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ABSTRACT
________________________________________
This thesis examines digital technologies policies designed for Australian schools and the ways
they are understood and interpreted by students, school staff, teachers, principals and policy
writers. This study explores the ways these research participant groups interpret and understand
the ‘ethical dimension’ of schools’ digital technologies policies for teaching and learning. In
this thesis the ethical dimension is considered to be a dynamic concept which encompasses
various elements including; decisions, actions, values, issues, debates, education, discourses,
and notions of right and wrong, in relation to ethics and uses of digital technologies in schools.
In this study policy is taken to mean not only written texts but discursive processes, policy
documents including national declarations, strategic plans and ‘acceptable use’ policies to
guide the use of digital technologies in schools.

The research is situated in the context of changes that have occurred in Australia and
internationally over the last decade that have seen a greater focus on the access to and use of
digital technologies in schools. In Australian school education, the attention placed on digital
technologies in schools has seen the release of policies at the national, state, territory, education
office and school levels, to guide their use. Prominent among these policies has been the Digital
Education Revolution policy, launched in 2007 and concluded in 2013.
This research aims to answers the question:
What does an investigation reveal about understandings of the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies and their implementation in school education?
The objective of this research is to examine the ethical dimension of digital technologies
policies and to interpret and understand the responses of the research participants to the issues,
silences, discourses and language, which characterise this dimension. In doing so, it is intended
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that the research can allow the participants to have a voice that, may be different to the official
discourses located in digital technologies policies.

The thesis takes a critical and interpretative approach to policies and examines the role of
digital technologies policies as discourse. Interpretative theory is utilised as it provides a
conceptual lens from which to interpret different perspectives and the implications of these in
the construction of meaning in relation to schools’ digital technologies policies. Critical theory
is used in tandem with interpretative theory as it represents a conceptual basis from which to
critique and question underlying assumptions and discourses that are associated with the ethical
dimension of schools’ digital technologies policies.

The research methods used are semi-structured interviews and policy document analysis.
Policies from the national, state, territory, education office and school level were analysed and
contribute to understanding the way the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies is
represented as a discourse. Students, school staff, teachers, principals and policy writers
participated in research interviews and their views and perspectives were canvassed in relation
to the ethical use of digital technologies and the policies that are designed to regulate their use.

The thesis presents an argument that the ethical dimension of schools’ digital technologies
policies and use is an under-researched area, and there are gaps in understanding and
knowledge in the literature which remain to be addressed. It is envisaged that the thesis can
make a meaningful contribution to understand the ways in which schools’ digital technologies
policies are understood in school contexts. It is also envisaged that the findings from the
research can inform policy development by analysing the voices and views of those in schools.
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The findings of the policy analysis revealed that there is little attention given to the ethical
dimension in digital technologies at the national level. A discourse of compliance and control
pervades digital technologies policies from the state, education office and school levels, which
reduces ethical considerations to technical, legal and regulatory requirements. The discourse is
largely instrumentalist and neglects the educative dimension of digital technologies which has
the capacity to engender their ethical use.

The findings from the interview conversations revealed that students, school staff and teachers
perceive digital technologies policies to be difficult to understand, and not relevant to their
situation and needs. They also expressed a desire to have greater consultation and participation
in the formation and enactment of digital technologies policies, and they believe they are
marginalised from these processes in their schools.

Arising from the analysis of the policies and interview conversations, an argument is presented
that in the light of the prominent role played by digital technologies and their potential for
enhancing all aspects of school education, more research is required to provide a more holistic
and richer understanding of the policies that are constructed to control and mediate their use.

v

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
___________________________________________
I would like to acknowledge all those who have travelled along the journey with me to complete
this PhD. As the research and writing of this thesis took place over eight years there were many
people involved in the process.

In 2007, I was accepted to complete a PhD with a (non-scholarship) research candidature
funded by the Australian Government. During the duration of my doctoral study, I continued
working full-time as a curriculum coordinator in two secondary schools. My continuing work
in schools provided an ongoing source of experience and ideas, which informed my research.

I would especially like to thank my principal supervisor Professor Kathryn Moyle, for her
unwavering support and guidance in the research and writing of this thesis. Her academic
expertise, experience and knowledge were invaluable in the completion of the thesis. Kathryn
also guided me in writing a conference paper and a book chapter, both of which formed part of
the research for the thesis. I would also like to thank other members of my supervisory panel,
including Associate Professor Jackie Walkington, Professor Robert Fitzgerald and Dr. Megan
Poore for their participation in my research journey. I would also like to thank the staff of the
University of Canberra, especially the library Research Assistants, who were of great assistance
in helping me locate resources.

My family have provided me with ongoing support, my wife Edilene, daughter Jessica and my
parents Peter and Pat. I would also like to thank friends and work colleagues who have
supported and encouraged me over the years. My research has also benefitted from discussions
with other doctoral candidates especially John.
ix

I would also like to acknowledge and thank all those who agreed to participate in the research
for this thesis, the students, school support staff, teachers, principals and policy writers.
Without their participation, this research would not have been possible.

x

CONTENTS
________________________________________
TITLE PAGE
ABSTRACT
CERTIFICATE OF AUTHORSHIP OF THESIS
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
CONTENTS
ABBREVIATIONS
LIST OF TABLES
GLOSSARY

i
iii
vii
ix
xi
xxiii
xxv
xxvii

CHAPTER ONE: A JOURNEY INTO UNDEREXPLORED TERRAIN
Introduction

1

Research focus

4

Research aims

4

Contribution to knowledge about participant voice

5

Research context

6

The concept of ‘policy’

7

The concept of digital technologies

8

The concept of the ethical dimension

9

Positioning the research

10

The theoretical orientation

10

Critical theory

11

Interpretative theory

12

Implications of theory

13

The study of ethics

14

Justification for the research

15

xi

Policy restrictions on students’ use of digital technology

15

Gaps in understanding

16

Lack of attention to participant voice

17

Predominant focus on pedagogy, technical concerns and curriculum

17

Thesis structure

19

___________________________________________________________________

CHAPTER TWO: CONTEXT FOR THE RESEARCH
Introduction

25

School education in Australia

30

School education in the Australian Capital Territory

32

Schools digital technologies: international context

34

Policy context for digital technologies in Australian school education

35

Legislative context

38

Historical development of national policies

39

National digital technologies policies and ethics

40

New South Wales school sector digital technologies policies

46

Australian Capital Territory school sector digital technologies policies

47

School level digital technologies policies

49

Summary

50

___________________________________________________________________________

CHAPTER THREE: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction

53

Digital technologies

55

School education and digital technologies

58

xii

Currents in the literature

60

Digital technologies in teaching and learning

60

Qualitative literature

61

Large scale quantitative research

62

Critical theory literature

62

Australian literature

63

Identifying dilemmas

63

Pedagogy and literacy

64

Literature on ethics and digital technologies

65

Openings

65

International literature
Critiques
Gaps, silences, limitations and opportunities
Neglect of ethics and participant voice
Key concepts in the research

66
66
68
69
71

Ethics

71

Ethics, morality, values and attitudes

72

Ethics and reflection on life – ‘phronesis’

74

Ethics in practice

75

Digital technologies and ethics

76

Ethical issues, debates and controversies

79

Education to promote the ethical use of digital technologies

81

Policy

86

Policy as text

86

xiii

Policy processes and contestation

87

Policy and discourse

88

‘Steering at a distance’

90

School policies and digital technologies

92

Policy and the ethical dimension

96

Trust, fear, risk and ‘moral panic’

98

Compliance and control

103

Summary

105

________________________________________________________________

CHAPTER FOUR: THEORETICAL CONTEXT
Introduction

107

Research theory

109

Selection of theoretical perspectives for the research

110

Rejection of positivism

111

Interpretative theory

114

The joint construction of meaning in interpretative research

116

Hermeneutics and interpretation

117

Hermeneutics, language and discourse

119

Hermeneutic interpretative analysis

120

Critical theory

121

Power and ideology

123

Language in critical theory

125

Pedagogy and critical theory

126

Critical theory and digital technologies

128

The intersection of interpretative and critical theories

129
xiv

The interface of ethics with critical and interpretative theories

131

Determinism and digital technologies

132

Summary

133

________________________________________________
CHAPTER FIVE: METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES,
CONCEPTS AND CONSIDERATIONS
Introduction

135

Truthfulness and reliability in research

136

The ‘self’ and reflexivity in research

137

The role of reflexivity in the selection of research methods

139

Positioning myself in the research

140

My own story (disclosure)

141

Participant voice

142

Agency

143

Challenges to power and control

145

Understandings of language in digital technologies policies

148

Summary

151

_____________________________________________________________________

CHAPTER SIX: METHODOLOGY: DESIGN, PROCEDURES
AND ANALYSIS
Introduction

153

Theory and the research methodology

154

Research design

155

Selection of policies

156

xv

Policy analysis
Reading policies

157
159

The selection of interview conversations as a research method

161

Using interview conversations for data collection

162

Meaning in interview conversations

163

The semi-structured interview approach

165

Interview questions

165

Selection of research participants

166

School contexts

167

Students

168

School staff, teachers and principals

168

Policy writers

169

Parents and guardians

170

Ethical procedures in the research

170

Power relations in the interview conversations

171

Research protocols

173

Procedures for the data collection

175

Timeframe

175

Recruitment process

176

Processes for the interview conversations (data collection)

177

The interview conversations (questioning techniques)

179

Post interview phase

181

Transcription

181

Participant checks

183

Analysis of the interview data

183

xvi

Coding and categorising

185

Synthesis of the analysis

186

Summary

189

___________________________________________________________________________

CHAPTER SEVEN:
ANALYSIS

FINDINGS

FROM

THE

POLICY

Introduction

191

National digital technologies policies

193

Ethical standards for teachers

194

Ethics in the curriculum

196

A framework for using digital technologies in schools

196

New South Wales school policies

200

Australian Capital Territory school policies

202

Canberra Goulburn Catholic Education Office school policies

204

Key terms

205

Schools policies

206

‘Acceptable use’ policies

207

Analysis of school ‘acceptable use’ policies

209

Summary

211

__________________________________________________________________________

CHAPTER EIGHT: MEANINGS ASCRIBED TO DIGITAL
TECHNOLOGIES: LANGUAGE, POLICIES, AND
POSSIBILITIES FOR PARTICIPATION
Introduction

215

Participants’ understandings of language in digital technologies policies

216

xvii

Ways of understandings and policy language

217

Difficulties in understanding

220

Technical and legal language in policies

222

Differences in terminology

226

Symbolic aspects of policy language

226

Review

228

Participants’ understandings of digital technologies policies

229

The purpose of ‘acceptable use’ policies

231

Participants’ perspectives on the ethical dimension of policy

235

Consent and agreement

236

Local and centralised policy production

238

Students’ perspectives on policy content and authorship

242

Context, culture and location

244

Policy writers’ perspectives

245

Policy authorship and control

247

Surveillance and monitoring approaches in policy

247

Communicating and implementing policy

252

Students’ perspectives on ‘acceptable use’ policies

258

Trust

260

A technicist discourse

262

Policy considerations and the ethical dimension

263

Review

267

Participation and consultation concerning digital technologies policies

269

Key themes

270

Levels of participation and consultation

271

xviii

Prospects and challenges

273

Participants’ agency

275

Enhancing involvement

277

Review

281

Summary

282

___________________________________________________________________________

CHAPTER NINE: UNDERSTANDINGS OF ISSUES AND
EDUCATION RELATED TO THE ETHICAL DIMENSION
Introduction

283

Participants’ understandings of the ethical dimension

284

Email

285
Email interpretations and misunderstandings

287

Breaches of privacy using digital technologies

290

Spreading of gossip and rumour

292

Attempts to control misconduct

294

Breaches of security

297

Fear and ‘moral panic’

300

Cyber bullying and social networking Internet sites

302

Approaches to dealing with ethical issues

305

The law and degrees of responsibility

306

Review

309

Participants’ perspectives on blocking and filtering policy in schools

310

The ineffectiveness of blocking and filtering polices

312

Policies about blocking filtering in schools: critiques and suggestions

314

Calibration and responsiveness

316
xix

Blocking and filtering impeding educational inquiry

319

Lack of trust and responsibility

321

Review

324

School education and the ethical dimension of policies

324

Understandings of the place of education in digital technologies

326

Students’ understandings of education about the ethical dimension

331

Review

332

Summary

333

___________________________________________________________________________

CHAPTER TEN: CONCLUSIONS
Introduction

335

The ethical dimension

336

Policy understandings

338

Understandings of digital technologies policies discourses

340

Responses to power and authority

344

Participation

345

Greater recognition of participants’ voices

347

The role of education

347

Implications for further research

348

Building a research field

349

Some ways forward

350

Summary

351

___________________________________________________________________________

xx

REFERENCE LIST

355

PUBLICATIONS AND CONFERENCE PAPERS

385

APPENDIX ONE

387

xxi

ABBREVIATIONS
____________________________________________
ABC

Australian Broadcasting Commission

ABS

Australian Bureau of Statistics

ACARA

Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority

ACER

Australian Council for Educational Research

ACMA

Australian Communications and Media Authority

ACT

Australian Capital Territory

ACTDET

Australian Capital Territory Department of Education and Training

ACTETD

Australian Capital Territory Education and Training Directorate

AG

Australian Government

AITSL

Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership

ANAO

Australian National Audit Office

BBC

British Broadcasting Commission

BECTA

British Educational and Communications Technology Agency

CGCEO

Canberra and Goulburn Catholic Education Office

COAG

Council of Australian Governments

DoE

Department of Education

DEEWR

Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations

DER

Digital Education Revolution

ESA

Education Services Australia

ICT

Information Communication Technology

ISCA

Independent Schools Council of Australia

IT

Information Technology, can also be the name of the subject at school

xxiii

MCEECDYA

Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and
Youth Affairs

MCEETYA

Ministerial Council for Education, Employment, Training and Youth
Affairs

NCEC

National Catholic Education Commission

NCU

National Copyright Unit

NSW

New South Wales

NSWDEC

New South Wales Department of Education and Communities

NSWDET

New South Wales Department of Education and Training

OECD

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development

PISA

Programme for International Student Assessment

SCEO

Sydney Catholic Education Office

SCSEEC

Standing Council on School Education and Early Childhood

UNESCO

United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation

WEF

World Economic Forum

xxiv

LIST OF TABLES
Table One -

National policies

29

Table Two -

State and territory education department and education office policies

30

Table Three -

School policies

30

Table Four -

Research participants

167

xxv

GLOSSARY
___________________________
This glossary is intended to explain the meaning of some of the terms and phrases used in the
thesis. I recognise that there are other interpretations that can be applied to these terms, but for
the purpose of this thesis, these terms are being used in the ways outlined below.

‘Acceptable use’ policy
A school policy which prescribes what is considered to be ‘acceptable’ and ‘correct’ behaviour
in regard to specific events or the use of school equipment, including digital technologies.
Students, teachers, school staff, and in some cases parents are required to give their consent to
the content of these policies, and are usually required to sign them.

Blogs / Blogging
A Blog is a personal Internet site or page on which individuals can post opinions, comments
and responses to issues. Blogging is the act of participating in online discussions by posting
comments opinions and responses to a blog site or page on the Internet.

Bring your own device
A school policy which permits students, teachers and school staff to bring their own digital
technologies devices such as smartphones, iPads and laptops, to school for the purpose of using
them to facilitate and enhance educational endeavours. In some cases, the digital technologies
devices, which are brought to school by students, teachers and school staff, may be used to
access and use school databases and networks.
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Cyber-bullying
An act of bullying that can take the form of harassment, humiliation or targeting someone by
using digital technologies. This can involve sending messages of an intimidating or threatening
nature via the Internet.

Digital technologies
Digital technologies encompass a range of technologies, including computers, computer
software, hardware and related peripherals such as data projectors, mobile phones, television,
DVD, video, and interactive whiteboards. The term ‘digital technologies’, in this study, refers
to their use in relation to teaching and learning or in supporting these areas, other uses of digital
technologies in schools are not focused on in this study. Digital technologies are also implicated
in social relationships and cultural understandings.

Digital literacy
The capacity to understand, use, interpret, and create information in multiple formats from a
range of sources in a digital environment. The term also refers to being able to manipulate and
reproduce information and images using digital technologies.

Macro policy
The term ‘macro’ level refers to policies from government education departments and
educational bodies that operate at regional, state or national levels.

Micro policy
The term ‘micro’ is applied to policies which come from schools.
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MP3 Player
A portable consumer electronic device or computer program that supports MP3 audio format
and allows for the storage and the sharing of MP3 audio files.

Netiquette
The combination of two words Net from (Internet) and etiquette that refers to notions of
manners and politeness. Netiquette is expressed through codes, customs, rules and guidelines,
which are designed to guide interactions using the Internet. The aim of netiquette is to maintain
‘respectful’ and ‘civil’ forms of Internet communication and to avoid any style of
communication that can cause frustration, annoyance or offence.

Participant voice
The concept of participant voice gives attention to the participants in research to express their
views and understandings, and to explore the meanings and significance of their perspectives.

Research participants
In this study there are five groups who participated in the research. They are
Students from secondary schools in years 11 and 12, in the ACT.
Teachers both full time and part-time, in the ACT.
School staff those employed in non-teaching capacities in schools, including the areas of
administration, finance, libraries and technical support in the ACT.
Principals and an assistant principal who are school leaders in the ACT.
Policy writers drawn from the Australian Government, a territory education department and a
Catholic education office.
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Sexting
A practice involving the use of mobile phones or other forms of digital technologies to transmit
an image taken by a person of themselves or someone else in a semi-naked or naked state, or
involving an action of a sexual nature.

Social media
Internet sites and applications that enable people to share content, participate in social
communication and networking. Some of the more well-known social media Internet sites
include YouTube, Facebook and Twitter.

Social networking
A means of social communication using Internet sites, which usually involving sending and
receiving messages in the form of written text and images.

Web conferencing
A service that allows for interactive conferencing, meetings, and presentations in real time via
the Internet. Web conferencing facilitates connectivity through the Internet, which allows for
visual and audio interaction between those in locations remote from each other.
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