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Sharing objectives

1. What is Activity Theory (AT)?

2. AT as analytical tool

3. AT and contradictions 



What is Activity Theory (AT)?

• Activity theory, alternatively known as Cultural-Historical 
Activity Theory (CHAT) 

• Vygotsky(1978), further developed by Leont’ev (1978; 1981) 
and Engeström (1993).

Activity theory can be utilised as: 

• an analytical tool (Scanlon and Issroff, 2005)

• an approach (Nardi, 1996), 

• a conceptual theory (Cole, 1999; Nardi, 1996; 

Russell and Schneiderheinze, 2005).

• a philosophical framework (Kuutti, 1996).



What is Activity Theory (AT)?

● analysis tools for understanding human 

activities.

● Understanding of the relationship between 

people and their environments.

● Why do they behave/react/interact the way 

they do?

● E.g., what is their motive to learn/ to 

collaborate?

● helps you to reflect on current practice and see the gap/ the 

issue

● helps you to strategize/ restructure

● helps you to make better decision

● helps you to understand the best way to help others

1st generation

Vygotsky, 1924  -> (Leontév, 1978)



What is Activity Theory (AT)?

Internalization

Externalization

● A person’s actions are influenced by internal and 

external factors

● AT provide focus for us to analyse these factors: tool, 

object, rules, community, and division of labour.

Subject
Language is a 

special kind of 

artefact/ tool



The eight step model 
(Source: Mwanza and 
Engestrom, 2005, p.459)

What is Activity Theory (AT)?

2nd generation

(Engestrom, 1987)



AT as analytical tool

3rd generation

Identifying 
contradictions that bring 

changes

(Engestrom, 1999)



AT and contradictions 

Interpretations of contradiction: 

• conflict (Dippe, 2006),

• tension (Basharina, 2007), 

• problems, ruptures, 
breakdowns and clashes (Kuutti, 
1996),

• accumulating tensions (Engeström, 
2001)



AT and contradictions 

• AT sees contradictions as sources of learning and development 

(Engeström, 1987)

• e.g, AT facilitated the understanding of how students were affected by 

the contradictions and how they reconciled them. 

• The contradictions brought about some benefits and also drawbacks

Roles Roles



AT and contradictions 

• What were the contradictions that emerged in the project under study?’

• ‘What were the underlying reasons for those contradictions?



AT and contradictions 



AT and contradictions 

• Student’s objective changed – from producing a design with high marks (Objective 1), 

and producing a design to get accepted by the designers and lecturers (Objective 2) to 

producing a design that is appropriate for the target audience (Objective 3).

• What caused the change? The different culture/styles in feedback delivery.

• Therefore, attention on feedback delivery is crucial if you wish to have such learning 

collaboration.

Roles Roles



Reading list



Where to start? 
Exercise

/ Roles



Lecturer(s) + Peers + 
Industry experts

Moodle/ Facebook/ TikTok
Interactions

Students

Improve creativity/ 
engagement/ 
achievement/ 
critical thinking

Based on principle of PBL:
● Group work
● Solve given problem

● Lecturer: mediate
● Industry experts: critiques 
● Peers: motivate

be prepared for 
unexpected 
outcome!

REMINDER:

You can start with this, but as 

you go deeper into the data, 

everything will become more 

comprehensive and be 

prepared for changes. 

/ Roles




