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ABSTRACT

Considerable prior literature reflecting on the evolution of the field of educational technology by
numerous research experts has considered the extent of criticality within the field and found it
somewhat wanting (Bulfin, Johnson & Bigum, 2015; HaBler, Major & Hennessy, 2016; Jameson, 2013;
Latchem, 2014; Oliver, 2011, 2016; Selwyn, 2007, 2011, 2015). Challenges include considerations of
whether research findings (OECD, 2015)indicating worrying findings about the negative influence of
excessive computer usage are really being considered and taken up in research, policy and practice in
the field. This 50th Anniversary Special Section called for submissions to consider the extent to which
Selwyn and others are justified in asserting that much research in the field has engaged in 'previous
decades of technological "boosterism," hyperbole, and outright evangelism' rather than genuine
searching inquiry (Selwyn, 2015). The section considers the need for greater critical (Bulfin et al., 2015),
challenging and questioning 'e-leadership' of the field by those who are practising within it (Jameson,
2015). Prior evaluation of theoretical perspectives such as Activity Theory and theories on e-learning,
relate to this (Isssroff and Scanlon, 2002; Nichols, 2003). The paper considers the extent to which the
evidence emerging from research findings in educational technology is really engaging in a critical
way with important global issues (Selwyn, 2015) to effect a beneficial influence on education policy,
theory and practice, including, particularly, outcomes for learners. To what extent are educational
technology researchers really leading, critiquing and shaping the field?
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EDITORIAL

This 50" Anniversary BJET special section on Developing Critical and Theoretical Approaches to
Educational Technology Research and Practice aims to generate new responses to BJET Editorial Team
reflections in 2017-19 on the need for greater critical evaluation and theoretical development within
the journal and indeed the field of educational technology research. These reflections are linked not
only with editorials, reviews and articles over those years, but also with two seminars on Critical,
Theoretical (2017) and Methodological (2018) Approaches to EdTech Research co-organised by BJET
with the British Educational Research Association (BERA) Educational Technology Special Interest
Group and The Open University. In their 2017 seminar presentation, the Editors advised on the need
for greater Criticality in Reporting EdTech Research in BJET, making “...a plea for (self-)critical
examination of the contribution that research articles can make to the field”, since “research reports
need to move away from 'victory narratives’ that assume technology has a positive ‘impact’ and
provide no empirical evidence for the added value of specific technologies.” (BJET Editorial, 49:1).

The special section responds to that call, building on extensive meta-reflections and reviews of the
field and journal in this birthday anniversary year (Bodily, Leary & West, 2019; Bond, Zawacki-Richter
& Nichols, 2019; Crook, 2019). It also responds to earlier BJET special issues, such as Markauskaite &
Reimann’s 2014 Editorial: "... e-research is still in a very early stage of its development... We hope that
such discussions will continue in other issues of the journal.” (BJET Editorial, 45:3). Mindful of calls for
deeper disciplinary alignment, macro- and meso-level empirical and conceptual studies, theoretical,
methodological and more meaningful research-practice engagement (Crook, 2019), BJET sent out an
open-ended invitation for new submissions, in addition to inviting expert papers. Rather than
concentrating on critical and theoretical perspectives that relate only to one approach or part of the
field, the section adopted a broad granularity of focus on criticality and theoretical perspectives,
including emerging perspectives on ethics and scholarship. This seemed necessary while meta-field
reviews and related new sub-fields are in rapid formation. Hence this special section emphasises new
developments in critical and theoretical approaches and links between research and practice, in aiming
to contribute to the ever-renewing high quality, scholarship, content and rigour of the journal.

Research analyses on critical and theoretical approaches to educational technology have expanded in
the past several years, building on earlier critical thought within the field of technology by theorists
such as Weizenbaum (1976), Searle (1980), Turkle (1984) and Postman (1992). Selwyn (2007; 2011;
2016), Friesen (2009), Czerniewicz, (2010), Bayne (2015), Hassler, Major and Hennessy (2015), Hall
(2017), Oliver (2017), Ferreira et al., (2017), Veletsianos and Moe (2017), Castafieda and Selwyn (2018),
Bartolomé, Castaneda and Adell (2018) and Crook (2019) are amongst those making key contributions
to the challenging, increasingly vital debate in this area, not only in seminars and conferences
(BJET/OU/BERA EdTech SIG, 2017, 2018; AERA, 2018; Monash, 2019) but in special journal issues
relating to e-Research (BJET, 2014, Guest Eds. Markauskaite and Reimann) and in higher education (Int
Jnl Ed Tech in HE, 2018, Eds. Castafieda and Selwyn), in books (Bulfin, Johnson and Bigum, 2015;
Selwyn, 2015) and on Twitter (#CriticalEdTech, #AERA2018, #NotAllEdTech).

Considerable prior literature reflecting on the above evolution by research experts has analysed the
extent of criticality, scholarship and educational and other disciplinary theory within the field and
found it somewhat wanting (Bulfin, Johnson & Bigum, 2015; Crook, 2019; HaBler, Major & Hennessy,
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2016; Jameson, 2013; Latchem, 2014; Oliver, 2011, 2016; Selwyn, 2007, 2011, 2015). Challenges
include, for example, whether macro level research findings (e.g. OECD, 2015) about negative aspects
of computer usage are really being considered and taken up in research, policy and practice.

The special section therefore called for submissions to consider in a measured way the extent to which
Selwyn and others are justified in asserting that much research in the field has engaged in 'previous
decades of technological "boosterism," hyperbole, and outright evangelism' rather than genuine
searching inquiry (Selwyn, 2015). The section invited debate on whether there was a need for greater
criticality (Bulfin et al,, 2015), and more challenging, questioning macro and meso level digital
leadership of the field by those who are practising within it Jameson, 2015). Prior evaluation of
theoretical perspectives such as activity theory and theories on e-learning, for example, relate to this
(Isssroff and Scanlon, 2002; Nichols, 2003). The section therefore opens up consideration of the extent
to which the evidence emerging from research findings in educational technology is really engaging in
an informed, deeper way with important global issues (Selwyn, 2015) and educational studies (Crook,
2019) to effect a beneficial influence on education policy, theory and practice, including, particularly,
outcomes for learners. To what extent are educational technology researchers really leading, critiquing
and shaping the field? This section aims to build on that accelerating momentum of open-minded
questioning and rigorous critique encouraged by the experts above, in seeking to advance the field.

Some aspects of the above growing debate relate to sociological, socio-cultural, ideological and
ethical issues, while others focus on theoretical, methodological and epistemological factors.
Emerging research engagement in this debate has stimulated new thinking amongst educational
technology researchers in various forms, with reference to digital learning, technology enhanced
learning, learning analytics, social media, pedagogy, artificial intelligence, machine learning, open
educational resources, educational studies, post-humanist and complexity theories and sociotechnical
networking/ materiality. However, awareness of new possibilities regarding a ‘critical’, more skeptical
trend regarding atheoretical relatively data-blind techno-deterministic micro level evangelism is still
arguably nascent in the wider Ed Tech community of researchers and practitioners. There is, therefore,
arguably a need to investigate, expand and problematise this debate, more widely inviting
contributions to it, without taking anything for granted or prematurely shutting down debate.

Around fifty expressions of interest in contributing to the special section were received from
researchers in numerous countries by the Guest Editor, from which 29 articles were submitted, and
nine papers finally selected for publication, following a highly demanding single blind reviewing
process. The articles published in the special section comprise the following:

o Where is the 'theory’ within the field of educational technology research?

e Technology enhanced learning: rethinking the term, the concept and its theoretical
background

e Social scholarship revisited: Changing scholarly practices in the age of social media

e A Posthumanist Critique of Flexible Online Learning and its “Anytime Anyplace” Claims

e Ethics in educational technology research: informing participants on data sharing risks

e Technology-Mediated Learning Theory

e Integrating Games as a Means to Develop e-learning: Insights from a Psychological
Perspective

e The creation of digital artefacts as a mechanism to engage students in studying literature

e Educational Technology Research Trends in Turkey from a Critical Perspective: An Analysis of
Postgraduate Theses

Buoyant interest in this special section was demonstrated by numerous researchers: other articles of
potentially high quality were regrettably unable to make the deadline. Further opportunities for
articles with this focus are therefore highly recommended. It has been a great privilege and pleasure
to have the opportunity of working on this special section in contributing to the 50" Anniversary BJET



Birthday Celebrations and to the advancement of scholarship, research and practitioner developments
in the journal and the field.
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