
 

 

  

The John Rylands University Library 

 
 

 
Item Details 

EDUC61712: Levine, P: ‘Collective action, civic engagement, and the knowledge 
commons.’ In: Hess, C & Ostrom, E: Understanding Knowledge as a Commons. MIT 
Press 2007 isbn: 0262083574. pp: 247-275. 

 
  
  

Copyright Notice 
 

Staff and students of The University of Manchester are reminded that copyright subsists in 
this extract and the work from which it was taken.  This Digital Copy has been made under 
the terms of a CLA licence which allows: 

a) students on the course(s) named below to access, download and/or print out a copy; 

b) any other student or staff member of The University of Manchester only to access a 
copy, and under no circumstances to download or print out a copy. 

This Digital Copy and any digital or printed copy supplied to or made by students on this 
course under the terms of this Licence are for use in connection with this Course of Study.  
Students on this course may retain such copies after the end of the course, but strictly for 
their own personal use. 

All copies (including electronic copies) shall include this Copyright Notice and shall be 
destroyed and/or deleted if and when required by the University. 

Except as provided for by copyright law, no further copying, storage or distribution 
(including by e-mail) is permitted without the consent of the copyright holder. 

The author (which term includes artists and other visual creators) has moral rights in the 
work, and neither staff nor students may cause, or permit, the distortion, mutilation or other 
modification of the work, or any other derogatory treatment of it, which would be prejudicial 
to the honour or reputation of the author. 

Course of Study: Education EDUC61712 “Media and Information Literacy” 

Name of Designated Person authorising scanning:  Stephen Pearson 

Title: Collective action, civic engagement and the knowledge commons 

Name of Author: Levine, P 

Extract from: Understanding Knowledge as a Commons 

Name of Publisher: MIT Press 

 
 



9 
Collective Action, Civic Engagement, and 
the Knowledge Commons 

Peter Levine 

Supplied bv The British Librarv - "The w or/dls h - I .  1 

1 For the most part, the other chapters of this book treat knowledge as a 

I 
. good. The authors advocate better ways to create, disseminate, preserve, 

and organize knowledge as a conimon resource. While I certainly 
share the goals of those chapters, the focus here is somewhat different. 
I take the process of creating public knowledge as an additional good, 
because such work builds social capital, strengthens communities, and 
gives people skills that they need for effective citizenship. If this is * 

correct, then we should aim to include as many people as possible in the 
collaborative creation of "free" (i.e., open-access) knowledge. Not only 
scholars and librarians, but ordinary people should be knowledge 
creators. 

This chapter defends a strategy for increasing opportunities to create 
shared knowledge. That strategy underlies some concrete - work that my 
colleagues and I are conducting at the University of Maryland, often in 

i 
collaboration with allies at  other universities. Our strategy assumes that . 
associations (not just loose groupings of people) are needed to support 

-- a knowledge commons in which ordinary citizens can be creative. Young 
people-above all, adolescents who are not already on track for 

I college-must be included in these associations, or else the future of the 

I knowledge commons will be threatened. Universities have a potentially , 

constructive role to play, and may benefit if they work more collabora- 

- 

tively with the communities around them. Finally, there is a particular 
need for nssociations that create local knowledge: information and 
insights of use to places and communities. 

These are the strategic assumptions that guide our work. They are 
consistent with a political philosophy that Harry Boyte and others 
call "public work"; I conclude by explaining why that philosophy is 

', relevant. 
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An Example 

Some University of Maryland colleagues and I are studying the geo- 
graphic causes of obesity.' An emerging body of scientific research sug- 
gests that your health depends on your weight, and that how much you 
weigh depends on precisely where you live. If there are stores nearby that 
provide healthy produce, you will eat better. If between you and a shop- 
ping district there are streets with sidewalks, safe crosswalks, and low 
crime, you are likely to walk every day. But if you live in a suburban cul- 
de-sac with no sidewalks a t  all, if you are afraid of muggers in the park, 
or  if there is a fast-food restaurant much closer t o  your house than the 
nearest greengrocer, you are more likely t o  become obese? 

IVe are working in a community where the majority of the population 
is African American o r  Latino, the median income is modest, and the 
landscape is very diverse, ranging from suburban ranch-house lanes to 
traditional urban grids to  clusters o f  large apartment blocks. In general, 
minority people, adolescents, and those with lower socioeconomic status 
(SES) are disproportionately a t  risk for obesity and related diseases such 
as diabetes and hypertension; they are also relatively unlikely to  lead 
active  lifestyle^.^ However, many of the studies that have demonstrated 
these correlations have investigated inner-city populations. It has thus 
been difficult t o  disentangle economic and cultural factors from geo- 
graphic factors such as population d e n ~ i t y . ~  We hope to get beyond the 
general correlation between SES and active Iifestyles by identifying 
specific variables in the physical environment that more airectly predict 
active-living behaviors. I 

So far, I have described a fairly standard social science project with 
policy implications. However, my own interest is not in nutrition or  
urban planning. Rather, my colleagues and I are constantly looking for 
ways to involve disadvantaged adolescents in creating sophisticated and 
valuable research that they can give away to the In our current 
project, college faculty and students will not conduct research alone. 
High school students-mostly not college-bound; all African Americans 
o r  new immigrants-will d o  most of the work. They will frame the 
research questions, collect the data in the field (using Palm Pilots to enter 
information), and make analytical maps for a public website. 

This project is the latest in a series of informal experiments that have 
the goal of etzgclgiizg yorrtlt in researcl) of pitblic valtte, ztsitrg treru infor- 

',., ~trntiorz tecl~nology. Most recently, we worked with students a t  the same , 
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high school to  create a deliberative website about the desegregation of 
their own schools. In that work, oral history rather then geography was 
the relevant academic discipline. Before that, we helped students inter- 
view local residents and create public maps of conlmunity assets. Once 
we have compIeted the current mapping project, we will move o n  to  new 
fields. 

At this point, I cannot report that engaging youth in public interest 
research generates powerful effects. Our  own project recently began; 
besides, it is not well designed to  measure effects on the students. (The 
class is small and self-selected; there is no  control group,) In many other 
places, adolescents are engaged in original, sophisticated, comrnunity- 
based research. However, there are no aggregate poll data that would 
help us estimate the effects of research on adolescent researchers. Nor 
can I find any effort to  assess these projects in a serious, controlled way.' 
The best available assessment presents rnixed findings6 

This, then, is a theoretical discussion. For reasons described below, 
I believe that we should ask young people to  help build a particular 
kind of "information commons" in partnership with professional schol- 
ars, on  the World Wide Web, for their geographic communities. This 
kind of work will benefit the young people who are directly involved, 
the universities that work with them, their communities, and the polity 
itself. 

The  Associational Commons - 

Our current project on  geography and obesity is part of a nascent organ- 
ization called the Prince George's Information Co1~rrlrons. (Prince 
George's County, Maryland, is where the University of Maryland is 
located.) \ye have a partner in the St. Paul Information Commons, which 
is connected to the University of Minnesota.' 

In their contribution to this book, Ostrom and Hess emphasize that 
collrrllorzs typically involve the sharing of resources by multiple users.' 
Often, the word coulrrrolrs implies that everyolre within some relatively 
broad community (even the whole globe) has the right to share the 
resource. This usage allows us to  distinguish between a "commons" and 
the property of a family or  corporation, which is also shared, but only 
by specific people who are formally connected to  the owner. Peter Suber 
describes open-access literature as an  example of a "commons" because 

!,, barriers of price and permission have been completely removed (although 
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other barriers, such as  the cost of connecting to  the internet, may 
remain).9 

If the shared artifact is a digital file, then many people can view it and 
copy it without degrading it o r  otherwise detracting from others' use, 
Nonrivalrous objects are what Ostrom and Hess call "public goods," in 
contrast to  rivalrous "common-pool resources." It is not always easy to 
build or  maintain a commons composed of public goods, because people 
may lack adequate incentives to  create and share goods that others will 
benefit from freely. Furthermore, some may pollute a public good or  use 
it for harmful purposes. A commons composed of common-pool 
resources faces the same three problems, but in addition it is threatened 
by overuse.1° 

Just as a village commons is composed of shared grass, a knowledge 
commons is composed of shared knowledge. Ostronl and Hess note that 
knowledge involves discrete artifacts (such as articles, maps, databases, 
and web pages), facilities (such as universities, schools, libraries, com- 
puters, and laboratories), and ideas (such as the concept of a commons 
itself). Thomas Jefferson already realized that ideas are pure public 
goods, for "he who receives an idea from me, receives instruction himself 
without lessening mine; as he who lites his taper a t  mine, receives light 
without darkening me."" FaciIities are usually rivalrous, yet they can be 
run as commons and can house shared artifacts-as Benjamin Franklin 
demonstrated when he founded the first public lending library.I2 Both the 
library building and its collections were shared, even though they were - 
scarce and rivalrous. In the age of networked computers, many artifacts 
that were rivalrous can be digitized, posted online, and thereby turned 
into public goods. Computer nehvorks can themselves be seen as facili- 
ties that overcome some scarcity problems. The number of  potential 
exchanges among people (or machines) that are linked in a network rises 
geometrically as the network adds n~embers. '~ Therefore, the more users, 
the better the network serves eacl~ user as a tool for con~munication and 
research. 

1 admire commons such as public libraries, community gardens, the 
Internet, and bodies of schoIarly research because they encourage vol- 
untary, diverse, creative activity. However, 1 have distinguished between 
a libertarian commons and an  associational commons.14 In a libertnriarr 
conmlons, anyone has a right to use (and sometimes also to contribute 
to) some public resource. This right is de facto if n o  one is able to  block 

:. access t o  the good o r  if no  one chooses to  d o  so. The right is de jure if 
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it arises from a law o r  policy that guarantees open access. In contrast, 
an associntio~lnl cor~zrtzo~ts exists when some good is controlled by a 
group. Boyle distinguishes between the commons and the public domain, 
noting that the former involves rules, norms, and other restraints that 
are absent in the latter.ls 

There is an important category of  commons that are owned by private 
nonprofit associations. The owner (a formal organization) has the right 
and power to limit access, but it sees itself as the steward of a public 

I good. As such, it sets policies that are intended t o  maintain a commons. 

1 For example, an association may admit anyone as a member, on the sole 
1 condition that he or  she protects the common resource in some specified 
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I way. (Libraries tend t o  function like this.) Or  a group may only admit 
those who have special qualifications, but impose obligations on its 
members in order to enhance the public good. (Scientific and professional 
associations often use this model.) Religious congregations, universities, 
scientific organizations, and civic groups vary in their rules and struc- 
tures, but they often have this function of protecting or  enhancing a 
quasi-public good. 

I recognize that there is a po\verful limitation to such associational 
commons: they are only as good as the associations that manage them. 
Just because a group is a nonprofit does not guarantee that it is fair, 
responsible, transparent, o r  honorable. Nevertheless, there is a great tra- 
dition of banding together into voluntary groups to  protect a public 
good. This is what Alexis de Tocqueville found exemplary in the Neiv 
IVorld. He is often seen as a theorist of  free associafion, but what 
he really admired were groups that generated public goods: "The 
Americans make associations to  give entertainments, to  found seminar- 
ies, to diffuse books, to buiId inns, to construct churches, to  send mis- 
sionaries to the antipodes; in this manner they found hospiials, prisons, 
and  school^."'^ I believe that such associational commons are the heart 
of "civil society" and explain a considerable part of its appeal." 

Furthermore, I have argued that associational commons, while hardly 
infallible, have several advantages over libertarian commons. First, an 

. association can defend itself; it can litigate and lobby t o  protect the 
public good of which it is the steward. In time-honored fashion, associ- 
ations give their members "selective incentives" (such as free access to 
the good that they control) in return for support.'' Thus, for example, 
a religious congregation may own a beautiful building that creates " p a -  

\.,, itive externalities" for the broader community: nice views, free concerts, 
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tourist revenues. The congregation may allow anyone who commits to 
its creed and pays tithes to  join. Members then gain special access to the 
building (for instance, reserved pews and invitations to social.events). In 
return, the congregation gains a bank balance with which it can hire 
masons if the building is damaged, and lawyers if there is a legal threat. 
In contrast, a libertarian commons such as the ocean suffers from a 
classic free-rider problem. Some people and groups benefit from degrad- 
ing the commons, either by taking too much of it for themselves, fencing 
parts off as private property, or polluting it. Many people like the 
comnlons and wish.to see it defended. But no one has a sufficient incen- 
tive to pay to defend a good that benefits everyone else as well. 

The Internet was born as a libertarian commons, but today it badly 
needs organized defenders. The free distribution of ideas online is threat- 
ened by political constraints, such as censorship and the overprotection 
of intellectual property; by private pollution in the form of spam, viruses, 
and "flaming" (abusive text); and by corporate "enclosure." For an 
example of enclosure, consider that if you visit a major corporate site, 
the source code will be hidden by technological means, and patents or 
copyrights may make imitation illegal. If you try to borrow Amazon's 
"one-click" method of purchasing goods, you could be sued for stealing 
the company's intellectual property, even though such "business 
methods" have never been patented in the past.19 In contrast, the early . 

web had the feel of a commons-in part-because one could always see 
how a site had been constructed and freely imitate its technisal features. 
These features were public goods. Meanwhile, cable companies and 
other providers of high-speed Internet access are eager to drive people 
to particular co~nmercial websites with \vhich they have financial 
arrangements. Users who want tobe able to find sites of their choice and 
to create and share material are engaged in a constant struggle with large 
corporations that want .to control search engines or  to discourage indi- 
viduals from creating their own content." 

Sometimes, corporations help to create a commons. For example, with 
its search engine, Google has chosen to create a space with many com- 
monslike features. Google ranks sites proportionally to the number of 
links from other sites. A link is a kind of gift or vote. A large number of 
incoming links does not indicate quality or reliability, but it does indi- 
cate popularity within the con~munity of website owners. Google's search 
results mirror that popularity. To be sure, money can buy popularity, yet 
there are many cheap sites that have become major nodes on the web. 
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In theory, Google could start charging for placement (not only for the 
advertisements that appear on  the right side of the screen, but also for  
basic search results). However, that would be a risky move for the 
company, since its popularity comes from its commonslike feel. Besides, 
Google's capacity to  destroy the commons does not prove that there is 
no  commons on its site right now. Every commons is subject to destruc- 
tion andfor control. The Alaska wilderness is a commons, yet the state 
and federal government could suddenly decide to charge large fees -for 
access. Thus the question is not whether Google ~~rrrst create and pre- 
serve a commons, but whether it has done so t o  date. In China, Google 
recently announced it will censor search results to conform to  the gov- 
ernment's rules. Outside of China, however, its search engine continues . 

to be a commons. 
Nevertheless, corporate power represents a constant threat to  the 

knowledge corilmons. Even if some corporations find that their interests 
align with the norms of open access temporarily, there is always a pos- 
sibility that major firms will enclose or  undermine the commons. This 
risk requires permanent vigilance and an organized response, which only 
associations can provide. 

Second, an association is potentially democratic. It can offer its 
members opportunities to deliberate about policy and to make collective 
decisions with fair procedures. In contrast, a libertarian commons is dif- 
ficult to regulate even if the vast majority of participants feel (and feel 
rightly) that particular rules should be imposed. For example, we might 
wish that the Internet combined free speech with priv;cy and avoided . 
nuisances like "spam." A commons is often most efficient and durable 
when "most of the individuals affected by a resource regime can partic- 
ipate in making and modifying [its] r ~ l e s . " ~ '  However, to  the extent that 
the Internet is truly a libertarian commons, such regulations cannot be 
imposed even if they are popular and legitimate. 

Third, an association can publicly articulate a con~prehensive set of 
values. A libertarian commons is free, but liberty may be the or~ly moral 
norm that it embodies. In contrast, a university, a religious congregation, 
o r  a professional association can declare itself the defender of a basket 
of values, including freedom, public access, truth, sustainability, relia- 
bility, and/or decency.*' In some cases, a government may monitor the 
association to ensure that it serves its mission. 

Fourth, an association can proselytize, in the best sense of the term. 
'. 
-., Any commons relies on a demanding set of norms and commitments, 
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such as trust, reciprocity, long time horizons, optimism about the possi- 
bilities of voluntary collective action, and personal commitment. In this 
chapter, I will describe people as having a "civic identity" if they have 
internalized these norms in relation to a particular public good. People . 

are "civic" if they see themselves as responsible for the good, and if they 
act accordingly; 

A civic identity is unlikely to develop automatically. We have to be 
taught to be civic; we are not born that way. Each generation must trans- 
mit to  the next a moral concern for common goods. Young ~ e o p l e  must 
also be given particular skills, techniques, and "operational principles" 
to manage shared As Ostrom argues, "At any time that indi- 
viduals may gain from the costly action of others, without themselves 
contributing time and effort, they face collective action dilemmas for 
which there are coping methods. When de Tocqueville discussed the 'art 
and science of association,' he was referring to the crafts learned by those 
who had solved ways of engaging in collective action to achieve a joint 
benefit. Some aspects of the science of association are both counterintu- 
itive and counterintentional, and thus must be taught to each generation 
as part of the culture of a democratic citizenry. ,724 , 

Knowing this, successful associations recruit members with an eye fo 
the future, looking (for example) for young people who can replace their 
current membership and leadership in decades to come. Associations 
educate their recruits-and also the general public-about colle.ctive 
action in pursuit of their core values. If they have narrow c_onstituencies, 
they may try to broaden their appeal. If they have broad but shallow 
support, they may try to develop a zealous core. 

Indeed, I can think of no successful historical example of a commons 
that arose under conditions of 'total individual freedom-r as a gift of 
nature. Even oceans only work as common fisheries if fishing communi- 
ties are highly organized and self-regulated. Commons are made pos- 
sible by demanding moral norms and/or enforceable agreements, 
hammered out in groups, taught to each rising generation, and then rein- 
forced by hard, collaborative worka2' 

In Prince George's County, we are trying to build an independent, dem- 
ocratic association whose purpose is to  create public goods using the new 
digital media. In the process, we hope to cultivate relevant skills and 
commitments among young people of color who are not on course to 
attend competitive colleges. This is a constituency that usually does not 

',benefit from the Internet commons or have a voice in its future. We never 
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try to persuade these young people to adopt any particular view of the 
Internet or the major corporate and government policies that shape it. 
IVe do not tell them, for example, that the Internet is at its best when 
the architecture is "open end-to-end," or that intellectual property is 
overprotected in the interests of Microsoft and other IVe 
have not even exposed them to open-source sofnvare-although that 
might be a good thing to do. Instead, we help kids address local prob- 
lems that they care about, using the most readily available technology. 
(Below, I discuss the value of local knowledge.) Ultimately, we hope that 

' their direct experiences with creativity will make them skilled and inde- 
pendent judges of the policies that govern the new media. 

So far, the Prince George's Information Corllnlons is not an inde- 
pendent, democratic association. It is a series of projects organized by a 
few University of Maryland colleagues, with the heavy participation of 
youthful volunteers. Since foundations fund these projects, the principal 
investigators are responsible and make many basic decisions. IVe decided 
not to start by creating a new association, because we believed that it 
would have been impossible to attract community members until we had 
created some tangible and valuable products for a public website. 
However, we have tried to honor associational norms by making our 
young participants feel that they are important members of a group, and ! 

by asking them to make as many decisions as possible. Moreover, we see 
ourselves as building the foundations of a robust, independent commu- 
nity organization. In the terms used by Ostrom and Hess, we control 
the constitlrtiorral-cl~oice and collective-choice rules o r  the commons, 
although we hope to cede control to a democratic ~r~aniza t ion .~ '  The 
day-to-day operrrtio~~nl ntles are already based on deliberation and 
consensus. 

Youth Civic Development ' 

An information conlnlons could involve people of any age. \Ve focus on 
youth because of converging evidence that people develop durable civic 
identities in adolescence. They either come to see themselves as effka- 
cious, obligated, critical members of a community, or they do not. Their 
identity, once formed in adolescence, is hard to shake. This theory derives 
from Karl Mannheim, but it has considerable recent empirical support. 
In the 1920s, Mannheim argued that we are forced to develop a stance 
toward the public world of news, issues, and governments when we first 
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encounter these things, usually around age seventeen. Our stance can 
be one of contempt or neglect, or it can be some kind of engagement, 
whether critical or conservative. Most of us never have a compelling 
reason to reassess this stance, so it remains in place throughout adult- 
hood. That is why generations have enduring political and social char- 

young Americans are just as likely to say they believe in God as their 
predecessors were in 1976, regular attendance at religious services is 
down from 41 to 33 percent.30 There are substantial declines in the per- 
centage of high 'school seniors who have joined or led extracurricular 
groups-in school or outside.31 . 

Trust correlates with associational membership, but there has been a 
50 percent decline in the proportion of young people who trust their 
fellow human beings.32 Wendy Rahn and john Transue explain the 
erosion of young people's social trust as a result of "rapid rise of mate- 
rialistic value orientations that occurred among American youth in the 
1970s and 1980s."33 Eric Uslaner explains trust as a function of opti- 
mism. People who believe that the world will get bett6r (that there will 
be more public goods for all) are willing to trust others and - cooperate. 
People who believe that the pie is shrinking adopt a zero-sum, "me-first" 
approach." Whatever the cause, a decline in trust spells danger for all 
forms of cornrnon~.~-' 

The decline in trust and other attitudes and skills favorable to a 
commons is not kids' fault. I blame the failure of mediating institutions 
such 3s unions, political parties, and cllurches to recruit young people to 
help sustain public goods.36 Ostrom notes that at any time in the early 
1 9 3 0 ~ ~  about 4 ~ercent.of American households contained a member of 

acters, formed in their early years.28 
Young Americans are less likely to  develop civic identities today than 

i 

a local government council or board, who might discuss issues of dem- I 

in the past. Many ingredients of a civic identity are difficult to measure 
or have not been followed consistently over long spans of time. However, 
the percentage of young people who say they foIlow public affairs 
dropped from 24 percent in 1966 to just 5 percent in 2000.29 Although 

ocratic participation and collective action with his or her children. By 
1992, the raw number of board members had declined by half while 
the population had soared. This is just an exampIe of the decline in 

I 
! 
! 

participatory public institutions. 
Fortunately, we know how to develop civic identities. Adolescents are 

'.more likely to become civic if they feel that they are assets, rather than 

I 

I 
I 
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potential problems; if they feel that they nlntter to a It also helps 
to give them direct experience with civic or public work,38 The value of 
experiential learning for citizenship has been shown in numerous studies. 
Partly as a result of this research, there has been a massive increase in 
LC service learningm--that is, combinations of community service with aca- 
demic work-at all levels of education from kindergarten to PhD pro- 
g r a m ~ . ~ ~  At its Lest, service learning can be a transformational experience 
that develops enduring civic values and habits. However, in the context 
of real public schools, service learning often degenerates into tutoring 
younger children or cleaning a park-and then talking about the expe- 
rience. This happens for two reasons. First, developing more ambitious 
service projects is difficult and time consun~ing. And second, public 
schools court controversy whenever their students engage in political 
advocacy andlor "faith-based" community action. Yet forbidding poli- 
tics and religion drastically narrows the range of discussion and action; 
as a result, service learning often becomes trivial. 

Many of the best programs are found in Catholic high schools, where 
service experiences are connected to a challenging normative and spiri- 
tual worldview: post-Vatican I1 catholic social thought. There is no evi- 
dence that these programs cause their graduates to agree with the main 
doctrines of Catholic theology, but students do develop lasting engage- 
ment with their.c~mmunity.'~ However, this model cannot be replicated 
in public scl~ools, which must be more normatively neutral and respect- 
ful of pluralism. 

As an alternative, it seems promising to involve young people in public 
interest research l r s i ~ ~ g  the rzeru digital ilzedin. Conducting research is con- 
sistent with the express purposes of public schools, so it is less contro- 
versial than political action. Yet research on public issues can be deeply 
motivating; it can influence identities and attitudes, not just knowledge. 
By asking students to study their own communities, we can help them 
to experience and prize the values of public service, empirical rigor, and 
critical inquiry. 

Using research for civic education has always been possible, but the 
Internet helps in two ways. First, it cuts the costs of conducting research 
and then disseminating results. For example, ten years ago, it would have 
required tremendous investments of skilled time and equipment to help 
adolescents to create reliable and original maps of their community. If 
they did create excellent maps-say, of pollution levels-disseminating 

\.. their work to the community would have been expensive and difficult. 
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Today, GIs software can assist a class in making professional maps, 
which they can place on a website at almost no cost. 

Besides, the Internet has an appeal to adolescents. Many people born 
after 1970 view computers as exciting and accessible; they are more 
likely to address civic issues by creating a website than by joining a labor 
union or a fraternal organization. IVe have often been able to recruit 
youth with the promise of working with computers. The Pew Internet 
and American Life Project has identified a group of "Power Creators" 
who each create online material in an average of two different ways: for 
instance, maintaining a personal site and also posting on other sites. This 
group has a median age of wenty-five. Since the youngest people sur- 
veyed were eighteen, the real median is certainly lower?' 

On the other hand, adolescents are not auto~~~atically facile with com- 
puters just because they were born after the release of Windows 1.0. 
Many students with whom we have worked have spent Iittle time in front 
of computers; they have only been taught "keyboarding" in school (this 
is typing, bur with a word processor); and they have fairly Iow confi- 
dence in their own abilities. 

Jn fact, young adults are not the most active age group online; people 
in their thirties and forties are more likely to create or contribute to web- 
sites. Content creators also tend to be we11 educated: just 6 percent are 
adults without high school diplomas, and almost half hold college 
degrees.42 

Subtle forms of inequality arise even when students hgve equal access 
to computers. Analysis of the National Education Longitudinal Study 
(NELS) by Jianxia Du and James Anderson reveals that consistent use 
of computers in schools is correlated with higher test scores for white 
and Asian students and for those who take advanced courses. Presum- 
ably, they are using computers to enrich their studies and to do creative, 
challenging work. But there is no positive correlation for young people 
in other racial and ethnic groups or for those of any background who 
take less challenging courses, possibly because "disadvantaged children 
tend to utiIize computers for routine learning activities rather than for 
intellectually demanding applications."" In facr, disadvantaged students 
who take computer courses perform worse on standardized tests than 
other students, other things being equal. 

Mark IVarschauer has compared nvo schools in Hawaii that intelli- 
gently integrate computers into their science courses. In both schools, 
teams of students use computers t o  conduct scientific research, guided 
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by teachers from several disciplines. But one school serves an affluent 
and selective student body, 97 percerit of whom go straight t o  four-year 
colleges, while the other serves a neighborhood with a per capita income 
under $10,000. At the selective private school, teachers have experience 
in graduate-level scientific research. They teach students to collect field 
data using handheld devices, download the data to computers, and then 
intensively analyze them (with help from the calculus teacher). Mean- 
while, the students a t  the Title One public school take boats to outdoor 
locations, learn to grow seaweed, and then use computers to publish a 
newsletter. 

Both activities are ivorthwhile; both teach skills and knowledge and 
engage students in creative teamwork. But there is a fundamental dif- 
ference in the kinds of skills taught and the overall purpose of the exer- 
cise. As IVarschauer notes, "One school was producing scl~olars and the 
orher school was producing workers. And the introduction of comput- 
ers did absolutely nothing t o  change the dynamic; in fact, it reinforced 
it."44 Teachers at the public school are very conscious that they need to 
give their students the skills demanded by employers today--collabora- 
tion, responsibility, and teamwork-whereas the private school tries to 
  lace its graduates in demanding college programs where they will be 
expected to show independence, originality, and sheer intellectual 
excellence. 

It is not easy for teachers t o  overcome this gap, even if they possess 
sophisticated research skills themselves. Many of  the students - in our . , 

project write English at an elementary school level (although they may 
be bi- or  even trilingual) and have limited skills for searching the web or 
reading text. It is hard to move them a long distance in a single course, 
and hard to set high expectations when their academic self-confidence 
seems fragile and they are far from achieving precollege work. We began 
our current project with high hopes that students might find statistical 
correlations between their home locations and behavior relevant to  
obesity (such as exercise and eating fast food). But that relationship 
proved complicated and subtle. We will need a great deal more high- 
quality data before we have a chance of finding statistically significant 
results. So far, our students' most successful and prominent public 
product has tieen a short online video about the changes in food con- 
sumption that they experienced when they immigrated to  the United 
States. It is far easier to  notice the difference between food in Sudan 

'. versus Prince George's County, Maryland, than to  calculate the effects . . 
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of living on a street with a continuous sidewalk. But the latter research 
would teach much more advanced academic skills. 

Educators (including ourselves) are always tempted to settle for merely 
teaching responsibility, teamwork, and presentation skills. After all, these 
attributes help high school graduates in the workplace. This is one reason 
that African-American and Hispanic students are most likely to use com- 
puters in school for games, for drill and practice, or a t  best to create 
simple websites with text and pictures, whereas white and Asian students 
are most likely to use them for "simulations and applications."4s By and 
large, minority students are being prepared for service jobs. To give them 
a shot at professional occupations, we are going to need much better 
curricula and pedagogical methods for youth-led research. First, teach- 
ers should develop a set of serious con~munity research projects that kids 
can handle effectively, and then it would be extremely useful to collect 
these ideas in textbooks for youth-led research. 

The Engaged University 

Many people are rightly concerned about how well higher education 
serves its core purposes, which are to educate college students and to 
produce public goods in the form of knowledge, debate, and cultural 
artifactsSd6 But I think that universities should also use their faculty and 
student expertise and technical resources to benefit nearby communities. 
This is partly a matter of fairness; universities should be responsible cit- 
izens, sharing their enormous advantages. Engagement is also a way to 
address a sense of alienation that many professors feel. They enter the 
profession with idealistic motivations, but find that they only contribute 
incrementally to the knowledge of fellow specialists, with whom they 
interact sporadically a t  conferences or by e-mail. Engaging with their 
local communities can be profoundly rejuvenating for some faculty. 

The most common way to "engage the public" is to provide technical 
assistance: in other words, to advise people on how to address a public 
problem. This kind of work can be valuable. However, it does not tap 
the knowledge and energy of people outside the academy. Nor does it 
increase their capacity to address their own problems. The application 
of expertise can even reduce public capacity if people become overly 
reliant on, or deferential to, experts. 

Furthermore, technical assistance cannot settle normative conflicts, 
'since no one is an expert on matters of value. Yet sometimes expert 
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opinion can s~lppress normative debates. For example, economists may 
appear to resolve a debate when they claim that one policy is most effi- 
cient, and lawyers may claim to settle a controversy when they assert 
that one side has more support in. the law. But neither discipline exhausts 
the range of considerations that citizens sllould consider?' 

Technical assistance is either expensive (in which case it is out of the 
reach of  poor communities) or else it is a gift from experts.' A gift does 
nothing to challenge the basic power imbalance. If anything, it may make 
residents feel indebted to  the university. 

Finally, technical assistance tends not to be highly challenging for pro- 
fessors. For many scholars, public service research is "normal science," 
a routine application of their methods to some local problem. For junior 
faculty, this is a diversion on the road ro tenure (and inadvisable). For 
senior faculty, it is pro b o n e s o m e t h i n g  that they do out of generosity 
but without a close link to their core work. 

I am much more interested in research that contributes important new 
methods and knowledge to a discipline ns n restllt of close engagement 
with communities. For example, I doubt that Elinor Ostrom and her col- 
leagues a t  Indiana University could have made crucial contributions to 
the theory of collective action if they had not worked closely with people 
who manage "comn~on-pool resources" (forests, fisheries, irrigation 
systems, and grazing lands) on several continents. They have drawn 
advice and inspiration from these people even as they have provided tech; 
nical assistance and derived generalizable lessons.48 Likewhe, Jane Mans- 
bridge's discovery of regular norms in consensus-based democratic 
organizations arose from her close and collaborative work with such 
groups." Such engaged research projects are not only interesting (and 
useful for the populations studied); they also create models within the 
academy. Professors and graduate students can see that community 
engagement is not extracurricular o r  optional; rather, it is the orzly way 
to make progress on certain important questions. 

Academics are strongly influenced by policies regarding funding, 
hiring, promotion, and tenure. Often universities that compete interna- 
tionally for academic prominence d o  not reward applied research-let 
alone service--despite rhetoric t o  the contrary. Even if they want t o  
promote and retain faculty who serve their communities, they are con- 
strained by measures of reputation (like the U.S. Nezus nlzd World Report 
ranliings) and by other universities' hiring  decision^.'^ ~t best, there are ', 

. two tiers of faculty: the most prominent scholars who do advanced 
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research, and their lower-status colleagues who provide "public service," 
perhaps to improve the university's relations with its neighbors. 

Fortunately, universities do reward scholars who break. new ground in 
their disciplines by working with communities. Thus a strategy of using 
community engagement to achieve genuine scholarly insight is better 
suited to the existing academic marketplace than a strategy based on 
66 service." 

However, there is at least one respect in which existing policies and 
priorities probably need to change. Academic departments tend to prefer 
researcli that will interest ,a national or international audience within 
their own disciplines. Thus scholars are best rewarded for work that 
belongs within a single field but generalizes across a large geographic 
area. While such results are useful, there is also a need for local knowl- 
edge. Communities differ; they have their own problems, traditions, 
and assets. ~ c h o l a r l ~  research can contribute to important discussions 
and decisions at the conliunity level. Therefore, I believe it would be 
very useful to create'interdisciplinary publications or websites devoted 
to nletropolitan areas. An- example is San Diego Dialogue (wnmv 
.sandiegodialogue.org), which the University of California at San Diego 
supports by providing sophisticated research studies. Such work can be 
peer-reviewed and highly selective. Nevertheless, I .think almost all aca- 
demic departments would prefer that their faculty publish in single- 
discipline journals of national or international scope. This is a bias that 
is difficult to defend on intellectual or  normative grounds, - but it is rein- 
forced by the way the faculty labor market works. 

Con~munity-based research should go beyond description and include 
tough-minded analysis. I have attended many meetings and events at 
which young people or poor people "document" an asset, problem, or 
activity in their environment. But academics and other professional 
researchers "document" things only as a first srage in research (if they 
do  it at  all). Their real interests are comparing, assessing, and explain- 
ing phenomena, not merely listing or portraying them. I underitand why 
disadvantaged people often make do with description; it requires fewer 
skills and resources. But much more power comes with assessment and 
explanation, Too often, the rich do research while the poor get docu- 
mentation. The solution is to try to involve young people, poor people, 
and other disadvantaged people in real research, whenever possible. 

Our work in Prince George's County is hardly a model. We are unlikely 
'to break new ground in geography or urban planning, since I am the 
principal investigator and I am no expert in these fields. However, we 
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are committed t o  working in the vicinity of our  university, and we see 
this local engagement as  a strength. For faculty, local work connects their 
professional research t o  their citizenship; it allows them to  contribute to 
their oron communities while doing serious professional work. It is thus 
an antidote to a certain kind of alienation that is comnlon in the age of 
jet-set academia. At the same time, focusing on  a defined geographic 
community is a good way to create a commons-for reasons described 
in the next section. 

Local Roots 

An association can be local and face to face or  else dispersed, even global. 
This is particularly true on the Internet, which lowers the costs of iden- 
tifying fellow travelers in faraway places and communicating with them. 
Often the results are beneficial. For instance, people with shared stigmas 
are able to find one another a t  long distance and thereby escape the 
oppression of their hostile local comnlunities. Boyle observes that very 
large aggregations of people can build amazingly good compendiums of 
information." Global networks make such aggregation possible. 

Nevertheless, 1 believe it is especially important to  build associational 
commons with roots in geographic communities. There are four major 
reasons for this conclusion. 

First, many people care deeply about their own localities, so a local 
o r  regional focus will enmurage them to  participate in the - commons. As 
a general rule, people are more likely to contribute t o  voluntary associ- 
ations that work locally, because it is expensive to move, and therefore 
a household's welfare is tied to the common welfare of the 

Second, geographic communities (especially whole counties and met- . 

ropolitan areas) are diverse. This is evidently true of Los Angeles, New 
York-and Prince George's County-but it is also the case in many eth- 
nically homogeneous areas, which still contain ideological, religious, and 
other forms of diversity that are typically absent when people associate 
voluntarily. Some observers argue that the Internet encourages narrow 
discussions and segmentation into small, like-minded groups. We can too 
easily escape from people unlike ourselves by going online." However, 

. a geographically defined commons will encourage us t o  interact with 
people who are different. 

Third, local governments make important decisions, so me need a 
', healthy denlocracy a t  the local level. Democracy requires not only good 

institutions, but also active publics that can deliberate, organize, and act. 
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Public work with the Internet can help to  form such geographically 
defined publics. In Prince George's County, for example, most people are 
confused by the overlapping layers of government authority exercised by 
towns, school boards, regional planning bodies, the three branches of 
county government, and the state. They are also largely indifferent to 
this structure, which means that they do not vote in local elections, delib- 
erate about local policies, or lobby local politicians. Power thus falls into 
the hands of organized special interests that have the resources to master 
local politics: especially developers, police unions, and chambers of com- 
merce. But even teenagers with very ordinary academic skills who par- 
ticipate in the Prince George's Information Commons quickly encounter 
poIitical issues that have to be addressed through 1ocal.law. And so they 
develop both knowledge and interest in local government. 

Finally, much research suggests that online interactions are most 
meaningful and satisfying when they are accompanied (at least occa- 
sionally) by face-to-face contact. This is partly because being known and 
seen discourages outrageous and offensive behavior, which is common 
in anonymous online settings." Howvever, it is very expensive to add face- 
to-face contact to an Internet group-unless all the participants live 
nearby. 

Thus there are important benefits from local associations. But they are 
not thriving online, as evidenced by the shortage of compelling websites 
produced by voluntary groups for specific localities. People want the 
chance to do  collaborative public work, to represent and experience their 
distinctive local cultures, and to engage in sustained dialogue-but no 
one has found ways to make money from hosting such activities. Com- 
mercial sites intended for geographic communities are full of advertising 
and generic news and entertainment, but they have few public contri- 
butions. Neighborhood associations, voluntary organizations, religious 
congregations, and other groups that do public work within geographic 
communities have benefitedfrom establishing web pages. But most of 
the actual sites these groups have created amount to simple online 
brochures, no more valuable to their visitors than printed posters would 
be. 

.A 2001 survey by the Pew Internet and American Life Project found 
that, of those Americans who communicated online with other members 
of a group, just 15 percent contacted people in their "own local corn- 
munitiesn--compared to 43 percent who contacted others "all over the 

'country." ,Asked whether "the Internet [is] more useful for becoming 
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involved in things going on in your local community, o r  things going on 
outside of your local community," just 9 percent chose the first option. 
And only a fifth of those who had used the Internet t o  communicate 
with fellow members of a group had ever met those people face to  face." 
It is great t o  be able to participate a t  low cost in national o r  interna- 
tional associations and to communicate with people one will never be 
able to meet in person. But if local associations have an important ' 

civic and social role, we need t o  take deliberate action to support them . 

online. 

Public Work 

By now it should be obvious that there' is a political agenda behind our 
projects in Prince George's County, but the nature of this agenda could 
easily be misunderstood. My own political orientation derives from 
Harry Boyre's concept of "public work."56 Boyte and his colleagues argue 
that ordinary citizens have enormous capacity to  make things of public 
value by working together outside of a market. For example, citizens can 
create public goods by recycling, starting associationsy revitalizing their 
culture, o r  fighting crime. By creating new institutions and projects, 
people also gain political power that they can use to claim rights and 
benefits. 

Our response to  obesity illustrates Boyte's ideas. In March 2004, the 
Centers for Disease Control announced that excessive body weight will 
soon be the leading cause of death in the United States." The next day, 
the House of Representatives passed the "Personal Responsibility in 
Food Consumption Act" (H.R. 339) to block "civil liability actions.. . 
against food manufacturers, marketers, distributors, advertisers, sellers, 
and trade associations for claims of injury relating to a person's weight 
gain, obesity, o r  any health condition associated with weight gain o r  
obesity." The press dubbed this legislation the "Cheeseburger Bill" and 

. gave it considerable coverage. 
There jre legal academ'ics and lawyers who advocate "an onslaught 

on the fast-food industry as a whole, in which it would be made t o  pay 
its share of responsibility for type-two diabetes, sclerotic arteries, heart 
attacks and strokes."s8 Those in favor of the "Cheeseburger Bill" reply 
that we should be personally responsible for our behavior and should 
not sue McDonald's because we are fat. "Look in the mirror, because ', 

.you're the one t o  blame," said F. James Sensenbrenner Jr. (R-1;YC1).59 1 
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disagree in part: a rapid increase in the obesity rate is a social problem 
with political solutions. However, I agree that lawsuits are not the right 
response. There are much more constructive, positive, participatory 
responses to obesity. For example, a community can work to make its 
streets safe and walkable, to identify and publicize existing assets, and 
to provide new food and exercise options. 

As a matter of fact, just two days before the CDC released its report 
on obesity as the leading killer in America, forty-five high school stu- 
dents had spent the day with us discussing the local causes of obesity I 
and planning their mapping project. They talked about harmful adver- 
tising and their own lack of willpower. But we also encouraged them to 
ask whether there are local causes of the problem that may be more 
tractable. For example, in the areas around Hyattsville, Maryland, there 
are no full basketball courts. This is a political issue (the authorities do 
not want young black men hanging around, so they do not build courts), 
and it may affect adolescents' body weight. It shows the limits of con- 
servative arguments. You cannot exercise if there are no sidewalks, no 
basketball courts, and no grassy spaces. If the only place that lets you 
hang out at  10 p.m. is McDonald's, then you are going to eat a lot of 
fries. Still, that does not mean that lawyers will ever solve the problem 
by suing McDonald's on behalf of the American people. Communities 
have the powver to take their fate into their own hands. 

Every community, no matter how poor and embattled, has assets that 
its residents can use for their common benefits6' Whereas leftists might 
say that the only solution to the afflictions of an inner-city neighborhood 
is government aid, proponents of public work stress people's capacity to 
improve their olvil communities by acting together. Poor people do need 
outside resources-both capital and government assistance-but they are 
unlikely to get such help unless they have first organized themselves as 
a powerful political force. The best way to organize is to  address tangi- 
ble local problems, even before powerful outsiders offer aid. And if res- 
idents are used to working together, are confident and experienced, and.  
have created their own institutions, then they can handle an influx of 
cash without being overwhelmed by corruption or manipulative out- 
siders. 

At bottom, both the Left and the Right believe that all things of value I 
are created either by companies and entrepreneurs or else by govern- 
ments. They assume that markets and states produce a pool of goods 

!>that citizens fight over. This struggle is what ive conventionally call . 
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"politics." It is a zero-sum game, hence largely unpleasant. In contrast, 
the public-work approach suggests that citizens can make new goods- 
expand the pie-by cooperating. 

Unfortunately, opportunities for ordinary citizens to  do  public work 
have shrunk over the last century. This is partly because professionals 
and experts have taken over many traditional duties of citizens, from 
managing towns to  setting educational policy t o  lobbying. And it is 
partly because many civic functions have been privatized. For example, 
Americans often pay companies to provide neighborhood security o r  to 
watch their small children. All that is left for citizens to  do is to  com- 
plain, vote, and volunteer. Volunteering can be valuable, but it is usually 
squeezed between work and family time. Moreover, conventional vol- 
unteering tends to mean direct, face-to-face service that does not change 
policies or  institutions o r  grant much power to those who participate. A 
national survey of Americans conducted in 2002 found that many vol- 
unteered, at least occasionally, but only 20  percent of the volunteers (and 
10 percent of young volunteers) described their participation as a way 
to  address a "social o r  political In a qualitative study of Min- 
nesota citizens completed in 2000, respondents said that volunteering 
often consigned them "to positions of mediocrity with the assumption 
that they lacke[ed] the capacity t o  work on big issues that impact the 
c o m m ~ n i t y . " ~ ~  At its best, public service is demanding, creative, respon- 
sible, serious business. 

In modern America, we prize expertise as perhaps never before in 
human history. And nowhere is the admiration for speEialired intelli- 
gence greater than in fields connected to computers, where nerds rule. It 
is good news that young people without high social status or  formal edu- 
cation can rise quickly in this worId. However, most people remain 
unable to  perform important tasks or  to make significant decisions, 
because only technical experts are competent. Thus, for anyone attracted 
to the general idea of public work, it is crucial to  find projects that are 
genuinely valuable, that involve the new information technologies, and 
that can be accomplished by ordinary people. 

Conclusion 

The Internet was born as a commons, as a particular kind of public 
resource. A commons can be beneficial for civil society and democracy, 

', mainly because it permits people t o  be creative as citizens-to contribute 
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things of value to the commonweafth. It is an antidote to consumerism 
and to passive forms of citizenship. 

While there is value to the very low-cost products that we see on the 
Internet (personal web pages, e-mail lists, and blogs), we also need fairly 
expensive and elaborate products such as moderated deliberations, maps 
linked to databases, streaming videos, online newspapers with original 
reporting, llistorical archives, and photo essays-to name just a few. 
Young people can contribute such products, thus exercising their cre- 
ativity in the public interest. This is especially important since many 
young people are otherwise alienated from public and civic life. 

The Internet commons is threatened by state regulation, but more seri- 
ously by corporate control. Corporations can increase their profits by 
restricting access to the commons and by treating Internet users as con- 
sumers, not coproducers. Since the Internet commons is threatened, and 
since the most valuable public products are expensive and elaborate, 
worthwhile uses of the Internet require orgntzizntiotzs and constituencies. 

College faculty, students, and staff have a special opportunity to help 
communities use the Internet for public purposes, thereby developing a 
political constituency for the commons and also creating models and 
templates that can be used elsewhere in civil society. Such work is not 
only beneficial to  the public; it can also make scholarly work more sat- 
isfying and multidimensional. 

These premises have encouraged us to create an experimental 
"commons" attached to the University of Maryland. \Ve would - welcome 
collaborations with anyone involved in similar efforts. 

Notes 

1. We are working under the aegis of the Engaged University ~ditiative of the 
Democracy Collaborative. For the broad srrategy of this initiative, see Gar AIper- 
ovitz and Ted Howard, "The Next Wave: BuiIding a University Civic Engage- 
ment Service for the Twenty-First Century," in ]orrrttal of Higher Edtrcntiolr 
Olftreach arrd E~zgagenterrt 1012 (sprindsummer 2005): 141-157. Our current 
funding comes from the National Geographic Education Foundation. There are 
eight colleagues and graduate students involved in the project, but I would espe- 
cially like to acknowledge Margaret-Morgan Hubbard, Associate Director of the 
Democracy Collaborative, and Carrie Donovan, formerly Youth Director of 
CIRCLE. They have done as much as I to create the' Prince George's Informa- 
tion Commons; nevertheless, the views expressed in this chapter are mine 
alone. I would also like to thank the IVorkshop in Political Theory and Policy 
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