, I find myself dealing with this kind of crisis where I start 

wondering… Who cares about all this? Who will benefit from my work? For whom am I doing 

all this? Will it remain in academia? What’s the point of all this?”. 

We found that engaged practices can help reframe learning spaces, by enabling co-

construction of knowledge; redressing traditional hierarchies; and developing forms of radical 

collegiality (Fielding, 1999). However, our findings also point at the need for conscious 

exploration and translation of dilemmas and their underlying contradictions, through ongoing 

dialogue; challenging participants in the ‘activity system’ to articulate both motivations and 

needs, excitements and fears. This, we believe, entails much more than individual 

competences and commitment. The participants in our study stressed the need of being able to 

work in well-resourced and appreciative environments. The presence of and interactions with 

critical friends/peers was considered very important in this regard, as brought forward by a 

student. “I think that the fact that one can work in a team or not, changes a lot. It helps you to 

keep a certain rigor. So it plays on the academic level. But it also helps you to stay motivated, 

to give meaning to your work. If I could have worked with other students in a more structured 

manner, I would have been able to dig deeper into the question.”. One of the interviewed 

academics added: “Thanks to the opportunity to take part in the learning community, I have a 

much better sense of what needs to be done to develop a CERL-project successfully and what 

the potential pitfalls are.” 

5.4 Navigating campus-community boundaries  

Our observations confirm that tensions are inherent to collaborative practices, emerging from 

contradictory but interrelated elements in activity systems. Working through contradictions in 

that sense is at the heart of 'engaged practices' rather than a distraction from it. It requires 

active reading and analysis, mediation and negotiation. The confusion, frictions, dilemmas 

and other forms of crisis that one encounters at the boundary, can act as ‘critical incidents' 



that fuel the iterative cycles of planning, acting, observing and reflecting (see Figure 2), 

allowing CERL-participants to navigate the levels of authenticity, intensity, complexity and 

impact that best fit the purpose, desires and context worked within/towards. Tensions, in that 

sense, challenge CERL-participants to span negotiable boundaries, while at the same time 

collaboratively define threshold levels for the non-negotiable ones, so that they engage in 

'responsible activities' rather than ‘neutral acts’.  

 

In the process of navigating these tensions and negotiating how to handle them, different 

modes of decision-making can occur. The first response could be described as ‘either-or’, 

entailing a deliberate choice imposed by a situation characterized by an unresolvable 

‘dissensus’. A second type of response relies on a ‘both-if’ or ‘consensus’ model, in which the 

contradictions creating the tension are considered complementary and combinable if the 

parties come to agree on some necessary adjustments of their initial arguments, options or 

actions. A third type of response is the ‘and-more’ or ‘transsensus’ approach, which involves 

the connection of oppositional pairs, with an aim to transgress to something new (Mostmans 

and Moriau, 2022). In that sense, we believe that boundary zones hold a potential of 

‘qualitative phase transitions’: moments of change resulting in (an) altered entity/ies or 

condition(s). 

6. Conclusions and directions for future research  

With this paper, we hope to inspire further dialogue, reflection and experimentation, infusing 

Higher Education with practices of engagement that encourage participants to work with the 

dilemmas and conflicts they come across; rather than that they will try to harmonize or avoid 

difficult conversations, choices and acts. We found that using an Activity Theory 

conceptualization is a useful manner to foster ‘fertile tensions’ (Berger, 2020) building on a 

more critical reading and understanding of the contradictions that lay at their roots, and 

believe that the engagement CUBE can be a helpful tool for navigating and addressing the 

necessary questions in this regard.  In working towards a better understanding of engagement 



processes and the boundary zones in which they occur, one should carefully consider the 

nature of the ‘boundary infrastructure’: What are the rules that characterize these spaces? In 

what ways are or can they be ‘contradictory’ or 'dangerous'? For whom? How will they affect 

the type of the knowledge development and sharing taking place? Second, it is important to 

consider the role of the boundary workers carefully: Who do we consider to be the brokers? In 

what way will they be assigned this task? How are they prepared to meet this responsibility? 

What are the challenges they might come across? How will they address power asymmetries? 

What level of risk-taking do we consider acceptable? Where do we draw the ‘safety-line’? 

Building on our findings, we would like to point at the need to move beyond risk-averse 

practices in academia, for they tend to reduce processes of knowledge development and 

sharing to technical undertakings, stripped from their social and political dimensions and - by 

doing so - fail to realize their transformative potential. Engeström (1999) suggests that an 

activity system is always 'a community of multiple points of view, traditions and interest'. 

Participants, he argues,  'carry diverse histories', and the activity system itself holds multiple 

layers and perspectives 'engraved in its artifacts, rules and conventions'. This multi-

voicedness is multiplied when working at the boundary of interacting activity systems. It can 

be a source of trouble as well as a source of innovation. Following Strumińska-Kutra (2016, 

p.17), we would therefore plead for intentionally balanced approaches “critical in aspiration, 

pragmatic in practice and constructivist in its understanding of self, context, and tasks” and 

invite engaged scholars, students and practioners to embrace both paradoxes and risks they 

come across as catalysts for genuine change.  
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