
Chilean pre-service teachers are the subjects of the activity. 
They are engaged in the activity of learning how to teach 
English as a Foreign Language (EFL).  Their actions are 
directed to an object. The ‘object refers to the ‘raw 
material’ or ‘problem space’ to which the activity 
is directed and which is molded or transformed 
into outcomes with the help of physical and symbolic, 
external and internal tools’, which mediate the activity 
(Engeström, 1993, p.67).

Pre-service teachers are part of a community that shares 
the same goal. This community shapes and lends direction 
to the individual and shared activity (Thorne, 2004).

Sociocultural theory is founded on the work of Lev Vygostky (Lantolf & Thorne, 
2006). We learn by engaging in social practices using artefacts which mediate and 
change our understanding of the world and, in turn, allow us to change the world 
(Lave, 1988). From Vygotsky’s foundational thesis, sociocultural theory has been 
interpreted and further developed. Leontiev developed the concept of mediation to 
distinguish between collective activity and individual action. This development gave 
origin to activity theory:

Only through a relation with other people does man relate to nature 
itself, which means that labour appears from the very beginning as a 
process mediated by tools (in the broad sense) and at the same time 
mediated socially (Leont’ev, 1981, p.208).  

Chile is a monocultural and monolingual society. English is not spoken outside the classroom, and seldom used in other contexts. Teachers struggle 
to master the language in the initial teacher training program and then have to commit to maintain a command of English throughout their careers. 
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Figure 1: The basic triangular representation of mediation (Daniels, 2008, p.5)

2.  An understanding of learning as an activity

Figure 2: The collective activity of learning how to teach EFL in Chile 

Figure 3: Interacting activity systems: learning how to teach and teaching how to teach

Contradictions can be historically 
and culturally rooted in a specific 
context. However, if changes are to 
be made, contradictions need not 
only be uncovered and analysed, 
but also confronted and discussed. 
The whole community needs to 
participate and agree on a shared 
object of the activity.
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3.  A conceptual tool to understand contradictions in the activity

1.  An epistemology


