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1 Introduction 

The ability of universities to respond effectively to rapidly changing disruptive 
conditions, such as those created by the COVID-19 pandemic, and to provide 
quality education depends in large part on the professional expertise of their 
teaching faculty (Karalis, 2020). Traditionally research in the professional 
expertise field has largely focused on comparing experts and non-experts or 
describing professional competencies and associated actions, with comparatively 
less attention to the conditions and processes through which expert abilities 
emerge in work (Hambrick et al., 2014; van Dijk et al., 2020). As a result, the 
development of teaching expertise in higher education is unexplored, particularly 
under disruptive conditions. 

This thesis focuses on the development of teaching expertise in higher education 
under disruptive conditions. Consequently, the thesis is positioned in the 
intersection of research on higher education teaching and Work-Integrated 
Learning (WIL). WIL is understood here as a research field concerned with 
human learning and development in and through work practices (Areskoug 
Josefsson et al., 2025). From this perspective, university teaching is approached 
as a form of professional work, and the development of teaching expertise as a 
process that unfolds within and through pedagogical activity. The study is further 
positioned within the broader field of research on professional expertise and 
follows a developmental approach: it examines teaching expertise as it appears—
that is, comes into being in a determinate form—in teachers’ pedagogical work 
(activity) under conditions of educational disruption. 

Important to note is that the terms teaching and education can be understood in 
various ways in education research, with differences in meaning conventional to 
scholarly perspectives and communities. For example, teaching may be treated as a 
communicative and situated enterprise, whereas education may refer to an 
institutional activity (Säljö, 2023). In education literature, however, the terms 
teaching and education are often used interchangeably, as ordinary words in the 
English language with meanings stabilized in dictionaries. This thesis distinguishes 
between linguistic meanings and scientific concepts. Conceptual definitions are 
provided where theoretical clarification is necessary and in chapter three; 
otherwise, words are used in their linguistic meanings to support clarity and 
interdisciplinary intelligibility. In line with this approach, teaching in the present 
thesis is understood as pedagogical work, that is, a professional activity concerned 
with student learning and development. This understanding reflects Vygotsky’s 
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view of the close interrelationship between teaching, learning, and development 
(Vygotsky, 1978). The term education is also used in its conventional meanings 
delineated in dictionaries, and its actualized sense is determined by the contexts 
in which it appears in the text.  

The following sections outline Work-Integrated Learning, educational disruption 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, presents a need for knowledge development on 
teaching expertise in this context, and specifies the objectives, research questions, 
and delimitations of the study.  

1.1 Work-Integrated Learning 

Polysemy is generally understood in linguistics as a lexical property whereby a sign 
is associated with multiple related meanings (Falkum & Vicente, 2015). WIL is an 
example of a polysemous term. To name a few meanings, the term refers to 
epistemological approaches, pedagogical practices, whole courses and education 
programs, and a research field (Sunnemark et al., 2024). And while some 
researchers define WIL as including the whole variety of meanings associated with 
the term, others may tend to avoid the ambiguous term (Björck & Willermark, 
2025; Sunnemark et al., 2024). Furthermore, definitions and conceptions of WIL 
are the object of research in its own right (Areskoug Josefsson et al., 2025; 
Sunnemark et al., 2024; Vallo Hult et al., 2025).  

WIL research emphasizes, however, the need to develop a conceptual 
understanding of WIL (Areskoug Josefsson et al., 2025; Sunnemark et al., 2024). 
How it can be developed brings methodological questions to the fore. For 
example, WIL is sometimes described in literature as an educational approach that 
provides students with work-based experiences (Berndtsson et al., 2020; Schuster 
& Glavas, 2017). Some scholars also emphasize the difference between the 
concepts of education and learning and suggest that WIL cannot be treated as an 
educational approach, the latter being referred to as work-integrated education 
(Billett, 2025).  

In line with this, a suggestion is articulated to treat WIL as a multidimensional 
learning phenomenon (Björck & Willermark, 2025). At the same time, attempts 
to define learning as a phenomenon have been previously questioned in literature. 
Säljö (2009), for example, argues that learning is embedded in different “language 
games” and may be understood as a family concept. From this perspective, no 
agreed meaning can be established, since the term is used across theoretical 
traditions with diverse units of analysis. 

In this thesis, WIL is approached by the historical conditions of its emergence, in 
line with activity-theoretical perspective that treats scientific disciplines and 
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research fields as constituted in and through their practical development. More 
specifically, for the purposes of describing the positioning of this thesis within the 
field, WIL research is here analytically organized through the following 
interrelated perspectives: 

- One perspective, institutional collaboration and student workplace 
participation, focuses on methods and models for the organization of 
student education (Zegwaard et al., 2023). Within this perspective, the 
definitions of WIL appear to be influenced by theories of situated 
learning with the emphasis on authenticity of the learning tasks and 
actions (Areskoug Josefsson et al., 2025)  

- A second perspective emphasizes professional learning, drawing 
attention to the development of professional competences and expertise. 
This perspective focuses on the learning of employees, and, as its part, it 
encompasses industrial work-place learning (Shahlaei & Lundh Snis, 
2023)  

- A third perspective focuses on digital transformation, examining how 
changes in material conditions—such as online or hybrid environments 
and digital tools—may reconfigure both learning and work. For instance, 
studies on work-integrated safety training in gamified, immersive learning 
environments exemplify this approach (see Katende et al., 2026)  

- A fourth perspective situates learning and work within broader social and 
historical contexts, including shifts in the labor market, restructuring of 
professions, and reorganization of practices. For instance, drawing on 
theories about collaboration and boundary crossing, researchers 
conceptualize work-integrated learning for social sustainability as a 
dynamic and relational practice shaped through interaction among 
stakeholders (Gankhuyag et al., 2025) 

This thesis is positioned within the discourses of second perspective as the thesis 
focuses on the development of teaching expertise. It also relates to the discourses 
of the digital transformation perspective, since the thesis examines university 
teaching during the pandemic-induced off-campus migration into online 
environments. As such, the thesis explores a possible research agenda in WIL by 
proposing the Cognition-in-Activity Framework (CIAF) as a conceptual basis 
allowing for the analysis of learning and development across education and work 
domains (discussed in section 7.4). 



 
 

2 

view of the close interrelationship between teaching, learning, and development 
(Vygotsky, 1978). The term education is also used in its conventional meanings 
delineated in dictionaries, and its actualized sense is determined by the contexts 
in which it appears in the text.  

The following sections outline Work-Integrated Learning, educational disruption 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, presents a need for knowledge development on 
teaching expertise in this context, and specifies the objectives, research questions, 
and delimitations of the study.  

1.1 Work-Integrated Learning 

Polysemy is generally understood in linguistics as a lexical property whereby a sign 
is associated with multiple related meanings (Falkum & Vicente, 2015). WIL is an 
example of a polysemous term. To name a few meanings, the term refers to 
epistemological approaches, pedagogical practices, whole courses and education 
programs, and a research field (Sunnemark et al., 2024). And while some 
researchers define WIL as including the whole variety of meanings associated with 
the term, others may tend to avoid the ambiguous term (Björck & Willermark, 
2025; Sunnemark et al., 2024). Furthermore, definitions and conceptions of WIL 
are the object of research in its own right (Areskoug Josefsson et al., 2025; 
Sunnemark et al., 2024; Vallo Hult et al., 2025).  

WIL research emphasizes, however, the need to develop a conceptual 
understanding of WIL (Areskoug Josefsson et al., 2025; Sunnemark et al., 2024). 
How it can be developed brings methodological questions to the fore. For 
example, WIL is sometimes described in literature as an educational approach that 
provides students with work-based experiences (Berndtsson et al., 2020; Schuster 
& Glavas, 2017). Some scholars also emphasize the difference between the 
concepts of education and learning and suggest that WIL cannot be treated as an 
educational approach, the latter being referred to as work-integrated education 
(Billett, 2025).  

In line with this, a suggestion is articulated to treat WIL as a multidimensional 
learning phenomenon (Björck & Willermark, 2025). At the same time, attempts 
to define learning as a phenomenon have been previously questioned in literature. 
Säljö (2009), for example, argues that learning is embedded in different “language 
games” and may be understood as a family concept. From this perspective, no 
agreed meaning can be established, since the term is used across theoretical 
traditions with diverse units of analysis. 

In this thesis, WIL is approached by the historical conditions of its emergence, in 
line with activity-theoretical perspective that treats scientific disciplines and 

INTRODUCTION  

 
 

3 

research fields as constituted in and through their practical development. More 
specifically, for the purposes of describing the positioning of this thesis within the 
field, WIL research is here analytically organized through the following 
interrelated perspectives: 

- One perspective, institutional collaboration and student workplace 
participation, focuses on methods and models for the organization of 
student education (Zegwaard et al., 2023). Within this perspective, the 
definitions of WIL appear to be influenced by theories of situated 
learning with the emphasis on authenticity of the learning tasks and 
actions (Areskoug Josefsson et al., 2025)  

- A second perspective emphasizes professional learning, drawing 
attention to the development of professional competences and expertise. 
This perspective focuses on the learning of employees, and, as its part, it 
encompasses industrial work-place learning (Shahlaei & Lundh Snis, 
2023)  

- A third perspective focuses on digital transformation, examining how 
changes in material conditions—such as online or hybrid environments 
and digital tools—may reconfigure both learning and work. For instance, 
studies on work-integrated safety training in gamified, immersive learning 
environments exemplify this approach (see Katende et al., 2026)  

- A fourth perspective situates learning and work within broader social and 
historical contexts, including shifts in the labor market, restructuring of 
professions, and reorganization of practices. For instance, drawing on 
theories about collaboration and boundary crossing, researchers 
conceptualize work-integrated learning for social sustainability as a 
dynamic and relational practice shaped through interaction among 
stakeholders (Gankhuyag et al., 2025) 

This thesis is positioned within the discourses of second perspective as the thesis 
focuses on the development of teaching expertise. It also relates to the discourses 
of the digital transformation perspective, since the thesis examines university 
teaching during the pandemic-induced off-campus migration into online 
environments. As such, the thesis explores a possible research agenda in WIL by 
proposing the Cognition-in-Activity Framework (CIAF) as a conceptual basis 
allowing for the analysis of learning and development across education and work 
domains (discussed in section 7.4). 



 
 

4 

1.2 Educational Disruption and COVID-19 
Pandemic 

In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted higher education, challenging 
traditional practices related to teaching and learning. One of the measures 
recommended to curb the spread of the virus was social distancing, which meant 
"keeping a physical distance" (Bjursell, 2020, p. 645). The term social distancing 
refers to: "measures that people can/should take to reduce personal proximity, an 
integral part of their social interaction with other people and thus help reduce the 
transmission of an infectious disease such as the coronavirus" (Bjursell, 2020, p. 
645). These measures directly affected how students and teachers could gather, 
interact, and participate in educational activities. 

Educational organizations had to address the health risks and seek solutions for 
"maintaining undisrupted learning, i.e. the continuity of learning in any way even 
outside the formal learning environments" (Karalis, 2020, p. 126) Navigating the 
"cycles of tightening and relaxation of COVID-19 lockdown" and the associated 
uncertainty to the continuity of face-to-face (F2F) education (K. H. D. Tang, 
2023), colleges and universities implemented various measures related to social 
distancing, including limiting on-campus gatherings and completely locking down 
campuses.  

The terms emergency and educational disruption were introduced by UNESCO 
to describe the situation where the major crisis at the level of public health led to 
a crisis in education (Karalis, 2020).  Karalis (2020) highlights that education is 
not to be treated "as a pipeline for the transfer of knowledge" and emphasizes that 
students, their relations with peers and teachers, and the wider social environment 
overall have been affected at many levels by the crisis. (2020, p. 134). In addition, 
other authors describe a form of “digital disruption” associated with the rushed 
online migration (Watermeyer et al., 2021). This also refers to disturbances in 
social routines grounded in co-presence on campus. The abrupt forced transition 
from F2F-classes to online teaching and learning created difficulties with building 
and sustaining social relations, for both teaching faculty and students (James et 
al., 2021; Littlejohn, 2023).  

This premise—that education cannot be reduced to knowledge transmission but 
must be understood through its social organization—is well established in 
educational research (Säljö, 2023) and forms a basic point of departure for the 
analysis developed in this thesis. Accordingly, the thesis focuses on the social 
organization of teaching and learning and how this organization was disrupted 
during the pandemic. More specifically, in this thesis, educational disruption is 
understood as a pandemic-induced suspension of the established mediating 
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structures and social routines of pedagogical activity. Educational disruption is 
treated as the historical conditions under which campus-mediated pedagogical 
work was reorganized into emergency remote teaching (ERT), and thus as the 
conditions under which teaching expertise developed in and through teachers’ 
professional work during that period. This brings us to the question of how ERT 
may be distinguished from other forms of online education. 

1.3 Emergency Remote Teaching and Online 
Education 

Online education was established long before the pandemic through initiatives 
such as open universities and Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs). Many 
universities also offered distance courses alongside on-campus courses. When the 
pandemic began, the term ERT was introduced to differentiate these established 
forms of online education from the practices that emerged during the lockdown. 
The word emergency in the term is doing a specific work: it signals that the move 
online was not a pedagogical choice or plan but response to the pandemic 
conditions. This distinction reflected a concern that ERT might compromise the 
perceived quality of online education (Bozkurt et al., 2020). In this thesis, ERT is 
thus not treated as a uniform phenomenon with measurable properties but as an 
assemblage of heterogeneous teaching practices under pandemic conditions. 

As Iglesias-Pradas et al. remind us, treating this situation as a version of online 
education risks overlooking important differences, "If we observe the changes in 
teaching and learning caused by COVID-19 under the lens of emergency remote 
teaching, it could be argued that most, or at least part, of the findings from existing 
research on online learning might not be applicable to this situation" (2021, p. 2).  

Some researchers describe ERT simply as online or distance education carried out 
with less preparation under constrained circumstances. Bond et al. (2021), for 
example, characterize ERT as "a branch of distance education" and define its 
specificity as follows: "The special feature of emergency remote education is that 
it is an unplanned practice, with no option than to use any kind of offline and/or 
online resources that may be at hand” (p. 1). While planning time is an important 
work condition, it is not clear how it can serve as a sufficient criterion for 
distinguishing pedagogical practices.  

Unlike online education or remote education, emergency teaching may include 
on-campus arrangements, such as splitting large groups of students into smaller 
groups due to pandemic restrictions on how many students could be physically 
co-present in a room. ERT emerged under the particular condition that campus 
infrastructures could not mediate teaching and learning as they used to do it 
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(Attree, 2021; DeFeo et al., 2024). This offers a plausible basis for differentiating 
it from online education. In much the same way that a dolphin differs from fish 
not by its external resemblance but by its origin as a mammal, ERT differs from 
online education by its origin as a crisis response. For this reason, ERT is not 
treated in this thesis as a branch of online education but as a pandemic-induced 
reorganization of the socio-material relations through which teaching and learning 
are carried out.  

In the context of ERT, the concept of social presence becomes especially relevant 
for this thesis. The concept was originally introduced in The Social Psychology of 
Telecommunications (Short et al., 1976). However, the initial phenomenological 
grounding of the concept and its focus on the subjective properties of the 
communication medium makes it difficult to account for how social presence was 
constituted in ERT. Therefore, in this thesis, the concept is reconsidered based 
on the previous research, the empirical material and within activity-based 
ontology that this thesis follows (the ontology is discussed in section 4.1). As a 
result, the focus is reversed: from the communication medium—and how the 
medium is experienced by the users in terms of social involvement—to social 
involvement itself, and how social relations are constituted through the 
communication medium. Here, appearance does not refer to subjective 
impressions but to the way a phenomenon comes into being and becomes 
accessible for analysis under specific conditions. 

To summarize then, ERT is for this thesis understood as a form of emergency 
teaching in the sense outlined above—that is, a reorganization of pedagogical 
activity that emerged when campus infrastructures could no longer fulfil their 
function as usual (the period from March 2020 to late 2022). Because ERT is 
characterized by the use of digital technologies to organize teaching and 
interaction, the role of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) in 
higher education needs to be considered. 

1.4 The Question of Information and 
Communication Technologies in Higher 
Education 

The role of ICT in higher education has been a site of tension for many decades, 
with the emergency conditions of the pandemic intensifying the debates. The 
innovation and transformative potential of ICT is sometimes described in the 
education discourse  with the term disruption (Selwyn, 2013). Simultaneously, the 
same term may also refer to interruptions and instability in pedagogical activity 
associated with the use of ICT. For instance, Watermeyer et al. (2021) write about 
"digital disruption" of education: "Respondents report an abundance of what we 

INTRODUCTION  

 
 

7 

call ‘afflictions’ exacted upon their role as educators and in far fewer yet no less 
visible ways ‘affordances’ derived from their rapid transition to online provision 
and early ‘entry-level’ use of digital pedagogies. Overall, they suggest that online 
migration is engendering significant dysfunctionality and disturbance to their 
pedagogical roles and their personal lives" (p. 623). 

While some academics perceive technology as advantageous, others highlight that 
it may also be debilitating to their teaching practice (Watermeyer et al., 2021). 
Some authors frame education disruption as an opportunity for the expansion of 
education "beyond the traditional F2F delivery model into the remote learning 
space" (Pather et al., 2020, p. 295), whereas others describe remote teaching and 
learning as contraction and "the abandonment of higher education as a socially 
immersive and participatory learning experience" (Watermeyer et al., 2021, p. 
631). 

Critics discuss the "paucity of educational technology debate" highlighting that 
the role of technology in education is not understood conceptually but recast 
linguistically (Selwyn, 2016). For example, the online platforms used by 
universities are referred to as "virtual learning environments" rather than 
"teaching management systems" or "instructional organization systems" (Selwyn, 
2016, p. 441). In addition, Castañeda and Selwyn (2018) problematize the 
tendency in education discourse to recast digitally-mediated education as an 
individualized activity of autonomous students "with educational success 
dependent primarily on students’ ability to self-direct their engagement with 
learning through various preferred forms of digital technology" (p. 5).  

In this thesis, technologies are not treated as affordances enabling certain forms 
of teaching, nor as afflictions constraining or diminishing pedagogical practice. 
ICT (e.g. video-conferencing platforms, teaching management systems) are 
approached here as technical conditions that provide representational means (e.g., 
video feeds, status indicators, etc.), without presuming specific pedagogical 
effects. The analytical focus is thus instead on how teachers worked with 
representational forms. It is this practical organization of social presence through 
representation, rather than the properties of technologies themselves, that 
provides the basis for studying teaching expertise in this thesis. A representation 
is therefore understood here as a form-of-appearance (Ilyenkov, 2012). For 
example, the representational means provided by ICT—such as video feeds, black 
boxes, name labels, reaction icons, emojis—do not depict or symbolize the 
participants but represent them, that is constitute their immediate form of 
appearance in the ERT. Representation, in this sense, is a relational and activity-
situated phenomenon, not a mental, pictorial, symbolical (semiotic), or 
technological one. 
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appearance in the ERT. Representation, in this sense, is a relational and activity-
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This focus on the organization of representation is relevant for further exploring 
teaching expertise, because, in ERT, teachers had to work with new 
representational forms to organize student participation and interaction. How 
teachers handled this task—how they made teaching and learning possible under 
these conditions—provides this thesis the basis for exploring teaching expertise.  

1.5 Theories of Expertise Development 

Expertise theories are discussed in this section to provide an overview on how 
expertise development has been approached in prior research, and to clarify the 
kinds of developmental processes that have been examined. For the purposes of 
this thesis, this review serves as an orientation for situating the present thesis 
within the broader field of expertise research.  

To begin with, theories of expertise vary widely in their unit of analysis, ranging 
from individuals to communities and networks (Engeström, 2018), and operate 
from distinct epistemological and ontological premises. Yet, many expertise 
theories describe development as progressive improvement. For example, 
environmental adaptation theories explain expertise as an increase in the level of 
individual performance due to deliberate training (Ericsson et al., 1993) or 
deliberate engagement in everyday work (Fadde & Klein, 2010). From this 
perspective, expertise develops as individuals gradually acquire skills and refine 
perceptual or cognitive repertoires in response to environmental demands.  

From other theoretical perspectives, community-based theories shift the 
analytical focus from individuals to historically developing practices. What may 
be described as expertise is situated within these cultural practices. Individuals 
learn through participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Moreover, 
distributed cognition approaches, such as the one proposed by Hutchins (1995), 
cast expertise in terms of the propagation of symbols through the network of 
professionals and their artifacts. Hutchins' (1995) model emphasizes the historical 
change of the environment and its incorporation into a distributed cognitive 
network, which also includes the individuals. Representational devices 
incorporated into the functional network alter what cognitive work is possible. In 
this framework, representations are treated as a material-symbolic configuration 
enabling cognition in the world, rather than as internal images. 

Additionally, phenomenological perspectives on expertise, exemplified by 
Dreyfus (2004), offers an account describing expertise as a transition from 
deliberate reasoning to intuitive judgment through a “qualitative leap”. This leap 
seems to contradict the incremental account, yet it presupposes extensive prior 
experience gradually refining individual's perceptual structures. The leap marks a 
shift in the agent’s relation to the situation—a non-incremental, relational 
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transformation that stands out within an otherwise gradual model. This idea of a 
"leap" resonates with the present thesis, its interpretation suggesting that 
development may involve a transformation in how an individual is present in the 
world—that is, a shift in the mode of being within a situation. 

Engeström (2018) argues that development includes not only mastery of a 
professional domain and the crossing of domain boundaries but also "partially 
destructive rejection of the old" (p. 22). He argues for collaborative and 
transformative expertise that entails working through the contradictions of the 
institutionalized collective activity system. Development takes place as emergence 
and resolution of contradictions, which are considered a resource eliciting 
innovative solutions. 

1.6 Research Problem, Aim, and Questions 

While acknowledging the merits of the outlined perspectives in previous section 
on expertise and development of expertise, this thesis explores and examines 
teaching expertise through empirical analysis of pedagogical work. As mentioned 
before, expertise has long been the crux of theoretical debates in the field of WIL, 
with considerable ambiguity about what defines expertise and how it differs from 
competence. Traditionally, expertise has been studied in relatively stable, 
undisrupted contexts, including laboratory conditions and habitual professional 
environments (Engeström, 2018). However, crisis situations, such as the COVID-
19 pandemic, disrupted practice continuity, calling for research into how 
professional expertise develops and manifests when established conditions of 
work change. Or as Engeström (2018, p. 4) observes, disturbances, disruptions, 
transformations, and digitalization "make it difficult to build expertise on huge 
amounts of repetitive practice in relatively stable conditions. The conditions do 
not remain stable. Experts must face, diagnose, and resolve novel situations for 
which they often have little or no directly applicable prior practice." 

Within this broader discussion of expertise, this thesis focuses on teaching 
expertise in higher education. Drawing on an activity theoretical lens, the thesis 
approaches teaching as a form of professional practice and examines how 
teaching expertise develops through the reorganization of pedagogical activity 
under conditions of educational disruption. The research problem addressed here 
is thus the lack of a conceptual account of this developmental process. As 
elaborated on later in Chapter 2, the models of teaching expertise address the 
problem of identifying and describing expertise, while the process of teaching 
expertise development remains outside their scope. While some studies have 
begun to identify thematic aspects of teaching expertise development during the 
pandemic (e.g., Aldahdouh et al., 2023), the work is at an early descriptive stage. 
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Given that expertise theories underpin educational programs and professional 
development initiatives, it is therefore timely relevant for this thesis to 
conceptualize teaching expertise in a manner that accounts for professional 
practice in changing conditions (Gibbs, 2013; Roxå & Mårtensson, 2017). 

In light of the background and the discussed research problem, the aim of this 
thesis is to develop a conceptual account of the processes of expertise 
development in teaching. Consequently, in this thesis, teaching is examined 
through the activity theoretical lens as an activity constituted through a system of 
actions. These actions are not treated as teachers' behaviors, pedagogical 
techniques, or discrete interactional moves. Rather, actions are treated as 
mediated moments of object-oriented activity, whose function is understood in 
relation to the activity as a whole. Accordingly, teaching actions are analyzed as 
moments of a teaching activity whose object is reconstructed through the analysis. 
The concepts of action and object-oriented activity that inform this analysis are 
further elaborated in the conceptual grounding presented in Chapter 3. 

On the basis of the empirical analysis, the thesis then proposes a conceptual 
narrative that, first, reconstructs teaching as a creative activity through which the 
social relations of learning activity are organized and reorganized, thereby giving 
learning activity its social form (structure). Second, it conceptualizes teaching 
expertise as a creative capacity that develops in and through pedagogical work. 
Based on the activity-theoretical lens and the concepts developed during the 
analysis of the previous research and empirical material, the thesis proposes the 
Cognition-in-Activity Framework (CIAF) for future WIL research. Together, 
these three stated contributions are targeted to address the following research 
questions (RQs): 

- RQ1: How did university teachers reorganize pedagogical activity under the pandemic 
conditions that disrupted campus-based co-presence of teachers and students? 

- RQ2: How did teaching expertise develop through teachers’ work of reorganizing 
pedagogical activity under these conditions? 

- RQ3: How can teaching expertise be understood through the relation between 
disruption, mediation, and pedagogical activity? 

These research questions also set the analytical scope of this thesis. The empirical 
analysis is therefore restricted to teachers’ accounts of their pedagogical work 
during the period surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic, covering the phases 
immediately before, during, and after the disruption. 
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1.7 Scope and Delimitations 

The empirical scope of this thesis focuses on teaching activities during the 
COVID-19 pandemic period (March 2020 to late 2022) as they were enacted and 
reported by fifteen university teachers. The empirical scope is therefore delimited 
to the activities of these teachers within their respective contexts and as reported 
by them, without claiming to represent all forms of education or experiences.  

Following Corbin and Strauss (2015), observations are useful when the aim is to 
confirm what people actually do rather than what they say they do. In this thesis, 
however, the focus is not on teachers' verbal behavior on the video-conference 
platforms and the message boards, but on ERT as an activity. This study does not 
aim to witness classroom interaction, but to reconstruct pedagogical activity as 
articulated by teachers. Hence, interviews were treated as analytical material for 
reconstructing activity, not as substitutes for observation.  

Moreover, building a model of the institutionalized activity system at the 
university level is beyond the aim and scope of the thesis. Instead, the analysis 
interprets teachers’ retrospective narratives to reconstruct how teaching activity 
was structured and developed under pandemic conditions, rather than treating 
interview accounts as direct representations of classroom behavior. Teacher 
interviews may therefore omit certain behaviors. Participation among participants 
for interviews was voluntary. The empirical material therefore reflects the 
accounts of teachers who chose to participate. It does not reflect the full range of 
possible experiences and perspectives of university teachers and students.  

The empirical material is limited to teachers’ accounts of their work. It does not 
measure learning outcomes or evaluate the effectiveness of teaching practices. 
The relationship between teaching activity and learning activity is therefore 
analyzed at the level of structuring logic, not outcome measurement. References 
to learning outcomes in the thesis denote the result orientation of activity, not 
empirically measured teacher performance or student performance. 

Another aspect regarding this thesis scope concerns that during the studied 
period, several participants worked across national boundaries, by holding 
teaching positions in more than one country and/or by teaching students located 
in different regions through digital platforms. While participants came from 
different institutional and disciplinary contexts, this thesis does not offer a 
comparative analysis of these differences. Geographical and institutional features 
are considered only insofar as they condition the structuring of teaching activity 
under pandemic conditions. Furthermore, the study is not contrasting stable 
versus disrupted contexts, 
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but examining how pedagogical activity is re-constituted under specific historical 
conditions.  

Finally, this thesis aims at theoretical contribution and development, not statistical 
or case-comparative generalization. In other words, the findings are not 
generalized to the population of university teachers or students, nor do they 
present a generalized activity-system model based on similar cases. The generality 
of the findings lies instead in the logic of relations and structures, rather than in 
the replication of the empirical accounts. 

1.8 Roadmap of the Thesis: From Educational 
Disruption to Teaching Expertise 

The following section outlines a roadmap for this thesis. It does not repeat the 
structure of chapters. Instead, it clarifies for the reader how the inquiry develops 
from the initial problem to the conceptual and empirical work through which the 
study arrives at its conclusions. What follows, therefore, presents the movement 
of the argument rather than a summary of chapter contents. 

1. The Empirical Setting: Educational Disruption Under Pandemic 
Conditions 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, university teaching moved from campus-based 
settings to digitally mediated environments. In this context, the material and 
representational conditions of teaching and learning changed. 

This study examines how pedagogical activity was reorganized when previously 
established conditions for structuring social relations in teaching and learning 
were transformed. The interest is not in technology adoption, but in teaching as 
professional work carried out under pandemic conditions. The analytical focus is 
the development of teaching expertise in and through this work. The empirical 
material, therefore, consists of university teachers’ accounts of their professional 
activity before, during and after the pandemic. 

2. Conceptual Reconstruction I: Establishing the Object of Teaching 
Activity 

The aim of this study is to explore the process of teaching expertise development. 
However, before teaching expertise can be examined, it is necessary to explore 
teaching and its reorganization under disruptive conditions.  

In this study, teaching is approached as creative activity. When an activity is 
analyzed, it is not sufficient to describe what people do. One must also clarify 
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what the activity is oriented toward (Engeström, 2001; Kaptelinin, 2005). In 
Activity Theory used in this thesis, this orientation is referred to as the object of 
the activity. 

In this study, the object of pedagogical activity is reconstructed from teachers’ 
accounts of what they were trying to accomplish, what was disrupted, and what 
problems required resolution. In the interview transcripts, the participants 
consistently referred to how the students were present in teaching and learning 
situations: how they could be addressed, how their reaction could be perceived or 
how they remained invisible, and how interaction was sustained or disrupted 
across different mediational settings. These patterned references indicated that 
the organization of student presence was not incidental but central to pedagogical 
activity. At the same time, this presence cannot be reduced to physical co-
presence. In the empirical accounts, presence was also mediated digitally. To 
account for the empirical patterns, the concept of social presence emerged as 
analytically required. 

3. Conceptual Reconstruction II: Social Presence as Analytical Lens 

In its initial formulation, developed by Short and colleagues, social presence was 
conceptualized phenomenologically: as a property of the medium as experienced 
by its users (1976). Subsequent work in educational research has reinterpreted and 
operationalized social presence in relation to learning community rather than the 
medium. The present thesis engaged with this body of literature to reconstruct 
social presence in a manner consistent with an activity-based ontology and to 
supplement the activity-theoretical framework used for the analysis. 
Consequently, in this thesis, social presence is understood as the relational mode 
of existence of participants within the socially organized structure of activity.  

4. Returning to the Object of Teaching Activity Through Social Presence 

The analysis of teaching activity examined disruptions, mediations, and teachers’ 
organizing efforts. Through this reconstruction, a recurring practical problem 
could be identified. On this basis, the object of teaching activity was established 
analytically in relation to the problems teachers were working to address.  

5. From Object-Oriented Teaching Activity to Teaching Expertise 

The last analytical step concerns conceptualizing teaching expertise as creative 
capacity developed by university teachers in and through their practice of 
reorganizing mediating means to sustain pedagogical activity under disruptive 
conditions. 
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2 Related Research 

This chapter provides an overview of prior research on academic professional 
development and teaching expertise. Rather than aiming to exhaustively 
summarize empirical findings, it examines how teaching expertise has been 
framed, defined, and operationalized in research and academic development 
programs. By tracing conceptual orientations, the chapter clarifies how teaching 
expertise has been analytically approached in prior studies and delineates aspects 
of teaching expertise that remain under-examined. The chapter concludes by 
delineating the knowledge gaps that motivate the present thesis. 

2.1 The Problem of Defining Teaching Expertise 
and Identifying Experts 

Although frequently discussed, expertise remains difficult to specify in ways that 
are both conceptually clear and practically useful (Evans, 2024; van Dijk et al., 
2020). Unlike competence, which focuses on fulfilling a predefined set of job tasks 
according to standards (Herling, 2000), or excellence, which emphasizes 
surpassing standards (Dunkin & Precians, 1992), expertise seems to defy a simple 
definition (Evans, 2024; Fook et al., 1997).  

At the same time, defining teaching expertise is a practical and pressing task, not 
merely a theoretical question. As Rapanta et al. (2020, p. 924) emphasize, 
“Universities, now more than ever, should invest in teacher professional 
development of their faculty.” At the same time, Germain and Ruiz (2009, p. 615) 
highlight a difficulty: “how can we develop training programs that attempt to 
teach expertise without first defining expertise?”  

On a broader level, depending on the researcher’s ontological and epistemological 
perspectives, expertise may be conceptualized as a construct of consciousness 
(Germain & Ruiz, 2009) or as a phenomenon independent of consciousness—
something that exists or occurs regardless of whether it is perceived (Hikins & 
Cherwitz, 2011). While ontology and epistemology pertain to the realm of 
philosophy of science, theoretical and empirical research on expertise tends to opt 
for the differentiation of the opposites. As noted by van Dijk et al., “Expertise 
then refers to what distinguishes experts from others.” (2020, p. 972). Thus, the 
concept is defined in terms of the opposition between the expert on the one hand 
and novice or layman (non-professional) on the other hand; as illustrated by the 
dictionary definition of layman, as  “someone who is not an expert”  (H. M. 
Collins & Evans, 2002). 
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This methodological approach treating expertise as a relational category that 
emerges from the drawing of boundaries between those who are deemed experts 
and others can be described as expert differentiation. If taken to extremes, it may 
lead to the deconstruction of the construct due to the Problem of Extension (H. 
M. Collins & Evans, 2002). The problem arises from the difficulty of establishing 
boundaries: making the category of expert all-inclusive renders it conceptually 
empty, while the need to decide whom to exclude renders the problem political 
and ethical.  

Furthermore, drawing the boundaries between experts and non-experts can be 
understood through Barad’s (2007) concept of the agential cut, which emphasizes 
that such boundaries are not pre-existing but emerge through specific material, 
social, and discursive practices. Thus, expertise appears only in relation to the 
boundaries. If expertise is understood as socially constructed through the 
enactment of boundaries, then what can be studied might not be expertise itself 
but the criteria through which the distinction is made, or the practices through 
which such boundaries are produced.  

In this thesis, however, a different ontological position is adopted. Expertise is 
here treated as a professional capacity existing independently of its recognition. 
This position shapes how the models of teaching expertise are discussed in the 
following sections.  The models are not examined on the one-by-one basis but 
are used to illustrate broader tendencies in how teaching expertise has been 
previously approached. These tendencies matter because literature on teaching 
expertise have informed how professional development is organized. 

2.2 Taxonomic Models of Teaching Expertise and 
Professional Knowledge 

Multi-dimensional models of teachers' professional knowledge distinguish 
knowledge modalities as analytically distinct categories. Importantly, analytical 
distinction does not imply the independent existence of aspects. Rather, it is a 
conceptual operation known as abstraction: an effort to distinct between aspects 
of an otherwise unified and interrelated whole (Ilʹenkov, 1977). If taken literally, 
however, it risks reification—that is, treating the differentiated aspects as separate 
entities which combine to form expertise. In such cases, the model becomes 
additive, suggesting that each dimension of teaching knowledge or expertise 
stands on its own.  

A common starting point in the taxonomic approaches is to distinguish between 
generalized knowledge and contextualized knowledge. For instance, Berliner 
argues “Pedagogical knowledge is contextualized, it is not easily generalized” 
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2 Related Research 

This chapter provides an overview of prior research on academic professional 
development and teaching expertise. Rather than aiming to exhaustively 
summarize empirical findings, it examines how teaching expertise has been 
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Collins & Evans, 2002). 
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This methodological approach treating expertise as a relational category that 
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(1994, p. 22). This reflects a broader theory/practice binary (Sunnemark et al., 
2024), which is sometimes reformulated as a difference between discursive 
knowledge and procedural knowledge.  For instance, Collins (2013) distinguishes 
two kinds of expertise: (1) practical expertise that allows for the contribution to 
the domain of practice, and (2)  interactional expertise necessary for the 
contribution to the domain of discourse, both achievable through socialization in 
practice or in discourse correspondingly. In line with this reasoning, combining 
declarative knowledge and procedural knowledge is suggested in literature as the 
mechanism of university-teaching expertise development: “Expert teachers then 
would not exclusively rely on experience but would continuously construct new 
knowledge as they combine their declarative knowledge of educational theory 
with their procedural knowledge of how to teach” (Kreber, 2002, p. 15).  

Another direction to expertise has been oriented towards a competence-based 
modelling of expertise. To identify competencies of teaching faculty, researchers 
typically employ literature reviews—“assembling and then distributing into the 
appropriate dimensions all competencies of teachers of higher education that are 
mentioned in the literature” (Dervenis et al., 2022, p. 205). Synthesizing 47 such 
frameworks, van Dijk et al. (2023) propose a unified taxonomy comprising six 
tasks: supporting learning, educational design, assessment, leadership, 
scholarship, and professional development. These tasks are proposed together 
with three task-related developmental dimensions (formulated in quantitative 
terms): (1) better performance, (2) greater variety, and (3) larger influence. In this 
framework, expert status aligns thus with influence dimension, including 
leadership and supporting colleagues’ development.  

To summarize, when competency frameworks become reified in professional 
development practice, they seem to support a logic of accumulation, in which 
expertise appears as an expanding repertoire of skills, routines, or knowledge 
elements. This approach to defining teaching expertise has been widely criticized 
for reducing teaching to a checklist of activities (Baran et al., 2011; Cutri & Mena, 
2020; Goodyear et al., 2001; Spector, 2007) and expertise to "a bag of 
competences" (J. Biggs, 2012, p. 44). On the other hand, taxonomic models do 
not explicitly assume continuity in educational practice or its conditions, yet they 
seem to depend on tasks and competencies being stable enough to be named and 
classified.  

2.3 Linear and Non-Linear Models of Teaching 
Expertise 

Linear models present teaching expertise as a function of work experience and 
participation in professional development courses and lifelong learning. Research 
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on teacher development has commonly drawn on linear conceptions of 
professional growth, while non-linear perspectives have appeared more recently 
(Raduan & Na, 2020). In the non-linear view, expertise is represented as skills that 
"move forward when appropriate training is provided" and regress during career 
disruptions and due to "inappropriate professional development that reverses 
expertise" (Raduan & Na, 2020, p. 443). Teachers are thus portrayed as moving 
back and forth through categories such as from being novice, to advanced 
beginner, to competent teacher, to proficient teacher, and to expert 
teacher/emeritus (for higher academic positions), with the final expert stage 
characterized by continuous renewal of skills and knowledge (Raduan & Na, 
2020).  

A shared feature of linear models is their reliance on a developmental logic that 
implies a direction of growth from less to more advanced conceptions of teaching. 
The underlying assumption is that development of expertise entails movement 
from teacher-centered to student-centered orientations in pedagogical focus. One 
early example of this developmental perspective is provided by Kugel, who offers 
a framework for thinking about the development of expertise among college 
professors as the trajectory from an initial concern with their own role as teachers 
toward a growing focus on students’ learning: 

Typically, when they begin their teaching careers, professors focus their 
concern primarily on their own role in the classroom (stage 1: self). 
When they have mastered this role, at least to their own satisfaction, the 
focus of their concern shifts, first to their understanding of the subject 
matter they teach (stage 2: subject) and then to their students" ability to 
absorb what they have been taught (stage 3: student). With this last shift 
comes a more general shift of focus from teaching to learning, that 
begins, in stage 3, with a focus on helping their students become more 
absorbent (stage 3: student as receptive). Concern then typically shifts 
to helping students learn to use what they have been taught (stage 4: 
student as active) and then to helping them to learn on their own (stage 
5: student as independent). (Kugel, 1993, p. 315) 

Kugel’s framework illustrates the idea that expertise and professional growth can 
be understood as a sequence of qualitative shifts in the teacher’s orientation 
toward the learning process. A similar hierarchical ordering appears in the model 
proposed by Biggs (2012), who suggests that, at different points in their careers, 
teachers tend to hold different conceptions of teaching: At Level 1, the focus is 
on student differences; at Level 2, on the teacher’s competencies and techniques; 
and at Level 3, on how students’ activities are supported to achieve learning 
outcomes. 
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A similar perspective is discussed by Trigwell and Prosser (2004), who describe a 
range of teaching intentions from those aimed at transmitting subject content to 
those that seek to help students transform their conceptions of that content. 
Although their hierarchy does not necessarily imply a transition through a 
sequence of discrete developmental stages, it still represents a movement toward 
more complex or sophisticated approaches to teaching. In Kember's (1997) 
model, teachers are similarly moving through the boundaries of categories from 
"imparting information" towards "conceptual change/intellectual development". 
An intermediary category, "student/teacher interaction", is presented as a 
transitional conception of teaching that bridges the gap to more "advanced" 
conception. Across these models, conceptions are ordered according to their 
degree of advancement. Later categories are treated as more advanced 
conceptions of teaching. Intermediate categories function primarily as positions 
along a trajectory toward a theoretically prespecified end state. It is this orientation 
toward an advanced end stage of development that makes these models 
teleological.  

For the reasons specified above, teleological models of teaching expertise are 
often interpreted as developmental. Yet they do not explain the internal relations 
or generative mechanisms that produce expertise in teaching. Instead, they classify 
differences between more experienced and less experienced teachers and map a 
trajectory toward an idealized end state. In this sense, teleological models operate 
within the external relation between experts and non-experts: they describe how 
these groups differ, but not how expertise comes into being.  Teleological models 
capture important regularities in how teaching practices tend to differ across 
experience levels. At the same time, because they presuppose an endpoint rather 
than reconstructing the internal dynamics that generate development, they remain 
limited in their capacity to explain how expertise comes into being under 
conditions of disruption.  

2.4 Expertise as Social Recognition and 
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning 

In addition to the already outlined streams of research on expertise, in research 
where teaching expertise is approached through processes of legitimation, 
expertise is understood as a normative and socially constituted category 
contingent on how authority and credibility are defined within a professional 
community or society. As Palmer et al. (2005, p. 22) note, “Acknowledging that 
expertise is, in part, a social designation, implies that different constituencies may 
apply widely divergent criterion to identify expertise, and that these criteria may 
vary greatly in terms of their reliability and validity”. This relational view on 
expertise raises methodological and epistemological questions.   
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For instance, once expertise is recognized as socially constructed, how do we 
decide whose knowledge is authoritative? What kind of expertise is required of 
those authorized to decide whom to recognize as an expert? The problem is 
epistemic and political at once. This recursive conundrum is known as the 
Problem of Legitimacy (H. M. Collins & Evans, 2002). In research, this problem 
is closely related to the methodology and defining inclusion and exclusion criteria 
for the selection of study participants. One example is the expert interview, a 
widely used method in the social sciences. It is valued for its efficiency in accessing 
context-specific knowledge during exploratory phases of research, particularly 
when “experts are seen as ‘crystallization points’ for practical insider knowledge 
and are interviewed as surrogates for a wider circle of players” (Bogner et al., 2009, 
p. 2). Expert interviews are also considered “an effective means of quickly 
obtaining results” (Bogner et al., 2009, p. 2). However, their use presupposes 
methodological clarity about who qualifies as an expert. 

To address this issue, Collins (2013) introduced the concept of meta-expertise, that 
is to say, the expertise required to evaluate the expertise of others.  Meta-experts 
may include supervisors, teaching colleagues, or researchers (Palmer et al., 2005, 
p. 22). Furthermore, the difficulty of the expert interview method lies not only in 
selecting experts and meta-experts but also in the interviewer’s need for teaching 
expertise to be able to successfully carry out the interviews with the teaching 
experts and make meaning (Bogner et al., 2009). Literature offers different ways 
of managing this methodological challenge.  

For instance, Rapanta et al. (2020) conducted a study aiming to “provide some 
expert insights into this online-learning-related PCK [pedagogical content 
knowledge], with the goal of helping non-expert university teachers (i.e. those 
who have little experience with online learning) to navigate in these challenging 
times” (p. 923). Their inclusion criteria for the selection of experts were: (1) 
research expertise demonstrated by more than 1,000 Google Scholar citations in 
online teaching and learning innovation; (2) over a decade of online teaching 
experience; and (3) familiarity with different national education systems (p. 926). 
In this study, the researchers themselves serve as expert interviewees, and expert 
identification does not require the involvement of meta-experts. This example 
illustrates how teaching expertise is operationalized through external indicators 
such as citation counts and engagement in the scholarship of teaching. 

The relationship between scholarship of teaching and teaching expertise has long 
been discussed in literature. According to Kreber (2002, p. 18), “Scholars of 
teaching are also expert teachers in that they engage in focused reflection on or 
self-regulated learning about teaching, relying on and building on their declarative 
knowledge, procedural knowledge, and implicit knowledge of teaching and 
learning and the discipline.” From this perspective, scholarship of teaching 
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becomes one of the multiple dimensions of teaching expertise. Accordingly, Boud 
and Brew (2013, p. 215) argue that turning teaching into a scholarly endeavor 
“that goes beyond the particular classroom and engages teachers in scholarly 
discussions about teaching with colleagues turns teaching into work facilitative of 
learning.” 

If scholarship of teaching is conceptualized as one of the defining dimensions of 
expertise, it implicitly redefines what counts as expert teaching. In this case, only 
those who not only teach but also research and publish about teaching can be 
recognized as experts. This introduces a tension between expertise grounded in 
pedagogical practice and expertise grounded in scholarly discourse about that 
practice—a tension within the theory/practice binary that reflects the broader 
Problem of Legitimacy in defining who holds authority in matters of teaching.  

2.5 Academic Development, Positioning, and 
Pedagogical Authority 

Scholars of teaching and learning are not the only professional group positioned 
as experts on teaching. Academic developers also claim and are attributed 
authority in this area: "As an ‘expert,’ the academic developer (AD) plays a key 
role in guiding individuals, groups, and institutional practice to encourage 
enhanced support for teaching and learning." (Debowski, 2014, p. 50). Similarly, 
Fossland & Sandvoll (2023, p. 315) argue that educational leaders "need to 
position ADs as experts on teaching and learning and as contributors to 
educational change". In this sense, ADs are professionals who draw "on expertise 
and knowledge on how to organise courses and workshops, how to design 
processes aimed at... influencing academic teachers" (Roxå and Mårtensson, 2017, 
p. 101). 

Within the academic development field, teleological models of teaching expertise  
(J. Biggs, 2012; Kugel, 1993; Trigwell & Prosser, 2020) often provide the 
conceptual backdrop. These models define what is considered advanced 
conceptions of teaching, and academics may be expected to orient their 
professional growth towards these pre-specified end states or, in Biggs’ terms, 
intended learning outcomes (J. B. Biggs & Tang, 2011). In this framing, academic 
development is a movement from less to more sophisticated conceptions, and 
good teaching is defined by how closely practice aligns with the models. Against 
this background, ADs may be institutionally positioned as participants in 
processes that introduce particular forms of discourse (Roxå and Mårtensson, 
2017, p. 100).  
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Formal training is aimed at helping teachers develop their conceptions of teaching 
and move upward through developmental stages via self-reflection, peer 
discussions and application of theory to practice (Hughes et al., 2024). As ADs 
attempt to influence academic conceptions of teaching originating in academics' 
own histories of practice and life experience, expertise becomes a contested 
domain (Trowler & Cooper, 2002). 

Academic development is defined as "the process whereby academics’ 
professionalism may be considered to be enhanced" (Evans, 2024, p. 459). At the 
same time, the academic development literature also frames expertise in terms of 
identity. From this perspective, expertise can, paradoxically, function as a barrier 
to learning when experienced academics become incumbents of student roles in 
the pedagogical course. As Trowler and Cooper (2002, p. 226) note, “In cases 
where an individual’s identity is relatively fixed and where this involves rejection 
of a repositioning as “novice” or “learner” in a new social context then we can 
expect trouble when they join an educational development programme.” In such 
courses, academics become students, which may be associated with a 
disempowered social position: “In the context of educational development 
programmes... academics are in a different location in relation to the operation of 
power.” (Trowler & Cooper, 2002, p. 8).  

In addition to becoming students, experienced academics may be positioned in 
the course as the object of the education activity, rather than its subject: "In the 
educational development programme they are the object rather than the subject 
of activity. Thus they are likely to feel uncomfortable and disempowered.” 
(Trowler & Cooper, 2002, p. 228). Here, object is an analytical category referring 
to what the professional development activity is directed towards, not a denial of 
academics’ humanity or capacities. Understanding this distinction is important for 
avoiding misunderstandings, especially given the sensitivity of professional 
identity in these contexts. 

The source of these analytical and practical issues can be understood as relating 
to a conceptual conflation in the scientific and academic development discourses: 
the categories expert/non-expert, experienced/novice, teacher/student, 
subject/object, and empowered/disempowered tend to collapse onto one 
another and become understood within a single hierarchical axis of power. This 
does not imply that scholars in the field consciously merge these categories, but 
rather that the conceptual systems available may make such conflations difficult 
to avoid. 

This conflation is reflected in the design of academic development programs and 
the discomfort and resistance described in empirical studies, including Trowler & 
Cooper (2002). Roxå and Mårtensson (2017) confirm that academic developers 
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Formal training is aimed at helping teachers develop their conceptions of teaching 
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discussions and application of theory to practice (Hughes et al., 2024). As ADs 
attempt to influence academic conceptions of teaching originating in academics' 
own histories of practice and life experience, expertise becomes a contested 
domain (Trowler & Cooper, 2002). 

Academic development is defined as "the process whereby academics’ 
professionalism may be considered to be enhanced" (Evans, 2024, p. 459). At the 
same time, the academic development literature also frames expertise in terms of 
identity. From this perspective, expertise can, paradoxically, function as a barrier 
to learning when experienced academics become incumbents of student roles in 
the pedagogical course. As Trowler and Cooper (2002, p. 226) note, “In cases 
where an individual’s identity is relatively fixed and where this involves rejection 
of a repositioning as “novice” or “learner” in a new social context then we can 
expect trouble when they join an educational development programme.” In such 
courses, academics become students, which may be associated with a 
disempowered social position: “In the context of educational development 
programmes... academics are in a different location in relation to the operation of 
power.” (Trowler & Cooper, 2002, p. 8).  

In addition to becoming students, experienced academics may be positioned in 
the course as the object of the education activity, rather than its subject: "In the 
educational development programme they are the object rather than the subject 
of activity. Thus they are likely to feel uncomfortable and disempowered.” 
(Trowler & Cooper, 2002, p. 228). Here, object is an analytical category referring 
to what the professional development activity is directed towards, not a denial of 
academics’ humanity or capacities. Understanding this distinction is important for 
avoiding misunderstandings, especially given the sensitivity of professional 
identity in these contexts. 

The source of these analytical and practical issues can be understood as relating 
to a conceptual conflation in the scientific and academic development discourses: 
the categories expert/non-expert, experienced/novice, teacher/student, 
subject/object, and empowered/disempowered tend to collapse onto one 
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draw on scholarly content—“material formulated with the rhetorical rigour 
characterising any research”—to establish their expert authority: “for most of our 
participants these are new things and we, as academic developers, are experts” (p. 
101). They further observe that “in a well designed, information dense, and 
fluently executed pedagogical course or workshop, the participants have limited 
power. They are, as Biggs suggests students should be, in a perfectly aligned 
course: entrapped in a web of consistency...” (p. 102).  

The phrase “entrapped in a web of consistency” (J. B. Biggs & Tang, 2011, p. 99) 
points to a tension: constructive alignment (J. Biggs, 1996) is presented 
simultaneously as an advanced conception of student-centered teaching and as a 
structure that positions students, including academics, with limited agency (ability 
to make decisions and act independently). As Gough (2013, p. 1213) remarks, "a 
totally ‘aligned’ curriculum risks being oppressive." 

The tensions regarding expertise, positioning, and power in academic 
development can further be viewed as manifestations of a broader issue 
concerning conceptualization of subject and object in teaching and academic 
development.  In other words, the teacher-student relation and the AD-academic 
relation might need further attention through the theoretical lens of 
subjectification, that is how individuals become the subjects (agents) of their 
activity. 

2.6 Subjectification, Discourse, and Socialization 

As academic developers Roxå and Mårtensson (2017) reflect on their portrayal in 
an ethnographic study as “prime agents for a suppressing machinery” (p. 97), they  
respond by emphasizing their work on scaffolding thoughtful, critical and 
transformative discussions among academics. Their reply highlights an important 
feature within academic development discourse: subjectification is often 
understood as a form of discursive participation—having a voice, engaging in 
dialogue, and adopting a reflective stance toward both theory and practice.  

Similarly, in scholarship of teaching and learning, self-reflection and discursive 
engagement are frequently presented as mechanisms through which agency may 
be realized and quality of teaching and learning improved (Mårtensson et al., 
2011). This framing is related and sometimes grounded in a broadly Foucauldian 
understanding of the concept of the subject: as Roxå and Mårtensson (2017) note, 
their approach to academic development aligns with Foucault's (2009) ideas. In 
this account, the subject does not pre-exist but is constituted through discursive 
practices, including practices of self-examination and verbalized reflection.  
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A similar orientation can also be observed in Engeström’s (2018) analyses of 
subjectification in doctor-patient discourse. This influential work conceptualizes 
subjectification primarily through the discursive reconceptualization of the shared 
object of activity—patients are “given a voice” within institutional practice of 
healthcare: "the subjectification of the object patient is dependent on how the 
model used by the patient and that used by the doctor are put into interplay with 
each other" (Engeström, 2018, p. 49).  

By contrast, Biesta (2009) offers a different approach to the education problem 
of subjectification. He defines it as the educational function that is “not about the 
insertion of ‘newcomers’ into existing orders, but about ways of being that hint 
at independence from such orders” (p. 40). In his later work he argues that 
education must make “an encounter with the real possible—an encounter that 
allows for a ‘reality check’… an interruption of the flow of intentions and 
initiatives” (Biesta, 2020, p. 98). This emphasis on the real—as materiality and 
resistance—offers an important counterweight to discursive models. Importantly, 
Biesta (2020, p. 98) emphasizes, "An encounter with what is real manifests itself 
in most cases as an interruption — an interruption of the flow of intentions and 
initiatives". These ideas are essential for this thesis as they provide a basis for 
further conceptual work on subjectification. At the same time, Biesta does not 
theorize how the subject is constituted through practical activity. In Biesta's (2020, 
p. 95) account, education as subjectification is about helping the students "not to 
forget that they can exist as subject". 

The lack of an account of subjectification in and through practical activity has 
consequences for both the conceptual framing in the research focused on 
expertise and everyday work on academic development. If subjectification is 
equated with participation in discourse, and if categories such as expert/non-
expert, teacher/student, experienced/novice, and empowered/disempowered are 
treated as aligned along a single power axis, academics can appear mainly as 
shaped by external conditions. Even when reflexivity is acknowledged, the 
underlying causal structure remains externalist: expertise tends to be explained 
through socialization into existing norms, routines, conceptions, or discourses. 

Institutionalization reinforces this orientation as Noordegraaf (2007) notes, 
“professional work becomes professional because it is institutionalized—
professionals become professionals when they are part of professions that 
constitute, define, and control professional work” (p. 767). Within such a framing, 
learning and development come to appear as alignment with institutionally 
defined norms for the fulfillment of professional tasks.  

As discussed, explaining expertise development through appropriation of 
established tools or socialization into practices and discourses reproduces the 
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view of external conditioning. Even when internal reflection is emphasized—
when external stimuli are said to be refracted through the mental structures of 
individuals—the model of development remains based on determination from 
without. Socialization is widened to include peer discussions and verbalized 
reflection on practices and experiences within the local community of practice, 
yet the underlying logic does not substantially change. Thus, the focus on 
socialization and the lack of a conceptual account of subjectification grounded in 
practical activity rather than discourse creates challenges for describing how 
academics come to act as subjects in their teaching. It becomes difficult to account 
for how teaching expertise emerges when established routines are disrupted rather 
than reproduced. It also becomes challenging for academic development 
discourse to distinguish between categories such as expert/non-expert, 
experienced/novice, teacher/student, subject/object, and 
empowered/disempowered, which risk being treated as interchangeable in the 
absence of a framework capable of clarifying their different determinations. 

2.7 Teaching Expertise: Between Contextual 
Determination and Contextual Extension 

A recurring tension in the literature concerns how teaching expertise is related to 
context. While some research treats context as an external environment in which 
teaching takes place, other strands of scholarship conceptualize context as part of 
the activity itself. These differing assumptions lead to contrasting interpretations 
of whether expertise is transferable between contexts or contexts bounded. Some 
researchers argue that online environments require a somewhat different form of 
expertise than campus. In this view, online teaching involves expertise specific to 
the online domain: “Online teaching expertise refers to the set of knowledge, 
skills, and emotional responses that distinguishes teachers who are especially 
proficient in carrying out their responsibilities in the online teaching domain” 
(Aldahdouh et al., 2023, p. 3).  

At the same time, other scholars suggest that the need to distinguish between 
expertise in online and campus environments may be less clear. Citing Kirschner, 
Rapanta et al. argue that, if teaching is understood as a profession grounded in 
complex cognitive and interpersonal capacities, distinctions based on 
technological mediation need not be made: "Teachers need to receive training in 
how to apply what they have learnt ‘in a variety of situations (transfer) and over 
an unlimited time span (lifelong learning)’" (2020, p. 941). 

Taken together, these positions can be read as expressing a conceptual tension 
rather than a simple disagreement. If expertise is not tied to a particular 
environment, it might become unclear why teaching knowledge developed on 
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campus does not straightforwardly extend to digital settings. Conversely, if 
expertise is presumed to travel across environments, the challenges teachers 
encounter when moving face-to-face courses online might become harder to 
account for. Researchers Rapanta et al. (2020) seem to navigate this tension by 
distinguishing between teaching knowledge itself and the knowledge required to 
apply it under new conditions or to a new context. For the purposes of this thesis, 
I refer to this emergent category as translational knowledge — a provisional term 
that captures the knowledge teachers draw upon when reconstituting their 
existing expertise under novel or digitally mediated conditions. Rather than taking 
this category for granted, I treat it here as a problem in its own right. The 
appearance of such a knowledge gap may be influenced by conceptual models in 
which expertise is seen as a general structure (a set of general capacities) 
subsequently adapted to different contexts. 

A related tension to this concerns the location of expertise. Stigler and Miller for 
instance note that teachers may appear expert in one environment and 
considerably less so in another: "The fact that teaching is a complex activity that 
must be considered from a systems theory perspective presents challenges to 
those who would describe and study expertise in teaching. A teacher may appear 
to be an expert in one environment, yet seem more like a journeyman when 
observed in a different environment" (2018, p. 434). This raises the question of 
whether expertise is the capacity of the individual or activity system. For instance, 
Reimann and Markauskaite (2023) argue for the latter.  Similarly, Stigler and Miller 
(2018) note that expertise in complex institutions requires organizational 
structures for the enactment of individual skills. In the absence of such structures, 
experts may find limited opportunities to contribute commensurately with their 
abilities.  

At the same time, the ability to extend practice across contexts is sometimes cited 
as a defining feature of expertise. Herling (2000, p. 19) for example differentiates 
competence—tied to specific knowledge domains—from expertise, which “often 
extends into several related domains.” Concepts such as boundary crossing and 
polycontexturality—“stepping into unfamiliar domains” (Engeström et al., 1995, 
p. 333)—highlight how expert cognition may involve movement across activity 
systems. These ideas offer useful insights while also illustrating the difficulty of 
reconciling context-bound and context-transcending views of expertise. In this 
thesis, the context is considered as the social and material conditions of teaching 
and learning. 
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2.8 Summary of the Literature and Research Gap 

The outlined sections reviewed research on teaching expertise and professional 
development. On the basis of the presented analysis of research streams and 
trends, this thesis identifies a potential to articulate a knowledge gap that arises 
from previous research and literature. The knowledge gap is articulated 
accordingly. 

First, the review showed how teaching expertise has been approached through 
taxonomic and teleological models that define expertise via attributes, stages, or 
recognition. It traced how these models orient research toward classification and 
legitimization of competencies rather than toward the conceptual reconstruction 
of expertise as a capacity developing in and through work. Due to this, the 
distinction between expertise-as-capacity emerging in and through pedagogical 
work and expertise-as-legitimacy conferred through institutional or scholarly 
recognition becomes blurred.  

Second, the consensus on the dimensions and extensions of expertise as well as 
the attribution of the expert label has not been reached in the literature and does 
not seem possible: “after thirty years of advancing research on this topic, neither 
the cognitive psychologists nor the knowledge engineers have been able to agree 
on exactly what expertise is.” (Herling, 2000, p. 12).  

Third, as expert status becomes tried to institutional positioning and 
legitimization, the conceptual system expert/non-expert, teacher/student, and 
subject/object collapse into a power axis, where the side that holds authority is 
positioned as experts. This creates practical issues because teachers positioned as 
disempowered objects rather than subjects in professional development initiatives 
may tend to resist the initiatives (Trowler & Cooper, 2002). While the pandemic 
intensified the interest in academic professional development, most studies 
addressed participants' perceptions or adaptations rather than the development 
of teaching expertise in and through pedagogical work (Bond et al., 2021; Cook 
et al., 2023).  

Together, the three aspects above point to a need for further research on teaching 
expertise, which in this thesis is undertaken in the field of WIL. The motivation 
for this thesis arose thus from the issues discussed in this chapter that academics 
and academic developers may struggle with when conducting research and 
developing programs focused on teaching expertise, namely: a lack of conceptual 
boundaries for the expertise construct and the lack of a work-integrated approach 
to expertise development that would account for both socialization and 
subjectification in activity, rather than solely focusing on socialization.  
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To summarize then, existing research provides a partial ground for understanding 
teaching expertise. The persistent ambiguity of the expertise construct and the 
conflation of expertise-as-capacity and expertise-as-legitimacy point to the need 
for research treating teaching expertise as developing in and through pedagogical 
work. The present thesis addresses this need through WIL research. To examine 
teaching expertise from the perspective of WIL, this thesis employes a framework 
centered around the concept of activity, which is understood here as work in its 
creative and productive aspect. The framework is discussed as a part of this thesis’ 
conceptual grounding in the next chapter. 
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3 Conceptual Grounding 

In this thesis, a theory is understood as a system of concepts that helps to 
understand the world, whereas an analytical framework is understood as the 
explicitly defined way a study selects, organizes, and uses concepts from one or 
more theories to guide analysis of a specific research problem (Nguyen et al., 
2022; Varpio et al., 2020).  This chapter presents the conceptual grounding of this 
research via a theoretical framework that guides the analysis in this thesis. The 
conceptual grounding outlines the theoretical orientation used to examine 
pedagogical activity and the development of teaching expertise under conditions 
of educational disruption and clarifies how the theoretical concepts introduced in 
this chapter support the subsequent empirical analysis. 

As described in the Previous Research chapter, research on teaching expertise has 
drawn on a range of theoretical approaches. For example, competency-based 
models have been used to examine expertise through identified attributes or 
performance indicators, while teleological approaches have focused on teachers’ 
beliefs and notions of teaching. After reviewing models of teaching expertise and 
the research methods commonly used in studies with expert participants, the 
outlined theoretical and methodological approaches were found to be misaligned 
with the analytical focus of this study, as they do not place pedagogical work at 
the center of analysis of teaching expertise development. 

Research on digitally mediated pedagogical work could also be approached 
through Actor Network Theory (ANT) (Latour, 2005). ANT provides concepts 
such as mediation, actor, and actant that are useful for examining how human and 
non-human entities create the social structure of practice, and how activities are 
shaped through networks of relations between people and ICT. The present 
study, however, extends the analytical focus beyond the organization of teaching 
practices through such networks to examine what teachers produce through their 
work, namely the object of pedagogical activity. This focus treats ERT not only 
as a process of reorganization under pandemic conditions, but also as a productive 
activity. For the purposes of this analysis, Activity Theory (AT) is therefore 
adopted as the foundation of this thesis’ conceptual grounding. AT has previously 
been used in studies with similar focus on expertise development in work 
undergoing disturbance, where practitioners reorganize their activity in response 
to changing conditions (see Engeström, 2018). This focus of AT on tensions, 
disruptions, and reorganizations in the structure of activity is highly relevant for 
the analysis of pedagogical activity under conditions of educational disruption in 
this thesis. 

CONCEPTUAL GROUNDING  

 
 

29 

The research questions of this thesis concern how university teachers reorganized 
pedagogical activity and how teaching expertise developed through this work. In 
relation to these questions, AT also provides conceptual resources for examining 
pedagogical activity. The theory here does, however, not provide a pre-established 
concept of expertise but provides the means for the analysis of the process of 
expertise development in and through work, understood here as practical activity.  

While AT provides the theoretical foundation for the conceptual grounding of 
this thesis, the empirical focus of this study requires further conceptual 
specification. For example, the first research question addresses the 
reorganization of pedagogical activity under conditions in which campus-based 
co-presence of teachers and students was disrupted. Examining this 
reorganization requires attention not only to the use and appropriation of ICT, 
but also to how participants’ social presence was constituted within pedagogical 
activity under conditions of physical co-presence on campus and, subsequently, 
digitally mediated presence. For the purposes of this analysis, the concept of social 
presence is incorporated into the conceptual grounding of this thesis, 
supplementing the AT component.  

3.1 Adoption of Activity Theory in This Thesis 

In this thesis, AT is adopted to address the analytical problem of how teaching 
expertise developed under the disrupted conditions of emergency remote 
teaching. For the purposes of this study, AT is thus adopted because it provides 
conceptual resources for examining human cognition and development as 
constituted in and through work (Ilyenkov, 2012; Leontyev, 2009). But in order 
to understand AT’s validity and conceptual utility for this thesis, a broader 
backdrop to where in the lineage of AT traditions this thesis is positioned, is 
needed. 

This thesis is positioned within the lineage of activity-theoretical tradition, with 
its roots in materialist dialectics. The dialectical logic of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich 
Hegel was reworked materialistically by Karl Marx and further articulated by 
Evald Ilyenkov. In this thesis, the spelling Ilyenkov is used, although some 
publications transliterate this surname as Ilʹenkov (Ilʹenkov, 1977; Ilyenkov, 
1982). Hegel invested the concept of mediating activity with its original meaning, 
which Marx then referenced in relation to work tools, and Vygotsky used in 
relation to signs (Ilyenkov, 1982; Vygotsky, 1978). In this sense, Lev Vygotsky 
founded Cultural-Historical Psychology building on the Marxist activity-
theoretical lineage, and Alexei Leontiev (sometimes transliterated as Leontyev) 
further developed this materialist theory of consciousness in which human 
activity functions as the primary explanatory concept (Leontyev, 2009). Overall, 
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this tradition places emphasis on the development of human capabilities in and 
through activity. For the present research, this traditional emphasis is relevant 
because the thesis focuses on the development of teaching expertise in and 
through professional work. 

Furthermore, within activity-theoretical tradition, Cultural-Historical Activity 
Theory (CHAT) represents the most broadly recognized approach in empirical 
higher education research (Bligh & Flood, 2017). CHAT is a methodologically 
specific theoretical development and research programme oriented towards 
modeling collective activity systems and intervention-oriented research 
(Engeström, 2001). While drawing on insights from CHAT and particularly from 
Engeström's works where relevant, this thesis does not employ the activity-system 
triangle as an analytic model for the analysis of contradictions within the 
institutionalized collective activity system, and it does not employ intervention 
methodologies such as the Change Laboratory. But rather, AT in this thesis guides 
how the empirical material is approached. In this function, it guides what is treated 
as analytically relevant, directing attention to teachers’ pedagogical work, the 
mediating conditions of this work, and the social relations through which teaching 
is organized. AT further orients the interpretation of empirical material towards 
the reconstruction of pedagogical activity and its development, rather than 
towards teachers' notions of teaching or classroom actions and communication. 
Finally, AT provides this thesis a lens for examining professional development as 
a process emerging through activity under conditions of disruption, rather than 
as a movement towards theoretically predefined outcomes.  

To sum up, in this thesis, AT is adopted in three related ways: (1) as a theoretical 
lens that orients the analysis toward creative activity, mediation, and social 
relations; (2) as the foundation for the analytical framework (see section 3.3), 
developed  and used to examine developmental processes in pedagogical activity; 
and (3) as an approach with a set of methodological principles for guiding data 
collection as well as the empirical reconstruction and analysis of the 
developmental processes. The following section further elaborates the core 
analytical concepts that are used in this thesis. 

3.2 Core Analytical Concepts  

In this thesis, teaching expertise is treated as a cultural-historical phenomenon, 
the development of which cannot be specified in advance in terms of a predefined 
end state. For this reason, the analysis takes the cultural-historical practice of pre-
pandemic teaching before ERT as its analytical starting point. Thus, teaching 
expertise is analyzed as a phenomenon developing through teachers’ work under 
specific historical conditions, rather than incorporated as a pre-defined concept 
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structuring the empirical material. Consequently, the key theoretical concepts 
guiding the analysis in this thesis include activity and its related concepts of object, 
subject, mediation, and disruption, as well as social presence and its related concepts of 
intimacy, immediacy, and representation.  

To begin with, the concept of activity is the key concept in AT (Leontyev, 2009). 
Following Leontiev (2009), activity is understood in this thesis as a dynamic 
structure of conscious, goal-directed actions composed of materially conditioned 
operations. As Leontiev (2009) emphasizes, the social form of activity is 
determined by historically developed forms and means of social interaction, 
which are realized only in the activity of concrete individuals. Activity is therefore 
social and object-oriented, whereas social relations are understood here as 
historically produced relations of activity, that is the concept extends beyond 
interpersonal relations between people (Ilyenkov, 2012). On this basis, the 
concept of social presence is introduced as analytically compatible with AT. Social 
presence is a concept that is used in this thesis to examine how participants are 
positioned and made salient within pedagogical activity, in a manner that aligns 
with an activity-theoretical understanding of social relations as constituted in and 
through collective work. 

As the analysis in this thesis relies on the activity-based categories of object and 
subject, the following sections specify how these categories are used for the 
purposes of this study. 

3.2.1 The Object of Activity and Its Practical Constitution 

In this thesis, the analysis of expertise is not organized through a distinction 
between experts and non-experts. Instead, the analysis is structured around the 
relation between teachers (the subjects) and their object within pedagogical 
activity. Teaching expertise is examined as teachers’ capacity to produce the object 
of their work under given conditions, rather than as a property that differentiates 
groups of individuals. The concept of the object therefore makes it possible to 
analyze teaching expertise as emerging through work, that is, through what 
teachers manage to bring about in pedagogical practice. 

Within AT, the term object has more than a single meaning (Kaptelinin, 2005; 
Miettinen & Paavola, 2018). The term may refer to the motivating background 
rationale of activity (Miettinen & Paavola, 2018) or, in other words, "the long-
term Why? of actions" (Engeström, 2018, p. 69). This object is constructed and 
invested with meaning by subjects of activity (Engeström, 2001, 2018). For 
example, the object of activity in healthcare may be presented as a trajectory 
between immediate objects: from a sensuously perceived instance (e.g. a specific 
patient entering the physician’s office) to an analytically categorized case (e.g. the 
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patient constructed as a specimen of a biomedical disease category), to a shared 
conception (a collaboratively constructed understanding of the patient’s life 
situation and care plan) (Engeström, 2001, p. 136). This meaning of the term 
object highlights motivation and the relation of the object to its social meaning 
(Sannino & Engeström, 2018). 

The second meaning of the term object of activity refers to something that is 
designed and produced and that assumes the form of a product, a service or a 
commodity (Miettinen & Paavola, 2018). This meaning reflects Leontiev's 
emphasis that activity is primarily motivated and evoked by its product (2009). In 
this thesis, the analysis of pedagogical activity draws on this meaning of the object 
as related to the product, rather than social meaning. To analyze teaching as a 
creative activity, this thesis attends to what pedagogical activity produces. An 
important implication of this approach is that students (or teachers) are not 
treated in this thesis as the object of teaching activity. Objects of teaching activity 
proposed in the previous research on higher education, such as students learning 
from video or teachers' digital capabilities (Colasante, 2024), are thus not taken in 
this thesis. The implication is that the object of teaching cannot be established 
before the analysis of empirical material and needs to be established through 
analysis. 

Through the AT lens of this thesis, objectification is viewed as a process of 
embodiment of the ideal object in the form of the objective outcome of the 
activity and in the form of the routines of dealing with people and artifacts 
(Ilyenkov, 2012). In other words, when teachers design a course, they produce a 
representation (appearance) of their object and associated activity embodied in 
symbolic means and when they give the course, they produce another form of 
representation of the object embodied (expressed, not contained) in interactions, 
speech, gestures, digital traces, etc. From this perspective, teachers are understood 
as having practical knowledge of the object as it is produced in and through their 
pedagogical activity. This knowledge is developed in practical activity, which is 
like a guiding thread for conceptual understanding (Leontyev, 2009). The task of 
the analysis in this thesis is therefore not to infer teachers’ knowledge from their 
observed behavior, but to reconstruct the practical development of the object of 
pedagogical activity from their accounts and articulate the resulting concepts. In 
order to do so, a clear concept of the subject of activity is also needed to 
supplement the object of activity. 

3.2.2 The Subject of Activity 

In this thesis, subject refers to the cognizing agent constituted in and through 
practical activity under specific material and institutional conditions. Drawing on 
Leontiev (2009) and Ilyenkov (1977), in this thesis both the subject and the 
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objects are treated as constituted in and through practical activity (Miettinen, 
2006). Leontiev (2009) described activity as a process in which the object is 
transformed into its subjective form, while activity itself is simultaneously 
converted into objective results and products. Subjective and objective results are 
therefore not independent outcomes, but mutually constituted moments of the 
same activity. Ilyenkov further explicates this process as a closed cycle of 
transformations (thing—deed—word—deed—thing) through which the form of the 
external thing is taken up and transformed in activity and then re-objectified in a 
material form (Ilyenkov, 1977). Simply speaking, from the AT perspective, the 
relations between the subject and the object are mediated by practical sensuous 
activity and what is reflected in the subject is not the object itself but the subject's 
mediated activity with it. 

Accordingly, subjectification in this thesis is understood as the process by which 
the subject is constituted in and through activity. This understanding has direct 
implications for the further analysis conducted later in the thesis. The analysis 
attends to how pedagogical activity is organized and reconfigured under changing 
material and representational conditions, as described in teachers’ accounts. 
Subjectification is thus approached analytically through changes in the structure 
of activity: that is, through how mediation is enacted, how established routines 
are relied upon or transformed, and how the conditions for teaching and learning 
are reorganized. This makes it possible to analyze subjectification as a practical 
and material process, consistent with the understanding of teaching expertise as a 
subjective outcome of teaching activity. 

To summarize, subjectification and objectification are treated here as two 
analytically distinct moments of an activity. That is, subjectification is inherent to 
activity, not a separate process. In this thesis, expertise (conceived as developed 
capacity rather than a set of routines, strategies, competencies or conceptions) is 
understood as a subjective outcome of activity and therefore presupposes 
subjectification. But because the developed capacity that is under scrutiny in this 
thesis is within a disruptive context (COVID-19 pandemic), further attention is 
needed to the contradictions and disruptions of such.  

3.2.3 Contradictions and Disruptions 

In some CHAT literature, contradictions are defined as historically accumulating 
structural tensions within and between activity systems (Engeström, 2001). The 
primary contradiction within the object of activity is the contradiction between 
its use value and exchange value. In addition, contradictions are sometimes 
identified empirically through discursive manifestations such as dilemmas, 
conflicts, critical conflicts, and double binds (Engeström & Sannino, 2011).  
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In this thesis, contradiction is understood as a relation internal to activity and its 
social form (Ilyenkov, 1982). While the analysis here draws on a dialectical 
understanding of activity and contradiction, it does not address valorization or 
the production of value. The focus is thus limited to pedagogical activity. 
Questions of economics, use value, and exchange value are beyond the scope of 
this thesis. Contradictions also serve this thesis as an analytical orientation to 
examine internal relations within activity that are mutually dependent yet non-
identical. For instance, this understanding makes it possible to analyze teaching 
activity and learning activity as internally related. Analytically, it makes it possible 
to avoid treating teaching as primary and learning as its effect or treating learning 
as primary and teaching as its facilitation. Moreover, the concept of contradiction 
allows to analyze teaching as producing an objective outcome and a subjective 
outcome, two interrelated results of the processes of objectification and 
subjectification in activity realized simultaneously without being the same. 

In this thesis, contradiction is not viewed as identical with disruption. Disruption 
refers instead here to the interruption of established mediational configurations 
through which activity is reproduced. This distinction allows disruption to be 
treated as a condition under which activity is reorganized in practice and analyzed 
in this thesis. In other words, a disruption interrupts routine reproduction of 
activity due to which internal relations are re-mediated, thereby making their 
(re)organization analytically visible. In this thesis, disruptions are therefore treated 
as empirical situations in which the organization of activity becomes visible, rather 
than as evidence or manifestation of specific contradictions. 

3.2.4 Mediation, Determination, and Representation Within 
Activity 

The AT-based analysis of this thesis takes support from the concepts of 
mediation, determination and representation. For instance, the concept of 
mediation helps to account for how ICT are involved in organizing the social 
structure of ERT. More specifically, mediation refers to the organization of 
activity through instrumental means (Vygotsky, 1978), which may include tools 
and representations. Mediation determines what things or entities are in activity, 
that is within a concrete system of relations. In this sense, mediation is productive: 
it produces relational determinations. A thing or entity is determined as something 
by virtue of its role in activity.  

For example, whether an artifact functions as raw material, a tool, or an objective 
product depends on its role within activity. In other words, being raw material, a 
tool, or an objective product is a determination of an artifact in activity. 
Considered apart from the activity in which it is used, a tool is an abstraction 
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(Leontyev, 2009). Artifacts become tools (mediating means) when they are drawn 
into activity and take on the corresponding function (Vygotsky, 1978).  

From the perspective of this AT lens, being a teacher or a student is a 
determination of a person in relation to a corresponding activity. Individuals are 
teachers or students in actuality only insofar as they participate in teaching or 
learning activity; outside such activity, these determinations exist only in 
potentiality—a determination here is understood as a relational property of an 
entity, not a causal condition. Furthermore, mediating tools (for example, the 
video-conferencing platform used for communication during the class) may 
provide representational means (for example, black boxes representing students 
with cameras off). Representations are, in turn, understood here as the forms of 
appearance realized in the activity. 

Drawing on Ilyenkov’s conception of the ideal as appearing in practice through 
material forms of its representation or embodiment (2012), representation is thus 
functional. In a relation of representation, a material form enables another 
entity—material or ideal—to exist and operate within activity (Ilyenkov, 2012). 
Furthermore, representations are not replacements for elements of the activity. 
For instance, black boxes in Zoom constitute a specific way in which students 
appear (function) within ERT. Representations are therefore understood in this 
thesis as the forms of appearance through which social presence may be 
practically constituted in ERT.  

3.2.5 Social Presence 

The social presence concept originally emerged in the studies on substituting F2F 
meetings with remote communication. Rooted in the psychology of 
telecommunication, social presence was defined as a subjective (perceived) 
property of the communication medium from the perspective of social relations 
(Short et al., 1976). In this formulation, the concept was used to compare 
communication media by examining how well their perceived social properties 
matched the perceived social demands of communicative tasks. Subsequent work 
reconstructed the concept in different ways, emphasizing various aspects of the 
original definition (Lowenthal & Snelson, 2017).  

For example, in educational research, social presence has often been used to 
examine students’ perceptions and feelings about different aspects of learning 
situations. In this context, the concept has frequently been discussed in relation 
to other constructs, most notably intimacy (Argyle & Dean, 1965) and immediacy 
(Wiener & Mehrabian, 1968). In literature, social presence, intimacy, and 
immediacy are used as interrelated concepts (Biocca et al., 2001), and thus need 
to be understood in more detail. 
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In this thesis, contradiction is understood as a relation internal to activity and its 
social form (Ilyenkov, 1982). While the analysis here draws on a dialectical 
understanding of activity and contradiction, it does not address valorization or 
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(Leontyev, 2009). Artifacts become tools (mediating means) when they are drawn 
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3.2.6 Intimacy 

To start with the interrelated concept of intimacy, in studies of social presence, 
intimacy is sometimes discussed alongside terms such as sense of affiliation and 
“psychological closeness” (e.g., Al-dheleai & Tasir, 2020; Duan, 2021; Lin & 
Wang, 2023). In this thesis, intimacy is used in the sense proposed by Argyle and 
Dean (1965). Intimacy refers here to a social relation between the communicating 
parties and is treated here as distinct from individual's emotional states. Argyle 
and Dean’s (1965) intimacy equilibrium hypothesis suggests that communicators 
seek to maintain an equilibrium, balancing attraction and avoidance to suit the 
specific communication situation. For example, eye-contact is essential for 
interaction, yet too much eye contact may elicit discomfort and anxiety. In such 
model, intimacy is understood as an equilibrium of approach and avoidance forces 
(Argyle & Dean, 1965). The avoidance component of intimacy includes the fear 
of being seen, the fear of revealing feeling and disclosing identity, and the fear of 
being rejected. Once established, the intimacy tends to persist in later conditions.  

In the original formulation of Social Presence Theory, intimacy was not treated 
as a component of social presence. Short et al. (1976) proposed that the social 
presence of a medium contributes to the regulation of intimacy alongside other 
factors, such as physical proximity, topic formality, and available nonverbal cues. 
From this perspective, communication media function as filters influencing how 
intimacy equilibria are established and maintained. The use of a camera, for 
instance, does not restore eye contact as visual cue back into communication but 
alters it, which may have implications making this communication different from 
F2F communication or interactions without visual cues (e.g. a telephone 
conversation). Thus, in Short et al.’s (1976) conceptualization, the medium works 
as a filter that may affect how the communicators establish the intimacy 
equilibrium and other social relations. 

3.2.7 Immediacy 

In contrast to the interrelated concept of intimacy, immediacy refers to a 
psycholinguistic channel of communication through which a speaker expresses 
their stance toward the addressee, the object of communication, or the 
communicative situation (Wiener & Mehrabian, 1968). Whereas intimacy 
concerns the regulation of social positioning, immediacy concerns how relational 
orientation is expressed in interaction. Immediacy emphasizes the socio-
emotional aspect of the communication situation. 

Short (1976) provides an example of how non-immediacy can be conveyed by 
describing a situation where a person uses a telephone to communicate with a 
colleague in an adjacent office. In this case, the choice of medium may convey 
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non-immediacy, despite the social presence afforded by the telephone remaining 
unchanged. This example illustrates that immediacy is not equivalent to social 
presence. Accordingly, immediacy is understood here as a connotative aspect of 
communication that signals “the relationship between the speaker and the objects 
he communicates about, the addressee of his communication or the 
communication itself” (Wiener & Mehrabian, 1968, p. 3).  

3.3 Theoretical Framework  

Taken together, the concepts introduced in this chapter constitute a theoretical 
framework for this thesis.  Drawing on AT and the concept of social presence, 
the framework approaches teaching as object-oriented professional activity, 
attends to disruptions as analytical entry points for examining activity 
reorganization, and uses the concepts of social presence, intimacy and immediacy 
to examine how social relations of pedagogical activity are constituted under 
conditions of mediated communication and interaction. Notably, in this thesis, 
social presence is treated as a way of conceptualizing how participants are 
positioned and made salient within pedagogical activity, rather than as a 
psychological state or perceptual impression. This use situates social presence 
within activity, rather than treating it as a subjective property of the 
communication medium, as in its original formulation in The Social Psychology 
of Telecommunications (Short et al., 1976).  

Furthermore, in this thesis, social presence functions as a shared analytical 
reference point that makes it possible to examine both campus-based teaching 
and digitally mediated teaching within the same conceptual frame. More 
specifically, it means that physical co-presence and digitally mediated presence are 
treated in this thesis as different forms of the same phenomenon, rather than as 
incomparable conditions. Social presence here is thus not tied to a specific 
medium (campus or digital) but refers to how individuals are positioned within a 
system of social relations in teaching and learning activities. Because of this, the 
concept makes it possible to analyze the transition from physical co-presence to 
digitally mediated presence. Subsequently, an overview of this thesis’ theoretical 
framework is presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. The Theoretical Framework 

Analytical dimension What this development consists of 

Development of the subject 
(expertise development) 

Transformation of the subject’s capacity to produce the 
object of activity 
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Analytical dimension What this development consists of 

Development of the object 
of activity 

Transformation of what is produced through activity 

Development of the 
structure of activity 

Reorganization of mediational means, social relations, 
division of labor, temporal—spatial arrangements, and 
forms of social presence. 

Mediating activity (hinge, 
not a developmental 
dimension) 

Activity through which the subject produces the object 
and reorganizes the structure of activity, while 
simultaneously developing their own capacity 

 

The theoretical framework is operationalized in this thesis to structure 
explanation by introducing analytical distinctions that are necessary for examining 
expertise development as embedded in activity (that is, work-integrated). In the 
analysis, the framework is therefore used to distinguish analytically between (a) 
development of the subject’s professional expertise, (b) development of the object 
of activity as what is produced, (c) development of the structure of activity. Table 
2 depicts the operationalization of the theoretical framework. 
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Table 2. Operationalization of the Theoretical Framework 

Analytical 
dimension 

What 
disruption 
makes visible 

What is analytically 
examined 

How this 
operationalizes the 
framework 

Development of 
the subject 
(expertise 
development) 

Breakdown of 
established ways 
of work 

How the subject 
reorients action, 
assumes responsibility 
for mediation, and 
transforms their 
capacity to produce. the 
object 

Disruption reveals 
changes in the subject’s 
mediating capacity, 
making expertise 
development empirically 
observable 

Development of 
the object of 
activity 

Instability or 
inadequacy of 
what is being 
produced 

How the object 
produced through 
activity becomes 
problematic, 
insufficient, or requires 
reworking 

Disruption exposes the 
object as produced 
through activity, allowing 
object development to be 
analyzed 

Development of 
the structure of 
activity 

Failure or 
tension in 
existing 
mediational 
arrangements 

How mediational 
means, roles, relations, 
or coordination are 
reorganized 

Disruption brings 
structural reorganization 
into view, enabling 
analysis of activity-
structure development 

Mediating 
activity (hinge) 

Moments where 
mediation is 
reorganized 

Concrete mediating 
actions through which 
subjects intervene to 
restore or transform 
activity 

Disruption brings into 
the focus the mediating 
activity through which 
subject, object, and 
structure are transformed 
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4 Methodology 

The methodology of this thesis is structured around a qualitative, interview-based 
approach informed by the theoretical framework proposed in the previous 
section. Interviewees’  accounts function in this thesis as empirical access points 
to pedagogical work, rather than as objects of analysis in their own right. 
Documenting the range of teaching conceptions, perspectives, or experiences is 
beyond the scope of this thesis. In this thesis, interviews were thus treated as 
accounts of object-oriented activity. When analyzed through the theoretical 
framework presented in the previous section, they make visible the relations 
between object of pedagogical activity, digital mediation of participant presence 
in activity, and teaching expertise development that are not accessible through 
methods focused on measurement or performance indicators. The rest of this 
section will thus unfold the methodological components of the thesis by starting 
with clarifying its ontological and epistemological assumptions. 

4.1 Ontological and Epistemological Assumptions 

Ontologically, this thesis is grounded in a dialectical materialist perspective. The 
main ontological premise of this perspective is that reality is primary to 
consciousness: reality exists independently of human perception or theoretical 
constructs and is transformed through practical activity (Ilʹenkov, 1977; Ilyenkov, 
1982). In this sense, both professional expertise and teaching are approached in 
this thesis as existing independently of this thesis’ theoretical framing. To illustrate 
this, consider frameworks such as constructive alignment, which conceptualizes 
teaching in terms of intended learning outcomes, aligned assessment, and aligned 
teaching-learning activities (J. Biggs, 2012). The framework defines what counts 
as expert teaching and adopting such framework constrains the researcher to view 
teaching through this lens. It also defines the relation between teaching and 
learning in terms of teaching-learning activities. 

In contrast, in this thesis, teaching and teaching expertise are not defined by the 
theoretical framework. Activity-theoretical concepts are employed as analytical 
means to reconstruct the organization, relations, and processes of teaching 
through the reports of the participants, without providing a theory-based 
definition of teaching or how it should occur. This means that, even though the 
study employes its theoretical framework as discussed in chapter 3, the logic of 
analysis is not based on deduction from theory. Traditionally, AT-inspired analysis 
is based on the logical principle of ascending from the abstract to concrete 
(Engeström, 2020). In this sense, the analysis in this thesis is based on the logical 
operations of abstraction and synthesis. 
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Beyond ontology, this thesis draws upon the epistemological principle of the 
dialectical materialist perspective, which is based on distinguishing the reality and 
the appearance of reality in perception and consciousness (Ilyenkov, 1982). For 
instance, a mirror reflection is neither a person nor an external image of the 
person, but rather a phenomenon as it is given in perception to the person 
looking. From a dialectical materialist perspective, knowledge of reality arises 
through practical engagement with reality (activity) rather than through 
documenting perceptions. 

In the context of this thesis, university teachers were thus approached as 
practitioners producing the object of their professional activity. In this sense, they 
possess practical knowledge of their object, which is not necessarily available to 
them as an explicit articulation. In a similar way, a person may speak a language 
without being able to explicitly articulate its grammar. As such, teachers’ 
knowledge of the object of their activity is actualized in how they plan and enact 
teaching. Accordingly, the interview transcripts were approached not as 
representations of teachers’ perceptions or conceptions of teaching, but as 
accounts of how they organized and enacted teaching, the challenges they 
encountered, and the adjustments they made in response to pandemic-induced 
disruptions.  

Furthermore, in this thesis, the interviews were used as material for reconstructing 
teaching as object-oriented activity, rather than as data about teachers’ beliefs or 
notions of teaching. The concept of teaching presented in the findings of this 
thesis is not a generalization of a common core derived from the perspectives of 
the respondents. Rather, it is a conceptual reconstruction of teaching as object-
oriented activity, developed through analysis of how teaching is organized and 
enacted, as reported by the participants. In this way, this thesis uses the logical 
operations of abstraction and analysis (Vygotsky, 1997b), rather than deduction 
(e.g. deriving a coding scheme from theory) or repetition-based induction. The 
next sections outline the methodological orientation on how these ontological 
and epistemological assumptions guided the design of the study and the approach 
to data analysis. 

4.2 Methodological Orientation 

In this thesis, learning and professional development are treated as processes that 
unfold through practical engagement with historically formed material and social 
conditions. The environment is therefore not treated as a set of external variables 
acting upon individuals, but as a configuration of conditions that are taken up and 
transformed through practical activity. For the purposes of this study, expertise is 
approached as a developmental process. Rather than identifying expertise through 
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participants' characteristics or performance correspondence to certain indicators, 
the analysis focuses on how expertise develops through reorganization of 
practice. This methodological choice follows the assumption that similar 
observable performances may emerge from qualitatively different developmental 
processes, and that these differences cannot be reconstructed reliably from 
performance alone. 

The empirical focus of this thesis is therefore placed on situations in which 
established forms of pedagogical activity were disrupted. The COVID-19 
pandemic created such a situation by suspending or destabilizing the mediational 
structures that normally organize campus-based teaching. In this sense, the 
pandemic-induced educational disruption is treated as a historically specific social 
situation of development for university teachers. The analysis in this thesis 
examined thus how teachers introduced, coordinated, and adapted mediating 
means—such as digital tools, communication routines, and interactional 
structures—in order to sustain the continuity of student learning under pandemic 
conditions. The focus was not on the effectiveness of solutions, but on the 
process through which teachers acted upon the conditions of their work.  

Methodologically, the approach in this thesis is comparable to the logic of 
Vygotsky’s functional method of double stimulation (Vygotsky, 1978). However, 
rather than constructing experimental conditions, the thesis analyzed a naturally 
occurring historical situation in which routine action was interrupted and the 
continuity of student learning functioned as a practical need. Experimental or 
quasi-experimental designs were not appropriate because the study did not 
examine the effects of controlled interventions. The pandemic-induced shift to 
ERTconstituted an historically specific disruption. This disruption of established 
mediation and the simultaneous requirement to act created conditions in which 
teachers’ active role in reorganizing practice became analytically observable. 

4.3 Research Design  

This thesis adopted a qualitative case study design. In addition, a systematic 
literature review was conducted to support the conceptual and analytical 
development of the study. The need for this design emerged during the analysis 
of the interview transcripts. In this empirical material, teachers repeatedly referred 
to how their students were present and socially involved in teaching and learning 
situations. These accounts pointed to aspects such as intimacy, immediacy, and 
forms of mediated representation, which appeared to be directly related to the 
object of pedagogical activity. 

As the analysis progressed, it became clear that these references could not be 
adequately accounted for through the initial phenomenological concept of social 
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presence (Short et al., 1976) due to its focus on the subjective properties of the 
communication medium. In response to this emerging analytical need, a 
systematic literature review was conducted in order to supplement knowledge 
about AT used in this thesis with knowledge about the concept of social presence, 
which is in alignment with  methodological literature on building analytical 
frameworks (Jabareen, 2009). The reviewed literature on social presence was then 
used to reconstruct the concept of social presence as an analytical lens for 
examining the object of pedagogical activity, rather than as empirical material 
describing teaching practice. The discussion on the conceptual compatibility 
between social presence and AT was presented in the previous chapter.  

Contemporary research addresses social presence through multiple 
conceptualizations of its representational forms, often treating these as separate 
definitions rather than as analytically related aspects of the same phenomenon 
(Cummings & Wertz, 2022; Kreijns et al., 2022). Rather than serving as a 
preparatory review for identifying a research gap, published studies were 
examined to reconstruct how social presence has been conceptualized, 
operationalized, and related to learning and teaching in higher education research. 
The literature review reconstructs how forms of appearance of social presence 
have been captured in educational research, allowing the analysis of interviews to 
proceed without reducing social presence to a single representational form, such 
as for example, physical co-presence. The analytical progression in this thesis is 
depicted in Table 3. 
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Table 3. Analytical Progression 

Stage Level Description 
Starting point Data generation Semi-structured interviews with 

teachers 
 Empirical analysis of 

interview transcripts for the 
case study 

Teachers’ accounts of students’ 
presence and social involvement 
in pedagogical activity 

 Emerging analytical need Recurrent references to presence, 
embodiment, intimacy, 
immediacy, mediated forms of 
participant representation 

Problem 
identified 

Analytical problem 
identified 

Initial phenomenological concept 
of social presence (Short et al., 
1976)         cannot account for 
how presence is established and 
mediated in pedagogical activity 

Solution Methodological response Systematic literature review 
 Function of the literature 

review 
Conceptual reconstruction of 
social presence as an analytical 
lens 

Outcome Conceptual reconstruction Social presence reconceptualized 
in alignment with Activity Theory 

Application Analytical integration with 
the Activity Theory 
framework 

Social presence concept used to 
examine the forms of presence of 
participants in pedagogical 
activity. 

 

4.4 The Qualitative Case Study 

The empirical material of this thesis derives from a qualitative case study. A case 
study is a research design that defines what is being studied and how it is bounded. 
A case study is commonly understood as an in-depth analysis of a bounded unit, 
with attention to developmental processes and their relation to the environment 
(Flyvbjerg, 2011). Case studies are conducted in real-world settings and prioritize 
empirical realism over experimental control (Runeson & Höst, 2009). This makes 
the case study design suitable for research questions that examine processes, 
relations, and transformations over time, which corresponds to the aims of this 
thesis (Gerring, 2006; Yin, 2007). 
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The case examined in this thesis was the process of teaching expertise 
development during the COVID-19 pandemic. Pedagogical activity was analyzed 
insofar as it provided empirical access to this developmental process. The data 
collection method that defined how empirical material was generated in this 
thesis, was semi-structured interviews. Although interviews with university 
teachers constitute the primary empirical material, the thesis is not an interview 
study in the sense of analyzing perspectives, meanings, or experiences. Interviews 
were instead used as retrospective empirical material to reconstruct 
transformations in pedagogical activity and the conditions under which teachers 
acted. Teachers were approached as distinct agents whose expertise develops 
through their engagement in pedagogical activity under particular historical 
conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Within the empirical boundaries of the case, teaching was approached as a form 
of practical activity, through which a practical object is produced. Expertise 
development was thus examined through this productive process: it concerned 
how teachers reorganized activity so that the object of teaching could be produced 
under conditions of education disruption. Generalization in the study concerned 
the form of the developmental process of teaching expertise. It did not involve 
aggregating teachers into generalized categories, such as novice and expert groups, 
nor did it aim to produce a generalized model of an institutionalized pedagogical 
activity. 

4.4.1 The Case and Its Delimitation 

Rather than comparing multiple cases, the analysis of this thesis focused on the 
internal relations of a single phenomenon as it unfolds over time. Such within-
case studies are particularly appropriate when a phenomenon is examined in a 
historically specific situation (Gerring, 2006). This applies to the present thesis, 
which examined teaching expertise development during the COVID-19 
pandemic, a period marked by a rapid and unplanned reorganization of 
pedagogical activity. 

A case study is not defined by a specific method of data collection, but by research 
strategy that integrates case definition, material selection, and analytical approach 
(Yin, 2007). Central to this strategy is the explicit delimitation of the case. In line 
with what Ragin describes as casing, the case in this thesis was bounded 
historically rather than institutionally or demographically (Ragin, 1992, as cited in 
Vold Hansen, 2022). 

The object of the case study in this thesis was the historically bounded process of 
teaching expertise development as it unfolded through pedagogical activity under 
pandemic conditions. The case was thus delimited by the period during which 
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established campus-based mediation was disrupted and replaced by emergency 
arrangements. Accordingly, the case was defined as a process, namely the 
reorganization of pedagogical activity and the associated development of teaching 
expertise, rather than as a particular institution, course, or population. Similar 
strategies of case delimitation have been applied in recent studies of higher 
education during the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Manturuk & Reavis, 2022). 

4.4.2 Empirical Setting 

The framing of this thesis’ empirical setting is within the historically specific 
period from March 2020 to late 2022, during which university teachers had to 
reorganize pedagogical activity under pandemic conditions. This period was 
characterized by a disruption in established pedagogical practices, primarily due 
to the sudden shift from campus-based to remote education (Munoz et al., 2022). 
Though the strictness of measures varied with the epidemic situation over time 
and across regions, uncertainty remained. For example, neither the duration of 
the pandemic nor the modality of education could be known in advance. As 
universities restricted access to campuses, teaching faculties had to rapidly 
reconfigure courses from campus-based to online, blended, and hybrid 
modalities. They also had to shift between the modalities in response to changing 
epidemic conditions.  

Preparedness for remote teaching also varied both between institutions and 
among members of teaching faculties. Variations in infrastructural conditions 
extended beyond universities. For example, one participant described recurring 
power outages affecting students in South Africa. While participants’ physical 
locations varied, pedagogical relations were treated here as analytically prior to 
physical location. For the purposes of this analysis, spatial dislocation—rather 
than physical place as such—was treated as a material condition of ERT. 

4.4.3 Participants and Selection Criteria 

The study participants were university teachers who had responsibility for 
teaching courses during the pandemic period when campus-based co-presence of 
teachers and students was disrupted, and teaching activity was reorganized 
through digital mediation. The sampling criteria were based on the 
epistemological orientation of the study. The participants were selected based on 
their engagement in university teaching during the pandemic-induced lockdown, 
and this is the general determination for the sample, rather than their academic 
discipline, institutional affiliation, or cultural background. Participants were 
selected using purposive sampling, based on criteria ensuring they were 
appropriate informants for the research. Participation was voluntary and not 
random. Selection was based on participants’ engagement in teaching during this 
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period, rather than on academic discipline, institutional affiliation, or cultural 
background.  

More specifically, the inclusion criteria were as follows: (1) experience of teaching 
undergraduate and graduate students during and after the pandemic-induced 
university lockdown, (2) transitioning between campus-based, online, blended, or 
hybrid teaching during the pandemic, and (3) being employed as a teaching faculty 
member at a university or an equivalent institution during and after the pandemic-
induced university lockdown. Individuals partially engaged in teaching, such as 
doctoral students, librarians, and other professionals not employed for teaching, 
did not meet the inclusion criteria and were not included. 

The inclusion criteria ensured that all participants had firsthand experience of 
university-level teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. While specific details 
regarding institutional affiliation, disciplinary background, and academic rank 
were not reported to preserve confidentiality, the inclusion criteria ensured the 
selection of participants who were qualified to provide informed accounts of their 
teaching practice during and after the pandemic.  

Furthermore, to ensure participant confidentiality in accordance with the Swedish 
Ethical Review Act (2003:460) and the General Data Protection Regulation (EU 
2016/679), identifying details were minimized. Information about participants 
was therefore presented here in generalized terms, and specific references to 
workplaces, disciplines, and academic titles were not reported. This 
anonymization of participant characteristics limits the possibility of relating the 
findings to specific disciplinary, institutional, or positional differences. 
Minimizing participant detail is, however, methodologically appropriate, as the 
thesis does not aim for statistical or demographic generalization. Instead, it 
focuses on identifying and analyzing patterns in the structuring of pedagogical 
activity and social relations across interview reports. In other words, the thesis 
focuses on relations and structures, rather than categories of participants. 

Moreover, the sample can be described as heterogeneous. For example, the 
participants occupied roles from an adjunct to a professor at universities with 
campuses in Scandinavia, Western Europe and Southern Africa. Participants 
varied in disciplinary background, institutional context, teaching experience, and 
national setting. Participant heterogeneity was not treated as a limitation but as a 
methodological condition reflecting the analytical orientation of the thesis—
participants were approached as agents engaged in their pedagogical activity under 
specific material conditions, not as representatives of distinct social groups. Table 
4 provides an overview of the participants and information about interview 
duration. 
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Table 4. Information about the Participants and Interview Duration  

Participant Pre-pandemic remote 
or blended teaching  

Pre-pandemic on- 
campus 
teaching 

Interview 
duration 
(minutes) 

1 Yes Yes 58 
2 Yes Yes 35 
3 Yes Yes 59 
4 Yes Yes 63 
5 - Yes 15 
6 Yes Yes 15 
7 Yes Yes 30 
8 No Yes 52 
9 No Yes 30 
10 No Yes 50 
11 No Yes 36 
12 No Yes 25 
13 No No 39 
14 Yes Yes 32 
15 Yes Yes 47 

 

Most participants had established teaching practices under campus-based 
conditions before the pandemic. One participant is listed in the table as having 
no pre-pandemic teaching. This does not indicate a complete absence of prior 
teaching-related activity. Rather, it reflects how prior experience was 
methodologically accounted for in this study: teaching conducted during doctoral 
studies was not included. Doctoral students are typically not formally appointed 
as teaching staff with primary responsibility for organizing and conducting 
courses, even though they may participate in teaching. The analysis in this thesis 
concerned thus the reorganization of pedagogical activity under changing 
mediational conditions of pandemic-induced educational disruption rather than 
differences in teaching experience. For this reason, this difference did not alter 
the analytical framing. 

4.4.4 Interview Design and Process 

The data collection process of this thesis draws on semi-structured interviewing, 
conducted conversationally with one respondent at a time and containing a blend 
of closed- and open-ended questions, often accompanied by follow-up why and 
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how questions (Adams, 2015). The interview protocol was developed in relation 
to the analytical interest in reconstructing the transformation of teaching activity 
during off-campus migration and emergency remote teaching. And because this 
thesis is mainly grounded in an AT tradition, the interview protocol drew on the 
activity-theoretical checklist proposed by Kaptelinin et al. (1999) and was 
structured around the historical transformation of teaching with particular 
attention to disruptions and mediating tools in activity.  In line with the activity-
theoretical principle of historicity (Kaptelinin et al., 1999; Sannino & Engeström, 
2018), participants were invited to describe their teaching before, during, and after 
the campus lockdown, including the conditions under which activity was 
reorganized and how these conditions were taken up as mediating elements within 
subsequent pedagogical activity. This structuring of the interviews oriented both 
data collection and analysis toward reconstructing teaching as historically situated 
activity reorganized under the conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
interview guide is provided in Appendix 2. 

Consequently, interviews were conducted between May 2023 and January 2024. 
The participants were approached via email and participated voluntarily. In some 
cases, institutional contacts facilitated initial contact with teaching faculty, but 
participation was ultimately determined by the individuals themselves. All 
participants were informed about the study objectives and the voluntary nature 
of participation via an information letter. The duration of each interview was 
determined by the participants. Interviews were conducted either in person or via 
Zoom, according to participants’ preference, which is a common practice in 
qualitative research (Archibald et al., 2019; Gray et al., 2020). Prior to recording, 
participants were again reminded of the research purpose and their right to 
withdraw, ensuring they were fully informed and in control of the interview 
process. All interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed. Interviews 
were conducted in English. When other languages were used by participants 
during the conversation, these passages were translated during the interview.  

4.4.5 Data Processing and Descriptive Overview of the 
Empirical Material 

In this study, data processing involved transcribing the interviews, anonymizing 
the material by removing the information that could identify participants (such as 
institutional affiliations and names of the courses taught), and organizing the 
transcripts using qualitative data analysis software (initially nVivo and then 
Atlas.ti), writing and organizing memos, creating the visuals describing the data.  

As part of this processing, Atlas.ti was used to generate a word cloud based on 
the frequency of noun phrases in the interview transcripts (Figure 1). The word 
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cloud provides a graphical overview of lexical distribution—it highlights which 
terms appear most often. 

 

Figure 1. Word Cloud and Graphical Overview of the Thematic Content of the 
Interview Transcripts 

In addition, a treemap visualization (see Figure 2) was produced using the same 
frequency information. Unlike the word cloud, which relies on font scaling, the 
treemap presents proportional areas and explicit frequency counts. For example, 
the treemap shows that references to student occur more frequently than 
references to teaching, despite the interview questions focusing explicitly on 
teaching practices. Similarly, references to campus remain prominent, even though 
the interviews addressed periods characterized by remote and hybrid modality. 
The visualizations offer a structured representation of the data, allowing for the 
visual perception of some data aspects to be considered during the analysis. 
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Figure 2. A Treemap Visualization of the Thematic Content of the Interview 
Transcripts 

The word cloud and treemap are not treated here as analytical findings. They are 
the data, processed and represented graphically, that is embodied in another 
medium. Importantly, the word clouds and treemaps do not emerge from the data 
but are produced by the processing algorithms using the data as an input. They 
are included in the Methodology section to provide the reader with a descriptive 
overview of the material and to clarify the empirical scope of the dataset prior to 
the analysis. 

4.4.6 Analytical Procedure  

In this thesis, interviews were treated as accounts on pedagogical activity. 
Episodes were selected where teachers described situations involving 
reorganization under disruptive conditions. The analysis focused then on changes 
in activity structure, including shifts in division of labor and in how conditions 
functioned as mediators or non-mediators within activity. The interview analysis 
was therefore not based on generalization of common elements or themes across 
contexts. Instead, by following the AT principle of analytical movement from the 
abstract to the concrete (Sannino & Engeström, 2018), the analysis presented 
conceptual reconstruction of activity disruptions and reorganizations through 
which the object of activity as identified and the development of the subjects' 
capacity to produce the object under disruptive conditions was traced. More 
specifically, the analysis was conducted through the following analytical moves. 
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Identification of the historically established form of activity. Historicity is 
one of the key analytical principles in AT (Sannino & Engeström, 2018). Sannino 
and Engeström (2018) argue that an analysis of activity without historicity risks 
to dismiss consequential phenomena as arbitrary features. In line with this 
argument, the analysis in this thesis began from campus-based university teaching 
as the form of pedagogical activity that was in place prior to the pandemic-
induced emergency teaching.  

Campus-based teaching was treated in the analysis as a historically prior form of 
emergency teaching. This designation refers to its temporal and analytical priority 
in relation to emergency teaching, not to any normative or evaluative status. In 
this move of the analysis, emergency teaching was understood as a reorganization 
of campus-based teaching under conditions where established mediational 
arrangements became unavailable or unreliable due to the pandemic-induced 
measures.  

Reconstruction of internal relations within this historically established 
form. The analysis proceeded through establishing the object of activity 
(Engeström, 1995, 2001). The object is not immediately observable but must be 
reconstructed analytically from empirical material (Engeström, 2018). In this  
analysis process, the object of teaching activity was established through teachers’ 
accounts of what they were trying to accomplish in their practice, what aspects of 
their activity were disrupted due to the pandemic, what kinds of problems they 
were attempting to address, and why. Across the empirical material, teachers 
repeatedly referred to how students were present and socially involved in teaching 
and learning situations on campus and online. This gave the direction to the 
analysis. 

The analysis proceeded by reconstructing how space, embodiment, interaction, 
division of labor, and feedback operated together within the campus-based form 
of pedagogical activity. The purpose of this step was not to describe these aspects 
separately. But rather, the analysis instead established how pedagogical activity 
was ordinarily conducted as a coherent form prior to its disruption under 
pandemic conditions. 

Identification of disruptions as analytical indicators. Engeström (2018) has 
argued that disruptions and innovations in practitioners' everyday work actions 
are analytically important as they provide the entry points for the reconstruction 
of the organization and reorganization of activity. The challenge is to make these 
disruptions and innovations visible and analyzable. In line with this reasoning, 
during the analysis process, disruptions were treated in this thesis as indicators 
that established mediations within pedagogical activity no longer functioned in 
the same way as before. Such disruptions allowed the analysis to identify 
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mediating functions that normally operated as a part of the routine organization 
of activity. For this reason, disruptions were treated here as methodologically 
productive indicators, rather than as empirical problems or challenges 
experienced by the participants. Table 5 demonstrates how disruptions were used 
in the analysis as analytical indicators. 

Table 5. Disruptions as Analytical Indicators in the Reconstruction of Pedagogical 
Activity 

Analytical 
element 

Specification in this study Function in the analysis 

Concept of 
disruption 

Treated as an interruption in 
established mediational 
configurations of activity 

Serves as an entry point for 
identifying shifts in 
pedagogical organization 

Empirical 
identification 

Located where participants 
describe loss of previous 
conditions or breakdown of 
established routines 

Marks moments where the 
object of teaching activity 
becomes analytically visible 

Analytical 
assumption 

Disruption makes implicit 
structures of activity salient 

Enables reconstruction of 
relations between subject, 
mediators, and object of 
activity 

Scope of use Applied across all interview 
accounts, irrespective of prior 
teaching experience 

Ensures consistency in 
identifying points of activity 
reorganization 

Analytical 
outcome 
(procedural) 

Guides tracing of how 
pedagogical activity is 
reorganized under altered 
conditions 

Structures subsequent 
reconstruction presented in 
Results (chapter 5 and 
chapter 6) 

 

Reconstruction of reconfigured mediations. The analysis reconstructs how 
pedagogical activity was re-established through the introduction, coordination, 
and reorganization of mediating conditions. Particular attention is given to small 
innovations in practitioners' everyday actions (Engeström, 1999). This move 
included thus examining how teachers reorganized mediational arrangements, 
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such as digital platforms, interaction rules, temporal structures, and feedback 
mechanisms, when established campus-based mediations were no longer 
available. 

Analysis of presence-forms. The analysis followed the transition from 
somatically embodied campus presence to digitally mediated and hybrid forms 
of presence, reconstructing changes in perceptual availability (participants' 
salience), addressability, regulation of interaction, and more.  

Conceptual articulation of the analytical result. On the basis of the 
cumulative reconstruction, the analysis articulated the concepts of social 
presence, teaching as form-producing activity, and teaching expertise as a result 
(outcome). These concepts were not introduced as prior definitions guiding 
interpretation, but were specified through the reconstruction of relations, 
mediations, and reorganizations reported in pedagogical activity. 

4.4.7 Methodological Limitations  

The empirical work was based on retrospective interview accounts and did not 
include observational data nor recordings of classroom situations. The analysis 
therefore reconstructed pedagogical activity at the level of its organization and 
object orientation, rather than examining the unfolding of interactions in real 
time. Student perspectives were not included as a separate empirical material; 
student social presence is reconstructed as it is worked for within pedagogical 
activity, as described by teachers.  

Furthermore, the case study was historically specific to the period of pandemic 
disruption of higher education, and the analysis did not aim at representational 
generalization. The contribution is thus analytical, in the reconstruction of 
relations within pedagogical activity under disruptive conditions. In other words, 
the case was used to develop concepts and did not aim to make universal or too 
general claims about how widespread certain practices were. 

4.5 Systematic Literature Review 

In addition to the previously outlined components of this thesis’ methodological 
design, a systematic literature review was conducted, which emerged from a 
specific analytical need during the analysis of interview transcripts. In the 
interviews, teaching faculty frequently referred to social presence when describing 
their pedagogical work prior to the pandemic and under the pandemic conditions. 
These references pointed to different empirical manifestations, such as students’ 
visibility, affective engagement, communicative atmosphere, and participation in 
collective activity. At first sight, such variation could be interpreted as indicating 
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that social presence consists of multiple dimensions, each capturing a different 
aspect of the construct. For this thesis, however, a different analytical distinction 
was made. The variation observed in the interview material was not treated as 
variation in dimensions of the construct, nor as a set of symptoms pointing to an 
underlying psychological state of students. Instead, it was treated as variation in 
the forms of appearance through which the social relation became empirically 
realizable. 

In the interview material, these different forms of appearance became visible 
when teaching faculty referred, for example, to students’ visibility through 
cameras, to the affective tone of interaction during online lectures, or to the 
maintenance of collective participation in group work. These references point to 
representations through which social presence appears in practice. This analytical 
distinction motivated a focused examination of how social presence has been 
conceptualized and operationalized in prior educational research. The literature 
review was thus undertaken to reconstruct how different forms of appearance 
have been treated as analytically central in different strands of research, often 
being re-described as dimensions or components of a construct. Consequently, in 
order to provide transparency for the reader about the systematic literature review 
process, the different aspects of the process are outlined as follows.  

4.5.1 Scope and Procedure 

The systematic literature review was conducted following established guidelines 
for the conduct of scoping reviews (Peters et al., 2021), with the results reported 
according to the PRISMA-ScR framework (Preferred Reporting Items for 
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses Extension for Scoping Reviews) (Tricco 
et al., 2018) to ensure transparency and rigor throughout the process. The 
following inclusion criteria were established for the review: 

1. Study Type: Peer-reviewed studies focusing on social presence in the 
context of learning and higher education. 

2. Conceptual Focus: Articles that define or operationalize the concept of 
social presence. 

3. Learning Environment: Studies addressing both physical and digital 
learning environments, including hybrid settings. 

4. Empirical Evidence: Empirical articles examining the role and 
implications of social presence for teaching and learning. 

The following exclusion criteria were also applied: 

1. Study Type: Review articles and meta-analyses, dissertations, books, 
reports, conference materials. 
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2. Context: Articles that do not focus on the higher education context. 
3. Conceptual Relevance: Studies that do not define, operationalize or 

discuss social presence. 
4. Language: Non-English papers. 
5. Accessibility: Articles unavailable in full text. 

4.5.2 Information Sources and Search 

To identify potentially relevant sources for the systematic literature review, the 
following databases were searched: Scopus, Web of Science, and EbscoHost 
(ERIC, Academic Search Premier, APA PsycArticles, APA PsycInfo, and 
Sociology Source Ultimate). Scopus and Web of Science are the primary databases 
for multidisciplinary academic literature (Chadegani et al., 2013). ERIC is a 
specialized database for educational research. APA (the American Psychological 
Association) is a definitive source for articles in educational psychology, and 
Sociology Source Ultimate, for articles on social behavior and interaction.  

The search strategy was drafted by the author and reviewed by an experienced 
university librarian. Search keywords included “social presence”, “learning”, 
“higher education”, “university”. The review focused on studies where social 
presence was central to the research, which is why the search queries specifically 
targeted papers with the concept included in the title, abstract, and article 
keywords, which is a common strategy in conceptual systematic reviews 
(Schreiber & Cramer, 2022).  

Given that conceptual systematic reviews aim to clarify the term in and for certain 
disciplines (Schreiber & Cramer, 2024), keywords such as "learning," "higher 
education," and "university" were used to delimit the scope of the literature. 
Keywords “emergency,” “pandemic,” and “crisis” were excluded from the search 
strategy to prevent narrowing the literature review to these specific contexts. 
Thus, the review encompasses literature related to both traditional and emergency 
educational settings. The exact search queries can be found in the supplementary 
file.  

To ensure the inclusion of both the foundational and the most recent studies, no 
restriction was applied to the start date, and the search was conducted through to 
October 23, 2024. To ensure a thorough review, the database search was 
supplemented with manual screening of the reference lists of the articles deemed 
relevant according to the inclusion and exclusion criteria of this review. The 
search results were imported into Zotero, which was used to identify duplicates. 
The duplicates were removed after screening. The titles and abstracts of sources 
were screened, and for those deemed relevant, the full text was further evaluated. 
Figure 3 describes the process of the selection of the data sources.  
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Figure 3. Flowchart of Literature Identification and Screening Process, adapted from 
PRISMA Template (Page et al., 2021) Licensed Under CC BY 4.0  

4.5.3 Data Processing: Temporal Scope of Data 

The systematic literature review included a total of 85 articles that met the 
inclusion criteria. These articles were published from 2004 up to October 2024. 
As illustrated by Figure 4, there was a surge in the number of articles focusing on 
social presence starting around 2020 and peaking in 2021-2024. This surge 
coincides with the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Figure 4. Number of Publications Per Year based on a Dataset of 85 Entries 

4.5.4 Thematic Analysis and Synthesis 

After the data processing step, the phase of thematic analysis and synthesis was 
initiated where a data-charting form was developed based on the guidance for 
conducting systematic scoping reviews (Peters et al., 2021).  The abstracted data 
focused on the study population (teachers or students), definition of social 
presence, related concepts and variables, operationalization of social presence, 
mediators, mode of education: (F2F, online, hybrid, blended), context (traditional 
or emergency-driven), and results related to social presence, its pre-conditions, 
experiences, and implications (e.g., learning outcomes, student motivation, 
benefits, unintended consequences).  

Due to significant variations in conceptualization and operationalization of social 
presence, the results of empirical studies were not directly comparable, which 
makes systematic reviews and meta-analyses challenging, as illustrated by 
Cummings and Wertz (2022, p. 12): “a meta-analysis simply of “social presence” 
at large [...] may mistakenly combine inherently heterogeneous relationships in 
seeking to examine a particular type of effect.” Thus, the initial step was to 
categorize the studies based on the conceptualization of social presence and 
ensure the internal comparability of the groups.  

The initial coding framework was developed based on constructs from previous 
systematic reviews. Cummings and Wertz (2022) highlighted constructs such as 
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salience, perceived actorhood, co-location/non-mediation, understanding, 
association, involvement, medium sociability, overall social presence, and non-
social presence. Meanwhile, Lowenthal and Snelson (2017) identified dimensions 
such as being there, being real, projecting, connecting, and belonging. After 
eliminating overlapping categories, the final coding scheme included the following 
codes: salience, perceived actorhood, perceived human, co-location/non-
mediation, understanding, association, involvement, projecting, medium 
sociability, overall social presence, and non-social presence. Each code was 
accompanied by a clarifying definition to ensure that they do not overlap. The 
codes were not mutually exclusive, as definitions of social presence may 
encompass multiple constructs. The plan was to further classify codes into groups 
according to the object-emphasized dimension (the referent of the social presence 
term): subjective mental state, ability/skill, behavioral pattern, collocation of 
physical objects, properties of medium.  

However, upon examining the dataset, it became clear that this initial framework 
had to be abandoned.  When analyzing literature, it became apparent that most 
authors of empirical studies in the dataset had avoided defining social presence or 
explicitly adopting a definition of social presence. Instead, they tended to cite 
historical definitions without clearly indicating their preference. Some researchers 
adopted a theoretical framework—most commonly Community of Inquiry (CoI) 
model (D. R. Garrison et al., 1999), in which social presence was a component. 
However, frameworks, and particularly CoI, had themselves undergone 
definitional changes over time, and researchers might interpret these definitions 
differently.  

As the content of the social presence concept was characterized by high variability 
over time and studies, this thesis’ method involved analyzing articles to identify 
the key focus, that is the phenomenon under investigation in the studies 
(reflecting researchers' implicit understanding of social presence). These extracts 
were coded under initial codes such as "sense of affiliation", "affection expressed 
in discourse", and "feeling comfortable in communication". The initial categories 
were further classified into descriptive themes. The whole procedure 
corresponded to the steps of inductive thematic analysis as described by Braun 
and Clarke (2006): familiarizing yourself with data, generating initial codes, 
collating codes into potential themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming 
themes. However, the final step suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006) is 
producing the final report descriptive of the themes. This thesis argues that before 
producing the report, one more step is to be taken, which is not listed in the 6-
step procedure: synthesis. Moving from descriptive to an interpretative level entail 
relating to existing literature: “analytic claims need to be grounded in, but go 
beyond, the ‘surface’ of the data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 94).  
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salience, perceived actorhood, co-location/non-mediation, understanding, 
association, involvement, medium sociability, overall social presence, and non-
social presence. Meanwhile, Lowenthal and Snelson (2017) identified dimensions 
such as being there, being real, projecting, connecting, and belonging. After 
eliminating overlapping categories, the final coding scheme included the following 
codes: salience, perceived actorhood, perceived human, co-location/non-
mediation, understanding, association, involvement, projecting, medium 
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As the content of the social presence concept was characterized by high variability 
over time and studies, this thesis’ method involved analyzing articles to identify 
the key focus, that is the phenomenon under investigation in the studies 
(reflecting researchers' implicit understanding of social presence). These extracts 
were coded under initial codes such as "sense of affiliation", "affection expressed 
in discourse", and "feeling comfortable in communication". The initial categories 
were further classified into descriptive themes. The whole procedure 
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themes. However, the final step suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006) is 
producing the final report descriptive of the themes. This thesis argues that before 
producing the report, one more step is to be taken, which is not listed in the 6-
step procedure: synthesis. Moving from descriptive to an interpretative level entail 
relating to existing literature: “analytic claims need to be grounded in, but go 
beyond, the ‘surface’ of the data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 94).  
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One of the questions Braun and Clarke (2006) recommend researchers to ask is: 
"Why do people talk about this thing in this particular way?" This is exactly the 
question this thesis was interested in: why do researchers studying social presence 
focus on the identified themes? To answer this question, the thesis used the 
method of conceptual translation, which is described as: “In essence, this method 
involves identifying key concepts from studies and translating them into one 
another. The term 'translating' in this context refers to the process of taking 
concepts from one study and recognizing the same concepts in another study, 
though they may not be expressed using identical words.” (Thomas & Harden, 
2008, p. 3).  

For example, researchers focusing on communication and socio-affective 
expressions associated social presence with immediacy, which is the concept 
referring to a psycholinguistic channel of communication that may convey the 
psychological state of the speaker. On the other hand, those trying to measure 
students' self-reported feeling of comfort with peer interaction and sense of 
affiliation with the community associated social presence with intimacy, which is 
the concept referring to the social relation established by the communicating 
parties. This allowed to relate the themes to the conceptual extensions of social 
presence (immediacy, intimacy and medium's properties) identified in the 
previous literature theorizing social presence.  

Consequently, the six themes identified inductively present a reflection of the 
content of the entire data set. Thus, thematic analysis was employed as the 
technique to provide a rich thematic description of the entire data set so that "the 
reader gets a sense of the predominant or important themes" as recommended by 
Braun and Clarke (2006), and to relate the established themes to the social 
presence theory and its conceptual extensions. In addition to the six themes 
discussed above, two themes—"amplified significance of social presence" and 
"preparedness for disruption"—were identified deductively, guided by the 
research question: What are the implications of crises such as COVID-19 
pandemic for social presence in virtual and blended learning in higher education? 
Pairing induction with deduction is a common approach to thematic analysis 
(Cummings & Wertz, 2022). Figure 5 visualizes the mapping of themes to 
constructs of social presence; the arrows indicate the directions of inductive and 
deductive reasoning. 
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Figure 5. Mapping Thematic Findings to Theoretical Constructs of Social Presence 

4.6 Ethical Considerations 

According to the Swedish Ethical Review Authority (Etikprövningsmyndigheten), this 
study did not require ethical review (document number 2022-05596-01). In this 
research, no intervention was carried out on research participants, nor were any 
other intervention made as specified in Section 4 of the Ethical Review Act. There 
was also no processing of personal data in the manner described in Section 3 of 
the Act (i.e., sensitive personal data or personal data concerning violations of the 
law). 

The thesis involved semi-structured interviews with university teachers. 
Participation was voluntary, and all participants were informed about the purpose 
of the study and their right to withdraw at any time. Participation took place 
outside formal employment relations, and no incentives or consequences were 
associated with participation. Informed consent was obtained prior to the 
interviews. The interviews were recorded, transcribed by the author, and assigned 
pseudonyms. Names of persons, courses, and institutions were removed from the 
material during the transcription process. The contextual information allowing to 
recognize the participant was also removed from the transcripts. 

Furthermore, the study processed personal data in the form of interview 
recordings and transcripts, as well as contextual information concerning 
participants’ professional roles and pedagogical activity. The data was 
pseudonymized, access-restricted, and handled in accordance with GDPR. The 
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data were stored on password-protected institutional system. Anonymized data 
will be retained for the period required by university policy and deleted thereafter. 
Participants were informed about their right to have their data removed by 
contacting the researcher. 

The thesis’ results are presented in a generalized manner in order to protect 
participant confidentiality. Moreover, their background information is reported in 
a generalized form. Specific details regarding participants’ workplaces, disciplinary 
affiliations, and academic titles have been omitted. Quotations from interview 
transcripts were edited for grammar and idiosyncratic speech features to reduce 
the risk of participant recognition, without altering their substantive content. All 
analytic interpretations were based on the original transcripts. 
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5 Results — Part 1: Social Presence 

This section presents part 1 of this thesis’ results, which is the outcome of the 
systematic literature review as a process of conceptual reconstruction. The 
purpose of this reconstruction is to clarify how social presence has been 
conceptualized and operationalized in higher education research, and to 
reorganize existing conceptual resources in response to the analytical problem 
posited by the interview material. The empirical analysis of interview transcripts 
raised questions about how participants' presence is constituted, sustained, and 
mediated in pedagogical activity, which required conceptual clarification of social 
presence. Moreover, the analysis of scientific literature focusing on social 
presence in the context of higher education and learning revealed the three key 
trends in studies of social presence, highlighting differences in the 
operationalization of the concept in terms of immediacy, intimacy, and perceived 
medium’s realism and functionality. The rest of this section will present these 
three key trends, the implications of the literature review as well as its analytical 
outcomes 

5.1 Social Presence as Communication for 
Establishing Relations with Peers 

The first trend includes the studies associating social presence with establishing 
social relations and focusing on the socio-emotional content of student 
communication. These studies can broadly be categorized into two main areas 
based on the nature of communication associated with establishing social 
presence: informal person-oriented communication and social talk for 
establishing personal relations versus structured task-oriented communication for 
establishing work relations.  

A number of authors (e.g. Lohr & Haley, 2018; Nami et al., 2018; Toth et al., 
2026) associate social presence with informal communication between students 
and identity disclosure. According to this perspective, social presence is enhanced 
when students engage in informal discussions and share information about their 
personalities. Students exhibit social presence through sharing personal memories 
(Lohr & Haley, 2018). For example, Nami et al. (2018) coded the instances of 
social talk (e.g. thanking, apologizing, making well wishes) and the use of 
emoticons and punctuation marks expressing emotions into the category of social 
presence. The results revealed that these indicators of social presence were “the 
most frequent functional moves in the data” (Nami et al., 2018, p. 390).  
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Similarly, Toth et al. (2026, p. 10) found out, “The participants were able to 
strengthen social presence by creating opportunities for small talk at the beginning 
and end of a class which they believed helped to create a sense of community and 
a more authentic sense of appreciation of students’ personal lives.” In addition, 
Volet and Wosnitza (2004) highlighted the affective significance of student 
participation in informal ‘get to know each other’ interchange for the 
establishment of social presence. Smaller groups tend to maintain higher levels of 
social presence indicators in their discourse (Savvidou, 2013) though they are 
more dependent on the engagement of each group member into discussion (Chen 
& Liu, 2020). 

The studies of social presence indicators in student transcripts also suggest a 
relationship between student social presence and teacher behavior (e.g., Savvidou, 
2013). Waghid et al. (2021, p. 426) pointed out that “affective expression and 
group cohesion were relatively low coded categories of social presence when 
compared to open communication” and the reason might be that lectures did not 
establish spaces for students to express emotions. Students may value in-class 
opportunities to express emotions, including frustrations, in a safe environment 
(Alger & Eyckmans, 2022). Compared to on-campus students, remote students 
need greater support to reach a higher degree of acquaintance with peers and 
additional pedagogical techniques need to be employed by instructors to facilitate 
and moderate student interactions with peers (Szeto & Cheng, 2016). Overall, 
social presence contributes to creating an inviting and supportive climate for 
social interaction (Volet & Wosnitza, 2004).  

Several researchers further emphasized the importance of structured and task-
oriented communication. For example, Zhang et al. (2022) highlighted the 
positive effect of social presence on cyberloafing and advocated for establishing 
standards of social interactions that would foster structured and content-related 
communication beneficial for students in terms of reaching the learning 
outcomes. The importance of structure in content-related communication was 
also highlighted by Topçu (2008) who supposed that increasing the coherence of 
student discussions might result in enhancing their awareness of social presence. 
Topçu (2008) framed social presence as the initial step in student collaboration 
on a project, where students moved from social presence to creation of an artifact, 
though the exact conceptualization of social presence adopted by the authors was 
not articulated. The students' awareness of social presence was supposedly 
enhanced by the teaching techniques helping students to perceive the 
relationships between threads in the discussion. Increasing student awareness of 
social presence was suggested as a potential mechanism through which the 
instructor intended repetition of guiding questions and student insightful answers 
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in asynchronous online discussions might enhance the quality of interactions and, 
consequently, the student learning outcomes (Topçu, 2008, p. 914).  

In addition, Colomina and Remesal (2015) proposed a task-oriented approach to 
analyzing social presence, emphasizing the ways students express self-competence 
before the task and how they collaborate to build group cohesion that supports 
task performance. Their definition of social presence focuses on socio-affective 
expressions exclusively related to the task’s performance. Similarly, McCool 
(2024) pointed out that a measure of team cohesion and the evidence that the 
team was able to establish social presence is student satisfaction with their own 
role and peers’ roles in successful task completion.  

5.2 Social Presence as Student Perceptions of 
Social Relations with Peers in Terms of 
Closeness 

The second trend identifies social presence with aspects of intimacy (attraction 
and affiliation) while omitting repulsion, which leads to presenting it as a sense of 
affiliation with the community and a remedy for the feeling of loneliness. As Kim 
(2011, p. 775) eloquently puts it, “It is expected that what many distance learners 
experience, such as alienation, loneliness and indifference in cyberspace can be 
further explained through properly measured social presence.” For example, in 
the study by Mohammad Zadeh et al. (2024), the students engaged in 
asynchronous communication, reported no “sense of community”.  

The advocates of this trend strive to establish correlations between social 
presence and variables measuring different aspects of learning (e.g. cognitive load, 
learning outcomes, learning satisfaction). One of the aspects of the “belonging” 
and “connecting” feature of social presence is interaction comfort (Daigle & 
Stuvland, 2021). For example, Shea and Bidjerano (2009, p. 551) found that “the 
social presence element associated with comfort in online discussion was the most 
significant item correlated with variance in the cognitive presence of the 
respondents”.  

Kim (2011, p. 766) defined social presence as “the specific awareness of relations 
among the members in a mediated communication environment and the degree 
of proximity and affiliation formed through it”. The study resulted in generating 
and verifying a social presence instrument which measures the student 
perceptions of the degree of mutual attention and support, affective 
connectedness, sense of community and open communication. The study 
concludes that social presence is positively correlated with learning satisfaction. 
In other words, students who feel communal support are more satisfied and 
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believe that they learnt more from the course participation than those who do 
not.  

Other studies aim to investigate relations between social presence and student 
learning satisfaction and learning outcomes.  The results about the effects of social 
presence on these variables are inconsistent. Many researchers (e.g., Xia et al., 
2024; Yang et al., 2016; Yidana & Aboagye, 2024) found that social presence was 
positively associated with learning outcomes and learning satisfaction. For 
instance, Yang et al. (2016) highlight the significance of social presence for online 
learning, measuring it primarily as students' comfort with participation, 
interaction, and collaboration on a course blog. Their study found that social 
presence is a significant predictor of objective learning outcomes. These 
outcomes were assessed through blog-based activities, with posting content, 
commenting on peers’ posts and assignments constituting 20% of the final score. 
Xia et al., 2024 reported a significant correlation between student academic 
performance and social presence measured with the social presence scale 
developed by Garrison et al. (2004). The intended learning outcome of the course 
was developing students’ competence in using ICT in teaching. The scores of 
student design (i.e., PowerPoint slides and a micro-lecture) were indicative of their 
academic performance.  

Furthermore, Costley (2019) reports a significant positive relation between social 
presence, interpreted in the study as student comfort with peer interactions and 
measured with four items picked from previous research, and germane cognitive 
load, measured by students’ perception of how much the lecture enhanced their 
understanding of concepts associated with the class subject. The sample was 
divided into groups. The author reports, “Among these groupings, the high level 
social presence had the highest level of germane cognitive load, and the low level 
social presence had the lowest level of germane cognitive load.” (Costley, 2019, 
p. 172). This seems to suggest that students who felt comfortable engaging in peer 
discussion and collaboration perceived greater learning benefits from the class, 
whereas those less comfortable with the social component, appreciated the class 
less. Although the study concludes, “higher levels of social presence lead to higher 
levels of learning in the form of germane cognitive load” (p. 178), the basis for 
inferring causation and generalization remains unclear.  

In addition, Yidana and Aboagye (2024), using the social presence survey 
developed by Arbaugh et al. (2008), report a statistically significant relationship 
between social presence and the development of 21st-century skills, as measured 
by an unspecified questionnaire. On the contrary, Lim and Richardson (2021) 
employed the same social presence survey (Arbaugh et al., 2008) and found no 
significant effect of social presence on perceived learning outcomes and 
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satisfaction among students studying social and natural sciences (except for in the 
soft-applied disciplines). 

Some researchers suggest that social presence does not directly influence the 
learning outcomes but interacts with or depends on other variables. For example, 
it predicts learners’ motivation (Ebadi & Amini, 2024). Bailey (2022) employed 
the Rovai’s (2002) instrument to measure the sense of community in students 
(defined as the feeling of belonging or being connected and supported) and 
reported that the relationship between the sense of community (social presence) 
and perceived learning outcomes is mediated by learner-instructor interactions 
and learner-content interactions, but not by learner-learner interactions. In this 
study, student-content interactions included participation in online discussion 
forums, while learner-learner interactions focused on video conference 
communication with peers.  

Furthermore, researchers such as Miao et al. (2022), Miao and Ma (2022), and Al-
dheleai and Tasir (2020) used Online Social Presence Questionnaire (Sung & 
Mayer, 2012) and reported that social presence affected learning engagement and 
that online social presence patterns (except intimacy) had a positive correlation 
with perceived academic performance. Doo and Bonk (2020) reported that social 
presence as measured by the CoI instrument affected learning engagement and 
advocated for the flipped classroom instructional strategy. On the contrary, Aslan 
and Turgut (2021) employed the CoI instrument and observed no significant 
difference in social presence between two groups of students, with the 
experimental group receiving instruction based on the CoI model and the control 
group receiving instruction through lectures and question/answer technique. 
Catyanadika and Rajasekera (2022) picked items from previous research to 
measure social presence in terms of student active participation in class discussion 
and found that social presence fully mediated the relation between psychological 
safety and knowledge sharing behavior. 

A number of other authors (e.g., Amka & Dalle, 2022; Bali et al., 2024; Nyathi, 
2023; C. Park & Kim, 2020; Suryanto et al., 2024) found that social presence had 
a positive impact on student satisfaction with the online learning experience. 
Perception of the learning community predicted student satisfaction for both F2F 
and distance-hybrid courses (Daigle & Stuvland, 2021).  

In contrast, Kucuk and Richardson (2019) found that social presence (the CoI 
questionnaire) was not a significant predictor of student satisfaction, even though 
significantly correlated. In addition, Mouzouri (2016) studied the relationship 
between students perceived learning styles and social presence. The author 
emphasized that depending on the learning style, “there are some students who 
may find the social interaction unnecessary and inimical” (Mouzouri, 2016, p. 45), 
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believe that they learnt more from the course participation than those who do 
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which the author recommended to be taken into account when designing online 
courses.  

Similarly, Almusharraf and Almusharraf (2021) reported a significant difference 
in social presence between introverts and extroverts. In addition, Grothaus (2022) 
reported that social presence had been affected by student readiness to contact 
unfamiliar classmates. Seaba and Kekwaletswe (2012) pointed to the need to 
develop a framework for student collaboration that would help students establish 
a sense of togetherness and consult with each other and their instructor when 
they faced educational challenges. The authors emphasized that the sense of 
togetherness alone did not help the students to address the academic challenges, 
but the appropriate digital tools were to be designed and provided. 

5.3 Social Presence as Students' Sensation of 
others in Mediated Interaction as Realistic and 
Human 

The third trend emphasizes social presence as not synonymous with a sense of 
affiliation (belonging to a group) but with experiential sensation of sharing the 
same space, time and interaction with others. It refers to student perceptions of 
the virtual representations of peers, teachers, non-human entities (for example, 
AI instructors) as both realistic and human. The focus is how closely the medium 
mirrors F2F communication and interactions from the perspective of students. 

A small number of studies focus on the affordances of media to provide 
interaction experiences that would feel “real”. In these studies, realism of the 
interactions and environment is considered the main aspect of social presence. 
For example, Duan (2021, p. 449) found that students who perceive a sense of 
coexisting with others in the same online environment experience a “nearly real 
social environment” that alleviates loneliness. In another study, robot-mediated 
communication was found to facilitate student participation and create to varying 
degrees a feeling of classroom-like presence (Gleason & Greenhow, 2017). Other 
studies compare different media types. Compared to the asynchronous threaded 
forum, mobile instant messaging was found to be particularly suited for 
promoting affective communication due to multimodality and non-verbal cues 
(Y. Tang & Hew, 2020). However, the participants in an online asynchronous 
seminar may also feel that they are in an authentic social context and communicate 
in similar ways to when they are interacting in person (Moll, 2023).  

Additionally, the use of cameras increases the feeling of being connected and 
“real” though also increasing the feelings of being judged (Grothaus, 2022). For 
example, Borup et al. (2012) highlighted the impact of video communication on 

RESULTS — PART 1: SOCIAL PRESENCE  

 
 

69 

establishing the instructors' social presence and students’ social presence: students 
indicated that video communication felt more natural than text and helped them 
establish emotional connection. Yeung et al. (2023, p. 399) argued that “using 
webcams in synchronous online learning could enhance student social presence 
only to a limited extent in that it may help improve emotional expression and 
open communication but not cohesion”.  

Blended synchronous learning environments unveil the blended social presence 
(Szeto & Cheng, 2016) with members of online groups experiencing interactions 
differently from those in F2F groups. Virtual Reality (VR) was found to provide 
the same level of social presence as video conferencing, which may be explained 
by the VR’s heightened interactivity offset by the lack of visual representation of 
peers (Di Natale et al., 2024). Avatars’ poor abilities to express emotions limited 
the sense of social presence, while the illusion of spatial co-presence, the ability 
to move around and use gestures for interaction contributed to social presence 
and feeling of community (Barreda-Ángeles et al., 2023). 

As the Human Computer Interaction (HCI) perspective emphasizes the 
perception of interactions as real, it can be limited to the student interaction with 
the medium itself, rather than necessarily involving interactions with the 
medium's representations of human peers and teachers. For instance, Kim et al. 
(2021) focused on the perceived social presence of the medium, in this case the 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) instructor. It was measured with items rating the AI 
instructor as unresponsive-responsive,” “unsociable-sociable,” “impersonal-
personal”, and more. The study’s findings indicated the importance of the 
communication styles of the AI instructor as students rated social AI instructors 
more favorable. In addition, Kim et al. (2024) found that students with high 
expectations for instructor nonverbal immediate behavior (e.g., eye contact) 
perceive AI-based education more positively when they perceive higher degree of 
social presence in their AI instructor.  

Several researchers highlighted the role of system functionality. For example, 
Salimon et al. (2021) found out that student awareness of the presence of others 
was not a significant predictor of the perceived usefulness of the learning 
management system. They suggested that the usefulness of the system is not 
determined by the feeling of the presence of others, but rather other activities 
afforded by the system such as access to quizzes, case studies and other learning 
materials. Similarly, Jacob et al. (2021) studied social presence as the state of 
awareness of others in the learning environment. Students in the experimental 
chat condition explained concepts to a fictitious student Lisa in the mock-up 
messenger chat. Induced social presence did not contribute to learning compared 
to a less social environment. 
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A few authors associate social presence with the affordances of the system for 
social interactions. For example, Rohmiyati et al. (2023) found out that “users 
need some elements of social presence, such as comments, chat, ratings, voice, 
personalized welcome in library accounts, tools, preference language, links for 
reference managers, and social media, as well as ease of access such as readable 
help font, color, and font size.” (Rohmiyati et al., 2023, p. 260). In addition, 
Vrieling-Teunter et al. (2022) highlighted that course designers need to be aware 
about the degree of the sociality of the virtual learning environment because it 
may provide insufficient support for student social interaction. In their study, 
students used WhatsApp to compensate for the lack of sociability in the learning 
environment.  

Similarly, Sobaih et al. (2020) reported that the students used social media for 
building an online community and supporting each other and concluded that the 
proper use of social media could promote social presence. Wut et al. (2024) 
measured social presence of the online learning environment in terms of its 
affordances for student communication and concluded that it affected student 
engagement. Byun et al. (2021) studied the implementation of Cocode, a system 
for an online programming class that allows students to see peer’s code editors. 
The results showed that Cocode allowed students to feel more social presence 
than in online classes including video lectures, forums and chat sessions but less 
social presence than in on-campus classes. 

5.4 Implications of the Pandemic in Relation to 
Social Presence in Higher Education Context 

Having now outlined the three identified trends from the systematic literature 
review, it is also noteworthy to emphasize the implications of the pandemic in 
relation to social presence in higher education context. Social presence has long 
been considered essential for alleviating loneliness and isolation in online learning 
(e.g., Wei et al., 2012). The pandemic exacerbated loneliness since students had to 
stay home and had less in-person interactions, relying on Internet technologies to 
access the classes and stay connected (Barreda-Ángeles et al., 2023; Duan, 2021). 
In the context of the pandemic, which is characterized by stress, uncertainty, and 
isolation, the purpose of interactions extended beyond achieving intended 
learning outcomes to also compensating for the lost on-campus meetings, which 
previously provided students with opportunities for social interaction and 
emotional support (Duan, 2021). Online classes provided valuable occasions for 
students to express emotions, including frustrations (Alger & Eyckmans, 2022). 
Student social presence emerged as an important factor contributing not only to 
their perceived learning outcomes, course satisfaction, but also to their 
psychological well-being (Duan, 2021). Murtafi’ah and Pradita (2024) even 
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suggested adding student well-being as one of the dimensions of the social 
presence construct.  

However, more research is required into the relationship between the student's 
sense of affiliation and their well-being. For example, Barreda-Ángeles et al. 
(2023) reported that not all students perceived a positive effect of social 
connectivity in virtual reality classes on their well-being. Overall, As Ensmann et 
al. (2021, p. 39) put it “Social presence becomes even more fundamental when 
considering the complexities involved in understanding the skills and support 
students need during the 2020 COVID-19 emergency remote learning”. 
Nevertheless, the pandemic highlighted the importance of being prepared for 
emergencies. As Conklin and Dikkers (2021, p. 147) put it, “In an environment 
where it is uncertain if a class can continue in its scheduled face-to-face modality, 
whether due to COVID-19 or natural disasters such as hurricanes or wildfires, 
faculty who build their class space in the LMS from the beginning may be seen as 
more successful in a shift.” In this context, LMS refers to a learning management 
system. Due to the transition to remote education, the need for online learning 
environments increased (Aslan & Turgut, 2021) and the design of online learning 
environments has become increasingly important (Vrieling-Teunter et al., 2022). 
The context in which students find themself and their social presence became 
essential for re-designing learning management systems (Seaba & Kekwaletswe, 
2012).  

5.5 Analytical Outcome of the Literature Review 

Finally, in response to concerns that the initial definition of social presence (Short 
et al., 1976) attributed excessive explanatory weight to communication media, 
subsequent research in the learning sciences increasingly adopted a psychological 
orientation on students. Within this tradition, social presence has been redefined 
through successive reinterpretations of earlier definitions (e.g., Kim, 2011; Kreijns 
et al., 2022; Sung & Mayer, 2012). The term is commonly treated in the reviewed 
literature as a multidimensional construct referring to a set of psychological 
phenomena associated with student participation in online learning. 

Across this body of work, social presence is typically operationalized through 
indicators such as students’ reported sense of affiliation or community 
(Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997; Mouzouri, 2016; Swan et al., 2009; Tu & McIsaac, 
2002) and perceptions of technology-mediated co-presence (Biocca, 1997), as well 
as associated changes in interactional behavior and reported psychological states. 
These include emotional expressivity (Rourke et al., 2007; Swan et al., 2009), ease 
of interaction (Arbaugh et al., 2008; Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997), engagement in 
informal communication (Zhang et al., 2022), increased motivation (Doo & Bonk, 
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2020; Ebadi & Amini, 2024; Turk et al., 2022), increased trust (Schultze & Brooks, 
2019), and the attribution of human characteristics to technologically mediated 
agents (Kim et al., 2024). In addition, numerous studies report positive 
associations between social presence and student course satisfaction and 
perceived learning (e.g., Amka & Dalle, 2022; Bali et al., 2024; Costley, 2019; 
Nyathi, 2023; C. Park & Kim, 2020; Suryanto et al., 2024). 

While this operationalization has enabled cumulative empirical work, it also 
renders the referent of the construct analytically diffuse. When social presence is 
defined primarily through reported perceptions and discursive indicators, the 
phenomenon risks being examined in terms of its manifestations rather than the 
relations through which it is constituted in pedagogical activity. A further 
limitation follows from treating social presence as a collective psychological 
property. A learning community cannot be reduced to an aggregation of 
individual mental states; therefore, social presence cannot be adequately 
conceptualized through the average of participants’ perceptions or expressions.  

On the basis of the literature reviewed above, social presence is approached in 
the present thesis as the positioning of individuals within the system of social 
relations that organizes the activity. This formulation is derived through a 
systematic reorganization of conceptual resources already present across the 
literature on social presence, intimacy, immediacy, and mediated representation 
in the context of higher education. The review shows that these concepts have 
been historically treated either as indicators, dimensions, or competing 
definitions. In the present study, they are related analytically in order to make 
visible the relational processes through which participants become positioned and 
made salient within pedagogical activity. 

Within this thesis, intimacy, immediacy, and mediated representation are 
therefore not treated as alternative definitions or as additive components of social 
presence. Instead, they are understood as analytically related means through 
which the positioning of individuals within the social relations of pedagogical 
activity is established, enacted, and made perceptible in interaction. This 
reorganization shows how previously separate strands of the literature can be 
integrated. The analytical framework presented in Table 6 summarizes this 
synthesis. Its function is not to introduce new theoretical claims but to make 
transparent how identified conceptual resources are organized in relation to each 
other and subsequently used in the empirical analysis in this thesis. 

Table 6. Resulting Analytical Framework Used in This thesis for the Analysis of How 
Social Presence is Constituted in Pedagogical Activity 
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Conceptual 
focus 

Conceptual 
role 

Analytical focus in this 
study 

Guiding analytical 
question 

Social presence Primary 
analytical 
concept 

Participants’ positioning and 
mutual availability within 
pedagogical activity, as 
constituted through their 
relations to each other and to 
the object of activity 

How are participants 
positioned within 
pedagogical activity as a 
system of social 
relations? 

Mediated 
representation 

Condition of 
appearance 

The material and 
technological forms through 
which participants become 
available to one another in 
the activity 

Through which 
representational forms 
does social presence 
appear in the social 
situation? 

Immediacy Interactional 
channel 

Observable modes of address 
and communicative stance 
through which participants 
orient to one another and to 
the activity 

How is social presence 
expressed interactionally 
through modes of 
address and 
communicative stance? 

Intimacy Relational 
equilibrium 

Patterns of approach and 
withdrawal through which 
social distance is maintained 
or adjusted within ongoing 
relations 

How is social distance 
established and regulated 
within social relations 
over time? 

 

As discussed in Chapter 3, AT in this thesis provides the overarching theoretical 
framework for analyzing pedagogical activity as object-oriented, socially 
organized work mediated by campus and ICT. Within this framework, social 
relations are treated as constitutive of its organization and development. The 
concept of social presence is thus introduced in this thesis to make analytically 
visible how such social relations are established, maintained, and transformed 
under different material and representational conditions of pedagogical activity. 
Social presence is therefore not used as a separate theoretical perspective in the 
subsequent section. Rather, it functions as an analytical concept within an activity-
theoretical framework, oriented toward examining participants’ positioning and 
salience within the structure of pedagogical activity. 
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2020; Ebadi & Amini, 2024; Turk et al., 2022), increased trust (Schultze & Brooks, 
2019), and the attribution of human characteristics to technologically mediated 
agents (Kim et al., 2024). In addition, numerous studies report positive 
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perceived learning (e.g., Amka & Dalle, 2022; Bali et al., 2024; Costley, 2019; 
Nyathi, 2023; C. Park & Kim, 2020; Suryanto et al., 2024). 

While this operationalization has enabled cumulative empirical work, it also 
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defined primarily through reported perceptions and discursive indicators, the 
phenomenon risks being examined in terms of its manifestations rather than the 
relations through which it is constituted in pedagogical activity. A further 
limitation follows from treating social presence as a collective psychological 
property. A learning community cannot be reduced to an aggregation of 
individual mental states; therefore, social presence cannot be adequately 
conceptualized through the average of participants’ perceptions or expressions.  

On the basis of the literature reviewed above, social presence is approached in 
the present thesis as the positioning of individuals within the system of social 
relations that organizes the activity. This formulation is derived through a 
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literature on social presence, intimacy, immediacy, and mediated representation 
in the context of higher education. The review shows that these concepts have 
been historically treated either as indicators, dimensions, or competing 
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Within this thesis, intimacy, immediacy, and mediated representation are 
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presence. Instead, they are understood as analytically related means through 
which the positioning of individuals within the social relations of pedagogical 
activity is established, enacted, and made perceptible in interaction. This 
reorganization shows how previously separate strands of the literature can be 
integrated. The analytical framework presented in Table 6 summarizes this 
synthesis. Its function is not to introduce new theoretical claims but to make 
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other and subsequently used in the empirical analysis in this thesis. 

Table 6. Resulting Analytical Framework Used in This thesis for the Analysis of How 
Social Presence is Constituted in Pedagogical Activity 
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Conceptual 
focus 

Conceptual 
role 

Analytical focus in this 
study 

Guiding analytical 
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As discussed in Chapter 3, AT in this thesis provides the overarching theoretical 
framework for analyzing pedagogical activity as object-oriented, socially 
organized work mediated by campus and ICT. Within this framework, social 
relations are treated as constitutive of its organization and development. The 
concept of social presence is thus introduced in this thesis to make analytically 
visible how such social relations are established, maintained, and transformed 
under different material and representational conditions of pedagogical activity. 
Social presence is therefore not used as a separate theoretical perspective in the 
subsequent section. Rather, it functions as an analytical concept within an activity-
theoretical framework, oriented toward examining participants’ positioning and 
salience within the structure of pedagogical activity. 
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6 Results — Part 2: Reorganization of 
Pedagogical Activity 

In extension to part 1 of the results, this chapter presents part 2 of this thesis’ 
results by focusing on the outcomes of the analysis of interviews with university 
teachers. The analysis examines how pedagogical activity was (re)organized under 
pandemic conditions, with particular attention to disruptions and the constitution 
of social relations. Teachers’ accounts of their pedagogical work are treated as 
empirical material for examining how changes in material conditions, mediational 
arrangements, and interactional formats were taken up in teaching activity. The 
focus is therefore on the reconfiguration of teaching practices in response to 
disruptive conditions rather than the individual experiences of the pandemic.  

As explained in the Methodology chapter, the analysis in this thesis attends to the 
historical development of pedagogical activity and reorganization of its structure. 
Accordingly, the results in this chapter are thus presented in a temporal order, 
beginning with accounts of on-campus pedagogical activity prior to the pandemic 
and followed by sections addressing ERT during the pandemic. The chapter is 
not organized as separate answers to the three research questions because the 
research questions guiding this study did not refer to separate empirical 
phenomena.  

For example, the first question focuses on the reorganization of pedagogical 
activity, including the development of its object and mediating structure. The 
second question focuses on the development of teaching expertise, examined as 
the development of the subject within this activity. Thus, both these questions 
address pedagogical activity under pandemic conditions, examined from different 
analytical angles, as guided by the analytical framework employed in this thesis 
and described in section 3.3. Subsequently, the analysis of the results is outlined 
as follows. 

First, the analysis began by reconstructing the role of the campus in pedagogical 
activity. Establishing how teaching activity was mediated under on-campus 
conditions provides the basis for examining its reorganization during the 
transition to off-campus settings. For the purposes of the present analysis, the 
campus approached as a relational mediator of pedagogical activity. Drawing on 
Hillier and Hanson’s account (1984) of spatial ordering, space is approached as 
structuring social relations. Hillier also notes "the potential of space to express 
human intentions and to relate to social forms" (2007, p. 171). The interview 
material was therefore analyzed to examine how the campus, as a learning space, 
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structured relations between teachers and students and how students’ social 
presence was constituted in on-campus teaching and learning. 

Second, the analysis followed the transition from somatically embodied campus 
presence to digitally mediated and hybrid forms of presence, reconstructing 
changes in perceptual availability (participants' salience), addressability, regulation 
of interaction, and more. Table 7 provides examples of how empirical material 
was examined in the analysis.  

Table 7. The Process of Analysis of Social Relations and Social Presence in 
Pedagogical Activity 

Empirical process Mode of 
mediation 

Interview citation What is shown 
empirically 

Organization of 
social presence 
through campus 
mediation 

Somatically 
embodied, 
spatially 
structured 

“When I go to work and 
see all these students 
roaming around… 
they’re here. They are 
here to learn.” 
(Participant 11) 

Campus space makes 
students perceptible as 
purposeful participants 
in learning activity 

Establishment of 
social presence 
through occasions 
for interaction 

Temporal—
spatial co-
presence 

“Some of the most 
valuable learning 
moments… are those 
informal ones on the 
way to the formal or 
after the formal.” 
(Participant 8) 

Social relations and 
social presence are 
established through 
informal encounters 
occasioned by campus 
infrastructure 

Structuring social 
presence via mutual 
visibility 

Spatial 
configuration 

“When I have seminars, 
I want them to be able 
to see each other. We 
move furniture around 
depending on what kind 
of activity I use.” 
(Participant 3) 

Teachers organize 
perceptual availability  
to establish co-
participation 

Off-campus 
migration affecting 
social presence 

Loss of somatic 
cues 

“You don’t feel the 
room… we don’t feel if 
we’ve been talking for 
too long, or if we’re 

Off-campus migration 
alters conditions for 
regulating interaction 



 
 

74 

6 Results — Part 2: Reorganization of 
Pedagogical Activity 

In extension to part 1 of the results, this chapter presents part 2 of this thesis’ 
results by focusing on the outcomes of the analysis of interviews with university 
teachers. The analysis examines how pedagogical activity was (re)organized under 
pandemic conditions, with particular attention to disruptions and the constitution 
of social relations. Teachers’ accounts of their pedagogical work are treated as 
empirical material for examining how changes in material conditions, mediational 
arrangements, and interactional formats were taken up in teaching activity. The 
focus is therefore on the reconfiguration of teaching practices in response to 
disruptive conditions rather than the individual experiences of the pandemic.  

As explained in the Methodology chapter, the analysis in this thesis attends to the 
historical development of pedagogical activity and reorganization of its structure. 
Accordingly, the results in this chapter are thus presented in a temporal order, 
beginning with accounts of on-campus pedagogical activity prior to the pandemic 
and followed by sections addressing ERT during the pandemic. The chapter is 
not organized as separate answers to the three research questions because the 
research questions guiding this study did not refer to separate empirical 
phenomena.  

For example, the first question focuses on the reorganization of pedagogical 
activity, including the development of its object and mediating structure. The 
second question focuses on the development of teaching expertise, examined as 
the development of the subject within this activity. Thus, both these questions 
address pedagogical activity under pandemic conditions, examined from different 
analytical angles, as guided by the analytical framework employed in this thesis 
and described in section 3.3. Subsequently, the analysis of the results is outlined 
as follows. 

First, the analysis began by reconstructing the role of the campus in pedagogical 
activity. Establishing how teaching activity was mediated under on-campus 
conditions provides the basis for examining its reorganization during the 
transition to off-campus settings. For the purposes of the present analysis, the 
campus approached as a relational mediator of pedagogical activity. Drawing on 
Hillier and Hanson’s account (1984) of spatial ordering, space is approached as 
structuring social relations. Hillier also notes "the potential of space to express 
human intentions and to relate to social forms" (2007, p. 171). The interview 
material was therefore analyzed to examine how the campus, as a learning space, 

RESULTS — PART 2: REORGANIZATION OF PEDAGOGICAL ACTIVITY  

 
 

75 

structured relations between teachers and students and how students’ social 
presence was constituted in on-campus teaching and learning. 

Second, the analysis followed the transition from somatically embodied campus 
presence to digitally mediated and hybrid forms of presence, reconstructing 
changes in perceptual availability (participants' salience), addressability, regulation 
of interaction, and more. Table 7 provides examples of how empirical material 
was examined in the analysis.  

Table 7. The Process of Analysis of Social Relations and Social Presence in 
Pedagogical Activity 

Empirical process Mode of 
mediation 

Interview citation What is shown 
empirically 

Organization of 
social presence 
through campus 
mediation 

Somatically 
embodied, 
spatially 
structured 

“When I go to work and 
see all these students 
roaming around… 
they’re here. They are 
here to learn.” 
(Participant 11) 

Campus space makes 
students perceptible as 
purposeful participants 
in learning activity 

Establishment of 
social presence 
through occasions 
for interaction 

Temporal—
spatial co-
presence 

“Some of the most 
valuable learning 
moments… are those 
informal ones on the 
way to the formal or 
after the formal.” 
(Participant 8) 

Social relations and 
social presence are 
established through 
informal encounters 
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“When I have seminars, 
I want them to be able 
to see each other. We 
move furniture around 
depending on what kind 
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we’ve been talking for 
too long, or if we’re 

Off-campus migration 
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Empirical process Mode of 
mediation 

Interview citation What is shown 
empirically 

interrupting someone.” 
(Participant 12) 

Constrained social 
presence through 
reduced perceptual 
availability 

Digital 
representation 

“Most people turn off 
their cameras. So, I’m 
looking into the abyss 
and talking.” 
(Participant 9) 

Limited perceptual 
availability constrains 
immediacy and 
orientation 

Constrained 
immediacy in 
pedagogical relation 

Loss of vocal 
and intonational 
cues 

“Intonation, emphasis, 
and fluctuations in 
tone… cannot be 
written in text.” 
(Participant 4) 

Immediacy depends on 
perceptible 
psycholinguistic cues 

Re-establishing 
social presence 
through structured 
interaction 

Temporal 
structuring 

“I didn’t talk for more 
than 10—15 minutes 
without creating an 
opportunity for 
discussion.” (Participant 
5) 

Teachers reorganize 
activity to re-establish 
participation 

Re-establishing 
social presence 
through mediated 
feedback loops 

Digital tools 
(chat, hand-
raise, polling) 

“Some students would 
use the electronic hand-
raise… others would 
post in the chat.” 
(Participant 5) 

New mediational 
channels substitute for 
lost implicit feedback 

Reconfiguring 
social presence in 
hybrid activity 

Dual mediation 
(somatic, digital) 

“You don’t have 
individual participants… 
you just see an image of 
a room with people.” 
(Participant 8) 

Relations of 
representation shape 
how students can be 
positioned 

Maintaining social 
presence through 
representational 
chains 

Peer mediation “Please send your 
question to your friends 
in the classroom.” 
(Participant 10) 

Teachers improvise 
mediations to sustain 
participation across 
social spaces 

RESULTS — PART 2: REORGANIZATION OF PEDAGOGICAL ACTIVITY  

 
 

77 

 

Third, during the analysis of this study, disruption was treated as an analytical 
indicator of shifts in the mediational configuration of pedagogical activity. Such 
instances were identified in participants’ accounts and used to guide the 
reconstruction of how pedagogical activity was reorganized under altered 
conditions. Table 8 provides further examples.  

Table 8. Disruptions as Analytical Indicators in Pedagogical Activity 

Empirical disruption 
reported in the material 

What the disruption 
indicates analytically 

Direction of subsequent 
reconstruction 

Loss of implicit student 
feedback when students 
appear as black screens in 
Zoom 

Somatically mediated 
feedback is a constitutive 
mediator of pedagogical 
activity 

Reconstruction of how 
teachers introduce explicit 
feedback channels (chat, polls, 
structured pauses) to re-
establish orientation 

Difficulty managing turn-
taking and discussion flow 
online despite platform 
features (e.g., “Raise 
Hand”) 

Interaction is socially 
structured through 
embodied cues and shared 
timing, not ensured by 
technical functionality 

Shift from platform 
affordances to reconstruction 
of temporal and procedural 
mediations of interaction 

Students engaging with 
course material 
individually without 
initiating peer contact 

Social presence is not 
equivalent to co-enrolment 
or simultaneous 
participation; it depends on 
established social relations 

Analysis of continuity and 
historical formation of social 
relations as conditions for 
learning activity 

Teachers’ attention 
gravitating toward on-
campus students during 
hybrid classes 

Simultaneous use of 
incompatible mediational 
systems fragments the 
social space of activity in 
hybrid mode 

Reconstruction of 
contradictions between forms 
of representation rather than 
attribution to teacher 
attention, skill or workload 

Initial chaos in early 
online classes 
(microphones on, 
background noise, unclear 
participation norms) 

Activity is structured by 
historically developed 
norms and routines 

Analysis of teachers’ norm-
producing activity establishing 
rules, expectations, and 
patterns of participation 
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background noise, unclear 
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producing activity establishing 
rules, expectations, and 
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Empirical disruption 
reported in the material 

What the disruption 
indicates analytically 

Direction of subsequent 
reconstruction 

Course material perceived 
as “too difficult” after 
transition to remote 
teaching and learning 

Difficulty is relational, 
emerging from the structure 
of mediation rather than 
from content itself 

Reconstruction of how 
teachers reorganize 
mediational systems without 
simplifying course content 

Teachers distinguishing 
pandemic disruption from 
problems attributed to 
digital platforms 

Disruption of activity and 
digital mediation must be 
analytically disentangled 

Framing expertise 
development as re-mediation 
under contradictory 
conditions, not skill acquisition 
or digital competence 

 

Furthermore, the analysis of interview material consisted of reconstructing how 
teaching activity was mediated, disrupted, and reconfigured under changing 
conditions, rather than coding experiences or themes.  

To summarize, building on the conceptual reconstruction of social presence in 
the previous chapter, the current chapter examined how teachers organized and 
reorganized pedagogical activity under changing mediational conditions. Through 
this analysis, the development of teaching expertise was approached as a process 
emerging in and through this reorganization. 

To continue with the results from the analysis, the following sections of this 
chapter shows a process rather than a set of separate themes. The analysis 
reconstructs how pedagogical activity was initially structured through campus-
mediated social presence, how this structure was disrupted during the pandemic, 
how teachers reorganized mediating conditions for student presence and 
participation, and how teaching expertise developed in and through this 
reorganization. The quotations from the interview transcripts were lightly edited 
for readability by removing verbal fillers and correcting grammar, while 
preserving the meaning. Ellipses indicate omissions, and square brackets are used 
to provide clarifications. 
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6.1 Pedagogical Activity Prior to the Pandemic: 
Campus Mediation as a Structuring Condition 

6.1.1 The Relation Between Place, Space, Somatic 
Embodiment and Presence 

On-campus teaching constituted the established mode of educational activity for 
all participants prior to the pandemic. Although some participants had experience 
teaching remote courses, none had worked exclusively in a remote mode before 
the pandemic. Accounts of ERT were consistently articulated in relation to prior 
on-campus teaching. The interviews were conducted after the return to campus. 
Within the interview material, references to campus spatial arrangements and 
embodied co-presence are recurrent. One teacher articulated this as follows: 

If I think about teaching during COVID, the important learning that 
I’ve learnt is that you should go back to campus. Campus teaching is 
different—it's at a different level. It's more interactive, more personal. 
It makes you feel good; it makes you feel connected... When I go to 
work and see all these students roaming around—and that sight is so 
beautiful—even looking at that makes me feel good. Wow! I mean, 
they’re here. They are here to learn. But when it's online, you don't see 
that; you don't have that connection. (Participant 11) 

This quotation illustrates how somatically embodied presence was perceived not 
merely as spatial proximity or co-presence of students on site but as an expression 
or form of appearance of students' purposeful activity. The sight of "students 
roaming around" became affectively meaningful to the teacher because it was 
interpreted as an expression of their orientation toward the learning activity— 
“They are here to learn.” The campus is, here, interpreted not merely a spatial 
backdrop or container for bodies, but rather that it configures and expresses 
students' participation and engagement in activity. This contrasts with online 
teaching, where this relational positioning may lack salience, disrupting the feeling 
of connection and mutual participation: “When it's online, you don't see that, you 
don't have that connection.” 

Even outside the classroom, students are perceived socially—as social individuals 
or subjects of the learning activity rather than as physical bodies occupying space. 
In other words, the students are present not only within the building (the place) 
but also within the relational learning space, which is expressed through the term 
connection. During the interviews, teachers often expressed perception that space 
is essential, for example, for relational presence and interaction with students: 
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For me, space is really, really important. We have talked to colleagues 
during COVID and after COVID and, I think, it's perhaps depending 
on what kind of teacher you are. For me, the space is really important. I 
like my students. I want to be where they are. I want to talk to them 
and want to work with them. I want to see when they talk to each other 
and listen to their discussion about solving a problem. Yeah, space is 
important. I think it's really important. (Participant 1) 

The participants work in an academic environment, and their tendency to 
acknowledge that other perspectives may exist is prominent in the data. For 
instance, Participant 11 quoted above added, "you know, people will have 
different opinions, of course, but for me I am very old school in that matter". 
Notably, teachers linked their perception of the role of space in education to their 
professional identity—"depending on what kind of teacher you are", and "I am 
very old school in that matter", " I'm a big believer in university campuses".  

Even though the importance of space was highlighted by many participants as 
one of the main insights they gained from the experience of ERT, articulating 
what exactly was lost in the off-campus migration was challenging: 

Perhaps it's something that we cannot explain. We can explain the 
language, we can explain we are doing it together. We are looking at 
each other together. We're going for the coffee machine. Perhaps it's 
another thing. It has been in our bodies, in our systems for millions of 
years, I don't know really. Yeah, it's interesting too to focus on why it is 
like this. What's happening between, for example, breakout rooms in 
Zoom and place in real, real place together? So yeah, it's interesting. 
(Participant 1) 

While acknowledging that on-campus activity—“doing it together,” “looking at 
each other together,” “going for the coffee machine”—can be described in terms 
of communication and interaction, the teacher also implies that it encompasses 
something more, something grounded in somatically embodied experience and 
social history: “It has been in our bodies, in our systems for millions of years.”  

6.1.2 Occasions for Interactions 

Participants pointed out to a variety of ways space mediated educational activity. 
Several participants pointed out that on-campus lectures, seminars and tutorials 
constitute occasions for informal interactions and highlighted the role mingling 
plays for learning: 
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Some of the most valuable learning moments… are those informal ones 
on the way to the formal or after the formal. Like at the academic 
conference… a lot of the real value comes in those chats that you have 
with people over lunch or after a session... one of the reasons we are 
trying to make students come back to campus is that there's more 
opportunity for those informal engagements, but we also need to try 
and be more structured around building the social elements into the 
educational program. And we've been talking about that literally today. 
Easier said than done once you actually try and think how to do that. 
It's not always 100% obvious how you do that. But at least we're 
recognizing something we need to do. (Participant 8) 

This account shows that learning may be occasioned by proximity and as such is 
conditioned by time spent around other people. The role of teaching staff in this 
view extends beyond lecturing and tutoring, and involves recognizing, supporting 
and creating the social conditions for learning. In a similar way, another teacher 
explains that learning is distributed across the social infrastructure of the campus: 

At a university… the learning happens partly in the classroom, partly in 
the offices of your professors. When you go and ask questions during 
the office hours or when you see them in the corridors, or when you 
talk to your classmates about things. …Sometimes students look 
around explaining to their classmates as well. That's a great way of 
learning too. (Participant 9) 

What is emphasized is not that “learning happens elsewhere,” but that it happens 
through others—teachers in corridors, peers in informal conversations, 
classmates explaining to one another. In other words, learning is mediated 
through the system of social relations. The campus provides conditions enabling 
social encounters.  

According to the participants, the learning encounters occasioned by the campus-
based social infrastructure are not secondary to education; they are constitutive 
of education. Interpersonal engagement and development of social relations 
depend on the rhythms and affordances of the shared environment, something 
participants found difficult to simulate online.  

6.1.3 From Interactions to Relations 

The role of the university extends beyond academic instruction, as reflected by 
one of the participants: 
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University is a life campus. It’s where many people interact. They 
socialize; they learn how to live life. They learn how to go about their 
lives after they graduate because life is not just about having a 
profession… you learn, for example, how to talk to people. And what 
kind of responses you will get when you talk to people in particular 
ways. In that sense, universities—campuses—are very important. 
...networks are very important too, and that's where you do your 
networking. ...you can't do that by sitting in your bedroom in front of a 
computer and listening to somebody talk to you about stuff. I'm a big 
believer in university campuses. (Participant 9) 

Here, the campus emerges as relational environment (social space) where students 
learn how to position themselves in society. The participant emphasizes that 
social competence—how to relate, speak, and be responded to—is a central to 
university education. An important idea expressed by the participants is that 
learning has an ontological aspect: it involves becoming an actor in a social 
network, rather than mere acquisition of knowledge and skills.    

6.1.4 The Physical and Social Environment: From Given to 
Structured  

As previously discussed, human scale principle highlights the role of somatic 
embodiment for campus design—the way in which people orient and position 
themselves in relation to the environment and to others within it. In this way, 
campus mediates the perceptual structuring of presence, enabling mutual visibility 
and spontaneous interaction grounded in bodily spatial relations. Importantly, 
teachers not only use the campus as a pre-designed environment; they actively 
structure this environment, adjusting spatial arrangements of objects to 
accommodate the intended pedagogical activity: 

If it's a lecture, the students mostly sit in rows but it's important to 
communicate with them... to make everyone feel at home in the 
classroom.... Even then, I think spacing is important. When I have 
seminars, I want them to be able to see each other. I use furniture. We 
move furniture around depending on what kind of activity I use at that 
moment. (Participant 3) 

Rearranging furniture in seminars allows students to see each other, signaling a 
shift of perceptual structuring from communication with the lecturer to mutual 
visibility and interaction—a different structure of roles is mediated by the 
furniture arrangement and expressed in it. This attentiveness to spatial 
configuration reflects a broader understanding of teaching as the structuring of 
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social relations—organizing conditions that enable students to appear as co-
participants in communal learning activity.  

Students learning experiences depend on their sitting position in the classroom, 
and one of the ways to reduce this "positioning discrimination" is the use of active 
learning classrooms (E. L. Park & Choi, 2014). These classrooms are designed to 
allow for student work in small groups scaffolded by the teacher. They support a 
relational structure where the teacher can move among groups of students, engage 
in dialogue, and differentiate tasks by group. A teacher described this setup the 
following way: 

We usually work in active learning classrooms. The students are placed 
at round tables, smaller groups. We talk to them a lot. We have some 
displays on. One of the groups, they have one display. Another group, 
they have their display. We put different tasks to do, and we can go 
around and talk in little groups. Of course, that was hard during 
COVID because we weren't supposed to be on campus at all. 
(Participant 1) 

The relational structure is not only mediated by the active learning classroom. It 
is created by the teacher. For instance, the teacher described a method used for 
organizing task-directed small group work structured around peer interaction and 
collaboration in the active learning classroom. At the beginning of the class, each 
student received a color card that signifies their initial group. For example, Corrin 
received a blue card and joined a blue table. During the session, a student from 
another group may join the blue table and invite Corrin to join the red table. 
Corrin temporarily joins a new group and works with them. Then she returns to 
her initial group and shares the insights. Ultimately, the initial group hands in the 
assignment.   

As shown by these examples of lectures, seminars, and workshops, a certain mode 
of education activity is accompanied by a certain mode of interaction between 
people: communication, co-operation, collaboration, etc. Teachers initiate tasks, 
distribute roles, and adjust spatial arrangements to structure how students appear 
and participate in the communal learning activity.  

6.1.5 Structuring Division of Labor in Learning Activity: 
Communication, Collaboration and Cooperation 

Learning activity encompasses not only communication but a distribution of 
roles—division of labor (Engeström, 2014). Education literature distinguishes 
between cooperation and collaboration (e.g. Kvellestad et al., 2021). In cooperation, 
the tasks are distributed amongst the students, all contributing to the final project. 
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In other words, students work parallelly to each other. Collaboration literary 
means working together and implies that students work on the same task, 
exchanging ideas and exerting combined efforts. Thus, collaboration involves not 
only combining contributions but also building on them, modifying, or 
disagreeing with them, that is, it involves an element of conflict. For example, 
students may expose bias underlying an argument, which is an element of critical 
thinking.  

During the workshop in the active learning classroom (described in the previous 
section), students play the role of knowledge brokers. This division of labor 
establishes collaboration between the groups. Most participants highlighted that 
real-time collaboration-based activities did not translate online seamlessly: 

We tried to transform the active learning classroom to use breakout 
rooms—so one table would be one breakout room. It was OK; better 
than nothing. But when we do that on campus, the students talk a lot 
more. (Participant 1) 

Another participant comments on the challenged for establishing collaboration 
between students in online class characterized by the digitally mediated presence 
of students rather that somatic-mediated: 

It becomes a challenge for them [students] to interact among 
themselves. Because I'm teaching social sciences, there's a lot of room 
for discussion. Not just me talking and talking, lecturing, but in terms 
of the students asking questions or commenting and commenting on 
each other's comments. And that becomes very challenging when it's 
online because they are actually not [present]. They're just little boxes 
on the screen, and they don't interact much. (Participant 9) 

Another participant provided an example of how teachers organize cooperation 
between students: 

I can give an example from one of the courses—how we worked. In 
this course, the teachers start by giving very short lectures—we call 
them pitches. Then the students go home individually and scan through 
the course literature... They then write something on a piece of paper—
one or two pages. After that, they meet with their group, which can be 
online, on campus, or in a hybrid format, and talk about what they have 
learned. And then they say, 'OK, we have learned this—maybe we 
should try to learn more. What kind of academic articles should we try 
to find to deepen our understanding?' They decide on something, and 
then they meet again. (Participant 3) 
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In this example, students individually engage with literature and then share their 
insights with peers during a meeting. As noted by the teacher, the cooperation-
based activity can be performed across a variety of modes, that is it is less 
dependent on the somatically embodied presence on campus.  

In addition, a teacher emphasized that on-campus learning activities are structured 
to reflect professional life that involves both individual and collective work: 

It could be, for instance, they do a lab work and then write a report 
about the lab that they've done. They distribute the task among 
themselves, submit the report, get graded, and then get feedback. 
Because in real life, you have to work together with other people—you 
cannot just sit in your own office and work alone. You have to interact 
and tag along with others. That's why it's important to have both group 
type activities and individual ones. (Participant 2) 

This quote highlights the alignment between on-campus learning activities and 
professional practices characterized by social interdependence. Collaborative and 
cooperative work condition developing the capacity to engage with others. The 
process of human communication and interaction in life activity is not reducible 
to information transmission and meaning making.  

6.1.6 Social Cues: Intimacy and Immediacy 

Many participants articulated the transition from somatic embodiment to 
representational or mediated one as loss of mutual salience: 

It’s the feeling that you don’t feel the room—both the students and the 
teacher—we don’t feel each other. So, we don’t feel if we’ve been 
talking for too long, or if we’re interrupting someone, or even whether 
we can interrupt. A lot of these social cues are lost in the online space. 
(Participant 12) 

The quote illustrates a breakdown in the structuring of time and turn-taking in 
interaction. On campus, relational structure was expressed through social cues 
and body language. This can be understood through the concept of intimacy 
equilibrium (Argyle & Dean, 1965). Being a social relation, intimacy equilibrium 
has been strongly associated in education scientific literature with the concept of 
social presence.  

People maintain a social relation through eye contact, physical proximity, body 
orientation, smiling, tone of voice, and other social cues (Argyle & Dean, 1965). 
When presence is mediated digitally, the previous (somatic) means for managing 
intimacy equilibrium are mostly unavailable or distorted making it harder to 
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sustain the social relation and, consequently, the social space. Although video 
conferencing platforms offer functionality, such as for example the "Raise Hand" 
feature in Zoom's Reactions menu, these may not fully mediate the establishment 
of intimacy equilibrium. One teacher explained: 

Now in the classroom, there is much more interaction. It's live people. 
So, they feel more comfortable interrupting, for example, when they 
don't understand something—just raising their hands and saying, 'you 
know, I didn't understand this concept'. I mean, there are these 
functions of raising hand and stuff like that, but students are resistant in 
terms of using those states. (Participant 9) 

Clicking the “Raise Hand” button depends on the participant’s sense that the 
action is appropriate in the moment, which requires the ability to read the room. 
As explained by a teacher,  

In the classroom, it’s easier to just have a quick question, or let them 
talk to each other for a few minutes and then bring it back into the 
discussion—it doesn’t take as long. Online, that takes more time. So, in 
that way, yeah, using the space in another way… it’s the social space, 
the social cues—that’s the biggest difference, at least for me. 
(Participant 12) 

This indicates not merely a difference in medium but in the constitution of social 
space. The loss of somatic co-presence disrupted the immediacy of role-taking 
and turn-taking, thus requiring reorganization of how the teacher mediated 
participation.  

Another teacher described the shift to remote education as a loss in emotional 
and vocal immediacy (Wiener & Mehrabian, 1968), emphasizing how the affective 
and expressive dimensions of communication were diminished: 

Humans have emotions, and I think these emotions help. If students 
can't connect with each other emotionally, and the teacher can't 
connect with them either, it's not the same. (Participant 04) 

The teacher explains how intonation, emphasis, and fluctuations in tone—the 
features constructive of immediacy (Wiener & Mehrabian, 1968) —cannot be 
fully rendered in text: 

When you read a text, you can understand it to some extent. However, 
when a person is talking about some part of the text, this adds a layer of 
nuance. Intonation, emphasis, and fluctuations in tone, these cannot be 
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written in text. It's like comparing a machine reading a text to a person 
discussing it. (Participant 04) 

The teacher explains that communication with students is not reducible to 
information transmission to students. In linguistic terms, meaning is not merely 
denotational. It is expressed relationally. The teacher does not read a text to the 
students but discusses the content with the students. In this way, the teacher 
mediates the relation between the students and the content. Establishing relations 
through this psycholinguistic channel may be described an art: 

If teachers do not speak monotonously, their way of talking matters. 
They can stress certain points, speak louder or softer. They convey 
more than just the words. This is an art that a teacher should develop. 
In distance education, I think, we actually miss out on this. 04 

To sum up, social cues allowing for establishing and expressing intimacy and 
immediacy are not incidental—they are structuring means of pedagogical activity 
through which the teacher organizes the space of social relations and positions 
students as relationally present in the learning activity. 

6.2 Emergency Remote Teaching as a Response 
to Disruption 

6.2.1 Social Presence and Social Situation of Development 

Prior to the pandemic, some universities offered some courses in both online and 
mode and on-campus mode. Nevertheless, even with this setup, off-campus 
migration was not reducible to the application of the established online format to 
the previously on-campus course. As one teacher explained, “So, just the online 
courses—it was pretty much the same. … The big difference was campus courses 
transformed to online courses” (Participant 01). 

For students enrolled in online programs, the course structure remained 
organized around digital content (including lectures or films) and examinations. 
However, for on-campus students the lockdown introduced a tension between 
the intended communal form of learning activity and the conditions under which 
the actual activity occurred.  

As reported by a teacher, the students who began their studies on campus and 
had six months of in-person interactions with teachers and peers seemed to have 
fewer challenges during the transition to remote learning than the 2020 cohort of 
on-campus students, who began their studies entirely under pandemic conditions.  
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(Participant 12) 
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and turn-taking, thus requiring reorganization of how the teacher mediated 
participation.  
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and expressive dimensions of communication were diminished: 
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can't connect with each other emotionally, and the teacher can't 
connect with them either, it's not the same. (Participant 04) 

The teacher explains how intonation, emphasis, and fluctuations in tone—the 
features constructive of immediacy (Wiener & Mehrabian, 1968) —cannot be 
fully rendered in text: 

When you read a text, you can understand it to some extent. However, 
when a person is talking about some part of the text, this adds a layer of 
nuance. Intonation, emphasis, and fluctuations in tone, these cannot be 

RESULTS — PART 2: REORGANIZATION OF PEDAGOGICAL ACTIVITY  

 
 

87 

written in text. It's like comparing a machine reading a text to a person 
discussing it. (Participant 04) 

The teacher explains that communication with students is not reducible to 
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6.2 Emergency Remote Teaching as a Response 
to Disruption 

6.2.1 Social Presence and Social Situation of Development 
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courses—it was pretty much the same. … The big difference was campus courses 
transformed to online courses” (Participant 01). 
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However, for on-campus students the lockdown introduced a tension between 
the intended communal form of learning activity and the conditions under which 
the actual activity occurred.  
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The early on-campus period allowed the first cohort of students to establish social 
relations. As explained by the participant,  

We had six months with them to get them into groups… They already 
knew us. They already knew their course companions… so the groups 
were all set. (Participant 01) 

However, students who began their studies entirely during the pandemic lacked 
this foundation of pre-established social space. As the participant observed,  

The students that started autumn 20, it was harder for them… because 
they didn’t have the time to work in groups before the lockdown as the 
other groups had. (Participant 01) 

The participant’s account suggests that the educational disruption did not 
reorganize the social conditions of learning in the same way for all student groups 
taking the course. In this study, social presence is therefore not treated as a matter 
of participating together with others in a course—it is constituted through 
interaction establishing the space of social relations and is characterized by 
continuity. This is consistent with the concept of intimacy used in this thesis as a 
part of analytical framework, according to which once an intimacy equilibrium is 
established, it tends to persist under later conditions (Argyle & Dean, 1965).  

As suggested by the participant, the lack of pre-established social relations may 
have led some students to engage in remote learning on their own rather than 
initiating peer contact. The same course, therefore, does not necessarily entail the 
same learning activity for all students, as the individual's activity may be embedded 
in different systems of social relations. Even when educational situation may seem 
similar across student groups, the role of the situation for the students—and the 
role of the students within the situation—may differ substantially. Students, as 
social individuals, constitute their relation to the situation. In doing so, they 
establish how they are present socially, that is relationally. 

6.2.2 Remediation: Role Distribution Between Mediators 
and Their Coordination 

Educational activity is shaped not only by pedagogical design and intentions but 
by the material conditions of access and connectivity. In remote education, the 
campus becomes a non-mediating condition—it exists as a system of buildings but no 
longer functions as a mediator of educational activity. Thus, we distinguish 
between mediating and non-mediating conditions: mediating conditions shape the 
structure of social relations, that is the social form of learning activity, while non-
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mediating conditions remain present but no longer functioning within the activity 
system.  

The transition to remote education did not simply remove the campus as a social 
hub; rather, it distributed its roles across software platforms. Participants 
commonly described using learning management platforms such as Canvas—and, 
in one case, Moodle—for the organization and dissemination of course materials, 
and video-conferencing platforms Zoom and Microsoft Teams, for interpersonal 
engagements: 

Zoom was important for classes, supervision, and staff meetings—we 
did all of those over Zoom... But equally important was the work with 
online platforms, where you could set up the course and provide all the 
course resources... the combination of having an online resource for the 
course and some sort of platform like Zoom made teaching possible. 
(Participant 08) 

The use of video-conferencing platforms in place of classrooms introduced new 
mediating conditions into the activity system. One participant noted that teaching 
via Zoom differed depending on students’ geographic location. For instance, in 
the South African context, technical difficulties were experienced as more 
frequent that in the Swedish context, often due to infrastructural challenges. For 
example, load shedding—shutdown of power in some parts of the electricity-
distribution system—made it challenging for all students to connect to the video-
conferencing platform simultaneously because different areas had blackout at 
different times.  

Synchronous online teaching and learning depend on a coordination of mediators: 
technological infrastructure (electricity, internet) and temporality (real-time 
simultaneity). Recording lectures allowed the teacher to provide access to the 
materials asynchronously. What became a non-mediating condition was not the 
infrastructure itself, but its synchrony with classes. 

Teacher's activity can thus be understood as comprising a re-coordination of 
mediators under constrains. When a mediator becomes unreliable in its existing 
coordination with other mediators (e.g., student electricity access and class time), 
the teacher reorganizes the structure of activity, for example by introducing a new 
mediator (e.g., class recording). Hence, teaching can be understood as a mediating 
activity. 
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6.2.3 Platform Versus Interaction Medium: Structural 
Conditioning and the Lack Thereof 

As explained by a participant, prior to the pandemic their remote courses were 
not based on video meetings, preference given to written communication. 
Though at that time teachers had some use experience of Zoom and Teams, 
video-conference platforms were not used by the respondents as the main social 
space for educational activity.  

In the early stages of transition from classroom to the video-conference 
platforms, teachers encountered the lack of structural conditioning typically 
provided by the campus, encapsuling educational activity and isolating it from the 
world and other activities of the subjects. The typical patterns providing the 
ground for establishing implicit norms and rules were not yet constituted for the 
online medium, which resulted in the initial disorder: 

Initially, people weren’t very familiar with Zoom protocols, so they 
joined with the sound on, with family members shouting in the 
background, dogs barking, or while in traffic—often joining from cars 
while driving. (Participant 08) 

The lack of established patterns disrupted the classes. The medium itself does not 
automatically structure participation. Instead, teachers had to engage in 
developing norms mediating (structuring) the activity and explicitly 
communicating these norms—asking students to mute their microphones upon 
joining the Zoom room, to use their name in place of the default usernames like 
'Samsung 43', to turn cameras on, and to use the chat for questions. As the 
participant explained,  

Everyone had to learn—it wasn’t just learning how to teach. Students 
had to learn how to be on Zoom in a way that wasn’t interruptive. But 
they learned pretty quickly, and it wasn’t too bad. (Participant 08) 

Another participant also emphasized the idea that both teachers and students had 
to learn how to use the online interaction medium for teaching and learning:   

To start with, when the pandemic broke out and we were supposed to 
work online, just it was a weekend in between. I met the students on 
campus on Friday. And on Monday, we were suddenly supposed to 
meet online, so everything was new. And then I said to my students: 
well, we're in this together now. We're all new to this situation, so let's 
help each other to learn how to do this. (Participant 03) 
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These initial difficulties and teachers’ work on establishing patterns of 
communication including rules, norms, and roles show that learning how to use 
the interaction medium is not reducible to learning the technical functionality of 
the platforms. Knowledge of the medium is about the patterns of interaction and 
for communication to be efficient both communicating parties need to know 
these patterns. The lack of pre-established patterns and norms of the use of the 
online medium resulted in the initial disorder and the teachers' role involved 
organizing the form of participation and communication, establishing the patterns 
and the structure of social space. 

6.2.4 Hybrid Teaching: Coordinating Eclectic Mediations 
Within Activity 

During the pandemic, regulations restricted the number of students 
simultaneously present in the classroom to reduce the risk of virus transmission. 
In addition, people who felt unwell were advised to stay home. For a period, some 
universities worked in a hybrid format, combining on-campus and online 
participation, while others switched to fully remote mode. 

Hybrid classrooms are typically equipped with cameras, microphones, screens, 
and a control panel allowing to manage these technologies. These classrooms 
allow for combing two distinct modes of mediation (somatically mediated 
presence on campus and digitally mediated presence online) simultaneously in a 
single learning activity.  

Hybrid education differs from fully on-campus, fully online, and blended 
education, the latter alternating between fully on-campus and fully online. In 
hybrid, some participants are co-located in a classroom on campus, while others 
join via a video-conference platform.  The defining feature of this education mode 
is the simultaneous employment of two distinct forms of appearance 
(representation) of student social presence in a single learning activity: the 
somatic, physically co-present students in a classroom on campus and the 
students represented digitally via video and audio feeds and geographically 
dispersed.  

One of the participants highlighted the fragile assemblage of mediators 
comprising the hybrid educational activity, describing the initial challenges of 
simultaneously coordinating multiple elements mediating the hybrid activity: 

You have to coordinate everything — the class, the camera, the 
computer, the people online on Zoom, and the people in the classroom 
— and everything was in disarray. Sometimes the camera worked; 
sometimes it didn’t. Sometimes the sound worked; sometimes it didn’t. 
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So, it became more of a challenge when we did the hybrid mode. 
(Participant 09) 

Another participant compared the experience of hybrid teaching during the 
pandemic to becoming a pilot flying an aircraft, noting that handling control 
equipment during class could feel overwhelming. This comparison shows that 
initially, managing the hybrid classroom technology was a layer of actions—
conscious and effortful—added onto the regular on-campus teaching activity. It 
demanded deliberate attention and disrupted the natural flow of on-campus 
interaction and communication. Some teachers noted feeling controlled by the 
technology. For example, they had to restrict their movement to remain within 
the camera’s field of view. They also reported that over time and with repeated 
practice, they got more accustomed to the process of managing technology during 
the class.  

From the perspective of Activity Theory, this work-integrated learning process 
may be described as automation—transforming conscious actions into automated 
operations within an activity system. This process reduces the overall demands 
on attention, making the system of operations comprising activity feel easier. The 
transformations between levels, is a regular feature of activity (Leontyev, 2009).  

Routine operations required to manage technology may feel overwhelming, 
though most teachers expressed an opinion that their skills improved significantly 
after some practice compared to the initial period. Importantly, the process of 
teaching expertise development (and consequently, work-integrated learning) 
cannot not be reduced to transformation of actions into operations or 
appropriation of operations from other practitioners, operations in essence being 
only the means for the realization of the teaching activity and not the teaching 
activity itself.   

One of teachers suggested that adaptation to hybrid teaching could be 
reorganized by inviting a co-teacher or technical assistant—that is, by 
implementing a different division of labor. This example illustrates another 
process of learning happening alongside the transformation of actions related to 
handling technology into automatic operations — namely, mediating activity, which 
involves introducing new elements including participants into the structure of 
activity. 

Hybrid teaching is not reducible to the technological process used to carry it out. 
One of the dilemmas the teachers encountered was that the difficulty to organize 
similar experience for both cohorts of students. As one teacher put it,  
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It’s possible to have interaction in both rooms but keeping that focus—
to be able to see the students online and the students in the classroom, 
and to keep that even without forgetting about the ones online, missing 
them, or getting caught up in something in the room—I think that is 
very difficult. (Participant 12) 

How students are represented to the teacher may depend on the location of the 
teacher. For instance, one teacher explained that on-campus students join Zoom 
as a group and get represented (appear) online as a single video-feed showing the 
entire classroom, leading to the loss in individual salience: 

Another problem is when students join a Zoom room together as a 
group in a classroom — you don’t have individual participants on the 
screen whom you can organize into subgroups or communicate with 
directly. Instead, you just see an image of a room with people sitting 
around a table, which makes it quite hard to identify individuals. As a 
result, you end up talking to a room... (Participant 08) 

This example shows that the relations of representation (mediation) —in this 
case, the form of appearance of students—influence the structuring of 
interaction, which may be essential for designing the form of the learning activity 
and the corresponding learning environments. 

Hybrid education activity simultaneously involves two distinct mediational 
systems—somatically-embodied presence mediated by campus and digitally 
embodied presence mediated by the video-conference platform—each with its 
own material conditions and modes of representation. This incoherence of 
mediating systems within a single activity comprises the practical tension inherent 
in hybrid education, generating the structural challenges to teachers and students. 
Specifically, it is manifested as conflicting demands faced by teachers trying to 
simultaneously foster equitable engagement among two cohorts of students 
dependent on different communicative channels for the establishment of their 
salience, intimacy and immediacy—in other words, the expression of their social 
presence.  

Under conditions of eclectic mediation, teachers had to improvise mediational 
workarounds to resolve the tension arising from the relations of representation in 
the activity—for instance, by creating representational chains. In large hybrid classes, 
it may be difficult for teachers to notice hand-raises from Zoom students as their 
attention is divided between two social spaces. To cope with this limitation, a 
teacher asked online students to duplicate their request via peers in the classroom: 
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'If you would like to raise your hand, but I don’t notice it on the Zoom 
channel before it is too late, please send your question to your friends in 
the classroom'. That way, the friends in the classroom can act as 
representatives for the students joining from a distance. (Participant 10) 

Two mediational systems employed synchronously tend to divide the activity into 
two distinct though partially connected processes due to the fragmentation of the 
social space. Employing the same mediational systems asynchronously resolves 
the clash, turning hybrid education into blended one. Notably, most study 
participants who engaged in hybrid teaching during the pandemic mentioned 
being uncomfortable with hybrid mode. One teacher insightfully commented that 
hybrid may be a useful mode when done for a reason, for example to allow for 
the participation of students that cannot be organized otherwise. In other cases, 
the teachers expressed preference for the class to be fully on campus or fully 
online. Many of the teachers also expressed intentions to adopt more blended 
approaches in their post-pandemic practice emphasizing the potential benefits 
offered by the digital mediation of presence. 

The reported discomfort with hybrid teaching did not seem to stem from the 
functionality of digital technologies or teachers' digital skills. Rather, the challenge 
concerned the coordination of two social spaces. Teachers’ later preference for 
blended approaches indicates that digital mediation was not rejected; they chose 
configurations of mediators allowing social space to be organized coherently. 

6.2.5 Disentangling Disruption from Digital Mediation 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, higher education did not just move to the 
alternative modes of delivery; it was an activity disrupted and reconfigured under 
emergency conditions. As one participant noted:  

Education was interrupted for a while, in many cases adjustments had 
to be made... because we were trying to manage the set up and run a 
new way of doing education. ...And then as students progressed to high 
levels, they struggled a bit more as a result... but that's not necessarily 
about Zoom. That might have been about the whole pandemic and the 
disruption to education. (Participant 08) 

The speaker makes a nuanced distinction: the difficulties were not necessarily 
caused by online platforms per se (learning management systems, video-
conferencing platforms), but by the conditions under which those platforms were 
deployed. Another respondent expressed similar sentiments regarding mediating 
technologies employed during the COVID-19 pandemic: 
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I think it was a very strange situation, and I don’t think the technology 
got the credit it should have. If it had just been a matter of testing the 
potential of technical solutions for education, we could have done 
much better—if the circumstances around us had been better. But they 
weren’t. (Participant 10) 

These quotations underscore the importance of disentangling the role of digital 
mediation from the broader disruption of the educational activity. This distinction 
is essential if we are to avoid conflating technical skills with teaching expertise, 
and if we aim to understand the role of disruption for the development of 
expertise.  

6.3 Reorganization of Pedagogical Activity During 
the Pandemic 

6.3.1 From Implicit Student Response to Structured 
Communication 

Many respondents noted that student response and feedback have been essential 
for their work. In the classroom, it is easier to "read the room" and "understand 
the audience" because teachers derive implicit feedback from student non-verbal 
cues such as gesture, gaze, posture, attention. Such implicit feedback provides a 
continuous dynamic response to the speaker, creating a dialogical pattern between 
verbal communication and non-verbal response. In other words, the feedback 
mechanisms used by teachers in the classroom are based on somatically embodied 
co-presence:  

If you have 80 students, for example, in a classroom, you can actually 
scan them in front of you in about a minute or so. But online, I can 
only see maybe 20 on screen... and the other 60, I can't see. I don’t even 
know whether they’re understanding or not. When you’re in a physical 
classroom, you can get feedback, even if it’s not verbal. Their facial 
feedback is also good for teaching. (Participant 4) 

These feedback mechanisms are an essential condition that mediates the teachers' 
activity.  As one of the participants explained,  

But whether this audience will be able to understand this with this kind 
of presentation, or whether I need to calibrate it in a different way and 
explain it in a different way—that depends on my understanding, my 
ability to understand the audience. And that happens much more easily 
when I see humans in the classroom rather than little boxes on the 
computer screen. (Participant 09) 
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This quote shows where the teacher's need to explain differently or reorganize 
the activity comes from. The motivation for teacher action comes from the 
student feedback. Teachers' ability to determine how to structure the educational 
activity emerges through social positioning in relation to students. In this way, 
feedback is a determination that restructures the teacher’s activity rather than 
mere information about students. It conditions and structures (mediates) 
teachers’ activity. Another participant commented that without social cues it 
becomes difficult to maintain the dialogical relation with students that motivates 
and guides the educational activity:  

Teaching on Zoom is very different from teaching in person. It's a lot 
harder because in person you can establish [connection]. It's easier to 
read body language. It's easier to get a sense of the mood in a room. It's 
easier to start a conversation. I used to teach in a very dialogical way—I 
could ask a question, and we'd have a bit of a debate, and then do a bit 
of teaching and then a bit of Q&A—but it's much harder, at least I 
found it much harder, to do that on Zoom, and Zoom lectures become 
a lot more traditional in some ways, unless you do things like breakout 
rooms. (Participant 08) 

The need for restructuring educational activity arises not as a predefined strategy 
or following best practices, but as a social determination of the teacher’s 
position—mediated by the salience and responsiveness of students. The collapse 
of the feedback loops leads not only to a sense of uncertainty and disconnection 
but results in a loss of direction. A teacher explained one of the challenges 
associated with incorporation of Zoom into the education activity:  

Most people turn off their cameras. So, I'm looking into the abyss and 
talking. Don't know if I'm talking to actual students or if they just left... 
Even if cameras are on, I don’t think I can get the same 
communication. It feels like I’m just talking and talking, and I don’t 
know where it’s going. That was a huge challenge for me. (Participant 
09) 

From the perspective of Activity Theory, this can be interpreted as a temporal 
loss of the objective motive of teaching activity. The teacher’s activity involves 
establishing a relation between the students and the object of discussion. When 
students disappear—either physically absent or visually obscured by turned-off 
cameras and digital representation as Zoom black boxes on the screen—the 
teacher’s ability to establish and maintain this relation is undermined. This results 
in a sense of disorientation or loss of direction. 
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Many teachers commented that in front of the screen, they experienced a 
diminished sense of interaction, connection, and energy "where you get a sense 
of the relationship with the students and what they are doing" (Participant 15). 
This phenomenon can be attributed to the reduction in students' expression of 
their social presence. Such observations align closely with the concept of 
immediacy, which refers to the ability of the parties to convey their relational 
stance to the object of discussion.  

While during somatic embodiment student social presence is expressed 
unintentionally through body language and social cues, in telecommunication it 
may become unexpressed. In online setting participants may need to express their 
social presence explicitly within communication, which requires establishing 
patterns of interaction if these patterns were not established earlier.   

Teachers highlighted that student diversity fundamentally conditions teaching 
activity: 

Well, students are different, right? Students are learning in different, 
completely different ways... So, there's no [single] way of delivering 
courses. When I talk to my colleagues, I would say we use different 
methods and different approaches. (Participant 07) 

This quote illustrates that the object of teaching activity is not fixed—such as 
designing a course or the delivery of a pre-designed course—but is instead the 
initiation and structuring (in-forming) of students’ learning activity. Because 
students learn in diverse and changing ways, teachers reorganize the mediational 
means to constitute students as subjects or, in other words, agents of the learning 
activity. Thus, the object of the teacher’s activity is not an entity (e.g., a course 
design), but a dynamic, relational process: the realization of students' capacity to 
learn as situated subjects within a particular set of social and material conditions 
(mediators). From the perspective of social presence, this means that the teacher 
must enable forms of student positioning. The data show how teachers achieve 
this:  

I organized it in such a way that I didn’t talk for long—no more than 10 
or 15 minutes—without creating an opportunity for group discussion 
or an activity. So, if I spoke for 10 minutes, I would then intentionally 
stop and say, ‘OK, let’s take some time for questions and discussion.’ 
Some students would use the electronic hand-raise on Zoom to ask a 
question; others would post in the chat. Then I could say to the group, 
‘We have a question about X or Y’. (Participant 05) 
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The quote illustrates how the teacher reorganized the temporal structure of the 
educational activity, breaking it into short segments interspersed with invitations 
to student re-action through Zoom channels—chat and virtual gesture (Zoom 
hand-raise). In this way, the teacher established a communication pattern, a 
rhythm, with predictable openings for students to step in and express their 
engagement without the need to interrupt.  

Importantly, activity is mediated by the participants' memory of previously 
established patterns. These patterns provide the foundation for participants in 
educational activity to form expectations about future actions. Communication 
patterns can be created, for instance, through the use of pauses. One teacher 
emphasized the importance of intentionally structuring pauses to give students 
time to reflect and respond: 

It’s important to break for questions and collect questions during the 
lecture—to make sure to create those breaks and not just go on... It’s 
actually pretty good to give students time to reflect, to allow for more 
individual reflection. To also use the quietness of the classroom 
sometimes—it doesn’t have to be that things are happening all the time. 
They can just think by themselves for a couple of minutes, and then 
you go on or then you have more group discussions or activities. 
(Participant 14) 

This quote shows that silence is not always reducible to absence of interaction: it 
may be a condition for engagement and, thus, a meaningful structural devise, that 
is mediating means of pedagogical activity.   

In addition to the use of Zoom’s built-in features, several participants reported 
complementing it with external tools, such as live polling platforms, to 
reintroduce channels for student input and to actively solicit their feedback:  

I used it [interactive polls Mentimeter] extensively when teaching over 
Zoom, and I sometimes bring it into on-campus teaching as well. I feel 
it works very well in both spaces. I knew about it before, but I didn’t 
use it until I started teaching online. (Participant 12) 

The use of the polling platform illustrates a reconfiguration of feedback loops. 
This shift from implicit feedback to structured opportunities for student input 
marks a transformation in the mediational means that persisted in post-pandemic 
on-campus teaching of the respondents, as reported by them. The continuity of 
this practice across education modes indicates that the tools employed during the 
pandemic were not merely substitutes of campus mediation with digital one but 
an expansion of activity with new mediators. The teacher's ability to recognize the 
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limitations of the medium for a particular task and to adjust the structure of 
interaction accordingly reflects a form of teaching expertise: establishing 
mediating conditions under which students can be socially present as subjects in 
the learning activity. 

6.3.2 Introducing Peer Mediation and Feedback Loops into 
Learning Activity 

The challenges encountered by campus-based students during remote learning 
prompted teachers to consider new mediational structures. A teacher described 
the process of reorganizing a course after the off-campus migration. Initially, 
students reported their perception of the course as too difficult due to the 
challenges they experienced in understanding the lecture materials. In a search for 
a better method, the teacher implemented the flipped classroom model, where 
the students do the reading on their own and then engage in a discussion and 
collaboration during a Zoom session. However, the model did not yield the 
intended collaborative engagement. The students again provided feedback that 
the course literature was too hard to understand.  

In response, the teacher undertook a reorganization of the mediational structure 
of the student learning activity. The teacher made a progress chart for each 
student. The students were grouped in pairs, and each module was broken into 
structured steps—e.g., watching a video, reading selected textbook pages, 
analyzing examples—each tied to an explicit instructional prompt.  Once the 
students completed a module, they initiated a discussion with the teacher to 
demonstrate their understanding. Progress to the next stage was contingent on 
the discussion.   

To assess conceptual understanding, the teacher posed analytical questions 
structured around hypothetical problems (e.g., “What would you do if…?”). To 
avoid an exam feeling, the teacher used an informal and friendly conversation 
tone (which can be interpreted as establishing intimacy equilibrium). If the 
students were not ready to move to the next module, the teacher asked them to 
get back to the current module and make one more attempt. When the students 
moved forward, hey were provided with more opportunities to apply and thus 
test their conceptual understanding again when trying to solve problems and 
complete assignments.   

In this way, each student was provided with an opportunity to discuss the material 
with the peer while watching or reading it. This allowed them to collaborate by 
providing and receiving support. In addition, the student discussions with the 
teacher introduced into the course the feedback loops that allowed both the 
students and the teacher to get timely information necessary to guide student 
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learning. Eventually all participating students mastered the material even though 
the material itself did not become easier. 

The essential point is that the difficulty of the course material remained the same. 
What enabled the realization of the student capacity for learning into productive 
learning activity was the transformation of the mediational system structuring the 
course. The teacher introduced a more extensive and structured network of 
mediators that reconfigured the socio-material conditions of student engagement. 
The chart, for example, was not simply a tool for visualizing student progress; it 
functioned as a coordinating device that linked different types of student actions 
(viewing, reading, solving problems), the representational assets mediating those 
actions (videos, textbook pages, problem sets), and the social interactions 
supporting them (peer collaboration, dialogical interaction with the teacher).  

Other teachers shared similar examples from their courses. For instance, in some 
courses before the pandemic, the students were examined through large 
assignments at the end of the courses. To provide more structure and feedback 
when the courses were moved online, the teachers broke their courses into a series 
of smaller assignments. In this way, teaching expertise was expressed as the 
capacity to produce new mediational conditions that made productive learning 
activity realizable. 

6.3.3 Using Student Feedback for Restructuring Teaching 

Many participants noted that it was essential for them to know how their students 
were doing, and it was easier to observe it when meeting students on campus than 
by watching them through the video feeds on Zoom. In the physical classroom, 
teachers could tailor their approach by observing how students engaged with tasks 
or reacted to lectures in real time. When teaching remotely, teachers had to find 
ways to learn about students and their learning activity. Checking the analytics to 
see which material the students might be struggling with was mentioned as one 
of the ways. Other ways discussed were to ask students about their needs and gain 
insights indirectly through informal conversation. A teacher explained that 
establishing a friendly relation may be a condition helping students to express 
their needs and concerns: 

I went to the Zoom rooms—different Zoom rooms—and they had the 
opportunity to talk to me about different things, even things outside the 
course sometimes. I make jokes all the time, make them laugh. I try to 
get closer to them, so they don’t feel like I’m here and they are there. 
Very friendly. And in that case, the students dare to say what they think. 
If you are too formal with students, they won’t dare to say anything. I’m 
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open all the time for the students and talk to them very friendly. And 
they give feedback. (Participant 04) 

At many universities students are asked for feedback about the course when they 
finish the course. This feedback helps teachers to improve the course for the next 
cohort of students. While end-of-course feedback is common, one teacher 
emphasized the importance of gathering feedback during the course. He 
prompted students to come with suggestions about the course and learning 
materials. For example, he asked students if they needed longer lectures with more 
examples. As the teacher explained, students were an essential source of insights 
into what they might need for their learning activity. While some students 
complained that learning was hard, others came up with more actionable insights. 
The teacher emphasized the importance of student feedback for directing the 
course in real time: 

Sometimes students' comments are really good. We must listen to them. 
I would say that students are best to get the feedback... Of course, 
colleagues sometimes can come with good advice, but I don't see it that 
people interfere too much... Of course, you have to analyze them 
[comments from students] to see which ones needed to be acted on. So, 
I'll say it like this: I learnt more from the students during the pandemic.  
(Participant 04) 

This teacher's reflection reveals a shift in how expertise was enacted: not as the 
application of pre-existing pedagogical strategies, but as a capacity to reorganize 
pedagogical activity and introduce mediating structures allowing students to 
overcome the challenges. In the example with the use of Mentimeter to prompt 
students for the insights about their experience with the course, expertise 
development involved creating new mediational means—technical, 
communicative, and relational—to reach the goals and ultimately realize the 
motive of activity, bridging the gap between the student capability to learn and 
the actual learning activity perceived by students as beyond their capability.  

In this example, the task of collecting student feedback remained the same for 
on-campus and for online mode but the means to complete it were reorganized 
with the incorporation of the polling platform into the structure. In addition, the 
polling platform brought new opportunities. For example, the teacher mentioned 
that Mentimeter not only provided an opportunity for students to express their 
ideas anonymously but also presented the results in the form of a word cloud 
diagram that could be discussed with students. Interestingly, this involvement of 
students into the course design and direction positioned them as agents indirectly 
changing the structure of the course (students were influencing teaching), in 
addition to their social position of learners within their learning activity system.  



 
 

100 

learning. Eventually all participating students mastered the material even though 
the material itself did not become easier. 

The essential point is that the difficulty of the course material remained the same. 
What enabled the realization of the student capacity for learning into productive 
learning activity was the transformation of the mediational system structuring the 
course. The teacher introduced a more extensive and structured network of 
mediators that reconfigured the socio-material conditions of student engagement. 
The chart, for example, was not simply a tool for visualizing student progress; it 
functioned as a coordinating device that linked different types of student actions 
(viewing, reading, solving problems), the representational assets mediating those 
actions (videos, textbook pages, problem sets), and the social interactions 
supporting them (peer collaboration, dialogical interaction with the teacher).  

Other teachers shared similar examples from their courses. For instance, in some 
courses before the pandemic, the students were examined through large 
assignments at the end of the courses. To provide more structure and feedback 
when the courses were moved online, the teachers broke their courses into a series 
of smaller assignments. In this way, teaching expertise was expressed as the 
capacity to produce new mediational conditions that made productive learning 
activity realizable. 

6.3.3 Using Student Feedback for Restructuring Teaching 

Many participants noted that it was essential for them to know how their students 
were doing, and it was easier to observe it when meeting students on campus than 
by watching them through the video feeds on Zoom. In the physical classroom, 
teachers could tailor their approach by observing how students engaged with tasks 
or reacted to lectures in real time. When teaching remotely, teachers had to find 
ways to learn about students and their learning activity. Checking the analytics to 
see which material the students might be struggling with was mentioned as one 
of the ways. Other ways discussed were to ask students about their needs and gain 
insights indirectly through informal conversation. A teacher explained that 
establishing a friendly relation may be a condition helping students to express 
their needs and concerns: 

I went to the Zoom rooms—different Zoom rooms—and they had the 
opportunity to talk to me about different things, even things outside the 
course sometimes. I make jokes all the time, make them laugh. I try to 
get closer to them, so they don’t feel like I’m here and they are there. 
Very friendly. And in that case, the students dare to say what they think. 
If you are too formal with students, they won’t dare to say anything. I’m 

RESULTS — PART 2: REORGANIZATION OF PEDAGOGICAL ACTIVITY  

 
 

101 

open all the time for the students and talk to them very friendly. And 
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Taking the above into consideration, teaching can be understood as in-forming 
(structuring) learning by incorporating mediating resources into the learning 
activity and thus changing the form of the learning activity. Thus, teaching activity 
and learning activity can be understood as different but interdependent processes 
within education activity.  

6.3.4 Developing Initial Communal Routines for Handling 
Technologies 

At the beginning of the pandemic, the levels of experience and technological 
preferences varied significantly in teaching faculty. As reported by one of the 
participants, 

Some people used Skype, some people used Zoom, some people used 
Teams. And it was quite chaotic for the students and for the staff... 
(Participant 04) 

Most participants reported that their universities provided support and training 
regarding functionality of platforms. 

Initially we had to pre-record lectures and upload them, as opposed to 
recording a live lecture. So, we had to learn how to do that, and there 
was a seminar we went to—and it was easy. (Participant 08) 

The initial learning was focused on the development of patterns in the use of 
digital platforms and structuring the courses. Formal training was complemented 
with informal exchanges with peers and situational help. 

And you'd use various features on the platform, so it was mostly about 
learning how to do that. You know, whether it was the Zoom function, 
recording classes, where to store them and how to store them, or how 
to use notifications, set up group chats, or create grade books—those 
kinds of things. A lot of them were already there; some were improved, 
and some were added as we went along. Usually, it was a mix of formal 
instruction, asking colleagues, or just getting advice from someone. 
(Participant 08) 

Many participants noted that the video-conferencing platforms and learning 
management software were not entirely new or difficult to use. As one participant 
noted the learning curve for operational skills with digital platforms may be 
initially steep, but it becomes easier with the grasp of common design patterns 
across platforms, which reduces the need for extensive training: 
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It was a challenge—especially for the older ones among us. I have some 
colleagues even older than me, and there were a whole bunch of issues 
early on. You know, those early Zoom lectures—no one knew how to 
record, no one knew how to become the host. We struggled with screen 
sharing, struggled with forming groups. But after a while, those things 
became very easy. Once you’ve done them a few times—struggling to 
unmute, trying to figure out why the microphone isn't working—all 
those little things, with practice, they become second nature. 
(Participant 08) 

But to be honest, the platforms are pretty good and intuitive. You don't 
need much help—it’s not that hard to work it out, you know? 
Especially if you've used any of these platforms before—they tend to 
be designed to be like each other, right? (Participant 08) 

Another participant made a related point, highlighting that the digital platforms 
were not new, but the pandemic created a situation where their use became 
necessary: 

I was forced to try other things that I might not have spent time on 
otherwise. But I think all of it—the methods or the tools—none of it 
was really new. I mean, all of this existed before. It wasn’t new in the 
sense that it was invented during COVID. It was already there. It just 
came into use. So, yeah... maybe more of a tipping point. (Participant 
12) 

From the perspective of Activity Theory, an activity is a motive-driven system of 
goal-directed actions, which in turn consist of automatic operations. Accordingly, 
activity can be analyzed at multiple levels, and its development occurs through 
transformations between these levels (Leontyev, 2009). Although learning 
management systems were incorporated into education activity before the 
pandemic, their central role during campus lockdowns required the development 
of routines and shared practices. As reported by the participants, initially, they 
relied on a combination of formal training, informal peer support, and hands-on 
engagement. Over time and with repeated practice, deliberate actions gradually 
became more automatic, transforming into habitual operations. As explained by 
one of the teachers, "When I started to use Zoom, initially I felt I was very slow 
because I was trying to remember every time what I was doing. But now it has 
become more natural..." (Participant 11). 
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6.4 Expertise Development in Teaching: The Role 
of Disruption 

Some participants reported that the integration of on-campus and remote 
teaching—often referred to as blended or hybrid formats—was not entirely 
unfamiliar to them prior to the pandemic. For instance, one teacher explained that 
he began offering lectures and seminars simultaneously online and on campus 
before the beginning of the pandemic: 

COVID was an opportunity for everyone to gain teaching experience 
with distance learning and using digital tools. I started this kind of thing 
even before COVID, because I had some students—mothers—who 
had to take care of their kids. And some students were from other 
cities, far from town. So, I started thinking: how can I help them? 
(Participant 04) 

What makes the situation complex is that it cannot be resolved by establishing a 
hierarchy of motives. The contradiction lies in social determinations, not in 
student motivation or competing goals. Being a mother and being a student are 
not competing internal priorities but social determinations that need to be 
accommodated simultaneously. As noted by the teacher, 

I was teaching on campus, in the classroom, and remotely. Those who 
participated remotely were really the ones who wanted to learn. If they 
didn’t come to the classroom, it meant they had reasons—they couldn’t 
make it. They had things to take care of. Some had sick kids, for 
example, so they had to stay home. And when they joined the lecture, 
they were really present. (Participant 04) 

This quote illustrates that student presence in the class is not limited to its 
somatically embodied expression as co-presence in the classroom. The adverb 
“really” functions as a qualifier of presence. It suggests that presence is not treated 
as a binary condition (present/absent), but as something that may vary in quality. 
In this account, remote participation is framed as intentional and therefore as a 
fuller realization of presence. 

The empirical material indicates that students’ participation in learning activity is 
shaped by multiple social conditions beyond the course itself. In this teacher’s 
account, remote attendance is linked to caregiving responsibilities. This suggests 
that students’ presence in learning activity cannot be understood solely in terms 
of their role as students. Their participation is situated within a broader 
configuration of social relations that condition when and how the students appear 
or become present in the learning activity.  
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This situation conditioning teaching expertise development possessed the 
following characteristics: the situation contained a contradiction, the traditional 
routine of on-campus education did not resolve this contradiction, and the 
teacher had to find the means of overcoming the difficulty and discover a new 
course of action. In other words, the teacher found himself in the position in 
which he was compelled to act as a subject developing a new structure of activity 
through incorporating new mediators.  

The contradiction itself was not the direct motive for teaching expertise 
development; rather, it constituted the structural condition. In other words, the clash 
of social determinations of students—their simultaneous determinations as 
parents, commuters, and learners—created a disruption in the existing education 
activity. The disruption does not automatically lead to work-integrated learning in 
teachers. Instead, it established the necessity within which a motive emerged: the 
teacher’s conscious recognition of the clash of determinations and response to it 
by defining the goal and corresponding means: 

I was very interested, actually, in distance teaching and learning. And 
what was good about it was helping people—helping students—
especially those who were parents and had to be home with their kids. 
That was the goal. (Participant 04) 

Similar situations were reported by other participants. Teachers encountered 
situations where the existing routines no longer mediated student social presence 
adequately. The educational disruption during the pandemic involved a clash 
between the on-campus mode, mediated by somatically embodied social presence, 
and the measures introduced to curb the spread of the disease through social 
distancing and isolation.  

For instance, one teacher described his early experience with ERT as he 
responded to a situation before the university made online teaching mandatory. 
Recalling his undergraduate course, the teacher explained that some students 
contacted him because they could not return from another country and continue 
their studies on campus. The teacher took a decision to put the course online.  

Similarly, other teachers explained that the lack of resources might interfere with 
student presence on campus, prompting teachers to introduce options into the 
course allowing for remote access:  

Many of our students... might find it very expensive to travel to the 
university... So being able to study from home can make education 
more accessible... (Participant 08) 
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We have students who avoid the extra travel costs just to attend a 
 lecture. So, in that sense, distance learning was a good thing.

)04 (Participant  

Another teacher reflected on the main insight gained from ERT during the 
pandemic. While the experience affirmed the identity as a teacher who values co-
presence in the classroom, it also led to the incorporation of tele-presence, 
especially as an alternative for shorter on-campus meetings, for the sake of which 
commuting long distance was not sustainable for students: 

I’m the kind of teacher who wants to be on site with the students. 
Before COVID, we often used a flipped classroom approach—usually a 
mix where we had in-person lectures but also used recorded videos. My 
colleagues and I often talk about how we could add some digital 
meetings too, since many of our students come from other cities or live 
out in the countryside. (Participant 01) 

The interviewed teachers reported reorganizing their teaching activity despite 
their preference for on-campus education. In several accounts, a clear 
commitment to campus-based teaching is articulated. Nevertheless, these teachers 
incorporate remote elements into their courses in response to the conditions 
shaping students’ presence and participation. 

One participant reflected on how the transition to online teaching altered her 
relation to established practice: 

I learned a lot from online teaching—that I didn't have to reflect on 
before when it was on campus, and you could just imitate others... You 
could just do what others had done instead of thinking about finding 
ways of actually coming through. (Participant 12) 

In this account, on-campus teaching is associated with the possibility of 
reproducing established routines. During the pandemic, however, the conditions 
structuring student presence no longer aligned with these routines. Teachers were 
required to reconsider how presence and participation could be organized under 
pandemic conditions. 

In conclusion, the development described in this chapter does not concern the 
appropriation and application of established methods. Rather, teachers report 
identifying and constructing new mediating arrangements in order to sustain 
students’ participation. In this sense, expertise appears in this study as the creative 
capacity to reorganize teaching activity in response to conditions that disrupt 
established practice. 
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6.5 Synthesis: Reorganization of Pedagogical 
Activity and the Development of Teaching 
Expertise 

This concluding section synthesizes the empirical analysis presented throughout 
this chapter. The findings can be summarized as a process comprising four 
analytically distinct but connected moments: (1) pedagogical activity structured 
through campus-mediated social presence; (2) disruption of these mediating 
conditions during the pandemic; (3) reorganization of pedagogical activity 
through the rearrangement and coordination of new and existing mediators; and 
(4) development of teaching expertise through this reorganization.  

In the empirical accounts, pedagogical activity prior to ERT is described as 
mediated through the campus environment. Spatial proximity, somatic co-
presence, and shared temporal rhythms enabled the students and teachers to 
perceive and respond to one another within ongoing interaction. The study 
participants described how informal encounters, mutual visibility, and embodied 
social cues contributed to establishing social relations. Under these conditions, 
student presence was primarily expressed through bodily co-location and 
participation in a shared social space. 

According to the participants’ accounts, the off-campus migration and transition 
to ERT altered these mediating conditions. The campus no longer functioned as 
a mediator of educational activity, and its roles were partially redistributed across 
digital platforms. At the same time, the forms through which students appeared 
in the activity changed. Digitally mediated representations reduced the salience of 
students’ presence and altered the conditions for interaction, feedback, and 
coordination. In hybrid mode, somatic and digital forms of representation were 
combined within a single activity, introducing additional demands for 
coordination. 

The analysis showed that, under pandemic conditions, the teachers engaged in a 
reorganization of pedagogical activity. This work involved establishing new 
patterns and norms of interaction, restructuring temporal sequences of 
communication, introducing additional mediating tools, and redistributing roles 
among participants. For example, teachers structured pauses to invite student 
participation, used chat and polling tools to create channels for student input, and 
organized online peer interaction to support engagement with course material. 
These actions contributed to the re-establishment of conditions under which 
students could engage in a collective learning activity. 
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The analysis also showed that the reorganization of pedagogical activity, as 
described by participants, did not involve a replacement of campus-based 
environment with digital environment. Rather, the teachers combined and 
adjusted mediators across modes. Some practices introduced during remote 
teaching, such as structured feedback opportunities and the use of polling tools, 
were reported as retained later in on-campus teaching. Within the context of this 
study, this suggests that the reorganization extended the available means for 
structuring social presence and participation rather than substituting one mode 
for another. 
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7 Discussion: Development of Expertise 
in Teaching Activity 

The Results chapters reconstructed teaching from teachers’ accounts of their 
work before, during, and after the pandemic-induced educational disruption. It 
traced how campus-based mediations—such as spatial co-presence, somatically 
embodied salience, and informal interactional occasions—were no longer 
available when teaching and learning migrated off campus. The analysis then 
examined how teachers reorganized mediating arrangements to establish the 
continuity of learning under digitally mediated conditions during the pandemic. 
Having now outlined both parts of the results sections, this chapter discusses the 
findings of the results as the development of expertise in teaching as object-
oriented activity. More specifically, the Discussion chapter addresses the three 
research questions of this thesis: 

- RQ1: How did university teachers reorganize pedagogical activity under the 
pandemic conditions that disrupted campus-based co-presence of teachers and 
students? 

- RQ2: How did teaching expertise develop through teachers’ work of reorganizing 
pedagogical activity under these conditions? 

- RQ3: How can teaching expertise be understood through the relation between 
disruption, mediation, and pedagogical activity? 

The purpose of this chapter is thus to interpret the empirical reconstructions and 
to clarify their conceptual implications. The discussion synthesizes the analysis in 
the previous chapter and explicates the relations between the disruption, the 
reorganization of pedagogical activity and the development of teaching expertise. 
More specifically, this chapter first synthesizes how pedagogical activity was 
reorganized under disruptive conditions in terms of teaching as the structuring of 
the social form of learning activity, addressing RQ1. Second, it examines how this 
reorganization constituted a process of expertise development, addressing RQ2, 
and, on this basis, how expertise can be understood, addressing RQ3. Third, it 
reflects on the implications of these findings for AT and for WIL. Fourth, 
drawing on the theoretical pillars of this thesis (e.g., AT, Social Presence) the 
chapter suggests a framework for future research in WIL. Finally, the chapter 
concludes with a discussion of the limitations of this thesis. 
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7.1 Teaching as the Structuring of the Social Form 
of Learning Activity  

The empirical reconstruction showed that the transition from on-campus 
teaching to ERTaltered the mediational configuration of educational activity. This 
raised a specific analytical question: what was reorganized when these mediational 
conditions changed? The issue concerns how teachers and students were 
positioned within pedagogical activity once campus-based co-presence was no 
longer available, and how this positioning was reconstituted under digitally 
mediated conditions. In this study, such positioning is conceptualized as presence. 
To clarify the reorganization described in RQ1, it is therefore necessary to specify 
what presence denotes. 

By the social form of activity, this study refers to the organized system of relations 
through which the actors in activity are positioned in relation to each other and 
to the object of their activity. These relations include relations among participants 
as well as relations between participants and the object of their activity. The social 
form does not denote participation. Rather, it refers to the relational 
configuration—roles, responsibilities, expectations, interaction patterns, modes 
of coordination, and more—within which participation becomes possible. 

The social form is intrinsic to activity in the sense that it exists only insofar as it 
is enacted and reproduced in practice. At the same time, it is not reducible to 
individual actions or episodes of participation. It denotes the relational 
organization that shapes how such actions can occur. In this respect, the social 
form can be compared to language in relation to speech: language exists in speech, 
yet it is not identical to any particular utterance. Similarly, the social form exists 
only in activity, yet it is not exhausted by particular actions and operations. 

From this perspective, presence is interpreted here as relational positioning within 
this social form. Presence is not equated here with physical proximity or 
psychological experience, although both may accompany it. Rather, presence 
refers to how individuals are situated within the organized system of relations that 
structures activity. It concerns how participants are positioned in relation to one 
another and to the object of activity. The suspension of campus-based co-
presence can be understood as a structural problem. The campus-based social 
form analyzed in this study was characterized by a specific integration of spatial, 
temporal, and embodied mediations into the organization of teaching and 
learning. Table 9 summarizes these structural characteristics. 

Table 9. Structural Characteristics of the Campus-Based Social Form of Learning 
Activity 
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Structural 
Dimension 

Campus-Based Configuration Function for the Social Form of 
Learning Activity 

Spatial 
Positioning 

Shared physical environment; 
co-located bodies; seating and 
orientation patterns 

Enabled continuous perceptual 
access and mutual positioning 
within a shared social space 

Embodied 
Mediation 

Gaze, posture, gesture, pauses, 
vocal modulation 

Provided regulation of 
coordination and feedback within 
teaching and learning 

Temporal 
Rhythms 

Shared schedules; collective 
beginnings and endings; co-
present transitions (before/after 
class) 

Structured responsibility, 
synchronized participation within 
the activity, occasioned social 
relations 

Informal 
Relational Spaces 

Corridor encounters, coffee 
breaks, pre-lecture conversations 

Extended the relational space 
beyond formal instruction and 
stabilized relational positioning 
over time 

Division of 
Labor in a 
Shared Space 

Roles enacted within visible, co-
present interaction 

Allowed immediate redistribution 
of attention, responsibility, tasks, 
and somatically embodied 
coordination 

 

Campus had functioned as a historically stabilized mediational configuration 
through which a particular social form of learning activity was enacted. What 
distinguished this configuration was not physical proximity as such, but the 
integration of spatial rhythms, embodied cues, informal encounters, and 
patterned divisions of labor into the organization of teaching and learning. These 
mediational elements operated as means of positioning students in relation to one 
another and to the object of their study. They also allowed teachers to get 
feedback about student learning activity in real time. As these mediations were 
historically integrated into pedagogical practice, their constitutive role was often 
implicit. When this configuration was disrupted, the relational organization could 
no longer be reproduced in the same way. 

A clarification of the relation between motive, object, and product is necessary 
here in order to understand the disruption and reorganization of teaching during 
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the pandemic. Chapter 3 outlined the conceptual distinctions associated with the 
object in AT. In the present analysis, these distinctions are used to reconstruct 
how teaching activity was reorganized under altered conditions. In this study, the 
realization of students’ capacity for learning constitutes the need that gives rise to 
teaching activity. Historically, this need has taken a determinate form as a socially 
established motive: the social form of learning activity understood as an organized 
system of relations. In this sense, the motive of teaching activity is treated here as 
historically constituted rather than situationally defined. However, it is not 
automatically realized. It must be materially enacted and (re)produced in practice, 
where it appears as the product of teaching activity. 

In the reconstruction presented here, campus-based teaching had stabilized a 
particular way of producing this social form. When this mediational configuration 
was disrupted, the motive did not disappear. What changed were the conditions 
under which it could be realized. The object therefore had to be reconstituted 
under altered material conditions. 

Table 10 further distinguishes between the social need, the object that responds 
to the need, and the mediational configuration through which the object is 
produced. Pandemic disruption did not eliminate the need and the motive-object, 
but it destabilized the established means of producing the object. 
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Table 10. Analytical Distinction between Need, Object, and Mediational Configuration 
in Emergency Remote Teaching 

Analytical 
Level 

Definition in This Study Status During 
Pandemic 
Disruption 

Analytical 
Function 

Need The realization of students’ 
capacity for learning into 
actual socially organized 
learning activity 

Remained Explains why 
teaching activity 
continued to be 
needed 

Object of 
Teaching 
Activity 

The social form of learning 
activity (the organized 
system of relations through 
which students are 
positioned in relation to one 
another and to the object of 
their study) 

The motive remained 
while object's specific 
material form had to 
be produced 
practically though 
digital mediation 

Specifies what 
teaching works 
toward 

Mediational 
Configuration 

The historically stabilized 
arrangement of tools, spatial 
conditions, roles, and 
interaction patterns through 
which the social form is 
constituted 

Disrupted Explains why 
established 
routines no 
longer produced 
the object 

Pedagogical 
Reorganization 

Practical reconstruction of 
the mediational 
configuration enabling the 
social form to be constituted 
under pandemic conditions 

Required Explains how the 
object was 
reconstituted and 
produced 

 

From this perspective, the pandemic did not disrupt all forms of higher education 
in the same way. Campus-based teaching had been historically organized around 
a particular motive-object: the production of a social form of learning activity 
constituted through somatically embodied co-presence on campus. The structural 
disruption during the pandemic, therefore, did not consist in the introduction of 
digital mediation as such, but in the attempt to reproduce a campus-based motive-
object under pandemic conditions.  
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To sum up, RQ1 asked how pedagogical activity was reorganized when campus-
based co-presence was disrupted. The analysis has clarified this at four 
interconnected levels. First, what was destabilized was the campus-based 
mediational configuration through which the social form of learning activity had 
been produced. Second, what remained was the need to realize students’ capacity 
for learning and the historically constituted object—motive of teaching activity. 
Third, what had to be reconstructed was the social form of learning activity itself, 
understood as the organized system of relations through which students are 
positioned in relation to one another and to the object of their study.  

The reorganization unfolded through teachers’ practical work of reconstituting 
the social form of learning activity under digitally mediated conditions. In the 
empirical material, this involved, for example, transforming the informal 
coordination that had taken place in corridors and before lectures into structured 
online interactions such as Zoom cafés and scheduled small-group meetings. 
Teachers redistributed mediating functions: for instance, monitoring students’ 
engagement, which had previously relied on gaze and embodied cues, was 
reorganized through chat interactions, polls, and invitations for students to 
respond. Group work that had depended on spatial proximity was reorganized 
through breakout rooms with explicitly defined tasks and reporting structures. 

These measures did not primarily concern the adoption of new tools, but the 
redefinition of how students were positioned within the activity. The relational 
structure through which students related to one another and to the object of their 
study was reorganized so that it could be sustained without embodied co-
presence. Tools entered this process as mediational means within a broader 
structural reconfiguration. 

7.1.1 Teaching as Design and the Question of the Designed 
Object 

In educational research, teaching is often conceptualized as a form of design. 
(Goodyear, 2015).  In this literature, attention is often directed toward the design 
of courses, assessment tasks, learning environments, and other educational 
artifacts (Bennett et al., 2017; Goodyear, 2015). The designed product is typically 
understood as an artifact: a course structure, a set of resources, a setting or 
environment in which the learning activity unfolds.  

For instance, Goodyear (2015) explains that there is only a difference in scale and 
complexity between a teacher arranging chairs into a circle for a seminar and a 
multidisciplinary team developing a learning management system. At the same 
time, it is emphasized that learning itself cannot be designed, but only designed 
for (Wenger, 1998, as cited in Goodyear, 2015). This can be interpreted as 
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conceptualizing design as operating at the level of conditions for learning rather 
than the level of the learning activity. 

The present analysis approaches this issue differently. Building on the 
reconstruction developed in the previous section, teaching is understood as 
design at the level of the social form of learning activity.  It concerns the organized 
system of relations through which students are positioned in relation to one 
another and to the object of study. From this perspective, what is designed is the 
relational structure through which learning activity is enacted by students. 

This does not contradict the claim that teaching does not produce learning but 
clarifies in which way teaching affects learning. It specifies the level at which 
teaching as design operates. The teacher’s design work concerns the production 
and reconstitution of the social form through which student learning activity is 
enacted. In this way, the analysis complements the literature by clarifying the 
object of teaching activity as relational rather than primarily artifact based. It also 
distinguishes between learning activity and its social form. 

The analysis contributes to design-oriented perspectives on education by 
distinguishing between design as a process within teaching and teaching-as-design at 
the level of its object. In the first sense, teachers engage in the design of artifacts 
such as course modules, assignments, learning materials and resources, physical 
or digital environments (Goodyear, 2015). For instance, in this study many 
participants reported producing recorded lectures and instructional videos. Such 
design processes can be understood as task-level engagements within the broader 
teaching activity. In activity-theoretical terms, they may be described as structures 
of actions oriented toward specific goals within the overall activity or, in other 
words, engagements (Engeström, 2008). 

In the second sense, teaching itself can be understood as design, not primarily of 
artifacts, but of the social form of learning activity. Here, the object is the 
organized system of relations through which students are positioned in relation 
to one another and to the object of their study. Artifacts enter this activity as 
mediational means. This distinction clarifies that design in education operates at 
more than one level and that the reorganization described in this study concerned 
the relational object of teaching activity rather than the production of artifacts or 
environments for learning. 

7.1.2 Tools as Relational Determinations within Activity 

In this analysis, tools are not treated as a theoretically predefined category for 
listing artifacts. Whether something functions as a tool depends on how the 
activity is organized and what goals are pursued. Using an example provided by 
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one of the study participants, a scientific theory may function as a tool when it 
mediates students’ engagement with a task. However, if the theory itself becomes 
the object of a lecture, it no longer functions as a tool in the structure of the 
activity. The status of a tool is, therefore, not intrinsic to the artefact but relational, 
in the sense that it is constituted through its position and function within object-
oriented activity. Teaching expertise includes the capacity to reorganize artifacts, 
including scientific theories, into mediational means or tools of student learning 
activity. 

This perspective on tools helps to understand pedagogical reorganization during 
the pandemic and contributes to the discourses on the afflictions and affordances 
of the online migration (Watermeyer et al., 2021). Teachers reorganized activity 
in ways that allowed certain artifacts—such as chat functions, polls, or 
videoconferencing platforms—to function as mediational means of teaching and 
learning. An artifact could remain inert, constrain activity, or function as a tool 
depending on how it was integrated into the relational structure of activity. In this 
way, the thesis contributes to the discourses on digital affordances by highlighting 
that artifacts are constituted as tools through their integration into the relational 
structure of activity, rather than solely through the user-artifact relation captured 
in the concept of affordance. The perspective suggested here aligns with 
Leontiev's emphasis on the concrete understanding of tools in relation to goals, 
rather than in abstraction from this relation (Leontyev, 2009). 

From this perspective, teaching expertise cannot be equated to mastery of 
routines with their associated artifacts. Such mastery may be necessary at the level 
of operations, where specific tools are handled efficiently and appropriately. 
However, the present analysis conceptualizes expertise at the level of activity. At 
this level, expertise concerns the capacity to reorganize the structure of activity so 
that artifacts acquire mediational functions in relation to goals and, ultimately, to 
the object of activity. 

7.1.3 Teaching and Learning: Alignment and Relational 
Structuring 

Previous research frequently relates teaching and learning through alignment 
models, where teaching is treated as the design of a system comprising learning 
tasks, assessments, and intended learning outcomes (Biggs, 1996, 2012; Rapanta 
et al., 2020).  

While previous research identifies arranging assignments and assessments as a 
part of teachers’ work (J. B. Biggs & Tang, 2011; van Dijk et al., 2020), the findings 
of this thesis draw attention to teachers' reported work directed at organizing the 
social structure of learning activity. For example, in campus settings, the results 
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indicate that the environment provided recurring occasions for social relations to 
form (for example, students meeting peers before lectures). In the online setting, 
teachers described that such occasions did not arise in the same way and therefore 
had to be deliberately arranged by the teachers.  

In this thesis, however, throughout the analysis teaching was reconstructed as 
professional work organizing the social structure of learning activity. Student 
learning activity was correspondingly understood as the realization of students’ 
capacity within that socially organized structure. The relationship between 
teaching and learning is therefore discussed here as structural. In practice, this 
reconstruction draws attention to supporting teachers’ work of organizing social 
relations in specific settings. For example, while physical settings, such as 
campuses, are often organized around social relations (Temple, 2009), many 
learning management systems are primarily organized around course 
administration, such as distributing learning materials, assigning tasks, and 
collecting submissions. An implication for designing learning management 
systems is to treat the organization of social relations as an explicit design concern, 
alongside course administration. 

7.2 Expertise Development in Disruptive 
Conditions 

In contrast to the first RQ1, RQ2 concerns how teaching expertise develops when 
established pedagogical activity is reorganized under disruptive conditions, which 
is discussed further in this section. For example, the empirical material documents 
how teachers described reorganizing structural aspects of teaching and learning 
under pandemic conditions. Table 11 synthesizes recurring patterns across the 
teachers’ accounts.  
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Table 11. Teachers’ Restructuring of Pedagogical Activity Under Pandemic 
Conditions 

Structural 
Dimension of 
Educational 
Activity 

Campus-Based 
Conditions 

Pandemic 
Conditions 

Teachers’ Reported 
Work on 
Reconfiguring 
Mediational 
Arrangements 

Spatial 
Organization of 
Presence 

Co-located bodies; 
shared classroom; 
immediate 
perceptual access 

Students represented 
as Zoom tiles or 
black boxes 

Deliberate 
orchestration of 
camera use, chat, 
polling tools, breakout 
rooms 

Communication 
and Feedback from 
Students 

Gaze, posture, 
collective rhythm 
regulating teaching 
and learning 

Loss of non-verbal 
cues; teachers' 
reported uncertainty 
about students’ 
learning activity 

Introducing small 
assignments, check-ins, 
and polls.  

Informal Relational 
Spaces 

Corridor 
conversations; 
spontaneous peer 
interaction 

Loss of spontaneous 
social occasions 

Establishing informal 
discussion spaces (e.g., 
“Zoom café”) 

Norms and Rules Tacit historically 
established norms 

Ambiguity of norms 
in online 
environment 

Articulating 
participation rules, 
assessment criteria, 
communication norms 
explicitly 

Community 
Formation 

Social relations 
partially supported 
by physical 
proximity 

Absence or 
weakening of 
student group 
cohesion, as 
supposed by teachers 

Designing 
collaborative tasks and 
peer interactions 
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RQ2 is here addressed on the empirical grounds. The analysis shows how teaching 
expertise developed in and through teachers’ engagement in re-establishing the 
social organization of learning activity under altered mediational conditions 
during pandemic. It might be necessary, however, to distinguish the problem of 
expertise development from the mastery of established procedures, such as the 
use of ICT functions; whereas the latter involves the reproduction of known 
operations, the former entails the capacity to re-mediate activity under disruptive 
conditions. Thus, expertise development cannot be reduced to the accumulation 
of skills and methods.  However, activity has no existence apart from operations 
through which it is enacted (Leontyev, 2009). At the same time, it can be analyzed 
according to the Leontiev's framework (2009) at the level of activity, actions, or 
operations. The analysis in this thesis concerns thus the design and development 
of the structure of activity, including the reconfiguration of actions, operations 
and their mediating conditions. Operational competence remains a necessary 
condition for professional work, but expertise is understood here as extending 
beyond execution of operations toward the structuring of activity.  

Previous research on teaching expertise has often addressed the question of 
recognition: who counts as an expert teacher, which criteria justify this status, and 
who has the authority to confer it (Kreber, 2002; Palmer et al., 2005; Rapanta et 
al., 2020; van Dijk et al., 2020). Taxonomic competency-based models and 
teleological models provide frameworks and answer this question by identifying 
knowledge forms, tasks, competencies, or developmental stages and conceptions 
of teaching associated with expertise (J. B. Biggs & Tang, 2011; Kember, 1997; 
Kugel, 1993; Trigwell & Prosser, 2004; van Dijk et al., 2020). 

The present thesis addresses a different problem. It does not examine who should 
be recognized as an expert teacher or which indicators can be used to identify 
experts. Instead, it examines how the subjects' capacity for professional action 
develops in and through their activity. The findings in the Results chapters suggest 
that, under pandemic conditions, teaching expertise developed through teachers’ 
reorganization of the mediational structures of student learning activity. 
Furthermore, as highlighted in Chapter 2, in parts of the academic development 
literature, several analytical categories tend to be discussed in close relation to one 
another: expert/non-expert, experienced/novice, teacher/student, 
subject/object, and empowered/disempowered (Roxå & Mårtensson, 2017; 
Trowler & Cooper, 2002). These categories do not refer to the same relation, but 
they may sometimes become understood within a single axis of power. The 
concept of expertise suggested in this thesis helps to clarify this conceptual 
ambiguity by separating categories analytically. As such, this thesis distinguishes 
between expertise as a socially constructed category and expertise as a creative 
capacity developed in and through work under disruptive conditions.  



 
 

118 

Table 11. Teachers’ Restructuring of Pedagogical Activity Under Pandemic 
Conditions 

Structural 
Dimension of 
Educational 
Activity 

Campus-Based 
Conditions 

Pandemic 
Conditions 

Teachers’ Reported 
Work on 
Reconfiguring 
Mediational 
Arrangements 

Spatial 
Organization of 
Presence 

Co-located bodies; 
shared classroom; 
immediate 
perceptual access 

Students represented 
as Zoom tiles or 
black boxes 

Deliberate 
orchestration of 
camera use, chat, 
polling tools, breakout 
rooms 

Communication 
and Feedback from 
Students 

Gaze, posture, 
collective rhythm 
regulating teaching 
and learning 

Loss of non-verbal 
cues; teachers' 
reported uncertainty 
about students’ 
learning activity 

Introducing small 
assignments, check-ins, 
and polls.  

Informal Relational 
Spaces 

Corridor 
conversations; 
spontaneous peer 
interaction 

Loss of spontaneous 
social occasions 

Establishing informal 
discussion spaces (e.g., 
“Zoom café”) 

Norms and Rules Tacit historically 
established norms 

Ambiguity of norms 
in online 
environment 

Articulating 
participation rules, 
assessment criteria, 
communication norms 
explicitly 

Community 
Formation 

Social relations 
partially supported 
by physical 
proximity 

Absence or 
weakening of 
student group 
cohesion, as 
supposed by teachers 

Designing 
collaborative tasks and 
peer interactions 

 

 

DISCUSSION: DEVELOPMENT OF EXPERTISE IN TEACHING ACTIVITY  

 
 

119 

RQ2 is here addressed on the empirical grounds. The analysis shows how teaching 
expertise developed in and through teachers’ engagement in re-establishing the 
social organization of learning activity under altered mediational conditions 
during pandemic. It might be necessary, however, to distinguish the problem of 
expertise development from the mastery of established procedures, such as the 
use of ICT functions; whereas the latter involves the reproduction of known 
operations, the former entails the capacity to re-mediate activity under disruptive 
conditions. Thus, expertise development cannot be reduced to the accumulation 
of skills and methods.  However, activity has no existence apart from operations 
through which it is enacted (Leontyev, 2009). At the same time, it can be analyzed 
according to the Leontiev's framework (2009) at the level of activity, actions, or 
operations. The analysis in this thesis concerns thus the design and development 
of the structure of activity, including the reconfiguration of actions, operations 
and their mediating conditions. Operational competence remains a necessary 
condition for professional work, but expertise is understood here as extending 
beyond execution of operations toward the structuring of activity.  

Previous research on teaching expertise has often addressed the question of 
recognition: who counts as an expert teacher, which criteria justify this status, and 
who has the authority to confer it (Kreber, 2002; Palmer et al., 2005; Rapanta et 
al., 2020; van Dijk et al., 2020). Taxonomic competency-based models and 
teleological models provide frameworks and answer this question by identifying 
knowledge forms, tasks, competencies, or developmental stages and conceptions 
of teaching associated with expertise (J. B. Biggs & Tang, 2011; Kember, 1997; 
Kugel, 1993; Trigwell & Prosser, 2004; van Dijk et al., 2020). 

The present thesis addresses a different problem. It does not examine who should 
be recognized as an expert teacher or which indicators can be used to identify 
experts. Instead, it examines how the subjects' capacity for professional action 
develops in and through their activity. The findings in the Results chapters suggest 
that, under pandemic conditions, teaching expertise developed through teachers’ 
reorganization of the mediational structures of student learning activity. 
Furthermore, as highlighted in Chapter 2, in parts of the academic development 
literature, several analytical categories tend to be discussed in close relation to one 
another: expert/non-expert, experienced/novice, teacher/student, 
subject/object, and empowered/disempowered (Roxå & Mårtensson, 2017; 
Trowler & Cooper, 2002). These categories do not refer to the same relation, but 
they may sometimes become understood within a single axis of power. The 
concept of expertise suggested in this thesis helps to clarify this conceptual 
ambiguity by separating categories analytically. As such, this thesis distinguishes 
between expertise as a socially constructed category and expertise as a creative 
capacity developed in and through work under disruptive conditions.  
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The first perspective directs attention to how expertise is defined, recognized, and 
legitimized. The present thesis directs attention to the activity through which 
expertise develops as teachers reorganize mediating means, social relations, and 
forms of presence in student learning activity. Expertise is not treated here as a 
position within a hierarchy of recognition, nor as the opposite of novice status. It 
is conceptualized here as a creative capacity developed through mediating activity. 
Teacher/student refers here to role distribution within educational activity; 
subject/object refers to the structure of activity; and empowered/disempowered 
concerns the conditions under which participants can act upon and reorganize 
their activity. This distinction is useful for examining professional expertise 
development without collapsing expertise, experience, pedagogical role, and 
subject position into the power axis. 

7.3 Contribution to Activity-Theoretical and WIL 
Research 

This thesis contributes to WIL as a research field concerned with the organization 
of professional development in work as well as student learning across disruptive 
conditions. For example, the answer to RQ1 contributes to ongoing discussions 
of ERTin three ways. First, it situates pandemic-related disruption at the level of 
the object of teaching activity rather than at the level of technological adoption. 
Second, it reframes social presence as relational positioning within a structured 
activity rather than as subjective experience, perception or sensation of 
technology users. Third, it clarifies that pedagogical reorganization concerned the 
production of the social form of learning activity under altered material 
conditions. The answer to RQ2 suggests that the development of teaching 
expertise can be understood as a process of subjectification within teachers' 
professional activity and its social form. 

7.3.1 Activity and Its Social Form 

This study contributes to activity-theoretical research by specifying an analytical 
distinction between activity and its social form. Activity is treated in this analysis 
as object-oriented work. Its social form refers to the structured system of social 
relations through which the activity is organized. This distinction allows the 
analysis of how the object-oriented activity may take different structural forms 
under changing material and representational conditions. It makes visible that 
transformations in pedagogical activity under disruptive conditions concern the 
configuration of social relations through which its object is realized. 
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7.3.2 Object: Motive and Its Practical Realization in Material 
Forms 

This study contributes to Activity Theory at the level of the concept of object by 
specifying the relation between object as motive and object as produced within 
activity. As discussed in section 3.2.1, the term object in activity-theoretical 
research may refer to the motivating background rationale of activity (Engeström, 
2018; Miettinen & Paavola, 2018). The object is constructed and invested with 
meaning by subjects of activity (Engeström, 2001, 2018). The second meaning of 
the term object refers to something that is designed and produced in activity and 
that assumes the form of its product (Miettinen & Paavola, 2018). 

As discussed in section 7.1, the object is approached in this thesis as a historically 
constituted orientation of activity that becomes materially realized in and through 
activity into its product or, in other words, objective outcome. This produced 
form is a materially realized expression of the motive. This conceptualization 
makes it possible to analyze activity not as movement toward a target constructed 
by subjects as a rationale or meaning, but as the ongoing material realization 
within specific conditions of activity's historically constituted object. During the 
pandemic, the object of campus-based pedagogical activity did not shift to a new 
target. Rather, it was realized in a different material and representational form 
through digitally mediated configurations. This indicates that transformations in 
teaching practice can be analyzed at the level of the realization of the object, rather 
than at the level of goal replacement or technological adoption. 

This perspective opens a direction for further research concerning how causality 
is approached in analyses of activity reorganizations. Causality is not treated in 
this thesis as teleological movement of activity toward a predefined objective. 
Instead, it is suggested to treat it as genetic-structural, with transformations 
emerging from the configuration of social relations and mediating means through 
which the historically constituted object is materially realized and produced in 
activity. 

7.3.3 Mediating and Non-Mediating Conditions 

Traditionally, Activity Theory has placed strong emphasis on the concept of 
mediating tools (Engeström, 2018). A contribution of this thesis concerns the 
distinction between mediating and non-mediating conditions. Mediating 
conditions are those material and representational elements that enter the activity 
as means through which the goals are achieved and ultimately object is realized 
physically. Non-mediating conditions, by contrast, do not function as structuring 
means within the activity itself. However, non-mediating conditions do not 
disappear from analysis in this thesis. They delimit what forms of activity can be 
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enacted. Their effect is indirect but consequential. They define the boundaries 
within which reorganization can occur. For instance, as reported by participants, 
limitations of infrastructure and internet connection prevented certain forms of 
synchronous interaction from being realized. In such cases, these conditions did 
not structure the system of social relations directly. However, they constrained 
the range of arrangements that could be enacted. Activity was reorganized within 
these constraints. 

From this perspective, non-mediating conditions delimit the developmental 
potential of activity. They do not directly determine outcomes. Rather, they 
constrain the scope within which transformation can occur. The distinction 
between mediating and non-mediating conditions suggests that activity-
theoretical analysis should examine the specific function of conditions in relation 
to activity. Conditions should not be treated as analytically relevant only when 
they operate as mediators. 

7.3.4 Social Presence and Subjectification within Activity 

In some activity-theoretical research, the subject of activity is identified with the 
individual or group whose perspective is analytically foregrounded (Engeström & 
Sannino, 2021). The present thesis uses the concept of subject in a developmental 
sense and examines how participants become subjects of their activity.  

Subjectification is defined here as the process through which individuals develop 
the capacity to act as subjects of object-oriented activity. Thus, acting as a subject 
is distinguished here from functioning as an actor in the activity. While an actor 
may perform actions relying on the established mediating structures, a subject is 
capable of (re)organizing the mediating structures for producing the object of 
activity under disruptive conditions, when historically established mediations no 
longer suffice. This capability is treated in this thesis as professional expertise 
developed in and through mediating activity. 

Under pandemic conditions, the previously established mediations of pedagogical 
activity were disrupted. As shown in the Results chapter, teachers reported on 
their work on reorganizing communication formats and transforming ICT into a 
mediator of social relations.  

The change in teachers’ social presence is understood in this thesis as a 
transformation in their positioning within activity—from relying on the 
historically established campus-dependent mediating structures to reorganizing 
mediating configurations. Based on the analysis of teachers’ reorganization of 
pedagogical activity in this study, becoming a subject of activity can be understood 
as depending not only on participation in activity, but on how participants are 
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positioned in relation to others, mediating means, and the object of activity. This 
conclusion also allows the thesis to return to Dreyfus’ phenomenological idea that 
expertise involves a shift in the individual’s relation to the world (Dreyfus, 2004). 
In the present study, this shift is understood through the concepts of activity and 
social presence rather than as a leap to the intuitive understanding. 

7.4 The Cognition-In-Activity Framework for 
Future WIL Research 

In scientific literature a variety of perspectives on Work-Integrated Learning is 
featured, many focusing on the educational strategy often intended to increase 
student employability through combining and integrating their university study 
with workplace learning (Areskoug Josefsson et al., 2025; Sunnemark et al., 2024). 
From the perspective suggested in this thesis, WIL research focuses on how the 
continuity of human learning and development is organized across historically 
produced fragmentation between domains, such as education and work. Its 
central analytical concern is therefore not the combination of separate spheres or 
student mobility between them, but the social, material, and mediational 
organization through which continuity can be established across them. On this 
basis, WIL may be approached as a discipline with a distinct object of inquiry, a 
developing system of concepts, and a cumulative research program. Building on 
the activity-theoretical tradition and the findings of this thesis, the Cognition-In-
Activity framework (CIAF) is proposed here as a contribution to this 
disciplinary development.  

The framework is intended to support WIL research in analyzing learning and 
professional development as processes realized in and through activity. It does 
not treat cognition as a mental process. Instead, cognition is understood as 
developing through object-oriented, mediated activity across domains, such as 
education and work. The framework is developed primarily within the activity-
theoretical tradition with its roots in materialist dialectics, particularly in the work 
of Ilyenkov (1982, 2012), Vygotsky (1978, 1997a), and Leontiev (2005, 2009) (as 
discussed in Chapter 3). Its development was also informed by phenomenological 
perspectives, particularly in the work of Short et al. (1976) and Dreyfus (2004). 
Moreover, it builds on the analysis of previous research on social presence in 
education contexts (Chapter 5) and on results from research on teaching expertise 
development (Chapter 6).  

CIAF presents a reworking of conceptual resources into an activity-theoretical 
analytical approach proposed here for future WIL research. The next section 
provides a short overview of the CIAF. The concepts that constitute the 
framework are discussed in more detail in the sections that follow Section 7.4.1. 
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7.4.1 How the CIAF Works: Relation Between Concepts 

The framework consists of a system of interrelated concepts: cognitive-practical 
activity, subjectification, subjective outcomes (including expertise), 
objectification, objective outcomes, mediation, social form, and social presence. 
Its central explanatory principle is cognitive-practical activity understood as a 
process of reciprocal transformation between the subject and the object poles 
(Leontyev, 2009). In other words, within this framework, human learning and 
professional development are examined as processes realized in and through their 
activity. As illustrated in Figure 6, activity can be analyzed as two interrelated 
processes: objectification and subjectification. 

 

Figure 6. Activity as the Interrelated Processes of Objectification and Subjectification 

Objectification refers to the physical realization of the object of activity (Miettinen 
& Paavola, 2018) or, in other words, the materialization of the ideal (Ilyenkov, 
2012). Subjectification refers to the development, on the side of the subject, of 
the capacity to act within and upon the object-oriented activity. The 
conceptualization of subjectification offered in this thesis differs from the one 
found in the work of Engeström (2018) and Biesta (2020) discussed in Chapter 2. 

Activity is organized through mediation (Vygotsky, 1997a). The CIAF 
distinguishes between the following mediators:  subject, participants, object, tools, 
psychological tools, representations. For the discussion of mediation, see section 
7.4.4. 
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Figure 7. Activity and Its Mediators 

The concept of object specifies what activity is directed toward in its productive 
movement (Leontyev, 2009; Miettinen & Paavola, 2018). It is the main 
determination of activity that distinguishes it from other activities (Leontyev, 
2009). Artifacts function as mediators when they enter the activity as means for 
producing its object, that is when they become tools of activity. They may also 
function as psychological tools when they organize the mind and behavior of the 
participants (Vygotsky, 1978). Mediation therefore specifies how activity is carried 
out.  

A particular activity is characterized by a specific configuration of relations 
between its mediators. Through mediation, activity takes a social form. The social 
form refers to the organized system of relations through which participants are 
positioned in relation to one another, to mediating means, and to the object of 
activity. It is not limited to division of labor or interpersonal interaction. It 
concerns how the activity is socially organized as a system of relations between 
its mediators.  

 

Figure 8. Activity and Its Social Form 
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Within this social form, individuals acquire a determinate social presence. Social 
presence refers to the positioning of an individual within the system of social 
relations that organizes activity. The situation may constitute different social 
conditions for participants because their social presence as a practical relation to 
the situation may differ. 

Figure 9. Social Presence: Positioning of the Individual as a Mediator Within the 
System of Social Relations (Social Form) of Activity 

The framework also clarifies how theoretical knowledge relates to practical 
activity. The subject relates to the object through mediated activity. When the 
subject becomes conscious of the relations operating in activity, the concepts 
become available for expression through language. As Ilyenkov (1982, p. 93) 
emphasized, "The essence of a thing expressed in a concept lies in the concrete 
system of its interaction with other things, in the system of objective conditions 
within which and through which it is what it is. Each individual separately taken 
thing comprises its own essence potentially, only as an element of some concrete 
system of interacting things, rather than in the form of an actually given general 
feature." 

Expertise is located on the side of the subject, but it remains internally related to 
the object of activity. It refers to the creative capacity of the subject to produce 
the object under changing conditions by reorganizing mediating arrangements. 
This capacity is practical in its origin and theoretical in its discursive form. In this 
sense, theoretical knowledge is not separate from practical knowledge: it is 
practical knowledge made conscious, communicable, and available for further 
reorganization. 

As explained above, the CIAF is not a sequence of stages. It is an analytical 
structure for examining how continuity of learning and development are 
organized across domains of activity. Thus, the thesis contributes to positioning 
work-integrated learning as a scientific discipline informed by the activity-
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theoretical tradition, situating learning and professional development within 
historically constituted forms of cognitive-practical activity.  

7.4.2 Cognitive-Practical Activity 

The central concept of the CIAF is cognitive-practical activity. It refers to the 
creative process through which people produce an object and, at the same time, 
develop knowledge of their activity, creative capacities, and ways of acting 
(Ilyenkov, 2012; Leontyev, 2009). The term is introduced here to avoid identifying 
cognition with mental processes. It addresses not only the sequential assumption 
that knowledge is developed in education and applied in work, but more 
fundamentally the theory-practice divide central for WIL (Sunnemark et al., 2024).  

In this framework, theoretical knowledge and practical knowledge are not treated 
as two kinds of knowledge that provide advanced knowledge when combined or 
integrated. Rather, knowledge is understood as developing within activity rather 
than being a mental phenomenon (Ilyenkov, 2012). Practical knowledge refers 
here to knowledge developed and enacted in object-oriented activity. Theoretical 
knowledge refers to the conceptual articulation of this practical knowledge. 
Theory is therefore not treated as separate from practice, but as a verbalized form 
of consciousness of practice. Thus, work is not approached merely as wage labor, 
commodity production, or task execution. It is approached as a historically 
organized form of cognition (Leontyev, 2009). 

Both education and work placement can therefore be examined as domains in 
which cognitive-practical activity is organized under different social, material, and 
institutional conditions. From this perspective, the problem addressed by WIL 
may be understood as how cognitive-practical activity can be organized across 
domains that have become institutionally separated, rather than as how theory 
and practice can be bridged or how student mobility between institutions can be 
established. 

This distinction changes how the theory—practice relation can be approached in 
WIL. If theoretical and practical knowledge are treated as kinds of knowledge, 
WIL problem becomes integration. If theoretical knowledge is understood as the 
conceptual articulation of knowledge developed in activity, the problem changes. 
WIL then may be understood as inquiry into how continuity in cognitive-practical 
activity can be organized across domains where knowledge takes different forms 
of expression or representation. 

For example, in activity-theoretical research a construction model may be 
interpreted as a representation of a future building or an objectification of a thing-
to-come and considered an ideal object of design activity because it is an outcome 
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of the imagination of the designers (Miettinen & Paavola, 2018). In this context, 
ideal is a category of phenomena, as distinguished from the category of material. 
The understanding of the ideal has been a subject of debate throughout the 
history of philosophy (Ilyenkov, 2012). 

Grounded in the materialist ontology, the CIAF proposes a different approach to 
the analysis of activity. From this perspective, a relation of representation is 
established in human activity between at least two material entities (things, 
processes, events) rather than produced by imagination (Ilyenkov, 2012). This 
makes it possible to approach the model as objectification of the knowledge of 
the construction activity, that is material processes that existed at a different point 
in time and space. In other words, the model's representational content is an 
idealized construction process rather than imagined one. Designers use the model 
to discuss their decisions and evaluate the feasibility of proposed solutions based 
on their prior practical experience (Miettinen & Paavola, 2018). In this way, the 
designers work on the material aspects of the construction process, rather than 
the content of their imagination presented in a visual form. Construction 
knowledge can thus be approached through its different forms of expression, 
including both the model and the building. More broadly, this example illustrates 
an analytical shift from a teleological conception of causality, in which future 
outcomes are treated as determinations or explanatory principles of present 
activity, toward a genetic-structural conception that explains activity through 
historically developed relations. 

7.4.3 Mediation 

Building on AT, and in particular Engeström (2014) and Vygotsky (1978, 1997a), 
the proposed CIAF highlights mediation as the means through which activity is 
organized. For example, mediating means may include digital platforms, 
organizational routines, rules, spatial arrangements, temporal structures, forms of 
representation, etc. For WIL research, the concept pf mediation may be useful 
because continuity across domains does not follow from movement between 
settings. It may depend on how mediating means are arranged, coordinated, and 
transformed so that object-oriented activity can continue across differently 
organized domains. 

From the perspective highlighted here, activity can be analyzed as an ongoing 
reorganization of relations between its mediators and not as an interaction of pre-
existing elements. Figure 10 illustrates that the individual (the subject or 
participant in activity) is "entwined in a net of social relations" always mediated 
by the outcomes of activity of other individuals (Ilyenkov, 2012, p. 162). 
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Figure 10. Activity as a Network of Social Relations 

"Object", "tools", "psychological tools" and other nodes in the system are not 
categories for the classification of pre-existing elements according to their 
physical properties. They are determinations acquired by external phenomena 
within the system of relations. In one structure of activity, an external 
phenomenon can function as the object towards which the activity is directed. 
For example, as mentioned by one of the participants in this study, the student 
learning activity can be organized in a way that a scientific theory functions as the 
object of study. In another structure of activity, the theory can function as a means 
employed by students for solving some problem. 

In the same way, an external phenomenon becomes a psychological tool by virtue 
of its use as a means of influencing the mind and behavior of the participants in 
activity (including the subject) (Vygotsky, 1997a). The following examples of 
psychological tools can be found in Vygotsky's work (1997a):  language, 
mnemotechnic techniques, works of art, diagrams and blueprints. This 
psychological mediation may also be realized through other people, not only 
psychological tools.  One participant provided an example of reorganizing the 
structure of the learning activity in response to students' report on difficulties with 
working through the learning materials individually. The activity was reorganized 
so that students worked in pairs and thus were given the opportunity to discuss 
the course content while working through it. 

From other activity-theoretical perspectives, "[i]n the temporal process of activity, 
an object can become a tool and a tool can become an object" (Miettinen & 
Paavola, 2018, p. 528). The CIAF interprets this differently. In this framework, 
tool and object are not categories entities can be classified into. They are 
determinations acquired by mediators within the relational structure (social form) 
of a concrete activity. Consequently, it is not a tool that becomes an object, nor 
vice versa. Rather, the entity may be determined as an object in one activity and 



 
 

128 

of the imagination of the designers (Miettinen & Paavola, 2018). In this context, 
ideal is a category of phenomena, as distinguished from the category of material. 
The understanding of the ideal has been a subject of debate throughout the 
history of philosophy (Ilyenkov, 2012). 

Grounded in the materialist ontology, the CIAF proposes a different approach to 
the analysis of activity. From this perspective, a relation of representation is 
established in human activity between at least two material entities (things, 
processes, events) rather than produced by imagination (Ilyenkov, 2012). This 
makes it possible to approach the model as objectification of the knowledge of 
the construction activity, that is material processes that existed at a different point 
in time and space. In other words, the model's representational content is an 
idealized construction process rather than imagined one. Designers use the model 
to discuss their decisions and evaluate the feasibility of proposed solutions based 
on their prior practical experience (Miettinen & Paavola, 2018). In this way, the 
designers work on the material aspects of the construction process, rather than 
the content of their imagination presented in a visual form. Construction 
knowledge can thus be approached through its different forms of expression, 
including both the model and the building. More broadly, this example illustrates 
an analytical shift from a teleological conception of causality, in which future 
outcomes are treated as determinations or explanatory principles of present 
activity, toward a genetic-structural conception that explains activity through 
historically developed relations. 

7.4.3 Mediation 

Building on AT, and in particular Engeström (2014) and Vygotsky (1978, 1997a), 
the proposed CIAF highlights mediation as the means through which activity is 
organized. For example, mediating means may include digital platforms, 
organizational routines, rules, spatial arrangements, temporal structures, forms of 
representation, etc. For WIL research, the concept pf mediation may be useful 
because continuity across domains does not follow from movement between 
settings. It may depend on how mediating means are arranged, coordinated, and 
transformed so that object-oriented activity can continue across differently 
organized domains. 

From the perspective highlighted here, activity can be analyzed as an ongoing 
reorganization of relations between its mediators and not as an interaction of pre-
existing elements. Figure 10 illustrates that the individual (the subject or 
participant in activity) is "entwined in a net of social relations" always mediated 
by the outcomes of activity of other individuals (Ilyenkov, 2012, p. 162). 

DISCUSSION: DEVELOPMENT OF EXPERTISE IN TEACHING ACTIVITY  

 
 

129 

 

Figure 10. Activity as a Network of Social Relations 

"Object", "tools", "psychological tools" and other nodes in the system are not 
categories for the classification of pre-existing elements according to their 
physical properties. They are determinations acquired by external phenomena 
within the system of relations. In one structure of activity, an external 
phenomenon can function as the object towards which the activity is directed. 
For example, as mentioned by one of the participants in this study, the student 
learning activity can be organized in a way that a scientific theory functions as the 
object of study. In another structure of activity, the theory can function as a means 
employed by students for solving some problem. 

In the same way, an external phenomenon becomes a psychological tool by virtue 
of its use as a means of influencing the mind and behavior of the participants in 
activity (including the subject) (Vygotsky, 1997a). The following examples of 
psychological tools can be found in Vygotsky's work (1997a):  language, 
mnemotechnic techniques, works of art, diagrams and blueprints. This 
psychological mediation may also be realized through other people, not only 
psychological tools.  One participant provided an example of reorganizing the 
structure of the learning activity in response to students' report on difficulties with 
working through the learning materials individually. The activity was reorganized 
so that students worked in pairs and thus were given the opportunity to discuss 
the course content while working through it. 

From other activity-theoretical perspectives, "[i]n the temporal process of activity, 
an object can become a tool and a tool can become an object" (Miettinen & 
Paavola, 2018, p. 528). The CIAF interprets this differently. In this framework, 
tool and object are not categories entities can be classified into. They are 
determinations acquired by mediators within the relational structure (social form) 
of a concrete activity. Consequently, it is not a tool that becomes an object, nor 
vice versa. Rather, the entity may be determined as an object in one activity and 



 
 

130 

as a tool in another, or its determination may change as the structure of activity 
changes. Outside activity, determinations do not exist, except potentially. 

7.4.4 Objectification 

The concept of object specifies what activity is directed toward in its productive 
movement (Leontyev, 2009; Miettinen & Paavola, 2018). This matters for WIL 
because continuity cannot be inferred from movement across settings. For 
example, a student may move from campus to workplace, and a professional may 
move between organizations, without continuity in the object of activity. The 
framework therefore directs attention to what is being produced through activity, 
and to whether this object is maintained, transformed, or reconstituted across 
domains, which leads to Proposition 1: In WIL research, the issue is not only whether 
education and work are institutionally linked, but whether continuity is established in relation 
to the object around which activity is organized. 

In the activity-theoretical tradition, different perspectives on the concept of object 
can be found (Kaptelinin, 2005; Miettinen & Paavola, 2018). For example, 
Engeström (1999) describes the object as “a project under construction, moving 
from potential ‘raw material’ to a meaningful shape and to a result or an outcome” 
(p. 65).  

In the CIAF, objectification is not identical to transforming raw material into a 
meaningful product. The object of activity is neither the material being worked 
on, nor the objective outcome of activity. Rather, following Leontiev (2009), the 
object is understood as the main determination of activity: that toward which the 
activity is directed and which gives the activity its specific character. In other 
words, the object is what makes a particular activity the activity that it is and 
distinguishes it from other activities.  

Within activity, the object is transformed through the movement between its 
forms (Ilyenkov, 2012; Leontyev, 2009). Leontiev (2009, p. 86) emphasized the 
twofold character of the object of activity: in its independent of the subject's 
consciousness existence and as an image of the object realized as an activity of 
the subject. 
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Figure 11. The Twofold Object of Activity: Movement Between Objective Form and 
Representation Mediated by the Activity of the Subject 

7.4.5 Social form 

The activity-theoretical tradition has been criticized for insufficiently 
distinguishing between the labor process and the valorization process (see Jones, 
2009; Rocha, 2020). As Jones (2009) notes, this seemingly esoteric theoretical and 
methodological issue has profound implications for understanding and 
contributing to social transformation. Furthermore, if activity becomes conflated 
with its historically specific social form, it may limit the explanatory power of 
activity-theoretical research. 

In the CIAF, this critique is addressed by treating the social form of activity as 
analytically distinct from activity itself. The social form of activity refers here to 
the organized system of social relations through which participants are positioned 
in relation to one another, to mediating means, and to the object of activity. These 
relations include roles, responsibilities, expectations, forms of coordination, and 
modes of participation, but they are not limited to them. They also concern how 
participants are positioned as actors or subjects within activity. As Leontiev (2009) 
emphasizes, activity is determined by historically developed forms and means of 
social interaction realized in the activity of concrete individuals (in this 
framework, "concrete" means entwined into the system of relations). 

The concept of the social form of activity may be useful for WIL research because 
student participation in a workplace, classroom, or hybrid environment does not 
by itself explain their learning and development.  A placement may give access to 
activity, but the social form of that activity may position the participant only as 
an actor executing assigned tasks, suggesting Proposition 2: From the perspective 
developed here, WIL research should therefore examine whether and how the social form of 
activity enables participants to become subjects of activity. 
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7.4.6 Social Presence 

Based on the systematic literature review focusing on social presence in education 
context and the activity-theoretical analysis of the empirical material in this thesis, 
social presence is understood here as the positioning of an individual within the 
system of social relations that organizes activity. This means that social presence 
is conditioned by the social form of activity, but it cannot be reduced to that form 
alone: it is always the social presence of an individual.  

The situation may constitute different social conditions for participants, 
depending on their practical relation to the situation (Vygotsky, 1994). This 
relation can be shaped by their role, responsibility, history of participation, access 
to mediating means, relation to others, etc. In this sense, social presence is both 
socially structured and individually determined and actualized within activity. This 
point can be illustrated by the pandemic-induced off-campus migration. It did not 
constitute the same social situation for all participants. For students enrolled in 
distance education, digitally mediated participation was a part of the established 
social form of their learning activity. For students enrolled in on-campus 
education, digital mediation replaced a previously established and expected form 
of social presence organized through campus co-presence, informal encounters, 
mutual visibility, and embodied interaction. It affected participants’ social 
presence differently depending on their prior relation to the activity and the 
mediational arrangements through which their activity had been previously 
organized.  

Thus, the concept of social presence helps to clarify why teachers who had taught 
the same course in both on-campus and online formats before the pandemic did 
not simply “switch” the campus course to an already existing online format. The 
social presence in the on-campus course had been organized through a different 
mediational configuration, suggesting Proposition 3: Future WIL research therefore can 
examine how individuals are positioned within the system of social relations, rather than 
assuming that course engagement produces a common form of student social presence, which can 
be assessed in quantitative terms. 

Within the CIAF, social presence is analytically related to immediacy (Wiener & 
Mehrabian, 1968), intimacy (Argyle & Dean, 1965), and mediated representation 
(Ilyenkov, 2012), but it is not treated as their sum. Immediacy concerns how 
relational orientation is expressed in communication; intimacy concerns how 
social distance between participants is regulated; and mediated representation 
concerns the forms through which participants appear within activity. These 
concepts help specify how social presence is constituted under different 
mediational conditions. 
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Table 12. Social Presence as Analytically Related to Immediacy, Intimacy and 
Mediated Representation 

Analytical 
focus 

Conceptual 
role 

Analytical focus in this 
study 

Guiding analytical 
question 

Social presence Primary 
analytical 
concept 

Participants’ positioning and 
mutual availability within 
pedagogical activity, as 
constituted through their 
relations to each other and to 
the object of activity 

How are participants 
positioned within 
pedagogical activity as a 
system of social 
relations? 

Mediated 
representation 

Condition of 
appearance 

The material and 
technological forms through 
which participants become 
available to one another in 
the activity 

Through which 
representational forms 
does social presence 
appear in the social 
situation? 

Immediacy Interactional 
channel 

Observable modes of address 
and communicative stance 
through which participants 
orient to one another and to 
the activity 

How is social presence 
expressed interactionally 
through modes of 
address and 
communicative stance? 

Intimacy Relational 
equilibrium 

Patterns of approach and 
withdrawal through which 
social distance is maintained 
or adjusted within ongoing 
relations 

How is social distance 
established and regulated 
within social relations 
over time? 

 

For WIL research, this makes it possible to examine how participants become 
socially present across differently organized domains of activity. For example, it 
can be used for an analysis of how a student, teacher, or professional becomes 
socially present in a classroom, workplace, hybrid setting, or digital environment, 
and whether this positioning supports engagement and subjectification. 
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7.4.7 Subjectification 

Subjectification refers to the process by which the subject is constituted in and 
through activity (Engeström, 2018). In this framework, subjectification concerns 
the development of a creative capacity to act as a subject of the object-oriented 
activity. This capacity is not limited to the ability to reproduce established 
routines, roles, and forms of participation. It involves reorganizing the mediating 
relations through which the activity is carried out and through which its object is 
produced, which suggests Proposition 4: For WIL research, the concept of subjectification 
can distinguish between learning to participate in an existing activity and developing the capacity 
to transform that activity. The former involves learning to act within an already 
organized activity by following established routines, roles, and rules. The latter 
involves learning to act upon the activity by reorganizing the mediating relations 
through which its object is produced.  

In the present thesis, the distinction made above can be illustrated by the 
difference between teaching in an established on-campus format and developing 
hybrid forms of teaching during the pandemic. Teaching effectively within the 
existing on-campus arrangement involved participation in a historically organized 
pedagogical activity. Developing hybrid forms of teaching, by contrast, required 
teachers to reorganize the relations through which students became present in the 
collective learning activity distributed across different locations. While 
participation may reproduce existing practice, subjectification concerns the 
development of the creative capacity to reorganize mediation. 

This distinction matters because participation in work does not automatically lead 
to expertise development. A student or professional may participate successfully 
in an activity while mainly reproducing its existing social form. From the 
perspective suggested in this thesis, expertise develops when the individual 
becomes capable of acting upon the organization of activity: reconfiguring tools, 
roles, relations, and forms of participation in response to changing conditions, 
suggesting Proposition 5: WIL research needs to examine whether the social form of activity 
allow for reorganization rather than only reproduction of established practice. Some social forms 
allow for participation without subjectification. They enable individuals to act within activity 
without developing the capacity to (re)organize the activity. 

7.4.8 Expertise as a Subjective Outcome of Activity 

Based on the results of this thesis, expertise is approached in the CIAF as an 
outcome of activity. The term refers to the development, on the side of the 
subject, of a creative capacity to reorganize mediating arrangements of activity. 
This concept makes it possible to study professional development as a process 
unfolding in and through work, rather than as an accumulation of isolated skills, 
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appropriation of existing routines, or adjustment to the work environment. 
Expertise, in this framework, names the developmental result of activity on the 
side of the subject. In this sense, expertise is treated as a subjective outcome of 
activity. 

7.5 Limitations of the Study 

7.5.1 Limitations of Interview-Based Analysis 

First, the interview-based analysis draws on interviews with fifteen university 
teachers (as described in Table 4). The sample size may be considered as a 
limitation in research as it constrains the range of empirical variation captured, 
which means that the empirical material does not cover the full diversity of 
university teachers’ experiences and modes of teaching. However, the aim of the 
study is not to achieve representational coverage, but to analyze the structuring 
of ERT and the relations through which teaching expertise is developed under 
disruptive conditions. The adequacy of the data is evaluated in relation to its 
capacity to make the process analyzable, rather than in terms of sample size, which 
is consistent with Vygotsky's methodological emphasis on a case analysis rather 
than generalization from multiple instances (Vygotsky, 1997b, p. 318).  

Second, the study focuses on teaching work under specific conditions, primarily 
the rapid transition to online teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
context of pandemic and ERT has influenced how teachers enacted their 
professional activity. The account on ERT is not presented here as applicable to 
other teaching conditions and contexts.  

Third, the data presents participants’ retrospective accounts of their activity, 
rather than providing a documented record of teachers' classroom behavior. The 
data cannot be used or interpreted as the documentary evidence of teachers’ 
behaviors.  

Fourth, the study does not include students’ accounts. The findings should 
therefore not be interpreted as claims about students’ experiences or perceptions, 
but as an analysis of teachers’ accounts of the conditions under which student 
presence and learning activity were organized. For example, some teachers noted 
that students faced difficulties when studying under pandemic conditions. These 
reports show that student difficulties were relevant within teachers’ work. They 
cannot, however, be treated as evidence of how students experienced or 
interpreted situations. 
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7.5.2 Limitations of the Literature Review 

The literature review is limited by its purposive scope, its focus on studies 
explicitly using the concept of social presence, its restriction to learning and higher 
education contexts, its temporal cutoff, and the availability of full texts. The 
review was designed to examine studies in which social presence was explicitly 
named. It therefore does not include research that examine related phenomena 
under other terms. A further limitation concerns the search strategy. The search 
was limited to records in which the term social presence appeared in the title, 
abstract, or article keywords. This strategy supported a focused conceptual review, 
since it identified studies where social presence was likely to have analytical 
significance. However, it may have excluded studies in which social presence was 
discussed only in the main text or used as a secondary concept. Moreover, not all 
potentially relevant records could be retrieved in full text. These records were 
therefore excluded, which have narrowed the final corpus. The temporal scope 
of the review also needs to be noted. The literature search covered publications 
available up to October 23, 2024. Studies published after this date are not 
included. Taking these limitations into account, the review should be understood 
as a focused analysis of social presence studies within the reviewed corpus of 
literature, rather than an exhaustive account of all related research. 
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8 Conclusion 

This thesis examined how university teachers reorganized pedagogical activity 
under the disruptive conditions of the COVID-19 pandemic and how teaching 
expertise developed through this reorganization. In the thesis, university teaching 
was approached as professional work and expertise development was examined 
as a process taking place in and through that work. Rather than beginning with a 
predefined model of teaching expertise, the analysis reconstructed teaching 
activity from teachers’ accounts of their work before, during, and after the 
pandemic-induced off-campus migration. This conceptual reconstruction made it 
possible to examine expertise not as a list of competencies, a professional status, 
or a stage in a developmental progression, but as a capacity developed through 
the reorganization of activity under changing and disruptive conditions. 

The central finding is that the pandemic-induced off-campus migration disrupted 
established mediational arrangements through which pedagogical activity was 
previously organized. Campus-based teaching was not only a matter of teachers 
and students being located in the same physical place. It was mediated by shared 
space, somatic co-presence, mutual visibility, informal encounters, gesture, gaze, 
tone of voice, temporal routines, and other forms of embodied and situated 
interaction. These conditions helped organize the social form of learning activity 
by making students and teachers available to one another in particular ways. 

When campus-based co-presence was disrupted, these mediating conditions 
could no longer function in the same way. Teachers therefore had to reorganize 
pedagogical activity through other mediating means. Video feeds, black screens, 
chat functions, hand-raise functions, polling tools, breakout rooms, recorded 
lectures, revised temporal structures, and more explicit routines for 
communication and feedback became part of this reorganization.  

The analysis therefore showed that the transition from campus-based to digitally 
mediated conditions did not simply replace one delivery mode with another. It 
changed the mediational conditions through which the social form of learning 
activity could be organized. Teachers’ work was not limited to transferring 
content to online platforms or acquiring digital skills. It involved reorganizing the 
relations through which students could become present, addressable, and engaged 
in a shared learning activity. 

On this basis, the thesis reconstructed teaching as the organization of the social 
form of learning activity. In this thesis, the object of teaching activity is not 
understood as content delivery or course design. It is understood as the 
organization of the social relations through which students’ learning activity can 
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relations through which students could become present, addressable, and engaged 
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organization of the social relations through which students’ learning activity can 
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take place. Teaching is therefore conceptualized as object-oriented work directed 
toward structuring the conditions under which students can act in relation to the 
object of study, to the teacher, and to one another. 

This reconstruction also clarifies the role of social presence. Social presence is not 
treated in this thesis as a feeling of closeness, a perception of others, or a perceived 
property of a communication medium. Social presence is conceptualized as the 
positioning of individuals within the system of social relations that structures 
activity. This conceptualization made it possible to analyze campus-based, online, 
blended, and hybrid teaching within the same conceptual frame for social 
presence and its forms of expression. It also made it possible to examine how 
forms of presence changed when student presence was no longer primarily 
somatically expressed but became digitally mediated and representationally 
organized. 

The thesis further showed that teaching expertise developed through teachers’ 
work of reorganizing mediating arrangements under disruptive conditions. Digital 
competence and familiarity with platforms were important conditions for this 
work. However, they do not in themselves explain expertise development. 
Expertise developed when teachers reorganized the mediational structure of 
pedagogical activity so that the object of teaching activity could still be produced 
under disruptive conditions of the pandemic. 

The theoretical contribution of the thesis is a conceptual account of teaching 
expertise development grounded in activity, object, mediation, social form, social 
presence, and subjectification. The thesis contributes to research on teaching 
expertise by moving the analytical focus from expertise-as-legitimacy to expertise-
as-capacity developed through the process of subjectification in activity.  

The thesis also contributes to Work-Integrated Learning research by proposing 
the Cognition-in-Activity Framework as a conceptual resource for analyzing 
learning and professional development across education and work. The 
framework treats cognition as realized in object-oriented activity. From this 
perspective, learning and professional development are analyzed through the 
organization of activity, the object toward which activity is directed, the mediating 
arrangements through which activity is carried out, the social form of activity, the 
social presence of participants, and the process of subjectification through which 
individuals develop the capacity to act within and upon activity. 

The framework allows expertise to be understood as a developmental outcome 
on the side of the subject. This does not mean that expertise is merely subjective 
in the psychological sense. It means that expertise is the developed capacity of the 
subject to produce the object of activity under changing conditions.  
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8.1 Practical Implications 

The practical implications of the study concern how academic development may 
be supported. The pedagogical object identified in this study was the organization 
of the social form of learning activity. Academic development should therefore 
support teachers in analyzing how students are positioned in a shared learning 
activity and how mediating means shape student presence and subjectification. 
This would shift the focus from the application of theoretical models and 
methods toward the analysis and reorganization of the teaching and learning 
conditions. 

Another implication of this study is that course design should include explicit 
planning for social presence. It means planning how students can be positioned 
in relation to each other, to the teacher, and to the object of learning activity. On 
campus, some of this work may be partly mediated by shared space, informal 
encounters, bodily co-presence, and mutual visibility. In online and hybrid 
conditions, these social relations need to be organized more explicitly through 
routines, interaction formats, feedback loops, peer structures, and 
representational means. Hybrid teaching is found to be especially demanding 
because it coordinates somatically co-present and digitally represented 
participants within one pedagogical activity. This requires explicit organization of 
attention, interaction, representation, and division of labor. 

Lastly, learning management systems and digital learning environments should be 
evaluated not only as systems for distributing content and administering 
assignments, but also in terms of how they support the organization of social 
relations. A platform that stores documents and assignments may support 
administration without necessarily supporting student presence, peer relation, 
feedback, or shared learning activity. The practical implication is that institutions 
should ask whether their digital environments help teachers organize learning as 
a shared activity within a system of social relations. 

8.2 Delimitations and Future Research 

Future research should further examine expertise development under changing 
and disruptive conditions. The present study analyzed teaching expertise 
development during pandemic-induced disruption on the basis of teachers’ 
accounts. This makes it possible to reconstruct how teachers reorganized 
mediation within ERT. This study does not, however, examine the same process 
from the accounts of students, through observation of classroom and online 
interactions, or across other domains of professional work and learning. These 
delimitations indicate the main directions for further research. 
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because it coordinates somatically co-present and digitally represented 
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relations. A platform that stores documents and assignments may support 
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feedback, or shared learning activity. The practical implication is that institutions 
should ask whether their digital environments help teachers organize learning as 
a shared activity within a system of social relations. 

8.2 Delimitations and Future Research 

Future research should further examine expertise development under changing 
and disruptive conditions. The present study analyzed teaching expertise 
development during pandemic-induced disruption on the basis of teachers’ 
accounts. This makes it possible to reconstruct how teachers reorganized 
mediation within ERT. This study does not, however, examine the same process 
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delimitations indicate the main directions for further research. 
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First, further studies could examine how the analytical relations developed in this 
thesis—object, mediation, social form, social presence, subjectification, and 
expertise—operate in other forms of professional activity and under other 
conditions. For example, future research could examine subjectification in activity 
across different professional domains. This would complement existing WIL 
research on participation, socialization, and knowledge development by adding 
attention to how students and professionals develop the capacity to reorganize 
the conditions of their activity. 

Second, future research could examine social presence as a relation within activity. 
In this thesis, social presence was suggested as a concept for analysis how 
individuals are positioned within systems of social relations that structure their 
activities. Further studies could examine how social presence is constituted in 
other forms of collective work and learning through different material and 
representational mediations. 

Third, future research could examine the relation between expertise-as-capacity 
and expertise-as-legitimacy. In this thesis, expertise-as-capacity refers to the 
creative ability to produce the object of activity under disruptive conditions. 
Expertise-as-legitimacy refers to the institutional or professional recognition of a 
person as an expert. Further studies could examine how these two forms of 
expertise relate in practice and how this relation shapes the organization of 
professional development. 

In conclusion, the main contribution of this thesis lies in clarifying the relation 
between disruption and expertise. By grounding the analysis in activity, it becomes 
possible to understand expertise as the creative capacity to produce the object of 
activity across disruptive conditions. During ERT, development occurred when 
teachers reorganized the mediating conditions through which students could be 
positioned in a communal learning activity. The objective outcome of this work 
was the reorganized social form of learning activity. The subjective outcome was 
the teacher’s capacity to produce this social form under altered and disruptive 
conditions. Thus, the contribution of the thesis to WIL is that it emphasizes the 
creative aspect of professional development, namely the development of the 
subject’s capacity to reorganize the mediating arrangements and establish the 
continuity of productive activity under disruptive conditions. For future WIL 
research, the thesis suggests the CIAF. 
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Appendix 2 

Interview Guide 
Introduction: 

Thank you for agreeing to take part in this interview. It is a part of my PhD 
research project. I’m interested in your experiences with university teaching 
before, during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Please feel free to skip any 
question or stop the interview at any time. With your permission, I would like to 
record this interview. Do you consent to participating in this interview and to the 
recording? 

Interview Questions: 

• How long have you been teaching at the university level? 
• Did you teach remotely before the COVID-19 pandemic? 
• What was your experience with remote teaching? 
• How does teaching during the pandemic compare to your previous 

experience? 
• Is space important for your teaching? In what ways?  
• What did you change during the pandemic period? Why? 
• What were the challenges? 
• How did you learn during that period? 
• What digital tools did you use? 
• What have you learnt from this experience of teaching during the 

pandemic? What were the main insights, practices, ideas or anything else? 
• What do you implement into your current practice? 
• If there anything important I have not asked? 

Previous dissertations –  
Work-integrated learning 
 

THOMAS WINMAN Transforming information into   practical  
actions A study of professional knowledge in the use of 
electronic patient records, 2012:1. 

ANNIKA ANDERSSON In case of emergency Collaboration 
exercises at the boundaries between emergency service 
organizations, 2016:8. 

MARIE WESTERLIND Knowing at work A study of 
professional knowledge in integration work directed to newly 
arrived immigrants, 2016:9. 

SARA WILLERMARK Digital didaktisk design Att utveckla 
undervisningspraktiken i och för en digitaliserad skola, 
2018:13. 

MONIKA HATTINGER Co-constructing expertise  
competence development through Work-Integrated e-
learning in joint Industry-University Collaboration, 2018:14. 

LARS-OLOF JOHANSSON Engaged in digital service 
innovation, 2018:15.  

AMIR HAJ-BOLOURI Designing for adaptable learning, 
2018:17. 

CAMILLA SEITL Informellt lärande i en formell organisation. 
Om meningsskapande, kunskapsdomäner och kompetens i 
arbete med kommunala mål, 2018:19. 

KARIN HÖGBERG Persistent Digital Service Encounters 
Challenges of organizational use of social media in a hotel 
chain, 2018:22.  
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