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As digital technologies become more prominent in schools, and 
a host of new media products appear in classrooms, critical ques-
tions are being asked about the erasure of power and politics in 
contemporary education. To explore the discourse on digital edu-
cation, this paper draws on discourse analysis of ethnographic 
interviews with for-profit and non-profit organizations in the field. 
It asks (i) what industry insiders describe as driving change in con-
temporary educational technology (edtech), and (ii) whether new 
actors/technologies shaping a novel educational hegemony, and 
if so, what this hegemony looks like. Initial findings suggest that 
while the teacher was seen as key to driving change in printed 
educational materials, three different discourses appear when de-
scribing change in today’s educational technology. In the first, 
learners drive change; the focus lies on the individual dimension. 
In the second, schools drive change; the systemic dimension. In 
the third, data drive change; the analytics dimension. Linking 
these three discourses is a shift from “education” to “learning”. 
The accounts of educational technology simultaneously advocate 
for improving opportunities for all students, especially weaker or 
disadvantaged learners, and also strengthen the hegemonic shift 
across policy and practice towards an instrumental understanding 
of education. Overall, the paper suggests that power and politics 
are by no means erased from the edtech industry’s accounts of 
digital technologies and datafication. The socio-material affor-
dances engineered into the technologies invite particular teaching 
practices and thus affect power relations in education. 

KEYWORDS 

educational discourse, dis-
course analysis, digital educa-
tion, educational technology, 
edtech, hegemony, datafica-
tion



Felicitas Macgilchrist84

The field of digital education is often criticised for assuming that technology is 
neutral, or that “by focusing on ‘what’s new’, [it] has “failed to ask ‘who has power’” 
(Emejulu and McGregor, 2016: 3). However, if we agree with Neil Selwyn, then 
the relationship between education and technology touches on the “fundamentally 
political questions that are always asked of education and society – that is, ques-
tions of what education is, and what education should be” (Selwyn, 2012: 217). In 
this article, I argue that although scholarship, advertising and journalism may of-
ten assume technology is apolitical, the people involved in designing and develop-
ing educational technology by no means do so. Instead, while focusing on “what’s 
new” they simultaneously formulate eminently political views on the technology 
they are shaping and the power effects it may have. This paper focuses on three 
interrelated issues arising in conversations with companies who produce digital 
tools and resources for use in school: First, discourses on who or what is driv-
ing change in contemporary educational technology. Second, an overarching shift 
in understanding “education” as “learning”. Third, what follows from this for the 
imagined relationship between teachers and technology, and how that relationship 
will shape the future of education. 

Context

In the not-too-distant past, educational media were largely print-based. Although 
there were CD-ROMS, online materials, web 2.0 and interactive apps, the vast ma-
jority of materials produced for use in formal education, and certainly in schools, 
were textbooks and other printed materials. For these materials, one set was pur-
chased or copied and distributed to all students in class. Only major educational 
publishers (whether for-profit or state-run) could make the large investments nec-
essary to create content. Some publishers were producing differentiated materi-
als so that weaker and stronger students could work through topics with material 
aimed at supporting them in the best way possible and enabling them to work at 
different levels. However, the overall strategy of developing published materials 
could, as one participant in this study suggested, be summarized as a “one size fits 
none” approach to the classroom. Teachers, rather than producers, were making 
the decisions on how to personalize, individualize and tailor the materials to the 
students in their classrooms, because teachers had the most intimate knowledge of 
their students’ abilities, needs and motivations. At that time, publishers had teach-
ers in their minds as their imagined primary audience when developing materi-
als; teachers were arguably driving the content which educational publishers were 
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producing for schools (Sammler, et al. 2016). As one former editor has critiqued, 
however, it was often a particular imagined teacher: “Publishers are incentivized to 
create materials that appeal to teachers who don’t want to change” (Jobrack, 2011: 
xix). Students as end users have always been important, but teachers, schools, 
school boards and districts were seen as the gatekeepers between educational pub-
lisher and student (Macgilchrist, 2011).

The current juncture is seeing a leap in the breadth of digital materials avail-
able for, and being used in, schools. In 2016, for instance, McGraw-Hill, one of the 
leading educational publishers in the US, made over 56% of its profit from digital 
products, the first time over half its revenue was generated by the digital (rather 
than print) side of the business (McGraw-Hill Education, 2017: 5). The focus of 
this article is on schools in the United States of America, which has seen various 
iterations in its approach to digital technology in schools. Hardware was an initial 
priority. Interactive whiteboards, iPads, Chromebooks, etc. have made major in-
roads into K-12 (i.e. elementary and high school level) education. Alongside this 
hardware, digital textbooks were adopted, including open textbooks (Okamoto 
2013), and students were encouraged to use the web to find information for proj-
ects. The textbooks were mostly digitized versions of the print textbook (and this 
is largely the case worldwide, with several Ministries of Education enabling free 
access to PDFs of the entire stock of textbooks across the school curricula via their 
websites, e.g. Syria, Ecuador, Brazil, Mexico or Iran, cf. Macgilchrist, 2017). The 
web was mainly used for Google or Wikipedia searches, with students invariably 
following up on the first hits they found, rather than digging deeper and checking 
sources (cf. Hodel, 2013). Dedicated early adopter teachers were devising innova-
tive pedagogies for their classes, but “digital practices” remained at an individual 
teacher level. 

The conversation today revolves around novel pedagogies which enable 
schools or districts to make the most of digital tools and resources (e.g. Clapp et 
al., 2017; Dezuanni, O’Mara, and Beavis, 2015). There is widespread recognition 
that simply using computers, laptops, tablets, phones and interactive whiteboards 
is not enough to significantly transform teaching and learning. Nor is it enough 
to have innovative pedagogies driven by single teachers who exploit themselves as 
cognitive labourers in this new digital education system (Selwyn, Nemorin, and 
Johnson, 2016). Although remaining on the margins of mainstream discourse on 
“edtech” (educational technology), vocal advocates are discussing critical digital 
pedagogy, critical design literacy or radical digital citizenship, where the emphasis 
is on a way of being in the world which goes beyond making students ‘effective’ 
participants in a digital world, and instead fosters a critical approach and encour-
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ages collective action for social justice (e.g. Emejulu and McGregor, 2016; Pan-
grazio, 2016; Strommel, 2014). 

With the increasing importance of the digital, two observations can be made: 
First, the designers of educational materials now have direct access to students 
and individual experimental teachers. The teacher body no longer has the same 
gatekeeper role it previously had. Second, this makes it more feasible for new 
players to develop products for schools. For several years, observers have been 
asking if and how these new actors are shifting the terrain of education. There 
has been much speculation about this issue; theoretical models have been pro-
posed (Höhne, 2015), but there has been little empirically grounded study of 
how the industry itself accounts for its practices. This article picks up this core 
issue and translates it into research questions on two levels: (1) What does the 
edtech industry position as driving change in contemporary educational media? 
(2) Are these new actors/technologies shaping a novel educational hegemony? And 
if so, what does this hegemony look like? It draws on interviews with industry in-
siders, teasing out three types of discourse about education in the digital world, 
and reflecting on the changes and continuities with which these new actors are 
entangled. 

Methodology and methods

Any study responding to these questions can, of course, only be a snapshot of 
current practice. Indeed, the focus here is not on observable practices in today’s 
schools, but on accounts of these practices. This paper is part of a larger study on 
the “discourse of edtech”, which considers educational policy, media discourse and 
edtech development in Germany and the US. The basis for this article is 12 in-
depth interviews with CEOs, managers, strategists, lawyers, educational advocates 
and researchers at organizations related to edtech, based in the US. In March and 
April 2017, I spoke for between one and two hours with non-profit and for-profit 
organizations; with smaller companies developing one single learning app, and 
multi-billion dollar companies with a broad portfolio of print and digital products. 
Participants were identified by drawing on the technology literature on successful 
edtech companies, and the online presence of vocal advocates in the field of edu-
cational data and student privacy.1 In identifying three discourses, I do not mean 

1  In support of open science, but within the constraints of a research ethics of informed consent 
agreements and anonymization, I am happy to let readers see the co-text and context of the tran-
scripts on which I draw in this article. Interested readers should contact me by email. 
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to claim that these are the only discourses on driving change in digital education. 
However, I do suggest that these discourses resonate with broader discussions on 
edtech today.

To this study, I bring an ethnographic sensibility and a discourse analytical 
lens. The ethnographic sensibility means I had a set of questions to guide the inter-
views, but the conversations flowed around the specifics of the person with whom 
I was speaking. I see any interview first and foremost as an interpersonal exchange 
(DeVault and McCoy 2006); my person is also a research instrument, and any at-
tempt to reduce my presence, i.e. to be objective or distanced, negates the impor-
tance of this mental-material-semiotic interaction (Adams, St. Pierre, 2011; Lenz 
Taguchi, 2012). Thus, I am – as an ethnographer – fully part of the exchange, and 
co-construct (with my verbal and non-verbal cues) the narrative which my inter-
view partner is telling. An ethnographic sensibility also means that I aim to use 
vignettes, short stories or detailed case studies to shed light on fundamental soci-
etal issues, such as innovation, datafication or what counts as valuable education. 
The goal is to tease out how specific discursive fragments or situated practices are 
entangled with social-cultural, political, economic, historic and material order-
ings, and how these orderings write themselves into the specific fragments and 
practices. 

The discourse analytical lens is core to this study: The guiding questions above 
are discourse analytical. On the one hand, the article aims to describe different 
accounts of educational change today, and to analyse conflicts among various “dis-
courses”, where discourse refers to way of speaking and doing which privilege cer-
tain ways of living and being, and render others undesirable. Through discourse, 
certain ideas become common-sense and others become odd; discourses create 
subject positions at which people are addressed (e.g. as child, pupil, student or 
learner) and from which they are invited/expected to act. I understand discourse, 
in this sense, as “the primary terrain of the constitution of objectivity as such” 
(Laclau, 2005: 68). On the other hand, the article aims to describe the overarch-
ing “hegemonic configuration” in which these conflicts play out, where hegemony 
refers to “a whole body of practices and expectations, over the whole of living”; it 
is “a lived system of meanings and values – constitutive and constituting – which 
as they are experienced as practices appear as reciprocally confirming” (Williams, 
1977: 110). Although different sets of ideas, which can be bundled together as 
“discourses”, conflict with one another, these conflicts play out within an overarch-
ing lived system of shared meanings and values. This system is itself constantly 
enacted through everyday practices.
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Where ethnography and discourse analysis potentially clash is their differing 
levels of empathy: Where ethnography generally aims to understand the meanings 
made by participants, discourse analysis aims to critique hegemonic meaning-
making. As my ethnographic self is generating insights with my interview partners, 
I am excited about the educational technologies which they are developing. I ap-
preciate their goals of, for instance, improving the learning experience, increasing 
equal opportunity and supporting teachers and school reform (see below). I see 
clear evidence that their products are serving these goals, and I see a richness to 
the field of educational media which was not there several years ago, and which 
benefits students, teachers and schools. Yet as a critical discourse analyst, I also 
question the way in which the values and priorities of education are subtly shifting 
in line with the material affordances of these digital technologies (see below). My 
overall research aim is to leave this tension unresolved (Law et al., 2013); to avoid 
“tidying” up my analysis to either account for participants’ meaning making, thus 
ignoring the broader picture of hegemony, or to ignore the passion for educational 
change which I see in these participants in favour of a mono-dimensional critique 
of techno-solutionism. Both aspects play into the changes and continuities of for-
mal education today, and I believe that taking both into account is necessary if we 
want to understand current practices. 

Discourses of change

Different positions were visible in each interview. There was no one single dis-
course associated with one single speaker, although some participants leaned more 
strongly towards one position.

Discourse 1: Learner-driven change, the individual dimension

“I never liked school” said one chief executive officer (CEO). Another CEO was 
revising for his GMAT exam and getting frustrated with his printed materials; he 
wanted a tool for his iPhone which helped him – as a learner – to learn in a more fun 
way. A senior manager said: “Well, what is the best possible learning experience you 
can have? What’s the most valuable thing you can have? As a learner? It is to have 
a personal tutor, right?” But a personal tutor who knows you very well would be far 
too expensive to scale up, so the next best thing is a digital person tutor. 

When I asked about the core challenges currently facing the company, one 
chief operating officer (COO) noted that shifting their focus away from the learner 
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was a challenge: “Because we were learner-focused for the first five years of our 
company, we had been able to create a learning experience, which is absolutely 
best in class. So that has helped us to sell to our clients, even though we don’t have 
the same swanky features that a lot of other learning management systems might 
have”. A core challenge for this company now was to make the tool more intuitive 
and usable for teachers and administrators. 

And when I asked about recent developments, one CEO described the gami-
fication elements they have built into the system. “We were against extrinsic [mo-
tivation] in the beginning”, he said, “we didn’t intend to do this [add badges] at 
all, but we found that kids (…) would do fist pumps and we’d see it in New York 
and we’d see it in Denver, and we’d see it in Los Angeles and in Seattle”. Since the 
badges and other game elements are so motivating to learners, he continued, we 
are adding more.

Across the interviews, the personalized, adaptive part of the technology in 
question was often associated with equity and closing the achievement gap. “We 
cater the most” to “the weak learners”, said one adaptive learning company, “the 
top five, top ten percent they will always be top five, top ten, right?” The question 
becomes how to pull the others up so that they are also doing well, maintaining 
motivation throughout the course, and not dropping out. Adaptive technology re-
sponds with tasks, readings, questions, etc. that are adapted to the learner’s indi-
vidual capacity and capability at the time they are learning. 

This company had reduced the drop-out rate in professional training courses 
by 30% since implementing adaptive technology. Imagine “if you can just reduce 
the drop-out rate in the US with about the same effort by what our system has 
shown”. Expressed in economic terms, the high drop-out rates in US higher educa-
tion impact on the individuals’ student debt, and thus “it’s the weak students that 
have biggest fiscal problem that you need to solve for, right?” When I noted that 
although the feedback mechanisms and personalization associated with adaptive 
learning clearly had an impact on reducing drop-out rates, there were a number of 
other reasons for dropping out, such as family pressures, my interview partner said 
quickly, well yes, but those don’t go away. The system of formal learning can, it is 
implied, only deal with mechanisms internal to learning. Socio-political-cultural-
economic factors fall outside the mandate of learning companies. 

The Data Quality Campaign, a non-profit based in Washington, spends a great 
deal of design effort on clarifying for parents, teachers and students how the data 
gathered about each individual student (weak and strong) will support their learn-
ing experience (see e.g. Fig. 1).
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Each of these examples points to similar issues: The problem to be addressed 
by the educational technology being developed starts with the learner: How to 
help them like school? How to revise better? How to give every learner a person-
al tutor? How to help them complete their courses? How to use data to support 
learners? If we assume all media are designed with an “imagined audience”, the 
primary imagined user in these instances is the individual learner; the learner 
is driving change at the level of the interface, the design, the algorithms being 
engineered into the products, the public conversation about student data. In this 
sense, the individual dimension of technology use is driving change: The overall 
goal expressed in this discourse is how to improve the individual experience for 
the individual user. In this sense, struggles over power are being described here: 
the goal is to empower the learner; to shift the decision-making power from the 
teacher (who can, in some of these accounts, make school unbearable, and who 
were, in other accounts, fairly irrelevant to the product design) to the learner, i.e. 
to shift power from the top to the bottom of the traditional hierarchy; this is an 
especially acute reflection on power when the learners being described are low-
income, Black or Latinx learners who have traditionally been disadvantaged in 
formal education. 

Discourse 2: School-driven change, the systemic dimension

“What has eased the process of launching your product?” I asked. “Vision”, said 
one director of professional learning and school design, “So, if you’ve got thirty 
schools, that they all understand that their superintendent or their chief academ-
ic, whoever it is, knows why they’re using it. Because then while implementation 
might look different, we’re all moving towards the same goal and we’re all com-
mitted to that same goal.” In telling me about her background before founding 
the company, one CEO told me about her experiences as a classroom teacher and 
founder of a school which became one of the top schools in the US. She attributes 
a great deal of that success to the school’s cross-school focus on analytical reading, 
academic writing and debate. When she moved on from this school to be Direc-
tor of Curriculum and Instruction for about 115 schools, she initially thought “oh, 
we’ll just do professional development and teach everyone how to do this, just like 
we did at [School X].” But in the face of so many competing demands on teach-
ers to do professional development, and the myriad challenges facing schools, es-
pecially in disadvantaged neighbourhoods, with the high proportion of students 
with English as an additional language, few resources, the threat of violence, etc. 
that was far more difficult than she had expected. She reported thinking:
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“There are just like so many problems here, how do we even begin. And so 
I was like, we can’t do this teacher by teacher, it has to be on a school level, be-
cause what I saw was that if a principal said, ‘we’re doing something’, everyone 
did it. Some people did it well, some people did it poorly, but it got done. And so 
I thought, ultimately, whatever this education technology is going to be, it has to 
be something that the school leader can use as a tool for instructional leadership, 
it has to work for many different students in many different languages, and it has 
to do something everyone sees as valuable.”

Also, when I asked this CEO what she saw as the most innovative things go-
ing on in education and technology, her response began with one district’s public 
schools which she sees as being “the most innovative and the most sophisticated in 
its school reform efforts” in the US. The innovations, she said, are “very tactical”: The 
simple ones are the ones that really work. “The most innovative things happening in 
schools are teachers rethinking how they spend their minutes in the classroom, who 
they spend them with, and what they are doing with that person. (…) And technol-
ogy is merely a tool that they are leveraging to be able to do those things.”

Several accounts in the interviews echoed this notion of rethinking how teach-
ers spend their minutes. An adaptive learning company told me that they regard 
their adaptive learning system as an aid to the teacher: “Because what it can do 
is that it can actually make sure that all the trivial knowledge that you don’t need 
a teacher to teach, a computer can handle that, and then let the teacher focus on 
the more difficult things on Bloom’s taxonomy.” This rethinking impacts on school-
wide practices, and resonates with a story told by another interview participant: 
Visiting a school the week before we spoke, she observed how teachers split a class 
into two groups. They did small group teaching with one half of the class, while the 
other students worked independently on laptops in a shared central space. These 
small practical changes are, in a way, tactical school reforms, dramatically chang-
ing how teachers work, how they interact with students, and how students interact 
with each other and themselves during their school day. 

Also, the Data Quality Campaign told me how student data was used in Wash-
ington, DC to create a report card for schools on indicators that were relevant to 
equity. Looking at the aggregate discipline data, for instance, the school system 
found that it punished African American students far more readily than white 
students. It reacted to its data by forming a task force and setting up practices to 
observe, reflect and change this systematic discrimination. “But, that’s more of an 
outlier than it hopefully will be”, my interview partner added.

In these examples, the problem to be addressed starts at the school or district 
level. If the school is to implement new tools successfully, it helps to be driven by 
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an overarching pedagogical vision. Scaling up the process of reforming one school 
to the whole school district can’t be done by individual action, but could be engi-
neered into software. Small tactical changes in practice can shift how teachers and 
students learn, educate and interact. Legislation encouraging the use of aggregate 
data from schools can push reform towards greater equity. The primary imagined 
audience in this discourse is the school: students are aggregated into a student 
body, teachers are working together for the whole school, legislation and rulings 
are for the good of all schools in a district or state, reform is related to racist dis-
crimination. This systemic dimension is driving how new software is engineered, 
how classroom practice is organized, and how conversations around student data 
unfold, and is thus driving the transformation of education. Again here, specific 
power relations are implicitly mobilized when the goal is to reform school practic-
es from outwith the school itself: schools’ current practices are seen to be problem-
atic, hindering some students from achieving their full potential. External forces, 
working on the school from beyond its walls and beyond its staff and students, can 
be used to solve these problems.

Discourse 3: Analytics-driven change, the data dimension
In one of my final interviews, I mentioned my initial thoughts for this present ar-
ticle, and suggested to my interview partner that his company enacted a “learner-
driven” discourse. “Yeah”, he said, “but I would prefer to say that we’re outcome-
driven”. Yes, in reflection and after listening/reading through his interview again, 
I see both learner-driven and analytics-driven elements. The problem to be solved 
was, in his statements, how to improve the learning experience for the individual. 
However, the way to solve the problem is by identifying outcomes, drawing on data 
to adapt the learning experience to achieve those outcomes, and using the data to 
measure success. Usage data provides transparency: “we can see what a learner is 
doing”; teachers couldn’t see that before. “When I was going to school”, he said, 
the teacher would ask, “So did you have any problems with what you’re reading 
for today?” They would look around, “No? Alright, great, let’s move on”. Because 
no-one dared to raise their hand and admit they had a problem. Now, the teacher 
can look at the data, can see where most students are struggling, and work on those 
specific issues. 

As analytics have become more important, the employment strategy of the 
large companies has shifted. Where previously an educational publisher had 
a host of editors focused on providing long-term, slow-paced support for authors 
and content, now, while authors and editors remain important, the emphasis has 
shifted to management consultants who can use analytics about the company’s 
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performance to manage change, to engineers who program the software to work 
with data, and to the ongoing fast-paced dynamics of maintaining and improving 
platforms and working with data. Where previously about 90% of investment went 
into the first stage of creating textbooks before the launch, speculated one edtech 
manager who works with change at a major educational publishing house, now 
with adaptive technologies about 50% is now spent correcting, updating, main-
taining the systems after the product has been launched. Similarly, companies are 
disinvesting in complex higher order content which is not conducive to being re-
worked as (numeric) data. In higher education, for instance, the STEM (science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics) fields, which have a tradition of using 
tests frequently, have a much higher demand for edtech products. These resources, 
which ease the teacher’s job of grading and make the student’s job of revising for 
and completing tests more enjoyable, are in far higher demand than materials for 
courses on, e.g. English literature, which “can quite simply be better with actual 
books”. Logically, a company in which “every last dollar” is going into software 
rather than books is also shifting its focus to STEM rather than literature. 

Almost all the edtech companies I spoke with present reports on their web-
sites on the measurable success attributable to their products. With math product 
X, for instance, Grade 4 students show 1.55 years growth in math competence in 
just one year; integrating literacy platform Y into classrooms closes the achieve-
ment gap for low income students by 264%, Black students by 456% and Hispan-
ic students by 749%.2 Several cooperate with universities to conduct research, 
others fund independent research on their product, and the larger companies 
invest in dedicated Research & Development units. Measurable learning suc-
cess, closing the achievement gap, and generally using data to demonstrate the 
advantage of their product over their competitors are key in this field. Whereas 
textbooks win prizes for design, sales or innovation, there are no prizes for “ef-
fectiveness”, because there is very little data available on textbooks’ impact on 
learning (cf. Jobrack, 2011: xviii). 

One COO told me his product is based on “three learning modalities”: Instruc-
tional content, i.e. “things that will help you be better at the topic”; memorizing, 
i.e. “things you need to remember”, like Pythagoras theory; and assessment, i.e. 
“things you need to be assessed on” (formative or summative). What about further 
modalities of learning such as creativity or critical thinking, I asked. Our platform 
“is not at a point that we can test you on all of that. So that’s not where we excel”, 

2  To ensure the semi-anonymity of my interview partners, I have not cited the source of these 
effectiveness studies; the figures are those quoted in the reports. 
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he replied. It excels at exams, in particular numeric exams. Similarly, although the 
Data Quality Campaign takes on a broad understanding of “data”, arguing that 
teachers have always acted on data when they have been acting on their observa-
tions of students in class, the prevailing understanding of “data” in their materials 
(see Fig. 1 above) refers to measurable, numerical, chunked items. A literacy app 
may provide space for comments, thoughts and reflections, and thus enable the 
human dimension of student-teacher interaction, but these text snippets do not 
feed into the adaptive component of the app. The texts are created within the app 
but they are not “data”. 

In this sense, data are central, and particular things count as data. The cen-
tral problem to be addressed is poor achievement on testable tasks. The issue for 
the organizations – as realized in this discourse – is how to make data visible/
actionable, and how to improve the visible data on achievement, e.g. test scores, 
years of math progress, or Lexile measures. In this discourse, the material dimen-
sion of data is driving change: creativity and creative critical appraisal cannot be 
measured, and thus do not count as data at the moment. If investment is being 
so strongly channelled into digitally manageable courses and specializations, then 
the ‘bookish’ fields – of complex creativity and critique – are seeing disinvestment. 
With the data dimension, we see the clearest realisation of an apolitical stance 
(data makes the process transparent; data is presented as neutral), yet also the most 
visible form of hard power: job losses. 

The complexities of privatization, education and learning

The previous section explored the first of the two questions guiding this article: 
What is driving change in contemporary educational media? It identified three 
(overlapping, interwoven, yet distinct) discourses: learner-driven, school-driven 
and data-driven change. In this section, I draw on these three discourses to think 
through the second question: Are new actors/technologies shaping a novel educa-
tional hegemony, and if so, what does this hegemony look like? This section sug-
gests that one guiding concept knots the three discourses together, and reflects on 
broader implications for education and today’s socio-political order. 

Many of the concerns about the new actors entering the field of education 
through media/technology products relate to their origins in private, for-profit 
companies (Apple, 2006; Ball and Youdell, 2009). Fred van Leeuwen, General Sec-
retary of Education International, captured a core dichotomy in his foreword to 
a report on Hidden Privatisation in Public Education: 
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To put it in the starkest possible way: is education about giving each child, each young man or 
woman, the opportunity to develop his or her full potential as a person and as a member of so-
ciety? Or is education to be a service sold to clients, who are considered from a young age to be 
consumers and targets for marketing? (van Leeuwen in Ball and Youdell, 2009: 3f)

This stark contrast is, however, if we look closely at the accounts given above, 
arguably too binary. My interview partners are strong advocates for educational 
equality, for supporting learners to develop their potential and achieve success in 
society. Their accounts do not see children as consumers and marketing targets. It 
is also quite clear, given current privacy regulations, that marketing is not the way 
to monetize data generated from school education. Yes, the private companies are 
oriented to making a profit – and there are deep ambivalences about for-profit ac-
tors entering public education – but the relationship between profit, students and 
potential seems more complex than van Leeuwen’s questions imply. 

Looking at the interviews, the issue is not about an either/or option (oppor-
tunity vs. marketing), but about (re-)defining the “good” of education. First, part 
of education does become a service to be sold to clients, where the clients are 
school boards, school districts, etc. rather than students. But the service aims pre-
cisely to develop a young person’s full potential as a learner. Privatization is thus 
not opposed to, but entangled with, classic conceptions of good education. Second, 
whereas there were no non-profit textbook publishers in the US before the emer-
gence of OER, some of the most successful edtech products today are produced 
by non-profit entities. These companies tend to offer their main learning product 
free, with additional professional development components offered for a fee. The 
CEO of the non-profit edtech company included in this study was very clear that 
education should be understood as a “public good” and supported by a different 
economic logic than for-profit companies can realise. Again, educational technol-
ogy is not opposed to, but entangled with, classic conceptions of good education. 

As this previous paragraph suggests, however, “learning” emerges in the inter-
views as a key word when talking about education. Most participants I spoke to are 
clear in their terminology: They are speaking about learning, rarely about educa-
tion. A theory of learning tends to be engineered into the software, where learning 
is understood as a concrete task, specific learning outcomes can be listed, measured, 
assessed, and the assessments compared to other measures (other classes, other chil-
dren or the child’s previous work), rather than theories which imagine learning as 
an open, exploratory, emancipatory and social practice. The material affordances of 
digital technology lend themselves well to thinking in terms of independent learn-
ing and measurable learning outcomes. As Gert Biesta (2013) reminds us, however, 
learning is not education. Education can be thought of as a whole complex process 
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including, but not reduced to, learning, and always involving risk: “Yes”, writes Bi-
esta, “we do educate because we want our students to learn and achieve”, but that 
does not mean that a “situation in which there is a perfect match between input’ and 
‘output’ is either possible or desirable”. Instead, there is always a “risk” in education, 
“because education is not an interaction between robots but an encounter between 
human beings” and “because students are not to be seen as objects to be moulded 
and disciplined but as subjects of action and responsibility” (Biesta, 2013: 1). Educa-
tion is not “a product to be packaged, automated, and delivered” (Veletsianos and 
Moe 2017). In digital education, a “pedagogy of uncertainty” (Britzman (2009: xi) 
retains its value, and “the mystery of what it means to teach, or to learn” has not been 
(cannot be) solved (Ross et al., 2014: 58). 

This distinction between learning and education relates to the stories above 
of dividing the task of teaching between teachers and software: In those stories, 
teachers delegate some aspects of teaching/learning to the tool, and spend more 
intense time with smaller groups of students on the other aspects of education. 
This will not always be a risky space, but the space opens the possibility for un-
expected human encounters: where teachers encourage critical reflection on the 
digital resources or where peers interact with one another; where uncertainty, risk 
and mystery are welcome; where it is about, as van Leeuwen says above, develop-
ing students’ “full potential as a person and as a member of society” rather than 
[simply] their full potential as a learner.

However, current educational policy focuses increasingly not on learning as 
a part of education, but on learning rather than education. In this sense, the fun-
damentally political questions of “what education is and should be” is being softly 
resolved in favour of learning. Driven by educational psychology, large-scale in-
ternational surveys such as the Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA), Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) or the 
International Computer and Information Literacy Study (ICILS), and national/
federal curriculum reform, attention is shifting from education to pre-defined, 
measurable and risk-free learning outcomes. My interview partners, while often 
explicitly orienting to equality and social justice, also implicitly orient to (mea-
surable) learning, and their accounts are thus intimately entangled with today’s 
general discursive shift. In this sense, the explicit political struggles noted above, 
e.g. empowering students or enacting tactics for school reform, take place on a dis-
cursive terrain in which pre-defined learning outcomes, and the ‘datafied’ learner, 
constitute the (almost) unquestioned educational hegemony. 

Before turning to how this educational hegemony is entangled with broader 
shifts in the socio-political order, I want to reflect on one specific point of contes-



Felicitas Macgilchrist98

tation: the potential roles for the teacher in digital education. Teachers, as I noted 
above, are no longer the main gatekeepers between student and media provider, 
they have been ‘backstaged’. So, a first concern is whether the widespread use of 
high quality, content-rich, interactive, adaptive technologies is turning the teacher 
into a behaviour manager. In this scenario, students work independently and in 
groups on tasks led and structured by the technological tools at their disposal. 
The students take on responsibility for their education and their learning. The 
teachers’ primary task is to keep students on task, and stop misbehaviour. This 
deprofessionalization would be a major ‘disruption’ to current educational prac-
tice. Some of the interview partners quite clearly voiced concerns about teachers’ 
competencies. They were quick to acknowledge that some teachers in schools are 
excellent, but “the majority” are performing poorly. According to this view, most 
teachers do not offer students a higher quality interaction than the software does. 
In fact, the negative impact teacher talk can have on students is eliminated if the 
software is used more frequently. This second scenario chimes with longstanding 
discussions in US education on “teacher-proofing” the curriculum (cf. Apple 2000: 
70), in which the goal is to plan a curriculum so tightly and tie it so intimately to 
textbook content, accountability or performance management, that even the most 
“incompetent” teacher can’t damage the students. A disdain for teaching as a pro-
fession – which can also be tied to gendered labour (Apple, 1986) – undergirds 
this scenario. It dominates some public conversations, but is also hotly contested. 

Or, a second scenario, does the discourse of learning (rather than education), 
which is so predominant in the interviews, position teachers as highly skilled pro-
fessionals, but nevertheless reduce education to one specific aspect, i.e. achieving 
pre-defined learning outcomes? Interactive technologies would, in this view, fi-
nally enable the teacher to take on the role of facilitator which constructivist learn-
ing theories from Piaget to Vygotsky have long been advocating. The teacher’s role 
is then primarily to guide successful, efficient, effective, engaging, active learn-
ing. The teacher – as learning resource – helps students meet the demands of the 
world as it is, but does not interrupt current common-sense, critique the digital 
technologies, or open a space for the risk of emergent responsibilities and action. 
Teaching to the test is hard to avoid in this second scenario, since the priority lies 
in achieving high test scores, good grades and measurably improved learning out-
comes. The “fiscal” reason for supporting students to learn better and achieve good 
grades is to ensure they complete the course, reducing overall drop-out rates and 
student debt. The impact of teachers on course completion and student success 
is understood as internal to learning. Other factors (economic pressures, unpaid 
care work, family responsibilities, getting enough food and water to concentrate 
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throughout the day, etc.) would not be addressed by teachers. In this sense, the 
individuality of the learner is also internal to their learning; their individual life 
situation is rarely made relevant to how the technology will work (or not work) for 
them. The three discourses outlined in the preceding section all play strongly into 
this ‘learnification’ scenario. Rather than shaping a ‘novel’ educational hegemony, 
they are strengthening a common sense (of education as learning) which has be-
come almost self-evident (and thus hegemonic) today. This hegemony undergirds 
Biesta’s concern that as the teacher’s role shifts from teacher to facilitator we “give 
up on the very idea of education” (Biesta, 2013: 46).

Third, some lines of flight flowing away from this hegemony are, however, 
also visible in the interviews. They illustrate the ongoing struggles over what 
counts as education, which are playing out, not only among educational theo-
rists, but also among edtech developers. Digital resources used in a split-class 
format, for instance, in which half the class work independently on their com-
puters/tablets with individualized learning, while the other half receive small-
group instruction with their teacher, position the teacher (and teaching) as core 
to the educational experience. These products aim to foster closer, more in-
tense, encounters among teacher and students than are currently enabled by the 
public/state school system with its large classes. They create a space in which 
risk can be welcomed, because the core of this space is one in which students 
and teachers address one another, and in which teachers or students can in-
terrupt the pre-defined learning outcomes or side-track with personally im-
portant issues; there is space in which teaching can bring “something radically 
new” (Biesta, 2013: 53) to students; in which teachers can focus on listening to 
and caring for students (Doxtdator, 2017; Prinsloo, 2016); or in which teach-
ers can bring uncomfortable and “difficult knowledge” (Britzman, 1998: 117) 
to the classroom which may lead to students producing “simply thrilling lines 
of flight” in unexpected directions (Adams St. Pierre 2008: 193). In this sense, 
digital education prefigures a new assemblage of human and non-human actors, 
since students receive individualised feedback from not only their teachers and 
peers, but also from software. Education, in this sense, is about the whole per-
son, it includes space to reflect together on the technology and to take a critical 
distance to the media being used. It enables learning not just in the medium but 
about the medium; and learning not just about a subject but from one another 
(Todd, 2003). And it enables teachers to bring something external to the learn-
ing event into the exchange. In this scenario, which was a core scenario for my 
interview partner in the non-profit company, students do more than learn, and 
the teacher is quite explicitly an educator.
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Educational hegemony: data, policy and practice 

The hegemonic understanding of education as learning is in turn entangled with 
– i.e. is constituted by and constitutes – broader shifts in the socio-political or-
der, as datafication becomes increasingly prominent across our materialdiscursive 
lives. Discussions on datafication, i.e. the representation of social life in comput-
erised data, abound in the fields of medicine, crime prevention, finance, media 
and politics (Hepp, 2016; O’Neill, 2016; Süssenguth, 2015). Datafication is linked 
to concepts such as the “quantifiable self ” and the “transparent society” and to 
an increasing (self-)surveillance in our world today (Han, 2012). Some observers 
suggest that big data is undermining democracy with the threat of an “algocracy” 
(Danaher, 2014); at the very least, algorithmic filtering is a “human rights issue” 
(Tufekci, 2014). This critique is accompanied by observations of how data play into 
the tensions among power, liberation, exploitation and struggles for equality and 
social justice (Emejulu and McGregor, 2016; Jordan, 2015). 

Given the extensive data collected during formal schooling, there is now also 
an emerging body of work on datafication in education, and how data is entangled 
with shifting socio-cultural, political, economic, historic and material orderings 
and normalisations. Datafication brings, for instance, a new logic of investment 
into everyday school practice (Thompson and Cook, 2016); data tools prefigure 
techniques of digital educational governance (Williamson, 2016); data play into 
“the surveillance and performative culture of accountability” which “both affirms, 
legitimates and seduces through discourses of quality while increasingly regulat-
ing and governing” education (Roberts-Holmes and Bradbury, 2016: 600). Data 
flows and platforms are seen here as policy instruments for controlling education, 
with significant (detrimental) impacts on teachers’ professionalization (Selwyn 
2016). Again, these studies aim to provide a necessary critical reflection of edu-
cational data practices, including the “hidden mediators” who are becoming more 
powerful (Hartung 2016). However, this focus on hegemony tends to neglect the 
accompanying lines of flight (cf. Selwyn, Henderson, and Chao, 2015). 

Concluding words

Contestation over the role of the teaching profession is, for instance, one area 
where struggles over politics, exploitation and the power to shape change become 
visible. Deciding which school practices and pedagogies should be fostered and 
implemented to achieve the promises of digital education means deciding what 
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the teacher’s role is in relation to digital technologies, in particular those data tech-
nologies which adapt to the individual learner’s needs. This paper has suggested 
that, far from claiming that technology is neutral, edtech providers often clearly 
describe how their product is participating in the “fundamentally political ques-
tions” over what counts as good education (Selwyn, 2012: 217). This includes their 
expectations of teachers, and the practices which are engineered into the products, 
i.e. the software’s socio-material-discursive affordances, the kinds of knowledge, 
interaction and action in which a product invites its users to engage. One conclu-
sion from this study is that, as these new data actors emerge, and established actors 
reorient to develop new data technologies, they aim to shape educational policy, 
practice and pedagogy in particular ways. The change they envision is driven by an 
orientation to learners, to schools and/or to data analytics. 

In sum, this paper has highlighted ways in which digital education is more 
complex than the binary option of either offering young people up to private in-
terests as consumers and marketing targets or developing their full potential as 
people and members of society. Clarifying the expectations of a society for how 
teachers can relate to technology and data in different spaces of schooling – and 
advocating for how they should relate – will shape the kinds of education and/or 
learning which young people experience in schools. Thus far, this conversation is 
only happening on the margins of public discourse on education and datafication. 
Leaving these expectations under the radar will also shape how young people ex-
perience school, since it delegates decisions on how to imagine future teacher roles 
to the educational technology developers and to the material affordances of the 
tools they are designing. 
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