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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.
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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.

xxvii

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.

xxviii

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.

xxix

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.

xxx

CHAPTER ONE: A JOURNEY INTO UNDEREXPLORED
TERRAIN

Introduction
This thesis investigates the ‘ethical dimension’ of policies constructed to guide the use of
digital technologies in teaching and learning in Australian school education. It can be
conceptualised as a journey through largely underexplored terrain. The journey is conducted
by traversing the landscape of digital technologies policies in Australian school education, and
by listening to the voices of those in schools about the ethical understandings and issues which
compose the ‘ethical dimension’ in digital technologies policies. It is a journey that is
conducted within a theoretical framework which is used to structure the analysis of school
digital technologies policies. It is informed by a robust methodological approach to guide and
make sense of the research findings.

The thesis examines how ethical issues are represented, understood and mediated as forms of
education policy discourse, described here as the ‘ethical dimension’ of the policies.
Furthermore, consideration is given to the implications of these understandings for current and
future school education digital technologies policy development. This research aims for a richer
and holistic understanding of how digital technologies policies concerning the ethical
dimension are implemented, by taking into account the perspectives of those who work and
study in schools.

This research sought to engage in interpretative and critical analysis of policies about the
ethical use of digital technologies in teaching and learning, by exploring and challenging the
discourses located in the policies and how these are enacted. The analysis used critical and
1

interpretative theory and the work of key theorists in these fields. Interpretative theorists whose
work was utilised included Gadamer (1976, 1989), Herda (1999), Kvale and Brinkmann (2009)
and Ricoeur (1974, 1976, 1981, 1991). Critical theorists whose work was drawn upon included
Giroux (1981, 1983, 2010), Marcuse (1964), and Habermas (1979, 1987).

The research involved an examination of policy meanings both intended and unintended, which
are mediated between different levels within school education. A particular focus of the
research involved several interrelated fields all pertaining to digital technologies in teaching
and learning. These fields are school education, policy, participant voice and ethics. The fields
form the key conceptual platform of the study which is the ethical dimension. The research
process involved examining the fields in relationship to each other and in the context of
secondary school education.

The central question posed by this thesis is as follows:
1. What does an investigation reveal about understandings of the ethical dimension of
digital technologies policies and their implementation in school education?
This question is addressed in the study by an examination of policy texts from different levels
in Australian school education, and from the findings from semi-structured interviews with
students, school staff, teachers, principals and policy writers. The research question aimed to
address gaps and silences in the field of digital technologies and the ethical dimension in
Australian school education and explore different understandings. The gaps and limitations in
the literature are discussed in Chapter Three.

Along with the principal research question, three other questions were identified for this study.
These are:
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2. What are the understandings and concerns of those in schools regarding digital
technologies policies?
3. What are the implications arising from research participants’ understandings of the
ethical dimension of digital technologies policies and their implementation?
4. What is the nature of the discourses located in the ethical dimension of schools’ digital
technologies policies, and how do research participants’ perspectives interact with
these discourses?
These questions are not mutually exclusive; they are intended to provide a framework of
inquiry, which serves to structure the focus of the research. The questions are intended to serve
as specific focus points of investigation which contribute to addressing question one, the
principal research question of the thesis.

Question two is intended to examine issues about centralised and local policy production,
participation and consultation in policy, agency and understandings of language in digital
technologies policies. Question three is intended to engage with the interpretations and
understandings of ethical issues and behaviours related to digital technologies in schools and
how policies address, or fail to address these issues. This question also aimed to elicit
discussion about the role school education and awareness can play in engendering ethical
behaviour with digital technologies. Question four involves examining pervasive discourses
associated with the digital technologies policies and the language used to construct them. This
question is also concerned with exploring how participants interpret and respond to these
discourses

related

to

the

ethical

dimension

of

digital

technologies

policies.
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Research focus
It is digital technologies policies and the voices of students, non-teaching school staff, teachers,
principals and policy writers, and their understandings of the ethical dimension of these
policies, which have been of primary interest in this research. The fields which compose the
ethical dimension, provide lenses through which to explore knowledge and understandings
regarding the research questions. It is intended that this study contribute to knowledge
regarding the uniqueness, complexities and subtleties involved in the interpretation of school
education digital technologies policies and the responses and understandings that emerge in
relation to these policies from those in schools.

This study takes secondary schools located in the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) as sites
of research from which to explore the perspectives of students, teachers, school staff, principals
and policy makers. To examine participants’ understandings, semi-structured interviews were
conducted with the participant groups: students, school staff, teachers, principals and policy
writers. The research participants were selected from three secondary schools two public and
one private (Catholic) in the ACT. The policy writers interviewed were from a Catholic
education office, the ACT Department of Education, and the Australian Government. The
analysis of interview conversations utilised critical and interpretative theories. This approach
offered rich insights into the unique experiences and perceptions of research participants in
regard to the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies and use.

Research aims
The research aims to broaden understanding regarding the ways digital technologies policies
are comprehended and transformed into forms of discourse by those in schools. Another aim
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is to establish a space which examines the voices of school staff, teachers, students, principals
and policy writers in conversations about digital technologies in schools.

The study conducted from 2007 to 2015 engaged in critical and interpretative analysis
regarding schools’ digital technologies policies. The study focused on the relationships
between policy, ethics and digital technologies in schools by analysing policies at the national,
state, territory, education office and school level. These policies were analysed with the aim of
identifying pervasive themes and discourses connected to the ethical dimension.

Contribution to knowledge about participant voice
The study aims to make a substantive contribution to the small but emerging body of literature
both in Australia and internationally devoted to participant voice (students, teachers, school
staff and principals), and interpretations of the policies used to guide teaching and learning
with digital technologies in schools (see for example Garrison & Bromley 2004; Hope 2005;
Li 2007c; Moyle & Owen 2009; Neal 2005; Selwyn 2007; Reid 2009). From a determinist
perspective members of schools are viewed as having a passive role in relation to digital
technologies policy formation, consultation and implementation. The positioning of those in
schools in a passive role is challenged by eliciting the voices of those in schools concerning
opportunities for their participation and agency in the construction of the ethical dimension of
digital technologies policies. Participants’ perspectives and understandings can also have
implications for considering the utility and relevance of digital technologies policies which
address the ethical dimension.

The identification and analysis of discourses located in digital technologies policies is a major
objective of the policy analysis conducted in this study. Following on from the policy analysis,
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the nature of these discourses is further explored in the interview conversations by examining
the research participants’ engagement and appraisal of them, through a process of reflection
and dialogue based on their experiences.

Research context
This research is set in the context of changes that have occurred in Australian schools over the
last decade in the provision and integration of digital technologies into teaching and learning.
This thesis examined under-researched spaces, by investigating the perspectives and
experiences of the participant groups, school students, school staff, teachers, principals and
policy writers. Through the Digital Education Revolution (DER) policy there has been
substantial provision and integration of digital technologies in Australian schools. The policy
was launched in 2007 by the Australian Labor Party, and continued by successive Labor
Governments (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR)
2011; Rudd, Smith & Conroy 2007). The purpose of the DER was to provide increased access
to digital technologies in the form of computers to Australian secondary school students to
improve their educational outcomes and in so doing to contribute to the nation’s economic
development (DEEWR) 2011; Rudd, Smith & Conroy 2007). National declarations such as
the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians (2008) prioritise the
use of digital technologies for all learning areas (Ministerial Council for Education,
Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) 2008). As digital technologies have
become widespread and integrated into school education, there is a challenge to understand the
policies that are designed to guide their provision and use (Bosco 2010; White 2008).

During the roll-out of the DER, digital technologies had a high profile in the landscape of
contemporary school education in Australia (Buchanan 2011; Reid 2009). The call for greater
6

integration and use of digital technologies in schools has required greater strategic and
logistical planning in secondary schools (DEEWR 2008). More research on the influence and
nature of policy development regarding digital technologies in schools can assist in
understanding the policy changes brought about by the DER (Arthur 2013; Buchanan 2011).
Likewise, there has been little research which reflects on the experiences of school members
in regard to the ethical dimension of digital technologies use since the inception of the DER or
since its conclusion (Buchanan 2011).

In recent years the role of ethics in the use of digital technologies has been identified in national
policies. One of the professional Standards for teachers which the state and territory Ministers
of Education have ratified in the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers is Standard 4
‘Create and maintain supportive and safe learning environments’, Focus Area 4.5 for this
Standard is – ‘Use ICT safely, responsibly and ethically’ (Australian Institute of Teaching and
School Leadership (AITSL) 2012). Likewise in the Australian Curriculum, ‘Ethical
Understanding’ is one of the seven General Capabilities embedded into the English,
Mathematics, Science, History and Geography curriculum documents (Australian Curriculum,
Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) 2013). The General Capabilities are intended
to inform, enrich and add depth to learning areas, though they are represented to different
degrees in each subject (ACARA 2013).

The concept of ‘policy’
The concept of ‘policy’ in this thesis recognises that policies take a number of forms, including
text, discourse and official statements representing the State, enacted through institutions such
as education offices and schools (Ball 1993; Taylor, Rizmi, Lingard & Henry 1997). As will
be elaborated in Chapter Three, ‘policy’ is a complex, dynamic and contested concept, and can
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be subjected to different readings and interpretations (Bell & Stevenson 2006; Ozga 2000). The
concept of policy can also be viewed as an evolving process which continues on after the policy
has been written. Policy production and discourses are integral components of policy meanings
and interpretations of them (Ball 1993). Reading and interpreting education policies draws
attention to examining the ideological implications about what is being conveyed by digital
technologies policy discourses (Apple 2004; Ball 1993; Reid 1999). Discourse and language
are crucial to understanding the nature of digital technologies policies, which will be examined
in Chapter Three.

The concept of digital technologies
In this thesis, the concept of digital technologies encompasses a range of technologies,
including computers, computer software and related peripherals such as data projectors,
mobile telephones, television, DVD, video and interactive whiteboards. These digital
technologies are commonly based on computer-based systems, computer hardware and
software applications which can be used to store, manipulate, produce and disseminate
information (Johnson, Adams & Cummins 2012; Selwyn 2011). Digital technologies are more
than artifacts and machines though; they are embedded in social relationships and
understandings, and are created by people (Kritt & Winegar 2007). 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. This thesis does not focus directly on the functional and technical capacities of digital
technologies. Technical concerns are considered only in relation to the way they may impinge
on the policy, ethical and educational concerns of the study. Chapter Three presents a more
comprehensive discussion of digital technologies related to the school education context in
which they are located.
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The concept of the ethical dimension
The concept of the ethical dimension serves to provide a platform for framing and guiding the
research and analysis in this study. Following a hermeneutic approach the concept is not
monolithic but holistic and is intended to incorporate the fields of digital technologies use,
participant voice, policies and ethics. The ethical dimension acts as a lens to examine the interrelationship between the aforementioned fields and to reveal understandings of them. The
concept also serves as a reference point from which to interpret, analyse and construct meaning
in relation to digital technologies policies for teaching and learning in schools.

The ethical dimension is located in digital technologies policies written for schools and in the
interview conversations with research participants. The ethical dimension in the interview
conversations is expressed in statements by participants about values, ideas, experiences,
reflections, issues, expectations and behaviour involving ethics and the use of digital
technologies in schools. The ethical dimension in policies is located in statements about
objectives, values, issues, expectations and policy measures which relate to ethics and the use
of digital technologies. Specifically, these statements (in the interview conversations and
policies) refer to what those in schools should or should not do when using digital technologies
when there are ethical implications involved. For example, ascribing notions of right and wrong
behaviour in regard to accessing certain content on the Internet, blocking and filtering of the
Internet, and the use of email and social networking sites.

The ethical dimension is a concept which encompasses various elements including; decisions
and actions, values, issues, debates, education, discourses, and notions of right and wrong in
relation to ethics and uses of digital technologies in schools. The ethical dimension is
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underpinned by and embedded in teaching and learning in schools. The ethical dimension of
digital technologies policies is conceived of as a multi-faceted conceptual space structured by
the elements identified above which provide research pathways from which to address the
research questions.

Positioning the research
Ethical issues associated with the use of digital technologies have been of concern in Australia
and internationally. This research places an emphasis on the intersection of policies and ethical
concerns related to digital technologies. Ethical principles, issues, and debates are of interest
in this thesis, in the way they intersect and are reflected in (or are missing from) school digital
technologies policies. These concerns include cyber-bullying; accessing content of a violent or
sexual nature on the Internet; the use of mobile phones to film and photograph incidents and
then transmit them to a wider audience and abuses on social media (Byron 2008; Macpherson
2013). Research studies from the United Kingdom and Australia have identified a concern
regarding the way the aforementioned issues have involved school-aged children, particularly
adolescents and the role of media commentaries (Byron 2008; Macpherson 2013).

The theoretical orientation
The interpretative (hermeneutic) and critical theories utilised in this thesis provide conceptual
lenses from which to engage with the construction of meaning in relation to the nature of digital
technologies policies discourses in schools. Moreover, for the purpose of this thesis these
theories have enabled analysis of understandings of the structures, actions, policy processes,
ethical issues and the power relations that characterise the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies.
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Critical and interpretative theories were employed to analyse and interpret the data from the
interview conversations (which took the form of semi-structured interviews) and digital
technologies policy documents. These theories are suited to an exploration of the dynamics of
power relations, language and discourse in regard to the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies. Having insights into the role of power, discourse and language was
useful in gaining an understanding of policy meanings and interpretations. The research
methodology is principally informed by Herda (1999), Kvale and Brinkman (2009), Mishler
(1991) and Scott and Usher (2011). These authors discuss the nature of interview conversations
and the role of the researcher and participants in research.

Critical theory
Critical theory is an intellectual tradition which emerged in Europe in the early 20th century,
and was informed by Marxist and socialist ideas of the 19th century (Rush 2004). Critical theory
has developed and expanded to include a wider group of writers who are not part of the
Frankfurt School yet can be identified as critical theorists by the themes, approaches and
critiques they employ (Rush 2004). Critical theorists question the nature of social relations and
the operation of power and control through social institutions including schools (Macey 2000;
Scott & Usher 2011). Critical theory is also concerned with revealing and challenging dominant
ideologies and hidden agendas which can function to suppress freedom and access to
knowledge (Preston 2004; Scott & Usher 2011). Critical theory also questions assumptions and
values implicit in the normalisation of prevailing and pervasive discourses related to the use of
digital technologies in schools (Deetz 2005; Rush 2004). Critical theory is well suited to
investigate themes of power, control, compliance and surveillance in relation to digital
technologies policies in schools, as these concepts are well established in critical theory
literature (Apple 1995, 2002; Rush 2004; Scott & Usher 2011).
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Critical theory can also be used to show how students and others in schools can use digital
technologies in subversive or unintended ways which deviate from policy guidelines (Selwyn
2011; Webster 2005). The themes of resistance and conformity to institutional regulations are
examined by drawing upon the arguments of authors such as Giroux (1981, 1983, 2010).
Habermas (1979, 1987) and Marcuse (1964). The works of Apple (1995, 2002, 2004), Bromley
(1998) and Selwyn (2007, 2011, 2014) were also utilised as they offer critiques of digital
technologies from a theoretical perspective. A more comprehensive discussion of the nature of
critical theory and its place in this research is provided in Chapter Four.

Interpretative theory
Along with critical theory, interpretative theory has been employed in this thesis as it provides
an advantageous conceptual framework from which to gain an understanding of the ways in
which digital technologies policies are understood in schools. Interpretative theory is a
philosophical and research tradition, which has its origins in ancient Greek philosophy.
Interpretative theory focuses on the construction of meaning in ‘everyday’ situations through
investigating and interpreting social relations and practices within cultural contexts (Scott &
Usher 2011; Smith 2000). That is, from an interpretive research perspective, actions,
relationships and policy discourses can be interpreted to build knowledge and understandings
of the social world, and these understandings may be multiple and varied in nature (Scott &
Usher 2011).

Interpretative theory provides a useful conceptual basis from which to examine meaning,
particularly in discursive forms including policies. Hermeneutic analysis is a form of
interpretative theory which enables meaningful and holistic understandings of policy language
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and interview conversations by highlighting their discursive features (Gadamer 1976, 1989;
Herda 1999; Kvale & Brinkmann 2009; Scott & Usher 2011). Employing interpretative theory
is also worthwhile given digital technologies represent sites ‘for interactions between and
within groups of teachers and learners that are centered on issues of negotiation, meaningmaking and identity formation’ (Selwyn 2011, p. 103).

In this research the interview

conversations conducted were aimed to produce meaning by establishing processes of
constructive collaboration between the participants and the researcher. The work of
interpretative theorists Gadamer (1976, 1989), Herda (1999), Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) and
Ricoeur (1981, 1991) is used in this thesis to inform the research process and will be discussed
in more detail in Chapter Four.

A theorist whose work is drawn upon for understanding and interpreting policy texts and
discourses is Ball (1990; 1993; 1994), whose work on policy has been influenced by Foucault
(1973; 1974; 1979). The writings of Bell and Stevenson (2006), Lingard (1996; 2014), Ozga
(2000) and Taylor (2004) are also employed to furnish understandings of policy theory and
analysis which informs the research approach; their ideas are explored in Chapter Three.

Implications of theory
Critical and interpretative theories are complementary in certain respects, however, it is
acknowledged that utilising both of these theories is not without some challenges and issues.
Theorists such as Herda (1999) have fruitfully integrated critical, hermeneutic and narrative
theory to form a research approach, by focussing on their mutual strengths and areas of concern.
During the research, analysis and writing of this thesis elements of critical and interpretative
theory were integrated to build conceptual and theoretical understandings and to interrogate
the discourses underpinning digital technologies policies. Starratt (1994) for example asserts
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that an ethic of schooling can begin with critiques of the bureaucratic context of schools and
the manner in which bureaucratic tendencies reinforce the status quo. Both critical and
interpretative theory can assist with constructing understandings and critiques of existing
patterns of control and regulation, which can characterise policy approaches to the ethical
dimension of digital technologies.

Both critical and interpretative theories reject a positivist research orientation and complement
each other in their orientation to exploring language, discourse and school contexts as
productive research pathways (Scott & Usher 2011). The methodological framework used to
conduct the research reflects theoretical, epistemological and ontological assumptions,
stemming from critical and interpretative perspectives. Critical and interpretative analysis
provides suitable theoretical platforms from which to address the principal thesis question and
the three other related questions identified earlier in the Chapter.
What does an investigation reveal about understandings of the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies and their implementation in school education?

The study of ethics
The study of ethics in this thesis concerns notions of right and wrong uses in digital
technologies policies designed for school education. In ethics, notions of right and wrong are
based on value systems, notions of goodness, truth and fairness which influence behaviours
and choices in life (Audi 1995; Mackie 1977). For this research the construction of ethical
perspectives is of importance for understanding the different views in relation to the ethical
issues encountered in the way policies propose the use of digital technologies in teaching and
learning. The analysis of ethics encompasses notions of power and responsibility, as well as
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the dynamics between policy and practice (Christie 2005; Dewey 1964; Facer 2011; Starratt
1994).

The work of American theorist Dewey (1938; 1964) is drawn on to elucidate the links between
education and ethics. Dewey advocated that ethics was an important subject for students to
understand and integrate into their learning practices (Dewey 1938, 1964). His work provides
pertinent theories and ideas which link ethics with teaching and learning in schools. Other
authors whose writing on ethics is of relevance in this study are Aristotle (1941; 2013), Facer
(2011), Floridi (2010), Mackie (1977) and Starratt (1994). The field of ethics will be examined
in detail in Chapter Three of the thesis.

Justification for the research
There are salient reasons to investigate digital technologies policies designed for schools both
in Australia and internationally. These reasons include the policy restrictions placed on
students’ use of digital technologies, the small amount of research focused on the ethical
dimension of digital technologies policies and the deficits in understandings about the ways
these policies are understood by those in schools. There is only a small amount of literature
addressing the participant voice and the role of education concerning the ethical dimension of
digital technologies policies. While research on the ethical dimension in policies has been
neglected there has been a major emphasis on the pedagogical, technical and curriculum
aspects of digital technologies policies.

Policy restrictions on students’ use of digital technologies
While digital technologies are being used in school settings, research suggests that there is a
disconnect between students’ lives outside of school and the school regulations (Garrison &
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Bromley 2004; Geer & Sweeney 2012; Project Tomorrow 2012, 2014). School students use
digital technologies in different ways outside of school settings and are often regarded and
acknowledged as having considerable familiarity and well-developed skills which allow them
to use digital technologies in adept and creative ways (Facer 2011; Geer & Sweeney 2012;
Project Tomorrow 2012; Punie, Zinnbauer & Cabrera 2006). In schools, students’ access to
and opportunities to use digital technologies can be controlled and restricted in different ways
including by policies which are designed to regulate their use in teaching and learning.

Gaps in understandings
The research questions identified for this thesis have been identified partly in response to the
small amount of research in Australian school education which explores how members of
schools understand and respond to digital technologies policies. There is also a deficit in
research regarding perspectives about the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies in
schools. More investigation and analysis is required to build a knowledge base from which to
gain an informed understanding about these areas. This thesis aims to make a contribution to
greater understanding of the ways in which ethical issues are presented in digital technologies
policies for Australian schools and the ways the issues are understood by the participant groups.

Despite the use of digital technologies in schools and awareness of ethical issues associated
with them, there is not a depth of published work about the interfaces between the ethical
dimension and policies relating to the use of digital technologies in schools for teaching and
learning. The ethical dimension of digital technologies policies in Australian school education
requires further research to gain a contextual and nuanced understanding, and to give voice to
the views of participants in schools regarding the nature of these policies. This thesis has aimed
to address this gap.
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Lack of attention to participant voice
Little consideration has been given to how students, school staff and teachers perceive and
understand the ethical dilemmas involved in digital technologies policies, or how they can
participate in constructive measures to take ownership and greater control of situations
involving ethical choices (Khan & Friedman 1998). The placement of ethics in one of the
professional Standards for teachers adds further impetus to understand what ethical practice
means in schools in relation to using digital technologies.

An appraisal of the literature pertaining to digital technologies policies in schools both in
Australia and internationally suggests that gaps exist in the academic landscape which this
study seeks to address. There is a small body of literature that gives recognition to the voices
of students in schools in relation to the use of digital technologies in teaching and learning
(Moyle, Wignaards, Owen 2012; Neal 2005). However, published research examining how
members of Australian schools relate to and interpret digital technologies policies within their
own context remains a relatively underexplored field. The lack of recognition of participant
voice represents a gap in knowledge concerning the way digital technologies interact with
teaching and learning in Australian school education (Moyle & Owen 2009).

Predominant focus on pedagogy, technical concerns and curriculum
Research efforts in the area of digital technologies and education in Australia have largely been
focused on the pedagogical, technical and curriculum content (for example see Keane, Lang &
Pilgrim 2013; Macpherson 2013; Masek, Murcia & Morrison 2013; McLoughlin & Burgess
2009; Newhouse 2013; Synder & Beavis 2004). An emphasis has also been on quantifiable
outcomes and processes, which do not examine the underlying philosophical considerations
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which can inform a holistic interpretation of the role of digital technologies in school education
(see Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) 2013; Australian Assessment and
Reporting Authority (ACARA) 2011). The focus on quantifiable information is exemplified
by large sets of statistical data (in relation to digital technologies in schools) such as that
produced by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), and ACARA (ABS 2013d; ACER
2013; ACARA 2011).

Bennett and Oliver (2011) and Selwyn (2011, 2014) assert that the last three decades of work
on digital technologies in schools has been under-theorised in contrast to the sophisticated
theories of teaching and learning which have been developed during the same time. In Selwyn’s
words, it is worthwhile
to redress some of the silences and gaps in prevailing educational understandings of
the digital technology, and set about developing critical accounts of the complex and
often compromised realities of learners’ actual uses of digital technologies (Selwyn
2011, p. 36).
This study has sought to examine silences and gaps with a view to understanding the types of
ethical understandings and perspectives that emerge from an analysis of policies and from
conversations with those in schools, about their interpretations of these policies. The new
information gained through this research is intended to deepen and broaden understanding of
the nature of the ethical dimension of digital technologies as experienced in the schools
involved in this research.

The conclusions emerging from this study can assist in broadening and enriching the level of
knowledge and debate relating to the discourses from digital technologies policies in schools.
The findings from the research in this thesis may also assist in informing future policy
initiatives in the field of digital technologies in school education. The data and findings may
also provide educationalists and staff in schools with a richer understanding of how policies
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are translated and interpreted by those in schools. As digital technologies become widespread
and embedded in schools, debate and research is required to understand how pertinent social
perceptions and attitudes are shaped as forms of discursive practice. It is hoped that the findings
presented in this research can contribute to a developing pool of knowledge concerning the
nature of the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies.

Thesis Structure
This Chapter has introduced the content focus of the study; the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies in schools, which is reflected in the principal research question and the
three other research questions. This Chapter has indicated the two research methods to be
employed namely interview conversations and policy analysis. There has been a justification
for the research presented which stems from the identification of gaps in the existing
knowledge related to the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies in schools. This
chapter also provides a summary of the theoretical and methodological approaches, which are
employed to structure and guide the research.

The purpose of the second Chapter is to provide a context for understanding digital
technologies policies in Australian schooling. The description of the context includes an
overview of the Australian school system, and schooling in the ACT. Digital technologies
policies at the national, state and territory, education office and school levels are outlined, in
regard to content which relates to ethics.

Chapter Three discusses the literature relating to digital technologies policies and the ethical
dimension, from within Australia and internationally. The Chapter is intended to develop the
principal arguments and rationale for the study. The nature of ethics is discussed, including the
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values and processes that underpin decision-making and understandings of ethical dilemmas.
In this section, ethics is also positioned in relation to the digital technologies in schools in order
to further examine the ethical dimension, introduced in Chapter One. Under consideration is a
debate in the academic literature which involves the assertion that digital technologies generate
new ethical dilemmas as opposed to presenting traditional ethical issues in a new context.

The Chapter also contains a discussion of the nature of policy construction, discourse and
interpretations. The discussion examines the role and nature of policy in the ethical dimension
of digital technologies. This section of the Chapter also focuses on the discursive quality of
policy, the role played by interpretation and the construction of new discourses arising from
different readings of policy texts. Policy texts and discourses are treated as being dynamic as
the interpretations of them change and are influenced by contextual factors. Prominent
discourses including compliance and control, and ‘moral panic’ and technicist are also
discussed in reference to the ethical dimension of digital technologies use in schools.

Chapter Four explains the theory of the research covering relevant literature and the ideas of
theorists, to construct a framework from which to comprehend the methodological approach
and analysis of the research data. This discussion also explains the rejection of a positivist
model of research and presents a critique of technological determinism in relation to the study
of digital technologies. The Chapter examines critical and interpretative theories, including
their ontological and epistemological foundations, and the knowledge claims these theories
espouse. The purpose of this discussion is to outline how these theories have been utilised to
analyse the policies designed for digital technologies in schools, and to discuss the ideas of the
theorists whose work informs critical and interpretative theories. The discussion also argues
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for the utility of using critical and interpretative theories to study the views of participants in
schools.

Chapter Five discusses the methodological concepts which inform the approach to the research
methodologies. These concepts include truth and reliability in research; the ‘self’ and
reflexivity in research; participant voice; agency; challenges to power and control; and the
language used to describe digital technologies. These concepts have been selected as they
underpin the methodological approach and inform the research methods and analysis used in
the thesis.

The purpose of Chapter Six is to explain the research design including the selection of research
methods; namely the analysis of policy documents and semi-structured interviews. The Chapter
also outlines the research processes, including the timeframe; selection of policies, schools and
participants; protocols for informed consent; anonymity; confidentiality; and participant
checks. Methodological issues are discussed including the power relations in the interview
conversations. The transcription, coding and analysis phases of the research are also explained
with reference to the theories used in the research.

Chapter Seven reports on the research findings from an analysis of the policy documents. The
Chapter presents the outcomes from the policy analysis of digital technologies policies at the
national, state and school education office level, along with a sample of school ‘acceptable use’
policies. The ‘acceptable use’ policies are designed to regulate and guide the use of digital
technologies; they are of interest as they serve as the primary policy document to mandate
desirable behaviour with digital technologies in schools. The Chapter has several aims
including to conduct an analysis aimed at revealing the language and discourses emerging from
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these policies, and the implications for those in schools when they engage and implement the
ethical dimension of digital technologies policies. Another aim in this Chapter is concerned
with analysing the ethical content and judgements which are present in the language embedded
in digital technologies policies.

Chapter Eight reports on the findings from the interview conversations with students, school
staff, teachers, principals and policy writers. The aim of the reporting of these conversations
was to reveal the understandings and views from the respective participants groups about the
experiences of using digital technologies in schools, and the policy regulations that guide the
use of the technologies. The interview conversations were designed to elicit views from
participants about existing policies and discourses in regard to understandings of the language
in digital technologies policies, the purpose of the policies, and participation and consultation
in their formation.

Chapter Nine also reports on the analysis of the interview conversations, investigating the
responses to policies outlining the use of digital technologies in teaching and learning. The
focus of this Chapter involves examining ethical issues relating to the use of the Internet,
mobile phones and email in schools which emerged in the interview conversations. The
reporting engages with participants’ perspectives on the policy guidelines designed to address
these issues. Participants’ views on policies advocating blocking and filtering of the Internet
are also analysed as well as the role that education can play in raising ethical awareness and
understandings in relation to using digital technologies in schools and policy design.

The concluding Chapter of the thesis, Chapter Ten, discusses and summarises the main findings
of the study in relation to the research questions identified for the thesis. The discussion
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includes an appraisal of the implications of the ethical dimension in relation to digital
technologies policies in schools. The Chapter arrives at these conclusions from the analysis of
digital technologies policies and participants’ views and understandings of their ethical
implications. Finally, this Chapter points to future considerations related to the ethical
dimension of digital technologies policies for teaching and learning in schools, and offers some
suggestions regarding potential avenues for research.
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CHAPTER TWO: CONTEXT FOR THE RESEARCH

Introduction
This Chapter sets out to establish a context from which the research fields can be understood.
The research context is outlined in order to inform the analysis of the policies and the interview
conversations. The explanation of the context is intended to address the principal question
identified for this thesis and the three other research questions.
What does an investigation reveal about understandings of the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies and their implementation in school education?
Recognising and establishing a context for understanding research is an important feature of
the critical and interpretative theories which underpin this thesis (Scott & Usher 2011). For
this study the context is framed by Australian school education and policy. This context informs
the investigation of the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies, by identifying where
and how ethics is linked to the use of digital technologies in school education policies.

The policy context for this study involves a research journey which started in the early phases
of working on this thesis. My journey as a researcher informed and guided the direction and
content of the research focus. The journey followed a hermeneutic path of policy interpretation
to arrive at an understanding of the ethical dimension of digital technologies in schools. As a
teacher in a secondary school I had been interested in digital technologies policies designed for
schools, when the DER was first announced towards the end of 2007. My interest in the
implications of the DER for those in schools continued as subsequent policy development for
the DER occurred in 2008 and 2009. During this time Australian schools were engaged with
the DER primarily in the form of the roll-out of computers initiated by the DER. There was
little research, however, given to the significance of the perspectives of those in school
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communities regarding digital technologies policies and the ethical dimension of their use. My
interest in understanding the implications of the DER policies drew my attention to other
policies at the national level which provided a policy context from which to understand digital
technologies use in schools, especially policy content that was related to the ethical dimension.
My reading of national policies was motivated by an interest to see how the objectives and
sentiments purported by these policies were interpreted and translated into policies at the state,
territory, education office and school level.

I then began to look at school digital technologies policies with a view to seeing how they
transmit content from higher level policies (national, state, territory and education office). The
school policies included school digital technologies, strategic plans and technical manuals. The
policy where there was a tangible attempt to implement the content of higher level policies in
schools is the school ‘acceptable use’ policy. Including different levels of policy in the study
has meant that a holistic and hermeneutic analysis is possible by analysing the interpretations
of policies from national down to school level, with a focus on the interrelationships between
the policies. An appraisal of the different policy levels also led to the identification of
discourses which were associated with the ethical dimension of digital technologies.

I became aware that, although dynamic and constructive conversations and reflections were
occurring in schools, these were given little recognition in the research literature. The focus of
the media tended to sensationalise and decontextualise issues, particularly those such as cyberbullying, without reference to a substantive theoretical base, from which to understand the
complex interrelations of perspectives, discourses and policies in this area (Newey & Magson
2010). It was these concerns that primarily prompted me to seek the views of those in schools
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and policy writers, and to examine in an analytical way the policies designed to regulate digital
technologies use in schools.

This Chapter begins with an overview of school education in Australia which provides an
overarching contextual framework for the outline of school education in the ACT. The policy
context for Australian school education is explained, followed by an overview of the specific
policy context for digital technologies policies and their use in teaching and learning in school
education. The Chapter then provides descriptions of specific policies which have national
significance for Australian school education. The remainder of the Chapter provides an
overview of digital technologies policies from the state of New South Wales (NSW) and ACT
school sectors.

NSW surrounds the ACT and has the largest population and school sector in Australia (the
ACT has a comparatively small school sector compared to the other states). An overview of
policies from NSW allows for a broader appreciation of policies which can assist in
contextualising policies from the ACT. Furthermore, the policies of the Canberra and Goulburn
Catholic Education Office (CGCEO) cover a jurisdiction that includes both the ACT and NSW.
A Catholic school and two of the policy makers in this research are part of the CGCEO. The
CGCEO policies are informed by NSW policies as this state forms part of its jurisdiction.
Policies from the ACT Education and Training Directorate (ACTETD) (formerly known as the
ACT Department for Education and Training (ACTDET) until 2012) and the CGCEO are
outlined in order to present a context from which to understand the school settings in which the
research was conducted. Finally school digital technologies policies are outlined, and there is
attention given to explaining the nature of ‘acceptable use’ policies in relation to the ethical
dimension of digital technologies use in schools.
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It is not the intention of this Chapter to outline all policies that are in operation in relation to
digital technologies and Australian school education, but rather to explain some of the key
policies and features that compose the landscape of the ethical dimension of digital
technologies in teaching and learning. Some of the policies listed have now been superseded
by others, however, examining older policies allows for an appreciation of the historical
development of policy understandings in regard to the ethical dimension. Recognising the
policies situated at different levels, allows for an appreciation of the research context, the
ethical dimension of digital technologies policies in Australian school education. A detailed
analysis of policy theory is presented in Chapter Three, and an analysis of specific policies is
conducted in Chapter Seven, as part of the research findings.

The policies which will be analsysed in this thesis are listed in the three tables on the following
two pages. The tables represent the three principal levels of policy formation identified for this
study: firstly national level, secondly state, territory and education office level and thirdly
school level.
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Table One - National policies
Title
National Catholic Education
Commission and Australian
Independent Schools Council of
Australia Privacy Compliance Manual
Australian Curriculum documents
(various policies)

Date issued

2013
20132011

The Australian Professional Standards
for Teachers

2012

National Safe Schools Framework

2011

National Safe Schools Framework
Resource Manual

2011

Melbourne Declaration on Educational
Goals for Young Australians

2008

National Secondary School Computer 2008
Fund The Digital Education Revolution
Success through partnerships: strategic 2008
plan for guide the implementation of the
Digital Education Revolution

Authorship
National Catholic Education
Commission and Independent
Schools Council of Australia
Australian Curriculum,
Assessment and Reporting
Authority
Australian Institute for
Teaching and School
Leadership
Ministerial Council on
Education, Early Childhood
Development and Youth
Affairs
Ministerial Council on
Education, Early Childhood
Development and Youth
Affairs
Ministerial Council on
Education, Employment, and
Training and Youth Affairs
Australian Government
Department of Education,
Employment and Workplace
Relations
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Table Two - State and territory education department and education office policies
Title

Date issued

The Sydney Catholic Education Office 2013
Student Acceptable Use Agreement
Online Acceptable Use of ICT - Parents 2013
and Students
Computer Facilities and External
Networks – Acceptable use by Students
Online
Communication
Services:
Acceptable Usage for School Students
Staff Use of Social Media in Sydney
Catholic Schools
Keeping Children Safe in Cyberspace

2013

Appropriate Use of Mobile Telephones

2005

2012
2011
2008

Authorship
The Sydney Catholic
Education Office
Australian Capital Territory
Education and Training
Directorate
The Canberra and Goulburn
Catholic Education Office
New South Wales Department
of Education and Training
The Sydney Catholic
Education Office
Australian Capital Territory
Department of Education and
Training
Australian Capital Territory
Department of Education and
Training

Table Three - School policies
Title
Acceptable Use of ICT Code of Practice
for Students
Acceptable Use of ICT Statement –
Parents / Carers
Student Cyber safety and Acceptable
Computer Use Policy
Safety and Acceptable Use Policy for
ICT

Date issued

Authorship

2014

Yellow school

2014

Yellow school

2011

Blue school

2011

Purple School

School education in Australia
In Australia, primary and secondary education is provided by both public (government) and
private (non-government) schools. An identification of the policy authorship and management
in the public and private school sectors in Australia and the ACT also assists in clarifying the
policy context for the study.
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The legislative responsibility for school education lies with state and territory Governments,
they organise the administration and funding of public schools. (ACARA 2009). State and
territory Governments also provide supplementary funding for private schools, the
Commonwealth Government also provides funds for public schools and is the major provider
of funds for private schools (ACARA 2009). The Australian Government sees its role as
providing educational leadership and working with the territory and state Governments and
other education bodies to ensure that teaching and learning for all Australian school children
is of the highest quality (ACARA 2009).

Most of the money in Australian education is invested in public schools and around 80% of
students are enrolled in them (ABS 2013a). Public schools operate under the responsibility of
the state or territory Education Ministers (Standing Council on School Education and Early
Childhood (SCSEEC) 2012). For some time, there has been considerable diversity in both the
public and private school sectors in funding arrangements and governance (Keating 2009). The
number of years students are required to spend in primary and secondary school is normally
eleven (up to the age of 16), with some minor variations between states and territories.

In the 1870s, school education in Australia provided by public schools was founded on the
principles of being free, secular and compulsory (Bessant & Watts 2007). According to
ACARA ‘public education remains the principal means by which governments meet the
commitment to universal access to education which is generally compulsory up to the age of
16’ (ACARA 2009, p. 1). Australian public school education has continued to be premised on
these principles of being free, secular and compulsory, supported by legislation and education
acts, co-existing with an expanded private school sector (Bessant & Watts 2007).
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The use of digital technologies in Australian school education to enhance teaching and learning
has undergone many changes over the last decade. These changes have emerged from new
curriculum models being initiated and new approaches to learning and pedagogy at both the
secondary and primary levels (Groundwater-Smith, Brennan, Mitchell, McFadden & Munns
2009; Newhouse 2013; Preston 2004). Both primary and secondary schools have experienced
a substantial increase in investment in a range of digital technologies, particularly computers
(Council of Australian Governments (COAG) 2013; Newhouse 2013; Moyle 2010; Robinson
2009). However, various academics have pointed out that high levels of digital technologies
provision have not necessarily resulted in their effective utilisation as part of the curriculum
and teaching and learning programs (Bosco 2010; Cuban 2001; Neal 2005; Newhouse 2013).

School education in the Australian Capital Territory
The intention of this description of the context of teaching and learning in the ACT is to
contribute to building a school policy and education context in which to situate the schools in
the ACT, which are sites of research in this study. The ACT is an area designated as the capital
city of the Commonwealth of Australia, known as Canberra. The ACT is a territory, as opposed
to a state, a territory is classified as an area in Australia that is not claimed by one of the states
(Australian Government (AG) 2014a). The powers of a territory are determined by Australian
Government law unlike the states whose powers are defined through the Australian
Constitution. A territory can be granted self-government by the Australian Government, this
right can also be revoked or altered (AG 2014a).

Canberra as the location for this research provides a context which informs the nature of the
school education system where the study was conducted. The city of Canberra which is located
in the ACT has a population close to four hundred thousand and a large proportion of the
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workforce of the city are employed by the Commonwealth and Territory Public Service (ABS
2013c). The population of the ACT is comparatively mobile, affluent and well educated in the
context of Australian society (ABS 2013c). The provision of schooling is public and private
both in the primary and secondary sectors. There are 150 schools (public and private) in
Canberra, with 43% of secondary students enrolled in the private school sector, which
represents, the highest proportion compared to the six states and the Northern Territory
(ACTETD 2014; Australian Schools Directory 2015, Macdonald 2013).

Public schooling in the ACT is the responsibility of the ACT Government and administered
through the ACTETD. The provision for schooling in the ACT is funded by the Federal
Government and the Chief Minister of the ACT participates in the COAG meetings where
educational concerns are discussed (SCSEEC 2012). The policies to direct the provision of
public school education in the ACT are decided by the Minister of Education in the ACT
Government (ACTETD 2013). The registration of public and private schools is the
responsibility of the ACT Government (ACTETD 2014).

As in other states and territory jurisdictions in Australia, there are a different types of private
schools in the ACT, the majority of which are Catholic and Independent schools, usually
associated with a religious denomination. Private schools provide schooling for primary school
and year levels 7 to 12 at the secondary school level, and some of these schools offer schooling
from kindergarten level to year 12. These schools have attendance fees, although they also
receive some government funding (Australian Government (AG) 2013a). Most of the Catholic
schools in the ACT are under the governance of the CGCEO, and the independent schools are
largely governed by school boards and religious orders. The private schools are also bound by
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Federal Government policies, the Australian Curriculum for example, and in some cases,
education office policies (AG 2013b).

In the public system in the ACT, primary school education is composed of seven grades –
kindergarten to year 6, and secondary school covers the years 7 to year 12. Students usually
start school around the age of 5 and by the end of year 12, they are 17 or 18 years of age. In
the ACT public school system, students attend secondary school from years 7 to 10 and a
college for years 11 and 12.

There is a high retention rate of students in years 11 and 12 in the ACT with 91% of students
completing year 12 (ABS 2013d). The ACT has its own curriculum for years 11 and 12,
administered by the Board of Senior Secondary Studies. The curriculum has been transitioning
to implement the Australian Curriculum for years 7 to 12 since 2011 and in 2015 many subjects
are now fully implemented. Before the Australian Curriculum, school curriculum in the ACT
was based on Every Chance to Learn curriculum program, produced by ACTDET in 2004
(ACTDET 2008a).

School digital technologies: international context
In Western countries there is a substantial provision of digital technologies in school systems
such as Germany, Canada, Australia, the United Kingdom, and Sweden (Bosco 2010; European
Commission 2013; Franciosi 2014; Hague & Williamson 2009; Payton & Hague 2010). In
these countries, digital technologies have an established place in school curriculum, pedagogy
and policies. Their integration into teaching and learning has involved considerable amounts
of money invested into infrastructure, computer hardware and connectivity to ensure access to
digital technologies for students and teachers (International Consultants for Education and
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Fairs 2013; White 2008; World Bank 2013). Australian society has also experienced
widespread use and development in digital technologies since the 1990s in households, the
workplace and the media (ABS 2013b; Australian Information and Communications
Technology in Education Committee 2013).

In recent decades, both in Australia and internationally, there has been an emphasis on linking
education to economic policy and developing skills which can assist in enhancing economic
productivity at a national level (AG 2013a; Keating 2009; World Economic Forum (WEF)
2014). Digital technologies are seen to play an important role in developing educational
outcomes that will support economic development (Chung 2013; United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) 2012).

Policy context for digital technologies in Australian school education
In Australia, national policies provide frameworks which set out principles and goals for school
education. State, territory and education offices policies take account of these national policies
and their own policies are informed by them. The state and territory education departments and
education offices (in the case of private schools) are charged with fulfilling the mandates and
objectives in national policies in the running of schools under their authority. To meet national
policy requirements, state and territory education departments, and education offices, develop
policies for schools to communicate and embed the principles and objectives specified in
national policies. Schools, education departments and offices, and governments have
developed various policies designed to guide and prescribe the use of digital technologies in
schools. Digital technologies policies are located at many levels in political, administrative and
institutional bodies, including national and state education departments, and regional
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educational offices, including the Catholic and Independent school sectors, and in schools
themselves.

Principals and other school leaders are required to be aware of and implement the respective
national, state, territory or education office policies in their schools (AITSL 2011). Part of the
process of policy implementation can involve the development of school policies which reflect
and articulate the policy content of the higher level policies. The process of policy writing in
schools involves interpreting, adapting and contextualising external policies, while ensuring
that the essential elements of the higher level policies are maintained and acted on (Bell &
Stevenson 2006; Ozga 2000).

The national policies included in this study come from different bodies and organisations
including AITSL, ACARA, the Australian Communication and Media Authority (ACMA) and
the Australian Government Department of Education. The Council of Australian Governments
(COAG) is the peak intergovernmental forum in Australia. The role of COAG is to initiate,
develop and monitor the implementation of policy reforms that have national significance and
which require cooperation by Australian Governments (COAG 2014). COAG is supported by
Councils that facilitate consultation and cooperation between the Commonwealth and the states
and territories. The Councils consult with all relevant counterparts, including other Councils
and stakeholders when considering new legislation (COAG 2013). The Education Council
(EC) previously known as the Standing Council on School Education and Early Childhood
(SCSEEC) is one of the twelve Standing Councils established under COAG arrangements and
is supported and advised by the Australian Education, Early Childhood and Youth Affairs
Senior Officials Committee (EC 2014). The EC provides a forum in which strategic policy on
school education helps to shape national policy frameworks which are discussed and
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coordinated at the national level (EC 2014). Through the EC information is shared, and
resources are used collaboratively to achieve agreed objectives and priorities (EC 2014).

The Australian Government Department of Education (DoE) produces and oversees policies
for Australian schools in collaboration with the states and territories (DoE 2014). This
Department was previously known as the Department of Education, Employment and Work
Place Relations (DEEWR) which was superseded by the DoE in 2013 (DEEWR 2013).
DEEWR produced policies for the implementation of the DER which are of relevance for this
study, and will be outlined in the next section of the Chapter.

There have been developments over time in the production and authorship of policies for school
education and digital technologies. The development of the Adelaide Declaration on National
Goals for Schooling in the Twenty-First Century (1999) was overseen by the Standing Council
at the time, the Ministerial Council on Employment, Education, Training and Youth Affairs
(MCEETYA 1999). MCEETYA was replaced by the Ministerial Council for Education, Early
Childhood Development Youth Affairs (MCEECDYA) in July 2009 (ACARA 2013). In
January 2012 MCEEDYA was superseded the Standing Council on School Education and
Early Childhood (SCSEEC) and in July 2014 the SCSEEC was superseded by the EC (ACARA
2013, EC 2014).

The Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians (2008), builds on the
Adelaide Declaration on National Goals for Schooling in the Twenty-First Century (1999) and
was agreed on by Australian Ministers of Education in 2008 (Walker, Brownlee, Cobb-Moore,
Johansson, Ailwood, & Boulton-Lewis 2011). The Melbourne Declaration on Educational
Goals for Young Australians set guidelines for school education for the following decade and
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underpins subsequent formulations of school education policy and programs (Walker et al.
2011). Emerging from the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young
Australians, initiatives were launched to create an Australian national curriculum and national
Standards for school teachers and principals. Planning for the Australian Curriculum was
launched in 2010, and the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers and the Australian
Professional Standards for Principals were commenced in 2011 (ACARA 2013). Along with
national curriculum and national Standards there is also national legislation schools are
required to abide by, some of these pieces of legislation are outlined in the next section.

Legislative context
As stated in Chapter One a policy can reflect official statements of the State and its institutions
and also pieces of legislation. The Australian Education Act of 2013 was enacted in Parliament
to legislate the provision and funding of schooling in Australia (AG 2013). The Act was
designed to legislate educational reforms stemming from the recommendations of the Review
for Funding for Schooling – Final Report also known as the ‘Gonski report’ (DEEWR 2011).
The Australian Education Act (2013) places emphasis on delivering a ‘high quality’ education
to all Australian students and expresses a desire to ensure that Australia is a competitive and
skilled nation in the future (AG 2013b). In the preamble, it states: ‘schools will need to adopt
the opportunities offered by digital education’ (AG 2013b, p. 1). Apart from this statement
there is little mention of the role of digital technologies in school education in the Act.
However, the Act does refer to the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young
Australians and the Australian Curriculum which do have statements about the role of digital
technologies in school education.
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Schools have to abide by legislation from the Australian Government as set out in legislative
acts. Some of the legislation which is of relevance to the use of digital technologies in
Australian schools includes the Copyright Act of 1968 and the Privacy Act of 1988, both of
which have been adjusted to incorporate stipulations regarding digital technologies (AG 2011;
AG 2014b). In addition, the Smartcopying guidelines produced by the National Copyright Unit
(NCU) are intended to provide guidelines for copyright for schools and for technical and further
education institutes (NCU 2014).

Historical development of national policies
There have been digital technologies policies which had a national profile which are no longer
in operation. They provide some evidence of a gradual recognition of the role of ethics in the
use of digital technologies in school education. The Adelaide Declaration on National Goals
for Schooling in the Twenty-First Century (1999) calls on schools ‘to provide a foundation for
young Australians’ intellectual, physical, social, moral spiritual and aesthetic development’
(MCEETYA 1999, p. 1). The specific goals of the Adelaide Declaration on National Goals for
Schooling in the Twenty-First Century acknowledge that schooling must develop the whole
student not just their achievement of outcomes. For example, Goal 1.3 states that when students
leave school they ‘should have the capacity to exercise judgement and responsibility in matters
of morality, ethics and social justice’ (MCEETYA 1999, p.1). Goal 1.6 states that when
students leave school they should ‘be confident, creative and productive users of new
technologies particularly information and communication technologies, and understand the
impact of these technologies on society’ (MCEETYA 1999, p. 1). These statements give some
recognition to the value of encouraging and an ethical and social awareness amongst students
in Australian schools.
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MCEETYA produced the Learning in an Online World policy documents which contained
content about the use of digital technologies in Australian schools. These documents have little
specific information about the relationship between digital technologies and policies relating
to their ethical use. The Learning in an Online World Contents Specifications Framework
(2006) specified the need for further policy development for digital technologies use to ensure
legal and regulatory requirements are upheld across different educational jurisdictions
(MCEETYA 2006).
Another document from Learning In an Online World declares that:
At the system level, all education authorities have made available online a range of
documents setting out policies for internet usage and web publishing, including
filtering and ‘acceptable use’ policies to manage inappropriate sites, privacy, data
protection and security of online transactions (MCEETYA 2003, p. 14).
The statement makes reference to the role of ‘acceptable use’ policies in managing issues
relating to security, privacy and protection of data. Another part of Learning in an Online
World states ‘the social and economic changes created by technologies, together with student
engagement and expertise in their use, create educational, management and ethical issues for
leaders’ (MCEETYA 2006, p. 10). This assertion acknowledges a link between digital
technologies and ethical challenges for leaders in schools.

National digital technological policies and ethics
The most recent national education declaration is the Melbourne Declaration on Educational
Goals for Young Australians (2008) which refers to the importance of moral development of
students along with the development of values and attributes such as honesty, resilience and
respect for others (MCEECTYA 2008). Goal two of the Melbourne Declaration on
Educational Goals for Young Australians exhorts young people to act with moral and ethical
integrity and to be responsible local and global citizens (MCEECTYA 2008). The document
also states that the schools should have access to ‘contextual information about the philosophy
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and educational approach of the schools’ (MCEECTYA 2008, p. 16). The Declaration
specifies that values and ethical principles can be related to guidelines pertaining to the use of
digital technologies, and are intended to be enacted at the national, state, territory and education
office levels (MCEECTYA 2008).

There are also policies at the national level which address aspects of the ethical dimension,
some of which are the result of collaborations with the Australian Government and state and
territory Ministers (represented through the EC). These policies include the National Safe
Schools Framework and National Safe Schools Framework Resource Manual and the Safe
Schools Hub (MCEECDYA 2011a; MCEECDYA 2011b; DoE 2014). The National Safe
Schools Framework is heavily focused on preventing cyber-bullying or what is sometimes
referred to as ‘cyber-harassment’. Monitoring of online behaviour and recourse to legal
sanctions and requirements are also emphasised in this policy (MCEECDYA 2011a). One of
the guiding principles of the policy states that Australian schools should ‘encourage the active
participation of all school community members in developing and maintaining a safe school
community where diversity is valued’ (MCEECDYA 2011a, p. 3). There is also some emphasis
placed on fostering student well-being and educating students, with some mention of
opportunities for the recognition of student voice in relation to ethical issues.

The Cyber (smart:) schools website produced by ACMA offers advice on a range of issues,
including cyber-bullying, social networking and offensive and illegal content (ACMA 2013).
To address these issues, the policy refers the reader to a raft of existing policies across different
state and jurisdictions, but it also suggests that each school should develop their own policies
in regard to regulating cyber-safety (ACMA 2013a).
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Part of the Cyber (smart:) schools website is the Holistic approach to cybersafety (ACMA
2013a), which recommends that it is necessary to ensure that all staff and parents are aware of
‘how to deal with a breach of a policy code of conduct’ and also recommends the promotion
of ‘revised policies and codes of conduct specifically the rules associated with each policy and
the consequences of breaking any rules’ (ACMA 2013a, p. 1). The emphasis here is shifted to
a focus on compliance, sanctions and the resulting consequences of non-compliance.

As outlined in Chapter One, AITSL has produced the Australian Professional Standards for
Teachers (on behalf of the state and territory Ministers of Australian Education) and these
Standards ‘describe high-quality, effective teaching in 21st century schools’ (AITSL 2012, p.
1). The Standards are also intended to define the work of teachers and some criteria are
provided to explain how each standard can be attained (AITSL 2012). The standards were
endorsed by MCEECDYA in December 2010 (AITSL 2012). Each Standard has Focus Areas
which represent different aspects of the Standard, and each Focus Area has written descriptors
which accord with one of the four career stages identified. These career stages are Graduate,
Proficient, Highly Accomplished and Lead Teacher levels (AITSL 2012).

Standard Four states that teachers are to ‘create and maintain supportive and safe learning
environments’ (AITSL 2012, p. 1). As part of this Standard, Focus Area 4.5 is ‘use ICT
[Information Communication Technology] safely, responsibly and ethically’ (AITSL 2012, p.
1). There are four descriptors for the Focus Area for this Standard which are as follows:
Graduate – ‘Demonstrate an understanding of the relevant issues and the strategies
available to support the safe, responsible and ethical use of ICT in learning and
teaching’ (AITSL 2012, p. 1).
Proficient – ‘Incorporate strategies to promote the safe, responsible and ethical use of
ICT in learning and teaching’ (AITSL 2012, p. 1).
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Highly Accomplished – ‘Support colleagues to develop strategies to promote the safe,
responsible and ethical use of ICT in learning and teaching’ (AITSL 2012, p. 1).
Lead – ‘Review or implement new policies and strategies to ensure the safe,
responsible and ethical use of ICT in learning and teaching’ (AITSL 2012, p. 1).
It is noteworthy that ethics and digital technologies are identified specifically as part of one of
the seven Standards, as this accords some degree of importance to the role of ethics in relation
to digital technologies in teachers’ practice.

Another national policy which makes some reference to the role of digital technologies in
teaching and learning is the Australian Curriculum which has been developed by ACARA and
was initiated in 2010 (ACARA 2013, p. 1). The Australian Curriculum is organised by learning
areas. The Australian Curriculum is also structured by three Cross Curriculum Priorities and
seven General Capabilities, one of which is ethical understanding. This Capability has a ‘focus
on the ways of being, behaving and learning to live with others’ (ACARA 2013). One of the
key learning areas is Technologies, and the Key Learning Areas policy document states one of
the aims for students is to ‘critique and evaluate technologies processes and to identify and
create solutions to a range of problems or opportunities’ (ACARA 2013, p. 1). This statement
represents an explicit reference to a form of engagement which is largely missing in other
policy documents as evidenced by the language and intent of this policy which calls for students
to ‘critique’ and ‘evaluate’ digital technologies processes. Along with the Australian
Professional Standards for Teachers, the Australian Curriculum has accorded ethics a profile
by giving the subject status as one of the General Capabilities.

The Australian Federal Government’s DER policy had a high profile in the landscape of
contemporary school education in Australia between late 2007 and 2013 (Arthur 2013; Moyle
2010; Reid 2009; Rudd, Smith & Conroy 2007). The main intention of the DER initiative was
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to improve educational standards in Australian schools and to ‘provide world-class Information
Communication Technology for every secondary student in years 9 to 12’ (Rudd, Smith &
Conroy 2007, p.1). The policy was also intended to have an economic benefit by contributing
to the development of a more skilled workforce (Rudd, Smith & Conroy 2007). In addition to
providing access to computers, the DER also supported the provision of online curriculum
resources and tools to all Australian Schools (Australian National Audit Office (ANAO) 2011;
DEEWR 2008).

The DER policy, which began as a political policy for the Australian Labor Party, gave impetus
to a range of policies which formed an implementation program to facilitate the greater use,
access and integration of digital technologies especially computers in Australian schools (for
example the National Secondary School Computer Fund The Digital Education Revolution
(2008), and Success through partnerships: strategic plan for guide the implementation of the
Digital Education Revolution (2008) (AG 2008; DEEWR 2008). The provision of more
computers in schools involved injecting a considerable level of funding into the secondary
school sector, with 2.2 billion dollars over seven years (ANAO 2011; DEEWR 2008; Moyle
2010; Reid 2009; Rudd, Smith & Conroy 2007).

It has been proposed that the roll-out of unprecedented numbers of computers to Australian
schools brought higher levels of access and engagement with digital technologies in schools,
especially for secondary school students (DEEWR 2008). The DER increased the focus on the
use and integration of digital technologies (especially computers) in school (Buchanan 2011).
The provision of funding for computers in Australian schools is now administered through the
Australian Government, however, there is no comparable program to the DER that has replaced
it.
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During the implementation phase of the DER, there were criticisms of the policy from school
principals, academics and those in state government and education offices (Buchanan 2011;
Facchinetti 2013; Jones 2011; Reid 2009). The criticisms mainly stemmed from the perceived
lack of adequate consultation in the implementation process, delays in the provision of
computers and the lack of infrastructure and support in schools for their effective use
(Buchanan 2011; Facchinetti 2013; Jones 2011; Reid 2009). School leaders wanted more
consultation and autonomy in decision-making regarding the roll-out of computers in their
schools, and teachers wanted more professional development so they could be prepared to use
the computers effectively in their classes (Buchanan 2011; Facchinetti 2013; Jones 2011). In
the DER documents it is recommended that schools and education offices take responsibility
for the design of policies to deal with digital technologies use (Department of Education and
Children’s Services South Australia 2010).

There are also some national policies from the private school sectors pertaining to the use of
digital technologies. The Independent Schools Council of Australia (ISCA) and the National
Catholic Education Commission (NCEC) have a joint policy the Independent Schools Council
of Australia and National Catholic Education Privacy Compliance Manual 2013, which
provides guidelines for the use of the Internet and email and other forms of communication
using digital technologies in administration and teaching and learning (ISCA & NCEC 2013).

From the start of the 21st century, there has been an emerging recognition in policy documents
for schools of the importance of promoting the ethical use of digital technologies. Some
national digital technologies policies contain statements concerning what government bodies
and education departments regard as being ‘appropriate’ or ‘desirable’ ethical use of digital
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technologies in schools. This concern has been given some priority in recent national policy
documents, however, the explanation about what this means for implementation and practice
in schools remains unclear, as will be discussed in Chapter Seven.

New South Wales school sector digital technologies policies
There are state, territory and school education office digital technologies policies in Australian
school education. Some of these policies refer to ethics and contain regulations and guidance
regarding the desired ethical use of digital technologies. The following section describe policies
from the NSW school sector for digital technologies in order to further develop the policy
context this study. Some of the digital technologies policies outlined are applied to the schools
in which the research for this study was conducted.

In public sector schooling the New South Wales Department of Education and Communities
(NSWDEC) has a number of digital technologies policies designed to control and regulate
technologies in their use in schools. The Department was known as the NSW Department for
Education and Training (NSWDET) up to 2011.

The Online Communication Services:

Acceptable Usage for Students (NSWDEC 2012) outlines a range of compliance and
disciplinary measures in relation to students’ use of computers in schools. Policy objective 1.5
states that:
Students who use the internet and online communication services provided by the
NSW Department of Education and Communities must abide by the Department’s
conditions of acceptable usage. They should be made aware of the acceptable usage
policy each time they log on (NSWDEC 2012, p. 1).
The policy outlines procedures for breaches of conduct, and students are warned not to send
any material online that may be considered offensive, abusive or discriminatory. To reinforce
this message, the document states that students’ accounts can be traced and audited if necessary
to investigate breaches (NSWDEC 2012). However, this is a detailed policy and without
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adequate knowledge of its content, school staff, teachers and students may be unclear about the
relevance of the material they are viewing online.

The Digital Education Revolution-NSW Laptop User Charter (2009) produced by the New
South Wales Department of Education and Training (NSWDET) also contains stipulations and
requirements for the use of laptops, and there is a strong emphasis on legal and technical
compliance (NSWDET 2009). This policy is intended to apply to students’ use of school
laptops in and out of the school environment.

In the private sector the Sydney Catholic Education Office’s (SCEO) Staff Use of Social Media
in Sydney Catholic Schools (2011) and Student Acceptable Use Agreement Form (2013) are
two policy documents designed to specify policy regulations in regard to the use of digital
technologies in Catholic Schools in the Sydney region (SCEO 2011, 2013).

The state, territory and private school education office policies, in comparison to the national
policies, are more prescriptive and contain greater detail regarding how digital technologies in
schools should be used in ethically responsible ways. The significance of the policy language
and intent in these other policies is further explored in Chapter Seven.

Australian Capital Territory school sector digital technologies policies
In the ACT, there are policies relating to the use of digital technologies in schools. As with the
national and state policies, these have developed over time, and some of them address the
ethical dimension. These policies come from the ACTETD and ACTDET, there are also
policies from the CGCEO and independent private schools.
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The ACTETD Communities Online: Acceptable Use of ICT – Parents and Students (2013)
policy covers a wide range of users as stated below:
This policy applies to all those enrolled to attend a school, course or program
administered by the Directorate and those members of the school community, such as
parents and carers, who access Directorate ICT services and resources (ACTETD
2013, p. 2).
The ACTDET’s Keeping Children Safe in Cyber Space (2008) encourages schools and colleges
‘to make reasonable rules about what students can and cannot bring to school’ in relation to
digital devices (ACTDET 2008b, p. 1). The policy also outlines guidelines for dealing with
cyber-bullying and advice for parents regarding cyber-safety (ACTDET 2008b).

Schools under the auspices of CGCEO are mandated to implement an ‘acceptable’ use policy
based on and guided by the Computer Facilities and External Networks – Acceptable Use
policy (CGCEO 2013). All students and teachers at these schools are required to sign this
‘acceptable use’ policy. The responsibility for development and implementation of school
based policies lies with the respective school principals. The policy emphasises that the safety
and privacy of students and staff are paramount, and practices should be in accordance with
principles, regulations and laws relating to school students and staff. These practices must be
made available to and, in some way, understood by all users, but it is not clear how this will
take place (CGCEO 2013).

The ACT policies contain directive statements in regard to the use of digital technologies
according to ethical guidelines. However, they allow schools to formulate some of their own
digital technologies policies.
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School level digital technologies policies
There are many different policies written in Australian schools for the use of digital
technologies ranging from strategic plans to technical manuals (ACMA 2015). Some of these
policies do not specify or discuss the ethical use of digital technologies. The policy that is of
most practical relevance for understanding the ethical dimension is a digital technology policy
agreement that goes under a variety of names, usually with the abbreviations ICT or IT included
in the name. The most common names are:


Acceptable use agreement



Acceptable user agreement



Acceptable use code



Acceptable user code



Acceptable use policy



Acceptable user policy

For the purpose of this study, the term ‘acceptable use’ policy is used to refer to this type of
policy. There is some disagreement and debate about the nature and purpose of ‘acceptable
use’ policies. However, they can be regarded as a set of policy guidelines which reflect shared
positions, or in a stricter sense, policy rules and legal requirements to which users of digital
technologies in schools are required to adhere. Some of these ‘acceptable use’ policies are
generic in nature and have been designed by education departments or offices. Many schools
have adapted their own policy from generic policies while other schools develop their own
‘acceptable use’ policy which is unique to their school.

The ‘acceptable use’ policy document usually has to be signed by the student and parent /and
or guardian. Most schools require staff to sign an ‘acceptable use’ policy as well. In some
schools, the school staff, teacher and student ‘acceptable use’ policies are the same or quite
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similar, in other schools they are different. For example, in one ACT public secondary school,
the students and parents are required to sign a brief one-page ‘acceptable use’ policy, the policy
for school staff and teachers, however, is a more detailed document. Most schools in the ACT
have an ICT or digital technologies strategic plan to guide the implementation and use digital
technologies in the school. These policy documents are focused on the technical, infrastructure
and computer network concerns, not the ethical dimension of digital technologies use or
specifically their use in teaching and learning.

It will be seen in Chapter Seven that policies in the form of ‘acceptable use’ policies treat the
ethical use of digital technologies largely according to technical, legalistic and compliance
orientated stipulations rather than a focus on an education based approach. ‘Acceptable use’
policies are used in schools as the means by which to convey desired ethical behaviors with
digital technologies, without reference to education, dialogue and other efforts to engender
ethical awareness in schools. The assumption that ‘acceptable use’ policies alone can achieve
ethical behavior with digital technologies is contested and challenged in this thesis. Specific
examples of schools’ ‘acceptable use’ policies are analysed in Chapter Seven.

Summary
This Chapter has constructed a context from which digital technologies policies in relation to
the ethical dimension can be situated and analysed. The policy context is informed by policies
from national, state, territory education departments, education office and school levels.
Policies constitute the landscape which informs the research and analysis in this thesis. The
particular setting for the research, school education in the ACT, has also been outlined and
contextualised in relation to the ethical use of digital technologies policies. The next Chapter
undertakes a review of the literature on school digital technologies policies and the ethical
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dimension, and identifies the gaps and issues which require research and attention to amplify
and enrich knowledge in this area.
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CHAPTER THREE:

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction
This Chapter discusses research literature concerning the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies and use in schools. It is intended that through a review of the literature, a
context is further established from which to understand the research landscape of the ethical
dimension of digital technologies policies for Australian schools. This review of the literature
shows that there are silences and spaces about the ethical dimension of schools’ digital
technologies policies which have received little or no attention in the literature to date.

This review of the literature seeks to outline the nature and orientation of the research about
digital technologies in teaching and learning in school education, with a view to illustrating
how the literature addresses, or fails to address the ethical dimension in school digital
technologies policies. In this thesis, it is posited that the literature relating to ethics and digital
technologies policies in schools is not well developed, and there is room for further exploration
and research.

In print and television media, there has been considerable discussion and reporting on the
sensational and tragic outcomes involving school students’ use of digital technologies in
relation to cyber-bullying and the use of social networking Internet sites (Australian
Broadcasting Commission (ABC) 2014, Masterson 2014). Few studies have sought to discuss
with students, school staff and teachers their thoughts, feelings and reactions to the ethical
issues in regard to the use of digital technologies in teaching and learning. Australian research
is small in regard to investigating the perspectives of those in schools concerning the ethical
dimension of digital technologies policies. It is therefore worthwhile to conduct more research,
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as ethics impinges on various aspects of engagement with digital technologies in schools.
Furthermore, ethical concerns are likely to become more prominent in the future, as digital
technologies are further embedded into school life.

This review of the literature is designed to build further knowledge from which to answer the
principal research question and the three other questions which have been set for this study.
What does an investigation reveal about understandings of the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies and their implementation in school education?
What are the understandings and concerns of those in schools regarding digital
technologies policies?
What are the implications arising from research participants’ understandings of the ethical
dimension of digital technologies policies and their implementation?
What is the nature of the discourses located in the ethical dimension of schools’ digital
technologies policies, and how do research participants’ perspectives interact with these
discourses?
In relation to the research questions, this review of the literature has several objectives. Firstly,
it explains the approaches and concerns which have dominated academic writing on schools
and the use of digital technologies particularly over the last two decades, both in Australia and
internationally. Secondly, it examines the implications for the research in the light of existing
spaces and limitations identified in the literature review.

This Chapter begins with a discussion of the concept of ‘digital technologies’ and explains how
they relate to school education. The discussion then goes on to review the literature regarding
digital technologies and school education both in Australia and internationally. The next
section of the Chapter includes an identification of the gaps and silences in the literature of
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school digital technologies policies and the ethical dimension. Following on from this review,
the fields of ethics and policy which are central in this thesis are discussed with reference to
key theorists and concepts. The discussion of ethics examines issues pertaining to the ethical
dimension, and provides an overview of the role that education can play in enhancing ethical
understandings. The analysis of policy includes the notions of policy as text and discourse, and
the way it can function to ‘steer at a distance’. This is followed by a discussion of the prominent
discourses pertaining to the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies.

Digital technologies
Digital technologies (as defined in Chapter One) form part of the broader concept of
technology, which can be understood as a product of cultural, historical, social design and
contexts (Selwyn 2011). ‘Technology’ is a problematic term to define due to the breadth of
understandings associated with it; the variety of areas to which it can be applied; and its
changing nature (Levinson 2013; Zhao & Frank 2003). The term ‘digital technologies’, which
was introduced in Chapter One, is sometimes used as a simple label, however, ‘digital
technologies’ are complicated to define as they involve changing sets of technological tools
and artifacts (Selwyn 2011). What is referred to as ‘digital technologies’ can ‘refer to one of
any number of portable, hand held and mobile devices operating a wide range of software
services and applications’ (Selwyn 2011, p. 6). The rise and expansion of the World Wide Web
has further diversified the scope of digital technologies and educational resources in teaching
and learning (Bosco 2010; Johnson, Adams & Cummins 2012; White 2008).

Digital technologies represent social and vested interests. Like all other forms of technologies,
they are not neutral and have to be located as part of social context, as they are created by
people (Apple 2004; Bromley 1998; Oushoorn & Pinch 2003; Wyatt, Henwood, Miller &
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Senker, 2000). Oushoorn and Pinch (2003) write that responses and attitudes towards the use
of digital technologies can be seen as
a culturally contested zone, where users, advocacy groups, consumer organisations,
designers producers, sales people policy makers and intermediary groups, create
negotiate, and give differing and sometimes conflicting forms, meanings and uses to
technology (Oushoorn & Pinch 2003, p. 24).
Kritt and Winegar (2007, p. 16) contend that ‘the values embodied in computer technology
reflect the dominant, values, institutions, and power hierarchies of our society’. These values
also can be located in the institutional structures and practices in schools.

Apple (2002) argues that debate about the role of technologies in schools is not and must not
be just about technical correctness of what computers can and cannot do. He and other authors
advocate that it is necessary to go beyond the technical (software and hardware) aspects of
digital technologies to address the social relations that surround their use in schools (Apple
2002; Bromley 1998; Scott 1998; Selwyn 2011, 2014). Apple (2002) also asserts that the core
of the debate surrounding digital technologies should involve not technical but ideological and
ethical issues, concerning what schools should be about, and whose interests they should serve
(Apple 2002). An understanding of the technical and functional capacities of digital
technologies, although useful, is not sufficient to appreciate the ethical considerations
associated with their use in teaching and learning.

All technologies are formed through a process of social construction and carry with them a
language and symbolism which denotes meaning (Bijek 2013; Kritt & Winegar 2007; Wyatt
et al. 2000). Technologies represent forms of social, ethical and cultural practice that both
constrain and influence their use (Bryson & De Castell 2001; Kritt & Winegar 2007; Oushoorn
& Pinch 2003). Further, digital technologies used in school education for teaching and learning
are sites for interactions involving groups of learners and teachers that are connected directly
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to issues of meaning-making, negotiation and identity formation (Selwyn 2011; Wyatt et al.
2000). There is a view that digital technologies are neutral tools used for enhancing teaching
and learning in schools, however, they are associated with pervasive discourses and involve
power relations. It can be commonplace to see digital technologies as an ordinary part of the
fabric of everyday life characterised by neutrality and progress, rather than sites of negotiation,
contestation and power struggles (Bowers 1988; Bryson & De Castell 2001; Cuban 2001;
Oushoorn & Pinch 2003; Selwyn 2011, 2014).

This thesis adopts Selwyn’s (2011) view that the uses of digital technologies in schools
represent sites for contesting old and new struggles and conflicts involving control over access
to information and power relations (Selwyn 2011). The recognition that the use of digital
technologies involves struggles and conflicts can provide a lens for analysis of the political and
policy aspects of schools’ digital technologies use, and can generate critiques and challenges
to the discourses about these technologies in schools (Bromley 1998; Selwyn 2011, 2014).
Bromley (1998, p. 2) asserts that ‘computers, like other technologies, are involved in many
ways in the construction and use of power’. Power in relation to digital technologies can play
a coercive or non-coercive role in structuring social relations, however, power and control can
be used unethically as they can be used to undermine people’s autonomy (Boyd 2014; Facer,
2011; Khan & Friedman 1998). Students’ and teachers’ use of digital technologies in teaching
and learning can also be restricted and subjected to coercive control measures in policies.

Selwyn (2011, 2014) argues that the problems associated with digital technologies are
profoundly social in nature, not technical, so the dilemmas raised by their use in teaching and
learning require educational and social solutions. An over emphasis on the technical capacities
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of digital technologies and commercial forces can see educational and cultural priorities
overridden (Kenway 2006; Selwyn 2011, 2014).

School education and digital technologies
Despite the changes in digital technologies there is a view that the school system itself has
remained fundamentally the same for many decades, governed by conventional subjects, rigid
timetabling, and traditional classroom organisation (Bate 2010; Orlando 2010). In many
schools, teacher-centred learning predominates, and the use of digital technologies is peripheral
to teaching and learning (Bate 2010; Orlando 2010).

According to Apple and Carlson (2008), and Bromley (1998) schools are sites of struggle and
contestation, where the use of digital technologies in teaching and learning represent grounds
for conflict, debate and negotiation at all levels of the institution. The connection between
regulation and digital technologies in schools involves issues of institutional relations of power,
authority and domination (Apple & Carlson 2008; Bromley 1998).

Recently Selwyn (2011) has argued schools incorporate digital technologies into their
structures and ways of doing things, and they are merged into well-established practices.
School hierarchies function by maintaining control over and access to the form and flow of
information (Apple 1995; Bromley 1998). Digital technologies are used to maintain various
forms of power and control over people by attempting to regulate the information to which they
have access (Selwyn 2011). Schools are regulatory environments and manifest some degrees
of coercion, as such the interrelations between schooling and digital technologies entails issues
relating to power, control and regulation (Apple 1995; Selwyn 2011, 2014).
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There is a view that students, school staff and teachers can be powerful actors within the school
environments, especially when they act and express their views in unison. Taking into account
the agency of students, school staff and teachers is important in challenging the view that
technology is imposed on them and directs their behaviour in a determinist manner (Bromley
1998; Kritt & Winegar 2007). Understanding the agency of schools also necessitates a focus
on the network of social relations that surround the use of digital technologies in schools (Kritt
& Winegar 2007). This thesis places priority on the agency of those in schools in voicing their
views and experiences about the ethical dimension of digital technologies in school education.

There is also a challenge to make the regulations and structures of control over digital
technologies more reflective of student-centred pedagogies (Selwyn 2011). Selwyn (2011)
argues for a shift in power allowing those in schools to develop new or alternative
understanding of what is considered acceptable, permissible and appropriate with technologies,
even in the regulated environment of a school. However, he acknowledges that greater
participation for school members would require shifts in the organisational culture and power
structures of the school (Selwyn 2011). This study seeks to engage with the issue of power
relations and participation in understanding the influence and role of digital technologies
policies in schools. In regard to these cultural shifts, Selwyn suggests that a
rebalancing school technology practices along more informalised lines would be a
cooperative process, with members of the school community contributing to
conditions within school settings may relax and de-restrict the expectations,
guidelines, rules and regulations that surround technology use (Selwyn 2011, p. 142).
Bell and Stevenson (2006) and Bottery (1992) claim that notions of power are relevant when
the fields of ethics intersects with school education policies and digital technologies, as all
policies are contested and involve competing values and differential access to power. Selwyn
(2011, p. 57) argues that the formulation of policies for schools digital technologies involves
‘the wiring of formal coercive laws and the mediated nature of State policy and the continuation
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of previous habitual conduct’. School digital technologies policies are contested and involve
competing notions of State and local power, and manifest values which inform pervasive
discourses.

Currents in the literature
Academic literature regarding digital technologies in schools has been dominated by a focus
on pedagogy, technical issues and links to future economic prosperity (Facer 2011). Current
appraisals and debates concerning digital technologies in schools are also dominated by a focus
on pedagogical innovation, technical capacity and alignment with curriculum (see Chandra &
Waters 2012; Henderson, Snyder & Beale 2013; Keane, Lang & Pilgrim 2013). These accounts
are limited by a general reluctance to acknowledge the complex social and educational
structures that influence the application of digital technologies in the school classroom (Selwyn
2011; 2014; Willms, Friesen, & Milton 2009). This section outlines some of the trends and
currents in the literature related to digital technologies and schools, including the focus on their
role in teaching and learning, and literature from qualitative and critical theory perspectives to
further build the context for this study.

Digital technologies in teaching and learning
There is a body of research, both international and Australian, pertaining to digital technologies
in teaching and learning (for example see Buckingham 2007; Courtney, Anderson & Lankshear
2010; Davies & Merchant 2009; Gillen & Barton 2010; Hague & Williamson 2009; Lai & Pratt
2004). Much of the published literature in the field is based on quantitative research approaches
(see for example Education Services Australia (ESA) 2014; ACARA 2011; Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development and Programme for International Student
Assessment OECD- PISA 2012; Project Tomorrow 2014). The OECD report New Millennium
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Learners (2008) and the European Commission’s Survey of Schools ICT in Education (2013)
present large-scale quantitative research findings focused on the ways school aged children
engage with digital technologies in schools (OECD 2008; European Commission 2013).
Project Tomorrow (2014) provides data about the use of digital technologies in schools and
other educational institutions. This data is analysed to produce findings in relation to current
and future trends in digital technologies use in schools.

Other large-scale reviews have taken into account pedagogical, technical, and policy
considerations in the use of digital technologies in schools. For example, the British
Educational Communications and Technology Agency (BECTA) prepared The Impact of ICT
in Schools – a landscape review in 2007 (Condie & Munro 2007). The information and findings
from these quantitative research studies and surveys can serve to further knowledge of certain
levels of educational attainment which can inform digital technologies policies.

ACARA provides data from standardised testing on digital technologies (ICT) literacy from
both primary and secondary school levels in Australia (ACARA 2011). The Programme for
International Student Assessment, conducts tests on school students, which in Australia are
implemented through an international consortium managed by ACER (Fraillon 2012; OECDPISA 2012). The Education Services Australia Project has produced the Teaching Teachers for
the Future - Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (2014) which covers a broad
scope of topics relating to the use of digital technologies in school contexts (ESA 2014).

Qualitative literature
Although quantitative approaches predominate in large-scale studies about the use of digital
technologies in schools, there are some studies which use qualitative research. The New Media
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Consortium produces annual reports outlining new information about emerging trends relating
to digital technologies in education based on qualitative research approach (Johnson, Adams,
Becker, Cummins, Estrada, Freeman & Ludgate 2013). The challenges described in The New
Media Consortium, however, do not engage with controlling the use of digital technologies
from an ethical or policy perspective.

Large scale quantitative research
This thesis contends that the complexity, uniqueness and nuances of understandings regarding
digital technologies policies can be lost or unrecognised using larger-scale research instruments
such as the surveys outlined early in this Chapter. This research takes up the challenge of
discovering and investigating the understandings of those in schools about the contextual
challenges they face in relation to using digital technologies and the ethical dimension of
policies in schools.

Critical theory literature
There was some literature pertaining to digital technologies using critical theory produced in
the late 1980s and during the 1990s, but this has been largely eclipsed by a focus on the
pedagogical and technical aspects of digital technologies which now dominates the educational
literature (Selwyn 2011). These authors focus on the operation of power and discourse and
question and challenge dominant institutional practices and values which underpin school
digital technologies policies. They also examine themes of compliance, control, surveillance
and access to knowledge. Those who have written about digital technologies utilising these
themes include Bromley and Apple (1998), Bigum and Kenway (1998), Bowers (1988),
Hodas (1996), Kerr (1996), Selwyn (2007, 2014), and Young and Beynon (1991). These
authors have offered critiques of the social, political, economic and historical features of
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‘digital education technologies’ of their time (Selwyn 2011, p. x). However, Selwyn (2011)
claims their views have been ignored and some are no longer writing in the field or commenting
on recent developments such as the expansion in Web 2.0 technology and social media (Selwyn
2011). There is, however, an ongoing contribution from some researchers and academics who
have continued with an engagement with critical, ethical, and interpretative orientations to
digital technologies in schools (see Boyd 2014; Facer 2011; Holmes 2009; Hope 2010, 2015;
Selwyn 2011, 2014). There has also been some Australian literature about digital technologies
in schools from a critical theory perspective, the next section outlines this and other strands in
the Australian literature.

Australian literature
The following discussion provides an overview of the literature in Australia regarding digital
technologies policies in the context of school education. It is argued that a body of Australian
literature in the field of digital technologies policies is still being established. This literature
encompasses different research methods which uses a variety of theories and approaches
including critical and interpretative approaches. In Australia there is also literature focused on
ethics, pedagogy and literacy.

Identifying dilemmas
Apple, Kenway and Singh (2005) and Lankshear (2005/2006) have analysed the emergence of
digital technologies in education and knowledge production from a critical theory perspective.
Meredyth, Russell, Blackwood, Thomas and Wise (1999) in the Commonwealth Department
study Real Time: Computers Change and Schooling, discussed the ethical and educational
dilemmas associated with the integration of technologies in schools, especially computers.
While there has been an expansion of digital technologies in schools, some writers have pointed
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out that there have been inequalities and disparities in the rate and degree of integration of these
technologies across the country (Crawford 2013; Meredyth et al. 1999; Teese & Polesei 2003).
Neal (2005) and Robertson, Grady, Fluck and Webb (2006) have written about the social
effects and influences of digital technologies in Australian school contexts. Keirl (1999) has
written about technology education in Australian schools and explored some of its
epistemological dimensions related to theories of knowledge. He questioned the positivist and
technicist paradigm that dominates much of the discussion and research in this field (Keirl
1999). More recently several authors have written about digital technologies policies,
especially the DER, criticising elements of this policy and its implementation (Buchanan 2011;
Lee 2013; Reid 2009). Moyle (2002; 2006; 2010) has written about policy initiatives in the
field of digital technologies in school education, utilising interpretative and qualitative research
approaches.

Pedagogy and literacy
There is literature from Australia focused on the use of computers in the classroom and the
implications for pedagogy and literacy (see Bennett & Oliver 2011; Crawford 2013; Freebody
2007; Jamieson-Proctor, Redmond, Zagami, Albion, Twining 2014, Lloyd & Albion 2009;
Macpherson 2013; Moyle 2010; Moyle & Owen 2009; Reupert & Dalgarno 2011, Synder &
Beavis 2004; Zammit & Downes, 2002). These studies suggest that there is still much work to
be done regarding the alignment of digital technologies use with pedagogy and curriculum in
Australian schools. Macpherson (2013) has researched patterns of digital technologies use
among Australian teenagers (both in and outside school) using a mixed method approach.
Digital literacy is another area that has received attention in relation to learning with digital
technologies (see Coiro, Knobel, Lankshear & Leu 2008; Gillan & Barton 2010; Hague &
Williamson 2009). These authors advocate that the development of digital literacy skills
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amongst students and teachers can lead to improving learning outcomes using digital
technologies.

Literature on ethics and digital technologies
A review of the Australian research literature on the ethical dimension of digital technologies
in school education in Australia suggests it is a small and emerging field. One author (Russell
2002), however, has written on ‘virtual schools’, mediated through the use of digital
technologies, which he defines as a school conducted through the Internet. He has questioned
and challenged the legitimacy of virtual schools from ethical and educational perspectives
(Russell 2002). McLoughlin and Burgess (2009, 2013) have investigated cyber-bullying
amongst school students using a quantitative research model. Cross, Shaw, Hearn, Epstein,
Monks, Lester, Thomas and Data Analysis Australia (2009) have produced the Australian
Covert Bullying Prevalence Study which includes information about school students. Wilcox
(2011) has written an article on ethical consideration with the use of digital technologies in
Australian school education in which she raises some concerns and challenges for teachers and
students, though not based on any specific research. Meyenn (2000) has written about teaching
ethical guidelines for digital technologies use in schools. Overall, there appears to be little
research about the ethical dimension of digital technologies in Australian schools.

Openings
The Australian literature on digital technologies in schools tends to concentrate on pedagogy
and curriculum. In Australia, there are research spaces open from which to conduct
interpretative and critical forms of inquiry building on the work of academics such Kenway
(2006), Moyle (2002, 2010) and Neal (2005). The gaps in the research literature in Australia,
suggests new openings for inquiry and policy research, which this study has pursued, with

65

reference to previous studies. Analysis of digital technologies policies has received little
attention in the literature, in particular, the ways in which the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies are understood by those in schools: students, school staff, teachers,
principals and policy writers. Further, there is a lack of research about the ethical dimension
and policies related to digital technologies in Australian schools.

International literature
This section outlines some of the international literature concerning the use of digital
technologies in schools’ policies. There is a growing body of international research related to
the use of digital technologies in education and schools (see Aristovnik 2012; Beetham &
Sharpe 2013; Chandra & Watters 2012; Leasek & Norbet 2013; Levy 2012; Scholz 2010;
UNESCO 2008).

Critiques
Bromley and Apple (1998) have applied critical theory to examine digital technologies policies
and their use in schools, and have discussed in detail the political agendas that underpin the
integration of technologies into teaching and learning (Apple 2002; Apple 2004; Bromley &
Apple 1998). These authors question the supposed neutrality of technological innovations,
particularly in educational settings. Cuban (2001) has highlighted the problems associated with
the use of digital technologies in schools when there is insufficient planning, knowledge and
forethought applied to their use. Cuban (2001) and other writers, such as Buckner and Kim
(2013) and Buckingham (2007) have also questioned the educational assumptions and
commercial motivations underpinning the integration of computers in schools over the last two
decades. Papert and Caperton (1999) challenged the American Government and education
system for a lack of vision and commitment to integrating digital technologies into schools.
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More recently an international report from the WEF has identified the lack of integration of
many aspects of digital technologies into teaching and learning programs in schools as an
ongoing challenge (Dutta & Bibao-Osorio 2012).

Internationally over the last two decades there have been studies conducted on aspects of the
ethical dimension of digital technologies in schools. Flowers and Rakes (2000) researched the
nature of ‘acceptable use’ policies in kindergarten to 12 schools in the United States. A number
of researchers have written about teachers’ involvement and understandings of ethical issues
related to digital technologies (Alakurt, Bardai & Keser 2012; Nordkvelle & Olson 2005).
Traxler (2008) from the UK has examined the ethical, legal implications of learning with
mobile devices and found that there are many challenges remaining for schools to address in
the areas of status, power and culture. Olofsson and Lindberg (2008) have written on ethical
perspectives and debates in learning environments using digital technologies and have explored
the multiple understandings which can emerge in this field, including those of teachers. Hope
(2005, 2008, 2010, 2014, 2015) has written about the dilemmas faced by schools in relation to
Internet use and the impact of surveillance on students’ access and use of the Internet. He found
that students were not comfortable with the forms of surveillance and monitoring they
encountered in schools, and these policies can restrict educational inquiry.

As is the case with the Australian literature, in the international sphere technical and
pedagogical orientated models of research tend to dominate the literature. There is also a small
body of research which reflects critical, interpretative and qualitative approaches to digital
technologies in schools. The review of the literature thus far has revealed only a small amount
of literature focused on the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies. The research
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gaps in the literature concerning digital technologies and policies in schools are discussed in
the next section of the Chapter.

Gaps, silences, limitations and opportunities
This section of the literature review explores the gaps in the academic research regarding the
ethical dimension of schools digital technologies use and policies, and points to the opening of
a research window, which gives voice to the views of students, school staff, teachers, principals
and policy makers. It is argued here that the ethical dimension of schools’ digital technologies
in Australian school education is an underdeveloped area of academic educational research.

The complexities and issues surrounding the ethical dimension of digital technologies are often
missing from academic accounts (Bennett & Oliver 2011; Selwyn 2011). There has also been
little sustained or detailed attention given to how the ethical implications of the digital policies,
programs and innovations designed for schools are received and understood, by those in
schools.

Much of the literature decontextualises digital technologies use in schools and ignores
dilemmas and debates about policies, values, and human relationships. Hence, the deeper
questions regarding ethics in relation to digital technologies are rarely addressed in studies.
Policy initiatives and interventions to control and regulate the ethical use of digital technologies
in schools have not received much sustained and in-depth research.

The technical and pedagogical accounts of digital technologies in the literature tend to project
optimistic and uncritical outlooks. These perspectives have resulted in the neglect of the power
relations and dynamics implicit in digital technologies use in schools, including ethical
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questions and value judgements relating to online communication and the use of mobile
phones. More attention is needed to address the social, ethical and political ramifications of
digital technologies policies in education. Selwyn (2011, p. 5) has issued a call for an overhaul
of the literature and ‘a renewed academic debate and analysis about the way digital
technologies are used in schools’. In a similar vein, Ball (2007, p. 191) suggests that a realistic
understanding of the technological world would ‘recover a language of and for education
articulated in terms of ethics, moral obligations and values’. This thesis highlights and engages
with debates and analysis of the ethical dimension of schools’ digital technologies policies in
teaching and learning.

Neglect of ethics and participant voice
It is argued in this thesis that what is often referred to as the ‘participant voice’ is largely absent
or given little recognition from the academic studies in this area. Studies usually only focus on
one participant group either students or teachers, and the views of the two groups are rarely
looked at in conjunction for the purpose of comparative analysis. In regard to research focused
on student voice about digital technologies in learning, Moyle, Wijngaards and Owen (2012,
p. 1) report that ‘there is a paucity of recent, formal education research that listens directly to
students’ views of learning with technologies’ and ‘available research has tended to use
quantitative or mixed method approaches’. One of the objectives of this study involves
listening to listen to students’ and other participants’ stories by utilising non-positivist research
approaches, namely interpretative, critical theories and ethical perspectives.

Some have written about student voice in relation to digital technologies in school education
(see for example Flutter and Ruddock (2004); Manefield, Collins, Moor, Mahar and Warne
(2007); Moyle and Owen (2009); Moyle, Wijngaards & Owen (2012), and Neal (2005).
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However, student voice remains an under-researched area in education studies generally
(Whitehead & Clough 2004).

Similarly, non-teaching staff who work in schools (librarians, technical support staff,
administrators, bursars, and clerical staff) are not often incorporated or acknowledged in school
education research. Sometimes non-teaching school staff are using digital technologies in a
more intensive and sustained manner than teachers, due to the nature of their work. Nonteaching school staff can bring different perspectives to the subject of digital technologies
policies and use in schools to that of teachers and students. Their voice, however, is largely
silent in the published literature. There is also little research which elicits the views of policy
makers about the policies they have written for digital technologies use in schools.

It is rare to find studies which investigate how the fields for this study, ethics, participant voice,
policy and digital technologies are interrelated. The aforementioned fields tend to be examined
and discussed in isolation from each other. The academic literature, both in Australia and
internationally, which combines ethics, policy and participant voice, remains small and
disjointed; it does not constitute a solid body of work or field of research. Studies using
participant voice to investigate policies and ethics in relation to the use of digital technologies
in schools also remains small in the academic research, which continues to concentrate on
subjects related to pedagogy, curriculum, learning cognition and technical advancements.

Taking into account the voice of students, school staff, teachers and principals means not
positioning them as being passive and uncritical recipients, accepting of digital technologies
policies. As Selwyn (2011, p. 142) asserts ‘as the ultimate ‘‘end users’’ of technology in school
it would seem self-evident that more attention is paid to the views, opinions of students as well
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as staff’. It is possible that some researchers, academics, and policy writers in the digital
technologies field have avoided conducting an appraisal of the voices of those in schools as the
findings may well reveal undercurrents of subversion, discontent and frustration that are not
easily subsumed or packaged into positive and progress-laden discourses which tend to pervade
the literature.

Key concepts in the research
The following section discusses two key fields which form the research focus of the thesis,
namely: ethics and policy. The discussion explains the relevance and place of these fields in
the thesis with reference to the relevant literature. The explanation of ethics and policy is
premised on the notion that they are interrelated. Recognition of their interrelated nature is part
of the holistic approach taken in this research in order to understand the nature of digital
technologies policies related to the ethical dimension in schools. The discussion of ethics
covers the nature of ethics, ethical issues and the relationship between ethics and digital
technologies.

Ethics
As stated in Chapter One the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies in Australian
schools is a central concern in this thesis. The following discussion engages in an appraisal of
the subject of ethics. Authors whose work is drawn upon in this section include philosophers
such as Aristotle (1941; 2013), Dewey (1938, 1964), Floridi (2010) and Mackie (1977). The
discussion focuses on key themes associated with ethics and digital technologies in schools.
These themes are: understanding the nature of ethical issues arising with the use of digital
technologies; the intersection of ethics and policy, the use of language to convey ethical
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principles and values and the role of education in enhancing the ethical use of digital
technologies.

Ethics is an ancient branch of knowledge and inquiry which covers a number of philosophical,
moral and social concerns (Mordini 2002). Ethics is a complicated term to define and has broad
applications in social life, religion and philosophy. The term ‘ethics’ comes from the Greek
word ‘ethidos’ which refers to the nature of a person's character (Mordini 2002). Ethics is a
general theory of right and wrong, involving notions of choices and actions, of what is
considered good or bad in situations, interpersonal relationships and ways of living (Mackie
1977). Notions of right and wrong also involve standards that prescribe what people ought to
do, usually in reference to rights, obligations, benefits to society, fairness or specific virtues
(Mackie 1977).

The attribution of right and wrong in relation to ethical behaviours is not always a clear-cut
process, and there is often a spectrum of views between these two positions (Millet 2008;
Tavini 2006). Chippendale (2001) states that ethics provides the standards by which behaviours
are evaluated for their morality – their rightness or wrongness. Ethical judgements focus on the
degrees of rightness and wrongness evident in human behaviour (Chippendale 2001). For the
purpose of this thesis, the notion of ‘ethics’ is principally concerned with the contestation of
notions of right and wrong uses of digital technologies in schools and the values and discourses
that underpin these stances (Holtz 2011; Mackie 1977; Nnaji 2012; Tavini 2006).

Ethics, morality, values and attitudes
Discussion and analysis of ethical values in relation to digital technologies use are of relevance
in this thesis. The distinction between ethics and morality is not always clear, however, in a
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general sense, ethics is the study of morality, and ethics can also refer to the moral principles
of particular groups or religious traditions (Audi 1995). In this thesis, ethics also involves an
appraisal of what judgements, values and moral principles should guide choices about what is
right and wrong.

Ethics also involves the creation and examination of moral standards and ideals intended to
guide behaviour, based on notions of goodness and the choice of right actions (Audi 1995;
Mackie 1977). Central to all notions of ethics is an examination of the values that underpin
decisions about the course of action, or stance taken in regard to particular issues (Mackie 1977;
Tavini 2006). These values represent what is important in a person's life, while ethics and
morality prescribe what is or is not regarded as ‘appropriate’ behaviour. Ethical guidelines and
rules may be formalised in policies and these are underpinned by values which are composed
of principles. Essentially, principles inform choices about values, morals and ethics
(Chippendale 2001). Ethical principles in policies represent expressions of values that can be
intended to model, and guide and state expectations in regard to certain behaviours.

Values are part of complex attitudes and influence behaviour and choices, as well as the
behaviour of those with whom we interact (Chippendale 2001). Values may have their origin
in a person’s family, religious, class, ethnic or cultural background, or a combination of these
factors. The values which influence ethical and moral decision-making can change over time
and can be applied in different ways (Ward 2010).

An example of an ethical value is the conviction that a person’s privacy should be protected.
When applied to the use of digital technologies this could mean believing it is wrong to enter
and look at someone’s email account without their permission. Ethical principles and values
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can be brought together to form moral systems or codes of conduct (Shockley-Zlabak 1999;
Ward 2010). The practice of ethics also necessitates a reflective engagement with these values
and principles regarding the way they can guide conduct (Greisch 1999; Ward 2010). Principles
play a role in what is determined as ethical, while values express the measure of importance
placed on a belief or principle (Shockley-Zalabak 1999). Cyber-bullying may be regarded as
undesirable as it demeans the dignity of the person subjected to the bullying. An ethical
response to bullying considers the values involved and the implications of the action in
determining where the right and wrong course of action lies.

Ethics and reflection on life – ‘phronesis’
According to Aristotle, one of the founding philosophers of ethical thinking, morality and
moral knowledge is concerned with right living (Aristotle 1941; Hutchinson 1995). Aristotle
advocated that the implications of moral judgements should be thought about and discussed
throughout the teaching and learning of all disciplines in life (Aristotle 1941, 2013). According
to Aristotle, virtues are fundamental to ethics as they are the basis of making people better
persons in regard to moral practices (Aristotle 1941, 2013). Ethical virtues in an Aristotelian
sense refer to those features of a person or thing that make them and their actions good (Audi
1995). Virtues along with values help to impel a person to act for the moral good of him or
herself and for the good of others (Hutchinson 1995).

A key concept in Aristotelian thought is what he described as ‘phronesis’: which is the ability
to appraise and act upon situations with prudence (Aristotle 1941; Kvale & Brinkmann 2009).
‘Phronesis’ is a practical type of wisdom involving the capacity to observe and describe events
in their value-laden situations, and make judgements accordingly (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009).
Aristotle distinguished theoretical reasoning from practical reasoning, the theoretical form
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generates beliefs and knowledge about the world; and practical reasoning leads to choices and
actions (Bynum 2010). In this study, ‘phronesis’ is a concept which has practical application
to the analysis of the ethical dimension, as it can serve to provide insights regarding the ethical
decisions and the reflections of the research participants.

Ethics in practice
In schools, ethics is manifest in a variety of ways, including in written policies, cultural
practices and traditions (Johnson 1999). Understanding ethical behaviour, however, involves
more than the application of values to moral problems; the behaviours are also acts of social
construction (Floridi 2010). According to Floridi (2010, p. 14), the study of ethics should go
beyond reflection and moral debate about the correct course of action, it should be ‘about
constructing the world, improving its nature and shaping its development in the right way’.
Policies can also propose and advocate ethical actions and in some cases provide a rationale
for these actions. Integral to this process of ethical construction is formulating reasons for
deciding on one course of action or policy as opposed to another (Millet 2008). In this sense,
ethics is about choices available in any given situation and an assessment of the consequences
that can result from taking certain courses of action (Mackie 1977; Milllet 2008). James, Davis,
Francis, Pettingil, Rundell and Gardner (2009, p. 14) state that ‘at the heart of ethics is the
responsibility to others with whom one interacts through various roles including student,
athlete, worker, professional, community resident, citizen, parent, and friend’. According to
this explanation, ethics is not divorced from the lived reality of people but involves responsible
actions and attitudes according to explicit or implicit obligations to others (Greisch 1999).

Ethics is not simply an abstract concept, and usually has direct application to the realities faced
in life. In this sense, ethics is about deciding ‘what to support, what to condemn, what principles
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of conduct to accept and foster as guiding or controlling our own choices’ (Mackie 1977, p.
106). School policies which address the ethical dimension represent attempts to guide
behaviour by designating which actions are ‘acceptable’ and which should be avoided.

The study of ethics involves cognisance of the ramifications of one’s actions, both collectively
and individually. Ethics assumes the capacity for thinking in abstract ways about the
implications of actions for the individual, group, professions and schools (James et al. 2009).
These authors also assert that ‘ethical conduct is closely aligned with the responsibilities to and
for others that are attached to one’s role in a given context’ (James et al. 2009, p. 14). Similarly
Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) advocate that ethical guidelines ought to be used to think through
categories of uncertainty rather than be viewed as the final moral authority that neglect reallife uncertainties and ambiguities.

The approach to ethical understandings taken in this study is not confined to intellectual
concepts, but a dynamic engagement connected to policies in a school setting along with an
emphasis on reflection and constructive dialogue (Dewey 1938 & 1964; Floridi 2010). Hope
(2010, 2014, 2015) makes the point that the ethics underlying school practices has to be
explicitly understood so that individuals remain aware of the values embedded in the
educational system.

This study seeks to engage with the ethical dimension of digital

technologies policies in direct relation to the experiences and stories of those in schools and
policy writers.

Digital technologies and ethics
The literature regarding ‘digital technologies ethics’ uses names such as ‘computer ethics’ or
‘cyber ethics’, ’information ethics’ and ‘digital ethics’ (See Bawa & Marwah 2011; Brey 2010:
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Burmeister 2012; Floridi 2010; Johnson 2001; Nordkvelle & Olson 2005). The focus of much
of this literature is on the use of computers in the government and commercial sectors. There
has been a long history of ethical concerns about computers going back to the Second World
War (Johnson 2001). The concerns and issues expanded particularly from the 1970s onwards
and coincided with the wider proliferation of computers, the focus of attention turned largely
to the Internet in the 1990s (Brooks-Young 2006). Other issues of concern included privacy,
copyright, freedom of information and hacking (Brey 2010; Floridi 2010).

According to Floridi (2010) and Johnson (2001), with developments in digital technologies,
ethical issues have emerged which are still to be addressed. Floridi (2010) argues that the
development of digital technologies has outpaced our understanding of their conceptual and
ethical implications. There is a debate in the field of ethics and digital technologies regarding
whether digital technologies generate new ethical dilemmas and principles or whether they are
just reflecting established ethical issues in different contexts and forms (Johnson 2001; Moor
1985). Moor (1985) and other theorists (Brey 2010; Johnson 2001) suggest that the changing
settings and practices that emerge with digital technologies require an examination of old
values, and also may yield new values. For example, Brey (2010) explains that issue of privacy
involves a reconceptualisation of the public and private sphere brought about by the use of
digital technologies.

Ethical principles, decisions and actions are embedded in the use of digital technologies at
many levels (Floridi 2010; Johnson 2001; Moor 1985). The failure to engage with or recognise
the ethical dimension of digital technologies in teaching and learning leaves a deficit in
understanding the role digital technologies policies play in schools, and the associated ethical
dilemmas and issues. This deficit is sometimes described as a ‘policy vacuum’, emerging when
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new technologies present new ethical problems, or traditional ethical dilemmas associated with
digital technologies manifest in new guises (Johnson 2001; Moor 1985).

Moor (1985), in his seminal article What is computer ethics? argues that policy vacuums are
created when new technologies such as computers emerge because there are no existing
policies that specifically address and guide the use of the new technologies. Moor (1985)
suggests that these vacuums have to be filled, and the central task of computer ethics ought to
determine what the policies should be. Johnson (2001) claims that in relation to policy vacuums
and digital technologies, there ought to be a foregrounding of ethical considerations in relation
to them. This thesis foregrounds ethical considerations in relation to the ethical dimension of
policies concerning the use digital technologies in teaching and learning in schools. It is of
theoretical and practical importance to further examine and discuss the nature of policies which
address ethical issues associated with digital technologies in schools. The ethical foundations
and implications of these policies are complex and dynamic especially in relation to the
landscape of digital technologies use in Australian schools.

Many of the current ethical issues in the contemporary school settings concern the use of, and
access to, the Internet, email, mobile phones and social media (Bosco & Krueger 2011; BrooksYoung 2006). For example, bullying and intimidation conducted through the Internet, generally
known as ‘cyber-bullying’, can be more anonymous and impersonal than traditional (face-toface) bullying (Li 2007b; Patchin & Hinduja 2010). However, the intentionality that lies behind
the action, that is to humiliate and intimidate the victim, has the same purpose regardless of the
medium used. Likewise, the power relations involved in the relationship between the bullies
and victims corresponds to conventional social dynamics (Li 2007a). The level of exposure
and notoriety cyber-bullying can generate may have serious implications for the consequences
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of the action, and can complicate attempts to resolve the problem and decide on a consequence
for the perpetrator (Hanewald 2009; Li 2007b). The intersection of ethics and digital
technologies is more fluid in the sense that it contains issues which emanate from old and new
ethical considerations. The fluidity derived from this intersection is also apparent in the policies
designed to address the ethical issues associated with digital technologies use, which is a
recurring theme in this study.

The ways in which ethical concerns are addressed in schools also requires examination and
discussion (Selwyn 2007). Throughout this thesis, the ethical dimension of digital technologies
use in schools is analysed, contested and subjected to appraisal with reference to policy
discourses and research participants’ perspectives.

Nordkvelle and Olson (2005) argue that teachers when engaging with technologies should
examine their own moral values and practices so they can participate in a robust debate about
the educational applications of digital technologies. They also argue for a reframing of the
issues of digital technologies in schools which foregrounds policy and discourse, rather than
the technology itself (Nordkvelle & Olson 2005).

Ethical issues, debates and controversies
It is necessary to acknowledge for the purposes of this study that ethical issues pertaining to
digital technologies in schools cannot be understood in isolation. They are connected to and
embedded in wider social and ethical contexts (Kukulska-Hulme 2008; Nordkvelle and Olson
2005; Traxler, 2008). Furthermore, ethical issues emerging with digital technologies ought to
be understood in terms of shared understandings and conceptual constructions (Olofsson &
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Lindberg 2008). An acknowledgement of the school context in which ethical issues linked to
digital technologies occur, forms part of the understanding of the nature of these issues.

The study of ethics has also been integrated into education literature and in recent decades,
greater attention has turned to addressing the ethical dimension of digital technologies use in
schools. The International Journal of Cyber Ethics in Education contains articles and
investigates the ethical use of digital technologies in a variety of educational settings (see Holtz
2011; Nnaji 2012). As digital technologies developed throughout the 1980s and 1990s, a
number of ethical issues associated with these technologies in schools emerged related to
accessing to the Internet (Brooks-Young 2006; Nordkvelle & Olsen 2005). These issues related
to who had access to certain digital technologies and concerns about privacy and the
distribution of information. Ethical questions were raised relating to the use of digital
technologies in schools in regard to what policy guidelines should be used to facilitate their use
in teaching and learning. However, during these decades, at an international level there was a
lack of ethical guidelines and policies which address ethical issues specifically (Johnson 2001;
McDougall 2002; Nordkvelle & Olsen 2005). The lack of guidance in relation to ethical issues
with digital technologies use may result in a policy vacuum.

In schools the use of email has been the subject of community debate as its use has become
ubiquitous in Australian society (Econsultancy 2013). The concept of ‘netiquette’ refers to
codes for behaviour that various online communities have developed over time to guide users
about appropriate forms of online communication (Morais de Costa 2007; Ornatowski 2001).
Netiquette also represents a form of ethics as it involves the articulation of norms and
expectations about behaviour and values in online communication including email (Traxler
2008). Guidelines for email communication are intended to clarify the intentionality of the
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author because unlike face-to-face verbal communication, there is no tone or modulation of
voice, facial expression or body language evident. Email also provides alternative ways of
communicating the intent of a message, for example, messages can be made forceful by
capitalising letters, bolding writing and using large font sizes. The role of language in
conveying meaning and intention in regard to ethical issues and digital technologies is another
prominent theme involved in comprehending the policies designed to guide the ethical use of
these technologies.

Email can be used as a means of communicating information about events, curriculum,
resources and decisions in a succinct and impersonal manner. However, some people use email
to engage in debates and polemics about school issues, sometimes without any face-to-face
discussion or telephone conversation (Johnson 2009). Email conflicts which involve multiple
email communications can turn into what is termed an ‘email war’. Some of the debates and
discussion take the form of pseudo blogs where many staff offer their views on an issue or
debate (in the absence of a school-based blogging or social networking facility). The ethical
debates and issues surrounding email use involve questions about what content is ‘acceptable’
to include in an email, how emails are written and to whom they are sent. There can be a lack
of clarity and understanding about what constitutes ‘acceptable’ email use in schools. The
understanding of the language used in emails also highlights the theme identified earlier in this
section involving the use of language in the construction and communication of ethical issues
emerging from digital technologies use.

Education to promote the ethical use of digital technologies
As discussed earlier in this Chapter a lot of the literature on the use of digital technologies in
schools is focussed on pedagogy for learning subject content. However, there is not a lot of
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research specifically devoted to the role education can play in enhancing awareness in regard
to the ethical use of digital technologies in schools. There is some literature that does address
and advocate for the role education can play in establishing a climate of ethical awareness in
schools (see for example Christie 2005; Meyenn 2000; Ribble & Bailey 2007; Smith 2011;
Stacey 2009). Dewey (1938) claimed that one of the main aims of education is to create selfcontrol amongst students, but there can be no guarantee that the production of self-control will
occur merely by removing external controls such as policy regulations. Dewey proposed that
teaching and learning was crucial in instilling ideas and behaviour amongst students, by
explaining to them why they should behave in certain ways and not others (Dewey 1938; 1964).
Dewey argued that guiding principles were a necessary part of an educational formation but
these principles need to be discussed and understood by students before they can apply them
in life (Dewey 1938).

An orientation to education and ethics can be premised on discussion and debates concerning
the ramifications of ethical decisions. Herda (1999, p. 130) claims that ‘it is in the application
of what we learn that personal judgement, ethics, and responsibility come into play’. The
nurturing and application of ethical discernment through education can lead to an informed and
reflective approach to decision-making for members of schools.

The use of education to enhance the ethical use of digital technologies is also a theme which
will be addressed in the analysis of digital technologies policies and the analysis of the
interview conversations. Education and awareness-raising can support and edify policy
regulations intended to guide the use of digital technologies. Meyenn (2000) argues for a
continuous form of ‘IT’ education, allowing for reflection in educational settings and formats.
Smith (2011) argues that an educative approach to digital technologies requires careful
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planning and effective pedagogical orientation. Further, he argues that knowledge and
education is required for all users of digital technologies (Smith 2011). Smith also advocates
that the use of education can be a successful method of dealing with the phenomenon of cyberbullying (Smith 2011, p. 3). Education can mean promoting a greater awareness and
understanding in school communities regarding the ethical use of digital technologies. Fusco
(1999) in his paper Teaching Children about the Internet asserts that awareness and
understanding of ethical considerations amongst teachers, parents and students is essential and
without this awareness policies and programs created for protection against unwanted Internet
sites and to filter emails are rendered ineffective. Alakurt, Bardaki and Keser (2012) also argue
that students’ awareness of ethical issues and choices is paramount for ethical engagement with
digital technologies in schools.

Another view is that expressed in the BECTA (2009, p. 1) Local Authorities document which
states that:
Children and young people should be supported in their use of ICT, through education
and rules for using the technology safely and clear routes for accessing help and
advice.
BECTA has now ceased to operate but the statement reflects the organisation’s view at the time
that education about the ethical use of digital technologies can be combined with policy rules
to advise and guide students to use digital technologies safely.

Starratt (1994) says that in establishing what he calls an ‘ethical school’ classroom discussions
of issues of moral and ethical importance should occur in relation to the questions they raise
about the personal and public life of the school. Stacey (2009) explains that one of her research
findings was that codes of privacy should be discussed at school, as students were becoming
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aware of how a written text without body language was difficult to interpret and could easily
be misinterpreted.

Some writers have argued for students playing an active role in educating other students
towards greater ethical awareness. Stacey (2009) promotes the idea that older students should
assist younger students and advise them using their experiences to counter problems such as
cyber-bullying. The rationale behind using students to educate other students stems from the
belief that younger students see older students as their best resource, due to mutual regard for
each other, and they can engage in peer role modelling (Stacey 2009). Stacey asserts that the
older students have to be trustworthy and knowledgeable about the cyber-world. Stacey’s
research participants were, in regard to cyber-safety strategies, in favour of education about the
Internet for parents, teachers and students (Stacey 2009). Education can also inform the sharing
of knowledge about ethical issues. Smith (2011) argues that this type of sharing can include
education about issues concerning how much knowledge young Internet users have about
etiquette on the Internet, managing privacy and the moral aspects of self-disclosure online. The
ways in which education about the ethical use of digital technologies can be embedded in
schools is a theme which requires a number of considerations including: the context in which
the educational program is being implemented, the use of language to convey the ethical
principles and practice and the use of scenarios and examples which can be used to illustrate
digital technologies policies.

Various writers make the point that it is beneficial for users of digital technologies to have a
high level of individual responsibility, as decisions are often taken in isolation with little time
for reflection when assessing the validity of information on the Internet (James et al. 2009;
Meyenn 2000). The education students have received about the ethics of suitable Internet usage
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becomes important in regard to their ability to take ownership and responsibility for their
actions and ethical choices (BECTA 2005; Byron 2008). Facer (2011) contends that in regard
to education in a digital context, the main challenge is one of discernment not one of filtering
but a relational one judging value against context.

Education efforts can involve engendering a culture of student responsibility and ownership
which enhances understanding about the ethical implications of using digital technologies.
Khan and Friedman (1998, p. 158) state that is worthwhile to ‘teach students that by controlling
computer technology – and choosing wisely – people have the power to effect meaningful and
ethical change’. Following on from this statement, it can be argued that those in schools also
require more involvement in digital technologies policies related to the ethical dimension to
effect the meaningful and ethical change. Education about the ethical use of digital
technologies in schools involves the active participation of those who work and study in
schools. The challenge is to forge ways of developing shared understandings of how this
education can be achieved.

Meyenn (2000) has outlined a series of principles upon which an education program for digital
technologies could be based (see Chapter Nine). He also advocates using realistic scenarios
which can be used to demonstrate to the students key values involved in ethical dilemmas and
situations, such as honesty, respect for the privacy, justice, and fair access (Meyenn 2000).
Meyenn’s education approach also includes encouraging students to ask key questions about
the situation, including who is involved? What are the alternatives? Which values are involved?
(Meyenn 2000).
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Policy
The following discussion examines the concept of ‘policy’ and considers policy dynamics in
relation to school education, digital technologies and ethics. Discussion of discourse in relation
to digital technologies policies in school education is a prominent analytical platform in this
study and is also examined in this Chapter of the thesis. The critical and interpretative
theoretical lenses which this thesis has used for policy analysis were also utilised to investigate
meanings and views expressed by the research participants in schools.

Defining ‘policy’ is a challenging task, as it can take different forms in the shape of written,
symbolic and spoken modes (Bell & Stevenson 2006; Ozga 2000). There is no agreed definition
of what constitutes a policy (Bell & Stevenson 2006; Ozga 2000). The concept of policy is
complex and diverse. It is a contested area in academic writing, involving competing values
and differential access to power. In this thesis policy is taken to mean not only written texts,
legislation and strategic plans but also discursive processes (Ball 1990). Discursive processes
are implicit in the planning, writing and implementation of policies. These policy processes are
‘diversely repeated and contested and subject to interpretation as they are enacted in institutions
and schools’ (Braun, Maguire & Ball 2010, p. 549). In this study interpretations and analysis
of policy discourses which are enacted in schools, are examined.

Policy as text
Ball (1993) argues that policy can also be understood as ‘text’; texts, which are not closed or
complete, but can be subjected to multiple readings and interpretations. These texts can be
produced and be interpreted, and as such can produce unintended meanings. These meanings
can shift over time and gain their own momentum and directions. Barthes (1977) theorised that
any policy including a policy text is situational; that is, different readings are produced by
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different people depending on their own background and location. As such policy texts can be
considered to represent ‘a multidimensional space’.

To look at digital technologies policies as text allows for a ‘reading’ which is fluid and flexible,
and allows insights into the intentions of the authors and the ways these policies are interpreted
by others (Ball 1993; Selwyn 2011). Alternative readings of policy can become encoded in
different and complex ways through interpretation, contestation and resistance (Ball 1993). The
ways policy can be read is also part of the research reported in the Chapters Seven, Eight and
Nine which examine digital technologies policies and the participants’ reflection on their own
interpretations of them.

Policy processes and contestation
Policies may have different purposes and intentions. According to Ball (1990) policies project
images of an ideal society and represent the authors’ views about the operational statement of
values and their allocation. A policy is ‘both text and action, words and deeds, it is what is
enacted as well as what is intended’ (Ball 1994, p. 10). Further, ‘policy is both contested and
changing, always in a state of “becoming’’ “was” “never was” and “not quite” (Ball 1993, p.
11). Ball emphasises that ‘discontinuities, compromises, omissions and exceptions are also
important in educational policy analysis’ (Ball 1990, p. 3). The omission of the ethical
dimension from studies of digital technologies policies in schools is an issue this study seeks
to address.

Policies go through various phases of composition, legitimisation, distribution, reading, and
interpretation, after which they can take on many discursive forms (Ball 1990; 1993). Hence,
policy can be seen as a process, as well as a product, which encompasses negotiation, conflict
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and struggles (Ozga 2000). Struggles can arise as different groups try to assert their claim and
understanding of which policies should be accepted. According to Ball (2013) schools are
places involving the interests of individuals as well as the maintenance of organisational control
and conflict over policy. The concept of policy shares a commonality with that of ethics, both
involve struggles over values and competing notions of right and wrong.

Policies may be attributed with different degrees of power and influence according to their
authorship and the context in which they are produced (Ball 1990; Bell & Stevenson 2006).
Ball (1994) argues that the authorship of a policy text involves encoding policies in complex
ways through compromises and struggles. He also asserts that policy encoding also occurs
through the authority vested in public interpretations and reinterpretations of policies. Policies
may have multiple authors as the interpreters of policies also become policy authors (Ball
1994). In the cycles of policy authorship, interpretation and reinterpretation the reader of a
policy becomes a co-author of a policy text, through a process of reading and reinterpreting the
policy. The reading of the policy text can produce multiple interpretations influenced by the
reader’s context, history and values (Bell & Stevenson 2006).

Policy and discourse
Policies form and become part of educational discourses. Discourse refers to practices that
systematically form the objects of which they speak; discourse embodies meaning and social
relationships particularly involving power and language (Ball 1990; 1993; Foucault 1979).
Education discourses provide a framework from which policy is ‘thought, talked and written
about’ (Ball 1993, p. 44). According to Foucault (1974; 1979), language forms a vehicle for
discursive communication, and discourse is formed by institutional practices and the nexus
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between power structures and knowledge. Thus, the concept of discourse emphasises the social
processes that produce meaning (Ball 1990). Ball explains that
Discourses embody the meaning and use of propositions and words. Thus, certain
possibilities for thought are constructed. Words are ordered and combined in
particular ways and other combinations are displaced or excluded (Ball 1993, p. 14).
This study takes into account the construction of meaning as expressed through discursive
language and seeks to understand the nature and intent of digital technologies policy
discourses.

Ball (1993, p. 14), taking up Foucault’s concept of discourse, sees policies as ‘exercising power
through a ‘‘production’’ of ‘‘truth’’ and knowledge as discourses’. A policy discourse is also
about who can speak, where, when and with what authority (Ball 1993). Ball’s notion of
discourse is employed in this thesis to examine the voices which can be identified in policy
discourses, by including policy writers, and those in schools in conversations concerning the
ethical dimension of digital technologies policies.

Public policies form and become a part of public education policy discourses (Ball 1990; Reid
1999). The distinctive nature of public policies stems from their status as official statements
and documents representing the State (Ball 1990; Ozga 2000). According to Ball (1993) public
policies operate as discursive devices. The discursive role of policy refers to values, intentions,
meanings and beliefs that underpin formalised expressions of State intent. Moreover, ‘State
policies can therefore be seen as symbolic systems of values, acting as a means of representing,
accounting for and legitimating political decisions’ (Selwyn 2011, p. 57). Public policy may
be found in documents from government departments, political parties’ policies, budgets or
white papers (Ball 1993; Moyle 2010; Taylor et al. 1997). Public policy is contested and is
subjected to competing demands and tensions involving the structures of the State (Taylor et
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al. 1997). Schools are also administered by the State and have to relate to State structures in
different ways, and compete for attention and services from them.

Foucault (1973) and Barthes (1973) have illustrated how policies can be analysed as forms of
contextual discourses which operate in a dynamic system of socially constructed power
relations. They argue that power relations can be located in all institutions and in the case of
this study the context is the school. Critical theorists Habermas (1987) and Marcuse (1964)
have illustrated the potent role played by technology in influencing dominant ideologies and
epistemologies in official policy discourses. It will be seen in this research that digital
technologies policies designed for schools have their own distinct discursive paradigms and
features. The discourses of digital technologies policies are expressed through State
intervention in schooling and involve power relations which are socially mediated and
constructed.

‘Steering at a distance’
Policies represent the State’s intentions for action in various spheres (Ball 1990). The concept
of ‘steering at a distance’ is a useful way of understanding the manner in which school digital
technologies policies with different levels of authority operate to deliver policy messages.
Lingard (1996, 2014), drawing on Kickert (1991), argues that the State can design policy using
a ‘steering at a distance’ style of policy implementation. The phrase ‘steering at a distance’
refers to policies which allow the State centralised control for overseeing programs in the
‘periphery’ based on accountability mechanisms for management (Lingard 1996). Selwyn
(2011, p. 67) argues that many digital technologies policies can be said to ‘construct a
consensual but deliberately vague social identity for the State and other powerful stakeholders’.
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The recipients of policies generated by Australian state and territory governments, such as
those in schools, are part of the process of being ‘steered at a distance’ and schools have a level
of flexibility to construct their own interpretations and discourses in relation to the
implementation and adaption of these policies (Lingard 1996, 2014). This level of flexibility
opens the possibility for a variety of responses from those in schools to government policies,
especially when the language of the policies is deliberately generic and open to interpretation.
Hence being ‘steered at a distance’ operates on a premise of shared understanding of the policy
language and intention in relation to the ethical dimension of technologies in teaching and
learning.

In this thesis, ‘steering at a distance’ is a concept that can be useful in understanding the nature
and purpose of digital technologies policies which are from governments both at the national
and state level and those from private school education offices. Given that in national policies
there is little mention of the ethical dimension of digital technologies in schools or mandated
legislation with which schools have to comply, there is a greater onus placed on schools to
interpret what is required (AG 2013b). It can be argued that ‘steering at a distance’
problematises the way in which the responsibility is placed on schools to understand, interpret,
respond to, and implement policies which come from higher levels of educational authority, in
both the government and private sectors. For this study the implication of policy mechanisms
to steer schools ‘at a distance’ is to investigate how this process functions in relation to the
ethical dimension of digital technologies use and policies in teaching and learning.

Principals play an important role in a ‘steering at a distance’ policy setting as they are vested
with the power and responsibility for ensuring that state, territory and education office policies
are implemented in their schools. The principal becomes the link or conduit between the
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policies of the government, and how to interpret, design and implement policies at the school
level. In a 'steering at a distance' orientation the government and its education departments
divulge policy implementation largely to the school principals. Yet national and higher level
policies (state, territory and education office) still maintain accountability mechanisms which
school principals have to abide by, and in this sense they are being deliberately ‘steered’. How
principals go about fulfilling these requirements varies according to their leadership experience
and skills. The process is also influenced by how consultative they are in developing schoolbased policies. In the case of digital technologies their knowledge about the issues arising from
teaching and learning is also a factor.

School policies and digital technologies
The field of school education policy, is varied, complicated and often there are different policy
objectives operating concurrently (Ozga 2000).
Selwyn (2011) argues that
At a basic level, education policies represent the courses of action taken by
governments and other agencies of the state with respect to their obligations to deliver
and regulate education provision (p. 56).
School education policies can also be understood by utilising Ball’s (1993) notion of policy as
text where State policies are viewed as written (textual) interventions into school education
practice and contexts, which are then re-read by those who are the intended recipients of the
policies in schools (Selwyn 2011). Further to this, policies are formulated in relation to shaping,
legitimizing, enacting arrangements and power relations that characterise digital technologies
use in schools (Selwyn 2011).

An imperative for a refined policy analysis and development is the increased use and access
students have to computers in Australian schools which was initially given impetus by the DER
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(White 2008). In Australia, schools, education departments and governments have developed
policies designed to guide and regulate the use of digital technologies so their use conforms to
legal, ethical and technical standards. It can be argued that the performance of a national
technology agenda, such as the DER, can result in its major aims and objectives being
compromised by issues of funding and local politics which diminish the focus on the principal
ideas of the original policy (Selwyn 2011). Hence, there is a tension between the planned,
design strategy of digital technologies policies and their unintended consequences when the
policy intervention is contested, disrupted, diverted, subverted and appropriated (Goodson,
Knobel, Lankshear & Mangan 2002). This thesis is about revealing policy understandings in
schools that are contested, socially mediated in a school context, and may be related to a
disjunction between the policies and a school’s, culture, organisation, and dynamics.

In this thesis, different elements of school education policies are analysed. As discussed
national, state, territory and education office schools policies can employ a ‘steering at a
distance’ approach to outline expectations in regard to digital technologies use. A ‘steering at
a distance’ policy position can influence the types of policy development from schools, which
can contain components such as rules, regulations and guidelines. Schools use regulations,
rules and guidelines in response to the content in policies from higher levels (national, state,
territory and education office). Policy rules define certain actions which are permissible and
non-permissible regarding the use of digital technologies. Policy rules for digital technologies
can be found in ‘acceptable use’ policies, designed to regulate the use of digital technologies
in schools (Flowers & Rakes 2000). Digital technologies policies can also contain guidelines
which serve to recommend desirable uses and forms of ethical behavior in relation to digital
technologies in schools. Policy regulations are also part of some digital technologies policies;
these regulations outline the consequences of breaches of discipline in relation to using digital
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technologies in schools. The policy regulations are often written in reference to legal
frameworks and school behavior management policies.

Trends and developments in policy influence the dynamics and processes employed in school
settings, particularly at the level of discourse and meaning (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011).
An aspect of policy analysis involves the interpretation of policy initiatives in specific contexts.
An examination of a policy in a school context sheds light on the dynamics and relationships
involved in policy implementation. How individuals in schools respond to changes regarding
digital technologies can be, in some cases, distinctively unique and different from the intended
outcomes of policy planners and writers. The way in which a sense of shared meaning and
consensus is established may also differ from the expectations of those policy writers and the
school leaders driving the change processes. This research investigates digital technologies
policies meanings and interpretation in the context of schools, and is concerned with exploring
different policy responses and critiques which can come from the voices of those in these
schools.

Digital technologies policies are described by Selwyn (2007, 2014) and Oushoorn and Pinch
(2003) as socially constructed sets of practices and responses to the deployment of a
technology. According to Olssen, Codd & Neil (2004, p. 66) digital technologies policies
represent ‘complexes of discourses and practices which are directly linked to power structures
and knowledge’ (see also Lea 2011). The nature of policy discourses and their meanings related
to schools digital technologies also encompasses the operation of power relations, and the way
knowledge is used to influence these relations and who can speak about them.
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In addition, digital technologies policies can be understood essentially as symbolic
interventions by the State (Selwyn 2011). Or another way of understanding digital technologies
policies is that they are attempts to set the agenda regarding discussions and understandings of
the use of these technologies. Digital technologies policies contain statements which directly
or inadvertently are invested with values and knowledge claims about what is considered
worthwhile and useful for students to know and access in relation to digital technologies. State
policy can serve to ‘obscure the structures of power and real shaping concerns behind the
ostensibly bland, neutral face of schools technology’ (Selwyn 2011, p.67). A richer
understanding of how digital technologies policies function as texts and are put into practice
involves a reading which engages with the text not seeing it as a discourse which is static
(Selwyn 2011).

Several authors assert that there is a disconnection between education policy writing and digital
technologies practice in schools (Marshall & Anderson 2008; Selwyn 2011; Younie 2006). A
critique of digital technologies policies is that they do not create meaningful relationships
between the different actors involved in a nation’s education technology in schools (Selwyn
2011). Similarly, Younie (2006) argues that national strategies and initiatives lack any ability
to satisfy the needs of schools and teachers who may be operating in different conditions. The
deficiencies in national policies, as pointed out by Younie, echo criticisms that have been made
of national policies such as the DER (see Buchanan 2011; Facchinetti 2013; Jones 2011; Reid
2009).

There is also a challenge in maintaining policies that are relevant and aligned to the
technological advancements in digital technologies. Policies can be misdirected or ill-suited to
engage with the issues that may arise from the capabilities of the digital technologies. For
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example, some rules designed for schools in regard to mobile phones were written at a time
when mobile phones were equipped with the functions of conventional phones. They were
more expensive, less widespread, and regarded as a nuisance and a distraction in the classroom.
Now mobile phones can function as video cameras, computers, access the Internet and can
store large amounts of visual and written information. A student can use his or her phone to
record homework or an assignment and may prefer this method to writing the information in a
school diary. This development illustrates how rules set down at a policy level are difficult to
maintain over a short period of time, as digital technologies are always evolving and changing.
Along with changes in digital technologies use and capabilities, issues relating to degrees of
access, and students’ and teachers' ability to use the digital technologies for multi-purposes,
also influences policy development in this area.

Selwyn (2011, p. 67) argues that the major area of attention for understanding schools
technologies policy as discourse ought to be the
ideological aspects on what is not being said about schools and schooling in the digital
age - where there is inaction rather than action where there is silence rather than noise.
This research seeks to uncover and explore silences and raise conversations that are not being
heard in relation to schools digital technologies policies discourses, in particular those
regarding ethics.

Policy and the ethical dimension
The ethical dimension can be located in school education policy documents, these policies
include national declarations, state, territory, education office and school policy statements.
Some of these policies were outlined in Chapter Two to provide a policy context for study.
The study of ethics can be employed to understand digital technologies policy construction and
discourses informed by the principles, assumptions and agendas which are implicit and explicit
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in policy statements (Crawford 2013: Younie 2006). Interpretation and understanding are
essential in studying the relationship between policy and practice in mandating types of
behaviours to regulate ethical behaviour with the use of digital technologies (Crawford 2013).

Policies created to guide and control the use of digital technologies in schools contain
assumptions and embedded values which may be implied or explicit (Selwyn 2011; Warner
2011). Difficulties can emerge when these generic policies are applied to whole school systems
and regions as they can fail to address localised issues and requirements (Flowers & Rake
2000). Developing policies addressing the ethical use of digital technologies premised on
notions of shared values is problematic in a country such as Australia, due to the plurality of
cultures, religions and social backgrounds which inform students', school staff, teachers’ and
parents’ values and beliefs. Rheingold (2000, p. 18) makes the point that ethical considerations
ought to be addressed regarding the use of computers; ‘who will make policy about what users
can say and do in the net who will arbitrate disagreements about access or online behaviour?’
Acting legally and correctly according to policy requirements is not enough for ethical action,
treating every matter as if it were a technical matter for adjudication (Johnson 2007; Wilcox
2011).

According to Groundwater-Smith et al. (2009), policy guidelines designed to outline the ethical
use of digital technologies in schools can function as a way of defining shared stances, and as
public policy statements about what constitutes best practice (Groundwater-Smith et al. 2009).
However, there is a debate in school education about the relevance and usefulness of these
policy guidelines and the lack of focus on the processes involved in arriving at a policy
regulation (Ball 2013; Preston 1994). The idea of policies based on shared values for schools
can become polemical due to the role that these policies are perceived to play in providing a
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framework for inculcating ethical values in young people and directing them in determining
what is deemed to be right and wrong behaviour (Facer 2011, Groundwater-Smith et al. 2009).

Trust, fear, risk and ‘moral panic’
Trust, fear, risk and ‘moral panic’ are features which are part of an understanding of the
application of the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies in schools. Digital
technologies policies can be premised on notions of fear and panic which can deny and
underestimate the capacity of students to use digital technologies responsibly, including
accessing content on the Internet (Holmes 2009; Hope 2010, 2015). The fostering of trust is an
integral part of allowing users to develop an ethos of ethical use of digital technologies
including the Internet (Hope 2010). If individuals are to confront risks and react to them in an
effective manner then they require trust in their local schools (Facer 2011; Giddens 1984).
Furedi (2006) argues that it would be beneficial for school to reject what he calls the 'morality
of low expectations'. The ‘morality of low expectations’ projects the view that students will
inevitably 'misbehave' if given the opportunity to do so, particularly when the Internet is viewed
as a dangerous and risky place (Furedi 2006). Digital technologies policies in schools can also
work from the assumption that students cannot be trusted when using digital technologies and
therefore place restrictions on their use.

A discourse which is located in the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies has been
called ‘moral panic’ (Hope, 2010, 2015). There has been a certain degree of sensationalism and
negativity in, commentaries and media reports about young people’s use of digital technologies
particularly in respect to incidences of cyber-bullying and social networking (ACMA 2013b;
Bennett, Maton & Kervin 2008; Boyd 2014: Henderson, de Zwart, Lindsay & Phillips 2010;
Holmes 2009). This has resulted in what some writers have referred to as ‘moral panic’ or fear
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in relation to young people using digital technologies both in and out of school contexts
(Holmes 2009; Hope 2010). ‘Moral panic’ is a form of public discourse when an issue of
concern achieves a level of prominence that outweighs the evidence in support of the
phenomenon (Bennett et al. 2008). Isolated incidents can be reported on, in a way, which
suggests that the ethical problems related to youth using digital technologies are widespread,
for example cases of suicides related to cyber-bullying (ABC 2014; Holmes 2009; Hope 2010;
Smith 2010). A climate of ‘moral panic’ and low expectations can also pervade digital
technologies policies by placing an emphasis on the dangers and risks associated with students
using them in schools.

Many Australian schools have policy frameworks composed of Internet safety policies and
‘acceptable use’ policies which are developed as protective measures to maintain Internet
safety (Blackman 2013). Education and awareness-raising programs about ‘responsible’
Internet usage are also enacted in Australian schools (Blackman 2013). Surveillance and
monitoring are another method used to try and safeguard students from the ‘dangers’ of the
Internet. Surveillance can take the form of teachers observing students directly while they are
online or monitoring remotely to view what they have been accessing (BECTA 2005a; Hope
2005, 2015). The practice of using Internet filtering systems and software is one of the most
common forms of controlling Internet usage in schools (Moyle 2012). Filtering limits, restricts
and blocks access to websites and censors content, usually by means of the installation of a
commercial software program (Moyle 2012).

Problems with blocking and filtering are also identified in Australian studies by Neal (2005)
and Moyle and Owen (2009). Neal reported on students’ frustrations with Internet sites being
blocked by restrictive policies (Neal 2005). He argues that these restrictions placed on Internet

99

access represent an imposition on student learning, and incline students to feel more
comfortable with accessing computers at home where they usually have greater freedom to
access Internet sites rather than at school (Neal 2005). Johnson (2010, p. 1) maintains that,
‘over-filtered school networks set up a false sense of security; the real world of the Internet is
quite different from the Internet at school’. The comment points to a discontinuity between the
type of restrictions and controls that blocking and filtering establishes and the world students
inhabit outside of school.

Young people can be constrained by their use of digital technologies arising from fears of the
ethical controversies and breaches of protocols that can occur when they use digital
technologies in school contexts (Warner 2011). Schools can also restrict innovative use of
digital technologies; for example, the Digital Education Revolution Strategic Plan reports that
‘Cyber safety education policy at the local school level may not allow innovative use of ICT’
(DEEWR 2008, p. 7). Khan and Friedman (1998, p. 158) argue that ‘within social relations
control is usually unethical because it undermines others’ autonomy’. Restrictions placed on
the use of digital technologies in schools raises ethical questions about why these decisions are
made and how they are given authority by policies.

The denial of student access to social networking sites in digital technologies policies negates
the possibility of using these Internet sites as vehicles of social communication and learning in
schools. School administrators and leaders have been cautious about letting school students
have access to social networking sites due to problems such as cyber-bullying, transmitting
gossip and controversial photos and video footage, and the potential for contact from
paedophiles (Henderson et al. 2010; Holmes 2009). These perceptions held by school
administrators and policy makers may also be fuelled by apprehensions in the media and
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general public about the nature of social networking Internet sites, and can contribute to a
discourse characterised by ‘moral panic’ and fear (Holmes 2009; Hope 2010; Littlewood 2003).

Perceptions about Internet usage can be premised on assumptions about the Internet being full
of pornography and other types of so-called malicious content (Holmes 2009; Hope 2010).
However, Stark (2008, p. l) in a wide-scale study of the Internet using powerful search engines,
concluded that
If the filter most effective at blocking adult materials were applied to search indexes,
typical query results, or the results of popular queries, the number of clean pages
blocked in error would exceed the number of adult pages blocked correctly.
This practice of blocking ‘adult material’ may result in blocking many ‘clean’ Internet sites
which could be educationally useful for students and teachers in schools. Further, in regard to
the relative amount of pornography on the Internet, Stark (2008, p. 1) reported ‘as of 20052006, about 1.1% of webpages indexed by Google and MSN were adult material amongst
hundreds of millions of pages’. In this study understandings about uses of the Internet in school
are explored in reference to the ethical dimension. Some of the literature suggests that adults
perceive students’ use of the internet to be problematic due to the presence of ‘adult content’
on the Internet (Boyd 2014; Hope 2010, 2015; Masterson 2014). However, Stark’s findings
revealed that only a small fraction of the Internet content is actually represented by ‘adult
content’ despite the relatively high levels of anxiety and concerns surrounding access to such
content.

There is a debate in the research literature pertaining to the risks involved in accessing certain
online content which involves elements of cultural representations, meaning and ideology
(Hope 2010, 2015; Moyle 2012). Media discourses can overstate the dangers of Internet use in
schools, which can cause an institutional reaction to over block and limit students’ educational
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experiences (Holmes 2009; Hope 2010; Selwyn 2011; Robinson 2009). In response to fears
and risks, schools can include surveillance and monitoring measures in policies, including
blocking and filtering to try and counteract the misuses of digital technologies by students,
school staff and teachers.

Holmes (2009) argues that risks and threats from online communication are small and minimal,
and are often exaggerated in government and media statements. He also asserts that when
confronted with online threats such as sexual solicitation and grooming, the majority of young
people safely negotiate them (Boyd 2014, Holmes 2009). Policy regulations can also be
designed to control and prevent such threats without the recognition that young people can be
adept at dealing with these potential dangers.

A study in the United Kingdom found that school teachers indicated that their primary concern
in relation to students using the Internet was access to material of a sexual nature, viewing
pornographic images and students using chat lines for sexual conversations (Hope 2010). In
relation to these findings, Hope (2010, p. 2) argues that
some staff might be seduced by unrealistic, exaggerated or distorted discourse
surrounding school Internet use and subsequently over-react to student activity,
blocking legitimate educational engagement.
In the same study, very few students expressed concern about the issues the teachers had raised;
they were more concerned about punishment for transgressions on the Internet (Hope 2010).

In a recent large-scale study, based on interviews with teenagers in the United States conducted
by Boyd (2014) and entitled It’s complicated, the author concludes that the use of the Internet
and social media has not had an overly negative impact in their lives. According to Boyd
(2014), adult fears about the use of the Internet and social media are less about evidence and
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more about a sense of ‘moral panic’. This thesis is interested in investigating the views of those
in schools about policies, as their perspectives may be contrary or different to the discourse of
‘moral panic’.

Similar findings were reported in a survey-based-study carried out in Australia by the ACMA
titled Like, Post, Share (ACMA 2013b). This study found that parents were more concerned
with children’s safety online, compared to the children themselves, of whom, the majority had
not reported any issues related to cyber-bullying or predatory behaviour online (ACMA 2013b;
Masterson 2014). Such a study demonstrates that there are a variety of views and understanding
about the implications of students using digital technologies.

Compliance and control
Principals may be accountable to policy requirements coming from different levels and have a
concern to ensure the safety and protection of those in their schools. The emphasis on
accountability, protection and adherence to legal requirements can result in a discourse
characterised by compliance and control. The compliance and control discourse, as presented
in the form of education policy, represents a codified response to perceived threats and dangers
to schools occurring through transgressions of prescribed policy frameworks and values. The
imperative to stay within the designated policy guidelines is based on recourse to school
education system rules, and legal sanctions which can be called upon to the discipline the
transgressor. This could involve an internal sanction, expulsion from the school or legal
proceedings (Hope 2010, 2015). Policies which ‘steer at a distance’ can result in compliance
and surveillance orientated responses to the ethical dimension, as opposed to a constructive
and reflective engagement about the ethical implications of using digital technologies in
teaching and learning (Hope 2005, 2010, 2015).
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The themes of compliance and control are also reflected in some of the literature relating to
digital technologies in schools. In Hope’s (2010, 2015) view, when policies have the objective
of achieving social integration of technology in school networks, the priority often becomes
situational control of deviancy. Accordingly, theorists including Ball (1994, 2010) and Lukes
(1986) have utilised Foucault’s (1973, 1979) notion of the normalisation of regimes of power
and truth which provides a useful conceptual framework for understanding the intentions of
control and compliance in policy. Selwyn (2011, p. 97) argues that regimes of control and the
concept of schools as a site of normalisation and control provides a good framework ‘for
understanding and assimilation of digital technologies’. Such a regime involves schools
attempting to carefully control and regulate access and use of digital technologies through
policies.

Foucault’s (1979) notion of surveillance and control, sees students in school institutions as
being disciplined and regimented through time and space processes involving processes of
normalisation. Foucault employs the concept of panopticism to describe this type of
surveillance in institutions. Panopticism is a complete system of surveillance based on the
Panticon, a prison designed by the philosopher Jeremy Bentham (Foucault 1979; Shaw 2008).
Panopticism functions by instilling in people the impression they are being observed at all times
with the objective of enforcing compliant behaviour (Foucault 1979; Shaw 2008). Panopticism
is reflected in efforts to create a climate where students and possibly teachers are made to think
they are under constant observation and thus are encouraged to carry out what Hope (2005, p.
361) describes as ‘self-policing’. Notions of surveillance and monitoring intersect with issues
relating to the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies especially in regard to the use
of the Internet in school settings which will be discussed in Chapters Eight and Nine.
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Summary
This Chapter set out to analyse the relevant literature from the Australian and international
contexts pertaining to the ethical dimension of schools digital technologies use and policies in
teaching and learning. Another objective of the Chapter was to examine in detail fields that
form the central focus of this thesis, namely digital technologies, ethics and policy. The issues
and challenges raised in this discussion are linked to the ways in which those in schools can
engage with policies which address the ethical dimension of digital technologies use. The
policies can also contain pervasive and influential discourses concerning the ethical dimension.
An argument was presented which established there is a lack of discussion of the ethical
dimension of digital technologies use and policies in the research literature, leaving a research
space which this thesis intends to address.

To address the research space identified, the study endeavours to contextualise and examine
the ethical dimension of schools’ digital technologies by conducting policy analysis and by
listening to the voices of students, school staff, teachers and principals and policy writers. As
stated in Chapter One the study is conceived of as a journey across a landscape characterised
by gaps and underexplored areas. The investigation in this thesis is not intended to ascertain
definitive and undisputed answers, but rather to create a space for further understanding of the
ethical dimension to emerge by examining ethical perspectives, policy discourses and debates.
It is through conversation and dialogue that the ancient Greeks believed that ethical
understandings could be best achieved; so to the conversations which inform the research
dialogue in this thesis (Young 2003). Interpretative and critical theory have been utilised to
orientate the study and the next Chapter investigates these two theoretical approaches and
examines the key concepts and ideas which inform them, including interpretation, the
construction of meaning, power, ideology and discourse.
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CHAPTER FOUR: THEORETICAL CONTEXT

Introduction
This Chapter explains the theoretical platforms that inform the research in this thesis. This
discussion is intended to examine and justify the conceptual lenses through which the research
design, data collection and analysis were approached, organised, conducted and documented.
As stated in Chapter One, the two theories utilised for this thesis are critical and interpretative
theory. Both of these have developed intellectual traditions over a number of decades. Critical
and interpretative theories also serve to explore and critique the nature of discourses which
form part of the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies. The research for this thesis
is interested in ethical perspectives in relation to schools’ digital technologies policies viewed
through critical and interpretative theoretical lenses.

Interpretive theory has a long tradition in European intellectual thought, and as mentioned in
Chapter One its origins can be traced to ancient Greek philosophy (Sherratt 2006). Prominent
among the interpretative theorists used in this Chapter are Gadamer (1976, 1989) and Ricoeur
(1974, 1976, 1981, 1991), whose theories were used to explore the nature of language and
interpretation. The ideas of Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) and Herda (1999) are discussed in
reference to the joint construction of meaning. The theoretical work of these authors is of
relevance for the research, as they provide conceptual tools from which to ascertain and
understand the meanings of policy texts, discourses and the interview conversations. To
understand the nature of the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies, the interpretative
hermeneutic approach is used in this thesis to both de-construct texts and discourses, and to
reconstruct and recover meaning according to the shared understandings which emerged in the
interview conversations.
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The works of Barthes (1973, 1977) explore meanings and symbolism of language which is
useful for this study as his concepts provide a means by which to analyse language and
symbolism in policies. Policy theories are furnished by Ball (1990, 1993, 1994, 2007, 2013)
and Foucault (1973, 1974, 1979) and provide salient critiques that can be applied to understand
the dynamics of power relations, discourses, and systems of control and compliance.

The intellectual basis of critical theory evolved from the work of theorists from the Frankfurt
School (see Adorno 1978; Fromm 1981; Horkheimer 1978; Marcuse 1964). The perspectives
of the following critical theorists authors have been used in this thesis: Deetz (2005), Giroux
(1981, 2010), Habermas (1979, 1987), and Marcuse (1964). The theoretical perspectives
offered by Herda (1999) create a bridge between hermeneutic interpretative theory and critical
theory. This bridge between interpretative theory and critical theory will be explained later in
this Chapter.

The discussion in this Chapter provides an explanation about how the theoretical orientation of
the thesis links to the methodological approach employed to conduct the research. The Chapter
proceeds with a discussion about research theory followed by a justification of the selection of
theoretical perspectives for the research, and a rejection of positivist research. The sections
following provide an analysis of interpretative theory, including hermeneutic inquiry and
language. Later in the Chapter, there is an examination of critical theory. Finally, the
intersection of interpretative and critical perspectives is examined in relation to a discussion
concerning technological determinism and digital technologies. This discussion is intended to
critique the determinist position, as the research questions for this study require a focus on
participant voice in relation to digital technologies which is a non-determinist perspective.
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Research theory
Various authors state that theoretical approaches to research begin with understandings of
reality and knowledge, which flow through to different ways of constructing research problems
and choice of methodologies (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011; Scott & Usher 2011).
Philosophical positions provide conceptual frameworks, which clarify the nature of the
research problems and their strengths and weaknesses (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009).

The research in this thesis set out to build and analyse knowledge of the ethical dimension of
digital technologies policies in schools, informed by an understanding of the ontology and
epistemology located in critical and interpretative research traditions. Research may be defined
broadly as a systematic investigation to find answers to a problem (Burns 2000). According to
Gadamer (1989), research is a practice, not a technical act, but a social process and there are
no universal methods that can be applied to it. Herda (1999) claims that research can be thought
of as a communal, reflective and moral act. An acknowledgement of different research
perspectives negates the assumption that research in the social sciences operates only through
one paradigm. The assumption that there is only one paradigm can lead to an exclusive focus
on technical issues with no concern for the context from which knowledge is produced and
constructed (Merriam 2009; Terre Blanch & Durnheim 2006).

The epistemological and methodological principles from critical and interpretative theory have
guided the approach taken to understanding digital technologies in schools, and the policies
designed to control their use. Despite the utilisation of core principles it is acknowledged that
education research seldom falls into neat categories and tends to be a messy process
(Rubinstein – Avila 2009). Assumptions about the complex and fluid nature of educational
contexts also inform the epistemological approach and research orientation of this thesis
109

(Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011). An understanding underpinning the research is that the
formation of systems of meanings and interpretations of social reality are largely shaped by
language and discourses (Scott & Usher 2011).

Research methodologies and analysis require philosophical positions and theoretical
perspectives that provide a foundation for the research processes, including the logic, criteria
and lenses through which research is conceptualised (Bryman 2004; Scott & Usher 2011).
Theories reflect research traditions and operate as maps to guide the research process and
methodologies (Denzin & Lincoln 2011; Merriam 2009).

According to Hartas (2010), and Scott and Usher (2011), interpretations emerging from
research are contingent rather than determinate, and are not grasped by eliminating subjectivity,
but are understood by the subject and the object entering into a necessary dialectical
relationship (Hartas 2010; Scott & Usher 2011). Research data can never be free of values; it
is through the conceptions and preconceptions of the researcher that the world is encountered
through specific ways of knowing or frameworks (Lichtman 2006; Scott & Usher 2011).
Furthermore, the ontological and epistemological basis of a researcher’s work, structure
knowledge in certain forms (Hartas 2010; Scott & Usher 2011). The research traditions,
principles and perspectives from interpretative and critical theory which inform this study are
explained and examined in the course of this Chapter.

Selection of theoretical perspectives for the research
To gain a meaningful understanding of the ways digital technologies policies are understood
and perceived by people in schools, critical and interpretative theories were utilised for this
study. According to Vidovich (2003) these two theoretical traditions can facilitate a particular
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form of understanding regarding the way meaning is constructed, mediated and deconstructed
through textual analysis and with reference to voices of those in school contexts. Gibson and
Brown (2009) state theory has to be applied in the analysis and the context of actual data.

Critical and interpretative theories question prevailing assumptions that technologies can be
dealt with in a purely neutral way (Bromley 1998). However, as mentioned previously digital
technologies are not neutral and are implicated in the construction of power (Bromley & Apple
1998; Veletsianos & Kimmons 2012). Critical and interpretative research traditions afford a
means by which to negotiate the depth and complexity of participants’ understandings of the
ethical dimension of digital technologies policies.

Rejection of positivism
After consideration, positivist research methodology was not regarded as useful or appropriate
for the type of research planned for this thesis. Positivism has been a pervasive and dominant
approach in educational research (Keirl 1999; Scott & Usher 2011; Sikes & Gale 2006).
Positivism is an epistemological position that places emphasis on facts and scientific
methodology (Scott & Usher 2011). The primary assumption upon which positivism is based
is that the world is objective and exists independently of those who construct knowledge
(Marcuse 1964). Positivism is also based on the premise that the social world is similar to the
natural world, consisting of measurable and observable phenomenon and can be studied in the
same way (Bhaskar 1998; Collins 2011, Popper 1992). Further, a positivist understanding of
reality is that it can be accessed openly, and knowledge is generated by means of immutable
methods (Marcuse 1964; Popper 1992; Scott & Usher 2011). Positivism reduces social
behaviour to technical prescriptions and to what is measureable (Alevsson & Skoldberg 2009;
Habermas 1987). Positivism is also informed by the practices of technical rationality, in the
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privileging of scientific knowledge and generalisations (Marcuse 1964). According to Marcuse
the privileging of scientific knowledge and technical rationality by positivism have other forms
of knowledge marginalised and devalued (Marcuse 1964).

The following discussion presents an argument as to why positivist research is not used in this
thesis. This thesis posits an approach that rests on ontological claims that knowledge itself is
social, subjective, and unique, as opposed to the objectivity claimed by scientific and positivist
positions (Cohen, Manion & Morrisson 2011; Rush 2004). The orientation for this research
thus assumes a pre-interpreted world in which the meanings are developed by active subjects
who are involved in the production of the social world (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011).
This study asserts that the premises on which positivism rests have to be problematised,
namely, those based on logical rules of explanations independent of the world (Scott & Usher
2011).

The critical theorists, particularly Habermas (1987), have attacked positivism arguing that it
has been elevated to an almost unassailable position as the dominant epistemology. Positivism
does not include debates about values and moral judgements, which are pivotal in the study of
ethics and digital technologies in social institutions such as schools (Habermas 1979, 1987;
Marcuse 1964; Selwyn 2011).

Positivism often forms the philosophical basis for quantitative research methodologies and is
used to inform research methodologies based on testing and hypotheses (Hartas 2010;
Lichtman 2006). In contrast to a positivist philosophical orientation, interpretative and critical
theories see knowledge formation as spiral and iterative, as opposed to linear and cumulative,
as claimed in positivist epistemology (Merriam 2009).
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Critical and interpretative theories understand knowledge to be socially constructed and arising
from social, political and historical contexts (Sherratt 2006; Rush 2004). According to Bohman
(2000) and Scott and Usher (2011), no explanation is ever definitive as explanations of the
social world are always indeterminate and concern the interaction of knowledgeable and
reflexive actors. Interpretivists argue in contrast to positivists that organisational patterns and
relationships in institutions such as schools are constantly changing (Klein & Myers 1999). As
such positivism has been rejected for use in this thesis.

In opposition to positivism, Herda (1999) asserts that understanding in research does not come
from the formalisation of rules and regulations but it has to do with ongoing discourse among
researchers and participants. In Herda’s (1999, p. 26) words
The positivist research stance of neutrality shields the researchers from critical
elements in the research act – recognition of their constitutive role in the research
process and acknowledgement of their moral obligations in experiencing anything.
She goes on to argue that the positivist and scientific approaches do not engender reflection or
ethical awareness in relation to research (Herda 1999).

Theorists such as Gadamer (1976, 1989), Giroux (1981, 2010), Habermas (1987), Marcuse
(1964), and Scott and Usher (2011) argue that rational guidelines for investigating the social
world should be informed by historical practices and cultural settings, which form discourses
and traditions. Education theorists have also attacked the positivist paradigm of research by
arguing that it neglects the political and ideological contexts and dynamics of education
(Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011; Yang 2006).

Unlike positivism, the research orientation of this thesis does not regard human behaviour as
passive or determined, nor is it governed by universal laws and characterised by underlying
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regularities (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011). This research is interested in uncovering how
the policy language describing the ethical use of digital technologies in schools is interpreted,
and the influence that the potency of this language has in structuring discourses. This thesis
seeks to clarify, explain and further understand the complex social realities, related to
understandings of digital technologies policies in schools. This process of clarification and
explanation is also directed to the research questions posed for this study, which are designed
to elicit new knowledge and understandings about school digital technologies policies. The
ontological and epistemological assumptions examined in this discussion give rise to
methodological considerations, which are expanded on later in this Chapter.

Interpretative theory
Using interpretative theory enables an examination of events and experiences of everyday life
as its subject matter, inquiring how meaning is constructed, and social interaction is negotiated
in social and cultural practices (Denzin & Lincoln 2011; Scott & Usher 2011). Interpretative
research claims that reality is socially constructed (Mertens 2005). According to interpretative
theory, people’s experiences and social situations are part of the shared and constructed nature
of social reality (Merriam 2009). The search for meaning in experience is a central tenet of
interpretative research. As such, explaining the social world involves understanding and
making sense of it, and therefore involves understanding the meanings that both construct, and
are mediated by, human behaviour (Scott & Usher 2011). This study engages with policy
interpretations from those in schools, which are constructed from reflection and experience of
the ethical dimension of digital technologies in their schools.

Interpretative theory is also concerned with understanding systems of meanings and
interpretations of social realities that are shaped by discourses and language that emerge from
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their use (Porter & Robinson 2011; Schwartz-Shea & Yanow 2012). Interpretative research
stresses the existence of a multiplicity of meaning structures and holistic analysis. Human
behaviour is not regarded as being passive or determined (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011;
Lichtman 2006). Recognition of values and the process of meaning construction are central to
interpretative analysis. Herda (1999) writes that interpretation should not be regarded as a
methodological act but a transformative act. The act of interpretation is not bound by
methodological constraints but is intended to open avenues to arrive at new meanings. This
research is concerned with examining the ways those in schools can interpret the policy
discourses of digital technologies and construct meaning in this process.

An interpretative approach is useful because it is responsive to local situations. The context is
taken into account and linked to participants’ categories of meaning related to their experiences
(Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011; Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). Interpretative methods such as
semi-structured interviews allow for depth of analysis that can take into account complex
phenomena and multiple perspectives (Burns 2000). Furthermore, interpretative theory fits
with research that posits that realities are socially constructed and fluid, and does not aim for
objective findings but takes an interest in how people view and respond differently to issues
(Schwartz-Shea & Yanow 2012; Scott & Usher 2011). Access to real settings from which to
explore participants’ perspectives and critiques is important as power relations, and
understandings of the discourses located in the ethical dimension of digital technologies
policies can only be ascertained by exploring an actual context (Burns 2000; Scott & Usher
2011).
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The joint construction of meaning in interpretative research
Interpretative research can involve interpreting texts in written form but is also concerned with
the experiences of people who encounter and interpret the texts (Denzin & Lincoln 2011). A
key principle of interpretive research requires that people are producers of, and not regarded as
the products of, research processes (Klein & Myers 1999; Porter & Robinson 2011). In
interpretative research, researchers recognise that the participants, just as much as the
researcher, are interpreters and analysts (Hammond & Wellington 2013; Klein & Myers 1999).
According to interpretative theory, meaning is negotiated through dialogue between the
researcher and the participants, who construct reality together (Scott & Usher 2011). The
researcher and participants create narratives and meanings that are constructed by a process of
listening to each other, and through the conversations and interactions between them (Herda
1999).

The way data has been collected from participants in this thesis has been through semistructured interviews. This co-construction of meaning can occur through interview
conversations where researchers elicit participants’ views of a situation (Creswell 2012). Semistructured interviews were selected as a research method for this thesis as they allow for a joint
construction of meaning through dialogue and the interchange of ideas between the researcher
and the research participants. Consequently, situations and understandings are interpreted, and
through interpretations arising from interview conversations the shared and constructed nature
of social reality can be represented (Denzin & Lincoln 2011).

In interpretative theory the experiences of individuals are important in constructing social
reality and systems of meaning (Burns 2000; Sherratt 2011). In interpretative research, the task
of the researcher becomes that of understanding given situations and exploring the experiences
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of those involved. This approach to research necessitates active involvement in the processes,
and negotiating meanings and drawing on the researcher’s experiences. The interpretative
approach seeks to identify patterns of meaning (Connole 1993). Locating and acknowledging
the researcher’s context, in this study is part of building an interpretative frame of reference
(Scott & Usher 2011).

The interface between digital technologies policy texts and the interpretations of the researcher
and research participants is a crucial area of investigation in this thesis. Employing an
interpretative approach to the study of the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies in
school education, allows for particular forms of understanding to be examined regarding the
way meaning is constructed, mediated and deconstructed (Scott & Usher 2011).

Hermeneutics and interpretation
The word ‘hermeneutics’ comes from the Greek verb ‘hernenuo’ which means to interpret or
explain, and from the noun ‘hermeneia’, meaning explanation or interpretation (Herda 1999).
Hermeneutics began as a study of biblical texts. In the 20th and 21st centuries, this theory has
been applied to the study of human action, particularly in German and French philosophy
(Connole 1993; Smith 2000).

Hermeneutics is a branch of interpretative philosophy, which can be used to inform research
fields. The hermeneutic circle is a concept referring to the understanding of a text as a whole
by bringing together its parts to form the whole, and taking into account the meanings of its
parts and their interrelationships (Grondin 2002; Sherratt 2006). The circle of interpretation
concept has been applied to this research as it allows for many distinct perspectives, discourses,
and texts to be brought together in a holistic manner. In the hermeneutic circle, understanding
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is circular, because it involves an interpretation to make it circular (Ricoeur 1981; Scott &
Usher 2011; Warnke 2002). The hermeneutic circle of interpretation is also characterised by
incomplete and partial states, which stem from the ways in which the respective parts interact
dynamically with the whole (Grondin 2002; Scott & Usher 2011; Sherratt 2006).

Hermeneutics provides a way of applying an interpretation to texts; the interpretation of a
meaning is the central theme combined with the questions arising from analysis of a text
(Aylesworth 1991; Kvale & Brinkmann 2009; Silverman 1991). Klein and Myers (1999)
describe the process of hermeneutic understanding as moving from understanding parts of the
whole, then on to a global understanding of the whole, and back to an understanding of the
parts (Gadamer 1976, 1989; Smith 2000). The parts of the circle can be the researchers’ and or
participants’ understandings of the study and or both (Klein & Myers 1999). The whole consists
of shared meanings that emerge from the parts, and the interactions between the parts.

According to Gadamer (1989), we are conversational beings for whom language is a reality,
from which hermeneutics brings into perspective new horizons through history and tradition
(Dorstal 2002; Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). In Truth and Method Gadamer (1989) argued that
knowledge in the humanities including ethics cannot be reduced to a method, for it is only
possible to know the social and historical world through understanding and interpretation, and
these ultimately rest on pre-understanding and prejudices that cannot be formulated into
methodological rules (Gadamer 1989; Kvale & Brinkmann). Gadamer’s (1989) view of
hermeneutics is that understanding always involves interpretative processes (Dorstal 2002).
The research in this thesis employed the lenses of interpretative hermeneutics to analyse the
meanings of the ethical dimension in digital technologies policy documents and the texts
generated from interview conversations.
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Hermeneutics, language and discourse
The concept of language in textual and spoken discourse is crucial to interpretative,
hermeneutic understandings (Aylesworth 1991). Herda (1999) asserts that an investigation into
language reveals a story that is revealed by surveys or participant observations or interview
conversations. She goes on to explain that the nature of language allows for new
understandings, evaluation and action (Herda 1999). Language forms an essential medium of
conveying meaning in hermeneutical analysis (Ricoeur 1981). Language is an event or action
that is a medium through which life occurs. Our experience of being in the world is revealed
through language as a discourse which implies a relationship with another (Herda 1999).
Hermeneutics places the locus of both social and personal change in the understandings of
language (Ricoeur 1981; Sherratt 2006).
Language not only helps to define the social world for the participants in it but also is
essential for creating that world. Language does more than enable us to comprehend
or represent the world and our understanding of it (Herda 1999, p. 24).
Moreover, language plays a generative role enabling us to acknowledge and create meaning as
we engage with discourses and fulfill social obligations (Herda 1999; Riessman 1993).
Discourse in hermeneutic inquiry, can be understood as a text fixed in writing, this orientation
allows for the possibility for a researcher to find structure and explanation embedded in the
text as a whole work, and to ‘read a text as an act that recovers its meaning’ (Herda 1999, p.
14). In this effort or recovery of meaning, neither the author researcher nor audience have a
privileged role in constructing the text’s meaning (Herda 1999; Ricoeur 1981; Sherratt 2006).
However, the text as a social action is a phenomenon that is not limited to writing or discourse
(Herda 1999).
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In hermeneutic theory, both speech and action are considered to be discursive performances
(Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). In hermeneutic inquiry, multiple meanings and a plurality of
interpretations tend to emerge. Researchers are challenged to recognise these differing
interpretations and seek to examine the reasons for them (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011;
Sherratt 2006). The research conducted for this thesis engages with the meanings underpinning
a multiplicity of interpretations regarding the discourses related to the ethical dimension of
digital technologies policies in schools, as it seeks to answer the principal research question
What does an investigation reveal about understandings of the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies and their implementation in school education?

Hermeneutic interpretative analysis
In hermeneutic inquiry, the object of research is to reveal as many meanings as possible from
the complexities of social life (Schmidt 2006). Critical hermeneutics moves beyond
interpretation to passing judgements on interpretations and speaking about their legitimacy
(Herda 1999).
In Herda’s words
Critical hermeneutics places the role of ethics and moral imperatives above technical
skills … and discovers through language new ways to live out personal and social
change and question the legitimization processes that render existing relations in
schools normal (Herda 1999, p. 8).
According to Ricoeur (1976), hermeneutic interpretation surpasses the limitations of
explanation and has a distinct moral imperative. The interpretation of a text involves a dynamic
process moving through explanation, to understanding, then to interpretation (Ricoeur 1974;
Thompson 1981). Through this process, complex and deeper forms of interpretation emerge in
a spiral like form (Ricoeur 1974, 1981; Thompson 1981). To reach a deeper level of
interpretation, Ricoeur (1974) suggests that the researcher has to work through the conflict of
interpretations and to confront the contradictions potentially inherent in these interpretations.
120

In summary then, this thesis problematises the policies examined and the views expressed in
the interview conversations, with the aim of arriving at a deeper level of analysis, which moves
beyond the narrative of a text. The hermeneutic tradition of research can help to highlight
themes that engender conversation, reflection, and new bases for action (Herda 1999). In the
case of this research, these themes can be located in the interview conversations in the form of
potent discourses concerning digital technologies policies and the ethical dimension which
participants were interested in exploring.

Critical Theory
The research in this thesis is centered on an investigation about the meanings and judgements
found in school education policies and those expressed by research participants in relation to
the ethical dimension of digital technologies. Along with interpretative theory, critical theory
has been used in this thesis to engage in analysis of digital technologies policies and the data
from the interview conversations. There are various forms of critical theory, the most
influential tradition emerging from the Frankfurt School in the first half of the 20th century (see
Adorno 1978; Fromm 1981; Horkheimer 1978; Marcuse 1964). Critical analysis in educational
research has been heavily influenced by the work of Habermas from the Frankfurt School
(Arato 1978; Corradetti 2013; Habermas 1979, 1987). The Frankfurt School of critical theory
is based on Marxist analysis, applied and adapted to the study of knowledge formation and a
critique of the social world (Arato 1978; Deetz 2005; Wulf 2003). Critical theorists of the
Frankfurt School argue that knowledge is not independent of human interests, work and
interactions (Habermas 1987; Marcuse 1964). Critical theory questions the nature of the social
order and use of language, particularly as they function to form repressive ideologies and
dominant discourses (Arato 1978; Collins 2011; Deetz 2005; Wulf 2003).

121

Critical theory views the distinction between subject and object dualism as a social
construction, which benefits powerful groups in society (Corradetti 2013; Gall, Borg & Gall
2010). According to critical theory, the selection, classification, and transmission of knowledge
is never neutral and is implicated in social control and the distribution of power (Bernstein
1971; Habermas 1987; Hammond & Wellington 2013; Tesse & Polesei 2003).

Critical theory states that there can be no objective knowledge in the sense that knowledge is
not gained from a neutral or perspective-free position. ‘Knowledge is always socially
constructed and geared to a particular interest, a technical problem-solving interest, a practical
communicative interest or critical emancipatory interest’ (Scott & Usher 2011, p. 36). Critical
theory asserts that reality is constructed through language and shaped over time by politics and
culture to create structures that are seen as normal (Corradetti 2013; Giroux 1983; Rush 2004).

Critical analysis can be applied to an analysis of digital technologies policies where knowledge
is often presented as neutral, and technologies as a social leveler, which discounts and ignores
inherent power relations (Apple 2004; Bromley & Apple 1998). Furthermore, critical analysis
can serve as means in this research to explore and challenge discourses and assumptions
connected to the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies.

In this thesis, a critical lens was utilised to explore participant voices, ideology, agency,
surveillance and participation, which were analysed with respect to varied understandings of
digital technologies policies. Utilising critical analysis can allow for ‘interpretations and
readings from those silenced by dominant social institutions’ (Luke 1995, p. 19). The critical
lens enables the positioning of questions concerning policy discourses and digital technologies
regarding vested interests, political agendas, and empowerment and disempowerment,
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especially in regard to the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies (Apple 2002).
Critical theory also allows for a means by which to answer the overarching question for this
study.
What does an investigation reveal about understandings of the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies and their implementation in school education?

Power and ideology
Understandings of the ethical dimension of digital technologies can involve issues of power
and the exercise of power. Power is a fundamental concept in critical theory. It is also a
challenge to define, as there are various ways of defining power. This thesis engages with the
notion of power in different forms related to the ethical dimension of digital technologies
policies. Digital technologies policies and schools are implicated in a nexus of power relations
that are dynamic and influenced by pervasive discourses. As discussed in Chapter Three,
education policies exercise power by mandating how digital technologies should and should
not be used in schools and by setting consequences and punitive measures for those who
transgress policy regulations. As explained in Chapter Three, power is exercised by authors of
policies through discourses which represent power relations and the control and access to
knowledge (Ball 1990, 1993; Bell and Stevenson 2006). The question of power lies in setting
the agenda, not in overt imposition of force (Kritt & Winegar 2007). Furthermore, authors of
policies are invested with power and authority in that they represent the official voice of the
institutions of the State

In the social sciences, there is no one overarching definition that encapsulates the multi-faceted
nature of power (Bell & Stevenson 2006; Lukes 1986). Power is exercised by human beings
individually and collectively, especially through the social relationships in which they are
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involved and the discourses which are formed as expressions of those relationships (Bell &
Stevenson 2006; Lukes 1986). In this thesis, power is understood as a social and political
concept, and is relational in the sense that people have power in relation to others. Furthermore,
power is exercised to maintain vested interests through networks of power relations (Apple
2004; Lukes 1986). The use, selection, and transmission of knowledge is also a crucial
component of understanding the operation of power in educational contexts (Giroux 1981,
1983; Habermas 1987; Stevenson & Bell 2006). Bromley and Apple (1998) argue that it is
necessary to take into account that patterns of power and control are always changing and being
challenged from inside and outside the school.

As a tool of inquiry, Habermas’ (1987) notion of interests as being socially constructed has a
direct influence on what constitutes worthwhile knowledge, which is determined by the social
power of the advocates of that knowledge (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011). In the context
of this research, through interview conversations participants may suggest, accept or uncover
vested interests at work and reveal how power is exercised or suppressed through policies. In
this thesis it is of interest who has authority over policies and therefore the exercise of power.

Critical theory places an emphasis on the exercise of power through authority, hierarchies and
institutions, however, power can flow in different ways, not only from ‘top to bottom’ (Bell &
Stevenson 2006; Lukes 1986). Those who are oppressed and marginalised by structures of
power can exercise their power through collective action (Freire 1970; Giroux 1983, 2010).
This concept of power leaves open the possibility of those in schools being able to exert
influence or shape the decisions of those in positions of authority (Bell & Stevenson 2006).
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Power can be represented and expressed through ideology. Ideology is another prominent
concept in critical theory and can refer to the collective or world-view of a particular social
class or group (Macey 2000). Ideology is not neutral and promotes certain interests and
agendas, which are social, political and cultural (Apple 2004). Critical theory usually regards
ideology as the expression of political domination of one class, group or institution over others
(Macey 2000). Ideology serves to legitimise and explain control and rule in the political and
social realms, and finds expression through policy discourses (Knight, Smith & Sachs 1990).

Critical theory seeks to investigate the way ideologies and discourses reproduce power
relations and what vested interests are served by these processes (Gall, Borg & Gall 2010; Rush
2004). In this study, ideology can be located in digital technologies policies and may function
to serve the interests of the State and its regulatory bodies, which are charged to administer
school education (Apple 1993; Apple 2004). Employing critical theory allows for
interrogation, of and challenges to, the relations of power situated in policy discourses. In this
thesis, the focus is placed on the discourses that are located in the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies and the ethical issues associated with their use in schools.

Language in critical theory
Critical theory can be used to analyse language, particularly the role of terminology in forming
dominant discourses (Giroux 1983; Marcuse 1964; Tollefson 2006). These discourses can
highlight the capacity of digital technologies policies in school education to perpetuate existing
power relations and inequitable access to knowledge and resources (Bromley & Apple 1998;
Feenberg 2013).
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In critical theory, the voice of the participants is pivotal, as it becomes a voice for change and
reform (Collins 2011; Freire 1970; Giroux 1983, 2010; Illich 1972). Freire (1970) maintains
that if the voices of the oppressed or those who do not have a voice are listened to then critical
inquiry can become a means towards enabling liberation (Freire 1970; Giroux 2010; Illich
1972). One of the purposes of utilising critical theory in this thesis is because it prioritises
giving a voice to those who are not in positions of major power and influence so they can
express their understandings of the policies that regulate their use of digital technologies in
schools.

Allowing participants to have a voice in the conversations about digital technologies policies
involves dialogue and shared understandings which are of fundamental importance in critical
theory. Habermas (1987) sees the ideal speech mode involving rational agreement achieved by
discussion and through consensus processes. Ideal speech involves ‘a critical dialogue
conducted through known public criteria’ (Scott & Usher 2011, p. 36). The interview
conversations conducted in this research were structured to allow discussion and dialogue to
emerge in relation to the research questions, and were arrived at revealing rich and varied
understandings of the ethical dimension in policies.

Pedagogy and critical theory
Critical theory when applied to teaching and learning employs pedagogies which are designed
to raise learners’ critical consciousness about conditions which are oppressive (Freire 1970;
Illich 1972). Critical pedagogy ‘empowers students to recognise the connections between their
individual experiences and the social contexts in which they are entrenched such as social
networking’ (Smith 2011, p. 4). The theorist Freire (1970) positioned education as a political
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act directly connected to pedagogies that involve developing a critical consciousness. In his
words
education makes sense because women and men learn that through learning they can
make and remake themselves, because women and men are able to take responsibility
for themselves as beings capable of knowing – of knowing that they know and
knowing that they don't (Freire 2004, p. 15).
Cherryholmes (1993) claims that critical education involves an effort to emancipate students
from oppressive social conditions. Students are encouraged to become interpreters and critics
and thereby are empowered to act consciously and collectively (Cherryholmes 1993; Freire
2004).

Learning is part of a constant process of interacting and ‘reflecting also the ability to act in a
responsible manner’ (Herda 1999, p. 129). The heart of critical education is also about solving
problems and making decisions which ‘requires discussion and conversation with others to
reach a conclusion grounded in action about what things mean and the way things are done’
(Herda 1999, p. 129). To gain an appreciation of the nature of the ethical dimension of digital
technologies in schools, this research sought meaning from the perspectives of research
participants arising from their reflections and sharing of ideas.

According to Giroux (2010), critical pedagogy can assist students to develop consciousness of
principles such as freedom and recognise authoritarian tendencies, and understand the
connection between knowledge and power and the ability to take constructive action. It is only
with a consciousness of the operation of the ethical dimension in their school context that
students can become empowered to advocate for change and for their voices to be heard.
Similarly, Meyenn (2000) asserts that it is worthwhile engaging students in reflective activities
that involve them working through ethical issues and considering the consequences of their
actions. Along these lines Christie (2005) argues for a consideration of the ethical importance
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of education which can challenge school students to be aware and informed and to engage with
complex and difficult issues, and to develop their own views and change them if and when it
is appropriate to do so.

Critical theory and digital technologies
Critical theory, when applied to an analysis of digital technologies policies and use in schools,
can assist in examining questions of technological culture, and the social, ethical and political
issues that involve technology use (Kenway 2006; Selwyn 2011, 2014). To address these
questions and issues this thesis is concerned with gleaning meaning from the language in texts
and discourses related to digital technologies in schools.

Several authors including Bromley & Shutkin (1998), Facer (2011) and Webster (2005) have
suggested that students and others in schools can use digital technologies in subversive or
unintended ways, and both resist and submit to restrictions and institutional circumstances. For
example, utilising critical theory, Bromley & Shutkin (1998) argue for considering the relations
of power and in whose interest they are working; ‘who benefits’, and what meanings are
attached to these relations. In this sense, schools could function as a space to assist young
people with an understanding of the power relations involved in digital technologies (Selwyn
2011). This thesis is also interested in creating spaces for conversations with secondary school
students about the ethical implications of digital technologies policies in schools to address the
research questions to reveal their understandings and perspectives.

Facer (2011, p. 132) suggests that ‘schools could rewrite the relationship between education
and socio-technical change as one of active design, critique and engagement’. The implication
this proposal represents is a shift away from established organisational practice. The proposal
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would necessitate giving those in schools (adults and children) an authentic voice and greater
opportunities to engage in changes and proposals for digital technology use in their schools.
Facer (2011, p. 132) goes on to pose the question ‘what type of human relationships and
mediated practice are being developed in relation to digital technologies?’ Facer (2011, p. 132)
suggests that teachers and students can ‘take on new roles and explore and criticise new sociotechnical practice’. One of the intentions of this study is to provide an opportunity through the
research conversations for those in schools to reflect on and critique their experiences of the
ethical dimension of digital technologies policies.

The intersection of interpretative and critical theories
It has been argued that both interpretative and critical theories are useful for this thesis to
understand the ways in which digital technologies policies are interpreted and implemented by
those in schools. Both theories provide avenues for analysing digital technologies policies
through an examination of power, discourse, language and social context. Critical and
interpretative theories are also of relevance as they provide scope for the contributions that can
be made from those in schools, to enrich knowledge and understanding by sharing views and
ideas. The forms of analysis from critical and interpretative theories are possible to combine
for the purposes of this thesis, and provide a broad and incisive basis from which to analyse
the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies in schools. The collection of a variety of
data enables the interpretative and critical theories to shape the study, as they enable different
perspectives from which to view the subject matter. Perspectives from the data collected can
reflect the multiple realities and understandings that exist in relation to digital technologies.

The critical and interpretative theorists included in this Chapter do not all express the same
views towards all issues relating to digital technologies and education, and their theories are
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not intended to be globalised. Nor do they articulate their understandings in the same manner.
It is their views about the nature of social reality and meaning that provide some common
ground for their distinctive theoretical approaches. Both theories position meaning as the basis
of social reality (Herda 1999). Some critical theorists advocate a reform agenda and argue that
political and economic agendas structure and influence the way technology policies are written
(Bromley & Shutkin 1998). Interpretative theorists are more concerned with the way
technologies can be mediated and interpreted symbolically and metaphorically through
narratives and policies (Peters & Burbules 2004). There is also convergence between critical
and interpretative theories in focusing on the conceptual analysis of language, power and
discourse (Scott & Usher 2011).

While recognising the distinct theoretical orientations and traditions that are represented in
critical and interpretative theories, there are theoretical bridges that can be built that allow the
construction of theoretical links between the two. The work of Herda (1999) combines an
interpretive hermeneutic research approach with critical theory, which she describes as a
critical hermeneutic orientation. Herda brings together a focus on language in relation to
participation in research as a means of examining social and personal change and
understandings (Herda 1999). From these focal points emerges a moral, social and
communitarian responsibility to engage with the world and ‘work to change organisations and
society’ (Herda 1999, p. 8). Herda also asserts that another common point between
interpretative hermeneutic and critical themes is to ‘question and change the legitimisation
processes that render normal existing social relations in schools’ (Herda 1999, p. 8). This study
integrates critical and interpretative theories by drawing on their complementary features to
enrich the analysis and theoretical understandings in relation to the research data.
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The interface of ethics with critical and interpretative theories
Critical and interpretative theories are concerned with ethical matters involving research with
digital technologies (Stahl 2005, 2008). Both theories share a concern about the nature of
discourse and its role in structuring access to knowledge and power; this concern has ethical
implications. Discourses can express which ethical values and principles are acceptable and
represented in policies designed for digital technologies. Critical and interpretative theories
seek to interrogate and deconstruct such discourses with the aim of establishing greater
transparency and debate regarding their ethical implications. Stahl (2005, 2008) argues that the
interactive and communicative nature of critical and interpretative theories give them an ethical
quality, as it opens them to engagement with ethical arguments and issues. Ricoeur (1991) also
gives ethics a central role in hermeneutic investigation particularly in relation to the way ethical
considerations can permeate discourse and the construction of meaning.

A recognition and concern for the participants in research and a valuing of the relationship
between the researcher and the researched is also a characteristic shared by critical and
interpretative theories, and these carry ethical implications (Stahl 2005, 2008). Both theories
take an interest in the operation of rights, responsibilities, cooperation and obligations in social
contexts. These topics are also linked to the development of ethical understandings (Habermas
1979, 1987; Ricoeur 1991; Stahl 2005, 2008). Furthermore, judgements about how actions and
decisions affect others are also of concern in critical and interpretive theories (Stahl 2005,
2008). This is important as this thesis endeavours to understand the perspectives of those in
schools regarding actions and decisions in response to digital technologies policies.

Critical theory seeks to identify situations of oppression and domination and to examine how
these can be overcome and how society can be improved. This aim is based on ethical premises
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and displays a regard for the subjects of research (Habermas 1979, 1987; Stahl 2008).
Questions regarding access to and use of information are also of importance in critical and
interpretative theory and these questions also carry ethical connotations. In the context of this
study critical and interpretative theory can furnish compatible and pertinent research lenses
from which to investigate the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies in schools. Both
theories can be used to address the ethical nature of policy discourses by questioning the role
they have in influencing ideas relating to the use of digital technologies in schools. Questioning
policy discourses also provides an avenue for addressing the research questions identified for
this thesis.

Determinism and digital technologies
Critical theory and interpretative theory are both opposed to technological determinism (Scott
& Usher 2011)). Technological determinism asserts that technology drives social progress and
determines social structure, cultural values and history (Bennett & Oliver 2011; Smith & Marx
1994). This approach positions technology as playing a pivotal role in creating and determining
social and institutional responses and attitudes (Bennett & Oliver 2011; Scranton 1994). The
shared stance of critical and interpretative theories towards technological determinism
illustrates the way in which they can share common approaches to understandings of the
processes of change related to digital technologies in social contexts, including in schools.

A criticism of technological determinism from critical and interpretative theoretical
perspectives is that according to determinism people and institutions have little or no role in
shaping and directing their own historical destinies and circumstances. A technological
determinist position has tended to negate the complex interactions of factors such as culture,
social and political contexts and globalisation, in bringing about changes (Bennett & Oliver

132

2011; Smith & Marx 1994). In contrast, this thesis seeks to acknowledge and engage with the
cultural, social and political facets of digital technologies policies in schools.

According to a determinist standpoint, educators are viewed as passive recipients of
technological reconfigurations (Kritt & Winegar 2007). Accordingly, in the determinist view,
human agency is sublimated to the forces unleashed by technological systems and processes
which can be in operation in schools. Critical and interpretative theories both place emphasis
on the agency of research participants and their capacity to produce distinct understandings and
responses to digital technologies policies. The agency of research participants in this study is
expressed through the sharing of their ideas and analysis in the research conversations.

Bromley (1998) contends that agency should be ascribed to people and not to technologies, by
emphasising the social processes involved in new forms of technological practice. The research
questions identified for this thesis are concerned with the social construction of knowledge and
discourse in policies and through the participation and agency of research participants in
interview conversations in relation to perspectives about the ethical dimension. The research
conducted in this study has sought to avoid a technological determinist approach and focuses
on the agency of people (the research participants).

Summary
This Chapter has sought to explain the theoretical landscape used to inform the data collection
and analysis of the research data. It has been argued that positivism does not provide a suitable
theoretical approach to conduct the research for this study. The lenses and insights offered by
critical and interpretative theories are considered to be conducive to understanding and
interpreting the meanings ascribed to digital technologies policies and the ethical dimension of
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these policies. These theories provide analytical tools which have been used to comprehend the
nature of discourses in relation to the ethical dimension of schools’ digital technologies
policies. Critical and interpretative theories have also been selected because they are of value
for recognising the voice of those in schools and empowering them to have a greater
participation in conversations about the way digital technologies are used. The way in which
critical and interpretative theories are complementary to each other has also been outlined,
including their critiques of technological determinism.

The next Chapter addresses the theoretical concerns and concepts that underpin the research
methodologies which are truthfulness and reliability in research, the ‘self’ in the research,
reflexivity, participant voice, agency, challenges to power and control, language related to
digital technologies. These concepts are discussed in relation to critical and interpretative
theories in order to address the research questions.
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CHAPTER FIVE: METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES,
CONCEPTS AND CONSIDERATIONS

Introduction
This Chapter discusses the theoretical considerations for the conduct of the research:
principally, truthfulness and reliability in research, the ‘self’ and reflexivity in research;
participant voice; agency; challenges to power and control; and the language of digital
technologies. These methodological concerns are discussed in the light of critical and
interpretative theories outlined in the previous Chapter. These concepts raise dilemmas,
challenges and questions which influence the rationale for the research design and the analysis.
This Chapter discusses how and why these theories and concepts have informed the research
methods used in this study.

The Chapter is intended to furnish links and bridges to the next Chapter which explains the
methodological processes used. The research concepts outlined in this Chapter can act as
vehicles from which to view and investigate the ethical dimension of digital technologies
policies in schools. These concepts are discussed with reference to the research questions
identified for the study. As with the other Chapters in this thesis, this Chapter is part of the
journey foreshadowed in Chapter One through an underexplored landscape that is the ethical
dimension of digital technologies policies in Australian school education, as viewed from the
perspectives of those working and studying in schools and policy makers. The Chapter assists
in forging pathways for that journey, by engaging in discussion which informs the methodology
and analysis of the research findings.
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Truthfulness and reliability in research
In research using interpretative and critical theories, questions of truthfulness and reliability
can be asked in regard to the research data, analysis and findings. Interpretative studies can be
the subject of criticisms due to the subjective and contextual nature of the research. The
following discussion intends to address and justify the research orientation.

In this thesis, the notion of truthfulness adopted is not absolutist; it is contextual, dynamic and
arrived through processes of discovering meaning. Aristotle’s concept of ‘phronesis’ is relevant
here. As discussed in Chapter Three ‘phronesis’ is practical wisdom and involves skills to
ascertain clear perception and judgement rather than abstract procedures which are often part
of a positivist research approach (Aristotle 1941; Kvale & Brinkmann 2009).

Reliability in interpretative and critical theory, unlike in positivist methodologies, is not
dependent on research procedures being repeatable or generalisable (Golafshani 2003). In
contrast, this form of reliability is premised on the concepts of truthfulness, the quality and
rigor of the explanations and understandings that are elucidated in the study (Golafshani 2003;
Lewis 2009). Reliability and truthfulness in interpretative and critical research also involves
ensuring accuracy and consistency in research procedures and data collection (Lewis 2009).
The reliability of research can be bolstered by well-documented research objectives and the
comprehensive description of the way in which the research has been conducted (Wiersma
2000). Along with a detailed description of the research and data collection procedures,
reliability is also established by an acknowledgement of the research context and the
researcher’s role and assumptions. A thorough examination of the construction of meaning
from the interview and policy data analysis also assists in establishing a greater level of
reliability in critical and interpretative research. As Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) assert, a
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comprehensive process of checking the research data is desirable, one that maintains the
transparency of the research procedures used to arrive at the findings and conclusions. In this
study data from the policy analysis was used to inform the analysis of the interview
conversations and to check the findings and conclusions arising from the research.

The ‘self’ and reflexivity in the research
Reflexivity in interpretative and critical research is a crucial element in engendering an
awareness of how subjectivity impacts on research (Guillemin & Gillam 2004). Recognition
of the ‘self’ in research forms part of the reflexive nature of knowledge construction (Findley
2002). Reflection on the nature of the research was an aspect of the research process and
experience in this thesis. My role as researcher in this study can be understood by incorporating
the concepts of the ‘self’ in research and reflexivity.

Kvale and Brinkmann (2009, pp. 74-75) state that the ‘the role of the researcher is essential to
the research process and soundness of ethical decisions made in qualitative inquiry’. The
researcher is present in the research as a co-participant, meaning they participate with the
research participants and influence the research processes and experience. The interviewers
and interviewees are ‘both aware and responsive to both the cultural and research contexts
within which a particular interview is located’ (Mishler 1991, p. 106). For those involved, a
sense of being located within a research process and experience informs the conversations and
understandings that can emerge from the interviews.

The researcher’s integrity is of the upmost importance in interpretative research because the
researcher is the main instrument for obtaining knowledge (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). For
the researcher, it is central to know the research context, and how this context produces specific
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ethical issues to be addressed, including participant confidentiality and anonymity (Denzin &
Lincoln 2011; Findlay 2002).

Reflexivity is also important in interpretative and critical theories as spoken texts and texts
constructed by the researcher are embedded in a set of political arrangements (Scott & Usher
2011). Cognisance and acknowledgement of the ideological and socially constructed nature of
different texts necessitate a degree of reflective analysis on the part of the researcher (Scott &
Usher 2011). A reflective disposition necessitates a recognition and acceptance by the
researcher of his or her own background and intentions (Gilgun 2010; Mason 1996).

Gilgun (2010, p.1) asserts ‘that researchers are reflexive when they are aware of the multiple
influences they have on research processes and on how research processes affect them’. In
establishing the theoretical basis for the research in the previous Chapter, notions of objectivity
and neutrality in research were challenged and critiqued. This study acknowledges that research
is not a neutral process and the theories and research methods selected are indicative of my
preferences and priorities as a researcher.

All research considerations have epistemological dimensions and consequences, including the
way knowledge claims are both represented and enacted that are embedded in research itself
(James & Busher 2009). The practice of reflecting on epistemology is a key element in
educational research, particularly in consideration of the role of the researcher in the research,
and on the data collected and analysed (Gibson & Brown 2009; James & Busher 2009; Scott
& Usher 2011). This study has involved both reflection and engagement with the philosophical
implications of the researcher in the research, and the influence of these on the nature of
research conducted.
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In this research, reflexivity was reflected by the way in which I, as the researcher, constructed
the research settings and the manner in which I influenced the research settings (Beck 1992:
Gibson & Brown 2009). Reflexivity also relates to the practice of producing knowledge
through interview conversations and hence, should be an intrinsic part of the craft of research
interviewing (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). According to Herda (1999), researchers have a
responsibility to reflect on their philosophy of research. In this process of reflection, the
researcher’s own preconceptions have to be made transparent by identifying the type of
theoretical concerns guiding their research and their philosophical roots (Klein & Myers 1999).
In Chapter Four, I identified and explained theoretical concerns and issues which come from
critical and interpretative theories and disassociated the study from positivist epistemology.

The role of reflexivity in the selection of research methods
Rreflexivity formed a part of the research process conducted for this thesis, with a view to
foreground the relationships between myself the researcher and the research participants. As a
researcher, presenting my own reflections regarding my experiences in the research, and the
role I have played, enables those who read the research findings to appreciate and evaluate
them, and place them into context (James & Busher 2009). It was through the interplay between
my own pre-understandings, the policies and the participants’ views I was trying to understand,
that my knowledge was constructed and authenticated (Scott & Usher 2011).

As stated in Chapter Four, I have privileged critical and interpretative ontological and
epistemological understandings above positivist and determinist approaches. In addition, my
own experiences as an educator and member of school communities have led me to the view
that it is worthwhile listening to the voices of those in the school environment, in regard to their
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perspectives on the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies, as their voices are largely
ignored or marginalised. The valuing of perspectives from those in schools also influenced
decisions about the questions and style of interview used, which aimed to be participatory and
conversational to allow for views to be freely expressed. The nature of the interview
conversations was intended to create an atmosphere conducive to exploring and critiquing
discourses located in the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies.

Scott and Usher (2011, p. 151) point out that any research approach ‘has to take into
consideration the inescapable limitations imposed on him or her by locatedness in time,
particular discourses, power plays and environments’. In my own research context, this
necessitated an awareness of the timeframes for the data collections, the school settings I
selected to conduct interview conversations, the paradigms concerning digital technologies
policies, and the ethical dimension which characterise the research landscape. It is also useful
for researchers to reflect on the nature of the data collection processes in order that they can be
sure that the data and methods are relevant to the research questions and objectives (Gibson &
Brown 2009). All of these factors presented research challenges and opportunities, which
formed part of my research journey.

Positioning myself in the research
As stated in Chapter Two my own research journey influenced the development and content of
the research focus, the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies in schools. The
concept of the ‘self’ in research is an integral part of establishing a transparent and holistic
inquiry. This discussion seeks to outline how I, as the researcher, positioned myself in the
research undertaken. As a researcher conducting interview conversations, I recognised that I
was also implicated in relationships with the participants. In Mishler’s words:
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the interviewer’s presence and form of involvement-how she or he listens, attends,
encourages, interrupts, digresses, initiates topics, and terminates responses-is integral
to a respondent’s account. It is in this specific sense that a ‘story’ is a joint production
(Mishler 1991, p. 82).
Throughout the data collection phase, I was cognisant of the relationships between myself and
the participant groups and my stance towards school education digital technologies policy
documents. During the different phases of the research, I maintained notes and reflections about
the nature of the research experience and the journey.

The selection of theoretical platforms, research methodologies, research questions, and choices
about what research to include and omit, all form part of positioning myself in the research.
Indeed, it is necessary to acknowledge my own values as a researcher, in the words of Scott
and Usher (2011 p. 147), these values ‘form an essential backdrop to the design of the research’.
In this regard, this thesis presents an open account of the values, perspectives and research
procedures used in addition to revealing my own knowledge, judgements and experience in
relation to the research material.

My own story (disclosure)
This PhD thesis was undertaken over a period of eight years on a part-time basis. Throughout
this period my research focus remained on the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies
in schools. In my own professional experience as a teacher, I had become aware of tensions
and disjunctions that lie between policy regulations, ethics, and the views and experiences of
school staff, teachers and students in schools.

My own role as a teacher in ACT secondary schools over many years has provided me with a
familiarity with the language, the daily routines, and the power structures within schools. This
knowledge helped to sensitise me to my role as a researcher in respect to the local, ethical,
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cultural, and political issues of a school (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). My knowledge and
experience of the local context influenced the perspective I brought to the research, as I was
aware of frustrations and disillusionment from those in schools regarding the way in which
ethical issues raised in policies and related to digital technologies, were managed. Therefore, I
had to be cognisant of my values and ethical orientation, to make reasoned choices to determine
the course of the research (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). As a teacher and researcher, it has been
necessary to acknowledge that my own experiences and perspectives on education are
interwoven into my attempts to interpret and understand the data collected in this study. My
own experiences and perspectives concerning the ethical dimension of digital technologies
policies and discourses, also influenced my engagement with the research questions. This
disclosure further contributes to setting a context of my role and position in the research about
the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies in school education.

Participant Voice
In this thesis, the concept of participant voice involves giving attention to questions and issues,
which explore the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies in schools from the
perspective of those using the technologies. This thesis seeks to investigate what challenges
exist for schools regarding digital technologies, by asking students, school staff, teachers,
principals and policy writers to express their own views and understandings of the ethical
dimension of these policies.

In this thesis a focus on participant voice has involved exploring the ways in which students,
school staff, teachers, principals and policy writers can influence and create school policies
(Harper 2000; Rogers 2005). Hearing the stories and experiences of research participants can
allow for an informed consideration of the dynamic interplay between digital technologies,
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policies and schools. Listening to the voices of those in schools also promotes a school
environment that empowers questioning students who may develop critiques of digital
technologies use and policies (Bosco & Krueger 2011; Selwyn 2011).

Australian academic Gaffney (2010, p. 15) stresses the importance of those in schools to
engage with policy discourses
It is essential that stakeholders at every level in the system take the opportunity to
engage in policy discussions about the value of digital technologies and how best the
resources can be used to benefit students.
Within most school settings, the type of discussions Gaffney is suggesting are likely to arise
from the encouragement of sustained dialogue between adults and students about digital
technologies and the policies created to guide their use. In Selwyn’s (2011, p. 114) view, digital
technologies represent ‘a growing site for resistant and therefore political acts that reflect
students’ understanding of the hidden implications of schooling’. This study aims at locating
and examining the views and practices of students, school staff, teachers, principals and policy
makers when they critically engage with school digital technologies policies. In doing this, data
can be analysed to address the research questions about the implications of participants’ views
of the ethical dimension of schools’ digital technologies policies.

Agency
A key element in understanding the potential for participation in digital technologies policies
from those in schools is that of agency. In the social sciences and philosophy, the concept of
agency is used in relation to understanding and analysing the behaviour and actions of people
(Biesta & Tedder 2006; Frost 2006; Ling & Dale 2013). Although there is no widely held
agreement on the meaning of the concept of agency. Here it is used to refer to actions, and
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decisions on an individual or collective level. According to Barker (2005), agency is socially
constructed and involves the capacity to act and make a difference.

On an individual level, agency involves the capacity of individuals to create meaning and make
purposeful choices and responses to situations, rather than being passive or acting according to
a predetermined course of action. People can express their agency through their collective
participation in activities and groups. They are not seen as playing a passive and conformist
role, as they express ideas and act collectively. They gain power to affect change and can play
a constructive part in engaging with school culture and policies. The concept of agency then is
about the capacity of individuals to reflect on the consequences of collective action (Giddens
1984). The collective agency of a group, such as students or teachers, can challenge,
reformulate, and build new alternatives to existing social arrangements (Biesta & Tedder
2006).

This thesis recognises research participants as having agency both as individuals and
collectively to voice and effect change regarding the policies addressing the ethical dimension
of digital technologies. The agency of those in schools is active and dynamic, and is capable
of producing understandings and discourses that can contest the dominant discourses
associated with school digital technologies policies. This study argues for positioning the
research participants in the role of active agents in constructing and reconceptualising policies
designed to regulate the use of digital technologies in schools. The agency of those in schools
is crucial in understanding the relational dynamics of power and discourses within school
contexts. Moreover, a ‘steering at a distance’ policy setting is predicated on the agency of those
in schools to understand, write and implement policies.
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Challenges to power and control
Applying critical and interpretative lenses to structures and practices in schools allows for a
questioning and reflective examination of the school’s culture, with a view to exploring
alternative ethoses and policy orientations. As explained in Chapter Four critical theory informs
us that schools maintain power and control through a variety of regulatory structures and
policies (Giroux 1983; Shapiro & Stefkovich 2005). All aspects of school life can reflect this
form of control and compliance, which carries ethical implications for its members (Bromley
& Apple 1998). Foster (1986) asserts that administrative decisions carry with them a
restructuring of human life, and that is why administration involves the resolution of moral
issues. Students have power based on their own cultural forms, but they can act in contradictory
ways that both support the reproduction of power and can also penetrate and contravene it
(Apple 1995, 2004). For example, students may agree to sign an ‘acceptable use’ policy which
places restrictions on their use of digital technologies, but then choose not to abide by some of
the stipulations in that policy.

The acceptance of any policy or administrative regime related to power relations in a school
can be subjected to scrutiny. According to Dewey (1938) theories and practices are dogmatic
if they are not based on upon an examination of their own principles. This thesis is interested
in an exploration of the nature of discourses in schools, which emerge from understandings of
policies related to digital technologies. Christie (2005, p. 248) argues that it is necessary to
work
with and against predominate discourses and to identify their points of fracture cracks
and fragilities as opportunities for engaging with resistance, and as points of departure
for alternative action as places for reworking matrices and strategies of power.
She also argues for a preparedness to engage with the deconstruction and reconstruction of
discourses of power as this can facilitate a strategy for engagement with ethics in education
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(Christie 2005). This study has sought to engage with and question powerful and influential
discourses in respect to understandings about the ethical dimension of schools’ digital
technologies policies.

Starratt (1994) argues that no educational arrangement is neutral, it can favour some and
disadvantage others, although it may present itself as natural. The control mechanisms
exercised by those in authority in schools can have the effect of thwarting the development of
an ethical person who can act with a sense of responsibility in relation to others (Starratt 1994).
Starratt argues that unequal power relations disposes school students towards passive
acceptance of authority rather than active cooperation with the authorities in establishing ‘a
clearly desirable social good’ (Strarratt 1994, p. 25). If all the locus of control and power in
schools is held by school leaders, this represents a form of disempowerment as it creates a
dependence on those in authority to define what is considered right and wrong (Starratt 1994).

Starratt (1994) asserts, any institutional practices in a school do not have to be that way, they
are all open to rearrangement in the interest of greater fairness for school members. In relation
to changing arrangements in schools, he argues that there is an ethical challenge to create
arrangements which are conducive to fostering the human and rights of all. He goes on to argue
that those affected by social arrangements should have a voice in assessing the consequences
of these arrangements and be able to change them to suit the interests of the common good,
and to allow for fuller participation and justice (Starratt 1994).

This study examines the ways in which those in schools may have a voice in the ethical
challenge identified by Starratt (1994). This examination has involved challenging and
evaluating policies concerning digital technologies in teaching and learning.
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The philosopher Dewey (1964, pp. 116-117) says that the
The teacher is necessarily forced into a position where his (sic) concern with the moral
life of the pupils has taken largely the form of being on the alert for failures to conform
to the school rules and routine.
It can be argued that teachers’ enforcement of digital technologies policy rules can take
precedence over a concern and involvement with the practices arising from the implementation
of the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies in schools.

Nordkvelle and Olson (2005) pose a question regarding what teachers ought to consider when
reflecting on the ethical principles of their practice using digital technologies. It is possible to
argue for a reflective approach in regard to comprehending ethical matters and guidelines,
which involves teachers and others in schools by examining the assumptions which inform
their responses to ethical problems (Groundwater-Smith et al. 2009). This approach also
includes how to interpret the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies.

The perspectives of policy writers from education departments and education offices can seem
distant from the realities experienced by members of the schools, although it is possible for
them to adopt a consultative stance if they listen to the voices of those in schools. Those in
leadership positions in schools, especially principals and assistant principals, may be orientated
to being attentive to the voices of those in their schools or may reinforce prevailing policy
discourses premised on legal and regulatory compliance. Principals are required to balance
competing perspectives and interests in their role as school leaders. School leaders may
experience a tension between complying with policy regulations set by external authorities and
being responsive to the views and critiques of these regulations made by members of their
school.
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Understandings of language in digital technologies policies
An integral part of the research and analysis undertaken in this thesis was concerned with an
examination of different understandings of the language in school level digital technologies
policies. This examination was undertaken to provide answers in response to the research
questions which require an investigation of the understandings of the ethical dimension of
digital technologies policies. Language is crucial for understanding these policies and the
meaning conveyed by the discourses associated with them. Guided by the principles of
interpretative and critical theories, this research allows for language and terminology to be
subjected to multiple interpretations, some of which challenge and subvert accepted and
established versions and discourses. The analysis in this research has sought to go beneath
surface readings and interpretations of language, to identify and explore underlying discursive
features of policies.

All language is made up of categories through which we think about the world and make sense
of it (Gibson & Brown 2009). Language also comprises interpretative frames for understanding
the world, and words also constitute our social world (Gibson & Brown 2009). This view is in
contrast to the literalist and positivist understandings, in which language is viewed as literal
and referential, with pure and unambiguous meanings which are free from interpretations (Scott
& Usher 2011).

Language has pervasive and profound symbolic power, which is embedded in culture and
ideology (Ball 2010; Barthes 1973, 1977; Foucault 1979; Thurlow & Mroczek 2011). While,
on the one hand, the symbolic nature of language can in itself facilitate paths to meaning for
the reader, it can also be mystifying and open to wide variations in interpretations.
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The research orientation of this thesis seeks to open conversation spaces, which construct,
debate, and contest the meanings of language located in the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies. Recognition of the language related to digital technologies is vital to
examining official policy discourses and the discourses that are formed by those in schools.
All technology that influences life can mean changes to the form of expression, and can
introduce new words into the language, which are then ascribed various significances (Shaw
2008). With the spread and increased use of digital technologies over the last few decades, a
new vocabulary has been introduced into the public discourse, for instance, nouns such as
‘podcast’, ‘search engine’ ‘screen shot’, and ‘spam’ (Barcena, Read & Arus 2014; Rheingold
2000). New verbs have also been created, for example, ‘to upload’ and ‘download’, ‘to google’,
‘to twitter’, and ‘to text’.

Some of the language used to describe the functional aspects of digital technologies has been
appropriated from military, medical and scientific discourses, for example, ‘computer viruses’,
‘scan’, ‘execute’, and ‘demobilise’. The Internet had some of its earliest formations from
computer networks created by the United States military (Bromley 1998; Khan and Friedman
1998; Rheingold 2000). Scott (1998) claims that many of the developments in the educational
uses of computers have their origins in research for military purposes. There are many words
which have also been taken from the English language to describe a function in digital
technologies use, which take on a new and different significance to their original meaning. For
example, terms such as ‘streaming’, ‘to burn’, and ‘a worm’.

There are different interpretations and understandings of digital technologies terminology
located in policies. Digital technologies terminology is not neutral, but forms a mode of
discourse which carries with it ideological implications (Shaw 2008). The multiple
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understandings and labels that can be applied to digital devices for example which have
different models and functions. There are a plethora of technical terminologies which are
applied to digital technologies use, which are usually only recognised and understood by those
with specialisation in the fields of computer technologies and digital media, for example the
terms such as hypertext markup language, Iframe and uniform resource identifier. Acronyms
are also used abundantly in specialist language and communication about digital technologies,
such as WLAN (Wireless Local Area Network), LAN (Local Area Network), CPU (Central
Processing Unit).

The use of specialised language and acronyms can be problematic if this excludes or deters
those in schools who are not familiar with the technical terminology, from engaging in
discussions and debates relating to digital technologies policies and use. Informing and
educating those in schools about the meaning of digital technologies terminology can assist in
reducing their exclusion and deterrence from participation in these discussions.

Specialised language can also form part of a discourse which is fixed in terms of technical
rationality and can exclude and restrict participation (Marcuse 1964; Shaw 2008). According
to Marcuse (1964), the rigid functionality of technical language restricts the interpretations and
meaning that can be ascribed. For Marcuse, technical language is also restrictive because it
contains an ideology of empiricism, which is not informed by social dynamics or context, but
judgements based on ‘facts’ (Marcuse 1964). Functional and technical language can also
narrow the interpretations applied to digital technologies in social contexts (Hoppenbrouwers
2014; Shaw 2008, Wyatt et al. 2000).
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The language used for digital technologies in schools has other strands apart from technicality.
Policies are also informed by legal and educational terminology. The varied and contested
understandings which can emerge in relation to the terms used in digital technologies policy
language are of interest in this study, as they can also inform the discourses associated with the
ethical dimension. The understandings of discourses implicit in the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies also serve to inform the research questions which have been identified
for this study.

Summary
The methodological considerations discussed in this Chapter furnish the conceptual and
theoretical foundations that inform the research methods, data collection and analysis, which
are presented in the next Chapter. The focus of this Chapter has been to situate the role of the
researcher in the research, and to highlight the implications of participants’ responses to digital
technologies policies in the light of the research orientation and questions. The concepts
examined enable an inquiry into the spaces opened by contextual responses from school
members. The concepts also allow for an exploration of their experiences, perceptions and
suggestions in relation to policies about the use of digital technologies in schools and the
language used in these policies. The Chapter has outlined these concepts as they have been
utilised to address the central elements of the research questions involving discourses, policy
understanding and the ethical dimension. The next Chapter outlines the methodology used for
the research and the analysis applied to digital technologies policies and the interview
conversations.
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CHAPTER SIX: METHODOLOGY: DESIGN, PROCEDURES
AND ANALYSIS

Introduction
This Chapter describes and justifies the methodology utilised for this thesis. The discussion
also explains the research processes used to obtain the data and conduct the analysis of the
research to establish findings. Consideration in this Chapter is also given to the ethical
protocols that were used to maintain the confidentiality and anonymity of participants in the
research conducted. The methodological approach outlined in this Chapter was selected to
generate findings which can inform the principal question for this thesis, and the three other
research questions:
What does an investigation reveal about understandings of the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies and their implementation in school education?
What are the understandings and concerns of those in schools regarding digital
technologies policies?
What are the implications arising from research participants’ understandings of the ethical
dimension of digital technologies policies and their implementation?
What is the nature of the discourses located in the ethical dimension of schools’ digital
technologies policies, and how do research participants’ perspectives interact with these
discourses?
This research set out to examine understandings of digital technologies policies and ethical
issues related to the use of these technologies in three ACT schools.

The first section of this Chapter links critical and interpretative theory with the research
methodology used in this study. This discussion is followed by an outline of the research design
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and the selection of policies analysed, and of the form of policy analysis used. This section is
then followed by a discussion about the use of interview conversations as a data collection
method. The next section provides a justification for the selection of the participants and a
discussion of the research protocols and procedures used for the data collection. The Chapter
concludes with a discussion of the interview transcription and analysis processes used in this
study.

Theory and the research methodology
As outlined in the previous Chapter, this thesis is underpinned and informed by critical and
interpretive theories. These theories provide a basis from which to explore meaning and
discourse in relation to understandings of digital technologies policies and ethics. Both
interpretative and critical theories allow for an examination of language and the issues of power
relations that can emerge in the interview conversations with participants (Herda 1999; Scott
& Usher 2011).

Developing a theoretical understanding of the social and educational phenomena to be
investigated assists in establishing a base from which new knowledge can be understood and
analysed (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). Critical and interpretive theory were utilised to examine
digital technologies policies and analyse the interview conversations to reveal the
understandings and perspectives of those in schools and policy makers.

As outlined previously, for the purposes of this study, technical and positivist approaches for
research methodologies were rejected in favour of an approach that gives recognition and
priority to the social and educational context of meaning construction (Kvale & Brinkmann
2009). As discussed in Chapter Four, meaning located in language and discourse is neither
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singular nor fixed by closed theoretical boundaries (Fairclough 2003; Foucault 1974; Mishler
1991). Some research approaches to education suppress and marginalise an examination of
discourses (see for example Selwyn 2007, 2014; Taylor 2004). Rather than suppress or ignore
an examination of language, instead, language is seen to have a pivotal position in the context
of the research conducted.

Research Design
Interview conversations and an analysis of digital technologies policy documents from schools
in the ACT provide the primary sources of research data for this thesis. The perspectives and
insights gained from this study are located in real-life contexts and allow for an exploration of
policy formation and understandings. Policy analysis of digital technologies policies from
schools, education offices, education departments and organisations was also undertaken.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with students, school staff, teachers, principals and
policy writers from an education office and an education department and the Australian
Government. These data sources were analysed and synthesised to build new knowledge,
informed through the critical and interpretative lenses outlined in the previous Chapters, and
which form the theoretical basis of this thesis (see Gadamer 1989; Gibson & Brown 2009;
Habermas 1987: Herda 1999; Kvale & Brinkmann 2009; Myers & Klein 1999; Scott & Usher
2011; Sherratt 2006). Hence, the methodological approach used in this study reflects the
theoretical, epistemological and ontological positions presented in Chapters Four and Five,
stemming from critical and interpretative theories.

The specificity of findings gained from the analysis of policy texts and interview conversations
was used to provide material and evidence to examine and scrutinise understandings of the
ethical dimension of schools’ digital technologies policies. In addition, findings were used to
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understand the implications of policies relating to the regulation and design of digital
technologies policies in schools. Critical and interpretative theories were used to inform and
analyse the research findings, in terms of the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies
in teaching and learning in schools. Critical and interpretative theories were also utilised to
focus on the dynamics of power, distribution of knowledge, discourses, and perceptions of
digital technologies policies and the participation of school members in policy formation.

Selection of policies
A major component of the research was to focus on educational policies relating to digital
technologies and the ethical dimension in these policies. These digital technologies policies
were collected and analysed to assist with building a broader understanding of the policy issues
and themes which informed the content of the subsequent interview conversations. Policies
were selected from different levels including the Australian Government, and national bodies
such COAG, state and territory education departments, education offices and schools. Some of
the policies represent the peak policies in Australian school education. These were selected for
their level of importance, and relevance to the research. The policies drawn from education
departments were selected from the Australian, ACT and NSW Governments. As the schools
in this study are located in the ACT, it was useful to examine policies issued for schools in this
Territory. Policies from NSW were also selected for analysis, as the ACT is located
geographically in NSW and as such allowed for a broader appraisal of policies. As explained
in Chapter Two policies issued by CGCEO serve a jurisdiction that includes both the ACT and
NSW. The policies selected were from Australia and span from 2005 to 2014, some of the older
policies have not yet been superseded, and looking at policies from the last decade allows for
an appreciation of policy development and trends in relation to the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies.
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The school level policies were selected from the three schools where the interview
conversations were conducted with students, teachers, school staff and principals. The content
of the school policies analysed corresponds to the policies that were current at the time the
interview conversations were conducted, only the dates and names of some leadership roles
within the schools have changed. The names of the schools and their policies have been
changed to protect their anonymity.

The tables in Chapter Two on pages 28 and 29 display the policies selected for analysis,
according to their level of policy and authorship. The authorship of the policies accord them a
degree of status and influence in the public arena. In each category they are listed sequentially
from the most recent to the oldest.

Policy analysis
Ozga (2000) has argued that it is important to bring together structural, macro-level analysis of
education systems and education policies, and micro-level investigation, especially that which
takes account of people’s perceptions and experience (Ozga 2000). The term macro-level is
used to describe government education departments and educational bodies that operate at
regional, state or national levels. The term micro is applied to local schools. Macro-level
policies are often devised to be enacted at the micro-level, and it is here that responses to them
are constructed in contexts such as schools.

An examination of the manner in which digital technologies education policies from the macrolevel influence micro-level practice and understanding, forms part of this study. The policy
analysis involved identifying common themes and discourses evident in macro-level policies
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which could be identified in the micro-level policies. The relationships between these levels of
digital technologies policies are complex, dynamic and challenging, and have not been widely
researched in the context of Australian school education.

The examination of policies employed critical and interpretative (hermeneutic) analysis of the
policies created by national bodies, education offices, state and territory education departments,
and schools, which are written to guide the use of digital technologies. Utilising critical theory,
the policy analysis was concerned with the ethical use of technologies, along with discovering
how words and propositions changed their meaning and potency (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009).
The form of policy analysis employed in the research was informed by the principles of
hermeneutic inquiry, which were described in Chapter Four. The hermeneutic approach does
not treat policy analysis as a technical science, but involves the researcher searching for
meaning and engaging in interpretations of discourses characterised by ethical considerations
(Gadamer 1989; Herda 1999).

Interpretative theory also involves identifying patterns of language and meaning in the
discourses associated with the ethical dimension of the policies. The policies selected were
analysed discursively and thematically in relation to the research objectives. This analysis
involved a focus on the use of language and terminology in the policy texts; identifying the
underlying assumptions and ideological influences that could be detected; examining the policy
authors’ intentions, both implicit and explicit; patterns in terminology; and the policy treatment
of digital technologies in schools, particularly in relation to the ethical dimension.

158

Reading policies
Informed by the discussion in Chapter Three regarding policy, this study engaged in a policy
analysis which involved the reading of different policy texts from different levels. The act of
reading a policy text comprises of multi-layers and is informed by understanding the stratified
relations of power and knowledge implicit in these texts (Scott & Usher 2011). In this study
the policy texts were read and interpreted with the goal of detecting the operations of power,
control, and ideology by the authors of the policies (Ball 1994; Cherryholmes 1993; Ozga 2000;
Selwyn 2011). In Cherryholme’s (1993, p. 11) words attempts were made ‘to trace how power
and ideologies of power weave through hegemonic values and practices in education’.
Cherryholmes (1993) also suggests that the paradoxes, ambiguities and contraditions that
readers encounter in texts require choices to be made in their attempt to clarify meaning.

As explained in Chapter Three policy texts are not fixed in terms of their meanings, and the
discourses they produce can be multi-layered and call for diverse readings (Ball 1990; Ozga
2000; Selwyn 2011). The policy analysis in this study also involved a level of reflexivity, by
deciding on features of the data that were relevant and how those features were represented
(Bhaskar 1998; Gibson & Brown 2009). For example thought was given to identifying key
words and themes in policies that could be relevant to understanding the ethical dimension.

The policy analysis was intended to generate richness and depth in examining the ethical
dimension of schools’ digital technologies policies. The analysis conducted in this thesis sought
to uncover and de-construct the presence of pervasive discourses in digital technologies
policies for schools. The discourse analysis involved locating evidence of a discourse in a
number of policies and then identifying its key features and language.
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Linking to critical theory, the policy analysis was connected to an examination of the power
bases, which over time have privileged certain beliefs as legitimate truths (Foucault 1974). For
example, education departments and offices have often included blocking and filtering of the
Internet in policy platforms regarding digital responsibility and safety (Moyle 2012). These
blocking and filtering measures can also be manifest in digital technologies policies which
specify implementation and maintenance procedures for these practices in schools.

The digital technologies policy analysis was also concerned with examining the use of symbols
and metaphors which create reference points that shape popular opinions and lead people to
judge whether policies are successful or not (Herda 1999). As Edelman (1977) suggests the
symbolic gestures in policies reinforce the understandings and assist in defining a situation.
Herda (1999) argues that policy makers and the public become attached to certain metaphors
that mask the discordant meanings of particular policies and programs, these are often
expressed in policies. The metaphor of digital technologies (particularly computers) being
synonymous with progress in school education is one such example. Through in-depth analysis,
a researcher can discover meanings behind the symbols, metaphors and codes (Herda 1999).
The policy investigation for this research was concerned with analysing how metaphors and
symbols form part of powerful discourses in relation to the ethical dimension of digital
technologies in schools.

There is an assumption that the important decisions made at national, state, territory and
education office levels will filter down to schools through public policies (Lingard 1996). As
discussed earlier in Chapter Three, the notion of ‘steering at a distance’ provides a useful
conceptual tool for analysing the way in which centralised digital technologies policies are
received, interpreted and refashioned in schools (Lingard 1996, 2014; Taylor et al. 1997).
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The methodological approach in this research sought to understand how students, teachers,
school staff, principals and policy makers interpret digital technologies policies when they are
implemented and integrated in school contexts. This study also aimed to go beyond the
assumption that these policies are necessarily smoothly embedded in school life, culture and
circumstances. The metaphors and symbols represented in policy language are open to a variety
of interpretations, understandings and misunderstandings, particularly in relation to regulating
behaviors with digital technologies in schools (Selwyn 2011). The analysis of policies at the
national, state, education office, territory and school level provided the backdrop for
conducting the interview conversations.

The selection of interview conversations as a research method
To address the central research question for this thesis necessitated an investigation of how
those in schools construct meaning in relation to the ethical dimension of digital technologies
policies. Interviews were selected as one of the research methods used in this research for data
collection as they can provide access to participants’ experiences. An interview can be
understood as a conversation based on knowledge constructed between the ‘interviewer’ and
‘interviewee’ (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). According to Mishler (1991), interviews are a form
of discourse which is jointly constructed by the ‘interviewers’ and ‘interviewees’, and through
the interview process they arrive at shared understandings of the meanings of questions and
responses. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) see the ‘interviewer’ and ‘interviewee’ as representing
analysts in the interview processes. Adopting a discursive understanding of interview
conversations attunes the researcher to differences in perspectives between the researcher and
the participants ‘and their differential powers to define discourse’ (Kvale 2007, p. 77). In this
research, the semi-structured interview approach also facilitated discursive ideas and views to
come forth regarding digital technologies policies. The participants’ stories, ideas, questions

161

and reflections constitute a variety of discursive expressions and thematic narratives, which
can serve to build new frames of reference for comprehending digital technologies use as a
form of social practice.

Using interview conversations for data collections
In the research conducted for this thesis, interview conversations were used as a primary source
of data as they gave participants a voice. Conversations are an old way of obtaining systematic
knowledge, which were prominent in ancient Greek philosophy (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009).
An interview is also a speech event that forms part of a discourse. A speech event is more than
just questions and answers (as in the stimulus response paradigm), or a technical practice
(Mishler 1991). In this study, the analysis of the interviews was concerned with what language
means and represents in the flow of discursive interchanges (Mishler 1991). The implication
for the researcher is to be transparent and conscious of his or her voice, the values expressed,
and the style of participation used in the interview process.

An awareness of the

aforementioned factors is part of the ‘self’ in research which was discussed in the previous
Chapter.

The interview conversations enabled participants to express their opinions, hopes, and
frustrations. They also provided a means of examining situations and processes through the
eyes of the participants, not just the researcher (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2011; Herda
1999). Kvale and Brinkmann (2009, p. 116) advise about interviews, that
they are particularly well suited for studying people’s understanding of the meanings
in their lived world, describing their experiences and self-understanding, clarifying
and elaborating their own perspectives on their lived world.
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Hence, in regard to interpretative theory, actions are only meaningful in that they enable one
to ascertain the intentions of people and to share their experiences (Cohen Manion & Morrison
2011).

Meaning in interview conversations
Authors such as Mishler (1991), Riessman (1993), and Scott and Usher (2011) argue that an
interview should be dynamic, and its purpose should be to constitute an opportunity to construct
and re-reonstruct accounts of the past or predictive acts. The interpretative research orientation
also ‘involves focusing on the cultural, every day and situated aspects of human thinking,
learning, knowing, acting, and ways of understanding ourselves as persons’ (Kvale &
Brinkmann 2009, p. 12). An interpretative interview conversation seeks qualitative data as
expressed in normal language; it does not aim at quantification (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009;
Seidman 2013).

Interview conversations were utilised as a research method following an initial analysis of the
policies as conversations allow for a level of penetration into situations that are not susceptible
to numerical analysis. The interview conversations legitimise and value different ways of
seeing and understanding. It is these multiple perspectives that are central to interpretative
theory (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011). Interview conversations can also provide a richness
and depth of data, along with context and a degree of uniqueness. Interview conversations can
reveal nuances and subtleties of meaning. The discussions with participants also respect and
acknowledge the complexity, dynamics and interactions of situations; characteristics of
interpretative and critical (non-positivist) approaches (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011;
Herda 1999; Mishler 1991).
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A feature of the interpretative interview is the joint construction of meaning, which is premised
on the notion that the research participants and the researcher are joint collaborators in the
formation of meaning (Mishler 1991). According to authors such as Mishler (1991) and
Roulston, deMarrais and Lewis (2003) the joint construction of meaning in interviews emerges,
and is shaped and organised in the process of a conversation between the researcher and the
participants. The interview conversations were conducted with the understanding that, as in
critical and hermeneutic research, both parties in the interview conversations were orientated
towards reaching understanding (Habermas 1979; Herda 1999).

In Mishler’s (1991, p. 52) words, interview questions have a hermeneutic significance in an
interview conversation because
A question may be more usefully thought of as part of circular process through which
its meaning and that of the answer are created in the discourse between interviewer
and respondents as they try to make continuing sense of what they are saying to each
other.
Further, the interview questions used in this study were open ended. This type of semistructured interview was chosen because this approach is likely to elicit responses that are
meaningful and have a narrative orientation (Cihodariu 2012; Riessman 1993). Semi-structured
interviews were used to collect data in this study to explore holistic and meaningful views of
participants’ understandings and interpretations (Burns 2000).

Meanings emerged during interview conversations through processes such as the reformulation
of questions, the dynamics of the exchange with participants, and the reframing of answers
regarding their reciprocal understandings. The interview method used for this can be
understood as a dynamic vehicle from which to access and explore perspectives relating to the
ethical dimension of school policies concerning the use of digital technologies in teaching and
learning.
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The semi-structured interview approach
This section explains and justifies the use of semi-structured interviews as a research method
in relation to the theoretical bases for this study. The interview conversations were
conceptualised as spaces in which the participants could build meaning in relation to their
understandings of the ethical dimension of policies about the use of digital technologies in
schools.

Gibson and Brown (2009) argue that the nature of the semi-structured interviews can engender
a broader discursive exploration of participants’ perspectives, which is difficult to achieve in
structured interviews. In the context of this research, the semi-structured interviews encouraged
participants to engage, articulate and construct their own understandings of the ethical
dimension of school digital technologies policies. In semi-structured interviews, departures
from the interview script are not exceptions, but part of a process inherent in building
conversations.

Interview questions
In this study in accordance with the dynamics of semi-structured interviews, questions were
prepared for the data collected, but the questions were asked in a flexible order, and using
language that was appropriate for the participant group. The aim was to ask all the questions
on the list with sensitivity to the developing conversational structure (Gibson & Brown 2009).
Hence, different questions on the same topics were prepared for each group of participants
although teachers and principals were asked the same questions as they are engaged with
curriculum, teaching and learning. The questions were used more as ‘launching pads’ to
investigate a topic or theme and the research questions. To assist with clarification, follow up
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questions were also employed in the interview conversations in response to issues that
participants raised. This process required active listening which sometimes involved asking
questions to the participants to check I had understood correctly what they had said (Kale &
Brinkmann (2009). The questions for the interview conversations can be seen in Appendix
One.

The aim of the interview questions was to produce an analytically focused discourse that
provided insights regarding the specified research questions (Gibson & Brown 2009). The
questions were also intended to allow for multiple perspectives and various meanings to
emerge, as well as to create spaces for discursive expressions, which provided insights to
inform the research questions. In respect to questions that were designed for the interview
conversations, they provided an avenue from which to incorporate and work through research
concepts such as power, discourse, shared meaning, participation, hermeneutic interpretation,
and ‘phronesis’. Primarily, the questions served as a means of specifying and thinking about
the research focus: the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies in schools.

Selection of Research Participants
The participants were selected for the interview conversations in order to investigate their
understandings and perceptions of the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies in
schools, which is the focus of the principal research question:
What does an investigation reveal about understandings of the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies and their implementation in school education?
This section explains how the participant groups were selected for this research. The discussion
also outlines the context of the schools that the participants were drawn from. The table below
represents the participants involved in the interview conversations.
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Table Four - Research participants
Research Participant Group

Number of Participants

Students in a Catholic School
Students in a Public School
School support staff in the Catholic Schools
Teachers in the Catholic School
Support Staff in two Public Schools
Teachers in two public Schools (including one assistant
principal)
School principals (two from public schools and one from the
Catholic school)
Policy writers (outside of schools)
Total Number of Participants

8
8
2
5
5
5
3
4
40

School Contexts
Secondary schools were selected as sites for the research in this study as the main policy for
digital technologies at the time was being conducted was the DER which was targeted at years
9 to 12 students. Teenagers in secondary schools are more implicated in the ethical issues that
emerge with the use of digital technologies than their younger counterparts in primary schools.
Secondary school students are also required to sign ‘acceptable use’ polices, whereas primary
school students are usually not required to sign them. The age of the secondary school student
participants assisted in enabling greater levels of insight and complexity in the interview
conversations than would have been possible with primary school students. The focus on the
secondary school sector also allowed for more depth of analysis and research than a broader
study encompassing primary school students would have permitted.

The schools selected for this study were all located in the ACT. The two public schools were
colleges catering for year 11 and 12 students, which is common in the ACT school system. The
public schools had government funded computer laptop programs, which provided all students
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individually with laptop computers to use at school. The students also had access to computers
in laboratories and the library. The Catholic school was a year 7 to 12 school. It had desktop
computers situated in computer laboratories and the library. The schools selected were not from
exclusive or underprivileged socio-economic backgrounds. The demographics in the schools
including students, teachers and school staff were consistent with the socio-economic status,
cultural backgrounds (including Indigenous), and geographical locations that are found within
and around the city of Canberra (ACT). All schools had enrolments of over 800 students, with
the Catholic school being the largest with an enrolment of around 1500 students. The selection
of students from these schools allowed for the representation of perspectives reflecting the
experiences from private and public school contexts in the ACT.

Students
Eight students were interviewed from the Catholic school and eight from one of the public
schools. All the students were aged between 16 and 18 years of age and were in years 11 and
12. The selected student participants were representative of a spectrum of students from both
private and public school systems. The participants also represented a gender balance and
reflected the cultural diversity of each school.

School staff, teachers and principals
The selected school teachers, school staff and principals were drawn from a Catholic school
and two public schools. Two public schools were selected to get a broader variety of teachers
and school staff in different positions for the interview conversations. Public schools also
represent the majority of schools in the ACT region, the Catholic system represents around
30% of the schools. Some of the teachers, school staff, and principals, were drawn from the
same public school as the students participants were drawn from. The teachers taught a variety
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of subjects and had different levels of responsibility in their schools including being
coordinators. The school staff selected worked in the areas of administration, finance, libraries
and technical support.

The teachers and school staff represented a mixture of genders, ages, experience levels and
lengths of service at the schools. The number and variety of school staff, teachers and principals
interviewed allowed for a varied and broad scope of perspectives and experiences to be
reflected in the interview conversations.

Policy writers

This research included two groups of policy writers, those who work outside of schools in
education offices and departments, and those who work in schools who are tasked with writing
or contributing to policies that regulate and guide the use of digital technologies in schools.
Two policy writers from the CGECO were interviewed, and one from the ACTDET (as it was
called at that time), and another from the Australian Government. This provided two
perspectives from the Catholic school system and two from the public system. The perspectives
from policy writers who are involved in different levels and types of digital technologies policy
development was intended to provide a holistic and inclusive understanding of policy
discourses in relation to the ethical dimension. These policy writers were selected as they could
bring a perspective from outside school contexts, and provide a mechanism for obtaining
information about the process of writing macro-level digital technologies policies designed for
schools. The interviews were also intended to elicit the policy authors’ understandings and
intentions in writing the policies.
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Parents and guardians
The objective of this research was to examine the experiences and views of those who study
and work in schools, as well as policy writers, in regard to the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies. Parents and guardians were not interviewed in this research, as the
participant groups selected (students, school staff, teachers and principals) were positioned to
have a direct contact with and ongoing experiences of the use of digital technologies in teaching
and learning in schools. The views that parents can bring to the research could be relevant and
worthwhile examining, however, as they do not study or work in the school, they do not have
access to the same world of experience and knowledge regarding digital technologies and
policies in schools, compared to the participant groups selected.

Ethical procedures in research
The discussion that follows outlines the main ethical protocols in the research and the manner
in which these were applied. The ethical considerations include power relations, informed
consent, confidentiality and anonymity. Ethical considerations for conducting research are
implicit in all aspects of the investigation and reporting processes, especially concerning
research involving human participants (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). As Scott and Usher (2011,
p. 143) explain ‘linked to the act of producing knowledge are issues to do with rights,
responsibilities and activities of the participants in the research’. Ethical issues also permeate
the use of interviews for research. Ethics is basic to interview inquiry; it goes beyond ethical
rules and codes to encompass social and research concerns (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). The
knowledge produced by such research depends on the relationships of ‘interviewer’ and
‘interviewee’ (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009; Mishler 1991).
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Mishler (1991, p. 118) points out that the ‘interviewee’ ‘interviewer’ relationship can be
marked by a striking asymmetry of power, which is often a central feature of interviews in
research contexts. According to Mishler, the traditional hierarchical interview relationship
tends to obscure the relationship between events and experiences and to disrupt attempts to
make coherent sense of experiences (Mishler 1991). Kvale and Brinkmann (2009, p. 76) assert
that ‘ethical issues typically arise in interview research because of the asymmetrical power
relations between interviewer and respondent’. Throughout the research for this thesis, as the
researcher, I have been conscious of the asymmetry of power in the interview process and used
semi-structured interviews in such a manner as to promote the development of participants’
ideas and stories.

Power relations in interview conversations
Another ethical consideration in the interview conversations involves how speakers in research
are positioned in networks of power ‘that grant different rights and duties to speak and act in
certain ways’ (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, p. 230). There are close linkages between contextual
issues and power differentials between ‘investigators’ and their ‘subjects’ (Mishler 1991).
Children can be at a distinct power disadvantage in interviews conducted by adults in respect
of power relations (Scott & Usher 2011). As Kvale and Brinkmann (2009, p. 3) point out ‘the
research interview is not a conversation between equal partners, because the researcher defines
and controls the situation’. This type of control can result in a one-way dialogue in interviews
as opposed to a free flowing exchange of ideas typical of a conversation. This study has sought
to allow for an open exchange of ideas with all the participants in the interview conversations
consistent with the principle of the joint construction of meaning.
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However, in semi-structured interview conversations it is possible to consciously attempt to
restructure the power relations between the ‘interviewer’ and ‘interviewees’ to empower the
respondents to speak with their own voices (Mishler 1991). In the research for this thesis, power
relations between the participants and the researcher are acknowledged, and the research
approach aimed to deal ethically and responsibly with power asymmetries, in redressing the
imbalance between the researcher and the participants, particularly in the interviews.

To counterbalance and alleviate the inherent power imbalance in the interview conversations
conducted for this thesis, several measures were taken. Care was taken to redress the power
imbalance between the students and myself as the researcher. None of the participants
interviewed were students I was teaching, however, they were aware I was a teacher.

Questions were designed to try to avoid the perception that there were right or wrong answers.
For this reason, closed questions were not used. Likewise, long and complicated questions were
also avoided. Many student participants were at or close to legal adulthood, despite still being
school students. Interviewing students in pairs and groups of three, rather than individually,
also assisted in addressing power imbalance in the interview conversations. Being in a pair or
group of three meant the students did not have to be directly involved in the conversations at
all times and subsequently had more time to consider their responses.

As well as addressing power imbalances in research, participants can be empowered so that
‘they have more control of the processes through which their words are given meaning’
(Mishler 1991, p.119). Interviews that empower respondents also produce narrative responses,
as participants feel confident to share their stories (Mishler 1991). Empowerment can also
involve yielding more control to the participants regarding the flow and content of the interview
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(Mishler 1991). Less structure in the interview also assists in giving control to the respondents;
hence, questions were not always asked in a set order and were sometimes refined to suit the
flow and direction of the conversation (Riessman 1993). To reduce the power imbalance
between the researcher and the participants, care and consideration was taken to ensure they
could freely express their views during the interviews, and they were given the option not to
respond to questions. Addressing power relations in the interview conversations is an important
measure in ensuring that the conduct of the research has ethical integrity.

Research protocols
In this thesis, the integrity of the research was conceptualised with reference to the construction
of knowledge, with a communal negotiation of its meaning. Furthermore, the concept of
negotiation in this thesis is understood as communal as it involves dialogues and conversations
with members of schools.

Elements which aid in informing and empowering participants in the interview conversations
included briefing and debriefing them about the research purposes and procedures, providing
them with information about confidentiality, and providing them access to the interview
transcript and researcher during the analysis process (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011; Kvale
& Brinkmann 2009). These procedures were intended to furnish the participants with
knowledge about the nature of the study they were participating in, and provide them with
greater opportunities to offer suggestions or critique the research processes.

Informed consent was an essential feature of this research. Sound research methods with
humans ‘involves informing the participants about the overall purpose of the investigation and
the main features of the design, as well as any possible risks and benefits from participation’
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(Kvale 1996, p. 70). Informed consent necessitates obtaining voluntary participation of the
people, and involves informing them of their right to withdraw at any time (Cohen, Manion &
Morrison 2011; Creswell 2012). Having informed consent is important as it means that the
participants participated of their own volition and offered their ideas without compulsion.
Confidentiality in interviews is consistent with empowering respondents to control the
circumstances in which their views are expressed in the interviews (Mishler 1991).
Confidentiality ensures that private data identifying the participants will not be identified or
disclosed. Thus, in this study precautions were taken to protect the participants’ privacy, their
participation was not communicated to anyone. In this research, I was sensitive to ensuring that
participants were not identified, by preserving their anonymity and maintaining consensual
relationships regarding participation in the research (Scott & Usher 2011).

The research has also aimed to be authentic in presenting a clear outline of its purposes, one of
which was to explore the perspectives of the participants and to give them a voice in relation
to the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies for schools. The research conducted
was also respectful of the dynamics and relationships between the researcher and the
participants.

The interview conversations were recorded and then were transcribed. Detailed records were
kept throughout the research to guide the progress of the study. Participants were invited to
check and make corrections to the interview conversation transcripts. Some participants availed
themselves of this opportunity and made some minor alterations to the transcripts. This process
was consistent with an inclusive and co-constructive approach to understanding digital
technologies policies operating in school settings.
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Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) argue, that knowledge claims emerge in research as conflicting
interpretations, actions and possibilities are discussed and negotiated among members of an
institution (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). These knowledge claims or findings are also
established in a discourse, ensuring that the results of the study can be viewed as trustworthy
(Kvale & Brinkmann 2009; Mishler 1991). The knowledge obtained in this study has been
ascertained through the data which had been collected according to ethical protocols and in
accordance with the principles of critical and interpretative theory. The next section moves on
to discuss in detail the research procedures and processes.

Procedures for data collection
The following section provides an account of the phases and steps enacted in the research. The
discussion sets out to present a transparent and frank account of the processes and procedures
undertaken to collect the research data. A description of the data collection also takes account
of the dynamics and concerns evident in the research journey.

Timeframe
The gathering of policy documents began in 2007 and continued until 2014. The analysis of
the policy documents also occurred from 2007 to 2014. The initial collection and analysis of
policies allowed for an informed understanding about policy issues before the interview
conversations commenced and assisted in informing the interview topics and questions.

The collection of the interview data involved a strategic process comprising several stages.
Initially, in 2008, approval was sought to conduct the research from the University of
Canberra’s Committee for Ethics in Human Research. After approval was gained from the
University of Canberra, CGCEO, ACTDET were approached for approval to conduct research
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in schools in their jurisdictions. Approval was also gained from ACTDET, CGCEO and the
AG to interview the policy writers. Approval for the research was granted midway through
2008. On approval from the school principals of the schools selected, preliminary
documentation was prepared in the form of letters of invitation, participant consent forms and
an explanation sheet explaining the nature of the research. These were tailored to the respective
participant groups and were then distributed to prospective participants and parents and
guardians.

Interviews were conducted late in 2008 with teachers, a principal, support staff, and students
from a co-educational Catholic school in the ACT. Early in 2009, interview conversations were
conducted with students, school staff, teachers and an assistant principal and principal from a
co-educational public school, and also with support staff, teachers and a principal from another
public co-educational school. The interview conversations with the four policy writers were
conducted in the middle of 2009.

After the interview data was gathered, the transcription of interviews took place in late 2009
and early 2010, followed shortly after by participant checking. The analysis of the research
data was conducted from early 2010 to late 2014.

Recruitment process
The process of inviting all prospective participants to be involved in the study required
informed consent from participants, and in the case of minors, their parents and / or guardians
as well. A letter of invitation was distributed to students, parents and / or guardians, school
staff teachers, principals and policy writers. The letter was accompanied by the consent form
for participation and an information sheet containing additional information regarding the

176

nature and purpose of the research. Several days before the interviews, all participants were
asked to complete a research participant information profile sheet, which provided
demographic data.

The adult participants signed a form giving their consent to participate in the interview
conversations. In the case of minors, aged under 18, authority was sought from their parents /
and or guardians for their child’s participation in the interview conversations, and they and the
students signed a consent form for this purpose. Participants were also told that they could
withdraw their participation at any time, simply by informing me, the researcher. Participation
from all the individuals in the study was gained without any form of coercion or manipulation.
No participant decided to withdraw from participating in the research.

The research participants had the opportunity to discuss the research with me (the researcher)
at any time before or during the research project. These discussions were possible via email,
telephone or face-to-face. Participants and parents and / or guardians were informed about all
arrangements for interviews (including the date, location and time) in writing before the
interviews took place. Participants, parents and / or guardian were invited to ask questions
regarding the research, although no questions were forthcoming. Directly before the interviews
commenced, all interview participants were asked if they required any further clarification
about the format, content and style of the interview.

Processes for the interview conversations (data collection)
The interviews commenced when all participants had returned their signed consent forms. The
final arrangements were negotiated over a period of several weeks. The participants were
informed about the possible times, dates and location for the interviews. All participants took
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part on a voluntary basis with no incentives or rewards. All interview conversations were
digitally recorded with an audio digital track recorder, and the participants were also informed
that they could stop the track recorder at any time. Participants were also informed that they
could refuse to answer any questions.

The interview conversations with students were between 20 to 35 minutes in duration, and were
conducted in normal school hours. The students were interviewed in pairs or small groups of
three to allow for the sharing of ideas and to create opportunities for conversation to emerge
from which to examine what the students had to say (Mishler 1991). To offset the power
dynamics between the researcher and the participants, the students could nominate another
student with whom they wanted to be interviewed.

The interviews with the teachers, school staff and principals were conducted individually and
in pairs. They were given the option of being interviewed with another colleague or
individually. All interviews with teachers and school staff were conducted during school hours.
The duration of the interviews with teachers and school staff was between 20 and 45 minutes.
The interview conversations with students, school staff, principals and teachers were conducted
in a location within the school in a meeting room familiar to the participants, but in an area
where their privacy and anonymity were respected. To remind the participants about the
purpose of the research, a brief statement was read to them at the start of the interview. At the
conclusion of the interview, participants were asked if there was anything they wanted to say
so they could have the opportunity to address or comment on issues that had emerged during
the interview conversations. The interview was followed by a debriefing, and participants were
provided with some information about the next stages in the research process.
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To recruit the four policy writers, a letter of invitation was sent to them, and the same protocols
were followed as with the school participants regarding an explanation of the research purpose,
voluntary participation, informed consent, anonymity and confidentiality. The interview
conversations with policy writers were conducted individually, and the times and dates were
negotiated. The duration of the interview conversations was between 30 and 50 minutes. The
location of the interview conversations was negotiated and was a public but discreet location
in the participants’ workplaces. The discreet nature of the interview also assisted in protecting
the participants’ privacy and anonymity.

I endeavoured to challenge policy writers to seek new insights and produce in-depth answers,
as they have knowledge and experience in this field. In the interview conversations I conducted
with policy makers from outside the schools, the power asymmetry was somewhat less
imbalanced due to their level of experience in their field of digital technology policies (Kvale
& Brinkmann 2009).

All interview data collected has been kept securely in a password-protected computer and any
information identifying the participants was removed. In this thesis, the participants and
schools involved in the research have not been identified by name, but by coded initials and
hypothetical names only for the purposes of the research, reporting and analysis. Thus, all data
and information collected is reported in ways that ensures anonymity and confidentiality for
the participants.

The interview conversations (questioning techniques)
The semi-structured interviews were designed with questions intended to elicit views and
perceptions of digital technologies policies and other related policies in schools. The policies
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of most interest were those with content relating to the ethical dimension. Topics were raised
in the interview conversations in order to address the research questions designed for the study.
The interview conversation questions were designed not so much to seek a direct answer as to
sustain a conversation (Herda 1999). The interview process was intended to allow for a
conversation to emerge, which could generate shared understandings between the researcher
and the participants and a mutual construction of meaning. To facilitate a free flowing
discussion, additional discussion prompts were introduced when deemed appropriate, to
stimulate further discussion regarding the participants’ feelings and views (Kvale & Brinkmann
2009). These prompts were based on the topics identified for coverage in the interview
conversations.

The interview questions were structured according to topics which stemmed from the principal
research objectives and questions. One general question was asked about the DER, however,
there were no other direct questions about specific digital technologies policies, so the
questions would not be perceived as ‘test’ type questions. If participants mentioned certain
policies such as ‘acceptable use’ policies further questions were sometimes asked in relation to
these policies.

In the interview conversations, participants were encouraged to describe and reflect upon their
points of view regarding digital technologies policies and the ethical dimension in these
policies, and to extend their interpretations and meaning. As the researcher, I also attempted to
clarify my own interpretations of their responses during the course of the interview through the
exchange of ideas in the conversations (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). The clarification of
interpretations, which occurred during the interview conversations, represents a degree of
reflexivity (as discussed in Chapter Five). In the semi-structured interviews conducted for this
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research, the participants were able to guide the direction of the interview, and were therefore
involved in constructing the agenda of the interview (Scott & Usher 2011).

As the conversations in the interviews progressed, attempts were made to clarify the meanings
of topics and questions relevant to the interview themes and research questions by asking
further questions and using discussion prompts (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). These
clarifications allowed for an exploration of meanings in greater depth and richness (Kvale &
Brinkmann 2009). Those who were policy writers in schools were able to reflect on policies
generated in their schools relating to the use of digital technologies and external policies.

Post interview phase
The following section describes the processes that occurred after the interviews were finished.
These processes were the transcription of the interview conversations, participant checks, the
synthesis of the interview data, coding and categorising, and the analysis of the interview
conversations.

Transcription
The first process that occurred after the interview conversations were completed was the
transcription of the interview recordings. Transcribing interviews is an analytic process,
involving translations from oral to written language (Herda 1999). In this sense, transcriptions
have a constructive nature (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009). In the transcription process, it became
evident that meanings and interpretations emerged from understanding the discourses in
interview conversations (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011; Mishler 1991).
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When transcribing the interviews, I was cognisant that transcription is a form of representation
and ‘involves making analytic judgements about what to represent and how to represent it’
(Gibson & Brown 2009, p. 109). Hence, transcriptions are not neutral; they are an analytical
version of guiding data and a form of representation involving selection and interpretation of
data (Gibson & Brown 2009). I was mindful to present the transcriptions in an organised
manner so participants would be able to read them.

As a researcher, I also recognised that the mode of transcription should be sensitive to the
researcher’s intentions and bear directly on the specific aims and questions of the study and
reflect the researcher’s theoretical model connecting meaning and speech (Mishler 1991).
Transcribing the interview conversations allowed me to undertake analysis, learn about the
interview dynamics, and gain an intimate knowledge of the interview content (Kvale &
Brinkmann 2009). This closer analysis involved transcribing the interview content as
accurately as possible (including some statements made by participants which were
grammatically incorrect), it also required attuning oneself to other aspects of the interview
recording, including, tone of voice, pauses, and styles of language and expression, which were
recorded in the transcriptions.

After the transcriptions were completed I read them several times and took notes to record my
initial thoughts about their content. According to Ricoeur (1976, 1981), we distance ourselves
from our initial interview conversations when the transcriptions are made (Herda 1999).
Therefore, reading the transcription involved refining interpretation and new constructions of
meaning (Gibson & Brown 2009). To aid with the interpretation of the transcripts, critical
analysis was employed through close attention to the discursive features of the language used.
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Participant checks
Participants had opportunities to be informed about the data collected from their interview
conversations and the initial findings. After the transcriptions were completed, participant
checks were carried out. This process involved giving each participant a copy of the transcript
of their interview conversation and an invitation to read it to check the accuracy of the transcript
and to make changes and corrections if necessary. Some participants made corrections and
others did not. The corrections were mainly minor alterations to change words or verb tenses.
Every participant signed a form that stated that they agreed to the amended transcript being
used for this research. Transcripts were returned to the respondents as part of a joint effort to
clarify the language and reporting of the interview conversations.

Returning the interview transcripts to the participants gave them the opportunity to see the
course of the discussion and change parts of the conversation, if necessary, after reflection; to
agree or disagree with what was recorded, and to provide new insights, if possible. Participants
were also offered the opportunity to discuss their interview transcript with the researcher
(myself) if they desired to do so. A few took up this opportunity, and were able to clarify some
of the statements they had made. In this sense, the transcripts formed part of an ongoing
interview conversation and narrative. Participants were also presented with a preliminary
summary of some of the key issues and points raised in the interview conversations, with a
view to inform them about the progress of the research.

Analysis of the interview data
As with the process of transcription, the analysis phase of the research was a continuation of
the process that started in the interview conversations, exploring a tapestry of possible
meanings. Throughout the analysis phase, comments, ideas and interpretations were noted
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during the interview conversations, transcriptions and reporting of the analysis. In this section
the analysis phases of the research data from the interview conversations are explained.

After the finalisation of the written transcripts they were read several times. These readings
enabled a closer analysis of the themes that emerged, the discontinuities in meaning, and for
the development of understandings of the contextual issues. The reading processes also
reflected the idea that ‘the text, created from transcriptions of earlier conversations, provides a
proposed world that the reader or researcher [can] inhabit and in which they [can] project
possibilities’ (Herda 1999, p. 75). Furthermore, the reading and organisation of transcribed
interview texts involved a reconsideration of knowledge and the restructuring of a text which
enabled new understandings to emerge in the shared meaning obtained from participants
through the research act (Herda 1999; Ricoeur 1981, 1991). Through the transcription process,
new meaning ‘emerges with others through critique, genuine conversation and imagination’
(Herda, 1999, p. 2). Through multiple readings of the transcriptions, meanings gradually took
shape after a process of reflection and analysis which also involved trying to understand the
content of each interview conversation in and of itself, as well as in the context of the whole
data set, consistent with a hermeneutic research approach. These understandings were then
analysed in relation to the research questions designed for the study.

While undertaking analysis of the data, it was necessary to maintain an awareness of
responsibility for choices made and a clear demonstration of how conclusions were determined.
Efforts were made to try to build coherence and meaning in regard to the perspectives and
arguments presented by the participants in the interview conversations. The analysis also
involved checking the evidence and identifying the various interpretations, which allowed for
deepening and extending the hermeneutic approach (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009).

184

Coding and categorising
Once the transcriptions were completed and checked, the next stage of analysis was applied to
the interview data. This stage involved coding and categorising the data. The process also
involved describing it, comparing and juxtaposing features of the research to other studies or
data; locating problems and assumptions; and identifying and building themes and discourses.
The interview data was read and then organised and synthesised according to categories,
themes, concepts and discursive features of language. To facilitate these processes, interview
transcripts were coded.

Coding gives structure to an interview text and transcription and provides an organisational
tool when dealing with large amounts of data (Gibson & Brown 2009; Kvale & Brinkmann
2009). The code assists in the creation of categories that can be used to describe a general
feature of the data. A code used to describe data samples draws attention to the commonality
of a data set, and also represents a thematic concern (Gibson & Brown 2009). Coding schemes
were used in this study as a means of interpretation, but were not seen as outcomes in
themselves (Hopwood 2004).

Coding of the data from the interviews was carried out by applying broad category labels to
the interview conversation responses (in the form of abbreviations), which related directly to
subject areas, such as ‘responses to policies’, ‘participation in policy formation and
implementation’; ‘understanding of policy language’, ‘discourses in policy’ and ‘education to
promote the ethical use of digital technologies’. As stated earlier, to protect the anonymity of
the participants, their names were changed to codes in the reporting of the findings.
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The coded interview conversations were then analysed in relation to themes and conceptual
categories relevant to the research questions, and then interpreted using critical and
interpretative analysis. The themes and categories were related to specific ethical issues related
to digital technologies and included ‘blocking and filtering’, ‘Internet access’, ‘use of email’
and ‘surveillance measures’. The codes were also created to connect to the four research
questions identified for this study, and in this way could be grouped together for analysis.

Synthesis of the analysis
Thematising the interview conversations assisted in clarifying the themes of the study and in
mapping the themes to the research questions. A thematic analytical approach to the interview
data allowed for a way of organising the interpretations of the participants’ perceptions and
understandings of digital technologies policies in their schools. The main themes were
organised as part of the analysis as resources to help tell the story of the data (Gibson & Brown
2009). Examination of these themes allowed for an in-depth analysis of meanings provided by
participants concerning the ways they interpreted the discourses associated with the ethical
dimension in digital technologies policies, particularly in the way these discourses are
represented in school policies.

The concept of the hermeneutic circle was employed to gain a holistic understanding of the
different fields, themes and issues (the parts), which the interview conversations traversed. The
circular nature of the hermeneutic inquiry allowed for building connections between the
different interpretations and understandings that surfaced in the interview conversations and
research processes. The hermeneutic circle also allowed for the findings from the analysis of
the interview conversations to be integrated with the analysis and findings from the policy
documents.
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Furthermore, critical and interpretative analysis was useful to engage with the complexity and
different understandings that exist in relation to digital technologies policies in schools, and to
reveal the way meaning is both constructed and mediated through analysis of texts and
language. Critical theory allowed for an interrogation of language in relation to the themes of
power, control, surveillance, participation (or lack of), as they operate in the ethical dimension.
Commonalties and differences in the patterns of responses in the interview conversations were
examined to arrive at general observations and theoretical conclusions (Scott & Usher 2011).

Throughout the analysis process, efforts were made to ensure different explanations were taken
into account. Furthermore, a degree of dependability and reliability was achieved by
accounting for the dynamics of the research context, including its discursive aspects, which
involved an attempt to capture the lived realities of the participants in the school contexts.

With the use of critical and interpretative theories to inform the analysis to reveal meanings
from the interview conversations, reflective judgement was also used to deepen understanding
of the content of the interview conversations. The analysis used

allowed for critique,

reinterpretation and the creation of new meanings ‘that can inform current activities and future
possibilities as opposed to a technical predetermined method of data analysis’ (Herda 1999, p.
82). Here, Aristotle’s concept of 'phronesis’ was relevant for ‘the intellectual virtue of
recognising and responding to what is most important in a situation’ (Kvale & Brinkmann
2009, p. 61). ‘Phronesis’ with its emphasis on reflecting on the meaning and ethical
implications of practical events and circumstances, assisted in bridging the theoretical
considerations in the study with the practical experiences and issues which were discussed in
the interview conversations. In the analysis of the interview conversations ‘phronesis’ was
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also a vehicle used to derive meaning from the accounts of the participants drawn from their
own reflections on the ethical dimension of digital technologies.

During the writing of the thesis there was an ongoing process of exploring and critically
analysing alternative interpretations, and formalising and reflecting on emerging themes in
relation to the research questions. As both research processes (interview and policy analysis)
involved deriving meaning from texts, the relationship between the two processes can be seen
as interdependent, and points to understandings of the ‘the whole’, which is the ethical
dimension of digital technologies policies and their implementation. Moreover, the phases of
transcription, analysis and writing were not completely distinct. As a researcher, I had to go
back and forth between them. The process of reflection also involved reflecting on the
experiences from the interview conversations while conducting the analysis of them (Gibson
& Brown 2009). Thus, all aspects of the analysis informed each other in accordance with
critical hermeneutic inquiry, with a view to reaching a greater depth of meaning to address the
research questions.

The analysis of the policies and interview conversations was also located within a broader
framework of trends and issues relating to policies and the use of digital technologies in school
settings. In the analysis, it was acknowledged that the power of external forces operating at the
societal and governmental level could influence behaviour and events at the school level,
without adopting a deterministic stance in relation to these behaviours (Cohen, Manion, &
Morrison 2011). For example, the DER policy was influential, particularly around the time the
interview conversations were conducted in 2008 and 2009 (Fachinetti 2013). Students, school
staff, teachers and principals reflected on the implications of this policy for their school and
the implementation process. In doing so they shared their frustrations, hopes, uncertainties and
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experiences. The analysis of the interview conversations yielded knowledge from which
interpretations were developed to engage with the key components of the research questions;
digital technologies’ policies, discourses and the ethical dimension in these policies.

Summary
The methodology design in this thesis has been made explicit and transparent through a detailed
explanation of the research procedures and approach to analysis. The description of the
research methodology has been linked to the critical and interpretative theories which underpin
the study. Thus, in the research conducted for this thesis, these theories were applied to digital
technologies policies and interview conversations, with a view to forming an informed and
comprehensive understanding of key topics and debates about the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies in secondary school contexts. The description of the methodology has
included the procedures and processes undertaken to conduct the data collection which were
consistent with ethical research practices. The discussion of the methodological processes and
journey has also assisted in maintaining the reliability and integrity of the research for the
study. The methodology was also designed to elicit data from the policies and interview
conversations which could be used to address the four research questions identified for the
study. The findings and conclusions can contribute to building knowledge about the key issues
involving digital technologies policies in schools and the ethical dimension. The next Chapter
reports on the findings from the policy analysis of the digital technologies policy documents,
followed by Chapters Eight and Nine, which report on the findings from the interview
conversations.
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CHAPTER SEVEN:
ANALYSIS

FINDINGS FROM THE POLICY

Introduction
The discussion in Chapter Three recognised that the ethical dimension of digital technologies
policies can be read as a form of educational policy discourse. Informed by policy analysis and
underpinned by critical and interpretative theories, this Chapter of the thesis analyses a
selection of digital technologies policies from the Australian school education landscape.
National education policies and declarations regarding school education are examined, along
with state, territory, education office and school-based policies related to the use of digital
technologies (see tables one, two and three in Chapter Six for the list of policies analysed). The
policies selected when brought together form a broad suite of policies from different levels
(national, state, education office and schools) that are all concerned with digital technology use
in schools. These policies are all relevant to the ethical dimension of digital technologies use
in teaching and learning, in that they are designed to either guide the conduct of school
education in general, or are specifically concerned with the use of digital technologies in
teaching and learning in schools.

As outlined in Chapter Six the analysis of these policies is concerned with exploring the way
the ethical dimension is presented and positioned in relation to digital technologies in teaching
and learning. The discussion also refers to the themes identified in the review of the literature
regarding ethical issues and school digital technologies policies. The policy analysis is aimed
at addressing and critically analysing the ethical implications which are embedded in the
discursive language used in these texts, and to identify the silences in policy texts in relation to
the ethical dimension. The analysis is orientated to respond to the principal research question:
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What does an investigation reveal about understandings of the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies and their implementation in school education?
The analysis also deals with the first part of the fourth research question,
What is the nature of the discourses located in the ethical dimension of schools digital
technologies policies and how do research participants’ perspectives interact with these
discourses?

Addressing the fourth research question has involved a process of identifying terminology
associated with the ethical dimension of digital technologies use, located in policies. An
analysis was then undertaken to examine the meaning of these terms and their relevance to the
context of school education. This exploration of the meaning of key terminology allowed for
an identification and appreciation of the prominent discourses which are located in the policies
from different levels.

The policies analysed are sequenced in this Chapter according to their relative levels of
authority starting with national policies, then state and territory policies followed by school
policies (see tables one, two and three in Chapter Six). The hierarchy of policies also forms
part of the framework for understanding an analysis premised on a ‘steering at a distance’
perspective regarding policy authorship and influence. The analysis of the policies from the
national level has a specific focus on the attention given to the ethical dimension of digital
technologies and the language used to describe how they should be used ethically in teaching
and learning. The next section of the Chapter analyses a selection of the state, territory and
education office policies, exploring the meaning of their discursive language and the
relationship they have with national and school level policies. Finally, policies are examined
from the schools in which the interview conversation occurred. A particular focus of the
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analysis was on ‘acceptable use’ policies and their implications concerning the ethical
dimension of digital technologies use in teaching and learning.

In this Chapter there is an examination of the discourse of compliance and control in policies
which operates within a framework of ‘steering at a distance’ (Lingard 1996, 2014). Running
concurrently with the concept of ‘steering at a distance’ in national policies there is an
emphasis on regulating and controlling the use of digital technologies, and mandating
compliance with legal regulations for state, territory, education office and school policy
regulations. The type of language used in the digital technologies policies from the different
levels represents a discourse characterised by notions of compliance and control. Compliance
and control are present in the tone and intent of the language which is premised on legal and
regulatory requirements. Another discourse which can be located in the policy documents
analysed, is ‘moral panic’ which was introduced in Chapter Three.

National digital technologies policies
As stated in Chapter Two, the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young
Australians (MCEETYA 2008) is the overarching policy to guide school education in
Australia. In this Declaration (MCEETYA 2008, p. 8), goal two states that ‘Australian
Governments commit to working in collaboration with all school sectors to support young
Australians to become active informed citizens’ – this statement is linked to participation in
civic life, both at the local and global level. This statement provides recognition that students
have a role as citizens and to participate in civic life, one aspect of which is ethical awareness.
The Declaration also states that being an ‘active and informed citizen’ involves acting ‘with
moral and ethical integrity’ (MCEETYA 2008, p. 9). The sentiments expressed in the
Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians are representative of a
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‘steering at a distance’ policy position, as the guidance provided in the Declaration is intended
to be part of a nationally collaborative effort across the school sector to realise these overall
goals (MCEETYA 2008).

The Education Act (2013) is based on the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for
Young Australians (MCEETYA 2008) in terms of further arrangements building on the goals
set out by the Declaration (AG 2013b). However, the Education Act does not provide any
policy direction or guidance in the areas of the ethical dimension of digital technologies in
teaching and learning. The Education Act does, however, acknowledge the necessity of a
consistent teacher registration system and national professional standards for teachers (AG
2013b). As national systems in Australian school education, teacher registration and the
professional standards for teachers are reference points to define what is ‘acceptable ’ethical
behaviour for teachers.

Ethical standards for teachers
As outlined in Chapter Two, in the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers policy was
developed by AITSL in 2012 and was endorsed by all Ministers of Education (state, territory
and Commonwealth). Standard 4 Focus Area 4.5 is ‘Use ICT safely, responsibly and ethically’
(AITSL 2012, p. 1) and places an emphasis on the ethical dimension of digital technologies
uses. Interpreting what this Standard means presents difficulties due to the lack of explanation
about what ‘ethical use’ involves, nor are the terms ‘safely’ and ‘responsibly’ defined.

There are Focus Areas relating to Focus Area 4.5 available on the AITSL Internet site that
contain supporting video clips to highlight how the Standard can be implemented in practice.
For example there is a video provided to exemplify Focus Area 4.5 at the Highly Accomplished
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career level (AITSL 2012, p. 1). This video shows a teacher discussing the importance of
teachers feeling confident and comfortable to run a ‘safe’ classroom and the importance of
‘responsible’ behaviour online (AITSL 2012, p.1). However, ambiguity remains as to what
‘safe’ and ‘responsible’ mean, as they are not explained, apart from a brief mention of being
able to edit material and advising the students that their computer activity can be ‘tracked’
though their computer accounts; a sentiment which conveys a surveillance approach. There is
no direct example provided to illustrate what using digital technologies (ICT) ethically entails.
The lack of explanation for the key terms places the onus on teachers to interpret how these
terms are to be understood and inform their own practice in schools. The process of
interpretation of what these terms mean in practice is important because it guides teachers in
how to meet the requirements of the Standard. The process of interpretation can utilise the
concept as ‘phronesis’(Aristotle 1941) as reflection is an important element of achieving an
informed and practical understanding of how to enact ethical principles in a school context.

In the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers, the information for the performance
Standard 5 at the ‘Lead Teacher’ career stage (which is for teachers in leadership roles in
schools), requires the teacher to review and implement new ‘ICT’ policies. According to the
Standard the process of implementing and reviewing policies is necessary to ensure the safe,
responsible and ethical use of ‘ICT’ in schools (AITSL 2012). Specific guidance about how to
‘implement’ and ‘review’ the policies does not accompany this Standard, although it is a
requirement for meeting the Standard. For the other career stages Standards for the teachers
‘Graduate’ ‘Proficient’, and ‘Highly Accomplished’, there is no specific information about
engaging with digital technologies policies (AITSL 2012). The Australian Professional
Standards for Teachers has content relevant to the ethical dimension of digital technologies in
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teaching and learning. However, there is a lack of detail and explanation about how the ethical
use of technologies in schools is going to be achieved and sustained.

Ethics in the curriculum
More recently in the Australian Curriculum produced by ACARA (2013), one of the ‘general
capabilities’ identified is ‘ethical behaviour’, and links the development of ‘ethical awareness’
to participation in everyday life. This concept is explained in the following statement:
students develop ethical behaviour as they learn to understand and act in accordance
with ethical principles. This includes understanding the role of ethical principles,
values and virtues in human life; acting with moral integrity; acting with regard for
others; and having a desire and capacity to work for the common good (ACARA 2013,
p. 19).
However, it is not clear exactly what ethical ‘principles’, ‘values’, ‘virtues’, ‘moral integrity’
and the ‘common good’ mean here. The lack of explanation about the meaning of these terms
is a common feature of policies which have a national audience, hence schools are required to
interpret the meaning of these values and sentiments to suit their own school contexts and
culture. The interpretation arrived at by schools can to lead to constructive policy measures.
As mentioned in Chapters Two and Three there is diversity of schools in Australia, (public,
Catholic and Independent schools) and there can be, a variety of understandings in relation to
values, virtues, principles and notions of integrity, some of which have religious orientations
and others are secular. The variety of understandings can lead to a plurality of perspectives and
interpretations regarding the meaning of the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies,
which is not problematic.

A framework for using digital technologies in schools
The National Safe Schools Framework produced by MCEECDYA (2011a, p. 2) is intended to
provide ‘guiding principles for the safe and supportive school communities that also promote
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student well-being and develop respectful relationships’. The Framework is structured
according to nine elements, the third of which is ‘Policies and Procedures’ (MCEECDYA
2011a). The policy is structured into subsections, two of which are ‘agreements for responsible
use of technology by staff and students’ (MCEECDYA 2011a, p. 6) and ‘effective risk
prevention plans for the use of technology in the classroom’ (MCEECDYA 2011a, p. 6).
However, explanations about what constitutes ‘risk’ are not specified nor is what is meant by
the term ‘prevention’. The Framework is based on guiding principles, which include ‘acting
responsibly’ and also includes information about cyber-safety related issues.

The National Safe Schools Framework Resource Manual (2011b) also produced by
MCEECDYA, provides information and resources to implement the National Safe Schools
Framework (2011a). The Manual contains definitions of terminology related to the use of
digital technologies; for example, cyber-safe behaviours are defined as the ‘respectful and
responsible use of internet and mobile phone technology’ (MCEECDYA 2011b, p. 48).
However, ‘responsible’ and ‘respectful’ are not defined or explained, which makes the
understanding of these terms challenging to translate into practice at the school level, as their
meanings may vary. The lack of explanation requires an interpretation of the meaning of policy
language, which can result in schools, education departments and offices opting for compliance
and control measures to address the ethical dimension of digital technologies in teaching and
learning.

The Manual also states that consent to ‘acceptable use’ policies should be mandatory for any
member of a school wanting to use school computers or related digital technologies. By having
a mandatory component linked to digital technologies use, the Manual is endorsing compliance
by consent.
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Some terms are defined in the policy, for example the term cyber-risks is defined as:
potential risks that students are exposed to when using the internet or mobile phone
technologies. These include: the temptation to misuse technology, cyber-exploitation,
self-exposure and cyber-bullying (MCEECDYA 2011b, p. 48).
However, the term ‘misuse’ (which is value-laden) is not explained even though it is listed as
a risk for students. The definition may not assist much in clarifying the meaning of the term
‘cyber-risks’ but connects it to other issues and subjects such as cyber-bullying and cyberexploitation although they are also undefined. The Manual exemplifies a ‘steering at a distance
policy approach which leaves the interpretation and implementation of policy guidelines to the
principal and leadership of the school.

The Independent School’s Council of Australia and National Catholic Education Privacy
Compliance Manual (2013), makes reference to the necessity of developing reasonable steps
in schools to ensure the protection of privacy of data stored via the Internet, however, what
these ‘reasonable’ steps are, is not stipulated (ISCA & NCEC 2013). Emphasis on schools
taking ‘reasonable steps’ to ensure protection and privacy illustrates a ‘steering at a distance’
policy measure, allowing scope for local interpretations and responses.

Peak national policies the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians
(MCEETYA 2008) and the Education Act (AG 2013b), place priority on engendering
responsible citizenship and acting with ‘ethical integrity’ and also inform the objectives of
other national education policies examined. It was, however, found that national education
policies tend to be non-specific in their definitions of terminology used in relation to the ethical
use of digital technologies in schools. These policies do though point to a framework guided
by moral principles and the notion of shared values, which has been argued are problematic to
‘steer at a distance’ due to the multiplicity of understandings and interpretations, which
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education departments, education offices and schools can apply to them. The policy language
used in the national policies assumes a shared understanding of terminology related to the
ethical dimension and can result in a reliance on ‘acceptable use’ policies as a default option
to clarify and regulate what could be meant by ‘safe’ and ‘responsible’ use of digital
technologies in schools.

Ensuring accountability to the policies is regarded as the responsibility of the school principals.
Adherence to school policy regulations is implicit in national policies, but there is, in some
cases, little or no reference to those in schools having some engagement with the implications
of the policies for their own schools.

The discourse of compliance and control is also present in national policies but in a subtle form.
In some cases there is a conflation of ethical behaviour and awareness with specific issues such
as cyber-bullying. To ensure that these issues are dealt with ‘responsibly’, policy writers and
schools leaders can resort to monitoring and surveillance measures to ensure compliance.
Hence, the interpretation of policy can lead to compliance becoming synonymous with ethical
behaviour and the understandings of the ethical dimension of schools digital technologies use
in teaching and learning. There are silences in the policies as they do not explain or engage
with the deeper implications and concerns embedded in ethical use of digital technologies. Nor
do the policies illustrate what desired ethical practice means in the context of digital
technologies use in schools. As discussed in Chapter Three an understanding of ethics should
have a practical application to real situations and lived experiences (Floridi 2010, Millet 2008).

Compared to the national education policies and declarations, state, territory, and education
office digital technologies policies are more prescriptive and contain more policy guidelines
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about ‘acceptable use’ of technologies for teaching and learning. Policies at these levels present
interpretations of national policies and set out some general and specific frameworks from
which schools can develop their own policies, they also, in policy terms ‘steer at a distance’.
In the state, territory, and education office policies there is a clear imperative for schools to
follow some code of values and standards along with adherence to legal requirements. These
imperatives are indicative of a discourse of compliance and control discussed earlier in the
Chapter. To illustrate the following section analyses several policies from the following
organisations NSWDET, SCEO, ACTDET and ACTETD.

New South Wales school policies
The NSWDET policy, Online Communication Services: Acceptable Usage for School Students
(2012), has an emphasis on surveillance and reporting. Section 1.4 specifies that ‘Students
using Internet communication services have the responsibility to report inappropriate
behaviour and material to their supervisors’ (NSWDET 2012). The policy goes on to state that
emails are archived and students’ Internet browsing records are logged and considered as
official documents and ‘these records may be used in investigations, court proceedings or for
other legal reasons’ (NSWDET 2012, p. 1). Reference to legal sanctions is used as part of an
effort to enforce compliance and assert the authority of the Department to act, and use the data
collected to potentially incriminate students.

An ‘acceptable use’ policy may interfere with or hinder teaching and learning if students and
teachers sense that their use of digital technologies is being monitored and recorded. They may
feel inhibited about what they access and write out of fear of contravening policy regulations
as they know others may be observing their online activity creating a ‘panoptic’ effect. The
fear of being observed works against risk taking and part of the learning process for students
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involves testing boundaries (Hope 2014). Furthermore, the use of ‘acceptable use’ policies to
avert certain types of behaviours with digital technologies may be a problem if they are
imposed in place of teaching students about the ethical (right and wrong) uses of digital
technologies in school. The efficacy of having education measures to support and enhance
policies addressing ethical issues in schools was discussed in Chapter Three (Meyenn 2004,
Smith 2011).

In the SCEO’s Student Acceptable Use Agreement (2013) policy, the instructions are listed
under the headings students will and will not, with the first word of the clause followed by
never or not. This style of language can be characterised as command style. To illustrate this
point the following examples are provided, ‘students will ensure that they access the Internet
only within the school proxy and filtering systems provided’, and ‘students will not attempt to
allow others to use their personal accounts’ (SCEO 2013, p. 2). The command style of language
reinforces a discourse of compliance and control, as students are discouraged to consider the
ramifications of ethical or unethical actions with digital technologies, rather they are presented
with a checklist of things they must and must not do which represent an instrumentalist
approach.

In the Student Acceptable Use Agreement there is a statement written in bold and underlined
‘The school reserves the right to capture, store and review all online activity and content
created or accessed via school provided services’ (SCEO 2013, p. 1). Here, surveillance and
monitoring also reinforces a sense of ‘panoptic’ control conveyed to students who are required
to consent to the ‘acceptable use’ policy. In addition, surveillance and monitoring do not model
and encourage students to reflect on the ethical (right and wrong) uses of digital technologies
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in teaching and learning. Reflection is an integral part of the ethical thinking process as
evidenced by the concept of ‘phronesis’ (Aristotle 1941).

The SCEO Staff Use of Social Media in Sydney Catholic Schools policy advises that ‘staff and
students must behave in an ethical manner when using online community sites and resources’
(SCEO 2011, p. 1). The policy also instructs staff not to use social networking sites such as
Facebook and MySpace for learning activities with students, but does not provide an
explanation as to why; this perhaps reflects a level of distrust combined with caution about
involvement in social media.

Australian Capital Territory school policies
The ACTETD Communities Online Acceptable Use of ICT - Parents and Student (2013) is an
example of a policy which ‘nests’ underneath a number of national policies both school and
government wide policies including the Copyright Act (1968), the Copyright Amendment, the
(Digital Agenda Act) (2000) (ACTETD 2013; AG 2000, AG 2011). These acts provide a legal
framework which stipulates types of actions that are not permissible using digital technologies.
The Communities Online Acceptable Use of ICT - Parents and Student (2013) policy also
makes reference to the ACT Education Act (2004) and the ACT Education (Participation)
Amendment Bill (2009) (ACTETD 2013; ACT Legislative Assembly 2009; ACT
Parliamentary Counsel 2004). The Communities Online Acceptable Use of ICT - Parents and
Student policy states that
users should be aware that usage data will be logged, maintained, backed-up, archived
and monitored for computing activities accessing ACT Government networks and
resources (ACTETD 2013, p. 2).
The statement carries an emphasis on surveillance and monitoring (ACTETD 2013). The policy
warns that in regard to filtering of the Internet ‘students who seek deliberately to circumvent

202

these filters will be considered to be in breach of this policy and will be sanctioned accordingly’
(ACTETD 2013, p. 2). Measures such as these have a direct impact on teaching and learning.
Without access to the Internet at school, a student’s capacity to access information and conduct
research is limited. Overall, the tone and content of the Communities Online Acceptable Use
of ICT - Parents and Student policy is focused on compliance, with an emphasis on legal
requirements and the consequences of non-compliant behaviour with digital technologies use.

The ACTDET (2008) policy Keeping Children Safe in Cyberspace, emphasises the role of
mobile phones in cyber-bullying. Cyber-bullying is stated as a serious criminal offence which
can involve the intervention of the police. The policy advises that schools should make
‘reasonable’ rules about what students can and cannot bring to school, and states that ‘cyberbullying can result in severe school sanctions or constitute criminal behaviour’ (ACTDET
2008b, p. 1). The instruction for schools to create ‘reasonable rules’ is an example of ‘steering
at a distance’, however, in the same policy, sanctions and criminality are used to warn about
the consequences of non-compliant behaviour with mobile phones. The association of
criminality with the use of mobile phones emphasises dangers and risks and an element of
‘moral panic’, but does not provide guidelines to promote desired behaviours for these digital
technologies.

An earlier policy issued by ACTDET is the Appropriate Use of Mobile Telephones (2005), the
policy was still current during the time the interview conversations were conducted. The policy
warns that the use of electronic devices such as MP3 players, pagers and mobile phones at
school, is seen as potentially dangerous and disruptive in the school environment, therefore
schools should have a right to ban them (ACTDET 2005). The association with danger and
disruption is indicative of fear and mistrust in relation to students’ use of mobile phones. This
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policy also stresses that ‘students display courtesy, consideration and respect for others
whenever they are using a mobile phone’ (ACTDET, 2005, p. 1). However, what these terms
mean in terms of implementing the policy in schools is not articulated. One recommendation
is that mobile phones are to be used only out of the classroom as a means to contact parents to
make arrangements about being collected from school and other related plans (ACTDET 2005).

More recent developments in school pedagogies have explored the use of mobile phones and
other ‘digital devices’ in teaching in learning (see Hartnell-Young & Heym 2009; Wylie 2015).
However, in regard to the ethical dimension of policies little has changed and issues regarding
mobile phones are sometimes treated from a compliance and control policy approach.

Protecting schools against liability, negligence and damage to capital is also a recurring theme
in the Appropriate Use of Mobile Telephones policy (ACTDET 2005). A concern to protect
the schools’ equipment and avoid the potential for negligence is also a factor informing the
control and compliance nature of digital technologies policies. The issue of protecting school
assets is also a topic raised by some participants in the research conversations.

Canberra Goulburn Catholic Education Office school policies
The CGCEO Computer Facilities and External Networks – Acceptable use by Students (2013)
policy has references to other policies, including the Workplace Privacy Act (ACT) (2011) and
the NSW Workplace Surveillance Act (NSW) (2005) which was current at the time the
interview conversations were conducted (ACT Parliamentary Counsel 2011; CGCEO 2013;
NSW Parliament 2005). The CGCEO policy has an emphasis on compliance through recourse
to legal regulation with accountability to comply with specific Acts in regard to the use of
digital technologies. A noteworthy feature of the policy is in the two sections that refer directly
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to ‘surveillance’ and ‘monitoring’ of users' accounts (CGCEO 2013). This analysis found that
the term surveillance tended not to be used in policies to describe the process of monitoring
and checking Internet access records.

The Computer Facilities and External Networks – Acceptable use by Students (CGCEO 2013)
policy advises that school procedures for the use of computers should be based on a set of
principles however, the list of points that follows is focused on laws regarding accessing
pornography, and the monitoring of Internet use, rather than a set of ethical principles or values
to guide the use of digital technologies. The policy defines ‘acceptable use’ as ‘lawful uses that
are related to the core business of the Catholic Education Office and its system of use and
includes incidental personal use’ (CGCEO 2013, p. 2). The definition provided confines
‘acceptable use’ to parameters relating to legal stipulations and system requirements. There is
no discussion of ‘acceptable use’ in relation to the culture, context and values of the school
community. This policy stresses accountability to legal requirements as measures to enforce
compliance. The legal requirements outlined by this policy only provides a regulatory
framework but as discussed in the literature review an ethical understanding is composed of
shared values and understandings which emerge from dialogue and the exchange of ideas
(Floridi 2010; Greisch 1999; Hope 2010, 2014; Mackie 1977).

Key terms
The language used to encourage correct usage of digital technologies in the state, territory and
education office policies is premised on an assumed understanding of terms which are
associated with the ethical dimension. Some of these terms are:




Appropriate
Acceptable
Reasonable
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Respectful
Accountable
Consideration
Courtesy

While these terms are left unspecified in the context of the policies, a number of negative
consequences, legal sanctions, disciplinary and punitive measures are outlined in detail, along
with persistent references to surveillance and monitoring of users. Furthermore, as these terms
are socially constructed and contested, they can have different meanings ascribed to them
depending on a person’s social and cultural background. When applied to the digital
technologies used for teaching and learning, these policy terms may be interpreted in different
ways which can lead to a variety of approaches to address the ethical dimension. As with the
national policies the terms are not linked to an ethical approach or framework nor are their
meanings related to specific ethical practices or examples related to the uses of digital
technologies in teaching and learning. As argued in Chapter Four language in critical and
interpretative theory is fundamental to conveying meaning and setting ideological agendas for
policies (Aylesworth 1991; Ball 1993, 2013; Herda 1999; Rush 2004). Language also plays a
crucial role in the exercise of power in these policies and in the discourses which inform the
ethical dimension (Ball 1994, 2010; Foucault 1979; Lukes 1986).

School policies
In school policies analysed in this study there is content which indicates being ‘steered at a
distance’ by national, state, territory and education office policies, as well as attempts to
achieve compliance and control in order to adhere to legal stipulations from these policies. In
the school policies reviewed there are some similarities in the type of language and values
being espoused in the national, state, territory and education office policies. The ethical
standards referred to in the state, territory and education office policies were also represented
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in the discursive terminology in school level policies. There are digital technologies policies in
schools including strategic plans, technical manuals and curriculum policies. However, these
policies do not have a focus on the ethical dimension of digital technologies.

‘Acceptable use’ policies
In the schools reviewed, the ‘acceptable use’ policy constitutes the primary means of conveying
the type of ethical behaviour these schools desire and require of students, school staff and
teachers in regard to the use of digital technologies. The ‘acceptable use’ policies for digital
technologies in these schools contain policy rules and regulations with which students, school
staff and teachers are expected to comply. Students, school staff, teachers and parents are
expected to sign this policy, there is no negotiation possible. The consequence for school staff,
teachers and students not signing these ‘acceptable use’ policies varies between the schools,
however, some degree of restriction on access to computer facilities is usually specified in the
‘acceptable use’ policies.

The school ‘acceptable use’ policies analysed in this study insist on compliance with Acts of
Parliament, and education departments and education office policy directives. Some of the Acts
referred to in the policies analysed are the Copyright Act (1968), the Privacy Act (1988) and
the Education Act ACT (2004) (ACT Parliamentary Counsel 2004, AG 2011, AG 2014). The
reference to legal statutes and Acts may assist in bolstering the legitimacy and authority of
policies within the school as the policies can stipulate compliance to legal requirements and
relevant national, state, territory and education office policies. Compliance with these legal
requirements and policies, when translated to school policy enactment, results in the
compulsion to meet accountability requirements.

207

The reference in school policies to various legislation in the form of legal Acts does not
engender any specific concern or focus on developing active and informed citizens, or the
ethical use of digital technologies for the purposes of teaching and learning. The emphasis on
legislation to reinforce policy requirements can engender a legalistic and regulatory discourse
in relation to ethical behaviour with digital technologies in contrast to an educative approach.

Other concerns that are prevalent in the school level policies reviewed include photographing
students; the use of mobile phones in and out of classroom situations; privacy; Internet security;
cyber-bullying; and protocols regarding email use. The discursive features of the school policy
language emphasised ‘appropriateness’ and ‘acceptability’ and classified certain Internet
content as being ‘non-offensive’ or ‘offensive’.

The surveillance aspects of school digital technologies policies can initiate a climate of
suspicion, uncertainty and distrust as doubts remain about the nature and purpose of the
surveillance conducted in the school. Informing members of schools that their email or Internet
usage will be under surveillance is in one sense a sign of transparency, however, those in
schools are not told what this information will or could be used for, or who is allowed access
to this information. The surveillance approach to behaviour management does not align with
an educational approach to cultivating ethical awareness in regard to the use of email by those
in schools. The use of surveillance is also implicated in power relations, as those condoning
and implementing surveillance measures are those in leadership positions in the schools,
including principals (Hope 2010, 2015; Selwyn 2011; Shaw 2008). This issue of surveillance
in relation to digital technologies policies will be further explored in the reporting of the data
from the interview conversations.
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The principal is held responsible and accountable for ensuring that the ‘acceptable use’ policy
is implemented and adhered to in his or her school. The 'acceptable use’ policy fulfils the
principal's accountability requirements in regard to policies from the higher levels (national,
state and education office). ‘Acceptable use’ policies allow for consent in written form to policy
mandates, so the principal can hold school staff, students and teachers accountable if there are
transgressions as they have signed the policy. The policy functions like a contract. ‘Steering at
a distance' can result in compliance at a school level to external digital technologies policies.
Compliance may be achieved but not necessarily an understanding or promotion of what the
ethical use of digital technologies in schools means in practice, (the ethical dimension).

Analysis of school ‘acceptable use’ policies
To illustrate, the Catholic school in this study identified as the Purple School has a Safety and
Acceptable Use Policy for ICT (2011) which makes direct reference to a number of policies,
including the Computer Facilities and External Networks – Acceptable Use by Student
Resources Statement (2013), The Copyright Act (1968), and the Smart Classrooms (2014)
policy (AG 2011, CGCEO 2013; Purple School 2011; Queensland Government Department of
Education, Training and Employment 2014). The policy also quotes from the Melbourne
Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians (2008) in relation to the positive
benefits of engagement with digital technologies (Purple School 2011). To justify the school’s
approach to dealing with students’ use of digital technologies The Purple School’s policy is
referential to other policies. The second half of the policy is written in a compliance and
command style, and each section is prefaced with the words students ‘will not’ or ‘will’ (Purple
School 2011). Under the procedures section, the policy states that ‘students will never send or
publish unacceptable or unlawful material or remarks, including offensive or discriminatory
comments’ (Purple School 2011, p. 3). The Safety and Acceptable Use Policy for ICT (2011)
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policy also allows for monitoring of digital technologies use to ensure compliance with the
policy and to protect the school’s computer networks and equipment. This policy also describes
the rationale of the policy as protecting the school from problems such as error, fraud,
defamation, breach of copyright, violations of privacy and network interruptions (Purple
School 2011).

Another school in the study was a public school which is identified as the Blue school and has
a Student Cyber Safety and Acceptable Computer Use Policy (2011) (Blue School 2011). This
policy refers students to a range of documents from ACMA, including the CyberSmart Internet
site (Blue School 2011). The ‘acceptable use’ policy from the same school is divided into two
main sections: ‘irresponsible behaviours’ and ‘consequences’ (Blue School 2011). The policy
specifies that ‘any breach including unethical or unlawful acts may result in immediate
suspension or access to IT resources and may be subject to disciplinary actions or legal
proceedings’ (Blue school 2011, p. 1). Like the Purple School’s policy, there is reference to
being informed by policies from higher levels, however, the main intent of the policy is to
document expectations about compliant behaviour and the consequences resulting from noncompliant behaviour with digital technologies use.

The other school where research conversations were conducted was also a public school which
is identified as the Yellow School. This school has two policies for digital technologies use, an
Acceptable Use of ICT Statement – Parents / Carers (2014), and an Acceptable Use of ICT
Code of Practice for Students (2014) (Yellow School 2014a & 2014b) . The policy for parents
and carers refers to the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians
(2008) and the ACTDET Communications Online Acceptable Use of Resources Policy (2008)
(Yellow School 2014a). In contrast, the ‘acceptable use’ policy for students contains no
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references to education department or national policies, and is structured by three sub-headings
‘I will’ ‘I will not’ and ‘may result in’ (Yellow school 2014b). For example ‘I will not use the
facilities for illegal or dishonest or inappropriate purposes’ and ‘I will be courteous and use
appropriate language when communicating with others’ (Yellow School 2014b, p. 1). The
emphasis in the policy for students is solely on compliance, and unlike the policy for parents,
is not related to a broader policy context or discussion about values and desired outcomes.

In the respective schools’ policies examined, the language at one level represents the discourse
of compliance and control. Without reference to education to promote an ethical understanding
of behaviour with digital technologies, the ‘acceptable use’ policies have a narrow and
regulatory focus. The schools’ compliance expectations in ‘acceptable use’ policies are also
reinforced by reference to external policies and authorities, usually education departments or
office policy guidelines and legal requirements, which is part of ‘steering at a distance’.
Accountability to higher level policies is achieved by the school leadership by insisting on
compliance to ‘acceptable use’ policies, without teaching and learning about the ethical
dimension of digital technologies occurring in these schools.

Summary
This Chapter has examined the nature of school digital technologies policies by focusing on
the content relevant to the ethical dimension of digital technologies in teaching and learning.
The values located in policies at the national level are characterised by their level of generality
and ambiguity, and can be subjected to a range of interpretations and understandings. The
generality of language may not be problematic if the purpose of the policy is to ‘steer’ schools
and their principals to conform to compliance and accountability standards. The intent of the
policies is to provide safeguard measures to prevent those in schools from coming to harm
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resulting from their use of digital technologies. However, the ambiguity of policy language
allows for multiple interpretations which can be applied by the main audience of these policies;
those in state and education offices, school principals and other school leaders. The varied
interpretations of policy terms can result in compliance- based policy formalised through an
‘acceptable use’ policy-’ or could be translated into policies which embed what notions of
responsibility, respect and reflection could mean in a school context in relation to the ethical
use of technologies. Efforts to develop an educational approach towards enhancing desired
ethical behaviours using digital technologies in teaching and learning are further explored in
Chapter Nine.

Attempts to look for meaning and substance regarding the terms used in national policies
associated with the ethical dimension are problematic due to the lack of explanation of the key
terminology. Words used in policies such as ‘respectful’ and ‘responsible citizen’ can have
deeper implications from an ethical perspective, in terms of conveying powerful messages
about desired ways of interacting with technologies, and treating others when using the
technologies in school context. Furthermore, terms are inserted into policies without the
development of an overarching philosophy or framework to address the ethical dimension of
digital technologies use in schools. The broad and ambiguous terms such as ‘acceptable’ and
‘appropriate’ only function superficially to cover the ethical component of policies, but without
examples of how these terms can be applied, nor explaining why they are important, or linking
them to directly to teaching and learning contexts. When examples are mentioned using terms
like ‘acceptable’, which is rare in national policies, cyber-bullying tends to be used, but without
linking this issue to the ethical implications of the behaviour. The generality of the language in
national policies is symptomatic of a lack of substance as the terminology is not situated within
a coherent or explicit approach to guiding the use of the ethical dimension of digital
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technologies use in schools.

The Australian Professional Standards for Teachers regulates and formalises career stages and
progression for teachers in their profession. The generality of language in the Standards has
also been identified in other national policies. However, the understanding of the language of
the Standards related to the ethical use of digital technologies in schools is important due the
policy’s role in defining a national system which demarcates levels and standards of
performance for teachers.

The policy rules and instructions outlined in education department and education office
policies, and schools policies are designed to act as deterrents to students and those who work
in schools not to engage in what is deemed as ‘unethical’ uses of digital technologies. In school,
state, territory and education offices policies accountability and compliance are reinforced by
reference to legislation and surveillance measures which act as mechanisms for management
in a ‘steering at a distance’ policy setting. Whether these policies are perceived to be effective
deterrents is explored in Chapters Eight and Nine through the research conversations with the
participants. In the policies there is a ‘silence’ or lack of attention given to the role of
pedagogies that are considered to be useful for awareness-raising about the ethical dimension
of digital technologies used for teaching and learning.

In the state, territory and education office policies there is conflation of ethical behaviour and
awareness of specific issues such as cyber-bullying which exemplifies the difficulties in
addressing ethical issues in school digital technologies policies (Crawford 2013; Younie 2006).
To ensure that these issues are dealt with ‘responsibly’, policy writers and schools leaders resort
to monitoring and surveillance measures to ensure compliance as evidenced in the school
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policies which were analysed. Hence, the interpretation of policy can lead to compliance
becoming synonymous with ensuring ethical behaviour and understandings of the ethical
dimension of schools digital technologies use.

Accountability to external educational

authorities and policy mandates is also a recurrent element in schools’ ‘acceptable use’ policies.
Command style language also informs a discourse of obedience and control to policy mandates,
which is in evidence in some policies at the state, territory and education office levels.

Subjecting policies designed for addressing the use of digital technologies in schools to scrutiny
is revealing in regard to what is said and not said about the ethical dimension. Hearing the
voice of members of schools, about their views and understandings of digital technologies
policies is also important because their voices are largely absent from the current landscape of
research. Their views can amplify and enliven understandings of digital technologies policies
and move the discussion beyond the confines of dominant discourses which pervade the
policies. In the following two Chapters the reporting and analysis of the voices of those in
schools and policy writers, as expressed in the interview conversations, takes a central focus.
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CHAPTER EIGHT: MEANINGS ASCRIBED TO DIGITAL
TECHNOLOGIES: LANGUAGE, POLICIES, AND
POSSIBILITIES FOR PARTICIPATION

Introduction
Chapter Eight reports on the interview conversations conducted with the participant groups. In
the interview conversations, the participants were invited to share their views about issues
associated with the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies in schools. This thesis
argues that school education policies are studied in reference to the educational and social
contexts in which they are situated. The analysis of the interview data involved listening to the
recordings of participants’ voices in the interview conversations, transcribing the conversations
into texts, and critically examining the meanings they constructed by employing interpretative
and critical theories.

The reporting of the interview conversations findings in this Chapter is organised into three
sections. In each of the three sections of the Chapter, pertinent themes, issues and subjects are
organised under subheadings which relate to participants’ responses and the subjects which
emerged in the interview conversations. The analysis of participants’ views of digital
technologies policy language is presented first, as language according to critical and
interpretative theories represents the primary vehicle for communicating meaning and
constructing discourses. The analysis of interpretations and perspectives presented by the
participants in regards to policy language, provides a platform from which to approach the next
section of the Chapter which is concerned with the interpretations of digital technologies
policies and how these relate to the ethical dimension. The findings from the first two sections
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also inform the final section of the Chapter which explores participants’ ideas about greater
consultation and involvement in regard to digital technologies policies.

Participants’ understandings of language in digital technologies policies
The opening section of this Chapter is concerned with addressing the second research question
What are the understandings and concerns of those in schools regarding digital
technologies policies?
The question is addressed by analysing the responses from the participant groups; students,
school staff, teachers, principals and policy writers. In the interview conversations, participants
were invited to comment on the type of language and terminology used in digital technologies
policies. The terminology and language of digital technologies policies is subjected to scrutiny
in this thesis, and is mediated by those in schools through their ideas and insights. Their
contributions in the interview conversations represent interpretative reconstructions of policy
language, which offer pertinent critiques of school digital technologies policies.

The analysis of interview conversations revealed that participants’ understanding of language
informs their interpretations of the ethical dimension in digital technologies policies. However,
according to participants, the interpretation and meanings of digital technologies policies can
be challenging, and one could argue compromised by the technical language used to describe
the functionalities of computers and other digital technologies. Technical language also
represents a discourse which carries implications about the way meaning and knowledge is
conveyed and can exclude a broader level of understanding (Marcuse 1964). An example of
technical language can be found in the Independent Schools Council of Australia and National
Catholic Education Commission Compliance Manual (2013) where terms such as ‘data
transmission’, ‘linkage system’ and ‘network directory’ (ISCA & NCEC 2013, pp 68, 99, 125).
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As explained in the previous Chapter, difficulties in understanding the meaning of terminology
in policies can result in ambiguity in interpretation for those in schools. Education about the
language of digital technologies for those in schools can assist in addressing the difficulties in
understanding the terminology in digital technologies policies.

In the interview conversations, a number of participants were aware of the restrictive and
problematic aspects of technicist policy language. However, the recognition of the technical
nature of some of the language of digital technologies policies did not indicate a lack of
willingness on the part of the participants to engage with and offer alternative discursive
understandings of policy meanings. There was, however, a tension identified between
providing accurate descriptions of the technical functionalities of digital technologies in
policies and at the same time keeping the language accessible to those in schools.

The policy writers interviewed were aware of the challenge presented by technical policy
language, but offered no specific strategies for addressing this dilemma. Digital technologies
have been in use for several decades in Australian schools, however, the language associated
with their use (as expressed in policies and education discourses from the 1980’s onward) is
still being refined, delineated and clarified.

Ways of understanding and policy language
Some school staff and teachers in the interview conversations indicated that they felt they had
an understanding of the language found in digital technologies policy documents. Their
confidence was influenced by their level of experience and involvement with digital
technologies, and familiarity with the policies.
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An IT coordinator from the Catholic school responded that she understood the language of
digital technologies policies because it was ‘her language’, but she said many teachers may not
be familiar with key terms such as when MP3 players were introduced. She also commented
‘I'm not sure how accessible it (the language in policies) is. I think it is more accessible to our
students than our staff sometimes’ (RWM 11 November 2008: lines 80-81). Another teacher
in the Catholic school claimed factors such as the age-group of the teachers influenced the level
of understanding. This teacher also asserted that ‘some teachers may need an introduction to
the terminology (the basics) and how it relates to the policies’ (PNMC 12 November 2008:
lines 39-40). The perception that older teachers are not very familiar or knowledgeable in
regard to the terminology used for digital technologies is a common perception, but as
discussed in Chapter Three, it is a generalisation that requires examination and may be
disingenuous to older teachers.

The varying perspectives and understandings of language that can emerge from engagement
with digital technologies was indicated by the policy writer from the ACTDET, who said that
the ‘language and terminology can vary a great deal and can be understood in different ways
which presents a number of challenges for policy writing’ (MHU 7 July 2009: lines 22-23).
This statement refers to the different readings that can be applied to the language of policy texts
from different levels in school education, which can have a bearing on the way policy is
interpreted and the meanings arising from the interpretations. Policies can be written to guide
action in the form of implementation but there can be a lack of clarity about how the process
can occur.

Some students also indicated that the language of digital technologies policies could be
problematic in relation to the intended meaning and multiple understandings. In the interview
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conversations, students also acknowledged that the way a policy is interpreted is relevant,
particularly regarding the use of terminology.

The principal of the Catholic school identified protective language as a specific feature of
digital technologies policies and thought that the
protective emphasis of the language is what makes it so torturous and boring. The
complex language is about protecting and stating things clearly, but I don't think there
is anything particularly unusual about the language (BGL 5 November 2008: lines 9597).
It is noteworthy that this principal is concerned with the emphasis on ‘protective’ language in
digital technologies policies, as his role can involve enacting accountability measures in
‘acceptable use policies’ which are often couched in protective language. In his comments
about digital technologies policies he also made reference to protection of the schools’
property, reputation and defence from legal challenges.

One student maintained that the intended audience of policies might have a very different
understanding to the policy author’s intentions, in reference to the DER he said:
Well it could mean something to the people who write it and a completely different
meaning to other people who don’t and that’s why Kevin Rudd [Australian Prime
Minister 2007-2010 and 2013] is trying to get everyone to a similar understanding of
the whole concept together (CSM 30 October 2008: lines 103 -106).
The student’s comment also reflects the view that policy and political objectives rely on a level
of understanding from the intended audience to garner support. This student thought that people
have to understand and interpret what the words mean in national policies as their
interpretations of them can produce different meanings. The process of understanding can be
aided by Habermas’ (1987) concept of ideal speech which involves rational agreement though
dialogue and consensus processes.
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Comments from these participants suggest that their interpretation of digital technologies
policies intent and meaning was problematic due to the type of language used. Those in schools
may understand and interpret digital technologies policies language in their attempts to make
meaning and engage with policy discourses. The main burden of understanding and
implementation falls to the principals in negotiation with school boards and senior leadership
of the school.

Difficulties in understanding
Participants identified various problems and obstacles in interpreting digital technologies
policies and the language contained in them. The policy writer from ACTDET claimed that
sometimes the ways digital technologies policies are written makes them difficult to understand
for some of those in schools because the language in national and education department policies
is usually generalised and not specific to particular school contexts. The generality of the policy
language is also typical of a ‘steering at a distance’ style of policy setting discussed in Chapters
Three and Seven.

A policy writer in a Catholic Education Office expressed the view that policy language in
secondary schools policies was not written in a way that senior school students could
understand and respect, and was premised on negative instructions. He said:
Language is important particularly from the client perspective so that’s our teachers
and students. I am still not satisfied that we’ve got any school written policy for
secondaries at the sort of level that the kids might understand it or respect it, if you
like it’s usually so full of you can’t do this and you can’t do that, they just switch off,
they don’t care. Whereas we’ve got a couple of primary policies, primary school
policies where they have got words like if something happens or is shown on the
computer and you feel uncomfortable with. So you’re not saying it’s bad or saying
can’t do you are just saying in a way some of the innate stuff that a student will realise
there’s an issue here and they should be prepared to go and discuss it with a teacher.
So getting that sort of wording to me is the most appropriate thing in terms of getting
an implementable policy right (MHE 14 July 2009: lines 66-76).
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His comment points to the difficulties in designing policies for secondary schools avoiding the
use of negative statements, which he believed are counterproductive as he considered they
disengage students.

According to the policy writer from the ACTDET, policy language may involve careful
deliberation, however, this does not necessarily mean it will be understood. He claimed that
‘acceptable use’ policies specify certain policy rules but some people in schools do not follow
them or understand them. This lack of adherence can reduce the influence of a policy in schools.

Another policy writer from the Catholic Education Office thought that policy writing
specifically for school digital technologies policies
has to be clear enough so that it gives direction, it needs to be able to be interpreted
so that it allows for proper use and for exploring the use of the technology but it also
has to be clear as far as possible, you know what misuse is because children are
vulnerable and also our workforce is vulnerable. I mean teachers are under scrutiny
all the time but also this organisation as a Catholic education provider is also under
scrutiny and is vulnerable. So I don’t know if I’ve answered your question but
language is difficult because I mean if you just take mobile phones for instance, when
kids first had mobile phones everybody wanted to ban them, not have them at school
and now I think there are probably very few schools that ban mobile phones and
schools try to find the right language and terminology to define how students use
mobile phones at school (POL 16 July 2009: lines 11-20).
His view reflects the challenge of selecting policy language that is in accordance with the ethos
and culture of schools. He has also identified the purpose of the policy to ‘direct’ and provide
clarity about the use of ‘technology’ in schools. His reference to the vulnerability of children
and teachers to ‘misuse’ of technology, points to an emphasis on risk management as opposed
to enhancing teaching and learning. He also emphasised clarity, directness and interpretation
while allowing for a certain latitude of exploration with ‘technology’ (POL 16 July 2009: line
24).
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However, the policy writer from the Australian Government was of the view that difficulties
in understanding the language of digital technologies were not distinctly different from other
areas of learning. He stated:
it is always a challenge between using that formal structure to describe things and
boring the crap out of the students as opposed to do something which is experiencedbased and which engages them but that does not actually lead them to an
understanding of underlying structure, that is what instruction is about and in this
space as well as any other space. I don’t have a magic solution as to what is the right
balance between engaging people and yet providing them with the tools which enable
them to understand the structure and then have the tools to then build beyond that,
problems in the world of learning (APO 17 July 2009: lines 230-237).
His comments are suggestive of the dilemmas and tensions for policy makers in education
departments and offices, about how to communicate policy information concerning digital
technologies in ways that are accessible and relevant to students, school staff and teachers, and
can allow for more understanding.

Technical and legal language in policies
The complexity and amount of technical and legal language especially in school level policies
were factors seen to complicate interpretation, understanding and clarity according to some of
the students, teachers and school staff. A student at the Catholic school said that a person
‘studying Information Technology or Computer and Design would be likely to have more
knowledge to better understand these policies’ (TR 24 October 2008: lines 148-149). This
student’s assertion points to the importance of knowledge and information forming a basis from
which to interpret a policy. The lack of knowledge of technical terms also raises questions
regarding the lack of engagement of many of those in schools in relation to digital technologies
policies.

Unfamiliarity with legal and technical language in digital technologies policies can also raise
challenges for teachers to engage with the content of the policies. A support staff member in a
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public school claimed that digital technologies language could be difficult for some teachers
and students, especially ‘the technical terms also the language can be interpreted in different
ways by different stakeholders’ (RCC 27 February 2009: lines 19-20). The statements made by
participants regarding interpretation illustrate the complications that occur when reading
policies without a certain level of knowledge of the technical vocabulary of digital
technologies. The interpretation process can be thwarted by the barriers presented by
complexity and unfamiliarity of the language in digital technologies policies. These barriers
suggest that more professional development and reflection about policy language for those in
schools is required.

An IT manager said that it was unlikely students, school staff and teachers could understand
the technical language in the ‘acceptable use’ policy documents, and said, ‘I struggle to put it
into layman's [sic]) terms and explain it. This can frustrate people sometimes’ (NGE 27
February 2009: lines 98-99). A female school staff member said ‘yeah what does it [the policy]
really mean? What are the ramifications for us? Yeah they [teachers and students] struggle with
technical terms like that’ (GEN 26 February 2009: lines 103-104). These comments indicate
that a lack of understanding of policy language limits teachers’ capacity to comprehend the
implications for teaching and learning. According to critical theory the understanding of
language and terminology or lack of understanding is implicated in power relations and can be
indicative of an inequality in these relations (Apple & Bromley 1998; Fernberg 2013, Marcuse
1964).

Sometimes school staff and teachers are provided with an opportunity to offer feedback on
policy initiatives related to types of Internet connection and computer use they would like to
see implemented in their school. The type of Internet connection has implications for costs and
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the ways the digital technologies can be used and the compatibility with other systems. The
discourse is framed by a focus on the technical applications and functionalities of digital
technologies. Unless those in schools can decode and contextualise the language, it is difficult
to evaluate the usefulness of a policy or participate in a dialogue aimed at achieving
constructive feedback. Furthermore, rather than begin with questions about the type of Internet
connection, the question should start with ascertaining what is required for teaching and
learning purposes and then examine the type of Internet connection which could facilitate
student learning.

A policy writer from the Catholic Education Office explained a process whereby a policy
document at the education office was made understandable by modifying the legal language in
it.
In terms of my role in the development of that it’s one more of facilitation and has
worked in collaboration with dioceses we sought input from layers to ensure the legals
were right. We took a more formal legal document and got our legal officer to re-word
it into more user friendly terms, still maintaining the same level of legality but I guess
just de-legalising it for want of a better term (MHE 14 July 2009: lines 18-21).
The challenge of making language ‘user friendly’ may result in the policy being more
understandable to those not familiar with legal terminology. However, this policy maker points
out that it does not change the legality and authority of the policy.

The policy writer from the Australian Government confirmed that it was possible in his view
to write policies using only technical languages. He said,
Public sector organisations which are absolutely hierarchical and it’s an enormous
challenge in terms of education. I think you can take, you don’t need to but you can
take the value judgement words out and just describe it quite technically the way in
which the Internet works and the way in which the tools that have been based from
that structure are all horizontal (APO 17 July 2009: lines 131-135).
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The statement does not acknowledge that

describing ‘it’ (digital technology systems)

‘technically’ may leave many in schools unable to understand or unclear about the policy
content. His comment also juxtaposes the tools of the Internet, which he claims are horizontal
or non-hierarchical, with public sector organisations (including education departments) which
have hierarchical structures. Education departments and offices make policies about Internet
use in schools, although their own organisation are structured quite differently from the Internet
which is not bureaucratic or hierarchical.

A male student in the Catholic school also observed that language in policy documents (both
school and education department level) can represent a barrier to being able to engage in an
arguments about policy content. He stated, ‘I reckon that some people write these documents
in such fancy words so the average Joe can’t understand and won’t understand so they won’t
be able to argue the point’ (PTA 30 October 2008: lines 99-100). His comments indicate that
in his view there is a degree of intentionality on the part of policy writers to exclude some from
challenging policy content as the language hinders understanding.

Some participants recognised that the language in digital technologies policies was complex,
but argued that this was necessary, and the policies should be written with a certain level of
technicality. For instance, one teacher stated, ‘you can’t write it [the policy] in plain English it
just wouldn't be right’ (NY 12 November 2008: line 34). Another teacher suggested that you
need to know the jargon and terminology that goes with a digital technologies policy ‘otherwise
if you make it too plain it won't be specific enough to get the point across otherwise it is going
to be a really lengthy document’ (CMC 6 November 2008: lines 55-56). The teacher’s
statement suggests that the specialised language in digital technologies policies was necessary
to communicate information in an expedient and succinct manner. Some participants also
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thought that including explanations of terminology and technical features would make the
document cumbersome and have a negative impact on its readability.

Differences in terminology
When discussing ethical issues associated with digital technologies and policies students rarely
used words such as ‘unacceptable’ and ‘inappropriate’. Students (and some school staff and
teachers) commonly described unethical behaviour with words and phrases such as ‘something
bad’, ‘wrong’ or not the ‘right thing’. The language used by students in reference to accessing
Internet sites that have controversial material is in contrast to the language that is used in policy
documents related to the use of digital technologies, where terms such as ‘inappropriate’ and
‘unacceptable’ are applied to this type of behaviour.

There is a difference of terminology to classify ethical behaviour when comparing policy
documents and the discursive language used in the interview conversations with those in
schools. There is a formal register in the language from the policy documents and a more
informal conversational vocabulary in the interview conversations in regard to describing
ethical behaviour with digital technologies. The differences, however, do represent seeing and
interpreting the ethical dimension through different understandings. ‘Steering at a distance’
which was outlined in Chapter Seven leaves open spaces in which varied and contested
interpretative processes can be constructed in schools.

Symbolic aspects of policy language
Some of the participants commented on the symbolic nature of policy language related to
digital technologies. They interpreted certain words and phrases in policies to have a symbolic
meaning.
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A principal stated that
symbolic language can make the policy more understandable because people are
visual learners, stop signs are important as indicators, but in the digital age it is
difficult there are a whole raft of acronyms and terminologies it is very complex and
goes on and on (EC 4 March 2009: lines 207-209).
The reference to symbolic language and signs has a direct resonance in the theory of symbolic
interpretation (Barthes 1973, 1977). This principal has posed the interesting proposition that
symbolic language can assist in understanding policies as it provides people with familiar
visual references to guide their reading of the policy, despite the problems he believed existed
regarding the quantity and complexity of acronyms and terminologies. A reference to a visual
signal like a stop sign can be used to indicate a warning for a potential hazard.

This principal’s comment is also of interest as the symbolism of digital technologies policies
is important as mentioned in Chapters Three and Five. Visual imagery combined with text can
function to form powerful messages, as Barthes (1973, 1977) says, pictures form a type of
writing as soon as they are meaningful. The computer can take on a status, which is intended
to create an immediate impression to the audience and presents a message that, in essence, is
depoliticised, and conveyed as innocent, factual and natural (Barthes 1973, 1977).

The term ‘revolution’ to describe the DER policy initiative is both symbolic and contestable,
as it carries connotations of something radically new, and the realisation of a profound change.
The policy maker from the Australian Government commented that to understand the meaning
behind the policy name, it was necessary to
look at the documents which just happens to be here what they had in their minds one
clue might be the commentary made by the Prime Minister in that document and in
the election speech where he made the comment that technology, computers are not
so much something that people learn about but tools central tools by which facilitate
the process of learning overall (APO 17 July 2009: lines 37-41).
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His statement draws attention to the linkage between digital technologies and learning, whether
this represents a ‘revolutionary’ idea or approach in Australian school education remains the
subject of debate. He thought the intention behind the name for the DER was to use digital
technologies to enhance teaching and learning in schools.

Review
In regard to the second research question the analysis of participants’ understandings of the
language in digital technologies policies has revealed that there are difficulties and barriers
which can restrict and impede understanding for those in schools. Varying interpretations of
different types of digital technologies policies can make it difficult to identify consistent
messages in regard to understanding the ethical dimension. The meaning being conveyed by
policies can be lost due to the legal and technical terminology required to understand the
policies, and can leave students and some teachers in a marginalised position. Language in
policies that complicates understanding is contrary to the purpose of the policies which are
intended to build common understandings and generate action. This problem was pointed out
by students and teachers in relation to the digital technologies policies they had encountered.

As discussed in Chapters Three and Four, the interpretation of meaning is premised on
knowledge of language and terminology. If this knowledge is largely confined to policy writers
and those with expertise in schools, engagement for those in schools with policy meanings is
restricted. The discursive language identified in policies by participants also plays a role in
structuring power relations where the voices and interpretations of those in schools are
restricted and marginalised.

228

The discussion of the ethical dimension of digital technologies in policies can also be limited
by a focus on language related to technicality, functionality and compliance. The participants
indicated that there is a lack of explanation of policy language used to describe ethical
behaviour with digital technologies, so it remains general and non-specific. What a 17-yearold student may regard as ‘acceptable use’ of computers could be different to a teacher’s
understanding or that of a policy writer. Many participants substituted the language used in
‘acceptable use’ policies such as ‘appropriate’ and ‘unacceptable’ with the terms ‘right’ and
‘wrong’ when discussing the ethical dimension. This discursive shift of language can allow
students, school staff and teachers to have more ownership and understanding when
participating in conversations about the ethical use of digital technologies in schools.
Accordingly, by taking ownership of language, participants can also enact their agency in
response to digital technologies policies (Barker 2005; Biesta & Tedder 2006).

In this thesis, policy language relating to the ethical dimension of digital technologies is
problematised and explored through different theoretical lenses and the views of research
participants. The next section of this Chapter moves to a specific focus on how digital
technologies policies are understood and responded to in schools.

Participants’ understandings of digital technologies policies
This section of Chapter Eight reports on and analyses the participants’ understandings and
views pertaining to digital technologies policies in schools, which emerged in the interview
conversations. In the interview conversations, students, school staff, teachers, principals and
policy writers were asked to share their views about policies designed for digital technologies
in schools and how these policies shape their engagement with technologies. Participants
discussed their understanding of the nature of the ‘acceptable use’ policies and how effective
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and relevant they thought they were. In addition to the main research question, the responses
to the interview conversations relate primarily to research questions two and four.

As discussed earlier in the thesis prevailing discourses underpinning digital technologies
policies can position students, school staff and teachers in a passive role which sees them
uncritically conforming to the policy directives of the institution (Kritt & Winegar 2007).
Those in schools can also position themselves in this passive role by being compliant and
uncritical of policies and programs. In contrast to these views, there is an argument that schools
can represent sites of policy construction from which alternative and transformative discourses
can be articulated (Ball 1993, 1994; Facer 2011; Ozga 2000). As outlined in Chapter Three,
the voices of the members of schools are largely silent in the research literature in regard to the
ethical dimension of digital technologies policies. This thesis is addressing that gap by allowing
their voices to be heard through the interview conversations which are reported in this Chapter
and Chapter Nine.

In the analysis of the interview conversations, the discourses that were expressed are contrasted
with the discourses of compliance and control, ‘moral panic’ and technicist, which were
discussed in Chapter Seven. This contrast is useful, as according to Ball (1994, p. 2), discourses
‘stand in antagonistic relationship to other discourses’. At times, the discourses emerging from
the voices of those in schools expressed a compliance to official policy discourses and at other
times their voices projected critiques and challenges to these discourses. Research participants
offered substantive critiques regarding the nature and function of ‘acceptable use’ policies.
However, the responses offered in relation to other policies designed to oversee digital
technologies use in schools were varied. Policy writers and some school staff, teachers and
principals displayed an awareness of other digital technologies policies, such as ICT strategic
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plans and curriculum policies incorporating the use of digital technologies policies, including
the DER policy. Some school students indicated that they knew about other digital technologies
policies, but were not familiar with their content.

A number of salient themes and issues arose in the interview conversations, which were
communicated through the reflections on the nature, purpose and effectiveness of these policies
in the school context. These themes included the tension between independent and centralised
policy production; the limitations and restrictive nature of ‘acceptable use’ policies; the
problematic nature of consent and agreement to these ‘acceptable use’ policies; the challenges
of communicating and interpreting digital technologies policies using specialised language;
policy authorship and control; and the difference between a surveillance approach in policy
and one premised on trust and the fostering of ethical awareness in schools.

The purpose of ‘acceptable use’ policies
Research participants were asked to comment on what they thought was the purpose of
‘acceptable use’ policies designed for digital technologies use in schools. Most students, school
staff, teachers, principals and policy makers in this study saw the purpose of the ‘acceptable
use’ policy as a means to enforce accountability, maintain legal security and protect
infrastructure. A few of those interviewed believed that the policy could only work in
conjunction with other preventative measures in schools, such as blocking and filtering of the
Internet and education about ‘appropriate’ use of digital technologies.

The bursar at the Catholic School was concerned that digital technologies policies would ensure
that students, school staff and teachers used the ‘equipment’ in a certain way so as not to
‘contravene legal requirements and also respect the physical infrastructure’ (KH 14 October
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2008: lines 8-9). He believed an ‘acceptable use’ policy document was necessary and by
signing it, people would be held responsible and accountable for their actions. In his words
‘once they sign we can hold them to account for any misdeeds with the computers’ (KH 14
October 2008: line 5). His sentiments place a high priority on protecting digital technologies
from being damaged, and he believed policy could play a protective role in doing this by
accentuating accountability.

A student at the Catholic school thought the purpose of the ‘acceptable use’ policy was to
‘protect’ the school when students ‘got into trouble’ (SFS 30 October 2008: line 146). Students
could not make excuses once they had signed the documents if they did the ‘wrong thing’ (SFS
30 October 2008: line 148). However, this student did not believe that other students would
stop doing an action that contravened the school rules simply because they had signed a policy
document. Notions of right and wrong, as previously discussed, are part of a socially
constructed outlook, which can inform understandings and ethical judgements in schools about
types of behaviours in relation to digital technologies policies (Audi 1995; Tavini 2006).

A teacher in the Catholic school thought that because students had to sign the ‘acceptable use
policy’, it allowed them to see the seriousness of what they were doing, such as sending ‘bad’
emails or plagiarising. She also added that ‘there are a lot of policies around that you don't
always know about or look at them’ (NY 12 November 2008: line 63). Other teachers
commented that the ‘acceptable use’ policy was useful because they could refer to it with
students. The ‘acceptable use’ policy in some cases was seen to provide teachers with a sense
of security in dealing with student behaviours with digital technologies, rather than a focus on
education and teaching and learning.
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An ‘acceptable use’ policy can also function as a deterrent by warning about the consequences
arising from what is regarded as unethical behaviour. A public school principal said that
although the ‘acceptable use’ policies were not effective in stopping incidents, when something
was detected, it was useful in stopping further incidents from occurring. He said,
when someone did something inappropriate we have been able to call them in and
say look here is a the bit of paper you signed it says you are not allowed to do this on
the Internet now you have done this if there is another incident you will lose your
access to the thing they back off very quickly (EC 4 March 2009: lines 225-228).
A similar sentiment was expressed by a support staff member at a public school, who argued
that signing the policy
stops the majority of people doing the wrong thing but some will, that's why they have
to have certain sites blocked so the two things need to work hand in hand (GEN 26
February 2009: lines 35-36).
This latter statement stresses the role of ‘acceptable use’ policy in maintaining compliance,
supported by the blocking of Internet sites with the implication that the two work for a common
purpose of preventing people from doing the ‘wrong thing’.

An emphasis on accountability is also part of the deterrence strategy according to some of the
participants. Principals may be concerned with accountability to ensure their schools are
conforming to policy expectations and regulations set down by external authorities. By acting
to implement and endorse digital technologies policies which come from outside the school,
principals can play a role in the policy process of ‘steering at a distance’.

A public school principal made a comment reflecting a concern about protecting students from
the risks of Internet use. He stated that
there was a need to have measures in place to ensure young people are not exposed to
stuff they don't understand, the parents need to take a primary role in this because the
Internet is any time anywhere any place (BWB 26 February 2009: lines 231-233).
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In the analysis of ‘steering at a distance’ the role of principals is fundamental in the
transmission of higher level policies into school policies. They have the pressures of
accountability and risk management placed on them which is evident in the two comments
made by the principals. The principals’ accountability is not only to education departments and
education offices but to the parent body and school members.

A policy writer from the Catholic Education Office discussed the accountability aspect of the
policy and believed education was important. In his words, the ‘acceptable use’ policies are
very ineffective because it means nothing unless you provide training and education
for the users and that goes from the youngest child through to the most experienced
teacher. On the other hand it is effective in holding people to account particularly staff
by saying to them ‘look this is a professional responsibility on your part, you’re
expected to read, to question if you don’t understand and you’ve signed this document
therefore we’re going to hold you accountable to that.’ I’m not sure how well you can
do that with children, it would depend with the age-group of the children (POL 16
July 2009: lines 27-35).
He also shared a rather pessimistic view of the pervasive influence of policy in modern life.
I guess we write so many policies, you know, our lives are directed by rules and
direction and everything that is written down (POL 16 July 2009: lines 166-167).
His view manifests a discourse of compliance and control which has been identified in earlier
Chapters Three and Seven and also entails a conflation of policy and rules. Many participants
saw the purpose of the ‘acceptable use’ policy to encode and regulate against ‘incorrect’ or
‘unacceptable’ uses of digital technologies. These terms are contested and ethical judgements
about the nature of actions are socially constructed and derived from values (Mackie 1977;
Millet 2008).

Some teachers in this study, however, indicated that the ‘acceptable use’ policy could go
beyond serving as an accountability measure. They thought it could also assist in engendering
reflective practice in regard to the types of ‘ethical awareness’, which is discussed in Chapter
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Nine. ‘Ethical awareness’ and reflective practice are both components of Aristotle’s notion of
‘phronesis’ which was introduced earlier in the thesis (Aristotle 1941).

Participants’ perspectives on the ethical dimension of policy
Some participants drew attention to the notion that an ‘acceptable use’ policy can function to
delineate what is right and wrong in an ethical sense. For instance, a teacher at a public school
commented that the ‘acceptable use’ policy is worth having
because by people saying they will abide by some ethical idea, they need to know they
have done the wrong thing, but we can't enforce them [the rules], the morals and ethics
in the agreement at least gets them to think about what they have signed (GGC 26
February 2009: lines 70-73).
This teacher conceded that the policy rules cannot be enforced, but somehow the ‘morals’ and
‘ethics’ in the ‘agreement’ will provoke thinking, this stands in contrast to other participants
who struggled to identify what the ‘morals ’and ‘ethics’ in the ‘acceptable use’ policy were.

The principal of the Catholic school thought that the policy should address the purpose of the
digital technologies in schools and ought to ‘foster critical literacies in terms of privacy and
respecting it [the technology] as a resource but not the only resource’ (BGL 5 November 2008:
lines 28-29). He thought that the role of a digital technologies policy is to guide and protect
people particularly children, ‘they [the policies] should contain duty of care and specify what
you can access (BGL 5 November 2008: line 86). Statements such as these seek to attribute
‘acceptable use’ policies with an educative and pastoral role and as a means of cultivating an
ethical consciousness and disposition in relation to digital technologies use. Chapter Nine
further explores participants’ views about the role of education in addressing the ethical use of
digital technologies in schools.

235

Consent and agreement
‘Acceptable use’ policies often require a signature, which is taken as a contract signifying
consent to the content. In the critical theory literature, consent represents a form of
subordination, particularly when there is no discussion or negotiation about the terms of the
agreement (Deetz 2005). A mandatory policy document can also be a way in which
organisations and their stakeholders produce what can be described as discursive closure and
suppress conflict and stifle open debate (Mumby & May 2005). However, the act of signing
‘acceptable use’ policies by those in schools does not necessarily signify their unconditional
consent or uncritical acceptance to the terms of the policy. In this study the ‘acceptable use’
policy for digital technologies is one of the only school policies to which students, teachers and
often parents have to sign and give consent. The ‘acceptable use’ policy imposes consent on
teachers and students, as has been mentioned the consequence of refusing to it sign usually
means a denial of access to computers, which would leave the capacity to work and study in
the school environment compromised.

In the interview conversations, the majority of students, school staff and teachers indicated that
they did not read the ‘acceptable use’ policy, although they all signed them in order to access
the digital technologies in the school, particularly computers. Participants also reported that
many of the rules and guidelines in the ‘acceptable use’ policy were not implemented well.
They also reported that transgressions with digital technologies were not dealt with in a
consistent manner, especially in regard to the consequences for those who had transgressed the
policy. In cases where transgression had occurred sometimes strong penalties were applied and
at other times no action was taken.
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The participant responses illustrate an awareness of the purpose of the ‘acceptable use’ policy,
which is structured around accountability and the maintenance of protective legal sanctions, as
opposed to an understanding of the specific content in the policy. The interview conversations
also point to the authoritative legitimacy the policy carries as a document requiring a signature
for consent. Participants may not choose to read the policy or necessarily agree with all of it,
however, they are aware that the mandatory signing of the document implies to a degree a
legitimisation of its authority.

A student at a Catholic school stated that in regard to the ‘acceptable use’ policy at her school
We’ve gotten so used to it we don’t read it anymore so we don’t know what the
guidelines are or what ‘acceptable use’ is. Because we read it so long ago and we’ve
read it but we just think it is going to be the same things so we just sign it again but
we don’t really think about what it says (JKO 30 October 2008: lines 193-197).
A student at a public school, explained the reason he thought schools had ‘acceptable use’
policies was
because they need to, it’s something the school needs to do now out of necessity
because otherwise something is going to happen and they’re going to get sued and
then there is going to be this uproar. So we’ve actually stopped reading the forms. You
just need to sign this policy (RUM 20 March 2009: lines 181-184).
An alternative reading could define students and teachers choosing not to sign the ‘acceptable
use’ policy, as an act of resistance in itself. The participants conceded it was necessary to sign
the policy but this does not indicate they are all in agreement with the content of the ‘acceptable
use’ policies. As mentioned earlier they realise that they have no option but to consent to the
policy if they are to participate in school life and work. The position in which the participants
are placed having to consent to a policy, has a resonance with Foucault’s concept of the
normalisation of regimes of power and truth discussed in Chapter Four. This concept is useful
to understand the operation of control and compliance in policy (Ball 1994, 2010; Foucault
1973, 1979).
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Local and centralised policy production
Teachers, school staff, principals and policy were asked to comment on the effectiveness and
relevance of digital technologies policies for schools from different levels of authority in the
education system. The intention of this question was to elicit views on the relationship between
centralised policy authority and school independence, a theme that had emerged through the
analysis in Chapter Seven. The question links directly to the second research question which is
focussed on understandings and concerns related to digital technologies policies. The
comments made in the interview conversations with students, school staff, teachers and
principals indicated the desirability for each school to have independence, control and influence
over digital technologies policies. However, others believed it was necessary to have some
standard content in policies with some core directives from a generic policy issued by an
education department or office.

Several teachers and school staff indicated that their schools adapt, add or change sections of
a standard generic policy to suit the context of the school, its culture and context. They also
recognised that there were different interpretations about how to implement an external policy,
leaving space for a level of school independence. A school staff member who worked as the
leader of a team providing technical support for digital technologies stated that ‘we've sort of
had to look at the department's policy and see what they say and then we modify it’ (NGE 27
February 2009: lines 95-96). A school principal pointed out that the
education department policy is one thing but then there is the implementation which
can be different from school to school, so while the central policy is the same, the
interpretation of it can be quite varied (BWB 26 February 2009: lines 20-22).
The principal’s view echoes the challenges when an education department policy is ‘steering
at a distance’ and the implementation is left to the principal and leadership of the school which
in his view results in varied interpretations.
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There was a view offered by some teachers in the interview conversations that the size of an
educational jurisdiction can assist in facilitating the implementation of digital technologies
policies. An assistant principal at a public school claimed that the smaller the number of schools
in the ACT meant it was easier to have policy consistency from an education department in
regard to system requirements, infrastructure and software. However, he did not go on to
explain why he held this view. The assistant principal also indicated that in his own school
which was a public school under the management of the ACTDET, ‘schools were given a
reasonable degree of latitude to develop their own policies for digital technologies which were
adapted from a generic ‘ICT’ plan issued by the department’ (TIL 4 March 2009: lines 85-86).
The principal of this school said that with using Facebook and YouTube, ‘schools can develop
their own policy and regularly review it’ (BWB 26 February 2009: line 148). Allowing schools
some latitude in digital technologies policy development has the potential to lead to
engagement with the ethical dimension, however, it can also result in schools resorting to a
compliance and control orientated policy approach as a means of mandating behaviours with
digital technologies use. The findings from this study seem to indicate that compliance modes
of dealing with the ethical dimension of digital technologies are evident in policy and practice.

A bursar at the Catholic school also indicated that his school had some independence in the
area of policy design for digital technologies and reported that
We follow community standards and obviously legal standards in determining a
policy. We don't follow the department but we lifted a fair bit of it [the policy] from
the Catholic Education Office (KH 14 October 2008: lines 49-51).
He also stated that communication about policy requirements from education departments was
important to those in schools responsible for designing policy. His comment raises the issues
of which community standards are incorporated into a policy, and a reliance on ‘legal
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standards’. The statement also indicates that the school’s policy was largely influenced by a
generic policy from the Catholic Education Office, which suggests that some independent
policy development may have been possible but the school resorted to adopting sections of an
external policy not authored by those in the school.

However, some teachers could see that the process of adapting and implementing a generic
policy framework to the requirements of a school was complicated, and necessitated a careful
and strategic approach. A curriculum coordinator from the Catholic school believed that policy
from the government education departments and education offices ‘needs to be diluted and
dissected then put into school jargon to disseminate it and this should be done by a digital
technologies person’ (JCM 3 November 2008: lines 73-75). The words ‘diluted’ and ‘dissected’
suggest that the policy should not be accepted at face value and requires a form of critical
analysis in the process of changing the language to make it understandable to those in schools.
The coordinator’s statement also draws attention to questions about what content should be in
digital technologies policies along with the purpose and authorship of the policy. Furthermore,
the coordinator recognised the distinct nature of school language and discourse and the efficacy
of translating the policy text into what she called ‘school jargon’. The attempts to change the
language of digital policies in schools may result in the policy being more understandable and
meaningful within the school context.

Several teachers at the Catholic school mentioned another possibility was to have an addendum
to a generic policy, which would explain the ways schools could implement and adapt it,
including examples of how other schools had followed these processes. The principal of the
Catholic school also maintained his school adopted a generic policy with values reflective of
the school’s culture and story. He stated that ‘policies can force change but it depends how you
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do them ethically which has to do with the school having a mission and a narrative that operates
within that’ (BLG 5 November 2008: lines 152-153). This statement highlights the importance
of the way a school can engage with digital technologies in the ethical dimension, through
specific reference to an ethical approach to policy writing which incorporated the school’s
‘mission’ and story. The participants in this study had their own stories and accounts of digital
technologies policies, which when shared and discussed led to the construction of shared
narratives about the ethical dimension.

A policy writer from the Catholic Education Office commented that schools were obliged to
refer to the CGCEO’s policy when writing their own ‘acceptable use’ policy for digital
technologies, but schools also had some flexibility to adapt the Catholic Education Office
policy. In his words:
but policy-wise in particular we have developed a code of practice for staff at schools
as well as the CEO and that extends down to the students and covers every technology
that we would think it would cover. So it is only recently been put in place from the
start of this year on our website, schools have been made aware of it in practice,
schools’ codes of practice have to refer to our policy. If they wanted to extend upon it
or tighten it then generally they could, in reality (MHE 14 July 2009: lines 10-15).
However, not all teachers believed schools should have a wide degree of independence in
designing policies. Having some degree of independence can place accountability and
responsibility on school staff to devise policies that can engage effectively with the ethical
dimension of digital technologies.

Some participants advocated the benefits of having generic and central digital technologies
policies for schools. For example, a non-teaching IT manager at a public school believed that
in relation to ‘acceptable use’ policies ‘there should be a generic policy used across all schools
in Australia’ (NGE 27 February 2009: line 90). A public school principal stated that he was
frustrated by each state and jurisdiction having its own policies for digital technologies and
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thought it was better to have a central policy which was worked on collaboratively across all
school systems. He claimed that ‘better policies would be achieved if we worked on them
together going beyond just learning about significant social challenges’ (BWB 26 February
2009: lines 300-301). Another teacher believed that ‘acceptable use’ policies should not be too
different to policy documents from other schools. The differing perspectives which emerged
from the interview conversations in regard to the creation of ‘acceptable use’ policies did point
to a concern about delegating responsibility solely to the school to design the policy.

Students’ perspectives on policy content and authorship
The statements from participants in the interview conversations raise issues about the purpose
of schooling, in regard to imperatives to learn to abide by policies based on specific ethical
guidelines. Students expressed a variety of views about the values and principles which could
inform the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies. Their comments tended to reflect
the view that centralised and generic policies should be adapted by schools to suit their needs
and context. Some students recognised that digital technologies policies can move beyond
mandating what are right and wrong behaviours and engage with the ethical dimension of using
digital technologies.

Two students in a Catholic school believed that the Australian Government should just have
standard policy rules about digital technologies use. One of them commented that schools
should be able ‘to interpret the rules as they see fit and adapt these rules to suit their own
purposes’ (PTA 30 October 2008: lines 60-61). She also stated the reason for her view was
that schools have ‘different kids with different needs’ (PTA 30 October 2008: line 63).
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Another student in the Catholic school thought that Catholic, Independent and public schools
should all be subject to the same kind of regulations, but have the possibility of adapting those
regulations to suit their own needs. She recognised, however, that private schools may want to
restrict access to certain Internet sites which do not concur with their religious beliefs and
values, though public schools may not have a problem with allowing students access to these
Internet sites. In the student’s words ‘each school should control what they need to for the
Internet and take it off if it doesn’t fit with the religion of the school’ (ZLT 5 November 2008:
line 40). The student’s view reflects a form of religious censorship to restrict access to certain
material on the Internet.

An observation was made by a student at a public school who claimed that having a generic
policy may be useful, but some schools may have to adapt it, and through adapting it, ‘they
might discover a better way of doing it themselves’ (LTM 20 March 2009: line 98). This
comment illustrates the relevance and usefulness of schools engaging in their own policy
construction, which could result in a better outcome. This student’s observation also indicates
that it is beneficial for schools to have a degree of independence to adapt policies as part of a
process from their devolution from the macro to micro-level.

Allowing external bodies to regulate and control the access to the Internet for students in
schools, can detract from allowing a school to make judgements about the level of access to
the Internet appropriate to their school context. A student in the Catholic school was of the
opinion that generic policies ‘can’t take into account like the personal aspect so it just sets a
broad guideline’ (ZLT 5 November 2008: line 92). Another student pointed out that if
governments or education departments regulated too much, an abuse of power could occur and
the policy rules could be too restrictive. This student also believed ‘no group should have too
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much power’ and questioned the basis on which a school decides what is unethical or immoral
in terms ‘of which Internet sites are accessible to students while at school’ (RGP 5 November
2008: line 22). This student’s comments represent a challenge to the power relations which are
implicit in digital technologies policies for schools, especially ‘acceptable use’ policies. He
also questioned the role of institutions when they act to restrict access to information on the
basis of moral judgements which form part of the ethical dimension. This student believed that
every school should be able to set their own policies regarding Internet access because generic
policies cannot determine properly which sites schools may want access. Students’ challenges
to the existing power relations and regulatory systems can be understood as acts of resistance
within the context of a school according to critical theory (Apple1995, 2004; Giroux 1983).

Students in the Catholic school reported that YouTube was not permitted, and expressed the
view that access to YouTube should be the same in all schools within an educational
jurisdiction system. A female student at this school believed that if YouTube was accessible to
students, some rules would have to be specified in order to ensure responsible use of YouTube,
so it would not be used just for entertainment purposes. This comment points to a question
about whether there is a clear boundary between entertainment and educational content.
YouTube is increasingly housing educational content useful for teachers and students but also
has a lot of content which is for entertainment. For example, the ABC television program
Horrible Histories combines comic and educative elements, as do online games such as World
of Warcraft (British Broadcasting Commission (BBC) 2011).

Context, culture and location
Each cohort of research participants identified the school’s context, culture, location, and
particular requirements as considerations for digital technologies policy formation.
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One student commented that,
so for some schools certain policy rules would work better compared to another
school. It’s like also to do with the atmosphere and whether or not it is a Catholic
school or a public school and all that (PTA 30 October 2008: lines 65-67).
This statement displays recognition of the importance of context, school culture, and ethos in
determining the relative efficacy of policy rules for digital technologies.

Shaw (2008, p. 6) has argued that to understand the role of technology in a social context such
as a school, it is worth taking into account the ‘the role of culture in how we use, produce,
define and relate to technologies’. Furthermore, Ball (2010), makes the point that policies are
situated and enacted differently in each school environment. Some of the research participants
were critical of the relevance of the DER policies in relation to their own school contexts and
circumstances.

Participants in schools identified problems with national policies which ‘steer at a distance’
and do not address the particular needs and circumstances schools face. These participants
thought that a ‘steering at a distance’ model leaves individual schools the freedom to form and
adapt their own school policies, however, despite this latitude (as was argued in Chapter
Seven), there is a tendency for schools to stay within the bounds of a compliance and command
style of policy. From a critical theory perspective, power and control over the content of
schools’ digital technologies is a contested terrain, about which research participants shared
their views.

Policy writers’ perspectives
Policy writers attempted to explain the role of national policy in relation to other policies,
including those from schools. The policy maker from the ACTDET explained that policies
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have to be articulated so that a suitable balance could be achieved between adhering to national
policy initiatives and maintaining some degree of school independent decision-making. The
policy writer from the Australian Government said in regard to digital policy settings for
schools, the department’s role
should be concerned with national issues and setting broad trends. You should not be
specifying the detail of how things occur and so you do need processes whereby you
get agreements at a national level about what level policies are at. We have got that in
terms of a series of ministerial statements which were signed off by all ministers on
broad policy levels for education, and the Digital Education Revolution which is now
founded on a national partnership which again tends to have an agreed view of what
the whole thing is for (APO 17 July 2009: lines 256-263).
He argued that in regard to local decision-making and policies, in schools
At a Federal level we have tended to take the view that these are decisions that need
to be made closer to the action than of a Federal bureaucracy. It doesn’t come from
within my area but we certainly do provide contributions to developments of policy
on cyber-safety and guides. The most recent thing that appeared yesterday from
ACMA on cyber-safety certainly people in this department contributed to that work
(APO 17 July 2009: lines 265 -269).
His comments are indicative of ‘steering at a distance’ by allowing schools to take decisions
‘closer to the action’ and to contextualise policy according to their needs.

The policy maker in the ACTDET made a case for having generic policies for digital
technologies and said that ‘digital technologies are changing all the time and it is difficult to
keep up with the changes, this is why policies need to be more generic’ (MHU 7 July 2009:
lines 36-37). He went on to explain that
schools and educational administrations are trying to adapt to the pace of change with
the rest of society, however, this will always be a challenge at a policy level and may
reduce the lifespan of certain policies. This is another reason why education
department policies need to remain generalised and not too specific (MHU 7 July
2009: lines 91-95).
His statement is addressing the speed of change that can influence the duration of a policy and
in his view necessitates the use of general and non-specific language in policies.
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Policy authorship and control
The research from the interview conversations has revealed that perspectives surrounding
authorship and control over digital technologies policies are implicated in the operation of
power relations and discourses within schools. As discussed in Chapter Three policy discourses
involve what can be said and by whom, and the authority and status carried by policy authorship
(Ball 1990). The relationship between policy authorship and the intended audience carries
ideological and discursive implications for power relationships in educational contexts
(Fairclough 1995, 2003).

The responses from the research participants displayed some engagement in the issues of policy
control and authorship. A view was expressed by some participants who advocated a style of
policy design for digital technologies that strives for a finely tuned balance between being
responsive to addressing local school requirements and culture, and at the same time being
informed by national policies. For example, a teacher in a Catholic school expressed the view
that digital technologies policies should ‘meet all the state and national requirements but also
be in tune with the school’s situation and background’ (CMC 6 November 2009: line 32).
Some school staff, teachers and principals made interpretations about the nature of policy
formation and power relations in schools, which were suggestive of a desire to have greater
policy ownership. These participants asserted the belief that policy should not be dictated to
them from education departments or education offices and that their own schools should not
be divorced from playing a role in policy construction.

Surveillance and monitoring approaches in policy
Some school staff, teachers and principals were of the view that the most effective way to
reinforce an ‘acceptable use’ policy was by implementing surveillance and monitoring
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measures. Some school staff and teachers suggested that without ongoing surveillance and
vigilance, users of digital technologies, especially students, cannot be trusted to follow the
prescribed guidelines set out in digital technologies policies and conduct themselves in
ethically ‘responsible’ ways. The perception that students cannot be trusted helps to legitimise
the adoption of a compliance and control approach to address issues and behaviours in the
ethical dimension of digital technologies policies. Concerns were also raised by some that
policies should contain strong measures and sanctions to deal with potential risks of using
digital technologies in schools. The motivations for wanting stronger measures may be derived
from fear and ‘moral panic’ about students’ uses of digital technologies in schools (Hope 2010,
2014).

In regard to the information the students shared there are several ethical and policy questions
and points that can be raised. Should their mobile phone use be under surveillance, and if so,
what form should this take? How do teachers determine what is offensive or incriminating
content on students’ mobile phones, and what should be done about this? There is an ethical
question about the right of teachers to inspect the content of a student’s mobile phone if they
suspect it may contain ‘inappropriate’ material or visual images. There is also an issue about
how the information is kept and who has access to it. Further to this, the information collected
could be combined with other data about the student to create a profile of the student. School
staff and teachers may also have controversial or banned content stored on their personal digital
devices, which they use for work purposes, yet they are not subjected to inspection. School
‘acceptable use’ policies in regard to checking users’ private digital devices can specify
expectations for school staff, teachers and students in these areas, but are sometimes lacking in
specificity in respect to how these expectations can be realised. Monitoring and surveillance of
digital technologies also raises an ethical debate about the civil liberties and rights a person has
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for the content on their own digital devices to remain private, if it is not causing any harm to
others in the school. There is a question about the legitimacy of schools collecting and
documenting what students or others have been doing with digital technologies in schools
(Nordvelle & Olson 2005). These issues often lie in the spaces not specified by ‘acceptable
use’ policies, in which case the responsibility falls back to the school leadership and teachers
to exercise discernment and ethical judgement to determine what should be done. The
responsibility placed on school leadership and teachers also provides a reason for adopting a
reflective and informed approach to ethical decision-making such as ‘phronesis’ (Aristotle
1941).

A teacher in a Catholic school stated that an ‘acceptable use’ policy ought to be looked at to
see what online content people can access and should contain some kind of system, ‘to stop
access to pornography, the policy also needs to ensure that the technology has an educational
focus that could mean blocking Facebook or certain sites’ (CMC 6 November 2008: lines 5-6).
This statement reflects a concern about the role of policy to assist in risk management of
problems that can arise with the use of digital technologies in schools. A school principal
advocated that the bureaucracies responsible for policies should be ‘confident in the risk
management which is always a concern with policies, so when technology is deployed and
enabled it is risk managed at the same time’ (EC 4 March 2009: lines 40-41).

A view about employing vigilance to curtail risks was put forward by a bursar at a public
school, who said that if an ‘acceptable use’ policy were to work there would have to ‘be strong
vigilance regarding what is being downloaded, and who is keeping track of these things this
takes a lot of manpower to check on students in a large school’ (BZO 4 March 2009: lines 7274). He went on to reinforce this view by saying
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So there should be a constant and consistent check of what's being downloaded on the
computers and that should be done at random so enough warning has to be given to
the students you're being watched (BZO 4 March 2009: lines 80-83).
The idea of letting students know they are being watched is illustrative of the concept of
‘panopoticism’ discussed in Chapter Three, in regard to understanding the role of surveillance
of students (Foucault 1979; Hope 2005, 2014).

An IT manager at one school put forward the argument that ‘blocking students’ accounts can
affect their marks and access, so we have controlling computers so we can see what they [the
students] are doing and can shut them down’ (NGE 27 February 2009: lines 192-193). A
facilities manager at one of the public schools also emphasised the role of surveillance and
control measures and said ‘it is necessary to make people sign the document but people need
to know that someone is watching and they will be jumped on if they do the wrong thing’ (LEC
27 February 2009: lines 77-79). Here, surveillance, consent and compliance are viewed as
being necessary components to ensure that no one does the ‘wrong thing’.

The assistant principal at a public school explained that his school does have a program to
monitor students involving filtering of content
and special software which allows us to lock and shut down programs by taking screen
shots of inappropriate material and or messages and we say to the kids I have just
taken a photo of the message you have sent me do we need to get your parents in to
discuss this, oh no, that doesn't happen again (TIL 4 March 2009: lines 261-264).
His comment is an example of the use of digital technologies in schools to enforce a system of
surveillance of student activity on computers.

To deal with transgressions of policy rules, an IT manager who worked in technical support for
digital technologies use in the school explained that ‘punishments such as criminal offences
and police involvement are spelt out in the policy’ (NGE 27 February 2009: line 80). He then
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went on to say that ‘the processes are almost always kept at school level’ (NGE 27 February
2009: lines 82-84). It is possible that these types of incidents are dealt with by the school’s
behaviour management policies and procedures, if they are not of a criminal nature.

A policy maker from the Catholic Education Office also stated that monitoring was an
important strategy to ensure compliant behaviour. He said,
those devices if they connect to our network we would then have capacity to monitor
what they’re doing but the capacity to check on the monitoring would be beyond
what’s reasonable, as does happen every request that out of school through my Internet
is logged now (MHE 14 July 2009: Lines 200-203).
His analysis also draws attention to the difficulties of monitoring all digital devices when they
are connected to a school network, which creates a problem if monitoring is a key measure in
ensuring compliant behaviour with using digital technologies.

Other comments which emerged in the conversations reflect the discourses of surveillance,
monitoring and technical solutions. The following comment from an assistant principal
displays language characteristic of a surveillance and monitoring discourse.
We have software on the network program called AB tutor control, which allows the
teacher to watch all the student monitors and can lock it, shut down programs take
screen shots and a few of the more the IT teachers and the network admin have access
to monitor the whole network using that software. The kids will go in you know you’ll
shut down a game they’ll start the game up again and we’ll shut it down again then
they’ll tweak what you are doing (TIL 4 March 2009: lines 252-256).
This assistant principal offered an endorsement of a surveillance strategy to control student
behaviour with computers, however, he conceded that students continue to play the computer
games despite being monitored. Comments from a bursar in the Catholic school also typify this
discourse. He stated:
you just have to have a good watch dog in your system to keep reviewing what the
kids are accessing and staff in terms of keeping up to speed of what is coming up,
because the change is rapid (KH 14 October 2008: lines 62-64).
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The analogy of the ‘watch dog’ is indicative of a guarding and vigilance approach to teachers’
and students’ use of the Internet, not one based on trust.

Lyon (2008) and other authors maintain that the legitimisation and promotion of surveillance
systems to enforce behaviour compliance forms part of larger social phenomenon of what has
been termed ‘the surveillance society’ (Johnston 2007; Lyon 1994, p. 33). As discussed earlier
in the thesis, from a philosophical standpoint the monitoring of access to the Internet content
can be linked to Foucault’s (1979) notion of ‘panopticism’ involving surveillance and control
over students (Hope 2005; Selwyn 2011). Some of the responses offered by teachers,
particularly some of those in leadership positions indicated their awareness and support for
surveillance policy measures in regard to Internet use at school.

Students along with some teachers, advocated alternative approaches to support the
implementation of ‘acceptable use’ policies not based on surveillance and monitoring. These
approaches included more opportunities for teachers and students to discuss the content of the
‘acceptable use’ policies and the use of scenarios to illustrate the choices available to them
when an ethical issue emerges. The measures some students and teachers discussed were not
premised on technological solutions and measures such as digital surveillance, but rather on
the principles of trust, shared understandings and dialogue, as the next sections of the analysis
will reveal.

Communicating and implementing policy
The principal research question refers to the implementation of digital technologies policies
which includes attempts to explain them to those in schools. In contrast to the surveillance and
monitoring procedures some teachers and principals focused on ways in which an ‘acceptable
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use’ policy could be effectively transmitted and explained in schools. School staff and teachers’
efforts to engage with digital technologies policies can illustrate the capacity for school-based
policy collaboration, informed by aspects of a school’s culture and ethos (Ball 2010; Ozga
2000). Teachers’ attempts in the interview conversations to communicate what is ‘acceptable’
in their school context, also represents an example of what Ball (1994, p. 12) describes as: ‘the
translation of the crude, abstract simplicities of policy texts into interactive and sustainable
practices of some sort involve productive thought, intervention and adaption.’ In other words
teachers participate in adapting and transforming policies into practice through interactive
engagement with them and exercising their agency (Biesta & Tedder 2006).

In the interview conversations, some teachers advocated having a form of dialogue that was
relevant to school life, in the transmission of policy content. The interest of these teachers to
be involved in constructive policy engagement with other colleagues and students places them
in the role of active agents in policy dissemination. The teachers’ engagement with digital
technologies policies exemplifies the way in which policies do not remain static at the level of
texts in schools (Ball 1993), but can be dynamically connected to the reality of school life and
the practical issues associated with ethical use of these technologies.

The desirability of establishing an ongoing dialogue, consultation, and clarification about the
policy rules for digital technologies use was also highlighted by some participants. An IT
manager reported that he had
a discussion with staff about how they wanted to react to the problems whether to
continue to allow students to have open access to digital technologies within reason
or clamp down hard and only allow them basic access (NGE 27 February 2009: lines
206-208).
The teachers involved believed it would be better to continue to allow students to have open
access to digital technologies. The discussion mentioned did not refer to any ‘acceptable use’
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policy, but was concerned with restricting access to digital technologies or perhaps to ‘clamp
down hard’ which could mean to punish.

An IT teacher at a public school argued that ‘IT rules are something that should be explained
to every student’ (HEC 27 February 2009: line 132). She thought this would require a specific
lesson for the teacher ‘to help the students understand the rules and how to use computers
responsibly and with respect’ (HEC 27 February 2009: line 133). Her proposal identifies
understanding the principles of ‘respect’ and ‘responsibility’, which have ethical significance
and implications but also rules which implies an expectation of compliance.

The desire for an explanation of ‘acceptable use’ policies was also communicated by a librarian
at the Catholic school who asserted that the policies ought to explain something about the uses
of digital technologies. She said, ‘for example mobile phones in classrooms can be used but
for educational purposes not for talking to friends and family’ (CTC 11 November 2008: lines
12-13). Her comment also juxtaposes two uses of digital technologies by students in
classrooms, one is educational and the other social. Explanation is an early stage in the
hermeneutic cycle, interpreting and aligning ethical principles to the school’s culture represents
a deeper level of engagement with policies (Gadamer 1989; Sherratt 2006).

A few teachers believed that the policy documents for digital technologies should be clearer in
specifying what constitutes ‘unacceptable’ or ‘inappropriate’ use, so those in schools would
have a better understanding of what these terms meant. A librarian explained that all policies
require well-defined guidelines, ‘but for digital technologies they need to be different kind of
guidelines compared to other school policies’ (CTC 11 November 2008: lines 26-27). The
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teacher did not specify how the guidelines would be different, but pointed out that they would
need to be ‘well-defined’.

A coordinator at the same school explained that if a school goes to the lengths of writing an
‘acceptable use’ policy,
you need to explain it properly to the students, particularly the consequences. This
needs to be clearly regulated and monitored not just a piece of paper filed to say sign
that way (JCM 3 November 2008: lines 94-96).
Her statement draws attention to consequences in an ‘acceptable use’ policy combined with
regulation and monitoring rather than attempting to understand the ethical principles which
may be invested in the policy.

Some teachers suggested that it was useful to discuss the ‘acceptable use’ policy with students
in class and read through it with them because in the words of one coordinator, they could
‘know and understand what it means in practice’ (RWM 11 November 2008: line 88). Along
similar lines, a school principal said that to get the students acting in ‘responsible’ ways with
digital technologies, the ‘acceptable use’ policy is not very significant symbolically as the
consequences which are generated by teachers do not put fear into students. He also said,
they learn by their mistakes not by the punitive approach, sharing responsibility is the
way to go, a sense of responsibility needs to be engendered in students rather than
having a guard on patrol for everything they do (BWB 26 February 2009: lines 8082).
This principal believed that learning through experience and fostering responsibility was a
better approach than a punitive one, the ‘guard on patrol’ is a reference to surveillance
measures. His point about learning by mistakes is also a core tenet of critical pedagogy which
encourages students to take risks in their learning (Freire 1970; Smith 2011).
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A critique of fear, punishment and deterrence aspects of ‘acceptable use’ policies was also
offered by several others in leadership positions in schools. It is perhaps a reflection of their
own experiences in dealing with cases of breaches of policy by students that has informed their
criticisms regarding these elements of ‘acceptable use’ policies.

Another teacher was of the view that the policies also had to be explained to teachers, and
stated:
the policies have to be made very clear to the teachers or school administrators in the
first place, that cannot happen just by sending a document over to the institutions.
What they could do is supplement it with some in-service training programs or a
person from the department could go to the different institutions and explain very
clearly and succinctly to them and this is what we want to be implemented (PNMC 12
November 2008: lines 47-52).
Her view places emphasis on the inadequacies of policies from an education department if they
are not supported by ‘training programs’ and face-to-face explanations about how they should
be implemented.

In regard to explaining the ‘acceptable use’ policy, an IT coordinator suggested: ‘I think
verbalising it, I think possibly using digital technologies to communicate it may be the way to
go’ (RWM 11 November 2008: lines 92-93). The same coordinator furthered her argument by
stating that
In this sense the policy or agreement needs to be illustrated clearly to the students and
staff, by demonstrating what acceptable use looks likes and unacceptable use looks
like. Certainly that would communicate to the students, for example you know it is
unacceptable to pull leads out of the computer (RWM 11 November 2008: lines 9597).
Her comment reflects an association of ‘acceptable use’ with protection of the schools’
computer equipment not related to a specific ethical principle. She was also conscious of having
tangible examples to illustrate ‘acceptable use’, as they are not usually provided in policies.
However, she like some other teachers is focused on explanation rather than understanding and
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interpretation, which are further stages in the cycle of hermeneutic interpretation (Gadamer
1989; Ricoeur 1976, 1981).

An IT coordinator at a public school shared the view that the ‘acceptable use’ policy should
not be left in abeyance after it had been signed,
the agreement should only be the starting point and it should be annually revisited,
this is because people need regular reminders, this needs to be done after the
employment signing (EDE 20 February 2009: lines 115-117).
This statement positions the policy as only a ‘stating point’ in an ongoing process involving
‘reminders’ and ‘revisiting’. This approach, however, could be to reinforce the policy
regulations with a compliance objective in mind.

Teachers’ and principals’ responses also suggested that a policy can be seen as a platform from
which to enact ongoing dialogue and consultation, and to provide a framework for decisionmaking. This understanding is distinct from the view which prioritises the policy’s role in
enforcing bureaucratic and legal authority, which is informed by discursive notions of sanctions
and surveillance strategies to ensure compliance. Teachers have a role in implementing
‘acceptable use’ policies, so their responses could reflect their direct experience and investment
in these processes. Their sentiments also reflected a degree of unease and dissatisfaction in
regard to the ineffectiveness of ‘acceptable use’ policies, if they are merely seen as contracts
to be read and signed. In response, some teachers speculated about possibilities of building
alternative approaches, which could have the potential to empower those in schools as they
endeavour to take ownership of the policy by means of constructive dialogue and shared
meaning-making.
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Students’ perspectives on ‘acceptable use’ policies
Most of the student discussion focused on school-based policies. Some of the students in the
interview conversations expressed views about the nature of digital technologies policy
documents of which they had knowledge, especially the ‘acceptable use’ policy. In reference
to the way the ‘acceptable use’ policy is written, a student expressed the view that
it’s not there to be easily accessible, it’s not there to be communicative to the general
public it is there to allow the government to convey their message, to allow the
government to interpret it to what they want the public to think it means. It is there to
allow the government to cover their arses (ZLT 5 November 2008: lines 167-170).
This statement suggests that the student acknowledges that the interpretation of a policy has
political implications in the way it is written and understood. The student’s comments also
suggest that students see school policies as instruments of government. Other students also
displayed awareness of the necessity to engage with policy regulations and interpret them. For
example, a male student in the Catholic school said,
Not all the rules set by the government are all in black white it comes down to how
you interpret it and how you see what’s written in between the lines (CSM 30 October
2008: lines 55-56).
This observation reflects an awareness that government level policies can be designed to ‘steer
at a distance’ leaving room for interpretations of what the policy intent may be.

A few students also observed that requirements of schools and the demands of students are
sometimes overlooked in policy construction. Given this omission, the way in which these
policies are interpreted and enacted by schools becomes pertinent, as participants in the
interview conversations endeavoured to envisage ways to recalibrate them to suit their
contextual realities.

The students’ criticisms of ‘acceptable use’ policies were aimed at the nature of the rules and
restrictions contained in policies. Several of the students believed that policy rules should be
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designed to cater for the particular age-group of the students, when senior students (years 11
and 12) are located on a separate campus.

When discussing the restrictions placed on their use of digital technologies, some students
expressed the opinion that policies relating to the use of digital technologies should punish and
restrict the use of only those who have committed abuses. A student expressed the view that
responsibility and maturity were key factors in allowing older secondary school students
freedom from restrictions in their use of digital technologies at school. This student suggested
permitting senior students to have a mobile phone at school to use at recess, lunch time and in
their free study periods. However, she pointed out that ‘if this privilege is abused they [the
teachers] can confiscate it from the student’ (RGP 5 November 2008: line 182). This proposal
suggests being attuned to placing the onus on students to use digital technologies in ways that
conformed to certain guidelines, and having a consequential response if they breach the
guidelines.

In relation to structuring the guidelines to match the educational requirements and maturity
level of different students, a male student in the Catholic school argued that restrictions should
apply to primary school students, whereas for senior students the emphasis should be less on
punishment and more on trust and rights and responsibilities. In his words, ‘so students
accounts would be monitored to see who was breaching the rules and then the restrictions
would be placed on them, instead of all the students’ (TR 24 October 2008: lines 176-177). In
the ‘acceptable use’ policies reviewed in Chapter Seven, there was little attempt to discriminate
between the ages of the students; secondary school students from 12 to 18 years of age usually
have the same policy rules applied to them.
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The comments from these students display insights into the nature of policy as a text which can
be read and understood in different ways and at different levels. They also expressed scepticism
about the intentions and agendas that lie behind policy statements. As mentioned in Chapter
Three according to Barthes (1973) policy texts are situational; different readings are produced
by different people who engage with the texts. In engaging with the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies, the research for this thesis has attempted to understand policy enactment
which involves analysing how digital technologies policies are interpreted and translated in the
school environment by different policy actors (Braun, Maguire & Ball 2010).

Trust
The themes of trust and maturity also arose in regard to other issues related to digital
technologies policies in the student interview conversations. Selwyn (2011, p. 143) makes the
point that:
While school authorities may see increasing trust in students as a potentially risky step
to take, there is little evidence to suggest that students cannot be trusted when it comes
to reaching sensible, practical and realistic suggestions for technological change.
Research conducted by Selwyn in British schools suggests that students are ‘mindful of the
risks’ and concerned about safety issues associated with digital technologies (Selwyn 2006, p.
143). Hope (2005) comes to a similar finding in his research regarding students’ attitudes
towards using digital technologies in schools. The views the students expressed in the interview
conversations conducted for this thesis tend to coincide with the findings of Hope and Selwyn
in regard to students’ awareness of ‘risks’. Students in this study also expressed that they would
also like to be accorded trust in their use of digital technologies. Building trust in students also
entails granting them a degree of respect and setting the expectation they have the capacity to
interact with digital technologies without causing problems or ethical issues.
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A male student considered the issue of trust as very important, because he believed adolescents
want to feel as though they are trusted as they get older. ‘If this doesn’t occur they will feel as
though they are being treated as young children particularly if you keep making changes to the
rules’ (TR 24 October 2008: lines 186-187). Although this student claimed that
if students break that trust a fairly harsh penalty should be implemented, to illustrate
this further for years seven, eight and nine you cannot access some websites, for years
eleven and twelve you can allow access to these websites, but you [the staff] would
monitor it (TR 24 October 2008: lines 197-200).
These responses suggest that some of the students in this study would prefer that there was an
easing of restrictions for senior students (in years 11 and 12) in relation to the policies guiding
the use of digital technologies. Such an approach would rely on a system of trust and
responsibility according to the age of the students. The students believed that such an approach
could be achieved by placing restrictions only on those who breached policy rules instead of
the restrictions being imposed on everyone from the outset.

The data from the interview conversations revealed that students in their senior years of
secondary school believed that students should be accorded with trust because they have
developed a conscientious and responsible approach to the use of digital technologies
compared to junior secondary students. They suggested a calibrated and developmental
application of policy based on the maturity and cooperation of students as they progress
through school. The students also wanted to see emphasis on rights, responsibilities and on
trust, and less on punishment.

In reference to students using mobile phones at school a student stated that:
It comes with maturity and responsibility when you get older over here [on the senior
campus] you can have a mobile phone and it just comes down to the responsibility of
the student and if the staff and teachers can give them that responsibility to do that
and if they abuse it they can take it away (CSM 30 October 2008: lines 184-187).
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Another student suggested that
I think the rules should change as you age. I think as you get older it should more
about less punishment and more about trusting, rights and responsibilities. You do
need to give a level of trust to adolescents otherwise we will not respond (SFS 30
October 2008: lines 170-172).
The participants’ ideas about the relationship between policies, punishments and lack of trust,
raise issues about how the ethical dimension of digital technologies can be understood by those
in schools. Their ideas involve placing emphasis on trust and awareness in regard to ethical
considerations, in contrast to a punitive policy framework of policy rules and regulations.
However, some students believed that consequences should be a part of any school-based
policy regulations for digital technologies along with considerations about the age and maturity
level of the student cohorts.

A technicist discourse
As discussed in Chapter Five, the critical theorist Marcuse (1964) outlined the way in which
the discourse of technological rationality is expressed through the use of technical of language.
He argues this discourse is fixed in terms of functionality, and can impede a dialogue which
gives attention to meaning (Marcuse 1964). A technical discourse in response to digital
technologies as articulated by policy makers can exemplify a form of knowledge construction
known as technological rationalism, which has been analysed by Habermas (Deetz 2005;
Habermas 1987). As discussed in Chapter Three, digital technologies represent vested interests
and values as does the language used to describe their functions and technical features
(Bromley 1998; Wyatt et al. 2000).

In the interview conversations, the policy makers tended to focus on and emphasise the
technical and infrastructure aspects of digital technologies policies. For example, a policy
writer from a Catholic Education Office in reference to ‘acceptable use’ policies, stated:
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A user agreement policy wouldn’t have necessarily been referring to mobile phones
or iPods. it would normally have been referring to laptops desktops and other devices
you’ve installed in the school for people to provide access to the network as opposed
to freer devices that can communicate between themselves (MHE 14 July 2009: lines
32-35).
He went on to explain in regard to ‘acceptable use’ policies for digital technologies that.
Any school based devices are pretty easy to manage, as I said before it is clear that it
is owned by the school or by the employer and that there is a certain responsibility in
using it and using it appropriately. It is less clear when it becomes a person’s device
and they bring that device to school. It’s a bit hard to know if it is electronic so
something is stored digitally well you would expect the policy would cover it, if it can
be stored on a device that you have and it can be transmitted from that device then the
policy as it currently stands would cover it. Now if it is not digital and not stored on a
device I’m not sure how we are talking about digital technology. Part of what we’ve
got at the moment is that anything that passes through our network is able to be
monitored but anything you bring in on a static device like your phone if you don’t
connect in to our network then we would never know what was on it other than you
showing your mate photos on your mobile phone or on your PDA or whatever (MHE
14 July 2009: lines 161-174).
These statements represent a discourse which expresses technical language and is concerned
with device functionalities and legal protection within schools and school systems. The
discourse disconnects digital technologies from educational contexts and priorities. The
language in the discourse also tends to minimise the ethical implications of using digital
technologies in school settings. To go beyond the parameters of a technicist discourse and
engage meaningfully with the ethical dimension of digital technologies, a broader discussion
is required incorporating contextual, educational and ethical concerns.

Policy considerations and the ethical dimension
The interview conversations with policy writers and participants in schools revealed different
understandings regarding the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies between policy
writers and research participants from schools. The language used by policy makers
emphasised discursive features of language, characterised by legal terminology. Policy makers
in particular were concerned about the potential risks and legal ramifications related to
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unethical behaviour with digital technologies. The themes in this discussion were centred on
child protection and duty of care. The legal discourse is typified by terms such as ‘risk’,
‘allegation’, ‘consequence’, ‘case’, ‘harm’, ‘duty of care’, and ‘responsibility’. The use of these
terms coincides with much of the language which informed the discourse of ‘acceptable use’
policies and some state, territory and education office policies.

This discursive legal terminology can be found in the responses of some teachers as well,
mainly those in positions of school leadership such as principals. However, the language of
this discourse was rare in the discussions with students, teachers and school staff. In contrast
to the policy writers who had a tendency to concentrate on technical concerns in conversations
about policy analysis, some school staff, teachers and principals commented that digital
technologies policies should not just deal with technical and infrastructure matters, but address
the ethical dimension and educational purposes associated with their use. For instance, a
teacher in a public school commented that
people making policy should see computers as more than a tool, people making policy
forget that you don't have to use them just for the sake of using them they are only a
means to an end (GGC 26 February 2009: lines 25-27).
This teacher was referring to the use of computers in facilitating learning and achieving
educational outcomes.

An IT coordinator at the same school said that when designing digital technologies policies, ‘it
is more about the person rather than the building or equipment that you have’ (EDE 20 February
2009: line 230). The human factors involved in policy implementation were also emphasised
by this coordinator, who stated that for a digital technology policy to work, ‘teachers would
have to demonstrate professionalism, care and model good behaviour in front of the students’
(EDE 20 February 2009: lines 228-229). This modelling could serve as a powerful means of
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educating students about ethical behaviour in relation to using digital technologies in school.
He went on to argue that the policy has to be underpinned by strong and respectful relationships
established with the students. He said, ‘we have to get the basic stuff right, not just jump into
using the latest technologies’ (EDE 20 February 2009: lines 225-226). His comment supports
the notion of building a school culture built on trust and responsibility amongst members of
the school. The process of building school culture can also be translated into the foundations
for ethical understanding and guidelines (Christie 2005).

An IT coordinator at the Catholic school commented that a digital technology policy should be
about the person, not just the equipment. A similar sentiment was expressed by a public school
principal, who stated that policy
needs to be set in the context of better practice for schools with organic sets of
behaviours and related to how schools function in the community with more
interaction with families (BWB 26 March 2009: lines 195-197).
The statement highlights the importance on the broader school context to inform policy practice
and behaviour expectations. A teacher from a Catholic school also commented that contextual
factors were important in determining whether a digital technologies policy can be put into
practice, she stated it was important to
include what type of clientele you have in a school situation, considering their
economic background and social background, and the educational background of the
parents also needs to be considered, I think those are the important things (PNMC 12
November 2008: lines 11-13).
This comment is relevant for the design of school-based policies as well as national, state and
territory education departments and offices, to take into account the diversity within and across
schools.

Some teachers from both the public schools and Catholic school argued that digital
technologies policies ought to address the emotional, physical and social implications
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associated with using these technologies. An IT coordinator from a Catholic school stated that
risks related to digital technologies ‘could be longer term and to some extent unknown’ (RWM
11 November 2008: line 22). This coordinator gave an example of one of these risks which
was bullying using digital technologies (cyber-bullying), which she claimed was different to
the type of bullying addressed in other policies, ‘due to the large range of people you can talk
to and it’s the round the clock nature’ (RWM 11 November 2008: lines 13-14). This
participant’s insight provides another example of the complex challenges that remain in regard
to the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies written in schools.

A teacher in the Catholic school commented that there should be a strict policy regulation for
the students using iPods and mobile phones in class, ‘so that they give the teacher their
attention, and not focus on the technology’ (CMC 6 November 2009: line 14). This comment
would suggest that this teacher has experienced situations where students’ use of a digital
device in class distracted them from their learning. She went on to say that ‘yes’, policies for
digital technologies ought to be different due to cyber-bullying, mobile phone use, and text
messaging, which have, in her words:
added a new set of rules or regulations that you need to govern, but it is sort of no
because it is the same old stuff because it is a new tool for the students but with the
same sort of practices that they have done in the past it's just new means of being able
to do that (CMC 6 November 2008: lines 20-24).
The issues raised in this statement allude to the debate outlined in Chapter Three about whether
the issues associated with digital technologies represent policy vacuums or whether they can
be dealt with by conventional policy guidelines (Johnson 2001; Moor 1985). As the teacher
suggested, dealing with cyber-bullying from a policy perspective is complex and this should
be taken into account in regard to using digital technologies.
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From the interview conversations with school staff, teachers and principals there emerged an
awareness that digital technologies policies were constructed in a social context and should be
concerned with the complexities of human engagement with digital technologies. One policy
writer also reflected this concern with the human and social considerations involved. In his
words:
I can say our IT policy must reflect our vision and mission, they can’t exist at different
ends of the spectrum, they’ve got to be together on that. Other people might have
different views (POL 16 July 2009: lines 184-186).
This policy writer also believed that an awareness of values and mission embedded in policy
objectives are also of the essence. The consideration of the human and ethical ramifications of
digital technologies represents a form of knowledge which is concerned with meaning-making,
action, negotiation and communication in real contexts. Students, school staff, teachers and
principals and policy writers have, in the interview conversations in this study, displayed a
willingness to engage with appraisal and reflection pertaining to discourses. These discourses
are associated with the ethical dimension of digital technologies and include the concepts of
power and technical language.

Review
This section has been primarily concerned with being attentive to the voices of those schools
in regard to their views about the different facets of school digital technologies policies. The
analysis of interview conversation responses presented in this section aimed to further
knowledge about the multiple perspectives and complexities arising from investigating the
interpretation of digital technologies policies in schools. The responses of the participant
groups in the interview conversations have been analysed through the lenses of critical and
interpretative theories. In regard to research question four
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What is the nature of the discourses located in the ethical dimension of schools’ digital
technologies policies, and how do research participants’ perspectives interact with these
discourses?
Some of the participants’ responses are indicative of an acquiescence to prevailing official
discourses, including compliance and control, and technicist concepts and notions of
surveillance.

Participants also voiced their concerns and critiques of those policy discourses that seek to
control and curtail their use of digital technologies. Their critiques form a part of the way
schools can become sites of policy reinterpretation, in response to the dominant discourses such
as compliance and control.

In relation to research question two
What are the understandings and concerns of those in schools regarding digital
technologies policies?
A finding identified in the analysis is that the ‘acceptable use’ policy has not been, in Ball’s
(1994, p. 13) words ‘accommodated in unmediated form into the context of practice’. The
tension between centralised policy and school local policy writing was evident in the responses
from participants, however, there was not one prevailing view about whether these two
approaches could co-exist and if they could, how could such a co-existence occur? Participants
believed that digital technologies policies were deficient in articulating a clear set of values
and ethos that could promote the ethical engagement with digital technologies practice and use.
Teachers and policy writers thought that digital technologies policies especially ‘acceptable
use’ policies were not effective unless they were communicated and explained in a relevant
and understandable way to those in schools.
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Many participants in this study saw policy approaches that privileged surveillance and
compliance measures as having limited or counterproductive influences in their schools, as
suggested by other authors such as Holmes (2009), (Hope 2005, 2010, 2015), and (Selwyn
2007, 2011, 2014). Likewise, consent to the ‘acceptable use’ policies was considered to be
problematic, as it left users with no real choice but to sign the policy. Student participants were
of the view that there was a lack of trust implicit in the intent and implementation of the digital
technologies policies. In regard to ‘acceptable use’ policies they thought there was a lack of
calibration to suit the different ages of the students in secondary school.

Thus far, the views and ideas shared by the research participants have contributed to a narrative
which gives shape and purpose to their voices. The participants engaged with and critiqued the
pervasive policy discourses. The next section of the Chapter examines the possibilities for their
participation in the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies.

Participation and consultation concerning digital technologies policies
The primary research question for this thesis is focused on revealing the understandings of
those in schools and their experiences in relation to the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies. The final section of this Chapter links to the third research question,
What are the implications arising from research participants’ understandings of the ethical
dimension of digital technologies policies and their implementation?
One of the implications is to explore the ways in which members of schools can participate in
and be empowered by their involvement in policy formation, consultation processes and
implementation of policies that relate to the use of digital technologies in schools. Their
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participation in this study may also result in a deeper understanding of ways of engaging with
the ethical dimension of digital technologies.

The ideas and views of the research participants contribute to understanding and fostering of a
debate about participation in digital technologies policies and processes. In the interview
conversations, school staff, teachers and policy makers were asked to comment on what type
of involvement they had experienced in policy planning, writing and implementation. They
were also asked if they had been given opportunities to be involved in consultation and to
provide feedback on policies for digital technologies. All participants in schools were also
invited to share their ideas on the ways in which those in schools could be consulted and have
a greater level of ownership of digital technologies policies.

Key themes
From the analysis of participants’ views regarding participation in policy processes, several
salient themes emerged which locate spaces for debates and further exploration. The
participants in the study indicated a lack of involvement in digital technologies policies
formation, apart from a small group in school leadership and managerial positions, who are
involved in developing school-based policies. The interview conversations also pointed to not
having forums available for broader participation in debates concerning the nature of digital
technologies policies in schools and the ethical dimension.

The lack of consultation and dialogue with those in schools concerning ‘acceptable use’
policies and desirable behaviours in relation to the ethical dimension of digital technologies,
provides a reason to recognise and investigate what the participants in schools think about their
interaction with digital technologies and the ethical implications of their use.
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The critiques offered by students, school staff, teachers and principals in the interview
conversations had a constructive orientation in that they suggested processes indicative of their
desire to enhance their agency through dialogue and consultative forums in school.

Levels of participation and consultation
Most school staff and teachers (excluding policy writers) indicated that they had little or no
involvement in informing digital technologies policies at the school level. Students were
adamant they had not had any input into digital technologies policies or regulations at their
school, nor did they feel they had been consulted about the ways digital technologies were used
in the schools. Some students expressed enthusiasm about the possibility of having input into
the formation of policies related to the use of digital technologies in schools. They advocated
for a participatory approach to policy formation, allowing members of schools to have
opportunities for greater ownership, engagement, and influence over school-based policies.

One student commented that consultation with students about policy formation ‘could give
power back to the students. I know as a senior student I like having a grip on what I can and
can't do’ (PO 20 March 2009: lines, 112- 113). This student identified the exercise of power as
an aspect of policy development in schools and the desire for students to be empowered.
Students did not necessarily want to be the authors of policies, but wanted to have opportunities
for consultation and thought it was important that their parents and teachers had similar
opportunities.

Students’ perceptions that they lacked input into school policies could contribute to creating a
sense of disempowerment. The point was raised in Chapter Three that the sense of being
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excluded from input into policies is recognised by students in regard to digital technologies,
since they have a vested interest in their use in schools, and often have considerable knowledge
and skills using them (Selwyn 2011).

Some students indicated that they thought many of their peers at school would like to have
some ownership over the ways they are allowed to access and use all forms of digital
technologies in schools. The students in this study are from a generation born in the 1990’s,
many of them have used digital technologies from a young age and have experiences of them
in their lives outside of school, where they have often had more control and freedom in using
them.

Many school staff and teachers also reported that they had had little or no involvement in digital
policy development or implementation in their schools. An IT coordinator in a Catholic school
who had been involved in policy writing in this area, said that there were
very few stakeholders involved in the formation of digital technology policies [at this
school], my feeling is that staff would feel they have no say in what goes on regarding
ICT Policy and implementation (RWM 11 November 2008: lines 151-152).
This coordinator summarised school staff and teacher involvement in policy writing in her
school ‘as piecemeal and haphazard as is planning’ (RWM 11 November 2008: line 159). Some
participants reported they had a role in planning in digital technologies policies, however, this
group was small, and mainly consisted of school executive staff (principals and an assistant
principal) bursars and IT coordinators. The remainder of school staff and teachers appeared to
be disconnected from digital technologies policy construction. For example, a school librarian
at the Catholic school said, ‘I don't know if any staff have been involved in digital technologies
policies but there is an ICT committee’ (CTC 11 November: line 121). She also said, ‘I speak
to the IT coordinator so I prefer to have input from the side rather than attend a committee
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meeting’ (CTC 11 November 2008: lines 122-123). She suggested a preference for an informal
type of information sharing because she thought involvement in committee was not possible or
necessary for all school teachers and school staff.

A public school IT manager identified an informal process whereby the IT committee discusses
certain matters related to digital technologies and this information is communicated to the staff,
Teachers report that they are having issues with some aspect of digital technologies, then the
subject coordinators filtered these concerns up to the higher levels. He went on to explain that
a policy gets discussed and the school leadership say this is what we are going to
propose to manage it, are you happy with that? If the response is yes we will give it a
go (NGE 27 February 2009: lines 216-217).
However, he did not discuss what happened if people were not satisfied with policy content or
the policy implementation process, perhaps suggestive that the policy would not be
implemented if there were disagreements or objections to it from teachers.

The discussions with school staff and teachers revealed that in their schools they felt that they
lack opportunities to voice their concerns and ideas concerning the development and
implementation of digital technologies policies. They were not averse to becoming involved,
but were not aware of suitable mechanisms to enable their participation. The enactment of
participation amongst participants tends to be restricted, as they believe they are largely
excluded from dialogue and debates pertinent to the ways digital technologies policies are
formed, communicated and implemented in their school content.

Prospects and challenges
The lack of involvement in digital technologies policy formation was not considered to be
solely due to the lack of opportunities to participate, according to a teacher in a public school
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who was involved in an IT committee. She explained that at her school, there are forums for
participation, like the IT committee, ‘but only a few staff actually turn up and really very little
decision-making is done there and the group generally only meets once a term’ (JLB 4 March
2009: lines 153-154). This teacher pointed out that ‘teachers and school staff are very busy and
it is difficult for them to find the time to become involved therefore the consultation is quite
hard’ (JLB 4 March 2009: lines 166-167).

Despite these difficulties, she expressed a desire to involve more people in the decision-making
processes regarding digital technologies policies, at least in the consultation phase. She stated
that
hopefully the ICT committee will have a more proactive role this is what I would like
to see where we go to exec say what we'd like to and maybe we meet more often again
that depends on people’s schedules it’s difficult after school (JLB 4 March 2009: lines
68-70).
In her view there are difficulties involved in generating participation and involvement in digital
technologies management and policy development.

An English teacher at one of the public schools asserted that it would be useful for teachers and
staff to have participation in the formation of digital technologies policies but said,
the policies all tend to come down from the education department although there is a
survey in regard to digital technologies every four years students teachers and parents
all have an opportunity to have input into that, but a lot of the policies are mandated
from the ‘department’ and the school has no say in that (GGC 26 February 2009: lines
160-164).
This teacher also believed that the principal should really be making the decisions in regard to
digital technologies policies, but in consultation with ‘teachers who have experience, as well
as the parents’ (GGC 26 February, 2009: line 169). The teacher’s criticism of the policies from
the ‘education department’ was that the school has no influence or input into these policies.
The expression ‘come down from’ denotes a hierarchy, with the education department having
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authority over schools. The operation of hierarchies in schools can be a way schools control
access to information and influence over policy decisions (Apple 2005; Bell and Stevenson
2006: Bromley 1998).

A school staff member at the same school acknowledged that surveys were sent out about
certain policy decisions, but claimed that ‘most of the decisions are taken by the executive,
then given to the subject departments for discussion and this feedback comes back to the
executive but they take the decisions’ (GEN 26 February 2009: lines 60-61). This critique could
suggest the perception that the survey is a just a measure used by those running the school to
demonstrate that some form of consultation had occurred. The survey represents an attempt at
consultation but excludes direct involvement in decision-making, which is left to a small group
of people in leadership positions in schools.

In the interview conversations students and teachers engaged in constructive discussions
regarding the difficulties and dynamics involved in establishing greater participation. They
were able to identify a disparity in power relations concerning the ways in which digital
technologies policies are designed. Participants also expressed a desire to engage in authentic
collaborative and participatory forums to enhance their involvement in this aspect of school
life.

Participants’ agency
The concept of participants’ agency was outlined in Chapter Five. In the interview
conversations, participants articulated the desire to have agency in relation to digital
technologies policy development. Students argued that their knowledge and experience of
digital technologies in schools gives their voice legitimacy. Some students expressed a lack of
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confidence in the school leadership as they did not think those in positions of decision-making
and policy formation had the experiential knowledge to enable them to make well-informed
decisions about digital technologies use. The students considered the school leadership as too
detached from the contextual realities of school life in regard to digital technologies in teaching
and learning.

A male student in the Catholic school expressed the view that the students and teachers in his
school have the experience of using digital technologies in classes, and therefore, they are more
familiar with the problems encountered with their use than someone sitting in an education
office or department. Two other students at a public school believed that students and teachers
have similar understandings of what was necessary in relation to digital technologies in
schools. One of them illustrated this point by arguing that ‘the assistant principals and principal
hardly ever come into the classroom’, but the teachers and students are in their classrooms all
day’ (PO 20 March 2009: lines 174-175).

A teacher in the Catholic school said that digital technologies policies ‘need to develop in
consultation with, I guess the main players that are going to be ultimately using the policies’
(CMC 6 November 2008: lines 51-52). He argued that the school leadership ‘often doesn't
know the realities of the classroom of what is going on and I think responsible teachers and
interested teachers should contribute to the policy’ (CMC 6 November 2008: lines 61-62). This
view was also reflected in the comments of another teacher at the same school, in her words,
I think the teachers and school staff need to have a big input into it (the policies) they
need to be consulted because we are the ones on the ground and we know what is
happening we know what works and doesn't work (NY 12 November 2008: lines 4648).
The critiques offered by students and teachers suggest that those in education departments and
school leadership positions are disconnected from the realities of the classroom life, and
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therefore, were not well positioned to design relevant policies. This criticism is sharpened by
the implication that students and teachers believe they are in a position of knowledge and
understanding and are left out of the process of policy formation.

Starratt (1994) and Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, Meyerson, Orr & Cohen (2007) make the
point that principals and school leaders can become distant from the essential work of schools,
namely teaching and learning, and implement policies that tend to focus on the institutional
control of students’ actions. Starratt goes on to argue that many of these policy rules tend to
anticipate student misbehaviour or mischievousness (Starratt 1994). Students in this study
considered that the views of teachers and students held more legitimacy than those of the school
leadership, however, students were cognisant that teachers did not always hold exactly the same
perspectives as they did.

The value placed on the legitimacy of experience and knowledge of participants, expressed in
the interview conversations, coincides with Dewey’s (Dewey & Dewey 1915; Dewey 1938)
notion of basing educational programs and enriching understanding of the ethical dimension of
school life, on the experience of those in schools. Participants’ desire for greater recognition of
their views in relation to digital technologies policies requires an examination of participatory
spaces and forums which can facilitate this participation.

Enhancing involvement
Research participants (students, teachers and school staff) offered suggestions to facilitate
participation for those in schools in regard to developing and implementing digital technologies
policies. For example, some students talked about the possibility of an open forum for students
and parents to express ideas about reviewing policy codes of conduct for digital technologies.
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The students believed a forum would provide them (and their families) with the opportunity to
have an active role in having input into the policy guidelines for digital technologies use. It can
be argued that forums and discussions amongst students and parents can help to reveal
particular expressions of the problems in schools; these discussions can lead to adjustments in
the way the school conducts its planning and could lead to an awareness of competing values.
The literature reviewed in Chapters Three and Four has indicated that policy construction and
ethics both involve processes of competing values and access to power (Ball 1990; Braun,
Maguire & Bell 2010; Selwyn 2011).

Students recognised that providing teachers and school staff

more opportunities for

participation and consultation in the development of digital technologies policies, would not
necessarily lead to a consensus due to the differences of perspective amongst them (students,
school staff and teachers), but still argued for the process. A plurality of views and values,
however, does not negate the possibility of arriving at some level of consensus regarding core
ethical principles that can operate in a school (Starratt 1994). Policies require decision-making,
and the interview conversations raised issues about who makes these decisions and how they
are made.

Some students thought that a committee composed of parents, students and teachers established
to provide input on policies would be a positive initiative if it was representative of the wider
school body. A student from a Catholic school commented that the problem with a committee
or forum is that it gets representation from only a small number of people. Due to these
difficulties associated with a committee, this student suggested it would be ‘better to have a
survey which could sample a much wider range of views in the parent and student body’ (ZLT
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5 November 2008: lines 150-151). Other students expressed pessimism about the prospects of
the recommendations from committees and surveys being acted upon.

Some teachers also outlined various ways they could have input into digital technologies
policies. Their suggestions included through committees, staff meetings, and conversations
amongst staff members. Some school staff and teachers also commented on the IT committees
that functioned in their schools and how they were linked to policy decisions for digital
technologies. These suggestions ranged from playing an advisory to an active role in decisionmaking. A coordinator from a Catholic school responded positively about her involvement with
the IT committee at her school and said, ‘I learned a lot from being on the IT committee. A lot
of policies were behind the eight ball so the school employed an IT manager, and a digital
technologies officer’ (JCM 3 November 2008: lines 110-112). A public school bursar explained
that ‘the IT committee provides a forum for the staff to participate but it is up to us [the
executive] to implement the decisions’ (BZO 4 March 2009: lines 266-267). His statement
indicates that control and responsibility for decision-making and the implementation process
rests with the executive leaders of the school.

To generate a greater level of participation, a teacher at a public school indicated that ‘there
could be some role with a survey of people's needs and this should be done electronically’
(HEC 27 February: 2009: lines 278-279). In her words:
so I definitely think that if you do surveys for the parents surveys for the teachers and
ask them what they really need and give them an idea of what's new and what's coming
out and how that can be implemented (HEC 27 February 2009: lines 280-283).
Her ideas were shared by others in the school including school staff. It is possible that she
thought parents should be surveyed as they may reflect views that are in the best interests of
their children at the school.
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A coordinator explained that there were some problems with surveying, he said ‘a survey is
always biased so you tend to get the answers the person who wrote it wanted’ (EDE 20
February 2009: line 211). He also recognised the weaknesses in surveys as a means of
consultation, in his words, ‘so it is good for generating evidence but you have got to be careful
of surveys they can be dodgy’ (EDE 20 February 2009: line 216). He went on to explain that
the data and results from the survey could be manipulated to support a certain view of policy
decisions.

A teacher from a Catholic suggested that people (preferably teachers) could be contracted to
write policies. He said,
however long it takes to write it, they're the ones who know it’s no good having
external people write something for teachers who don't have any experience it’s a
large problem for any sort of new policy (CMC 6 November 2008: lines 63-65).
This comment resonates with the views students expressed about students and teachers having
the relevant knowledge of digital technologies use due to their direct experience in the
classroom. The teacher who made the comment also believed that policy writing should
incorporate teachers from different schools, and that teachers should be given the opportunity
to read the documents and allowed time to comment and respond to what has been said or
proposed. He also suggested the policy writers could fine tune their policies from there. The
teacher’s suggestion is also representative of a form of agency by which those in schools can
express their views and knowledge (Biesta & Tedder 2006).

A few participants indicated that it is not merely a matter of having access to forums to provide
feedback and suggestions about digital technologies policies. The dialogue and communication
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that occurs through these avenues have to allow for greater understanding and consensus about
the ways to approach policy development.

Review
The interview conversations revealed that participants in schools would like opportunities to
be consulted about the use of digital technologies at school and also to have the possibility to
be involved in informing policy content. Their comments and concerns display a form of
agency, which does not correspond to the passive role in which they can be positioned in regard
to accepting digital technologies policies. Teachers, school staff and students explained that
they had little or no role in the participation process in relation to digital technologies policies
in their schools. Involvement in policy writing and implementation within the school was the
preserve of those in senior leadership positions with some involvement from IT coordinators.

Students, school staff and teachers in all schools in this study challenged the efficacy of
confining policy writing to policy writers, senior leadership and IT coordinators in schools.
Policy writers from outside and within schools were perceived as lacking adequate knowledge
of classroom practices with digital technologies and familiarity with the emergent issues.
Furthermore, a number of participants believed they were well placed to inform policy as they
had the direct experience and knowledge about what was occurring with digital technologies
in their schools. They also offered suggestions about how participation could be facilitated and
enhanced in schools in regard to digital technologies and the policies deployed for their use.
However, they did not feel they were allowed to participate in the process of informing policy.
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Summary
The findings in this Chapter have revealed a neglect of participants’ voices and agency, which
is reflective of power relations in schools. Participants reported that there were some avenues
for participation in digital technologies policy formation and implementation in schools
through committees and surveys for example. However, the desire that some participants
expressed to have a participatory role to negotiate regulatory structures and policies are enacted
within fairly restrictive institutional and administrative parameters The exclusion of those in
schools from dialogue and decision-making about the ethical dimension of digital technologies
is also reinforced by the influential policy discourses, which have been examined in this
Chapter and Chapter Seven. These discourses are premised on technicist and compliance
orientated language and a recourse to legal and punitive measures to deal with breaches of
policy primarily in relation to the ‘acceptable use’ policies. The language in these policies can
also limit and prevent understanding due to levels of technicality. With the recourse to legal
and punitive measures policies can enforce a level of passivity amongst those in schools and
dissuade them from challenging policy regulations. In the interview conversations participants
were active in analysing and reconceptualising digital technologies policies and in doing so
manifesting their agency in a school context (Ling & Dale 2013).

The next Chapter continues interpreting the conversations with participants and further
investigates their understandings and interpretations of the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies in schools, and alternate ways of fostering ethical awareness and
decision-making. The next Chapter has a specific focus on ethical issues in relation to digital
technologies policies and the role of education in the ethical dimension.

282

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

Introduction
This Chapter is structured in three sections, all of which are focused on participants’
understandings and perspectives related to the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies
for schools. The first section of the Chapter examines participants’ understandings of ethical
issues outlined in policies related to the use of digital technologies in school contexts and how
they are translated into practice. These issues include those related to email, the distribution of
digital messages and images, breaches of privacy, cyber-bullying, the use of social networking
sites, and approaches to dealing with ethical issues. The second section looks at participants’
reactions to blocking and filtering in schools and the policy debates and issues identified with
this practice. The final section examines participants’ views about ways of dealing with ethical
issues associated with the use of digital technologies in schools, especially the role that
education can play in engendering ethical awareness.

This Chapter is informed by the themes, issues and discourses which emerged from the findings
in Chapters Seven and Eight, and by the literature reviewed in Chapters Three, Four and Five.
These themes include the tension between centralised and local policy development, ‘steering
at a distance’, compliance and control as mandated in ‘acceptable use’ policies, and lack of
policy participation and voice for those in schools. With this in mind, the Chapter also carries
forward the narratives that participants have constructed about their knowledge and
experiences with digital technologies and the policies designed to address the ethical dimension
of their use. In particular, the interview conversations engage with the ethical issues which
emerge when digital technologies are used in schools, and how participants understand the
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policy responses to these issues. Throughout the Chapter there is a focus on the relationship
between digital technologies policies and the way they are translated into practice in schools.
Participants’ views about this relationship reveal ongoing tensions, concerns and discrepancies
between policies and practice in the context of their school experiences using digital
technologies.

Participants’ understandings of the ethical dimension
In the interview conversations, participants were asked to identify and discuss ethical issues
associated with the use of digital technologies in schools and the policy measures that address
these issues. Participants were invited to share ideas about ways members of the schools could
comprehend and address the ethical dilemmas associated with these technologies policies. The
discussion relates to the principal research question and the third and fourth research questions
in regard to the implications of participants’ understanding of the ethical dimension and their
interaction with discourses associated with digital technologies policies.

The participants’ responses to the ethical dimension involves an active process of forming and
conceptualising understandings regarding the issues that arise when using digital technologies
in schools. The analysis of participants’ interpretations also involves taking into account a
multi-faceted and complex set of interrelationships that characterises the interface between
digital technologies policies and the ethical dimension in school settings which is also reflected
in the literature reviewed in Chapter Three (Brey 2010; Facer 2011; Johnson 2001).

Participants expressed their responses in context of school situations and displayed a
consciousness of the social relationships which are implicit in using digital technologies. When
discussing ethical issues, students’ and policy makers’ main concerns were centred on
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problems related to the use of privately owned mobile devices. In contrast, school staff and
teachers were more concerned with issues related to email and students’ use of the Internet.
Some of the school participants, and policy writers’ views were informed by the language of
official discourses, characterised by discussions of compliance to legal frameworks, risk
assessment, ‘moral panic’ and surveillance approaches.

However, other voices surfaced in the conversations which position ethical dilemmas related
to the experiences of using digital technologies in their school contexts. These alternative
discursive understandings are not in accordance with official policy or populist and media
driven discourses, such as the discourses of fear and ‘moral panic’. Most participants were not
interested in sensationalising or exaggerating the ethical issues related to digital technologies
schools, nor were they attempting to negate the importance of the issues.

Email
There are policies about the use of email in schools, however, the interview conversations
revealed that in practice the use of email was seen as problematic by many school staff and
teachers, principals and some policy makers. They identified several ethical dilemmas
experienced with the use of email. For example, an IT coordinator stated that sending
‘inappropriate’ emails happens quite often and gave the example of an email sent by a school
staff member displaying a photo of a boy urinating into a bowl of cereal. He said, ‘staff are
jumped on’ when this happens (EDE 20 February 2009: line 48). An assistant principal
commented ‘that people send humorous emails around and every now and again you get a
return to all’ (TIL 4 March, 2009: line 183). However, he stated that he believed that the issue
was not that widespread by saying ‘we haven't had really nasty stuff from one College to
another using inappropriate language’ (TIL 4 March 2009: line 198). The assistant principal
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gave an example of a school staff member who sent out what he regarded as funny photos, but
they were considered by others to be ‘inappropriate’. The staff member claimed he was not
responsible for doing this and said someone else had sent the email from his computer. The
policies in schools regarding the use of email were not familiar to many participants nor were
the policies seen to address specific instances of misuse.

A policy writer at a Catholic Education Office also commented on practices that can raise issues
related to email use, which included:
the distribution of inappropriate emails, forwarding of inappropriate emails, so you
know an email comes into a school, you get it, it’s funny, it might be racist, you
forward it on to someone else who forwards it onto someone else and then the only
person that the offended person can find is the person at the college, so therefore you
forwarded this. I think they would be the main issues (POL 16 July 2009: lines 9095).
The act of sharing the so called ‘inappropriate emails’ involves receiving and forwarding the
email which can implicate the person in an ethical dilemma. Policies referring to the use of
email in schools do not permit the forwarding of emails without the permission of the author,
however, from participants’ responses the practice is evident in their schools.

Another example of forwarding emails on to other people without permission from the sender
of the email was provided by a school staff member who reported a conversation which ‘went
back and forth via email between two teachers then emailed on to the person who was being
discussed, but the conversations below hadn't been wiped’ (GEN 26 February 2009: lines 8182). An IT coordinator at a public school said the forwarding of emails could result in problems
as, ‘they don't remember what is at the bottom of the email where the previous discussions are
still recorded’ (EDE 20 February 2009: lines 52-53). The incidents reported by these
participants involved issues of privacy and consent regarding the sharing of information, which
often arise in cases related to the ethical dimension of digital technologies use in schools.
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The comments made by participants focused attention on the issues concerning the uses of
email for school-based communication. The discussion about email use can be positioned in
relation to what the ‘acceptable use’ policy of a school prescribes in regard to email use.
However, in these policy guidelines there is often a lack of information and examples to
illustrate what constitutes legitimate email language, the transmission of images, and the
protection of confidentiality. At a deeper level, debates about email content involve a
contestation of values and ethical principles, and the ongoing use of judgement in relation to
its use. This thesis argues that discussion about the policies and issues related to email use and
other areas of the ethical dimension of digital technologies ought to include the members of
schools. Their participation can assist to clarify and explore what ‘acceptable’ email use in
schools should involve and how this can be realised in a schools.

Email interpretation and misunderstandings
School policies contain guidelines about the use of email, but they do not account for issues
arising from interpretation and misunderstanding. Some school staff, teachers and principals
reported on problems resulting from misunderstandings of what the writer of the email had
intended to communicate, as readers place different interpretations on emails. An assistant
principal of a public school said, ‘some misunderstandings have occurred with email with
people sending out replies cc-ing to everyone to make sure everyone knows about it and by
minuting everything they try and get you’ (BWB 26 March 2009: lines 150-152). A school
principal was of the view that email can cause problems when it is used in an attempt to resolve
disagreements. He also thought email should not be a conversation space, but be used for the
provision of information. He also stated that the way an email was written could invite
misunderstandings
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because of poor grammar spelling mistakes, and elements of communication that
really comes back to bite someone, and that was never the intent, a teacher may write
something after a bad day and the parent reads it and doesn't understand the
background (BWB 26 February 2009: lines 168-171).
Another school principal was of the opinion that email
is very adolescent you don't get the whole language, the way your body is situated and
the way mine is, I don't get any of that out of an email and yet you're accountable for
what you send and I send very few. I would rather my staff ring me on my mobile
phone (BLG 5 November 2008: lines 222-225).
The principal’s emphasis on accountability inclined him to limit his email communication to
avoid potential problems.

An IT coordinator at a public school made the point that people ‘don't understand the tone or
etiquette of an email, so people can get upset because they find the emails terse and short, even
though they were not meant to be’ (EDE 20 February 2009: lines 55-57). A school staff member
also suggested that misconstruing the wording in emails can be a problem as in her words,
‘someone interprets a certain phrase in a certain way and the person is not there to say oh no
that is not exactly what I meant’ (GEN 26 February 2009: lines 97-98). She went on to explain
that in written communication people can interpret things in a completely different way as
opposed to verbal communication, in this sense email can have ‘bad side effects’ (GEN 26
February 2009: line 99). In the interview conversations teachers and school staff displayed
awareness of different issues that could occur when trying to interpret emails in the school
context.

Another comment on similar lines was made by a bursar at the Catholic school who believed
email is not a personal thing it is a message thing, some people don't write as clearly
as others and some people interpret what you write differently to others. So you need
to be careful, you’ve lost the personal touch (KH 14 October 2008: lines 94-96).
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His point about the interpretation of emails as texts is crucial in understanding how they can
be misunderstood due to different interpretations of language as mentioned in Chapter Three
(Johnson 2009; Traxler 2008).

The responses of school staff, teachers and principals in this study raise issues about the use of
email in school contexts and how this accords with policies. They identified problems in
language, tone, interpretation and the readership of the email. Emails are legal documents and
are stored for long periods of time and can be retrieved for evidence in legal disputes in
workplaces, including schools. The legal status of emails means messages can have serious
consequences and ramifications for those responsible for their content and transmission.

Ethical disputes can arise when email is used as a weapon, or a method of mediation in debates
or conflicts. In email conflicts, there are strategies that can be employed, including keeping
records of what people wrote in earlier emails which can be used against them at a later time,
also making sure people in leadership positions receive the email. The cc-ing of emails to those
in positions of authority or sub-ordinance can take the form of a power play and a form of
vigilance.

The intention of including others in the email (cc-ing) can be to send a message to the person
receiving the email to be careful about what they do or say in regard to an issue, as others in
authority are now aware of the problem. Thus, email can be used as a means of asserting power
or surveillance through the communication of information. Responses from school staff and
teachers also indicate that the policy guidelines for using email are of limited use when so many
contextual and intermediary factors are at play. For school staff and teachers, interpretation and
or misinterpretation is fundamental to understanding email communication in school.
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Emails are a form of text and have to be decoded and interpreted, by different school staff,
teachers and principals. Users of email in schools arrive at meaning through acts of
interpretation and reinterpretation. In the interview conversations students and policy writers
were less concerned with the ramifications of email. Students reported that their use of email
in schools is limited, nor is it prominent in their lives outside of school. Students’ focus of
attention was on mobile phone communication and social networking on Internet sites as
vehicles for communication.

Breaches of privacy using digital technologies
Ethical issues concerning the relationship of privacy and digital technologies in schools were
examined in the interview conversations. Matters of privacy appear in digital technologies
policies and measures to protect privacy, however, the interview conversations revealed that in
practice implementing policy measures related to digital technologies in schools is problematic.
An IT coordinator in a Catholic school said that it was challenging to manage the privacy issues
such as those associated with the use of social networking Internet sites and cyber-bullying.
She said,
because as staff we have a lot more access to information about students, this broadens
the boundaries of the classroom it can create more temptation to do or say something
inappropriate so it requires greater integrity on the part of the staff (RWM 11
November 2008: lines 113-115).
Her observation implicates teachers and school staff in the ethical dilemmas relating to
disclosure of sensitive information about students to which they have access.

A coordinator in a Catholic school also discussed accessing private and sensitive information
about students and dispersing it in certain ways. She argued that with greater access to digital
technologies there were more possibilities for dispersing private information in harmful ways.
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This coordinator was also concerned about students intentionally creating a conflict in a
classroom with a teacher, and then filming the incident without the teacher’s knowledge and
then distributing it to others through mobile technologies. This example illustrates the use of
digital technologies to subvert the privacy of an individual to provide entertainment for others.
In the interview conversations, students were mainly concerned about ethical problems which
related to mobile phone technologies as opposed to computer use. This concern may be
reflective of many students bringing a mobile phone with them to school. Students also reported
that it was common to use someone else’s mobile phone if they felt it was necessary. Students’
use of computers in school is restricted. At the time the interview conversations were conducted
the student participants in the Catholic school were not provided with laptop computers by their
schools, so their computer use was mainly confined to computer laboratories and the library.
In these locations, there was permanent teacher supervision and monitoring of their computer
use. In relation to computer usage, one student indicated that at school students could be caught
doing the ‘wrong thing on computers, so if you were going to do the wrong thing you would
rather do it home because there is less chance of being caught’ (PTA 30 October 2008, lines
46-48). The student’s reference to the ‘wrong thing’ delineates between the relative risks
involved at home as opposed to school. Such comments indicate that students have some moral
sensibility to ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ and understand certain rules about digital technologies use in
schools set as out in ‘acceptable use’ policies.

Students indicated in the interview conversations that they could access the Internet at school
using mobile phones, which they can use during recess, lunch breaks and free study lessons.
They also reported that during these times, it was less likely that school teachers would control
or monitor their use of mobile phones. If students reported abuses or issues to teachers, those
students accused might find their mobile phones are confiscated, or the content on the mobile
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phone examined by the teachers and possibly removed if deemed ‘offensive’ or incriminating
according to policy regulations.

A teacher expressed opposition to banning mobile phones in schools, however, responses to
controlling Internet use were more varied. A view was put by a school principal that banning
and censoring of the Internet at school was not a good measure because ‘mobile phone
technology is very much available to kids so you can't control it or shut it down we shouldn't
go down the censorship path we need creative people’ (EC 4 March 2009: lines 278-280). A
Catholic school principal said, ‘banning mobile phones and scanners in schools is not the
answer’ (BGL 5 November 2008: line 117). Most participants recognised that a policy
prohibition on students using their own mobile phones in schools’ policies was not a justifiable
option, however, students using them in classrooms remained a problematic issue for some
teachers.

Spreading of gossip and rumour
Using mobile phones to communicate gossip and rumour can present ethical issues, because
these actions involve choices about who will receive the information and the possibility of
damage to a person’s reputation and dignity. Several students identified the use of mobile
phones to spread gossip and rumour as an ethical issue in schools. They indicated that they
were concerned about this behaviour given the ease with which it can occur. One student
reported that a high school student ‘may have up to 300 student mobile phone numbers stored
on their mobile phone’, thus allowing them to send the messages or images out to large numbers
people outside the school (RTS 26 March 2009: lines 37). A student from the Catholic school
thought the main issue was the speed of transmission, he reported, ’text messaging speeds up
the process of spreading gossip, it doesn't generate the problem’ (RGP 5 November 2008: line
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42). Students could recognise that gossip and rumour were sometimes exacerbated by mobile
phone use, but these issues were caused by decisions taken by individuals.

Another issue identified by the students, related to the lack of privacy involved for the
individual who is the victim of the gossip or rumour spread by digital technologies, especially
mobile phones. The students explained that the distribution of images to a large number of
students can inflame situations involving the spreading of gossip and rumours. An example of
this practice occurring was reported by an IT coordinator at a public school, who spoke about
a student who became upset because ‘students sent messages from his phone and now he is
being threatened with being bashed up by the person they sent the messages to’ (EDE 20
February 2009: lines 61-62). The threat to bash someone constitutes a criminal offence in
Australian law. Two students related an incident where a mathematics teacher’s privacy and
integrity was comprised by some students who took photos of him without his permission using
mobile phones and used them as a source of humour and derision.

Students reported that it was common to use mobile phones to film funny incidents, fights and
stunts in one case ‘a student trying to jump over a row of chairs and falling over’ (CZZ 24
October 2008: line 19). One student from the Catholic school stated that he knew some students
at some local public schools who had ‘whole folders in their phones of all the fights in schools’
(ZLT 5 November 2008: line 63). Students saw the central ethical issue in this type of incident
about whether there was permission obtained from those involved to be filmed. Their
understanding is based on an ethical principle whereas the policy orientation is premised on
rules and legal stipulations.
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Some student participants also believed that students sometimes made suggestions or provoked
other people into doing things or reacting in a certain way so they could film them. Although
students talked about filming incidents such as fights, they did not mention that footage would
or could be uploaded on the Internet through sites such as YouTube. A few students also stated
that the practice of filming student fights and student antics diminished considerably in the
senior years of secondary school compared to the junior years.

Attempts to control misconduct
Several teachers discussed reactions to students and teachers accessing ‘inappropriate’ sites on
the Internet at school contravening the ‘acceptable use’ policy. A school staff member at a
public school reported that some students had printed off some ‘rude things’ at school and ‘had
to be spoken to if they want to get back onto the network after having been locked out’ (GEN
26 February 2009: lines 25-26). The exclusion of students from computer access due to these
types of misdemeanours can hamper their educational progress at school and may not provide
them with any education or opportunities to reflect on their actions. Dewey (1938) has
advocated that an educative and reflective approach is a more effective way of inculcating
students with a sense of ethical responsibility as opposed to a punitive one.

A policy writer from the Catholic Education Office made the following points in relation to
policies and practices controlling ‘misconduct’ on the Internet, and raised some questions. He
said,
the use of Internet screening tools, security, to screen out, whether its ethical to ban
kids or teachers access in various sites, you know network managers can say ‘right
we’re not going to allow access to say for instance YouTube,’ whether that’s an ethical
practice and going with that censorship of what kids and teachers, the users of the
network can use pornography and sexting (POL 16 July 2009: lines 80-85).
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This commentary highlights an ethical issue about control over access to information in schools
for students, teachers and school staff. According to a critical theory analysis the denial of
access to information can be a form of disempowering a group of people (Khan & Friedman
1998; Marcuse; Wyatt et al. 2000).

This policy maker from the Catholic Education Office conceded that despite policy regulations
about monitoring Internet access, it was impossible for the Catholic Education Office to
monitor what Internet sites people were accessing in schools due to time constraints and
staffing limitations, he explained that the monitoring conducted was only cursory.

Another policy writer offered a view that problematised the use of monitoring and surveillance
in schools related to the technological features of devices. He said,
whatever other technologies they’ve got, if you’ve got an iPad and it’s a wireless, a
chance you’ve got a chance of monitoring the network, they can pass it from one to
another without anyone even noticing. So what can be passed using your wireless
network then well and good you’ve got, what’s going on, but if they are doing their
own blue tooth to blue tooth, you can’t be doing that, that’s the same as you couldn’t
be out watching every kid passing their book from that bag to that bag. I think the duty
of care is what it comes back to (MHE 14 July 2009: lines 179-186).
This comment is targeted at the mobile digital devices for which the usage is difficult to
monitor and to predict in regard to what users can or will do with them (Kukulska-Holmes
2008).
This policy writer went on to explain that
because they know it is if it’s has a Catholic Education Office or a school badge on it,
and connected to the Catholic Education Office or school network people would be
pretty much aware that what they are doing would be monitored often well usually
monitored but whether the monitoring is then checked on usually only emerges when
something has happened and then the word of that spreads, but people would be
thinking employee or employer device why they treated it as any other piece of
material provided by the employer but with their own they feel free to do whatever
they like. The consequences of bringing your own Laptop to work and plugging it in
to the network, and making available intentionally or unintentionally inappropriate
material has surfaced in a couple of places (MHE 14 July 2009: lines 41-56).
295

His explanation problematises the use of personal digital devices when connected to the school
network, as he thought people might be less cautious about the material they placed on their
own devices.

This policy writer argued that although policies addressed ethical dilemmas, it was difficult to
implement the policy when other digital technologies not owned and controlled by the school
were used due to other privately owned digital technologies which are brought into the school.
Some fairly unpleasant events that have occurred in a number of schools where
students have videoed, sexual activity between parties under legal age and then
transmitted it between themselves using their mobile phones and in practice formal
legal ICT type code of practice the agreement policy wouldn’t have necessarily been
referring to mobile phones or iPods. It would normally have been referring to laptops
desktops and other devices you’ve installed in the school for people to provide access
to the network as opposed to freer devices that can communicate between themselves
(MHE 14 July 2009: lines 58-64).
The policy writer has drawn attention to a limitation in an ‘acceptable use’ policy which does
not refer to or deal with digital devices not provided by the school to access the school network.
He points out that the policy of surveillance and monitoring cannot be applied to digital
technologies not owned and controlled by the school.

With the provision of computers from the DER fund now ceased in Australian schools, more
schools are allowing students to bring their own digital (devices) technologies. This trend has
the potential to open up complex and varied ethical and policy challenges for schools. One of
these challenges is to deal with the dilemmas that can arise when images and messages are
transmitted by digital technologies, because the content transmitted may be offensive to some
people, or be a transgression of an individual’s privacy, or be intended to cause embarrassment
or humiliation.
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Breaches of security
Several policy writers referred to problems of privacy and security presented by transmitting
images and messages via mobile phones or personal computers, and discussed the limitations
of a school’s policies and practices to control these practices. For example:
That’s right. And sometimes people need to be told that and trained there is your
laptop, you’re plugging it into our network, if you’ve got certain devices or software
that’s using peer to peer stuff you might find that all of sudden your files are now
available to a whole range of other people. If you’ve got something there that’s private
or sensitive yeah private or its incongruous with the ways of the school then you could
face disciplinary action because that gets broadcast or shared amongst other people
(POL16 July 2009: lines 72-78).
The policy writer from ACTDET said in relation to mobile phones:
the problems and consequences and long-term consequences of putting inappropriate
images of themselves with, into cyber space which means basically once it has moved
from their phone to another place then it could just as easily be transmitted anywhere
around the world. So there is nothing we can decree as a head office to say students
can’t do this so therefore they won’t (MHU 7 July 2009: lines 97-101).
Both policy writers were conscious of trying to inform those in schools about the dangers of
having information on the mobile phones accessed and distributed, and the difficulties of
resolving the problems which could ensue from this.

Accessing and using other people’s computer accounts may present ethical concerns, however,
this may depend on whether this is done with or without permission from the account holder.
In some cases, breaches of trust can occur, and computer accounts can be used to disseminate
or change information without the consent of the account holder. Teacher participants
discussed the problems arising from students breaking into each other’s computer accounts and
sending emails from other students’ accounts and using other students’ mobile phones. A
student in a public school admitted that he and other students could and had changed the
passwords of other teachers and students, because ‘the teachers were too out of date and they
were not aware this was happening’ (LTM 20 March 2009: line 69). Some students in a
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Catholic school mentioned using other students’ usernames and passwords for computer
access. They expressed an awareness this practice was a transgression of the ‘acceptable use’
policy. However, other students mentioned that although the practice of logging into the school
computers using other students’ passwords was common, it rarely caused any issues as it was
usually done between trusted friends.

A teacher reported that students sometimes ran out of credit to use the Internet, and this
prompted some of them to use other students’ accounts which transgressed the ‘acceptable use’
policy. This teacher also claimed that students do not change their passwords for computer
access often enough which leaves their security vulnerable, and can allow other students
opportunities to discover their passwords. The assistant principal spoke about a student who
had some hacking software and found a password and got into students’ Internet accounts and
gave himself more credit, ‘this went right up to the education department level, they came in
and trashed the person's thumb drive, the word got out that we do monitor’ (TIL 4 March 2009:
lines 245-246). This comment is reflective of a recourse to monitoring and surveillance, which
is prominent in the discourse related to breaches of security with digital technologies (Hope
2008, 2014; Selwyn 2011). Stealing others Internet credit is considered to be unethical but does
reveal a high level of computer skills being deployed to transgress policy regulations.

Students and policy makers could see that with mobile phone technology there were many
ways of circumventing the policy rules and school monitoring processes. There was a
recognition that the functionalities of these mobile phones allowed for rapid and wide-ranging
distribution of videos, images, and text messages, which could lead to compromising situations
and breaches of privacy. One student related a situation where the principal of a school was
addressing students shortly after a serious threat of aggression had occurred caused by an
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intruder to the school, and warned the ‘students not to go home and place information about
the incident on the Internet’ (RTS 26 February 2009: line 34). He was promptly informed by
the students that accounts of the incident were already on Facebook and other Internet sites,
and text messages had been sent to many people in the local community and interstate. When
emergency or criminal incidents occur, school leaders are inclined to control the release of
information to the public and the media, in order to avoid the transmission of misinformation
that may damage the reputation of the school.

These examples illustrate that notions of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ uses of digital technologies, are
contested in school settings, and are influenced by the understandings participants have about
the potential for unethical actions to occur in relation to the issue. In their responses,
participants indicated that the integrity and value of an individual’s privacy is a concern related
to digital technologies use. However, some students were of the view that ethically there was
nothing intrinsically ‘wrong’ with using someone else’s email account or mobile phone to send
messages, though the practice contravened policy regulations, as long as it was done with the
person’s consent and no harm resulted from the action.

School ‘acceptable use’ policies have rules prohibiting an exchange of passwords to access
computers. However, students could not see exchanging passwords as ‘wrong’ if it is done
between friends and if no harm resulted to anyone. Teachers and policy makers promoted the
view that using other people’s passwords to access computers and email creates potential for
abuses and ethical dilemmas to arise. The differences in understandings between teachers and
students regarding whether it is ethically ‘wrong’ to share computer passwords and use
someone else’s computer account reflect distinct ethical viewpoints.
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Fear and ‘moral panic’
In the interview conversations, a few school staff and teachers used language characteristic of
a discourse of fear and ‘moral panic’ regarding students’ use of digital technologies. Teachers,
principals and policy makers expressed a variety of views on the subject of student levels of
responsibility in respect of using digital technologies in school. For example, a teacher in a
Catholic school explained how students can inadvertently get in trouble if they communicate
with the ‘wrong person’, he went on to clarify this by saying ‘if a predator logs on to their
friends account’ (CMC 6 November 2008: line 143). This teacher felt the issue was important
enough to have a discussion with his class warning them about the prospect of this happening.
He also stated that, ‘when students and teachers email each other they need to be careful, there
are many stories in the media so it is important not to let yourself get into that situation’ (CMC
6 November 2008: lines 122-123). The perceived risks and dangers of students being pursued
may be exaggerated or embellished but the discourse of ‘moral panic’ (discussed in Chapter
Three) has currency in the thoughts of some of the teachers and principals (Boyd 2014;
Henderson, de Zwart, Lindsay & Phillips 2010; Holmes 2009; Hope 2010, 2015).

Tthe Catholic school principal for example, believed that you cannot control the outcome of
breaches of privacy and shared a story about the dire consequences that could result from
misuses of mobile phone technology, ‘involving a student who performed a sexual act on a boy
and it was filmed and four hundred kids got to see it and the girl attempted suicide’ (BGL 5
November 2008: lines 213-214). He did point out that such occurrences were very rare in his
experience and knowledge of schools.

Another principal believed that students telephoning principals or principals telephoning
students could be a problem despite not being specified in a policy. He explained that
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outside of school hours you should have a witness present, we need to protect
ourselves because the enabled technologies can be very damning, particularly SMS
situations where students can use an answer in a different way and turn it into
something quite different (BWB 26 February 2009: lines 140-143).
This statement is another example of the fear and insecurity that some participants expressed
regarding telephone contact between school staff, teachers and students. Perhaps the ethical
issues occur not because of the use of telephones for communication with students, but what is
communicated between them and how. It is noteworthy that only a few participants expressed
these sentiments of fear and panic, and even fewer offered any examples drawn from their own
experiences.

In contrast to the discourse of ‘moral panic’ an assistant principal of a public school who dealt
with breaches of discipline with students’ use of digital technologies, said that problems caused
by students using their mobile phones to record and transmit images ‘has died down somewhat
over the last few years even though the school had had a few incidents’ (TIL 4 March 2009:
line 179). He said there used to be more instances ‘where someone would set up an altercation
with the teacher or something with a teacher and video it and say look how they treated me’
(TIL 4 March 2009: lines 183-4). He also commented that ‘by and large they (the students) use
the technology fairly responsibly’ (TIL 4 March 2009, line 71). A bursar in a Catholic school
said that
I don’t think there has been a lot of maliciousness in the college regarding cyberbullying and that sort of thing, there has been a little bit and all schools will cop that
but ours has been pretty low (KH 14 October 2008: lines 57-59).
The two research participants who occupied leadership positions in a public school were of the
view that there were not a lot of incidents of misusing digital technologies in their schools. This
view stands in contrast to the discourse of ‘moral panic’ found in some policies which suggests
that ethical issues related to digital technologies are pervasive.
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There is also an ethical dilemma about whether to let students use mobile phones or iPads in
class for educational research, even though it may contravene the school policy rules. Some
teachers were of the opinion that the main problem with mobile phone use in school was not
cyber-bullying or sending around messages or images, but making telephone calls and sending
text messages on their mobile phones in class. An assistant principal said that the issue of
students using mobile phones in class was difficult to deal with in his school because
in class, but we can’t ask students to switch them (mobile phones) off as they rely on
them to tell the time and diary recording homework (TIL 4 March 2009: lines 163165).
This statement acknowledges that students could use mobile phones for activities related to
teaching and learning, which provides a rationale for not having them switched off in class.
The discourses of fear and ‘moral panic’ about digital technologies were not present in the
student responses, although they pointed out the problems related to digital technologies use,
particularly relating to breaches of an individual’s privacy. Students displayed an awareness of
the multiple functions of the mobile phone, and the speed and portability of information and
images which could be potentially used to damage people, particularly when distributed via
mobile technologies. The interview responses indicate that students believe the majority of
their peers have developed a conscientious and responsible approach to the use of digital
technologies by the time they are in their senior years of secondary school (years 11 and 12).

Cyber-bullying and social networking Internet sites
School staff, teachers, students and policy writers identified cyber-bullying as an ethical issue
of concern in schools’ policies. Many of their concerns revolved around the use of social
networking Internet sites. Social networking sites have become integrated into the lives of
young people, particularly in their self-expression and social interaction (ACMA 2013b;
Henderson et al. 2010). Social networking sites are built on sharing information and users
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posting text, photographs and videos on Internet sites. Henderson et al. (2010) have identified
types of threats to privacy in social networking, related to personal disclosure involving
students posting personal information about themselves or other students on social networking
sites.

Determining the correct course of action in policies to deal with cyber-bullying is fraught with
difficulties, including ascertaining who is responsible for doing it, also trying to determine
whether the bullying should be dealt with in the school or the incident warrants being referred
to parents, an education department or office, or law enforcement agencies. Difficulties also
arise in situations where students from other schools are involved, and there are efforts to
include parents and guardians as part of the resolution processes. The issue of cyber-bullying
is complex to engage with at a policy level due to the different forms it takes, and the different
groups that can be involved both in and outside school. Furthermore, it can be difficult to
arbitrate the difference between bullying, harassment or making fun at someone’s expense on
the Internet.

Participants’ comments and observations also indicate that ethical issues related to cyberbullying at school are challenging and complex, this view is also reflected in the literature
reviewed in Chapter Three (see Hanewald 2009; Li 2007b). They indicated that social
networking sites particularly Facebook are a common medium to conduct bullying and
harassment. Policies in schools can control and restrict access to these social networking sites
through school computer networks, however, students can and do use mobile technologies to
access them while at school. Outside of school, many students have access to social networking
sites on the Internet at home; where they have more time to post information on them. Cyber-
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bullying can be initiated from outside the school, and the ramifications can reverberate in the
school environment and across different schools.

Some teachers argued that cyber-bullying was not as widespread as imagined or as reported in
the media. Pointing out a gender difference, a male student claimed that ‘girls were more likely
to send nasty text messages than boys’ (TR 24 October 2008: line 44). Gender issues or
differences of perspective were not discussed by other participants. However, one student did
talk about the value of engendering a sense of responsibility in relation to issues such as cyberbullying which she claimed would be ‘good for everyone in the school’ (CZZ 24 October 2008:
line 38).

An IT coordinator at the Catholic School said, in regard to cyber-bullying, ‘it is much more
subtle and difficult to track, kids can't get away from it, this makes it much more diffuse than
traditional forms’ (RWM 11 November 2008: lines 16-17). This coordinator also commented
that digital technologies ‘change the way we relate to each other the 24/7 contact, increased
electronic contact between staff and students’, and she claimed that ‘a large number of teachers
at some schools have Facebook accounts and there are ethical issues associated with that’
(RWM 11 November 2008: lines 105-106).

A school principal believed that social networking in school presents a policy problem because
teachers can't participate in it, because this is a breach of the code of conduct, so
schools don't advocate for it from an ethical point of view and a protectionist point of
view because it creates a dilemma for the teacher (BWB 26 February: lines 115-117).
The principal’s comment points to the apprehension about the potential problems for teachers’
use of social networking sites in the school context. According to this principal, a breach of the
policy ‘code of conduct’ made teachers’ use of a social networking site in this instance
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unethical, even if the teachers’ participation was innocuous or even had a beneficial educational
outcome, such as advising a student how to structure an assessment task.

Approaches to dealing with ethical issues
Some participants offered views and interpretations about how to respond to ethical problems
related to digital technologies occurring in schools. These responses are concerned with digital
technologies ‘acceptable use’ policies. One teacher in a Catholic school, reflecting a
monitoring and compliance approach, expressed the view that a paper trail of documentation
is necessary and said, ‘if students do the wrong thing, students need to know what they are
allowed or not allowed to look up on the Internet’ (CMC 6 November 2008: lines 127-128).
A policy maker expressed another view, which advocated that the penalty or reaction should
be in proportion to the action; he provided an example relating to the use of email and breaches
to an ‘acceptable use’ policy.
If we’re in a staff meeting and a teacher says ‘I got this email I’m going to forward it
onto you,’ and indeed that happens, well most people might react but somebody in
authority hopefully, or even a peer needs to say ‘that’s inappropriate because.’ It just
heightens that person’s awareness that at least one person here was offended by that
behaviour and it was in breach of our ‘acceptable use’ policy. Okay, sometimes that
can be more effective than someone coming down heavy on somebody and dragging
them over the coals. So our response should match the error that’s made by the person.
So it may just be ‘look enough of that,’ or it could be ‘this is serious, we’re going to
investigate it. If we found that’s happened it could lead to your suspension or
expulsion (POL 16 July 2009: line 136-148).
This comment also acknowledges a role for ‘acceptable use’ policies as a reference for
classifying what could be considered ‘inappropriate’ behaviour with digital technologies. The
type of investigations the policy maker is referring to here could be school-based or be
conducted by an education office or department, and linked to formal processes and
investigations. The same policy maker also explained that in his view investigations could also
raise awareness about policy procedures.
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Turning a blind eye or thinking ‘this is just kids,’ will not teach them and it won’t
teach staff either if they’re in the same situation. It won’t teach them about what our
‘acceptable use’ policy is. So I would follow that same rule with both. And then I
guess going a little bit further that in serious breaches that there does need to be a
competent investigation and that decisions are made based on evidence, not on
assumptions or rumours or whatever. Very often, even if there is no conclusive finding
at the end of it very often the process of a fair and open investigation process will do
the job of raising awareness with those people who are involved (POL 16 July 2009:
lines 155-163).
His proposition to raise awareness and teach students or staff about ‘acceptable use’ may be
related to knowledge of what a policy says, rather than referring directly to teaching and
learning about ethical behaviour with digital technologies.

The question remains whether some of the serious issues involving ‘breaches’ and penalties
should be dealt with according to an ‘acceptable use’ policy or through the school’s discipline
and behaviour management processes, or through an investigation conducted externally.
Participants (mainly teachers and policy writers) expressed criticisms of banning, censoring
and surveillance and viewed these measures as being ineffective responses to deal with
unethical actions in relation to digital technologies. Their views also suggest that responses to
policy transgressions and ethical dilemmas achieve a desirable outcome if there is knowledge
about functionalities of the digital technologies involved, a demarcation of lines of
responsibility for the action, and the implementation of investigative processes that are not
based on punitive objectives, but rather are intended to raise awareness. These responses are
useful in addressing the third research question in regard to the implications of participants’
understandings of digital technologies policies.

The law and degrees of responsibility
The policy maker from the Australian Government stated that there were elements of risk and
power management involved with using digital technologies, particularly when minors
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(students under 18 years old) are involved. In his words, there is a widely held view in society
that in regard to legal considerations
people who are minors and regarded as being incapable of making fully adult choices
are now capable of carrying out actions which means that the consequences of those
not regarded as fully responsible choices are immensely more powerful. You can now
choose to email a picture of yourself in a compromising position in a way if you
previously took an analogue photo, the consequences were limited, now they are very
extensive for students (APOL 17 July 2009: lines 176-182).
He also stated that there are some quite widely held views about students using digital
technologies that despite the ‘mainstream view is going to receive relatively little challenge
and yet you do want them to get the benefit from the technology while minimising the risk’
(APO 17 July 2009: lines 184-185). His reference to a ‘mainstream’ view could point to a
discourse of distrust, fear and ‘moral panic’ about students’ use of digital technologies, as these
views can be located in the mainstream media as discussed in Chapter Three (see Boyd 2014;
Hope 2010, 2015).

The recognition of students as minors brings into question the degree of responsibility to which
they can be held accountable. Further, there is the question of what are the ethical choices they
can make when using digital technologies. The age and maturity level of the student may also
be factors in determining levels of responsibility. This discussion also raises the question about
what consequences in policies should or can be applied to students in cases of transgressions
with digital technologies in schools. Another policy writer was alarmed that in some cases,
students of a young age were signing ‘acceptable use’ policies because it was doubtful whether
they could understand the content of the policy or the issues it covered. Although he did not
specify at what age the students were, having younger children sign the policy could be
considered as unethical.
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Some policy makers also mentioned accessing law enforcement authorities to deal with
breaches of policy regulations in relation to digital technologies in schools. One policy maker
in the Catholic Education Office said in relation to digital technologies use in schools:
I guess we come back to the over-arching duty of care that we have so we’re always
doing risk assessments, looking at risk of harm and trying to remind people if they are
in a compromising situation if they can’t identify what the risk is, if they can’t see
what possible consequence is of this behaviour then through principals and HR people
we take them through a process of working out what the risks are. Now that’s in fairly
minor to mild cases. Other cases we just hand straight to the police. If we’ve got, if
there is information that leads us to believe that we’ve got an allegation of a person
who is involved in criminal behaviour then we’ll pass it over to the police and
generally we have good contacts with both the AFP (Australian Federal Police) and
the New South Wales Police in their Internet squads so sometimes they’ll pick it up
and sometimes they’ll just pass it back to us (POL 16 July 2009: lines 102-112).
The recourse to legal sanctions to deal with breaches of conduct in relation to digital
technologies use in schools has been identified in this thesis as forming part of a policy
discourse with a legal and punitive frame of reference. As the policy maker claims, there is a
degree of judgement required in determining the gravity of each case and whether it warrants
intervention from law enforcement authorities. As some of the ethical issues surrounding
digital technologies are still new and emerging, policies and laws have not been devised to
adequately address these situations. Downloading music and films from the Internet without
permission of the artist and then distributing the content to others is a case in point. The practice
of sexting is also difficult to respond to in policy terms. These newer ethical issues occur in
schools and require consideration on the part of schools in relation to their ethical and legal
ramifications. As new issues they have often not been addressed in school policies and are still
emerging in schools (as discussed in Chapter Three), what Moor (1985) described as a policy
vacuum.

In regard to the ethical issues with using digital technologies in schools, a policy writer stated
that:
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Yeah it’s everywhere, and I guess we’re not to be frightened by that, that would be
silly to stick our heads in the sand and say ‘you know we’ve just got to stop this
happening,’ but we’ve got to find good ways to make it happen. It’s not just about
being ethical, it’s about equity as well and that we’re not disadvantaging people with
our policies because obviously we can’t provide every child with the same level of
technology in their pocket, in their home or whatever so I mean that’s a huge ethical
issue (POL 16 July 2009: lines 265- 271).
And further:
in our system if we’re going to be true to what we’re on about we have to continually
state what our values are and demonstrate that they are important and they are the
core. The very core of our business because this comes to the core of the ethical
question that you’re asking, this is a good use, for putting it simply, of this technology
and here are ways that you can misuse it. Now we want to use it for the common
good not for harming people or slandering people or causing pain to other people
whatsoever (POL 16 July 2009: lines, 240-246).
The issue of social justice and access to digital technologies was not a prominent issue in the
interview conversations; this is not to detract from its significance as an ethical issue. The final
comment made by the policy writer encapsulates many of the suggestions and perspectives
offered by participants during the interview conversations, by linking ‘core’ values to inform
an ethical outlook. The outlook he is espousing recognises both the positive and negative
potentialities of using digital technologies, and advocates for the principle of the ‘common
good’ to avoid ‘misuses’ of these technologies.

Review
The section of this Chapter builds on a developing narrative which emerged in the previous
Chapter, structured and informed by participant voices in the research. The story told by this
narrative is one informed by their reflections and ideas concerning what they have identified
as ethical issues related to the use of digital technologies. They have engaged in these
conversations with an awareness of the complexity and diversity implicit in these issues linked
to the implementation of the ethical dimension of policies concerning the use of digital
technologies. Participants were also cognisant of the limitations and inadequacies of
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‘acceptable use’ policies, which are referred to in relation to ethical issues including; ‘abuses’
of email, breaches of privacy with mobile phones, cyber-bullying, and the use of social
networking Internet sites. A distinction can be drawn between the students’ responses and
reactions to these issues and those of other participant groups. Students did not always ascribe
the level of ethical concern to certain issues, which were more disconcerting to the other
participant groups; for example, the sharing of passwords, the use of Facebook and mobile
phones in school.

The findings in this section have displayed the ongoing presence of discursive elements from
some of the discourses identified in early Chapters. For example, ‘moral panic’ and compliance
and control can be detected in some of the responses shared in the interview conversations by
policy writers, teachers, principals and school staff. They expressed a level of concern about
students’ use of digital technologies in school. Some policy writers, teachers, and principals
prevaricated between advocating for the legitimacy of using surveillance and monitoring
strategies to maintain compliance to policy regulations, and recognising the shortcomings and
ineffectiveness of these measures to address the ethical dimension of digital technologies use.

The recourse to blocking and filtering of the Internet is a common policy and technical
approach to control access to Internet content in schools. The next section of the Chapter
investigates participants’ reactions to and experiences with, blocking and filtering measures in
their schools.

Participants’ perspectives of blocking and filtering policy in schools
One of the prominent issues concerning the ethical dimension of policies issues that emerged
in the interview conversations with students, teachers, school staff, principals and policy
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makers was the policy approach utilising blocking and filtering of the Internet. The discussion
in this section of Chapter Nine relates to the third research question concentrating on the
understandings of the implications of the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies and
their implementation. The discussion focuses on reactions to policies which advocate the
blocking and filtering of Internet content. The discussion also reflects on the fourth research
question in relation to the participants’ interaction with these discourses associated with the
practice of blocking and filtering, technicist and compliance and control approaches.
Participants also spoke about alternatives to the blocking and filtering approach currently used
in schools.

The policy of blocking and filtering of online content in schools is an ethically contested terrain
for a number of reasons. Accessing educationally useful material can be restricted by blocking
and filtering, and the freedom to access information and educational knowledge can be limited.
The practice of blocking and filtering of the Internet in schools is an example of how schools
use policy responses in the form of technical solutions to try and keep students safe on the
Internet. However, achieving school Internet safety involves complex educational and ethical
considerations which are multi-dimensional and socially mediated (Moyle 2012). The belief
and trust in blocking and filtering on the part of educational authorities as a solution to
perceived abuses of the Internet has been privileged in the policy discourse in Australian
education (Moyle 2012).

In digital technologies policies designed for schools, there is little mention of any criteria for
classifying legitimate and non-legitimate sites for students to use for research on the Internet.
What can be classified as legitimate material for research in one context can be deemed
‘inappropriate’ or of only recreational value in a different learning context. The judgements
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about the suitability of material also reflects the way in which ethical perspectives are
influenced by context and circumstances (Mackie 1977; Millet 2008; Tavini 2006).

The ineffectiveness of blocking and filtering policies
Policies that promote blocking and filtering of the Internet in schools were seen as problematic
in a number of respects by the participant groups in the interview conversations. Most students,
school staff, teachers and policy makers were of the view that policies that resort to blocking
and filtering of the Internet in schools did not prevent access to certain Internet sites. Students
reported that it was simple to circumvent the filters and blocks on the school computers. For
example, a student in a public school who was doing a traineeship in the area of technical
support for digital technologies in his school, stated that 'students could find ways around the
blocked sites using various methods' (LM 26 February 2009: line 106). He also explained that
when teachers discovered that students were accessing blocked Internet sites, the teachers
would try to stop this from occurring, but the students would find other ways to circumvent the
blocking and filtering system. A female student in the same school stated that 'whatever they
do there’s always a way around it' (AV 26 February 2009: line 38). Another student in this
interview reported that it was difficult for students to access some blocked sites and numerous
attempts were usually required, and only students who were persistent would succeed. A
student in a public school also reported that when school staff find out that there are ‘loopholes’
(ways around the blocks), 'they will probably block the loop off, but other students who know
how to get through things keep quiet and continue to break the rules' (RUM 20 March 2009:
lines 86-87). Another student indicated that although students could find ways to access
blocked Internet sites, students did not do this regularly.
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Those interviewed in this study who held positions of IT management, leadership positions,
principals, and an assistant principal had an understanding of the different types of filtering
systems available, but also believed they were not very effective. The policy writer from the
Australian Government explained that
in some schools there are processes for opt outs. In terms of site blocking in
South Australian Government schools [public schools] for example block social
networking sites but the school can make a case to have it unblocked. Nongovernment schools vary massively, you will find some non-government
schools who will have quite light filtering and with the consent of their parent
body very limited (APO 17 July 2009: lines 214-218).
His statement raises the question of whether there should be consent for blocking and filtering
as it is normally not part of the terms of agreement in ‘acceptable use’ policies.

A policy maker from the Catholic Education Office reported that the policy approach to using
blocking and filtering was only moderately effective in stopping the majority of students from
accessing certain content on the Internet. He also believed that
a balance between blocking filtering and education needs to occur but it is not
possible to stop all the inappropriate behaviours with rules and regulations
students can always find ways around the filters (MHE 14 July 2009: lines 120123).
This assertion conflates notions about policy rules and regulations with blocking and filtering
mechanisms and education, along with the concession that students can still do the wrong thing
despite the systems in place to stop them.

An IT coordinator at a public school expressed the view that ‘filters are great but the more you
pay the better they get’ (EDE 20 February 2009: line 138). He said that at his school, ‘the filter
is not very good as it doesn't stop images only blocks are generated by searches of key words,
but the students still get on game sites then find 10 other games to get into’ (EDE 20 February
2009: lines 140-142). He went on to explain that
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the filters do a rough job provide a starting point and staff try and manage the
students' behaviour, you can't block everything so you have to manage what you
see and implement consequences (EDE 20 February 2009: lines 152-154).
His view is that behaviour management and consequences were key elements as the filters can
only be relied on to fulfil a basic function. This coordinator also pointed out that
the filters basically stop you from getting into sites that you should not be
allowed into and stop you from getting into some sites that you should be
allowed into, so that is a real problem (EDE 20 February 2009: lines 155-156).
The coordinator identified the problematic nature of filtering and blocking when in some cases
the system was doing the very opposite of what it was intended to do.

Students, school staff and policy makers expressed an awareness of the weaknesses of the
policy approach to using blocking and filtering systems at their schools. The information they
provided seems to concur with wide-ranging research conducted by Stark (2008) in the United
States, outlined in Chapter Three, raising critiques regarding the nature of filtering and blocking
of Internet content. Stark presents an argument that, for children, the Internet filtering, has often
resulted in over-blocking (blocking a sizeable percentage of clean or inoffensive material), and
under-blocking (failing to block inappropriate content), and concludes that ‘it is highly
implausible that filters protect minors effectively’ (Stark 2008, p. 7). Some teachers in this
study pointed to the importance of behaviour management in relation to preventing instances
of students accessing ‘inappropriate’ content on the Internet at school.

Policies about blocking and filtering in schools: critiques and suggestions
Interviews with the policy makers, school support staff, teachers, principals and students,
pointed to the benefit of having an inclusive discussion involving those in schools to arrive at
an understanding about the rationale and agendas that underpin policies that promote blocking
and filtering in schools. Policy writers expressed concerns about the nature of filtering and
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blocking that was occurring in schools and the lack of an explicit discussion about policies
which governed what should be blocked.

The policy writer from Australian Government said in relation to students' access to social
networking Internet sites, 'there are very negative consequences from doing it [blocking and
filtering] you are cutting off people’s access to a whole range of things which are potentially
useful' (APO 17 July 2009: lines 197-199). He went on to explain that in relation to policies
promoting blocking and filtering, institutions ‘have to make balance of judgement choices
which take into account the advantages and disadvantages involved’ (APO 17 July 2009: lines
202-205). He also stated that in regard to determining policies about what content should be
blocked and filtered, 'an explicit conversation about that would be better just like any education
policy' (APO 17 July 2009: line 207). He advocated that a ‘conversation’ would be beneficial
for informing school policies about blocking and filtering content for school Internet access.

A policy writer from the Catholic Education Office also believed that a dynamic debate is
required about policies that indicate what students should be able to access online from school.
He drew an analogy with a school library and whether the library should have comic books for
students to borrow when they could buy them outside the school and read them at home. In a
similar vein, another policy maker in a Catholic Education Office stated that:
You’ve got to weigh up a balance between people accessing appropriate relevant
educational content that they want to, and so your network person has to keep
altering the filters to put those through versus leaving it open and having kids
access things that you don’t necessarily want them to (POL 16 July 2009 : lines
118-121).
He also said regarding schools in the Catholic Education system:
from the legal point of view we have to put in place a limited set of filtering that
covers what you would expect for a duty of care, so that students, externals can’t
access us, but students can’t access accidently or intentionally what would be
deemed by reasonable people, offensive or inappropriate areas so we just have
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a general block on a standard wait list which are bolted down tighter (POL 16
July 2009: lines 113-117).

As indicated in previous Chapters, the terms used in these comments reflects the discursive
language found in policy documents that seek to regulate digital technologies in schools. Words
such as 'appropriate', 'offensive', ‘inappropriate', 'relevant', and 'reasonable' are all contestable
and value-laden terms, that form the nexus of the ethical policy debate in this area. As discussed
earlier in relation to school policy documents, the values represented by the aforementioned
terms are ambiguous, particularly in the context of the cultural and social diversity represented
in most Australian schools. These terms connect with other powerful discourses such as the
discourse of compliance and control, which has been discussed in previous Chapters in relation
to school digital technologies policies (Hope 2010, 2014; Selwyn 2011).

Calibration and responsiveness
Participants indicated that policies that see systems of blocking and filtering put in place are
too rigid and are not responsive to the requirements of students and teachers. An IT coordinator
in a public school indicated that what is important is ‘the relationship you build with the kids
and managing behaviour and not about banning everything, we can ban Facebook but the
students have it on their phones’ (EDE 20 February 2009: lines 177-178). His sentiments
prioritise relationships and behaviour management and critique prohibition and restricting
access to information.

From a different perspective, a student in a public school said there were practical difficulties
involved in translating policies into practice through establishing a balanced blocking and
filtering system. In his words: 'It’s quite hard to get an in-between between what’s fair for the
students and what’s acceptable to be blocked' (RTS February 26 2009: lines 73-74). He
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suggested each teacher be given a password to unblock certain sites for the students, and at the
end of the lesson, re-block them 'that would be fair' (RTS 26 February 2009, line 76).

A student in the Catholic school claimed that policies that see the implementation of blocking
and filtering systems can have some benefit. 'In principle they’re [the blocks and filters] are a
good idea, but in practice they go overboard' (RGP 5 November 2008: line 45). The student
suggested that the policy blocking Internet sites as a general tool could be modified to make
allowances for certain classes of students to access certain Internet sites. For example, he
suggested unblocking sites for students studying human behaviour subjects so they could
access Internet sites with cases of social deviance or psychological experiments, which are
sometimes blocked, and in his words 'students are told they can't access them because it is not
ethical' (RGP 5 November 2009: line 196). He went on to suggest that restrictions placed on
certain sites could be adjusted to suit the age level and subject area of each class.

Along similar lines, the assistant principal in a public school expressed a criticism of the generic
nature of the filtering and blocking policies that lacked any calibration in terms of age
appropriate content. He said,
the biggest problem is the blanket nature of the filtering the fact that we don't have
some sort of localised content where our school can unblock this particular domain
that was initially promised in the product for teachers (TIL 4 March 2009: lines 116118).
He went on to explain that he could request to have certain Internet sites unblocked, but only
for 24 hours. This assistant principal also claimed that the Internet filtering policy implemented
by the ACTDET applied to everyone in the school system, from primary to secondary, so
content not appropriate for a primary class was blocked, but this blocked content may be
suitable for senior secondary students. He stated:
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an Internet site may be blocked and this becomes an issue at times it is not responsive
in terms of access, something you prepared or accessed at home is blocked at school,
this is frustrating you might wait days to get the site unblocked (TIL 4 March 2009:
lines 104-106).
This assistant principal advanced the idea of having a policy where a smaller number of Internet
sites that could be blocked, combined with an education process. He said,
we have a generic block on all game sites because kids waste so much time, the same
applies to Facebook due mainly to the time wasting aspect but also bullying (TIL 4
March 2009: lines 122-123).
However, he went on to say, ‘we have computer design classes it would be good to go on these
game websites but this is difficult to organise’ (TIL 4 March: 2009: lines 122-123). He was not
suggesting an alternative to the policy of blocking and filtering, but modifications which would
make the system more flexible for teachers and their students to facilitate learning.

The responses from some students indicated that they did not think that the policy of blocking
and filtering systems in schools allowed for Internet access which is tailored to the age of the
students, and for research requirements for accessing information for specific subjects. Another
expression of the desire to nuance and calibrate the access to online material was offered by a
female student at the Catholic school, who offered the following suggestion in regard to
YouTube, ‘just block the over 18 stuff’ (SFS 30 October 2008: line 94). Some participants
shared this view and also felt that in some instances, the generic nature of policies that support
filtering systems that do not differentiate between access rights of staff and students was
problematic. For example, in the Catholic school, staff and teachers believed they should have
access to YouTube, but not the students.

The teachers’ and students’ view that school policies promoting filtering and blocking systems
are too generic and uncalibrated, also pointed to the question of who decides what is filtered
and blocked? A critical element of policy concerns who decides what content and shape policy
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will have. Policy decisions about blocking and filtering often deploy mechanistic filters
designed to block keywords or images. In any case, participants identified a nexus of control,
which presented an inflexible approach to accessing online content. In reference to critical
theory, this control over the transmission of information is not coincidental, but directly linked
to social control and the power relations in schools (Habermas 1987; Teese & Polesei 2003).
The criticisms made by participants of blocking and filtering can also be understood in critical
theory by way of Marcuse's (1964) concept of technological rationality. In this way, language
and approaches to technology are fixed in terms of functionality and do not allow for a broader
ambit of appraisal to the issues pertaining to the ethical use of the Internet (Marcuse 1964;
Shaw 2008).

Blocking and filtering impeding educational inquiry
Students in particular, expressed concerns about policies promoting blocking and filtering as
they were worried that they were being blocked from Internet sites that were educationally
useful while at school. A student at a public school reported for example:
for my art class I had to look up Renaissance art and stuff and was trying to find some
images but because a lot of that stuff had nudity in it I wasn’t allowed to like look at
any of them or anything, so that was kind of annoying (RO 20 February 2009: lines
56-58).
A sense of frustration is evident in the comment of a student at a public school who said ‘I
don’t know why they’ve got heaps of blockings. I mean who wants to look at dodgy stuff at
school anyway like not on purpose’ (AV 26 February 2009: lines117-118). Another student at
this school stated, 'I mean there is no point in blocking everything with like a certain word to
stop everyone else from doing all their research stuff’ (RO 20 February 2009: lines 128-129).
This statement suggests that the student believed that blocking mechanisms based on key words
to stop access to ‘undesirable’ Internet sites could impinge on legitimate research efforts by
other students. He gave his own example of trying to obtain information on the Internet about
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the band The Sex Pistols for an assignment on 20th century youth culture, but was blocked
because of the word ‘sex’ in the band’s title.

Other students were also frustrated with not being able to access certain Internet sites they
considered had educational merit and could be useful for research purposes. A student
commented in regard to being blocked from certain Internet sites at her school related to
computer game design, 'more often than not it (the filter) shoots you in the foot' (JJR 20
February 2009: line 32). This student who was completing a unit in computer game design
went on to recount that her attempts to access Internet sites about game design at school were
often thwarted by the filters and blocks. The lack of access to game-design Internet sites limited
the information she had at her disposal to improve the design features of the games she was
designing.

Several students stated that blocking and filtering policy restrictions were not good because
they involved letting the government set controls on access to knowledge. In the words of a
student in the Catholic school, 'they are filtering the information getting to students, which is a
form of propaganda influencing students to think in a certain way' (TR 24 October 2008: lines
202-204). This statement reflects a degree of insight in regard to the limitations placed on
intellectual inquiry and an understanding of the ideological implications of these restrictions.
According to critical theory, which underpins this research, the type of information people are
permitted to access informs their efforts to construct knowledge, which in turn has a direct
influence on social control and power relations (Bernstein 1971; Habermas 1987). In this case,
students’ and, in some cases, teachers’ lack of access to educational information due to
blocking and filtering in schools can be viewed as a form of disempowerment.

320

Restrictive policies based on blocking and filtering may result in some Internet sites being
blocked which can create barriers to student learning and freedom to accessing information.
This form of control may be considered unethical as it does not allow freedom of choice,
independent thinking and individual decision-making. Hence, an ethical policy question and
issue is whether it is right or wrong for students to circumvent filters that block access to
legitimate educational material, and this issue impinges on teaching and learning in schools.

A policy of blocking and filtering Internet sites can result in many innocuous and even useful
Internet sites being blocked due to mechanistic processes, which block and filter according to
key words and phrases (Lumby, Green & Hartly 2008; Moyle 2012). Which words and phrases
are blocked depends on moral and value judgements made by the filtering software designers.
For example, some policy regulations prescribe that ‘offensive’ material should not be accessed
by students on the Internet. However, what is considered offensive is the subject of debate and
multiple interpretations, as in some instances, this so-called offensive material can be of
educational value. As Morais da Costa (2007, p. 2) challenges:
When filters of the Internet try to control the information which people have access
to, a question appears. Are these filters a valuable tool to eliminate all of the ethical
problems of the Internet? Each one of these filters is subjective and some of them
eliminate information whose content could be considered useful information.
This issue of 'viewing' 'offensive' images also illustrates that context, intentionality, teacher
judgement and ethical awareness are relevant factors to regulate and monitor what students and
or staff may access via the Internet.

Lack of trust and responsibility
The theme of trust and responsibility arose in the interview conversations in relation to the
policy of blocking and filtering. Participants’ responses indicate that they believed the policy
of blocking and filtering was premised on the assumption that everyone was going to try and
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access ‘inappropriate’ or non-educational Internet sites which participants thought was unfair.
In relation to accessing pornography, a public school student asserted that
teachers have the ability to monitor students in computer laboratories with cameras
and if a student was caught looking at ‘nasty stuff’ it would be very demoralising for
the student if the teacher took a screen shot and for everyone to discover what the
student was doing (LM 26 February 2009, lines 145-148).
This comment suggests that some students will choose not to access ‘inappropriate’ material
online at school because of the feelings of embarrassment and public exposure that can result
from this.

A student in the Catholic school suggested that
although 95% of students would not try to go on the wrong sites with 'mature content'
at school, 5% would and would abuse the privilege. A small minority could ruin things
for the rest of us (RGP 5 November 2008: lines 59-61).
This student has mentioned percentages of students in relation to accessing online material; the
percentage figures are perceptions about the situation, not necessarily reflective of any factual
statistics. Another student reported that some students were using YouTube just to look at
videos not related to school work, but she said, ‘we can’t block it for everyone just because a
group of kids are using it for bad reasons’ (AV 26 February 2009: lines 65-67). This comment
recognises that the benefit of YouTube for students outweighs any abuses of it that occur. This
student’s suggestion carries an element of utilitarian or rational decision-making, in that she
thinks that what will be benefit the majority and promote the principle of the greater good, and
this should be the principle underlying Internet access policy regulations.

A student at a public school commented that ‘because YouTube was not blocked each student
should be responsible for their own Internet usage’ (LM 26 February 2009: lines 95-96). This
comment supports the cultivation of self-imposed responsibility as opposed to acting out of the
fear of receiving a sanction or punishment. This approach can enhance the role of students as
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active agents in ethical decision-making processes, empowered by their knowledge and
understanding of the values and choices implicit in these decisions (Dewey 1938, 1964; Facer
2011; Starratt 1994). To make informed choices about accessing online content also requires
students to employ a degree of discernment and discrimination about ‘appropriateness’ of
Internet content. A policy using blocking and filtering, as a mechanistic method of control,
does not foster an ethos of ethical responsibility amongst students.

The values of trust, responsibility and freedom of choice are key conceptual elements in the
formation of ethical responsibility (Millet 2008). The feedback from students suggests that they
do not feel trusted as responsible users of digital technologies, particularly in accessing online
content. Notions about what it means to be an Australian citizen are also premised on ‘trust’,
‘responsibility’ and ‘freedom’ of choice (Australian Department of Immigration and
Citizenship 2014). Many of the students who participated in this research were eighteen years
of age, which means they are accorded rights of adult citizenship in Australia, including; the
right to vote in elections, consume alcohol, marry, hold a drivers licence, and view restricted
classified films. However, in regard to their access to information on the Internet they believe
they are subjected to the same restrictions as primary-aged school children. Students also
expressed the view that they are unfairly penalised due to rigid blocking and filtering policies
designed to enforce mass compliance in an effort to prevent them viewing what is deemed to
be 'inappropriate' content on the Internet. In contrast, these students expressed a preference for
an environment of self-regulation in schools, which would penalise only those who
transgressed policies by accessing material not related to educational endeavours.
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Review
The interview conversations conducted for this study do not present the participant groups as
having homogeneous understandings of the relative merits or shortcomings of policies
advocating filtering and blocking mechanisms. Many voices in the interview conversations
pointed to the efficacy of developing a broader dialogue that moves beyond the technical,
financial, legal compliance and security aspects of blocking and filtering policies. For the
majority of participants, these concerns were not paramount; they were more interested in
engaging in a discourse that is framed by educational and ethical considerations.

The research participants have formed critiques of the prevailing discourses associated with
blocking and filtering, a discourse of compliance and control and the implicit lack of trust in
students that underpin this policy practice. In doing so, the participants have constructed their
own discursive responses which question and challenge the compliance and control policy
approach to blocking and filtering.

The final section of this Chapter investigates the participants’ ideas about utilising education
to promote greater awareness of the ethical dimension of policies concerning the use of digital
technologies in schools.

School education and the ethical dimension in digital technologies policies
This section reports on the analysis and findings from the interview conversations in regard to
the role school education can play in implementing policies about the ethical use of digital
technologies. As argued in Chapter Three, there is some literature that supports the role of
education in enhancing the ethical use of digital technologies in education (see Facer 2011;
Meyenn 2000; Ribble & Bailey 2007; Selwyn 2006, 2011; Smith 2011; Stacey 2009).
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Embedded in the discussion in this section (along with the principal research question) is a
focus on the third and fourth research questions:
What are the implications arising from research participants’ understandings of the ethical
dimension of digital technologies policies and their implementation?
and
What is the nature of the discourses located in the ethical dimension of schools’ digital
technologies policies, and how do research participants’ perspectives interact with these
discourses?

Participants were asked to share their thoughts on the role education policies could play in
raising consciousness about the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies and use in
their schools. The conversations also encompassed discussion about different ways of realising
an educational approach aimed at raising awareness and competency in dealing with the ethical
dimension of policies concerning digital technologies use in schools.

As already reported in the findings in the previous section of this Chapter, ‘acceptable use’
policies promoting the use of blocking and filtering mechanisms, are perceived by many of the
research participants in this study as being ineffective in promoting desired ethical behaviour.
In this section, the role of education is placed under consideration as a way of fostering a
sustainable and deeper form of engagement with the ethical dimension of school education
digital technologies policies.

A policy approach which focuses on education programs to develop knowledge and
understanding about the ethical use of digital technologies represents an alternative to official
policy statements which may be underpinned by discourses of power and control. Education
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can also enhance the capacity of those in schools to make informed ethical decisions in relation
to the issues and dilemmas encountered when using digital technologies (Alakurt, Bardaki &
Keser 2012; Smith 2011; Stacey 2011).

Understanding of the place of education in digital technologies policies
In the interview conversations teachers, students, principals and policy makers were favourable
about increasing education efforts to engender awareness of the ethical dimension of digital
technologies use and policies, but some did not see this type of education as replacing policy
and regulatory measures such as blocks and filters on the Internet.

An IT coordinator from a public school agreed that education was desirable, but said he would
‘still like to protect children from something they don't have to see, I don't think they should
have access to everything. Adults have the responsibility to provide a safety net’ (EDE 20
February 2009: lines 100-102). He also offered the following suggestion:
the education process has to be that when they see stuff that is inappropriate or do
things that are inappropriate they need to know the right and wrong of it so you have
to have both education and the rules (EDE 20 February 2009: lines 188-190).
This comment points to a level of ethical awareness and engagement in reference to
determining what is ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ and ‘appropriate’, combined with policy rules.

Some reservations were expressed about education being an adequate policy measure to allow
for a withdrawal of blocking and filtering. One teacher said,
I am not sure if the education would work, if we give students unlimited access to the
Internet they would look up inappropriate things, so it would be counterproductive to
open the Internet up here as they do in Scandinavia the students come from a different
culture and haven't had that background, particularly students in the 14 to 18 year agegroup (GGC 26 February 2009: lines 137-141).
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An element of distrust can be detected in this teacher’s ideas about educating students to use
the Internet ‘responsibly, and she saw the cultural background of students as presenting
mitigating factors in this process.

However, the policy maker from ACTDET voiced support for the role of education, he said
that, ‘but you actually then need the other side which is the education program which requires
schools and ourselves to make people aware of what the issues are’ (MHU 7 July 2009: lines
63-64). His statement implies that schools have an obligation to create awareness about ethical
issues through education.

An IT coordinator at the Catholic school stated a preference for educating students about
appropriate usage of computers and technologies, to ameliorate or decrease the problems
caused by ethical issues associated with the use of digital technologies in schools. However,
she thought it would be difficult to trust students because, in her words, ‘I’m not sure I could
trust them (the students) given the teenage mentality’ (RWM 11 November 2008: line 129). In
her view, adolescents as a group were not trustworthy in relation to their use of digital
technologies. This generalisation about the perceived risks associated with young people’s use
of digital technologies, in her words the ‘teenage mentality’, is also reflected in views
transmitted by the popular media and public perceptions and interests with the discourse of
‘moral panic’ (Bennett et al. 2008; Boyd 2014; Holmes 2009; Hope 2010, 2015). The interview
conversations reflected some disjuncture between the views of some of the teachers and
students about the levels of trust that should be invested in them (the students).

A policy writer from the Catholic Education Office said, ‘Schools need in their student wellbeing programs to find some ways of ensuring the students from year 7 upwards are aware of

327

cyber-bullying’ (MHE 14 July 2009: lines 90-91). Although these sentiments express an
awareness and positive approach to education programs, the focus is centred on cyber-bullying.

A school staff member said, ‘if the kids are aware of these issues and know what they are doing
they should be protected and be alright’ (GEN 26 February 2009: line 72). She also suggested
that some kind of education about email etiquette or protocols would be good, as ‘some people
are not aware of these and can forward an email on to everyone with just one click of a button’
(GEN 26 February 2009: lines 140-141). Her response promotes an educational approach
which covers the use of email. Some education programs for digital technologies are mainly
targeted at addressing cyber-bullying to the exclusion of other issues.

A school principal described a controlled school environment, where:
It’s good to give young people a strong sense of pastoral care and support which
helps young people develop a good understanding around the policy, this is
contrasted with the blocking everything approach (BWB 26 February 2009:
lines 52-54).
He links pastoral care and supporting young people to achieving a ‘good’ understanding of
policy rather than the option to try and block students’ access to everything. He used cybercrime as an example of something that ought to be addressed with students. He argued
by enabling young people to have broad access to technology you can look at
their behaviours and actually work out what could happen and where it could go
wrong but if you never enable it till they are in later adolescence it would be
worse (BWB 26 February 2009: lines 44-47).
His willingness to enable younger users of digital technologies to have broad access suggests
a degree of trust in a process of coming to terms with behaviours and assessing the potential
hazards.
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Another principal suggested that banning access to certain technologies and Internet sites does
not prevent unethical uses of the Internet. He raised the question:
Where’s the educative approach into how to use this material? We need to
educate students about building a culture around what is right and wrong to do
with using visual technologies (BGL 5 November 2008: lines 125-127).
He went on to say, ‘I am not interested in banning, people have to make an educated choice
about things. The world I live in is about education and training not about banning’ (BGL 5
November 2008: lines 204-206). This statement reflects a strong endorsement of using an
educative approach to informing ethical issues. This stance stands in contrast to a reliance on
a compliance and control approach which can be found in the schools’ ‘acceptable use’
policies.

Some suggestions were made in regard to policies that address specific ethical problems. For
instance, a teacher asserted that ‘plagiarism is a major problem. Students plagiarise a lot. They
need to be taught how to use the Internet without plagiarising’ (NY 12 November 2008: lines
53-54). Another teacher stated that ‘there are lots of scams on the Internet the kids need to be
educated about, things are moving so fast that is the problem’ (HEC 27 February 2009: lines
123-124). These teachers believed that education programs can assist in addressing some
problems such as students plagiarising and becoming victims of Internet scams; these two
issues can also occur while students are using the Internet outside of school contexts as well.

A policy maker from the Catholic Education Office mounted an argument that an ‘acceptable
use’ policy was ineffective without an education process underpinning it. In his words:
on one hand I think it is very ineffective because it means nothing unless you provide
training and education for the users and that goes from the youngest child through to
the most experienced teacher (POL 16 July 2009, lines 42-44).
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In relation to education, this policy writer argued for scenario-based learning in relation to
digital technologies and ethical education. He gave a detailed explanation of his approach.
Well for me as a person who does training with schools, I don’t do a lot with kids but
I have been going to some schools doing stuff on cyber-bullying, I find the most
effective tool that I have to use is scenario-based learning where you tell the
participants about a real-life scenario that they can understand, get them to talk about
it, often times people will see it as being funny but if you can ask deeper questions
and get people to look below at what the consequences might be, result and effect of
that sort of action, generally you do find people’s eyes open up a little bit wider. So
just I guess by informing people about bad things that happen, how they have started
innocently and escalated, I find that to be a very effective training tool. I don’t find
endless PowerPoints illustrating dot points of this, that and the other is terribly helpful,
but also getting people to once you talk about scenarios is to get them to talk about
what may have happened to them or to their friends. With kids you do need to get
beyond the ‘this is funny’ because they don’t often have a long-term view of
consequence. But many of them do and they can relate examples of when they may
have been bullied or when they’ve been particularly if there are identifies, someone’s
logged on pretending to be them on something like MSN or Yahoo or Bebo, posting
comments attributed to them, things like that. So people do get a sense, so that’s the
main tool that I use (POL 16 July 2009: lines 46-63).
It is noteworthy that this policy writer both identified the limitations of conveying information
by PowerPoint for education about digital technologies, and placed an emphasis on the value
of talking through experiences and scenarios to engage with students about cyber-bullying.
Some saw a role for education to instil etiquette with the use of digital technologies in schools.
An assistant principal stated:
teachers would always be complaining about the kids got his bloody phone on in class,
they are taking calls and I guess that is something they have to be trained to do, you
know you can’t sit there and have a ten minute chat. Some people are saying it is a
pain and we should turn them off. We have to school them that it is not appropriate to
take that call in class if you are expecting an important call same as we all can do, you
just step outside the class and take the call it is about consideration of others and not
disrupting the class (TIL 4 March 2009: lines 171-177).
In addition, a policy writer from the Catholic Education Office stated:
What you have got to do is work with your schools and provide materials to them,
various resource materials that they can then use in whatever context they feel is
appropriate to provide the level of education they need (MHE 14 July 2009: lines 9799).
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This statement recognises the value of school context, the level and relevancy of material being
used to implement education programs about the ethical use of digital technologies.

The interview conversations with school staff, teachers, principals and policy makers revealed
perspectives and attitudes towards the role of education in promoting the ethical use of digital
technologies in school. However, there was some evidence in the responses of teachers and
policy writers of a degree of distrust that education would be enough to stop undesirable
behaviours with digital technologies. Some teachers and policy writers viewed educative
models utilising scenarios and real examples, as being a constructive and efficacious means of
promoting awareness of ethical issues and for understanding digital technologies policies in
schools. A teacher from a public school observed that ‘education about digital technologies
was better if it used real life situations from schools as examples rather than artificial
ones’(GGC 26 February 2009: lines 40, 41). This teacher’s comment also highlights the
problematic nature of using examples which are inappropriate or irrelevant for education about
the ethical use of digital technologies.

Students’ understandings of education about the ethical dimension
A student stated that it is not enough just to have a policy document, such as an ‘acceptable
use’ policy, in contract form. He believed the ‘acceptable use’ policy should be explained to
students in the classroom or at a school assembly. As opposed to ‘just saying I’ll read this and
agree with it’ (RUM 20 March 2009, line 58). This student thought that the ‘acceptable use’
policy should be presented to students in a way they understand it.

A student at a public school indicated that he was doing an assignment which was looking at
correct Internet usage. He indicated he thought that it was important because ‘you’ve got to
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teach people about these things about what can happen on the Internet, what kinds of things
you should be doing and what you shouldn’t’ (PO 20 March 2009: lines 45-46). The student
also stated that Internet usage should be combined with a balance between education and
control measures restricting access to some Internet sites.

One student complained that efforts to educate students about correct Internet usage ‘were not
done very effectively. Too many sheets handed out which no one would have read’ (RGP 5
November 2008, line 140). However, he said at the start of the year, the librarian ran a session
for the students which he found useful ‘about what websites to look out for and which ones not
to use’ (RGP 5 November 2008: line 143). These comments indicate that efforts to educate
students about the ethical use of digital technologies can be ineffective if they are not engaging
and relevant for students.

The students’ comments point to the importance of effective communication and explanation
in efforts to promote the ethical use of digital technologies. They also raised concerns that
simply distributing information sheets or signing an ‘acceptable use’ policy was not a substitute
for education about digital technologies use, which ideally would begin when students were at
a younger age in primary school. As discussed in Chapter Four critical pedagogy can develop
and enhance and students’ awareness and understandings of their engagement with digital
technologies in school (Christie 2005; Smith 2011).

Review
The findings presented in this final section of Chapter Nine concur with research conducted by
Selwyn (2006) in UK, who found that students and teachers were concerned with being taught
the issues of, safe ethical and ‘current’ use of the Internet. Teachers and policy makers

332

advocated the benefits of having education for those in schools to understand and respond to
with the ethical problems arising from digital technologies use. However, there was a view that
established that policy rules and regulations are still necessary, but should be underpinned by
education. The desire to have an educative approach for dealing with ethical issues ties in with
Dewey’s (1964) argument for more integration of moral considerations and values not based
on artificial programs, but embedded in the culture of the school. In Dewey’s terminology, the
‘organic’ approach can facilitate a deeper and pervasive awareness of ethical and policy
concerns in schools (Dewey 1964).

Education related to the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies may be of benefit to
school members, however, its effectiveness may be of limited use if restrictive policies such as
blocking and filtering seek to control digital technologies use, and in so doing, take away the
agency and responsibility from the user. The efficacy for a wider awareness and education was
identified by some participants, as the boundaries between home and school use are ill-defined
and fluid. However, the real challenge lies in how to establish education that is engaging,
relevant and suited to the age of the students. It is argued that critical pedagogy may assist in
providing meaningful tools to develop such an education program (Freire 1970; Smith 2011;
Stacey 2011).

Summary
This Chapter has brought to the forefront the voices of those in schools, which reflect their
views and understandings of the ethical issues they encounter in their experiences with digital
technologies at school. Analysis of the interview conversations has revealed that there is a
discrepancy between digital technologies policies which attempt to regulate and control the use
of digital technologies by practices such as blocking and filtering of the Internet, and the views
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of the participants. Participants are of the understanding that in practice the policies do not
usually prevent or provide ways of resolving ethical issues occurring with the use of digital
technologies. In addition the participants thought that subjects of education and awareness
raising about the ethical dimension of digital technologies were not properly addressed by
policies such as the ‘acceptable use’ policy. A disjunction between policy and practice has
been identified through the interview conversations and participants expressed the desire to see
policies that would be relevant for their school context and the issues they have encountered
using digital technologies.

The next Chapter of the thesis is the concluding Chapter and summarises the key findings of
the study and also offers insights and suggestions regarding the implications of this study for
further research regarding the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies in school
education.
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CHAPTER TEN:

CONCLUSIONS

Introduction
The central question addressed in this thesis was
What does an investigation reveal regarding understandings of the ethical dimension of
digital technologies policies and their implementation in school education?
The three other questions identified were
What are the understandings and concerns of those in schools regarding digital
technologies policies?
What are the implications arising from research participants’ understandings of the ethical
dimension of digital technologies policies and their implementation?
What is the nature of the discourses located in the ethical dimension of schools’ digital
technologies policies, and how do research participants’ perspectives interact with these
discourses?

In addressing these research questions, the findings of the study reveal a plethora of
understandings and interpretations of the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies in
schools. The critical and interpretative theoretical approaches employed in the thesis allowed
for meanings and interpretations to be examined in relation to the ethical dimension of digital
technologies. The findings emerged from a policy analysis of digital technologies policies used
in Australian school education. The understandings also derive from participants’ perceptions
of digital technologies policies and their experiences in schools exploring different ways of
engaging with the ethical dimension of these policies. The findings from the interview
conversations emerged from a close examination of the views of the research participants from
schools and policy writers. In keeping with the theoretical orientation of hermeneutic
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interpretative research the students, school staff, teachers, principals and policy writers, were
active participants in the construction of these views based on their own experiences. I
positioned myself as a co-interpreter with the research participants, and viewed the
interpretations of the policies as being part of a larger narrative in relation to the ethical
dimension in schools.

This thesis has made a contribution to existing knowledge by revealing the ways in which
participants can be active collaborators in the construction of perspectives and discourses in
relation to digital technologies policies. The voices of the participant groups were analysed in
context of the analysis of digital technologies policies, to address the research questions. There
remains, however, much work to be done to understand the ethical dimension of digital
technologies policies in Australian school education. The thesis has also contributed to
developing more links between ethical and policy theory and the experiences of those in
schools using digital technologies. Critical and interpretive theory have also been instrumental
in constructing a theoretical understanding of the issues and nature of the ethical dimension of
school digital technologies policies. The concept of the ethical dimension has been integrated
into a theoretical analysis of digital technologies policies designed for Australian schools.

The ethical dimension
The ethical dimension as outlined in this thesis, has provided a conceptual framework
encompassing various fields, and is premised on notions of the right and wrong uses of digital
technologies in schools. The research has confirmed that the ethical dimension is a dynamic
terrain of contested ideas, and discourses, which are sometimes reflected in policy documents.
An examination of the ethical dimension has involved the exploration of new spaces in the
landscape of digital policies construction and the influence of the values that permeate
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discourses emerging from these policies. The participants’ construction of their own responses
to these discourses in schools helps to enlighten understanding regarding the nature of the
ethical values and decision-making implicit in the discourses.

In response to the principal research question and the second research question it has been
revealed in this thesis that research participants in schools believe that digital technologies
policies can thwart a sense of ethical responsibility and development in relation to using digital
technologies. Thus, it has been argued that interpretative and critical theory approaches to
understanding the interface between ethics, policies and digital technologies in schools, allow
for a deeper and purposeful examination of the moral standards and principles at stake in
making choices and informed judgements regarding notions of the right and wrong uses.

In relation to the third research question participants were of the view that having an agreed set
of principles or standards could serve as a useful guide to behaviour, however, they believed
these guidelines would be more relevant and effective if they were arrived at through dialogue
and a consensus process involving those in schools. The processes of dialogue and consensus
also represent acts of policy and ethical construction derived from the reflective engagement
of those in schools. Hence, it can been argued that a conceptual approach underpinned by
Aristotle’s concept of ‘phronesis’ can foster an atmosphere of shared understanding which
promotes responsible ethical action, social relations and obligations to others which are part of
living in a civil society. ‘Phronesis’ also involves critical analysis of the values and principles
concerning the ethical implications of digital technologies use in schools.
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Policy understandings
In this thesis, policies about the use of digital technologies in schools have not been viewed as
neutral or unproblematic. Their uses pose fundamental problems and questions, which relate
to the policy approaches to ethical issues involving digital technologies use in schools. The
critical and interpretative lenses provided the means to meaningfully engage with the ethical
and discursive features encountered in school digital technologies policies from national, state,
territory, education office and school levels.

The views of students, policy writers, teachers, principals and school staff concerning these
policies were not always unified or monolithic. There were differences in topics of interest,
emphasis and understanding between the research participant groups. In answering the second
research question the findings revealed that students were particularly concerned about
restrictions placed on their access to educational material on the Internet and were
uncomfortable with the uncalibrated and punitive approach present in ‘acceptable use’ policies.
An implication (related to the third research question) was that many of the students in this
study would prefer a policy approach that was premised on trust and responsibility rather than
external sanctions. Implicit in this view is the frustration of not being able to access certain
forms of knowledge due to mechanistic and crude blocking and filtering policy practices, which
result in an abrogation of a shared sense of responsibility and ethical awareness amongst
students. The students in this study were of an age where they are expected at school, to be
independent and resourceful as they prepare to leave school and enter adult life. However, their
responses in the interview conversations suggest that the digital technologies policy regulations
they encounter at school do not carry a recognition of their impending status as adult citizens.
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As identified in Chapter Three, policy vacuums exist as a result of the new and unexamined
ethical issues that lie within the ethical dimension of digital technologies. In order to address
research question two, several ethical issues were identified and discussed by participants,
which they viewed as worthy of attention. Students were concerned with discussing issues
relating to the distribution of controversial photos, film footage and text messages using mobile
phones or other forms of mobile technologies. Whereas, school staff and teachers were more
concerned with the role of email in communication, which they thought could lead to
misunderstandings, conflicts and sometimes the distribution of ‘inappropriate’ content in the
forms of jokes or visual images. Policy makers were concerned about the lack of control a
school has when students use their own digital technologies devices in school, and the ethical
issues this can present.

In the interview conversations, school staff, teachers and principals displayed greater variation
than the students in their perspectives and understandings of digital technologies policies. Some
of their responses were in alignment with the students’ desire to see the users of digital
technologies accorded a greater degree of responsibility and independence to make informed
decisions in confronting ethical issues. However, some school staff, teachers, principals and
policy makers expressed caution about giving students complete freedom to access the Internet
and using digital technologies in the classroom. In this respect, their sentiments were more
reflective of the surveillance, and compliance and control discourses found in digital
technologies policies.

The research findings also revealed that students, teachers, school staff and principals have
distinctive views about the ethical dimension of digital technologies use and policies, and their
perspectives were grounded in their experiences and expressed through the stories they shared.
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While acknowledging the differences in perspectives between the different participant groups,
there were also shared views and general trends in the research findings.

Research participants raised questions which are pertinent for research question three about the
policy directives designed to regulate ethical behavior such as ‘acceptable use’ policies, which
many of them perceived to be inflexible and uncalibrated. Their responses have also suggested
the lack of suitability of these policy regulations to address different contextual needs related
to the age-group of students. The ‘acceptable use’ policies in schools reduce ethical concerns
and issues to regulatory compliance. Participants’ critiques were also aimed at national, state,
territory and education office policies which some thought were out of touch and not relevant
to their school context.

The criticisms, suggestions and insights offered by the research participants arising from their
experiences with using digital technologies in the context of school life, represented a process
of policy response and reconstruction. The discourses uncovered in this study through the
interview conversations are to some degree expressions of struggle, resistance, conformity and
adaptation in relation to the ethical dimension of digital technologies in schools. These
instances of struggle, conformity and adaption all form part of participants’ interaction with
pervasive discourses, a finding which informs research question four.

Understandings of digital technologies policies discourses
In addressing research question four it can be noted that in contrast to the dominant and
pervasive discourses represented in digital technologies policies, the responses of the research
participants in schools challenged assumptions which underpin these policy discourses by
critiquing the control and compliance orientation of ‘acceptable use’ policies. The challenges
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made by participants to policy mandates also enrich the debate about the uses of digital
technologies in school contexts. The interview conversations revealed that digital technologies
policies can be contested in schools.

The policies examined in the thesis project powerful messages in relation to controlling the use
of digital technologies in schools and attempt to circumscribe certain behaviors related to the
ethical dimension. As argued in Chapters Three and Seven, national digital technologies
policies are designed to ‘steer at a distance’ and what content can be identified relating to ethics
in these policies is characterisd by generic and ambiguous language open to interpretation. It
was argued that from a ‘steering at distance’ analysis principals play an important role in
enacting the policy objectives and content articulated in national, state, territory and education
office digital technologies policies. Due to pressures to conform to accountability measures
and the desire to keep students safe from harm, principals can resort to fulfilling the obligations
by having those in schools consent to ‘acceptable use’ policies.

Research question four was designed to ascertain knowledge about discourses. The statements
in digital technologies policies can be considered as ‘official knowledge’ represented in
discourses, prominent among them is the discourse of compliance and control, which places
emphasis on the recourse to legal sanctions and penalties for those who transgress the
regulations. A salient example of this type of compliance and control sentiment was
exemplified in some of the policies examined in Chapter Seven. Surveillance of users of digital
technologies is implicit in the discourse of compliance and control and runs counter to the
principles of freedom of expression and the protection of privacy.
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Other influential discourses have also been examined in this thesis, such as that of ‘moral panic’
in relation to students' use of digital technologies in school. This discourse is also encountered
in the broader media and social commentaries. However, elements of the ‘moral panic’ outlook
were also located in official policy discourses relating to schools’ digital technologies, where
there is an emphasis placed on the dangers and pitfalls of students’ use of the Internet. This
thesis contends that the perceived dangers of Internet use are overstated, and some teachers and
students also expressed this view in the interview conversations.

As argued in Chapter Three, there has been considerable attention given to pedagogy and
learning with digital technologies in the Australian school education policies. These policies,
however, rarely acknowledge or engage with the ethical dimension. The focus on pedagogy
and learning also has a technicist component, promoting technical solutions to student learning.
This technicist view was prominent in the conversations with the policy writers and with some
principals, teachers, particularly the IT coordinators in schools.

The policies examined in this thesis contain statements and discursive language that is
ambiguous and contested. The analysis of the digital technologies policies presented has
challenged the assumptions embedded in these policies and asserts that the language can be
subjected to multiple interpretations, especially in relation to the ethical considerations. The
terminology in digital technologies policies does not carry neutral values or ideas, but rather
constitutes discourses with ideological implications and agendas. The difficulties in accessing
and understanding language in policy documents raises challenges for those in schools to
productively involve themselves in debates and conversations about policy meanings and their
implementation. These difficulties are accentuated in the light of the participants’ perception
that they are marginalised from policy consultation and formation. In the interview
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conversations, participants (aside from policy makers) contested policy language and through
their contributions they provided interpretative reconstructions of the policies.

Research question four sought to discover how participants interact with discourses identified
in digital technologies. It was argued that rather than accept that members of schools are passive
and compliant receptors of digital technologies policies, this thesis has revealed that some
students, school staff, teachers and principals are active agents in the construction of their own
discursive understandings. Some of the participants from schools offered views and made
criticisms which stand in contrast to the prevailing discourses identified in previous Chapters,
which were compliance and control, technicist, ‘moral panic’, and surveillance, while other
responses in the interview conversations were more aligned to these discourses. The variety of
views is not unexpected, as according to critical theory, students’ and teachers’ power is
derived from their cultural identity and experience, which can stand in opposition to the official
discourses of power, but can also replicate established power relations in schools, which are
underpinned by official policy discourses.

The intention of this study has been to explore and amplify spaces for discursive discussions
centering on ethical perspectives. The discussion in the interview conversations has allowed
for dialogue and debates to emerge amongst those involved, in order to clarify understandings
of the ethical dimension of digital technologies. Participants engaged in the deconstruction of
powerful discourses but this does not mean that they reconstructed other discourses in complete
form. Their stories, ideas, questions and reflections constitute a variety of discursive
expressions and thematic narratives, which serve to build new frames of reference for
comprehending digital technologies use as a form of social practice.

343

Responses to power and authority
Participants also raised concerns about the values and the operation of power in relation to the
use of digital technologies in their schools. The use of power can be identified in the way in
which digital technologies policies can constrain and exclude the use of digital technologies in
teaching and learning. The perspectives research participants shared in the interview
conversations were critical of those digital technologies policy discourses, which become
normalised in contexts and carry authority and power. Research participants, especially
students, were critical of digital technologies ‘acceptable use’ policies, especially when these
policies seek to restrict and curtail their access and use of digital technologies in schools.
Blocking and filtering of the Internet frustrated teachers and students alike, as it prevented
them from accessing some educational content on Internet sites, simply because the Internet
sites contained a title, word or image which was targeted by the filtering and blocking
mechanisms. Decisions about what Internet sites users can and cannot access involve the
arbitration and delegation of power and authority. Blocking and filtering also imposes
restrictions on the access to social networking Internet sites such as Facebook. Most students
in this study did not agree that these restrictions were necessary. Some school staff, teachers,
principals and policy makers also believed that the restrictions were problematic. However,
other school staff, teachers and principals thought that students’ use of social networking
Internet sites in school could lead to problems. These problems included cyber-bullying,
conflicts between students, and the posting of ‘inappropriate’ materials and comments, as well
as, distracting students away from their studies.

This thesis has interrogated the conceptual frameworks and ideological implications of digital
technologies policy language, and explored spaces opened by the interview conversations with
school members by giving priority to their experiences perceptions. Furthermore, the opening
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of spaces involved speaking with the research participants to give them a voice in exploring
the ways in which digital technologies policies can be consultative. These conversations
canvassed concepts in relation to digital technologies policies, related to agency and
participation.

Participation
The critiques offered by students, school staff, teachers and principals in the interview
conversations included constructive suggestions for processes to enhance their participation in
dialogue and in consultative forums in their schools. Through their participation in this study
they have contributed to a broadening of a space, which can allow for meaningful involvement
and examination of the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies, particularly the
values and limitations relating to the way digital technologies are used in schools.

One of the implications of participants’ understandings in relation to research question three
was that many participants developed a reflective engagement concerning digital technologies,
and the policies designed for their use. Principles of activism, dialogue, participation and
communication are vital in the school context in public affairs and policy construction. In the
context of this thesis, issues of participation and dialogue have largely been directed at giving
a voice to those in schools in relation to how they think that digital technologies can be used
ethically to engender a sense of collective responsibility.

In this study, school staff, teachers, students and some policy writers have drawn attention to
the lack of participation, policy consultation and discussions about the ethical implications of
digital technologies use. Those in schools explained that their views are largely marginalised
from the conversations relating to the nature of digital technologies policies. It was only those
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in leadership positions (especially principals) who felt they have some influence in policy
directions. Many research participants were of the opinion that their views about digital
technologies in schools are reduced to giving (or refusing) consent to the stipulations of an
‘acceptable use’ policy. This minimal level of participation is not conducive to a
communitarian and participatory-based approach to respond to the issues and challenges
relating to the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies.

Achieving participation and engagement with digital technologies use in schools involves a reevaluation of a school’s culture and core values. The level of participation and consultation
that can be accorded to members of schools is constrained by institutional structures and
practices which are typically hierarchical and bureaucratic. Participants in this study indicated
that they were restricted in their participation in digital technologies policies formation due to
not having a recognised role in decision-making processes. For new and engaging digital
technologies policies to take shape, those in school leadership positions, especially principals,
will have to be supportive and attuned to a wider number of possibilities. Those in school
leadership can encourage discussion about the use of digital technologies in the ethical
dimension. Dialogue and lines of communication in schools ought to be open and dynamic, to
achieve greater levels of understanding between those in schools, policy makers, education
departments and offices. The suggestions offered by the research participants point to some of
the ways in which to engage in the process of achieving greater dialogue and understanding,
including forums, surveys, and the formation of committees with broad representation. Public
debate, discussion and participation from all those in schools is of the essence in this regard.
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Greater recognition of participants’ voices
The research in this thesis has contributed to greater recognition and understanding of the
constructive contributions that those in schools have to make in discussions concerning the
ethical use of digital technologies in schools, by allowing students, school staff, teachers,
principals and policy makers to interpret and critique digital technologies policies. The
discussions about the ethical dimension of digital technologies use and policies in schools was
linked to participation in the life of the school, and can lead to a greater sense of the rights and
responsibilities in relation to digital technologies use. An inclusive approach could emphasise
consultation and communication with those in schools through greater participation

Many of the policy regulations for digital technologies are based on external policies, which
has been identified as having a ‘steering at a distance’ approach. However, this thesis has taken
an interest in how students and those in schools can enhance and engage with ethical
complexities and to display the type of self-control that Dewey and other theorists have
described. Some students, school staff, teachers, principals and policy writers in this study have
reacted against accountability measures as they take away their independence in decisionmaking.

The role of education
In addressing question three, one of the implications arising from participants’ understandings
of the ethical dimension of digital technologies was the role of education in promoting desired
ethical behaviours. This thesis proposes that education about the issues related to the ethical
dimension of digital technologies policies can engender a level of ethical competence and
consciousness that digital technologies policies cannot achieve in isolation. It has also been
argued that the education directed at the ethical use of digital technologies in schools is
347

interrelated to the development of ethical understanding and practices in the lives of those in
schools, especially students. Education in regard to the ethical use of digital technologies in
schools was seen as important by policy makers, teachers, students and principals, however,
they were critical of some of the attempts to do this, which they saw as ineffective and too
limited in focus.

Education should be appropriate to the age of the students and should be started early in their
school life to effectively engage them. A finding from the research is that expectations
regarding ethical behaviour are relevant if embedded in the cultural life of the school and
relevant to the members of the school. Hence, education about how to use digital technologies
ethically is most beneficial when implemented in reference to the cultural, educational and
policy context of the school in dialogue with the participants, rather than treating them as
passive recipients of a program. This study asserts that the type of education students, school
staff and teachers can receive regarding ethics and the suitable use of digital technologies can
provide a means of taking ownership and responsibility for ethical actions and choices.
Mandating desired ethical behaviour through policy may be one platform from which to
approach the ethical dimension of digital technologies. However, it has been argued that unless
policies are underpinned by education which is contextually relevant and ongoing, approaches
to the ethical dimension will largely remain at the level of compliance and accountability. To
teach the precepts of a holistic pedagogy incorporating debate, dialogue and reflection, as
advocated by Aristotle, Dewey, Starratt and Meyenn (see Chapter Three) would be beneficial.

Implications for further research
In addressing the principal research question the findings from the research outlined in this
thesis suggest avenues for enhancing constructive understandings of school digital
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technologies policies associated with the ethical dimension. Through the research it has been
revealed that one of the challenges that remains is to examine how schools can enable
understandings of the power relations involved in using digital technologies and the policies
written to mandate their use. In Chapters Eight and Nine consideration was given to how
students, school staff, teachers, principals and policy makers are situated in relations of power,
and the meanings these research participants assign to it.

More research work is required that brings together policy, ethics and participant voice in
regard to understanding digital technologies in schools. Further research can add to knowledge
about how pertinent social perceptions and attitudes are shaped as forms of discursive practice
in regard to the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies.

Building a research field
This thesis has added to the small pool of knowledge regarding how digital technologies
policies and discourses are understood and received in schools. There are many silences and
gaps, which remain to be addressed in the landscape of digital technologies policies and the
ethical dimension. Little is known about debates and issues surrounding ethics and digital
technologies in schools because the subject has not received much in-depth or sustained
investigation. This study has also made a contribution to understanding digital technologies
use and policies for schools by establishing stronger connections between the theoretical and
educational complexities encountered in examining the ethical dimension.

This thesis has sought to expand and clarify understandings of the ethical dimension by
focusing on the experiences of students, school staff, teachers, principals and policy writers,
rather than the functionalities of digital technologies. The analysis of both the policies and
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interview conversations has traversed the contested spaces of participation and the ethical
dimension of digital technologies use. The understandings and knowledge gained from this
study make a substantial contribution to engendering a deeper and rigorous investigation in
regard to the ways in which those in schools can engage ethically with digital technologies.
This engagement foregrounds principles of participation and education about the ethical use of
digital technologies.

Some ways forward
The research undertaken in this thesis and the findings highlight considerations that have a
bearing on the planning, construction, and implementation of digital technologies policies in
schools. The thesis advocates that an inclusive and consultative approach to policy content
development that includes those in school would be beneficial. Inclusion of those in schools is
likely to result in policies that are contextually relevant, and informed by a school’s practices
and culture.

There are issues present in relation to digital technologies policies for schools. To have less
ambiguity in the language of digital technologies policies is a challenge for policy writers, who
work both in and outside of schools. Those who are reading the policies and implementing
them are required to exercise considered and informed judgement about the appropriate use of
digital technologies in the ethical dimension. The judgement and appraisal of policy guidelines
involves engagement with clarifying what an individual or school believes are the right and
wrong uses of digital technologies in their schools.

Understanding ethical issues will also require refined and contextually relevant responses,
which necessitates rethinking of digital technologies policy regulations. Varied and
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contextually relevant policies will be of more utility than rigid unilateral policy settings for
digital technologies use. The ‘steering at a distance’ and compliance and control policy settings
can result in the neglect of the differences in schools in relation to students’ maturity levels,
their knowledge, and type of usage. Policies should also take into consideration the extent to
which children of different ages in schools can be expected to make informed ethical choices
in their use of digital technologies rather than have blanket policy regulations which apply to
all students regardless of age level.

The discourses identified in response to research question four have outlined the surveillance,
compliance and control, legalistic and ‘moral panic’ and the technicist discourses, which
permeate some school digital technologies policies. It has been proposed that these discourses
are not conducive to fostering a sense of ethical competence and responsibility amongst those
in schools. These discourses do not align with the principles related to nurturing ethical
awareness amongst students, school staff, and teachers alike. Furthermore, with students,
teachers and school staff increasingly using their own digital devices in schools, the capacity
of school authorities to establish effective surveillance and set policy controls to regulate digital
technologies is becoming increasingly difficult and complex.

Summary
In response to the principal research question this study has revealed that there are multiple and
rich understandings of the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies and the ways they
are implemented in schools. The policy analysis problematised the notion of ‘steering from a
distance’ as it often translates into a compliance and control approach at the state, territory and
school levels. From the interview conversations with the participants it was apparent that there
is a sense of discordance between these policies and their experiences of using digital
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technologies in the context of school life. The participants’ criticisms also pointed to a lack of
consultation and participation about the content and nature of digital technologies policies
especially the ethical dimension

In answering the second question it can be said that the findings revealed that participants were
concerned about the difficulty in understanding the policies due to the generic and technical
language they contained. Participants’ interpretations and understandings of digital
technologies policies were varied, and pointed to a lack of relevancy and effectiveness of the
policies.

In regard to the third question many participants expressed the desire to be consulted about and
participate in digital technologies policy formation in order to achieve calibrated and
contextually relevant policies. Education is an important element in achieving such digital
technologies policies for schools. Concerns were also raised about the policies supporting
blocking and filtering mechanisms which placed restrictions on accessing the Internet and
being impeded from using certain Internet sites which have educational value.

In response to the fourth research question the policy analysis found that the discourse of
compliance and control was predominant in many digital technologies policies. Other
discourses identified were the technicist discourse and ‘moral panic’. These discourses did not
usually accord with participants’ views, many of whom found the discourses to be restrictive
and wanted to see emphasis placed on trust, education and flexibility in regard to digital
technologies use in schools.
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In response to the principal research question, this thesis concludes that digital technologies
policies related to the ethical dimension should be responsive to a changeable landscape, which
raises new dilemmas and challenges for policy writing. As Australian schools advance further
into this century, digital technologies will continue to be further embedded in school life. The
issues and challenges emerging in relation to digital technologies policies and the ethical
dimension are likely to become more complex, diverse and difficult to manage. These
challenges and difficulties in part stem from the erosion of barriers regarding the use of digital
technologies in and out of school. An emphasis on increased school involvement in policy
construction and enhanced ethical awareness will be important in addressing the challenges.

This thesis has demonstrated that the voices of those in schools in relation to digital
technologies policies and the ethical dimension constitute a robust and enlivening narrative.
The study has established greater recognition and shed insight on the human stories told by
research participants in relation to ethics and digital technologies policies in schools. The story,
however, will move on and take greater shape as schools and society move increasingly into a
world mediated through the use of digital technologies.
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APPENDIX ONE
Interview questions
The interviews were semi-structured, and the questions were intended to elicit the participants’
perceptions of the ethical dimension of digital technologies policies and related issues for
schools. The interview process was intended to allow for a conversation to emerge which could
facilitate shared understandings and construction of meaning. The content of the interview was
structured around certain topic areas which stemmed from the principal research objectives and
questions.

Interview questions for school staff, teachers and principals
Opening statement
Today we are going to discuss some topics regarding digital technologies in schools and the
policies used for these technologies. By digital technologies, I mean computers, computer
software, data projectors, mobile phones, television, DVD, video satellites and interactive
whiteboards.

In the interview I will refer to ethical issues related to the use of digital technologies in schools.
By ethical issues, I mean those issues where there is a concern about the right and wrong use
of digital technologies. These ethical issues involve judgements about the acceptable use of
digital technologies which can be made according to the values and criteria which are explicitly
or implicitly outlined in policies and statements from school, education department/office and
national levels. However, there are issues which may not be covered in policies and require
some form of professional judgement.
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1) What considerations do you think influence the nature of digital technologies policies in
schools?
Follow up question: What do you think are the key elements necessary to develop effective
and relevant policies for digital technologies in schools? In what way do you think digital
technologies policies are different to other policy areas in education?

2) Can you tell me what you know about the Federal Government’s Digital Education
Revolution policy?
Follow up question: What is your view about the policy?

3) How do you feel about the terminology and expressions related to digital technologies in
policy documents?

4) Are policies concerning digital technologies coming from education departments /offices
and the Federal Government effective and relevant to those who work in schools?
Follow up questions: What challenges do you think are related to the transmission of policies
from national, state, territory and education office levels to schools, and how they are
understood in schools.

6) What do you see as the key ethical issues addressed by digital technologies policies and use
schools?
Follow up question: Can you say more about some of these ethical issues?
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7) Schools and education departments have policies for the acceptable use of digital
technologies to deal with these ethical issues, how effective do you think these policies are and
why?
Follow up question: Do you see any problems with implementing the policies?

8) How have staff been involved in the formation of digital technologies policies at your
school? What has your own involvement been?
Follow up question: How do you think those in schools could be more involved in the
consultation and planning for digital technologies policies?

9) My research is largely focused on ethical issues related to digital technologies in schools.
Can you tell me about your views regarding the interface between ethical issues and policy
considerations?
Follow up question: How do you think ethical issues related to digital technologies in schools
have been identified and responded to in the policies, particularly ones you are familiar with?

10) Can you tell me about what you think is the most effective ways to regulate and encourage
responsible and ethically acceptable use of digital technologies in schools?
Follow up question: Do you think education about ethics and digital technologies has a role to
play in this process? Could you tell me about this?

11) Is there anything else you would like to say about digital technologies policies for schools
and the ethical issues associated with their use?
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Interview questions for students
Opening statement
Today we are going to discuss some topics which are about digital technologies in schools and
the policies used for these technologies. By digital technologies, we mean computers, computer
software, data projectors, mobile phones, television, DVD, video satellites and interactive
whiteboards.

In the interview I will refer to ethical issues related to the use of digital technologies in schools.
By ethical issues, I mean those issues where there is a concern about the right and wrong use
of digital technologies. Policies can describe and set out what is considered to be right or wrong
uses of digital technologies.

1) Can you tell me about the ways you use digital technologies in schools and what type of
experiences you have had using them?

2) Can you tell me what you know about any policies or guidelines that exist for the use of
computers and other digital technologies in your school?
Follow up question: There are some policy rules and regulations dealing with what you can
and can’t do with the digital technologies at school, what is your experience of these rules and
regulations and what do you think of them?

3) What do you think are some of the ethical issues involved with using digital technologies in
schools for example computers and mobile phones? How do these issues relate to school
policies?
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4) Can you tell me what do you think about education departments having set policies and
guidelines that every school has to follow regarding students’ use of the internet, mobile
phones, and email?

5) Could you share with me what you know about the Government policy for computers in
schools called the Digital Education Revolution?
Follow up question: What is your opinion about this policy?

6) Do you think students can understand the type of language and terms used in school
documents and policies about digital technologies?
Follow up question: Are they any particular words or terms that would be difficult to
understand?

7) How effective do you think the digital technologies policies in your school are? What are
some of the problems in putting them into practice in the school?

8) In what ways do you think the policies and use of digital technologies in the school could
be improved?

9) Do you think school members could play any role in guiding and being involved in policies
for digital technologies use in schools?
Follow up question: If yes, in what way? If no why not?
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10) Do you think education has a role in schools to achieve ethical behaviour with digital
technologies and to fit with the policies In other words to help get students teachers and staff
using the technologies in the right way?

11) Is there anything else you would like to say about the topic of digital technologies use and
policies in schools and the ethical issues involved?
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Interview questions for policy writers
Opening statement
Today we are going to discuss some topics regarding digital technologies in schools and the
policies designed for the use of these technologies. By digital technologies, I am referring to
computers, computer software, data projectors, mobile phones, television, DVD, video
satellites and interactive whiteboards.

In the interview I will refer to ethical issues related to the use of digital technologies in schools.
By ethical issues, I mean those issues where there is a concern about the right and wrong use
of digital technologies. These ethical issues involve judgements about the acceptable use of
digital technologies which can be made according to the values and criteria which are explicitly
or implicitly outlined in policies and statements at school, education department/office and
national levels. However, there are issues which may not be covered in policies and require
some form of professional judgement.

1)

Can you tell me about what your role has involved in terms of digital technologies

policy formation and implementation, particularly in regard to schools?

2)

What do you think are the key elements necessary to develop effective and relevant

digital technologies policies for schools?

3)

I am interested in the use of terminology in policies related to digital technologies.

What do you see as the key features of the terminology and language used in digital
technologies policies?
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Follow up question: What implications does the use of terminology have for the ways in which
the policies are received and understood by those in schools?

4) In terms of the Digital Education Revolution policy, can you explain the type of
‘revolution’ this involves and what you see are the implications of this revolution for the
direction of education in Australian schools?

5)

My research is largely focused on ethical issues related to digital technologies in

schools. Can you tell me about your views regarding the interface between ethical issues and
policy considerations?

6)

Can you tell me how these ethical issues are being responded to in school settings

particularly in regard to policy and legal requirements?

7) Can you tell me about what you think is the most effective ways to regulate and encourage
responsible and ethically acceptable use of digital technologies in schools?
Follow up question: Do you think education about ethics and digital technologies has a role to
play in this process? Could you tell me about this?

8) What challenges do you think are related to the transmission of policies from national, state,
territory and education office levels to schools, and the way the process is understood in
schools?
Follow up question: Do you think there are any issues regarding the effectiveness and relevance
of these policies for schools?
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9) Is there anything else you would like to say about digital technologies policies for schools
and the ethical issues associated with their use?
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