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Preface

We’re in the throes of a revolution. And the strange thing about living through a revolution is that it’s 
very difficult to see what’s going on.

(Naughton, 2012)

Revolutions have historical origins. They make way for future changes. They permeate deep layers of 
society and culture. They are the result of developments over time. Most often, revolutions come about 
because of the introduction of new technologies that make possible new ways of behaving, of practicing, 
even of thinking. The revolution that Naughton (2012) described came about as a result of the Internet, 
“a disruptive innovation” (p. 5) that, like the printing press, forever altered society, culture, and history. 
What does that technological revolution mean for higher education? Is higher education on the periphery 
of the revolution or is it about to be itself revolutionized? What would be needed for technology to bring 
about a revolution in education? How can we approach the study of this phenomenon while in the midst 
of its development and without underplaying its complexity?

For more than a decade, like many others, we have been conducting research on technology-mediated 
learning, writing papers and reports, and delivering presentations that grapple with these questions. Like 
others, we have tried various theories or frameworks, including Rogers’ Diffusion of Innovation (Murphy, 
2005), Transactional Distance Theory (Murphy & Rodriguez-Manzanares, 2008d), and the Learner-
Centered Principles (Murphy & Rodriguez-Manzanares, 2008b; Murphy & Rodriguez-Manzanares, 
2009a). We have investigated different types of technologies, such as instant messaging (Murphy & 
Rodriguez Manzanares, 2008c), satellite use (Murphy, 2003b), learning objects (Murphy, 2003c; Murphy, 
2004d), online discussions (Murphy, 2001b; Murphy & Rodriguez Manzanares, 2006), and synchronous 
(Murphy, 2010) and asynchronous communication (Murphy, Rodriguez-Manzanares, & Barbour, 2011).

We have explored technology in relation to important concepts such as rapport (Murphy & Rodriguez-
Manzanares, 2012), problem formulation and resolution (Murphy, 2004c), metacognition (Murphy, 
2008), motivation (Murphy & Rodriguez-Manzanares, 2009c), collaboration (Murphy, 2004f), and 
critical thinking (Murphy, 2004a). We have studied technology in contexts of Music (Murphy, 2004b), 
Mathematics (Murphy, 1995a), and language learning (Murphy, 2001a; 1995b; 1995c; 1996; 1997; 1998). 
We have explored the instructors’ (Murphy & Rodriguez-Manzanares, 2009b), the students’ (Murphy, 
2010), and the instructional designers’ perspective (Murphy, 2003a). We have addressed issues related to 
the analysis of online discussions (Murphy, 2004e; Murphy, Ciszewska-Carr, & Rodriguez Manzanares, 
2006; Murphy & Rodriguez Manzanares, 2006) and teachers’ beliefs about teaching with technology 
(Murphy, 2002; Murphy, 2000).
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Like those of many others, these attempts to understand and make sense of technology in education 
adopt a narrow focus that fails to account for the larger picture and the complexity of phenomena that 
are changing so quickly and so ubiquitously that the target seems to be in perpetual motion. Change, by 
definition, presupposes phenomena that have existed before or already. Seeing what is going on must, 
therefore, involve looking at a larger temporal picture of a phenomenon, i.e., not only looking at the 
revolution but where it came from and where it might be heading. Of course, any revolution has far-
reaching systemic ramifications. Seeing what is going on, therefore, requires a broad spatial as well as 
temporal focus. Seeing what is going on requires what we colloquially call “looking at the big picture.”

In the past, as researchers and authors, we have not been able to do that because we have lacked 
the analytical tools that might allow us to see the big picture, the historical development as well as the 
interrelated complexity of phenomena in learning and teaching settings. In the early part of the new mil-
lennium, however, we found such a tool: Activity Theory. It took time and practice before we began to 
appreciate how this theory might help us make sense of technology in education because the literature 
on the theory was as cumbersome as it was complex. However, once we began using Activity Theory, 
we realized we had finally discovered an effective means of making sense of technology in higher educa-
tion. This book represents a culmination of that process as well as a desire on our part to share Activity 
Theory with others, to initiate them into it, and to invite them to adopt the theory in order to see what 
is going on in the throes of the revolution, but, more importantly, to be able to use the theory to expand 
and transform higher education into a more culturally and socially advanced activity.

A value of Activity Theory is that it factors in development over time. The development is understood 
and considered in terms of development towards more culturally and socially advanced activities, from 
the point of view of those engaged in them. The development occurs because of needs within the activ-
ity system. Tools are the means to fulfil those needs. As needs are progressively met, the subjects in an 
activity system move on to fulfillment of more advanced needs. That fulfillment drives the creation and 
re-creation of tools. This circular, iterative process is not a technologically-deterministic one. Tools are 
not the driver in the system. Needs are the energy and driving force. However, without tools, needs could 
never be met and humans would still be at the level of the caveman, if not already extinct. Instead, that 
process has led to development at all levels, including the social and cultural. The development is not a 
simple linear one by which a need is felt and fulfilled and a new tool created. Throughout the process, 
there are periods in which development accelerates exponentially.

One example of this exponential development is what occurred as a result of the creation of the print-
ing press as fulfillment of the need to facilitate the activity of mass distribution of printed material. Yet, 
the period of acceleration that resulted from the development of the printing press is slow compared to 
the speed of development that occurred with the emergence of personal computing devices combined 
with the Internet. The main difference between the two periods of development is the difference between 
“for” and “by” the masses. The printing press, like many other developments in tools, allowed for better, 
more efficient production for the masses. It was not a new invention as such, but merely a mechanism 
or means to meet the need to produce more than one document at a time by one person. Improvements 
in that production subsequently accelerated development in many aspects of human life: cultural, social, 
political, etc.

What makes the emergence of personal computing devices combined with the Internet much more 
significant in terms of accelerating the speed of development is that, unlike any prior tools, these tools 
are in the hands of the masses. Mass access to the tools exponentially accelerates development, simply 
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because there are more individual instances of needs being met and tools redeveloping. More importantly, 
compared to the printing press, which simply mechanized a function, modern computing and networked 
devices facilitate and enable the creation of other tools. As an example, the emergence of computers and 
the Internet supported the development of a tool for mass knowledge creation and sharing, i.e., Wikipedia. 
What makes the development of those types of tools highly significant is that they make possible new 
forms of activity. In the past, people shared knowledge and a few used the tools to create knowledge 
(e.g., Encyclopaedia Britannica). Now, that expertise and power for knowledge creation and sharing is 
more broadly distributed and allows production of knowledge by the masses.

Activity Theory provides a framework that allows appreciation of the complexity of development that 
can come about as a result of the Internet and the proliferation of personal computing devices because it 
factors in many components, including the division of labour in relation to how these tools are controlled. 
It factors in the communities of use, norms around tool use, and the object for and the outcomes of tool 
use. In that sense, an Activity Theory perspective involves using a “socio-cultural, socio-historical lens” 
(Uden, Richards, & Gašević, 2008, p. 16) to focus not specifically nor solely on technology, but on ele-
ments in the setting in which the technology is used.

Activity Theory is basically a sense-making tool for taking into account cultural and historical 
development in complex systems such as higher education. It is particularly useful for real-life studies 
of technology to help the researcher analyzing data to identify important phenomena and relationships 
between them and to break data into manageable units of analysis, yet, at the same time, preserving the 
structure of the whole (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006). It provides a non-reductionist perspective in that it 
conceptualizes practice within a system (Barab, Barnett, Yamagata-Lynch, Squire, & Keating, 2002) 
and the subject interacting with the world (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006). The theory unifies thought and 
activity (Zinchenko, 1996) and “constructs the individual as a technologically empowered and socially 
contextualized subject” (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006, p. 199).

Activity Theory has had a versatile use in education. For example, it has been used to understand 
and interpret phenomena such as: teachers’ practices and how their teaching is restructured when a new 
technology becomes part of their teaching activity (e.g., Buell, 2004), the introduction of new technology 
and teachers’ beliefs (e.g., Anthony, 2012; Buell, n.d.; Hu & Webb, 2009; Karasavvidis, 2009; Lim & 
Hang, 2003; Russell & Schneiderheinze, 2005; Yamagata-Lynch, 2007), students’ histories of technol-
ogy use and their resistance to new tools (e.g., Blin, 2004), group processes in online learning (e.g., 
Brine & Franken, 2006), and online collaborative writing among English as foreign language students 
(e.g., Blin & Appel, 2011).

In relation to technology-mediated or e-learning and online learning, Activity Theory facilitates 
consideration of the practices of individual students and educators both “at the macro… and the micro-
organisational levels” (Benson, Lawler, & Whitworth, 2008, p. 456). The theory is suited to examining 
shifts in educational practices, such as those brought about by technology, and for engaging in col-
laborative reflection about change (Buell, n.d.). In general, Activity Theory has the “potential to be a 
pathbreaker in studies that help humans gain control over their own artifacts and thus over their future” 
(Engeström, 1999a, p. 29).

Nardi (1996b) summarized the value of Activity Theory and outlined its overall contribution:
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I have found activity theory compelling because it weaves together, in a single coherent framework, so 
many interesting theoretical constructs crucial to an understanding of human activity: dynamic levels of 
activity, mediation, contradiction, intentionality, development, history, collaboration, functional organ, 
the unity of internal and external. Other theoretical frameworks treat these constructs individually, or 
in less rich form, or not at all. (p. 375)

We too find Activity Theory highly compelling. We also find compelling the potential developments 
that give hints of new forms of learning that are evolving because of the rapid changes in tools, or what 
individuals tend to refer to more generally as technology. Higher education is a very complex phenomenon 
that not only includes many elements and actors, but is also part of a larger phenomenon of technologi-
cal development occurring in the world in general. Activity Theory can take that complexity and focus 
it in order to make sense of the developments as well as potentially direct them.

The purpose of the book is to explain and illustrate how Activity Theory can help make sense of 
technology in higher education. The principal audience for this book is researchers, academics, and 
any others interested in inquiring into technology in higher education. At the same time, this book may 
also be of interest to others such as policy makers, administrators, and instructors in higher education. 
Although this book focuses on higher education, researchers interested in inquiry into technology use 
at other levels of learning may also find that the book can provide many valuable insights for them.

In spite of the power of Activity Theory to help make sense of technology in higher education, there 
have been no other books that have adopted an Activity Theory perspective on technology in higher 
education. This lacuna may be due to the “unfriendliness” of the theory and to its complex concepts, 
principles, and origins. That is why this book aims to present a friendlier version of the theory; one 
that relies on illustration with examples in hypothetical and real contexts of use of technology in higher 
education. The emphasis in this book is on theory and on practice, on the past and the future, the indi-
vidual and society in an attempt to shed important insights into the potential for transformation of higher 
education. Ultimately, that potential for transformation is what this book is essentially about.

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

The book is organized into eleven chapters. Each chapter is linked to the others and each begins with a 
brief description of the chapter’s relationship with the one that preceded it. Likewise, the chapters conclude 
with a summary and a brief description of the content of the subsequent chapter. Section 1 describes 
and illustrates the main constructs and principles of Activity Theory. The illustration and description 
are contextualized in relation to technology in higher education. Section 2 moves beyond an explanation 
and illustration of Activity Theory to an actual application of the theory to two studies of technology 
and higher education international students. The specific contents of the chapters are indicated below.

Chapter 1 presents an Activity Theory perspective on technology in a context of higher education. It 
introduces the reader to the basic constructs and principles of Activity Theory through the experiences 
of a hypothetical first-year university student, Anne. Her experiences highlight the complex role that 
technology can play in reshaping and disrupting forms of learning that are deeply rooted in cultural, 
historical, and social traditions. The chapter sets the stage for the argument that Activity Theory explains 
technology’s role in the development and transformation of learning and provides a framework to make 
sense of these transformations.
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Chapter 2 provides an overview of Activity Theory. It outlines the origins and development of the 
theory, situates it in relation to other approaches, and explains the important role of history and culture 
in the theory. The second part of the chapter provides an overview of the components of an activity 
system: subject; object; outcomes; tools; community; division of labour; and norms. The chapter devotes 
particular attention to the component of tools, then presents and summarizes their importance in seven 
propositions using examples from higher education. The chapter follows with a discussion of the role 
of ethics, values, and emotions in Activity Theory and includes a visual representation of the activity 
system of Activity Theory.

Chapter 3 presents a review of studies and reports of students’ use of technology in higher educa-
tion published primarily in the U.S. and Canada from 2005 to 2012. The review is conducted using an 
Activity Theory framework that organizes information from the literature according to the components 
of the activity system—subject, tools, object, norms, community, division of labour, and outcomes. The 
chapter concludes with a summary of the activity system and limitations of the approach.

Chapter 4 is about how new forms of activity emerge in higher education and the role that contradic-
tions in general and tools specifically play in that emergence. Activity system components such as norms, 
division of labour, and tools develop but at different rates and in different ways over long periods of time. 
Likewise, different activities may share a component but the component may be more developed in one 
activity than in the other. The development at different stages means that there are always disconnects 
within and between activity systems. Activity Theory calls these disconnects by the term contradic-
tions. The chapter begins with an overview of contradictions. It follows with hypothetical examples to 
illustrate contradictions in a context of technology-mediated higher education. The second part of this 
chapter provides an overview of how contradictions have been used to analyze technology and learning.

Chapter 5 illustrates Activity Theory’s principle of expansive learning. It begins with an overview of 
expansive learning followed by description of a hypothetical, more culturally and historically developed 
form of the activity of higher education. The description is organized according to the seven components 
of the activity system. The outcomes of this hypothetical, transformed form of learning are the realization 
or near realization of the zone of proximal development and co-actualization. Following the description 
of the components of an expanded, more developed form of higher education, are the identification 
and analysis of three contradictions that must be resolved in order for the expansion to take place. The 
chapter concludes with a discussion of how the expansive transformation of higher education might be 
realized and the role that contradictions could play in this transformation.

Chapter 6 serves as an introduction to the two studies featured in Section 2 (Chapters 7-10). It pres-
ents a review of a decade (2002-2012) of nine Activity Theory studies from peer-reviewed journals of 
higher education students’ learning in technology-mediated contexts. The review is organized around the 
following elements: purpose; rationale for Activity Theory use; summary of technology use; focus on 
technology-mediated learning; data collection; data analysis; findings, conclusions, and implications. The 
methods section provides an overview of why the nine studies were included while others were excluded. 
The chapter includes a comparison of the nine studies with those presented in Section 2, Chapters 7-10.

Chapter 7 reports on a survey of 87 graduate and undergraduate international students at Memorial 
University of Newfoundland, Newfoundland and Labrador, Canada. The survey was focused on the 
components of the activity system of subject, tools, object, outcomes, community, division of labour, 
and norms. The international students represented 31 programs or fields of specialization and 21 dif-
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ferent first languages. The chapter presents a comparison of the findings of the study with the literature 
on higher education domestic and international students and technology. It identifies the contradictions 
that would need to be overcome in order for expansive transformations to occur.

Chapter 8 presents findings of a study of the activity systems of seven international students enrolled 
in online learning at Memorial University of Newfoundland, in the province of Newfoundland and Lab-
rador, Canada. The seven students were interviewed using questions focused around the components 
of an activity system. Data were analyzed using a coding protocol designed for the study and based on 
Activity Theory. Findings are presented as seven individual portraits of the activity system of students. 
Each portrait is summarized according to the following components: subject, object, tools, norms, com-
munity, division of labour, outcomes.

Chapter 9 presents the results of a cross-analysis of the seven portraits of the activity systems of higher 
education international students in online learning. The cross-analysis relies on Activity Theory as a 
tool to identify and sort patterns in the data, in this instance across seven portraits. The cross-analysis 
aggregates findings from across all seven portraits into the Activity Theory components of subject, 
object, tools, norms, community, division of labour, and outcomes. The chapter provides an aggregate 
portrait of the activity system of the seven students.

Chapter 10 features a description of three contradictions (i.e., disconnects) in the activity system of 
international higher education students in online learning. These disconnects are interpreted in relation 
to the constructs of teaching, real, learning, social, and cultural presence and analyzed in terms of their 
origins in face-to-face, time- and place-dependent contexts of learning. Teaching presence is the external 
(to the student) regulation and management of learning, real presence is the sensory-rich character of 
learning, and social and cultural presence relate to specific types of interactions and communication that 
occur in conjunction with learning. Learning presence reflects a constructivist perspective that values 
socially-constructed forms of knowledge and self-regulation. The chapter follows with a description of 
how the disconnects can be bridged and the activity system expanded.

Chapter 11 begins with a discussion of the value of having adopted an Activity Theory perspective to 
write this book. It follows with consideration of the role of tradition and beliefs in transforming higher 
education. The subsequent sections summarize opportunities for expansion that readers may take away 
from this book as implications for policy and practice. These relate to expansion of conceptions of 
learning; control; support; tools; and boundaries. The chapter concludes with limitations of this book 
and of Activity Theory in general.

Elizabeth Murphy 
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