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Past, present, 
future

1. Challenges of increasingly defining education through the 
digital

2. Divides and surfacing marginalised communities in the digital

3. Why all this matters
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Digital technology 
alone does not 
transform education

"...despite talk of ‘computers blowing up the school’ and mass-
scale ‘open’ learning, the main institutional structures of 
education have remained relatively intact over the past 40 years 
–even amid the substantial disruption of the pandemic...

Education at all levels continues to be shaped by matters of 
curriculum, assessment and work-related skills. Despite the 
increasing visibility of digital devices and online systems, the 
essence of traditional education forms remain intact."

Facer, K. & Selwyn, N. (2021), Digital technology and the futures 
of education – towards ‘non-stupid’ optimism.



Digital 
Divides

• More than ownership
• More than access
• More than connectivity
• More than just use
• More than just content



Digital Divides
• Social and cultural capital

• Significant financial considerations

• Particularly strong gender disparities

• Rural and urban divides

• Inequality 'stacks' and marginalisation



Digital Divides

• 'Disadvantaged families are being "locked out" of education as they cannot afford 
the costs of online learning'

• devices are important but people also need basic digital skills for life and work, 
with community-based support

• 'Low-income households are also less likely to have an internet connection in their 
home, instead relying on expensive mobile phone data packages at a time when 
paying for weekly food and heating bills is already extremely challenging.'

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-55816686

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-55816686


Digital Divides

• Work through the layers in the 
larger inequality stack one by 
one

• Understand the context: social 
norms matter

• Everything is connected
• Emphasise support and 

development whenever 
possible



Fidelity to local context is critical: Case #1



Uganda: challenges of 
serving refugee populations

• Distributed settlements spanning a lot of terrain

• Multiple countries of origin (languages, cultural 
practices, identity and allegiances)

• Rural/urban divides

• High incidents of trauma

• Significant digital divides

• Interrupted schooling

• (Lack of) documentation



Foundations for 
All project

1. Makerere University

2. Refugee Law Project
3. American University of 

Beirut
4. University of Edinburgh
5. 2018-2022

https://www.timeshighereducati
on.com/campus/using-tech-
connect-refugees-pathways-
higher-education-emerging-
case-study

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/campus/using-tech-connect-refugees-pathways-higher-education-emerging-case-study


Response
• Curriculum with psychosocial 

support at its heart (pastoral 
support is critical)

• Dedicated tutors onsite

• Blended models to allow for 
distributed curriculum building

• Accounting for the offline/online 
continuum: reduce barriers one by 
one

• Kolibri one of many in this 
space: https://learningequality.org
/kolibri/

https://learningequality.org/kolibri/


Covid and closures

• Affected everyone (us too!)
• Access to learning centres

and schools immediately 
disrupted

• Switch to mobile
• Role of digital is clear but 

wildly uneven
• https://www.worldbank.org/

en/data/interactive/2020/03
/24/world-bank-education-
and-covid-19

https://www.worldbank.org/en/data/interactive/2020/03/24/world-bank-education-and-covid-19


Implications for 
educational design

• Why not (psychosocial) 
support for everyone?

• Expect interruptions and 
you will never be 
disappointed.

• Account for uneven access. 
Account for uneven 
ownership. Account for 
uneven use.

• Peel back the layers 
of divide one by one: you 
have agency in this.

• What future are you trying 
to enact?



If we can't imagine a 
better future, that is a 
failure of imagination: Case 
#2



We have agency in 
defining the future

“The idea of ‘the future’ as a singular, 
inevitable trajectory in the face of 
which educators and citizens have 
no agency, is also subject to 
critique”

Facer, K., & Sandford, R. (2010). The next 25 years?: future scenarios 
and future directions for education and technology. Journal of 
computer assisted learning, 26(1), 74-93.

Dourado portolan charts drafted in Goa around 1570

http://dpg.lib.berkeley.edu/webdb/dsheh/heh_brf?Description=&CallNumber=HM+41


Near Future 
Teaching

• 2017-2019
• Aim: Co-designing a values-

based future for digital 
education

• Participatory, community-
led

• Engaged with 400+ at a 
single institution
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Futures and anticipation

• attempts to predict the future aspire to eliminate 
risks of uncertainty

• foresight aims to equip actors with insights into 
multiple possibilities

• anticipation assumes an active and critically 
reflective interaction with futures that are 
unknowable.

• Amsler and Facer (2017) Learning the Future 
Otherwise: Emerging Approaches to Critical 
Anticipation in Education. Futures. 94.

Photo by Efe Kurnaz



Define

What is our preferred future for digital education?

Discover

What values do we want to shape this future?

What are the global trends which are impacting on it?

Develop

What are our aims and objectives for this future?

Deliver

What actions will enable us to get there?

Values and preferred future defined
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https://www.nearfutureteaching.ed.ac.uk/materials/future-reviews/

https://www.nearfutureteaching.ed.ac.uk/materials/future-reviews/
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https://www.nearfutureteaching.ed.ac.uk/videos/

https://www.nearfutureteaching.ed.ac.uk/videos/


Values drive this 
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Why is this 
important?



Why is this 
important?



Questions to carry 
forward

What is your preferred future in all of this? 

What values drive your future?

How are you ensuring that disadvantaged 
groups are included?
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