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This presentation explores how contradictions that emerge in student collective actions can be used as a didactical tool to promote theoretical thinking in early primary mathematics. Drawing on a cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT) perspective and the principles of the El’konin–Davydov (ED) curriculum (Davydov, 2008), we present data from two research lessons where students work with tasks designed to support an understanding of the structural properties of the positional number system (Björk, 2023).
From this perspective, contradictions are not treated as individual cognitive errors but as essential drive force in learning activity (Davydov, 2008; Ilyenkov, 2007). A contradiction arises when the students’ empirical understanding proves insufficient to resolve a conceptual demand, thereby creating the need for a new way of seeing the object of study. As Radford (2021) emphasise, contradictions surface not only at the conceptual level but also through students’ embodied and tool-mediated actions. 
Theoretical background and analytical perspective
In a learning activity, students must identify and define the problem themselves, assess their existing tools, and engage in collective theoretical exploration (Repkin, 2003; Zuckerman, 2003). Tools used as learning models become central – they are not merely aids or illustrations but mediators of meaning that help make visible essential relations and structures within the content (Davydov, 2008). The teacher’s role is to design tasks and sustain conditions where contradictions can emerge and be explored jointly.
Contradictions, in this sense, are not methodical additions but intrinsic to a process where habitual ways of seeing are disrupted. They offer developmental potential when they emerge within a meaningful, culturally situated collective activity – especially when mediated by shared tools and models (Davydov, 2008; Radford, 2021).
Data and methodology
The analysis draws on video recordings from two collaboratively, researchers and teachers, designed research lessons (25 in total) in a Swedish lower grade classroom, conducted within a larger design-based study. Each lesson was divided into 13 analytic sequences, three of which contained content-related contradictions identified through verbal and embodied indicators such as hesitation, inscription conflicts, meaning negotiations, and student utterances (Radford, 2021).
Findings
The identified contradictions led to collective exploration that enabled the students to go beyond their existing knowledge and ideas about key properties of the positional system. In their efforts to resolve the contradictions, their modelling work with tools such as number lines and place value tables was of crucial importance. The three content related contradictions surfaced when the students 1) tried to understand how two symbolic tools, the table and the number line, used to model the same counting system, could correspond to each other, 2) were to construct successively larger number units according to a multiplicative principle, and 3) tried to understand that a number unit has a value regardless of its graphical representation. 
Conclusion and implications
We argue that contradictions such as these can support the development of theoretical thinking by creating a need to challenge and go beyond existing knowledge among the students. In line with Radford (2021), contradictions become visible not only through speech but also through how students interact with tools and each other, but also by the teacher’s sometimes provocative questions and comments.
We argue that contradictions, when recognised and maintained within the classroom activity, can function as powerful didactical tools. They help to shift the focus from surface features to essential relationships within the content. Designing for such contradictions, however, requires both content sensitivity and pedagogical responsiveness. The teacher must be able to identify when a contradiction is about to surface and support its exploration without closing it down too quickly.
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