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Overview of the session

• Introduction to activity theory

• How activity theory can investigate change



So what is activity theory

• Activity theory began with Vygotsky and his concept of 

mediation. The focus is very much on the individual/ 

subject and how they operate with tools

subject

tools

outcome



What is mediation?

• Mediation is our contact with the world ( Wertsch, 1996) In 

Vygotskian terms mediation can mean

• Writing

• Adult

• Imitation

• Music

• Gesture

• Can you think of any other tools that could be mediation tools?



Engestrom (1987)

• Engestrom expanded the Vygotskian model and looked at 

how it could be used at a more social level 

• It is object orientated

• Activity is mediated by artefacts

• It is social as it looks at community, rules and divisions of 

labour

• Contradictions between activity systems drive change



What is activity theory?



• Activity theory is good to use when we want to understand 
complex situations

• Radford (2012) stated that

• “This is, I think, very important from an activity theory 
perspective, that we are not merely observers of what's 
going on in the world. We are trying to transform it. It's a 
completely different philosophical perspective of practice 
and a completely different theoretical approach to 
practice, not as observers but as implicated in some way 
in what is going on there, hoping that the transformations 
that have been produced through our own participation 
along with the students and the teachers, participation in 
which we have also been transformed as researchers, 
may continue over and over”.



• We must examine not only the kinds of activity that people 

engage in but also who is engaging in that activity, what 

their goals and intentions are, what objects or products 

result from the activity, the rules and norms that 

circumscribe that activity, and the larger community in 

which the activity occurs (Jonassen and Rorrer-Murony, 

1999).



Students experiences of learning English

• Activity leaders then should be aware that everything in 

the classroom has a cultural and social meaning. 

• This will be different for the students who are learning 

English in Hong Kong

• What are some of the ways students are taught do you 

think?



The environment

• The way students interact with each other and with the 

activity leader will be mediated (influenced) by objects 

such as the whiteboard, furniture, technology, and even 

the shape, size and configuration of the room. 

• What differences can you make so that the environment is different 

for the students? 

• Remember this is their usual school. It might even be their usual 

classroom



What’s in the classroom?

• This also includes its ambient characteristics such as 

lighting and noise levels.

• Learning occurs within these contexts, and usually 

through specific activities.

• What specific activities can you use to transform the 

learning environment?



The activity system

Tools  (Vehvilainen & Lofstrom, 2016)

Qualities that can transfer into English activities

Subject matter competence

• Good communication skills

• Empathy

• Approachability

• Ability to listen

• Ability to create a positive atmosphere



• Activity leaders should ensure that English summer 

school activities are relevant and iterative, providing 

students with incremental challenges that they can 

engage with at a social level, so that the entire community 

of learners extends its collective knowledge through the 

construction of meaning. 

• How can you enable learning?
Are the activities social?

Do the activities get more challenging?



The activity system

Roles  

A social act- Learning as a process (Brown & Duguid, 2000)

• Learning through talking interaction or teaching could take learners in 

this ZPD and enable them to construct knowledge for themselves 

(Wellington et al., 2005) 

• Activity leader- lead the sessions

• Students- give them a role, may be break up into small groups so that 

everyone can particpate

Feedback  constructive BUT student must know what and how to 

respond to feedback



The activity system

Rules  

Have some simple rules e.g., 

Respect for the environment

Respect for others

Respect for self

Challenge yourself today

Do something different

Make the most of speaking English

Then there are rules about the activities too- rules to play a game



Activity theory and the SCI model

• And now for some activity….
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