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Abstract

Purpose — The purpose of this paper is to present a sociocritical approach and describe how it is relevant to
the study of digital equity in education.

Design/methodology/approach — The method is based on a synthesis of the literature regarding critical
approaches to digital technology in education.

Findings — A sociocritical approach is an attempt to formulate a sociological perspective combined with a
critical dimension. It provides a relevant theoretical basis for addressing digital (in)equity issues.
Originality/value — Little use has been made of critical theories in the study of digital technology in
education. That may seem surprising insofar as the study of digital technology in education is related to other
fields having a well-established critical tradition. The authors build on their work and tailor it to the case of
digital technology in education.
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Introduction

The study of educational technologies has mainly been done in the school environment and
has sought to document technological practices that can play a supporting role in teaching
and learning (Erstad and Arnseth, 2013; Selwyn, 2010). Accordingly, researchers’ main
concern has been the issue of how effective digital technology is in education; the corollary
of which is that they have tended to discount the attendant (in)equity issues. In education,
is digital technology inclusive and fair? Can it contribute to greater inclusion and fairness?
How? These questions have remained somewhat secondary relative to the issue of the
effectiveness of digital technology.

However, a growing number of studies have examined digital inequalities among
school-age children (e.g. Collin et al, 2016; Livingstone and Helsper, 2007; Hargittai, 2008,
2010; Gire and Granjon, 2012; Eynon, 2009; Plantard and André, 2016), concluding that in
their daily life, where technology is concerned, they experience disparities in access, use,
proficiency and interest that mirror existing academic and social inequalities. Among the
projects undertaken to model digital inequity, the best known are certainly those of Van Dijk
(2005), who postulated that digital inequity results from individual and social factors
(e.g. gender, age, ethnicity, migration status, level of education, income, employment, place
of residence, etc.), the socioeconomic factors being particularly significant in the scientific
literature (Hargittai, 2010; Gire and Granjon, 2012; Livingstone and Helsper, 2007).
The authors contend that the factors will add up differently for each individual and will, in
particular, determine the resources (financial, social, material, and so on) available to them to
successfully engage with the digital realm. Resource availability, in turn, will affect
individuals’ level of interest and skill in the digital technologies that surround them, their
access thereto and the extent to which they use them. Individuals’ degree of engagement
with digital media will make them more or less able to use them to participate in the life of
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society, whether in economic, political, or educational terms. Again, those less able to engage
with technology on account of the digital divide are liable to be vulnerable to social factors
that further hinder their access to technology, so that digital inequality between individuals
will persist or even worsen. When transposed to education, Van Dijk’s (2005) model paves
the way for several avenues of research, such as:

. How digital (in)equity manifests itself in the extracurricular as opposed to the
school context. Here the question is to what extent schools help counteract or,
conversely, replicate the digital divide faced by teachers and learners in their
extracurricular lives.

« The academic impact of digital (in)equity, ie. its tangible effects on students’
progress, success and school retention, but also on teachers’ working conditions.

« Schools’ response to digital (in)equity. The focus here is on how technology can
contribute to the empowerment of teachers and students, rather than to their
subjection to school and social structures.

While interesting, most studies of digital (in)equity in education deal mainly with measures
of digital (in)equity from the standpoint of differing access, usage, skills and representation.
Such measures may account for formal (in)equities in education but tend to ignore
substantive and durable (in)equities, which are entangled with broader social inequalities.
Following Papendieck (2018), we believe that more research is needed to “build vocabularies
and fluencies around race, class, gender and other lines of oppression” (p. 3). To continue
along this path, theoretical work is needed to further clarify the conceptual ins and outs of
digital (in)equity in education.

Hence, the paper proposes a theoretical contribution to the study of digital equity in
teaching and learning with digital technologies by outlining a sociocritical approach to
digital technology in education, one that can provide a theoretical backdrop relevant to the
consideration of (in)equity issues. This approach has been developed over the years by
the French-language collective Kairos (http://reseau-kairos.org/) in an effort to synthesize
knowledge of critical approaches to digital technology in education. We hold that a
sociocritical approach to digital technology in education, by virtue of both its theoretical
basis and its methods, affords a solid and consistent framework to help shape the study of
digital (in)equity in such a way as to overcome certain limitations of the field.

Our starting point is the observation that the most usual approaches to the study of
digital technology in education have been instrumentalist or deterministic. Such approaches
tend to gloss over certain issues of integration of digital technology in education, including
those pertaining to digital equity. Here, therefore, we present a sociocritical approach and
assess its relevance to the study of digital (in)equity in education.

Instrumentalist and deterministic approaches to digital technology in
education

A number of authors (Schmid, 2006; Selwyn, 2012; Oliver, 2011; Warschauer, 1998) hold that
the most usual approaches to the study of digital technology in education have been
instrumentalist or deterministic.

Digital technology in education, according to the instrumentalist conception, is
considered neutral and value-free: educational stakeholders use and alter it to suit their
needs. Digital technology, so considered, is more like something taken for granted than the
basis of a real theoretical conception of the technology/education relationship: “Common
sense instrumentalism treated technology as a neutral means, requiring no particular
philosophical explanation or justification” (Feenberg, 1999, p. 1). In other words, digital
technology is seen as a set of objects that teachers and learners use in support of their


http://reseau-kairos.org/

Downloaded by Universite du Quebec a Montreal At 06:45 14 March 2019 (PT)

activity, with no appreciable change to the educational situation (Warschauer, 1998). Thus,
the instrumentalist approach does not lend itself to any consideration of how digital
technology influences education.

The deterministic conception has certain things in common with the instrumentalist one:
digital technology is seen as neutral, having no purpose other than to effectively support
teachers’ and learners’ activities. Under the deterministic conception, however, educational
stakeholders are seen as having little control over digital technology, which evolves linearly,
in a relatively autonomous fashion, obeying no rule but the continuous pursuit of
optimization (Feenberg, 1999). In other words, digital change proceeds in a quasi-Darwinian
way: the technology has its own internal logic, which naturally tends toward digital
advancements. These are seen as beneficial, by definition, to educational progress. What we
have here is a common misunderstanding, whereby digital innovation is conflated with
educational innovation, as if the former automatically gave rise to the latter. Hence, the
deterministic conception can only sustain itself with the belief that digital technology is the
salvation of education: as it becomes more perfect, education too must improve. This
conception hews to a simplistic view of the technology/education relationship, such that
“a computer is an all-powerful machine that in and of itself brings about certain determined
results” (Warschauer, 1998, p. 757).

In both cases, the approaches mainly focus on the issue of the effectiveness of digital
technology in education. As several authors point out (Bayne, 2014; Erstad and Arnseth,
2013; Ito et al., 2013), these approaches consider digital technology to be a way of supporting
and improving the educational situation. It follows that studies loyal to these approaches
tend to focus on digital technology’s positive and negative impacts on the conceptions,
practices and processes of classroom teaching and learning. Such concerns are quite
legitimate, but they fail to reckon with the (in)equity issues raised by digital technology in
education. To address those issues, an approach needs to be taken “that moves away from a
‘means-end’ way of thinking about how best to harness the presumed inherent educational
potential of digital technology and, instead, focuses on the socially contested and socially
shaped nature of technology” (Selwyn, 2010, p. 66).

In what follows, we present a sociocritical approach to digital technology in education
that can shed light on certain digital education issues that are not immediately apparent in
the classroom but which inevitably affect the relationship between digital technology
and educational stakeholders. This sociocritical approach appears to us to provide a
relevant theoretical basis for the study of digital equity in teaching and learning with
digital technologies.

A sociocritical approach to digital technology in education

By “sociocritical approach” we mean a way of understanding digital technology in
education from a sociological standpoint combined with a critical dimension.
This theoretical convergence has already been undertaken by some authors working on
technologies outside the field of education (Feenberg, 1999; Granjon, 2004,
George, 2012; Vidal, 2012). We shall build on their work and tailor it to the case of
digital technology in education.

A sociological perspective on digital technology in education

A number of authors have emphasized how valuable a sociological approach can be in
examining digital technology in education (Bennett, 2014; Kerr, 1996; Selwyn, 2016).
Taking that approach, digital technology can be seen as an eminently social phenomenon
(Dagiral and Martin, 2017): there is an inherent social aspect to digital technologies
that colours their design, distribution, and end use. By highlighting the reciprocal
connections between digital technologies and the social environments in which they
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operate, a sociological perspective can guard against partial analyses couched in terms of
the linear, mechanical effects digital technologies have on society, as such analyses
are generally based on an artificial opposition between technology and social systems,
materiality and humanity.

The scope of inquiry into digital technology in education can be broadened, at two levels,
under a sociological perspective. First, the analysis will take account of what is “upstream”
of teachers’ and learners’ use of digital technology, namely, its design and implementation
phases. In that process, the integration of digital technology in education can be traced back
through the partly indeterminate and unpredictable social contingencies that have shaped it
(Selwyn, 2016); this integration is seen as a social process made up of dynamic, recursive
phases, each of them involving more or less convergent stakeholders, choices and interests
that help shape subsequent stages of the process. Thus, the integration of digital technology
in education is determined not only by its intrinsic technical features, but also by the
relationships it imposes on all those concerned (designers, politicians, administrators,
teachers, learners, etc). The explanatory power of such analyses has already been
demonstrated outside the field of education, for example in the sociology of translation
(Akrich et al, 2006).

Second, a sociological perspective makes it possible to place digital technology in the
context of teachers’ and learners’ many other daily spheres of activity (Bennett, 2014; Erstad
and Arnseth, 2013), including the home. A number of authors have pointed out that for
teachers and learners, school is a secondary digital environment, after the home, where uses
of digital technology are richer, more diverse and spontaneous (Buckingham, 2007; Furlong
and Davies, 2012). Hence, the uses that teachers and learners develop out of school may have
a (positive or negative) impact on their readiness to use the digital technology provided at
school. This makes it possible to highlight the peculiarities and disparities in the ways
teachers and learners use digital technology, while also examining how these relate to non-
educational uses in the social experience of each individual.

To summarize, a sociological perspective enables systemic, dynamic consideration of digital
technology in education as a complex social phenomenon involving multiple stakeholders and
processes. Sustained attention can then be paid to the non-educational sphere, considering both
teachers’ and learners’ extracurricular uses of digital technology and non-educational actors (e.g.
industrial designers). A sociological perspective, therefore, “attempts to examine the use of
technology in educational settings from the perspectives of all of the various contexts that shape
and define educational technology — from the concerns of government and industry, to the
concerns of the classroom and the home” (Selwyn, 2010, p. 70).

A critical dimension for digital technology in education

Under a sociocritical approach to digital technology in education, this sociological
perspective is combined with a critical dimension. Selwyn (2015) notes that little use has
been made of critical theories in the study of digital technology in education. That may seem
surprising insofar as the study of digital technology in education is related to other fields
having a well-established critical tradition, including: the sociology of education, which has
seldom studied digital technology; and critical theories of technology, little use of which has
been made in the field of education. However, several critical analyses of technology in
education have been carried out over the years. Among the best known are those of Roszak
(1986), Bowers (1988), Cuban (1988, 2001), Beynon and Mackay (1988), Postman (1992),
Noble (1999) and Watters (2014, 2015, 2016, 2017).

Far from constituting a unified, homogeneous paradigm, critical theories reflect a variety
of schools of thought, e.g. critical theory, cultural studies and sociology of domination. They
do however have a family resemblance (De Munck, 2011) that may be seen in a few common
features. As regards content, critical theories focus on asymmetrical social relationships,
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both at the individual and collective level, which are seen as socio-historically constructed
power structures involving individuals and groups with unequal relationships and positions
within a society. Consequently, the typical objects of study of critical theories tend to be
primarily related to issues of domination and emancipation (George, 2014).

More specifically, social domination and oppression are considered problematic insofar
as they run counter to the aims of democratization and justice, whereas emancipation
contributes to the attainment of those aims. Hence, the purpose of critical theories is not
simply to document asymmetrical social relationships, but to further a change toward
greater emancipation. This explicit, affirmed willingness to contribute to a more egalitarian
society entails three inseparable principles, which distinguish critical work from other
scientific work (Bohman, 2005; De Munck, 2011; Horkheimer, 1974): the explanatory,
normative and practical principles. The first principle (explanatory principle) states that
critical work is intended to describe and explain the real. Considered separately from the
other two, this principle is not a feature of critical work, as it applies to all scientific research,
whether of a critical nature or no. It is therefore the addition of the other two principles
(normative and practical) that distinguishes critical work from other scientific work. The
normative principle disclaims the researcher’s supposed axiological neutrality. On the
contrary, it presupposes that the researcher cannot make a completely objective analysis,
inasmuch as any scientific activity implies values, and will necessarily be shaped by those
values, starting with the choice of questions to be asked (or not) of reality (Granjon, 2015).
These values must therefore be made explicit and acknowledged; critical theories do so by
openly pursuing goals of democratization and social justice, which they hold to be socially
more legitimate than other alternatives. Finally, the practical principle implies that critical
work must propose and foster possible alternatives to the asymmetric social relationships it
documents and condemns in order to change the situation for the better. As Boltanski (2009)
says: “Critical theories feed off ordinary criticism, even though they develop such criticism
differently, reformulate it, and are bound to return to it since their goal is [...] to commit the
people to whom they are addressed to actions that will result in changing the contours [of
reality]” (p. 20-21; (translation)).

When transposed to the case of digital technology in education, what is the implication of
this critical dimension? It means seeing technology as the result of power relations, power
games and multiple contradictory interests that influence not only its design and
implementation in education, but also its use by teachers and learners. More specifically, the
critical dimension affords a dual perception of digital technology in education: first as an
object of power; then as a vector of power (Moeglin, 1993). As an object of power, digital
technology gives rise to contention between different actors with multiple and often
contradictory interests (economic, political, administrative, educational, parental, etc.). It is
ambivalent insofar as it is always caught between different alternatives, which, from design
right through to end use, are subject to the power relations between actors. Thus, the
implementation of digital technology in education crystallizes the power relations and
educational values that are inherent in digital tools’ technical properties (Feenberg, 1999).
Far from being neutral, digital technology is therefore a vector of power and helps to convey
“certain values/biases which reflect its own historical development and design”
(Schmid, 2006, p. 50). To use Baoudard’s (2014) term, each digital tool represents a
“technologization” of certain educational values rather than others. Feenberg (1999) offers a
good summation of this technologization process:

Technologies are selected by the dominant interests from among many possible configurations.
Guiding the selection process are social codes established by the cultural and political struggles that
define the horizon under which the technology will fall. Once introduced, technology offers a material
validation of that cultural horizon. Apparently neutral technological rationality is enlisted in support
of a hegemony through the bias it acquires in the process of technical development (p. 87).
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Each new educational technology thus carries with it certain educational conceptions
(e.g. about teachers and students, their ways of teaching and learning, etc.) that result from the
various interests and power relations among the many actors involved in its design. To take a
topical example, several works outside the educational field (e.g. Eubanks, 2018) highlight how
algorithms embody potential biases that stem both from their designers’ choices — and
unconscious impulses — and from the data, themselves biased, on which they are based. In
education, given the increased application of algorithm-based automation in school management
(e.g. provision of educational services) and in teaching and learning (e.g. adaptive learning), we
can expect the same biases to occur, although these have yet to be the focus of serious
empirically supported scientific analyses — which would be warranted.

Hence, educational technology acts as a vector of power. Teachers and students using
this technology will inevitably reinforce the dominant educational values inherent in its
operation, which must be scrutinized in the light of their greater or lesser compatibility with
the mandate of democratization and emancipation of education (Plante, 2014). On this point,
several authors state that digital technology in education, in its current state, is mainly a
vector of technical rationality and industrialization (Hall, 2011; Moeglin, 1993), whose
compatibility with the mission of education is questionable. In summary, the critical
dimension of digital technologies in education makes it possible to analyze “in what ways,
and by whom, the technologies are appropriated, subverted, resisted or ignored, and how
this reshapes activity, and reflects and realigns the balance of power and influence in the
sociocultural settings that characterise education” (Schmid, 2006, p. 72).

Implications of a sociocritical approach to understanding digital (in)equity in
education

Thus defined, a sociocritical approach affords a relevant theoretical background for the study
of digital (in)equity. More specifically, it aims to provide an epistemological and theoretical basis
for the analysis of digital inequalities by closely linking them to the underlying dominance
relationships. Approaching digital (in)equity from this viewpoint implies understanding it as
relational, intersectional and experiential.

A relational perspective on digital (in)equity

Digital (in)equity is closely linked to dominance relationships and hence may be explained
by relationships between individuals according to their respective places in the social
sphere, not by each individual’s personal characteristics. It follows that the analytical unit is
not the individual (whether female, socially disadvantaged, etc) but rather his or her
social relationships (e.g. women’s social positioning relative to other gender groups;
disadvantaged persons’ social positioning relative to other socioeconomic groups, etc.). This
relational view of digital (in)equity is not new. In 2005, Van Dijk suggested that there was a
need to go beyond an individual view of digital inequalities, pointing out that “inequality is
not primarily a matter of individual attributes but of categorical differences between groups
of people” (p. 10). A sociocritical approach — by explicitly placing digital (in)equity within the
framework of dominance relationships — emphasizes its resolutely relational rather than
individual nature. At the educational level, this perspective makes it possible to study
digital (in)equity within heterogeneous populations of teachers and students, as well as
between these and other actors involved in mainstreaming technology in education
(political, technological, parental, etc.).

An intersectional perspective on digital (in)equity
If we view digital (inJequity as one element of dominance relationships, we can also
appreciate the many oppressions to which individuals are subject and which contribute to
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shaping the forms of digital inequality they experience — in education and other areas of
their lives. Instead of merely summarizing the effects of one, two or three dimensions
of inequalities, proponents of the concept of intersectionality stress the interwoven nature of
these oppressive categories (Crenshaw, 1989). In other words, since an individual’s social
positioning is always at the confluence of a number of forms of oppression, the digital
inequalities he or she faces are the unique outcome of a particular combination of dominance
relationships. In this connection, Lord (1983), a feminist, lesbian author who also happens to
be a person of colour, asserts that it is impossible to compartmentalize the forms of social
inequality she experiences in her daily life:

I cannot afford the luxury of fighting one form of oppression only. I cannot afford to believe that
freedom from intolerance is the right of only one particular group. And I cannot afford to choose
between the fronts upon which I must battle these forces of discrimination, wherever they appear to
destroy me (p. 9).

On the educational level, an intersectional perspective facilitates the study of the digital (in)
equity experienced by educational actors (teachers and students) by foregrounding the
particular form it takes for each of them. Its manifestations are far from homogeneous or
uniform, instead taking a variety of forms in the extracurricular and school life of each
teacher and student.

An experiential perspective on digital (in)equity

Finally, approaching digital (in)equity from the viewpoint of unequal social relations
highlights the negotiations that take place between the dominance structures that partially
determine individuals’ actions and the latitude they enjoy in coping with them. To analyze
the diverse inequitable uses of digital technology, it is necessary, as Granjon (2004) writes, to
account “for the dialectic between microsocial behaviors and macrosocial orientations,
personal experiences and collective structures (class, affinity group, institutions, etc.),
between subjects’ actions and the social system [...]” (p. 3 (translation)). Digital (in)equity is
thus not a given; it emerges from a negotiation process involving social structures and
actors. From this standpoint, studying digital (in)equity implies taking the existing
structural mechanisms into account, as well as individuals’ subjective experience thereof.
However, since everyone has a different place in society, there is every reason to believe that
people’s ability to negotiate the dominance relationships in which they are involved varies
between individuals. The study of Angus et al (2002) is a notable example of this
experiential perspective. These authors conducted a multi-case study of four Australian
families who took advantage of a program that helped them purchase an internet-connected
computer. Using the concept of cultural capital (Passeron and Bourdieu, 1970), they show
how each family makes use of the hardware and the differing value they derive from it.
Moreover, their study clearly shows that there was an element of freedom and
unpredictability in the way the families took to the technology, as well as in their social
trajectory generally. From an educational standpoint, this perspective calls for an analysis
of digital (in)equity that is not limited to its objective markers (e.g. socioeconomic level,
gender). Instead, the analysis should be focused at a midpoint between the educational and
social structures of the educational actors (teachers and students), while also taking their
individual and subjective experiences into account.

Implications of a sociocritical approach to the study and practice of digital
equity in education

By adopting a relational, intersectional and experiential perspective, a sociocritical
approach makes it possible to account for digital (in)equity in all its complexity by closely
linking it to the various existing inequitable social relations. This way of conceptualizing

Capturing
digital (in)
equity




Downloaded by Universite du Quebec a Montreal At 06:45 14 March 2019 (PT)

LT

digital (in)equity has certain methodological implications; we can roughly sort the relevant
studies into two categories, depending on whether they seek to document digital inequity
or to take action to overcome it.

Documenting digital (in)equity

In documenting digital (in)equity in education, “formal goals and measures of equality”
(Papendieck, 2018, p. 3), as measured by questionnaires or standardized proficiency tests, are
relevant but not sufficient. While they do afford a macro-level portrait of the differing degrees
of digital engagement (in terms of interest, access, use or competence) in a given sample, they
provide scant information on how these differences are reflected in the lived experience of
individual teachers and learners. Under a sociocritical approach, it is advantageous to
combine these macro-level analyses with micro-level ones that are attuned to teachers’ and
learners’ individual situations. Hence, analysis needs to take a middle path between the facts,
on the one hand, and their meanings for teachers and learners, on the other hand, with the aim
of reframing individual behaviors within the dominant social structures. Concretely, it must
seek to complement these broad overviews with a methodical global approach, in particular
in-depth interviews that will canvass teachers’ and learners’ perceptions. Ethnographic
surveys could also be conducted. They can bring out evidence of digital inequity that
participants themselves are not always aware of, in the form of “the internalized products of
certain forms of social domination” (Granjon ef al, 2009, p. 21 (translation)). For example,
Robinson (2009) looked at the case of learners who, having no internet access at home, use
computers at public libraries to do their homework. Her results showed that, compared to
those with a home internet connection, these learners had less time and freedom to explore
other types of internet use (e.g. relational, playful) and were reduced to “a taste of the
necessary” (Robinson, 2009), ie. to utilitarian, undiversified representations and uses.
While phenomena of this kind are difficult for participants themselves to become aware of,
they can be brought to light using comprehensive ethnographic methods that will enable the
researcher to uncover patterns of action that are implicit at first glance.

Taking action on digital (in)equity in education

Schools and the community associations that support them are appropriate stakeholders in
the effort to ensure digital equity among learners (Wilkin et al, 2017). They regularly
undertake actions to train learners to use digital technologies and, as a corollary, to alleviate
digital inequity (OECD, 2010). For example, currently numerous initiatives relate to training in
computer coding. From a sociocritical point of view, however, such initiatives have certain
limitations. In the first place, they often fail to take into account how deeply digital technology
is intertwined with the broader social and educational structures and realities (Selwyn, 2014).
The result is a mismatch between the responsible authorities’ intentions and official policies,
on the one hand, and learners’ digital practices — which remain relatively unchanged — on the
other hand (Wilkin et al, 2017, Warschauer ef al, 2012). And, second, they are mainly
predicated on pedagogical approaches of the “learning by doing” type (Pereira, 2017) — that is,
on the idea that learners’ actual use of digital technology leads to an understanding of how it
works and its implications. But it is far from self-evident that technical knowledge
(e.g. knowing how to code) will lead to empowering knowledge (e.g. of how the code works and
what its implications are), as is noted by Miller et al. (2018): “there’s a big difference between
having skills — knowing how to use the internet — and having understanding — knowing the
implications of using the internet. Digital understanding is not about being able to code, it’s
about[...]adapting to, questioning and shaping the way technologies are changing the world”
(p. 5). If mere use of digital technologies is conflated with actual understanding of how the
technologies work and what they imply, educational initiatives run the risk of pursuing
narrowly technical goals that will not tend to empower learners.
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One of the tenets of the sociocritical approach we favor is to further a change toward
greater empowerment of teachers and learners. Yet, few studies (e.g. De Castell, Bryson
and Jenson, 2002) have looked at how schools can best address it; consequently, there is no
model for educational action to promote digital equity. Action research is a highly relevant
type of research in the endeavor to achieve such a model, as, being based on broad
participation and involvement of teachers and learners, it is best able to take their
particular circumstances into account in shaping the changes that will lead to greater
digital equity.

Conclusion

A sociocritical approach is an attempt to formulate a sociological perspective, such as has
already been taken by several researchers in the field of digital technology in education
(Bennett, 2014; Kerr, 1996; Selwyn, 2016), combined with a critical dimension that is less
often adopted in the field of digital technology in education (Selwyn, 2015).
More specifically, a sociological perspective broadens the scope of the questions that
have heretofore been asked about digital technology in education, questions which, under
the instrumentalist and deterministic approaches, have focused mainly on the issue of the
effectiveness of the technology in the school context. Beyond the school environment,
sustained attention can then be paid to the non-educational sphere, considering both
teachers’ and learners’ extracurricular uses of digital technology and non-educational actors
(e.g. industrial designers). The critical dimension, in turn, enables these broader questions to
be understood in terms of unequal social relations and discussed in terms of their
compatibility with the mandate of democratization and emancipation of education.

Hence, a sociocritical approach appears to us to provide a relevant theoretical basis for
addressing digital (in)equity issues. On the one hand, it enables digital (in)equity issues to be
linked to broader academic and social inequities, both at the design and implementation
stages and in teachers’ and learners’ use of the technology, while also making it possible to
propose fairer alternatives, to ensure that digital technology contributes to school equity
efforts. This perspective is in line with Papendieck’s (2018) suggestion that we ought to
“move beyond formal goals and measures of equality — like technology access, STEM
diversity, or digital participation—and use technology to build vocabularies and fluencies
around race, class, gender and other lines of oppression” (p. 3). In our view, a sociocritical
approach to digital technology in education, by virtue of both its theoretical basis and its
methods, affords a solid and consistent framework to help shape the study of digital (in)
equity in such a way as to overcome the limitations noted by Papendieck (2018).
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