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Table 8.1: Comparing perspectives and methodologies 

Factors Jones & Preece (2006) Tolmie (2001) Crook and Dymott (2005) Greenhow and Belbas (2007) 

Key features of 

the theory 

Online communities / CoP 

• Definition: Group of people, meet 

for a particular purpose, guided 

by formal/informal policies, 

supported by computer 

technology (Preece, 2000) 

• Individual characteristics of the 

people who form the community 

contribute to the collective 

character of the community 

• Model for understanding how 

individuals work together to 

manage a task (e.g. design 

learning activities 

• how goals (objectives and 

motivations) influence the 

development of accessible e-

learning practice, especially the 

practice of communities. 

Psychodynamic or psychologist 

approach 

• Individual as being the focus of 

research into learning 

• Cause-effect model is an aspect 

of a positivist approach to 

learning 

Socio-cultural perspective 

• Socio-cultural theory  focus on 

measuring how ‘individual-

using-technology-in-settings 

(Crook, 1994), how expert they 

become in using this cultural 

artefacts, not on what 

information an individual has 

in their head, or in terms of 

learning outcomes.  

• Crook and Dymott 

conceptualize the ‘individual-

acting-with-mediational-mean’ 

relationship – the properties of 

the technology are not critical 

•  Technology is not a static 

influence but a dynamic 

contributor to it  

•  

Activity theory (AT)   

• Framework for describing 

current practice and to analyse 

possible contradictions 

between the different 

components of the framework, 

to see what works or does not 

work well. 

• Offers a framework and a set of 

concepts and provide both and 

individual and social 

perspective on practice.  

• One important feature of the 

Activity Theory is that it 

includes the context in the 

analysis. 

• AT is a set of perspectives on 

human action and a set of 

concepts for describing this 

activity (Nardi 1996) 

• AT is much related to practice 

intended for practitioner 

audience. 

Defining context The concept of practice 

connotes/means  doing, but not just 

doing in and of itself. It is doing in a 

historical and social context that 

gives structure and meaning to what 

we do. In this sense, practice is 

always social practice that develops  

• Context and past experience / 

history of people influence 

their action 

• Pre-existing activity shape both 

use and outcome  

• Gender influence ICT use?! 

• Individual context as 

surrounding them – individual 

is surrounded by e.g. books, 

computers, classroom that 

exist separately from 

• Writing and technology are 

mutually constitutive, hence 

context is not ‘that which 

surrounds’ like discussed in 

Tolmie 

• Artefacts are a fundamental 

part of the mental function 

itself, not just a separate 

context. 

• There are many 

• One important feature of the 

Activity Theory is that it 

includes the context in the 

analysis. 

• collaborative resource-rich 

contexts  

• context of joint activity p.365 

• Activity theorists, therefore, are 

not merely concerned with 

“disembodied action” (e.g., 
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themselves 

• Context is theorised to affect 

things that individuals do 

• Same technology or software 

may have diverse effects, 

according to the specific 

setting in which it is employed 

– see case study – secondary 

school - gender 

interdependencies between 

technology and context 
designing a course), but with 

“doing in order to transform” 

something in context (e.g., 

course designs enacted over 

time) (Barab et al. 2004a, p. 

200). 

• studying human activities in 

context 

Aspects of 

learning 

foregrounded 

• Communities share their own 

language and ways of doing 

things. 

•  Learning takes place in a 

community of practice through 

active participation in the group 

and is primarily a social process. 

 

• Learning as a change in the 

learners individual cognitive 

state (i.e. happen internally)  

• External context affects 

learning 

• Learning within the head of an 

individual  

• Variability of outcomes as 

every learner may use 

technology differently  

• Learning is mediated, 

distributed and situated  

• Learning as a process that 

happens externally in a social 

system mediated by culturally 

defined objects 

• Learner and context interact to 

produce learning 

• Aspects of writing like e.g. text 

on screen does not change the 

individual behaviour itself, but 

the manner in which some 

activity can be carried out 

• The use of technology is a 

relationship of re-

configuration, not 

enhancement. The use of ICT 

re-mediate the writing 

process, writing is now done 

differently. 

• Learning is socially determined 

or mediated by cultural 

artefacts 

• Learning is situated within our 

current context 

• Social process of sharing and 

exchanging knowledge – leads 

to shared repertoire of stories, 

styles of doing and vocabulary 

• Grounded in socio-cultural 

approach which argue that 

learning derives from 

participation in joint activities 

• Learning is inextricably tied to 

social practice and mediated 

artifacts 

• learning as located in contexts 

and relationships rather than 

merely in the minds of 

individuals, sociocultural and 

historical theories argue that 

learning derives from 

participation in joint activities, 

is inextricably tied to social 

practices, and mediated by 

artifacts 

 

Pros • Professional Development is 

often seen in terms of technical 

skills development at the 

• Favours a more sophisticated, 

context-sensitive approach 

that needs to be adopted to 

• Focus is on the process not the 

outcome of learning as well as 

meaning making in social 

• Understanding the interactions 

among various stakeholders 

groups involved in e-learning 
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expense of social support and 

shared knowledge building. 
• Sharing of experiences 

empowers members to look 

beyond the group to trial their 

new knowledge and skills  

• The common interest in online 

technologies allowed the 

members to safely explore new 

strategies  

• Authentic learning  

• Fellow participants in the 

community of practice became 

the safety net where 

participants could share their 

problems, experiences and 

insights 

the introduction and the 

evaluation in education 

• Does not study the use of 

technology and its impact on 

learning in isolation.  

settings 

• Helps to understand social 

phenomena in their natural 

context rather than in 

experimental settings. 

•  

courses 

• Consider the process of 

development and design teams 

with respect to e-learning, as 

well as student’s and 

instructor’s interaction 

• Provides a holistic lens for 

understanding interaction, but 

also contradictions that might 

arise between the different 

nodes/elements of the activity 

system 

• The analysis of contradictions 

may facilitate improvements 

 

Cons • Criticisms of the theory include 

Fox's (2000) assertion that whilst 

having implications for learning 

design in practice, CoP does not 

adequately add to social theory 

or address power relations. 

• communities of practice puts 

additional responsibilities on 

students who are required to 

develop, monitor and control 

their own groups and relieves 

the burden from the formal 

teaching structure that adopts a 

more facilitating or moderating 

role' (Jones, 2004).  

• CoP focuses on 'strong links' 

ignoring the influence of 'weak 

links' as hubs and bridges 

between groups.  

• Fox (2000) 

Focus on individual provides a 

limited view and overlook the 

social context 

Reduces humans to their outward 

social aspects and overlook 

emotional and irrational 

dimensions of people’s behaviours.  

 

 

• AT is an analytic framework that 

does not offer ready-made 

techniques and procedure for 

research, but provides as 

evolving framework only 

general guidelines that must be 

operationalized and a standard 

method developed before 

applying it 

• Great complexity, especially in 

combination with AODM – easy 

to lose overview – requires 

vigilance in maintaining 

perspective on the relationship 

between the part and the 

whole 

• Researchers that apply AT are 

often criticized that they do not 

apply proper methodological 

descriptions.  
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http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/view

doc/ 

summary?doi=10.1.1.135.6375 

Application and 

uses 

See Wenger 

http://www.ewenger.com/theory/  

Possible practical applications in 

business, organizational design, 

government, education, professional 

associations, development projects, 

and civic life. 

Social  

• Bob’s health community, get 

support and locate others with 

the same problem, get answers 

Education 

• e.g. our tutor groups  

• teacher training 

• peer-to-peer professional 

development activities (Dublin 

teachers)  

• peer-to-peer connections 

without institutional support 

(informal learning) 

To research how ‘new’ technology 

affects learning and to explain 

possible different outcomes, 

although the same technology is 

used.  

Evaluation of implementation 

process not just the use of 

technology in isolation 

 

Provides useful insights in the 

study of human perceptions and 

interactions 

Research of interactions and/or 

contradictions between the 

different elements/nodes of the AT 

system 

Appropriate data 

collection 

methods to use 

Qualitative methods 

• Ethnographic observations and 

interviews 

• Discourse and content analysis 

• Activity logging  

• It is crucial that research 

gathers data on how outcomes 

are affected by the interplay 

between technology and 

context 

• Data should be ideally collect 

from actual use in real 

contexts, no experimental 

settings 

• Log of contact and activity 

• Test and exams to test what is 

in the learners head 

• Research and evaluation work 

need to gather systematic data 

• Qualitative research 

methodologies have been 

adopted to investigate this 

area, because the focus is on 

the process not the outcome 

of learning, as well as on 

meaning making in social 

settings. 

• Interviews, student diaries, 

student logs to track the 

manner in which students 

used their personal IT 

resources 

 

AODM as hybrid methodological 

approach that falls within the 

descriptive and iterative traditions.  
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on the interplay between 

technology and context and 

study the effects this has on 

how technology is used as well 

as the consequences of this 

interplay on learning. 

 

Appropriate data 

analyses to use 

• Sociability and usability 

framework facilitates analysis 

and development of online 

communities 

 

• Dissemination – need to 

present information in such a 

form that teachers can readily 

understand and use them.  

• ‘Grounded guidelines’ which 

provides general messages 

from context-oriented 

research alongside concrete 

illustrations and commentaries 

from real implementations 

may be on way forward 

(Tolmie, 2001) 

• The use o technology and its 

impact on learning needs to be 

studied together 

Discourse analysis 

 

 

Activity-oriented Design method 

(AODM) to develop a more 

comprehensive understanding of 

collaborative knowledge building 

practice among course design teams 

and their students 

 


