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The notion of ‘disruptive innovation’ should not be a guiding light for higher education. First and 
foremost, proponents of this idea would do well to recognise that much broader discourses of 
revolutionary change have characterised the field of education technology for decades. In short, it is 
an old and rather tired narrative. Indeed, this tendency for declaring the imminent disruption of 
education is usually grounded in simplistic accounts of ‘problem solving’ technology, as Robins and 
Webster elaborate upon with the idea of the ‘technical fix’ in their examination of the relationships 
between education and ‘the unprecedented level of unemployment’ in Britain in the 1980s (1989, 
p11). In this discussion, they draw usefully on Winner’s notion of ‘mythinformation’:  
 

the almost religious conviction that a widespread adoption of computers and 
communications systems along with easy access to electronic information will 
automatically produce a better world for human living. (Winner 1986, p105) 

 
That this conviction appears to be alive and well amongst the advocates of technological disruption in 
education is somewhat surprising, given that recognition of the continual failure of technology to 
induce change has also been widely documented. For example, consider Mayes’s (1995) rather 
brilliant analogy, drawn from the film Groundhog Day, in which the protagonist is forced to experience a 
single day over and over again: 
 

People who have been involved over any length of time with educational technology 
will recognise this experience, which seems characterised by a cyclical failure to learn 
from the past. We are frequently excited by the promise of a revolution in education, 
through the implementation of technology. We have the technology today, and 
tomorrow we confidently expect to see the widespread effects of its implementation. 
Yet, curiously, tomorrow never comes. (Mayes 1995, p1) 

 
Despite providing such a sharp and insightful assessment of the education technology field, Mayes 
(1995) proceeds in fairly optimistic terms about potential for change in the particular period of this 
writing, in the mid-nineteen-nineties. Needless to say, over 25 years later, many would argue we are 
still caught in this endless cycle of an education technology ‘Groundhog Day’, forever promising a 
radical disruption that never comes. This predicament has not gone unnoticed amongst scholars of 
education technology. Selwyn notes that ‘digital technologies have promised much in the way of 
educational improvement and innovation over the past thirty years – but delivered much less’ (Selwyn 
2013, p2). Oliver further recognises the field as one which ‘seems to reinvent itself every few years’ 
(Oliver 2016, p36). The prominence of ‘horizon reports’, such as those now published by Educause 
(for the latest version see Brown et al. 2020) attest to a general obsession with predicting and 
anticipating an impending cycle of technological change. 
 
The difficulty with accepting ‘disruptive innovation’ as any more prescient than the many other 
narratives of crisis and technical solution in education, is that it seems to be particularly indicative of a 
historical amnesia that is antithetical to the very foundations of higher education. Supporters of this 
idea appear, not only to overlook the long history of notions of ‘disruption’ and ‘solutionism’ that have 
characterised the research and development of educational technologies, but also to endorse a concept 
that seems to be fundamentally concerned with sweeping away the old in favour of the new (Lepore 
2014). Further, as Gobble suggests, ‘disruptive innovation’ has little to say about judging whether the 
newness it brings is actually desirable: ‘the theory doesn’t even attempt to make the argument, as 
innovation theorists once did, that new is good. Rather, new simply is, and it is both relentless and 



inescapable’ (Gobble 2015, p61). In the spirit of acknowledging and drawing from the past, we would 
do well to ask more critical questions about the relationships between technology and education, 
rather than characterising them with well-worn ideas about straightforward transformation, or indeed 
‘enhancement’ (see Bayne 2015 for detailed critique of ‘technology enhanced learning’). Such critical 
questions are, it is argued here, a much better route to examining education ‘for the public good’, if 
that indeed remains of interest at all to educators in current times. The recurring promises of 
technological revolution, often grounded in declarations of educational crises of various kinds, are 
better understood as part and parcel of the field of education technology itself. In other words, the 
field of education technology is not the promised land over the horizon, it is rather very much the 
condition and practice of suggesting that there is one. A pertinent example here is Watters’s (2020) 
recent account of a ‘century’ of educational crises in the US, propagated by various kinds of 
technology ‘solution’. A better acknowledgement of the history of education technology should lead us 
to the recognition that the debates around ‘disruptive innovation’ are more usefully framed as political 
questions; ‘questions of what education is, and questions of what education should be’ (Selwyn 2013, 
p2). Rather than focusing on whether ‘disruptive innovation’ is happening in higher education, or 
indeed suggesting ways to bring it about, we might ask questions such as: should our educational 
institutions be corporate providers of mere ‘goods and services’, or custodians of relationships of 
pedagogy, educational purpose, and care? 
 
Further, and continuing to acknowledge the history of education technologies, we need to ask 
questions, such as, how are the narratives of technological disruption already situated within dominant 
structures of power? And, in whose interests do the calls for the digital disruption of higher education 
work? One of the principal reasons that ‘disruptive innovation’ has not been taken seriously as a 
driving principle for higher education, as well as in other areas, is that it fails to articulate a coherent 
theory of change. Rather, backers of the idea, and indeed Christensen himself, often appear to rely 
too heavily on assumptions about the ‘inevitability’ of (market) transformations, is if such disruption 
were somehow akin to natural processes of evolution (Lepore 2014). Those interested in education 
technology would greatly benefit from some clarity on this point. Digital disruption in education 
(higher or otherwise), is not natural or inevitable. It is, undeniably, the result of concerted efforts by a 
range of groups to actively promote, advance, and endorse education technologies. As Watters 
reminds us, we need to ask much more critical questions about the narratives of crisis and solution in 
education, such as: 
 

[W]ho proposes technology as the solution? Whose fix is this? Who repeats these 
narratives of crisis, and who defines the problems, and who determines the 
appropriate technological interventions? (Watters 2020) 

 
Here is a fairly straight forward answer to all of these questions: a commercial ‘Ed Tech’ industry 
whose global market is projected to be worth $404 billion by 2025 (HolonIQ 2020). In other words, 
there is a significant vested interest in propagating the idea, not only that higher education is ‘broken’ 
(for a typical example of this kind of public discourse, see Spodek 2017), but also that education 
technologies offer a desirable and straightforward route to fixing it. More broadly, Picciano and 
Spring refer to this as the ‘education-industrial complex’1, comprised of ‘ideological, technophile and 
forprofit entities that seek to promote their beliefs, ideas, products, services in furtherance of their own 
goals and objectives’ (2013 p2). As above, it is crucial to see this not just as a supposed conflict 
between the public and private sectors, but as a concern for the politics of education. Underpinning 
the ‘education-industrial complex’ are beliefs about the extent to which education should be governed 
by the state, and more broadly about the role of the state in public life. The notion of ‘disruptive 
innovation’ is firmly aligned with a view that would see a reduced role for the state, if one at all, in 
future educational governance.  
 
The current COVID-19 pandemic is a very real crisis, not only for education, but also for almost 
every other aspect of our lives. Nevertheless, it seems clear that many in the ‘ed tech’ industry have 

                                                        
1 In reference to Eisenhower’s ‘military-industrial complex’ (see Eisenhower 1961) 



viewed it as an unrivalled opportunity for expansion. Williamson notes a ‘remarkable quarter of a year 
for commercial edtech and education markets’ (2020a), as the early months of travel restrictions and 
school and university closures saw unprecedented investments in the sector. As Williamson further 
elaborates, big tech companies have quickly positioned themselves as ‘frontline emergency response 
providers’, partnering with international organisations and other ‘ed tech’ businesses to consolidate 
‘pandemic power networks’, intent, not just on responding to the temporary closure of public 
educational institutions, but on a lasting influence and authority in education globally (Williamson 
2020b). This is not the kind of disruptive innovation to celebrate. As Williamson (2020b) suggests, 
many of the organisations involved are ‘notoriously data hungry’, and the speed with which such 
coalitions have formed will: 
 

alarm data protection and privacy campaigners concerned about commercial 
exploitation of student data, normalization of student surveillance, adoption of data 
processing technologies without full vetting procedures, or their imposition without 
full informed consent. (Williamson 2020b) 

 
Such emergency responses to the current pandemic should not be promoted as the moment to finally 
realise ‘disruptive innovation’ in education. They would be better viewed as opportunism about which 
those that care for public education should be wary. The increasing use of commercial ‘ed tech’ 
products in the sector, whether ushered in by the pandemic or otherwise, constitute a growing means 
of private, rather than democratic, control over various aspects of educational activity.   
 
This has been a concern for scholars of education technologies for some time, where the arguments 
for various kinds of technological disruption have lent ‘a distinctly technocratic air to how 
contemporary education is being imagined’ (Selwyn 2013, p11). Such discourses appear determined to 
frame educational practices in a ‘commodity state’, as ‘something that has calculable and quantifiable 
value, and that is therefore exchangeable’ (Selwyn 2013, p14). This is precisely where the notion of 
‘disruptive innovation’ and the commercial imperatives of the ‘ed tech’ industry have aligned so well, 
in depicting education as a market, and learning, a product. Within such a rationale, education 
technology becomes a self-evident good, providing efficiency, effectiveness, and the reduction of costs. 
We need to break out of this kind of common sense by remembering that ‘disruptive innovation’ is, in 
truth, a rather thin idea. Its universal applicability is questioned even in the study of goods and 
services where it originated (see Lepore 2014; Gobble 2015). Long-time advocates of educational 
technology label the idea as ‘almost entirely harmful in our relationship with technology’ (Weller 
2020). It is also worth acknowledging that ‘disruptive innovation’ says nothing about education itself; 
nothing about pedagogical relationships; nothing about student experiences; and nothing whatsoever 
about organisational values, beyond their narrow rendition as economic transactions. Where there 
have been attempts to apply the idea, for example in Christensen and Eyring (2011), the 
characterisations of educational institutions and activities are described as ‘wildly misguided’ (Lepore 
2014). What the theory of ‘disruptive innovation’ does is render complex public institutions in terms of 
the market logics of entrepreneurial start-up companies. As Lepore rather starkly puts it, ‘[d]isruptive 
innovation is a theory about why businesses fail. It’s not more than that’ (2014). For these reasons, the 
notion of ‘disruptive innovation’ should not be a guiding light for higher education. 
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