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ABSTRACT

Teaching reforms, methods for teaching EFL and institutional requirements
present a significant number of contradictions in the activity system of EFL pre-
service teachers (PST). As novice practitioners, EFL PST are exposed to these
contradictions while engaging in new activity systems, particularly when learning
to put theory into practice. Hence, this case study examines the contradictions
that an EFL PST, from a university in Cérdoba, Colombia, faced when incorporat-
ing digital literacy practices (DLP) in her planning as a result of her interaction
with the activity theory (AT) elements. It also describes the shifts in agency that
occurred when she was exposed to contradictory dynamics of teaching. The study
involved the PST and a group of 35 students in 10th grade. Class observations
and semi-structured interviews with the PST revealed contradictions in terms of
mediating artifacts, objects, division of labor, and rules. They also indicated how
the identified contradictions could form the basis for a shift in her teaching activ-
ity system. These results suggest teaching programs should not only concentrate
on how much our students learn new strategies but also on how much they have
acquired transferable skills for transforming their contexts.

Keywords: Activity theory; contradictions; digital literacy practices; pre-service
teachers; EFL; teacher education.

RESUMEN

Las reformas en la educacién, los métodos de ensefianza del inglés como lengua
extranjera (ILE) y los requisitos institucionales presentan un nmero significativo
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de contradicciones en el sistema de actividad de los docentes de ILE en formacién. Los
practicantes estdn expuestos a estas contradicciones cuando se involucran en nuevos
sistemas de actividades, particularmente cuando tratan de poner en practica la teorfa.
Asi, este estudio examina las contradicciones que enfrenté una profesora de inglés como
lengua extranjera al incorporar précticas letradas digitales (PLD) en su planificacién como
resultado de su interaccién con los elementos de la teoria de la actividad (TA). También
describe los cambios en la praxis docente que ocurrieron cuando esta estuvo expuesta a
dindmicas contradictorias de ensenanza. El estudio involucré a un estudiante en formacién
y 35 alumnos de décimo grado. Las observaciones de clase y entrevistas semiestructuradas
a la practicante revelaron contradicciones en las herramientas mediadoras, los objetos, la
division del trabajo y las reglas. Ademas, descubrieron cédmo las contradicciones identificadas
podrian formar la base para un cambio en su sistema de la actividad docente. Los resultados
sugieren que los programas de ensefianza no solo deben concentrarse en cudnto aprenden
nuestros estudiantes nuevas estrategias, sino también habilidades transferibles para lograr
transformar sus contextos.

Palabras claves: teorfa de la actividad; contradicciones; précticas de alfabetizacion digital;
docentes en formacién; EFL; formacién de docentes.

RESUME

Les réformes pédagogiques, les méthodes d’enseignement de I’anglais et les exigences
institutionnelles présentent un nombre important de contradictions dans le systéme
d’activité des enseignants en formation initiale. En tant que praticiens novices, les futurs
enseignants sont exposés 4 ces contradictions tout en s’engageant dans de nouveaux
systemes d’activités, en particulier lorsqu’ils apprennent & mettre la théorie en pratique.
ar conséquent, cette étude de cas a examiné les contradictions auxquelles une enseignante
P quent, cette étude d I tradict quell gnant
d’EFL en formation initiale a ¢été confrontée lors de I'incorporation de pratiques
d’alphabétisation numérique (DLP) dans sa planification en raison de son interaction
avec les éléments de la théorie de I'activité (TA). Il décrivait également les changements
d’agence qui se produisaient lorsqu’elle était exposée 4 des dynamiques d’enseignement
contradictoires. L’étude a impliqué Ienseignant en formation initiale et un groupe de
35 éleves en 10e année. Les observations et les entretiens semi-structurés ont révélé des
contradictions en termes d’artefacts médiateurs, d’objets, de division du travail et de regles.
s ont également indiqué comment les contradictions identifiées pourraient constituer la
Ils ont égal t indiq tl tradict dentifi t tituer |
base d’un changement dans son systéme d’activités d’enseignement. Ces résultats suggerent
que les programmes d’enseignement ne devraient pas seulement se concentrer sur la fagon
dont nos éleves apprennent de nouvelles stratégies, mais aussi sur la facon dont ils ont acquis
es compétences transférables pour transformer leurs contextes.
d t transférabl transf 1 text

Mots-clés : Théorie de lactivité ; contradictions; pratiques de littératie numérique;
enseignants en formation initiale; EFL ; formation des enseignants.

REsuMoO

As reformas educacionais, os métodos de ensino do inglés ¢ os requisitos institucionais
apresentam um niimero significativo de contradi¢des no sistema de atividade dos professores
em formagio de inglés como lingua estrangeira. Como praticantes novatos, os professores
em formagio estdo expostos a essas contradi¢des enquanto se envolvem em novos sistemas
de atividades, especialmente quando aprendem a colocar a teoria em prética. Portanto, este
estudo de caso examinou as contradi¢oes que uma professora EFL enfrentou ao incorporar
praticas de letramento digital (PLD) em seu planejamento como resultado de sua interagao
com elementos da teoria da atividade (TA). Também descreveram-se as mudancas no
desempenho que ocorreram quando ela foi exposta a dinimicas contraditérias de ensino.
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O estudo envolveu a professora inicial ¢ um grupo de 35 alunos do 10° ano de ensino médio. As
observacdes e entrevistas semiestruturadas revelaram contradi¢es em termos de artefatos de
mediacio, objetos, divisio do trabalho e regras de mediagio. Estas também indicaram como as
contradi¢des identificadas poderiam formar a base para uma mudanga em seu sistema de atividade
de ensino. Estes resultados sugerem que os programas de ensino nio devem se concentrar apenas
em quanto os nossos alunos aprendem novas estratégias, mas também em como eles adquirem
habilidades transferiveis para transformar seus contextos.

Palavras-chave: Teoria da atividade; contradicoes; préticas de alfabetizacio digital; professores em
formacio; EFL; formagao de professores.
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Introduction

The new digital literacies that learners currently
bring to our EFL classes pose pedagogical chal-
lenges to pre-service teachers’ activity systems.
Advances in technology have transformed the
ways our students read and write. For instance,
some learners are no longer reading and writing
through paper-based activities, they prefer a vari-
ety of means to access content such as videos,
audio books, digital comics, social media, man-
gas, video games, and so forth (Gee,1996; Bull et
al., 2016). These new ways of dealing with written
and spoken discourses is a call for current trends
in teaching and learning.

In this regard, teacher education programs in
Colombia have included approaches and strategies
pre-service teachers (PSTs) can use to develop stu-
dents’ digital literacies in their classes like flipped
instruction, gamification, blended learning, task-
based learning, and so forth (Diaz & Rua, 2016;
Colombia MEN, 2016). For example, primary and
secondary teachers from Monteria, Colombia use
national guidance such as the suggested curricu-
lum and basic learning rights to plan lessons and
programs from which most of the suggested activ-
ities include reading and writing through digital
means such as blogs, websites, videos, and virtual

platforms (Colombia MEN, 2016).

However, these reforms and teaching methods
present a significant number of contradictions
in the activity system of PSTs that are learning to
integrate their students’ new digital literacies in
their EFL classrooms since the majority of nov-
ice teachers are usually exposed to new teaching
systems. Most of the teaching experiences PSTs
bring to their classes are based on the examples
they have observed from their teachers and the-
ory they shared in their pedagogical practicum
classes. However, the theory-practice gap is still
present in PSTS teaching practicum as students
face many challenges and tensions when put-
ting new approaches into practice (Furman et al,,
2019). Hence, the teacher learning process should
be coined with the analysis of the contradictions

that emerge within and among activity systems as
sources of information for transforming teaching
processes (Tsui & Wong, 2010).

Studies on ongoing training for in-service and
PSTs have reported positive results in the devel-
opment of students’ new literacies (Cherner &
Curry, 2019; Maher, 2020; Carroll, 2011; Milton,
2013; Wray & Medwell, 2000). Results have
shown strategies PSTs can develop to bring media
literacy skills into their class and content areas.

Research in this field has also revealed the need
teachers have to equip students with online read-
ing and writing comprehension through rich,
varied, and authentic literacy means. However, to
our knowledge, very few studies have delved into
the contradictions PsTs faced when engaging in
new activity systems such as incorporating digital
literacy practices in public schools in Colombia.
The only study found in Colombian literature ana-
lyzing contradictions in teachers’ praxis using AT is
by Sagre et al. (2021). The authors studied the con-
tradictions two English teachers faced when using
genre pedagogy for teaching reading and writing
in their public contexts. Results revealed trans-
formations in teachers’ praxis by adopting a new
approach. The study also showed contradictions in
grammar teaching that resulted from the teachers’
exposure to the new activity systems.

Internationally, a few studies (Stouraitis et al,
2015; Park & De Costa, 2015; Said et al., 2014;
Ares & Peercy, 2003) have suggested that cross-
ing boundaries is a difficult task for teachers when
being exposed to new teaching ways which con-
strain their teaching activity in different areas.
Research has also demonstrated the impact of
AT as an analytical tool for recognizing individ-
ual, social, and contextual issues that interfere
positively or negatively in teachers’ learning
and teaching practices (Sannino et al, 2009;
Barahona, 2015).

Given this gap, this study examined the contradic-
tions that a PST (pseudonym Juliana) experienced
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when learning to teach with digital literacy prac-
tices in a public school in Monteria, Colombia.
The specific research question addressed by the
study was the following: What contradictions
does a PST experience when learning to teach
Digital literacy practices in a public school in
Colombia? Contradictions in this study refer
to conflicts that have been accumulated histor-
ically which have shaped not only one element
of the activity of a teacher but the whole system
(Engestrom, 2001; Potari, 2013). The forthcom-
ing chapters will unveil the contradictions we
identified in the PST and how some of these con-
flicts turned into learning opportunities.

Theoretical Framework

This study draws on activity theory and digital lit-
eracy theories. As such, the following paragraphs
describe key concepts within these theories such
as activity theory, contradictions, and new digital
literacy practices.

Activity Theory

Activity theory traces its history on the works
of Vygostky and Leontiév from their studies of
cultural-historical psychology in the 90s and devel-
oped later by Engestrom (1999) with studies about
mediation by considering community as an ele-
ment in the activity system. AT is a conceptual and
analytical framework based on the premise that
activity is primary and that action precedes think-
ing. It proposes “that goals, images, cognitive
models, intentions, and abstract notions like defi-
nition and determinant grow out of people doing
things (Morf & Weber, 2000, p. 81). Thus, in
AT, human activity is never separated from cul-
tural artifacts. People cannot understand social
interaction without cultural representations or
means, and “...society could no longer be under-
stood without the agency of individuals who use
and produce artefacts” (Engestrom, 2001, p. 134).
Furthermore, AT uses the elements of the system
as a unit of analysis. The activity is divided into
the analytical components, for instance, subject,

Figure 1 Activity Theory Model (Engestrém, 2001)

Tool

Subject bt [ 1 ':II\NII{>

Riles Community Division of Labour

object, division of labor, community, rules, and
mediation tools. In this system, the subject is the
person or participant being analyzed. While the
object refers to the intended activity or objective
the subject has in his or her activity. The media-
tion tools are the devices by which the actions are
executed (for example, signs, language, machines,
and computers; Hasan & Kazlauskas, 2014),
whereas rules refer to the main conditions that
provide information regarding the way people
may act as a result of social conditions. Division
of labor deals with how actions, and operations are
distributed among the participants enrolled in the
activity system. These two last elements constitute
the modifications Engestrom made to Vygostky’s
original theory. Community on the other hand,
refers to society or groups involved in the activity.
Figure 1 illustrates the elements of AT.

The top side of the triangle refers to the activity
at the individual level, which Engestrom called “the
tip of the iceberg” The opposite of the top triangle
is acknowledged as the variety of actions “embedded
in a collective activity system” (Engestrom, 2001,
p- 134). This triangular model also consists of two
overlapping triangles: the external, located in the
outer triangle and the internal, seen in the inner tri-
angle. The external triangle contains the elements
of the mediating tools, rules, and division of labor,
whereas the internal one encloses subject, object
and community. These triangles also represent
a mutual relation among the elements from the
internal and external in the triangular model. For
instance, the interrelated relationship between
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the internal and external system can be explained
as follows: the relationship between subject and
object is mediated by the artifacts, the relation-
ship between subjects and community is mediated
by rules, and the relationship between the object
and community is mediated by division of labor.

Engestrom explains that the activity system inte-
grates all these elements since they offer a holistic
method of analysis and understanding of human
interaction with the components of the system.
Hence, AT constitutes a valuable tool for research-
ers to underpin the complexity of human activity
on the interaction between people and their medi-
ating artifacts which have been transformed by
humans and their activity. It is also geared towards
a research practice that describes from different
lens teaching processes and products.

Contradictions

Contradictions are key aspects in the analysis of
AT elements. They are known as tensions or con-
flicts within the elements of the activity systems.
Contradictions are defined as historically accu-
mulating tensions within the activity systems in
which the person has engaged. (Engestrém, 1999).
This indicates that contradictions are not only
problems; they are rather conflicts that have been
accumulated historically and which have shaped
not only one element of the activity but the whole
system. Contradictions also indicate the dialec-
tic misfit within the elements of the AT. In this
regard, contradictions constitute the force that
causes change in the activity system. Thus, con-
tradictions identified in the activity system of a
person may create learning opportunities for the
subject, offering wider options of possibilities for
change (Engestrom, 2001; Potari, 2013). When
these contradictions are collectively analyzed and
identified, subjects become aware participants and
may decide on possible transformations of their
activity system turning all these disturbances into
learning opportunities (Engestrom, 1999). Hence,
contradictions that lead to change required “a
socially contextualized intellectual resolution”

(Smagorinsky et al, 2004, p. 22). Despite the
potential of contradictions to change and trans-
form the activity system, they do not always result
in successful transformations. Therefore, contra-
dictions can enable change or disable it since it
depends on whether the contradictions were iden-
tified, acknowledged, and resolved (Nelson, 2002).

The inner contradictions come in four types.
Primary contradictions are within each ele-
ment of the activity system. Secondary ones are
found between the constituents; while tertiary
contradictions juxtapose the “object of the dom-
inant activity with the object of a culturally more
advanced activity, and the quaternary contradic-
tions exist between each “entity of the dominant
activity and the neighboring ones” (Engestrom,
1987; Roth et al,, 2004. p. 179). In this study, we
looked at the contradictions that took place in a
PST when developing students’ digital literacy
practices when planning, designing, and incorpo-
rating technology in each lesson at a public school.

New Digital Literacy Practices

Digital literacies have gained a remarkable rel-
evance in the past few years given the increase
of digital technologies and its uses in different
domains of life. Nowadays, reading and writing
are used not only for academic purposes but also
to generate social interaction with the aid of dig-
ital technologies. Hence, Bullock (2016) noted
that “digitally mediated reading and writing prac-
tices are mobilized to construct knowledge, social
relationships, and identities” (p. 18). Digital liter-
acy is a holistic concept that embraces much more
than the use of digital tools and the abilities that
students should develop to survive in this digital
society. It is more related to students’ capacity to
thrive in their academic, personal, employment
and social lives. Literacy practices in digital spaces
are often known as new literacies that students
should develop, which are different from those we
use in print-based literacies (Coiro et al., 2008).

The new literacies that students have engaged in
these days are characterized by its components
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of collaboration, participation, distribution,
and nonlinear process as well as multimodality
and creativity (Coiro et al., 2008; Lankshear, &
Knobel, 2011). In addition, digital literacies are
also culturally and socially situated. For instance,
people engage with a variety of tools in very par-
ticular ways in their daily lives. Thus, people do
not always conceive, use, interpret, and accept dig-
ital tools as what they were originally designed for
(Tour, 2012); rather they use them for different

PurpOSCS and PractiCCS.
Method

The study follows a qualitative design in order
to describe the phenomenon, give insights, and
understand it rather than proving or testing an
issue (Duff, 2008). Specifically, it uses a case study
approach to explore the contradictions in a PST
teaching system when developing students’ DLP.
According to Robson (2009) a case study is used
when a phenomenon or event is to be studied in
detail at its natural settings from different per-
spectives. Accordingly, this case study involves a
detailed investigation of the phenomenon and its
setting by using a variety of data collection proce-
dures intended to unveil the contradictions a PST
faced when incorporating DLP in her class and
shifts in her teaching agency.

Participants

The participants of the study were a PsT (pseud-
onym Juliana) and a group of 35 students from
10* grade. At the time of the study, the teacher
was a student at the EFL teacher preparation pro-
gram at Universidad de Cordoba, Colombia. She
was doing her teaching practicum 11 at a public
school and was conducting her research project
on the use of flipped learning to develop students’
DLP in the same setting. As she was enrolled in
research courses, she participated in workshops
about the teaching of literacy and digital liter-
acy practice. Her research advisor held frequent
conversations with her and guided her with les-
son plans, reflections, and activities. She also

revised Julianas' planning and created strate-
gies to help her transfer theory she studied in her
teaching practicum course to her daily teaching at
school. Juliana was not acquainted with the activ-
ity system until she revised the AT elements with
her. The authors of this paper played the role of
rescarchers. We observed lessons, prepared the
narratives, transcribed information, planned ses-
sions, and discussed contradictions with Juliana.

Data Collection

This case study employed methods such as three
semi-structured interviews, five observations along
with five ethnographic narratives to answer the
question of this research. Ethnographic narratives
from the observations were written down by two
researchers in order to produce a more complete
picture of Juliana and her students’ interactions dur-
ing the class (Nunan & Bailey, 2009). In addition,
ethnographic narratives served to understand the
PST's activity system and described how Juliana and
her students engaged in activities to develop their
digital literacy practices with mediating artifacts.

Three semi-structured interviews were applied to
Juliana at the beginning, during, and at the end
of the project by one of the researchers. These
interviews helped to unveil contradictions among
the elements of the PST’s activity system. All the
procedures applied in this study with human par-
ticipants were done so with informed consent,
signed by the main participant. The study was
also approved by Juliana’s teaching practicum
coordinator.

Data Analysis

For the analysis of the PST’s contradictions, activity
theory was used (Engestrom, 1999). The elements
specified in the triangles of the AT framework
were used as codes for unveiling details about the
tensions in the elements of the PST’s activity sys-
tem. All codes were processed in excel through a
qualitative analysis that facilitated the comprehen-
sion of the elements in the teacher’s practice.
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Thematic analysis helped (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to
categorize the data gathered by analyzing elements
such as: subject, object, tools, division of labor, com-
munity, and rules. In addition, these elements were
carefully discussed with the PST at the starting point
of this research as well as during her teaching pro-
cess and at the end of her teaching practicum. This
was done to make the psT (Juliana) aware of the
elements with which she would interact in the new
teaching experience in order to identify contradic-
tions or tensions. The interviews we carried out were
transcribed and categorized to aid in identifying
contradictions expressed by the PsT (Juliana). The
categories that revealed Juliana’s contradiction were
obtained from her interaction with three elements,
rules, object, community, and division of labor.

Lessons and Mentoring

The lessons designed by Juliana involved digi-
tal means to develop students’ literacy skills. The
teachers found a need for engaging students in
new ways of reading and writing in her class since
traditional paper-based activities were not mean-
ingful for students, who reacted negatively any
time paper reading materials were taken to class.
Thus, five lessons were designed by the PsT and a
mentor who reoriented the teaching cycle the psT
used for practicum one.

The psT’s initial planning addressed mostly gram-
mar and vocabulary activities at the beginning of
the lessons, particularly from the warmup to the
preparation stage. The mentor helped turn this
format into a more sociocultural view of planning,
leading the teacher to use texts as the center of
instruction. In this sense, the teacher used written
and oral texts like opinions from blogs students
like reading outside their classes, from anecdotes
telling stories of past events found in websites,
and from videos. This allowed the PST to initiate
the lesson with a written or oral text, for example,
to talk about its context, culture, and social pur-
pose. Then, she explained the text to students by
modeling the language demands for the task and

emphasizing on meaning and form if required.
After that, students performed tasks like talk-
ing about healthy food, routines, vacation, and
sports, for example, as Juliana modeled the main
task during the preparation and practice stages of
her class. Figure 2 shows Juliana’s activity system
before enrolling in incorporating new digital lit-
eracy practices in her practicum II course.

The red arrows point at some elements from
Juliana’s initial teaching that needed to be modi-
fied to engage in the new activity system (teaching
new digital literacies). For instance, the object of
her class suggested the teaching of grammar and
vocabulary, following strict plans from the sug-
gested curriculum. It also showed the need to
motivate students to read and write in the English
lesson. However, she recognized students needed
more hints and support to align with reading
and writing activities. When discussing with her
advisor, she identified missing stages in her teach-
ing process like modeling strategies, teaching for
communication, and teaching from the text. This
analysis helped Juliana to become more con-
scious of new elements she needed to shape and
add to her teaching in order to achieve the object
of her class. For instance, the PST had to modify
the object of her class by planning lessons that
involved more active and interactive roles from
students to achieve communicative goals.

As seen above, the mediation tools initially used
suggested mostly paper-based activities and a mis-
match between the community interests and the
mediation tools chosen. As explained by Juliana
in the diagram, students seemed to dislike read-
ing and writing through paper-based activities,
which meant a lot for her new planning experi-
ence. Rules from the institution required Juliana
to use books and national guidance for planning
and accomplishing her personal teaching goal
and that one required from the institution. In
addition, her main objective was to teach the top-
ics students needed to learn at their school level,
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Figure 2 Juliana’s Initial Activity System

MEDIATION TOOLS

Teacher explanations, worksheets, videos, book, reading activities with
questions and games. Some onling activities for vocabulary practice and paper
bazed materials for reading and writing

SUBJECT

Newd for teaching English more
communicatively, need for

engAEINg Students in literacy

sctivities. Students do not lke
reading and writing. Nead for
modeling strategies

Teach the topic students should learm in
£ _ 1™ grade. Follow the suggested

OUTCOME
OBJECT

cumicubum topics and ideas. Find materials
for practicing grammar and vocabulany.
Mgtivate students to read and write in
lass

_ DIVISION OF LABOR

RULES

Use of labs and online materials.
Could change activities and suggest

COMM UNITY/
10™ graders do not like
reading and writing with

materials. Use the suggested raditional activities

curriculum.

Students: r;ld the materials and answered
guestions in class. Used the dictionary for
vocabulary clarifications. Participate in
conversations. Use technology mostly at
home. Pre-service teacher: Explained grammar

teach grammar and vocabulary, and follow the
national and institutional guidance for planning.

This initial analysis was discussed with Juliana
to identify contradictions and make the needed
changes for the new teaching experience described
in the results of this article. For example, she
needed to motivate students to read and write in
her classes by integrating the ways students read
and write outside of the school. She identified the
need for selecting oral or written texts students
could study to learn content and English instead
of aligning suggested curriculum topics with those
that are found on the web.

When analyzing her teaching cycle, it seemed she
went from presenting grammar and vocabulary
exercises to students performing writing and oral
activities without providing them with substan-
tial support and modeling to build oral or written
texts.

topic at the starting point of the lesson.
Dalivered copies for grammar, reading and
Wting Sctivities.

Findings

Findings from this study include contradictions
among some activity elements such as mediating
artifacts, rules and subject, and contradictions
between the community (students) and division
of labor (students and teacher’s roles). In addition,
they include shifts in Juliana’s teaching of DLP.

Contradictions Among Mediating Artifacts,
Rules, and Subject when Incorporating bLP
in EFL Lessons

The first contradiction identified in the PST was
aligning topics with technological tools. The edu-
cational system and requirements for teaching at
the school where Juliana did her practicum are
associated with two teaching guidelines called the
suggested curriculum and basic learning rights that
PSTs and in-service teachers should use for plan-
ning. These guidelines represented a conflicting
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element of the teaching-learning activity in Juliana’s
practice. Thus, some difficulties were presented, for
instance, when deciding which digital tools might
serve the most for the topics provided by the syllabus
and suggested curriculum, as stated by Juliana during
her interview:

Excerpt 1

So, before I begin my classes, I try to make sure that
the topic I will work with can be conveyed by means of
technology. 1 try to plan very well and choose accord-
ing to the topics we are studying. The easiest part is
to find something that goes according to students’
circumstances and think of what to do, for example:
I will take a video, but then comes the challenge; what
video to choose. (PST interview)

In these excerpts, contradictions between the tools
and rules were causing tensions in Juliana’s planning
and decision making in terms of digital materi-
als for her classes. She found it very challenging to
locate texts that matched grammar and vocabulary
aspects specified in the institutional documents
and guidance for teaching in the school.

The second contradiction found was adapting
and selecting materials to meet students’ English
level. Juliana refers to this tension in the interview
as follows:

Excerpt 2

Something that is simple in terms of language for stu-
dents to understand meaning, and a video that aligns
with what I will teach is required so that students can
Jollow the model I showed for them as guidance for the

final product (pST interview).

Contradictions between DLP tools and subjects
(students) also traced the inner difficulties Juliana
faced in response to the new system she engaged
in. This tension was influenced by the curricular
requirements in the school and her interaction
with students in the classroom.

The third contradiction was evident when asking
Juliana about arrangements in the institution for
using technology to develop students’ digital literacy
practices. Tensions regarding rules and the relation-
ship of the community with digital tools posed
conflicts in the use of technology in her classes.

Teachers should first make the needed arrange-
ments for using technology (e.g., find out whether
technological tools were available or not, monitor-
ing devices, checking internet access, availability,
and so forth). Juliana stated the following:

Excerpt 3

Technology in the dassroom was not fully available; 1 al-
ways had to go to the library to ask, for example, Is the
lab available day? For example, the internet from the school
sometimes did not work, so you should download the vid-
eo beforehand. I never trusted even though I had access
to all the materials from the school. I took with me an
USB to use the video; it was easy this way. (PST interview)

Excerpt 3 shows how Juliana transforms this dif-
ficulty into a learning opportunity by becoming
more resourceful and locating a second plan for
encompassing new possibilities to integrate DLP
in her English lesson. In the background of this
contradiction is Juliana’s tendency of planning
and thinking of possible constraints she might
face in her classes. She continued her explanation
by illustrating a case she experienced:

Excerpt 4

On this occasion, I scheduled the room, but when I ar-
rived at school I was told that a teacher needed it, no it
can be possible! (Juliana exclaimed), my class is today
and is all mediated with technology. If T do not use tech-
nology, I cannot teach this class! (She exclaimed). What
can I do?. So I had to improvise and went to look for a
video beam and speakers. Thus, we need to always have
aplan b.If the lab or technology room does not work, a
video beam can work to watch the video in class.

These constraints facilitated ways to transform
Juliana’s decision making concerning possible prob-
lems technology posed in this particular class. This
situation did not intervene much in her creativity
within lessons. However, this disturbed her ini-
tial plan intended to meet students’ technological
needs and wants for learning in the English class.

Contradictions Between Two Activity Theory
Elements: Community and Division of Labor

Juliana’s contradictions with the division of labor
and rules were keeping students interested and
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focused on the activity. Students only executed
tasks because technology was integrated for the
first time in their English classes. Thus, their excite-
ment to use technology without any academic value
posed contradictions between Juliana and students’
attitudes towards technology, as explained in the
following excerpts from the interview:

Excerpt 5

When the class is very interesting, one can devote
some time to it. We may say: In this activity all the
students participated and conducted the activities
willingly. Once in a while, some activities in the class-
room can take longer. So, they wanted me to play
another video. But even when I said no, they insisted to
watch a movie, and that was the only thing they wanted
to do (PST interview).

Excerpt 6

Well, sometimes they think that if T [the pre-service
teacher] am bringing some technological device to the
class, then, it is just that. Hey, we’re going to... relax, since
we are just watching videos. If I ask them to watch the
movie to do some activity related to it later on, they use
to complain: Nooo, teacher! They only want to watch
the movie, and that’s all. (Pre-service teacher interview)

This breakdown in terms of rules and students’
attitudes narrowed Juliana’s objective of support-
ing students’ English learning. As seen, students
did not want to do any academic tasks; instead,
they preferred movie time and entertainment.
However, it was solved by using persuasion and
adding academic values to videos, movies, and
online material used in the English class.

Shifts in Juliana’s Teaching of DLP

Some of the identified contradictions could form
the basis for a shift to Juliana’s teaching activity
of DLP. When asked about possible shifts in her
professional development and knowledge as a
teacher, Juliana reported in the interview that this
experience had a substantial impact on her ability
to create student-centered activities and incorpo-
rate DLP in her classes. In excerpts 7 to 9, Juliana
revealed some gains:

Excerpt 7
For example, I used o think that if I did not give the
students vocabulary or grammar from the beginning of
the class, then they were not going to perform in the
same way.

Excerpt 8

I planned to teach meaning, to teach something com-
municatively which is something different. I put them
to fill, to complete, to fill-in-the-blank, those things
like that. They kind of do it in a moment but they
don’t see the meaning (...). So with technology it
seems different to me and I have had good results.

Excerpt 9

You show them a blog with an opinion, and they can
be asked what they think of that opinion. For exam-
ple, the students interact more because it is something
more productive, something that they are always fa-
miliar with (...).

According to Juliana, she gained many insights
from the emerging contradictions such as teaching
with a communicative goal and using technology
for designing goal-oriented tasks that focused on
students” active roles in lessons. This result was
enhanced by her constant interaction with her
advisor who supported her with teaching prin-
ciples and strategies to achieve her purpose of

her pedagogical practicum. The transcription in
Figure 3 showed how she responded to the chal-
lenge she was posed by the advisor to meet her
teaching needs.

As seen above, she expanded her teaching experi-
ence and brought important considerations such
as incorporating students’ DLP that they usually
found outside public schools due to lack of tech-
nological resources. She found that multimodal
texts and digital tools promoted more learning
opportunities to students and kept them focused
during the class. However, she did not consider
the teaching of grammar and vocabulary unneces-
sary for students. Instead, she placed grammar and
vocabulary exercises later in the lesson (Figure 4).

She continued explaining about her teachin
g g
practice transformation and gains in students’
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Figure 3 Interaction Between the Pre-service Teacher and the Advisor

email in a document.

What was it like to put the theory we studied into the classroom? How did the switch
(teaching communicatively and with texts and technology) go from not using

It causes them more curiosity; it always causes them more expectation of “what is he
going to show us?” or “what he is going to do”. It keeps them entertained in that
aspect; and for example, in my case, every time they saw me arrive, they said,
“Teacher, let's go to the living room;” “Today we are going to watch a video?” So they

Tutor

technology to using it?
Juliana

are always waiting for me since they noticed their classes are changing.
Julia

Well, if it's vocabulary, you can’t ask them what they think. On the other hand, when
you show them a blog with an opinion, you can ask what you think of that opinion. For
example, the students interact more because it is already something more

productive, something that they are always related to. In the end, they also had to

learning; for example, she gained awarenes about
the importance of teaching meaning, context,
and culture since she noticed changes in her stu-
dents’ motivation and interest about learning
English. Her students became active participants
in the classroom by responding to questions, cre-
ating presentations, reading blogs, and exploring
different oral and written texts. Below is Juliana’s
recount of her improvements. In Excerpt 10,
Juliana highlighted some of the changes we per-

ceived when transforming her teaching system:

Excerpt 10
But the shift from planning to teaching meaning, to teach-
ing something communicative is completely different. As

Figure 4 A Shift in Juliana’s Teaching of Grammar and
Vocabulary

Tutor: What | conclude is that you think that when you

use technology in one way or another, you are
leaving behind that theory: without vocabulary,

my students are not going fo learn.

When you use technology in one way or
another, you are leaving behind that theory that
if vocabulary is not taught at the beginning of
the lesson, my students are not going to learn.
However, for the production stage of the lesson
they should know any vocabulary and
structure. If you have your activities well
planned, everything happens.

Juliana:

a teacher, you have better benefits and better results,
you feel that your practice really works. So, I have seen
that my students this semester have performed very well:
They have all participated, they have all worked. Some-
thing curious is that they remember topics, functions
of the language, rather than isolated vocabulary or
things like that, but (...) Yes, zechnology, I think it has
also helped them to develop their learning. (Interview
with the pre-service teacher).

This transformation was also evident when Juliana
interacted with students. We noticed her class ini-
tiated by presenting content rather than lists of
patterns and vocabulary activities isolated from
context and content (see Table 1).

This shift took place after obtaining positive
results with DLP. Although students were not pro-
ficient with the language, they interacted with the
pre-service teacher in English using single words.
As shown in Turns 1, 3, 5, and 7 the teacher gave
some examples of the activities she liked doing
and asked questions to promote teacher-student
interaction. Questions were very important for
the lesson since the teacher could use pictures and
texts in the power-point with two main purposes:
promoting interaction and presenting the topic of
discussion (free time activities). Real pictures kept
students interested during the lesson and corrob-
orated Julianna’s comments regarding students’
motivation when digital resources were used in

their English class.
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Table 1 Talking about Free-Time Activities (excerpts)

Turns  Participant Excerpts of their interactions

1 T Hey so, that's the topic for today ::: spending time well and giving recommendations ::: eh I'm going to tell you the
way | spend my time well. [t means for vacations, free time, holidays::: eh, so let’s see, for example we can do many
activities like going fo the beach::: eh mountain bike ... or riding a hike, listening to music, so I'm going to tell you
the way | spend my time::: ok, so, eh | like going to the beach, do you like going to the beach?

2 S Yes!!l ((The students shouted in a chorus))

3 T Ok. I've been in Santa Marta, Covefias, Arboletes::: have you? ::: ((She pointed to the slides and used names of
familiar places))

4 §? Yes ((only one students answer))

5 T Yes? Ok. What do you wear? What do you wear when you go to the beach? ((by pointing to the slide))

6 S1 Bikini

7 T Bikini, what else?

8 S2 Flip-flop

Juliana’s reconceptualization of her practice
revealed gains in terms of teaching meaning rather
than form; however, it seems to be a challenge and
a call for further teaching and more understand-
ing of possible gains as she stated in the following
comments:

Excerpt 11

I think my students are used to old English teaching.
This is more dynamic (teaching with technology), but
students seemed not to find it necessary to write, learn
explicit grammar and vocabulary, and in the end, it is
disappointing for me because I feel that I am not doing
things well, but then I think it is that they are suddenly

used to another way, it is confusing.

This shift in her activity system with the new
challenge of incorporating DLP in EFL classes
also provoked innovative opportunities for using
technology inside and outside the classroom for
academic purposes.

Excerpt 12

Yes, we are in 21* century skills and they are very
familiar with technology. Sometimes we have used
WhatsApp to do class work. So, I tell them like, ok
guys send me that on WhatsApp, and for them it is
something easy, and it is something new for them to have
in class; but it is something they know how to use.

This was an identified contradiction that was

shaped by adopting and adapting a variety of tools

that students could use with a learning goal. This
resulted in new ways of supporting student learn-
ing. This pre-service teacher had the opportunity to
bring her contradictions in their practice to the lead-
ing edge and to determine how she would address
conflicting situations to succeed in her lessons.

In the transcript in Table 2, Juliana did not have
access to the lab to work on their digital literacy
practices with her students. To solve this con-
straint, she went to the usual classroom with a data
projector and a video about daily activities she had
downloaded previously. Students watched a video
about daily activities and answered some ques-
tions related to time.

In Turns 1, 3, 4, 8, and 10, the pre-service teacher
used questions such as “What does she do in the
afternoon?” and ‘At what time does (...) Ariadna*
have dinner?” in order to promote class interaction
and strengthen their listening skills. In the lesson,
many DLP were used such as videos, blogs, audios,
and pictures in order to teach specific content and
help students develop communication skills. This
tension enriched her capacity to transform negative
situations that she faced into learning opportunities.

Figure 5 summarized the contradictions found
in Juliana’s activity. In comparison to the initial
activity system, we could identify the pre-service
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Table 2 Transcript: Interaction from the Video about Daily Routines

Turns  Participant

Excerpts from their interactions

1 T Hey, what does she do in the afternoon?

2 s? Watch TV

3 T Watch TV (..) she is paying attention (.) to what? She is paying attention, she is listening
4 T Guys, at what time does (..) Ariadna™ have dinner? At what time? Dinner?
5 §? Six fourteen

6 §? Eight o’clock

7 §? Seven o’clock

8 T Where is Ariadna™? What time Adriana?

9 S1 Six fourteen

10 T At six fourteen, who said six fourteen?

11 sS

((separately, but sequentially, they were saying, “Yo” = “Me”))

teacher could cross boundaries and learnt from  Juliana’s new AT evidenced changes in her rep-
her interaction with the elements of this new  ertoire as a novice teacher. She modified initial
teaching experience. The red arrows in Figure 5 ideas concerning the subjects of her class since

showed the contradictions the PST went through  she found two main needs in students” learning:
during her teaching experience.

(a) They required more opportunities to explore

Figure 5 Contradictions in Juliana’s Activity System

HERRAMIENTAS DE MEDIACION

Teacher’s explanations, videos, blogs, PPP, webpages, projector,

SUJETO

Need for
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for engaging students in more
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in the classroom. Find a match
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Use of labs
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OBJETO

Teach the topic students should leam in
10" grade. Follow the suggested

curriculum topies and ideas. Find
materials for designing more
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Use the suggested curriculum.
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COMUNIDAD Students: Listened to explanations about a
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reading and writing with afier teacher modelling and support. Use
traditional actrvities.  technology in every class.
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their outside DLP within the English class, and
(b) students needed to communicate ideas in the
classroom. These allowed her and the advisor to
think of strategies to afford these opportunities
to students. In terms of rules, she could transform
many negative constraints into learning opportu-
nities such as the arrangements to use the lab and
the alignment of topics with the suggested curric-
ulum. However, institutional requirements will
pose more constraints due to lack of resources
from this public school.

At the beginning of the project, her community
was demotivated for the class and showed lack
of interest in reading and writing. After modify-
ing some elements such as mediation tools, object
of her class, and division of labor, we considered
there were significant transformations since we
could observe students interacting, exploring new
digital tools for learning English, and engaging in
opportunities to read and write using mediation.

The red arrows still point at some contradictions
that Juliana should keep solving as rules, division
of labor, and selection of mediation artifacts dur-
ing her lessons. We observed tensions between the
object of her classes (communication activities and
literacy) and the selection of mediation tools. For
instance, selecting authentic materials like audios,
texts, and videos that matched with the suggested
curriculum syllabus is a challenge for Juliana due
to the mismatch that exists between topics sug-
gested and students’ English level. These arrows
also point to some tensions regarding students’
misinterpretation of uses of technology that still
cause troubles in students’ behavior and lesson
goals achievement.

However, this diagram also shows some of the
gains during the interaction with the elements
of her new activity system. For instance, Juliana
seemed to have modified the object of her class. At
the initial stage of this study, she was attached to
the idea that without explicit grammar and vocab-
ulary at the beginning of the lesson students were
not capable of producing oral and written texts.

Her thoughts were transformed by adding more
content and culture at the starting point of the les-
son. Now, she is more concerned about including
communicative tasks and activities mediated with
technology in order to incorporate students’ DLP.
We also noticed that dialogues held with her advi-
sor served to add other strategies like modeling
and technology. For instance, modeling strategies
served to demonstrate how language was used in
context and for the product of the lesson to stu-
dents. In addition, division of labor seemed to have
motivated students’ participation in topics. This
element was relevant for her new activity system
since she varied students’ roles. For example, stu-
dents went from using paper reading activities and
answering questions to creating multimodal pre-
sentations, videos, blogs, e-mails to describe their

routines, free time activities, and state opinions.

As seen above, the mediation tools were shaped
from paper based to more authentic and digi-
tal means allowing more real approximation for
what students used to read and write outside their
classes. Table 3 compared Juliana’s initial and
improved areas of her activity system.

Discussion and Conclusions

This study reports Juliana’s contradictions in her
teaching system when developing students’ DLP.
These contradictions were in terms of the follow-
ingactivity theory elements: artifacts, community,
division of labor, object, and tensions with some
rules from the institution. In the face of these con-
tradictions, her beliefs, and previous knowledge
of teaching were interrupted by a variety of forces
that increased her ability for coping with dilem-
mas and contradictions. These findings resonate
with Said et al’s (2013) notion that knowledge
can be constructed as “results of interaction and
negotiation of conflicting and different under-
standing of circumstances teachers daily face in
their classrooms” (p. 14).

These contradictions made it inevitable for the
transition in Juliana’s teaching to occur. They also
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Table 3 Analysis of Juliana’s Shift and Contradictions

AT Initial Activity System Contradictions Improved Areas (Learning
elements Opportunities)
Mediating | Only paper-hased activities, Contradictions between the tools and rules Variety of digital texts in web pages, blogs,
Tools worksheets, teacher’s explanations, | caused tensions in Juliana’s planning of videos, and modelling strategies.
vocabulary activities, videos digital materials for her classes and tensions She became more resourceful and usually
regarding students’ misinterpretation of uses found a second plan for integrating ote in her
of technology. English lesson.
She found it very challenging to locate texts
that matched grammar and vocabulary aspects.
Subject English teacher interested in Need to teach English communicatively. Need to | Variety of modeling strategies for students
motivating students to like reading | engage students in literacy practices. to perform reading and writing tasks
and writing. Tired of teaching independently. Advisors’ support permitted
without results, she found a need the inclusion of these modeling tools and
to teach more communicative promoted reflections.
classes. Juliana admitted that students seemed to he
more committed to the incorporation of orp.
Object Teach the topics students should “Yes, for example, before | thought if 1 did not | Teach the topic students should learn in

learn in 10™ grade. Follow the
suggested curriculum topics. Find
materials to practice grammar and
vocabulary. Motivate students to
read and write in class.

provide students with vocabulary or grammar
from the starting point of the lesson, they
would not succeed in the lesson.”

Juliana struggled when selecting authentic
materials that matched with the suggested
curriculum syllabus. Juliana found a mismatch
hetween topics suggested and students’ English
level.

10" grade. Follow the suggested curriculum
topics. Locate materials or design more
communicative lessons, engaging students in
reading and writing activities.

She integrated more communicative goals
and technology for designing goal-oriented
tasks that focused on students’ active roles
in lessons.

Division of

Students read materials and

This breakdown in terms of rules and students’

Students listened to content explanations

Labor and answer teacher’s questions. Used | attitudes narrowed Juliana’s objective of along with the teacher read materials after
Community | the dictionary, participated in supporting students’ English learning. modeling strategies
conversations, and used technology | Students did not want to do any academic Juliana explained texts, asked questions,
at home. tasks; instead, they preferred movie time and | modeled activities, and used technology to
Juliana explained grammar at entertainment. show real uses of English.
the beginning of the lesson and
delivered copies of grammar,
writing, and reading activities.
Rules Use of labs and online materials. | There were not enough technological tools Use of labs and online materials. She can

She can adapt material from
institutional documents and
suggest materials. Use the
suggested curriculum.

available to the teacher for every class.
Students wanted play time only during academic
activities

adapt material from institutional documents
and suggest materials. Use the suggested
curriculum.

Check availability of tools before the class.
Look for plan b.

Motivated students to do academic activities
by integrating their outside digital literacy
practices.
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made her crossboundaries by enteringin a territory
completely unknown to her in order to transform
some clements of her teaching. Indeed, results
also revealed how the identified contradictions
turned into learning opportunities that enriched
her teaching practicum, such as the changes in
the AT element object of her class. She understood
how the use of technology changes her tradi-
tional way of teaching grammar and vocabulary.
Furthermore, gains were observed in her planning
such as the design of communicative activities as
well as in students’ motivation towards the new
activities that involve technology. Therefore, we
aligned with Barab & Scheckler (2004) that con-
tradictions occurred in the “exchange value of
what is learned” and in the “use value of learn-
ing when addressing real-world problems” (p. 80).
Problems we face in our teaching can turn into
learning opportunities and expand our knowl-

edge of the world.

Although theory suggests that crossing boundar-
ies is not immediately seen in the practicum of any
individual until he or she is conscious of a need or
gap, we could identify from the very beginning of
the project how Juliana questioned and analyzed
her practicum with a unique motive: generating
changes in students’ motivation to communicate
ideas, read, and write. These results concurred
with those obtained by Drucker (2000) and Sagre
etal. (2021) in the field of AT. The authors traced
the contradictions teachers faced and found that
tensions emerge once the practitioner identifies
contradictory forces that provoke changes in their
way of thinking and in their praxis (Potari, 2013).
Results also demonstrate that AT helps teach-
ers recognize individual, social, and contextual
factors that shape PsTs’ learning and their instruc-
tional practices within a class (Yamagata-Lynch,
& Haudenschild, 2009).

As for implications, results of this study suggest
that teaching programs should not only concen-
trate on providing PSTs knowledge of strategic
teaching but also on developing their capacity to

engage in “expansive learning by confronting dis-
turbances through crossing boundaries” (Tsui
& Law, 2007, p. 1300). Reconceptualization of
Juliana’s practice demonstrates that it is highly
necessary to study the contradictions teachers,
particularly PsTs, face when enrolling in new
teaching experiences. Also, while in many studies,
professional development courses have provided
novice teachers with strategies and theory to
impact positively in students’ language devel-
opment (Cherner & Curry, 2019; Maher, 2020;
Carroll, 2011; Milton, 2013; Wray & Medwell,
2000), this research demonstrated that the study
of contradictions in theory and practice gaps can
highly reshape teachers’ conceptualization of
their teaching (Engestrom, 2001; Potari, 2013).
Thus, action research studies should not be seen
as remedial strategies applied to provoke imme-
diate changes in PST practicum, but rather as
opportunities to understand the difficulties and
contradictions of theoretical underpinnings, prac-
tical issues, and technical matters (Braga, 2006).

Findings from this study also bring important
implications for the role of the advisors in solv-
ing contradictions during PSTs’ practicum. One
of these is that advisors should not only con-
centrate on how much our students learn new
strategies but also how much they have acquired
transferable skills for transforming their contexts,
contradictions, new educational systems, and ped-
agogies. In this sense, this study suggests teaching
practicum advisors should go beyond product-ori-
ented teaching activities to more process-oriented
scenarios and tasks to understand dilemmas, chal-
lenges, and contradictions practitioners face when
putting theory into practice (Braga, 2006).

Finally, the study suggests that further research
may benefit from the analysis of teachers’ imple-
mentation of students’ digital literacy practices
to understand how to incorporate these new lit-
eracies in their EFL public contexts. In addition,
it suggests that it is necessary to analyze the con-
tradictions that may emerge during teachers’
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agency and institutional requirements. This will
shed light on possible suggestions for reshaping
the institutional principles, curriculum, and pol-
icies concerning the teaching of literacy in public
sectors (Sannino & Engestrom, 2018). Moreover,
further research should concentrate on the analy-
sis of contradictory dynamics that take place when
incorporating teachers’ self-directed literacy prac-
tices in their lessons and tasks and its implications
for students’ learning. In addition, a more situ-
ated practice is needed to understand the shifts we
observed between theory and practice in Juliana’s
teaching process and how she kept shaping her

activity system on her own after the project.
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