EdTech compliance is not enough: children deserve
ethical EdTech business cultures

By loanna Noula

“By 2030 the largest company on the internet is going to be an education-based company that we

haven’t heard of yet.“

A recent report by Technavio documents the breath-taking growth of the EdTech industry. Yet despite the promised

benefits of EdTech products and services, EdTech has faced mounting criticism, centring on two key areas:

® the impact of commercialisation and datafication on education processes

® the quality of their services and their ability to support education outcomes

Critics and experts agree on the importance of checks and balances in the procurement process and developing
standards through benchmarking mechanisms for the transparency and accountability of EdTech companies. But

providing checks and balances is not enough.

In this blog post, | reflect on EdTech corporate ethos and business culture to identify possibilities to improve the
quality of EdTech services from design through to impact, short term and long term, whether considered as impacts

on individual children, education as a system or the wider society.
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Is disruption the way to go?

Like most tech businesses, many EdTech companies market themselves as “disruptive” and “revolutionary”. Branding

the tech industry as disruptive is a way of communicating innovation-driven growth. It attempts to redefine
disruption, getting past the negative connotations and reframing disruption as challenging the norm, confronting the

conventional, or getting rid of what’s old and problematic.


https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/01/the-largest-internet-company-in-2030-this-prediction-will-probably-surprise-you
https://www.technavio.com/report/edtech-market-industry-analysis?v1=&utm_source=prnewswire&utm_medium=pressrelease&utm_campaign=T25v3%28RS%29_rep1_wk8_001_2022&utm_content=IRTNTR71093&nowebp
http://hackeducation.com/2016/06/14/commercialization
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781351252805-14/datafication-education-ben-williamson
https://digitalfuturescommission.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/Roundtable-report-25112-final.pdf
https://digitalfuturescommission.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Governance-of-data-for-children-learning.pdf
https://www.pwc.com.au/digitalpulse/edtech-education-innovation.html

EdTech companies operating in innovation ecosystems predominantly driven by a unicorn mindset. They depart from

an existing or emerging market need to identify improved technological solutions that will generate profit for
shareholders. Although Article 3(1) of the UN Convention on the Rights of a Child (UNCRC) prescribes that “In all
actions concerning children, the best interests of the child shall be a primary consideration”, entrepreneurs and

investors often prioritise innovation and commercial success over children’s best interests.
EdTech corporate purposes: shareholder vs stakeholder value

Society can ill-afford to take risks either with education or children’s vulnerability. Unfortunately, there is no

obligation to uphold companies’ publicly stated values and priorities to “do the right thing”. Friedman’s doctrine of the

primacy of profit maximisation appears to be the only approach that makes sense for shareholders and directors

even with some ethical pushbacks from stakeholders in some high-profile cases. As Corporate Social Responsibility

(CSR) initiatives, corporate mission statements are often seen as no more than noble ambitions to serve the public

interest or simply marketing exercises.

A growing body of research across the disciplines of law, economics and business explores the equilibrium between

corporate purpose, business practice, stakeholder value, shareholder value and sustainable development. This
highlights the importance of ethical business cultures and businesses’ commitments to their stated mission to

stakeholders, particularly child end-users.

Hodges’ and Steinholtz’s review of business cultures documents how corporate values, employee behaviours and

team dynamics affect the performance of businesses, including risky behaviours, non-compliant forms of trading,

oligopolistic practices etc. As they put it:

“ethical practice must be a non-negotiable requirement throughout an organisation. Board members

and senior managers may think themselves to be ethical, but they may be unaware of what decisions

are being made and on what basis. They must be acutely aware of the messages they are sending to
their direct reports” (2018: 17D

While EdTech businesses are welcomed as equal and critical interlocutors in policy discussions, their values and
corporate cultures defining the features and data processing that power their services should also be scrutinised.
Given the intense and rapid deployment of their services and the dependencies they create, careful consideration

should also be given to EdTech businesses’ long-term societal impact concerning how they reshape education

ecosystems.
Frameworks for assessing risky decisions are important

Examples of such frameworks include Child Rights Impact Assessment (CRIA) and the IEEE Standard for an Age

Appropriate Digital Services Framework. So too are mechanisms for evaluating how companies stay true to their

mission are helpful tools that will ensure the avoidance of long-term negative impact by minimising systemic
vulnerabilities. A regulatory paradigm that relies on compliance, fines, punishment and an overall culture of

deterrence will not safeguard children’s rights in the present and future EdTech business ecosystem.

New integrated approaches to sustainability which move away from the mainstream view of sustainability as a “green

project” driven by environmental ethics emphasise the paramount ethical dimension of sustainable practice and the
need for a holistic values-driven approach to corporate sustainability, stipulating clear links between responsible

practice and impact.


https://www.researchgate.net/publication/321944724_Digitalisation_ecosystems_entrepreneurship_and_policy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unicorn_(finance)
https://corpgov.law.harvard.edu/2020/09/17/the-friedman-essay-and-the-true-purpose-of-the-business-corporation/
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjtuarX4pj4AhWjlFwKHXdCBbUQFnoECAUQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.rijksoverheid.nl%2Fbinaries%2Frijksoverheid%2Fdocumenten%2Fkamerstukken%2F2021%2F03%2F01%2Ftk-voorafgaande-raadpleging-inzake-google%2FGoogle%2BWorkspace%2BDPIA%2Bfor%2BDutch%2BDPA%2Bv18%2BFeb%2B2021.pdf&usg=AOvVaw2adQxqXcfMwo1o1kzcE9oK
https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/ethical-business-practice-and-regulation-9781509916382/
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2021/jan/20/mission-economy-by-mariana-mazzucato-review-the-return-of-the-state
https://www.ft.com/content/be91ac20-142a-11e9-a581-4ff78404524e
https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/ethical-business-practice-and-regulation-9781509916382/
https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/ethical-business-practice-and-regulation-9781509916382/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17439884.2021.1876089
https://digitalfuturescommission.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Child-Rights-Impact-Assessment.pdf
https://standards.ieee.org/ieee/2089/7633/
https://inetco.org/report
https://books.google.gr/books?id=Kgbcfg_4a9cC&printsec=frontcover&dq=Kibert+sustainability&hl=en&sa=X&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=Kibert%20sustainability&f=false
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/5987our-common-future.pdf

“Tick box” CSR is no longer a sufficient argument or tolerable “way out” for companies to prioritise the benefits of
being the first mover in the market and apologise “after the fact” (after a problem surfaces). Education stakeholders
should be able to rely on EdTech businesses doing the right thing by design rather than retrofitting data protection
compliance and children’s rights when regulatory enforcement catches up with them. This requires changes at

corporate values and cultures levels.
To demonstrate willingness to change, EdTech businesses should be:

® vigilant about their impact on children, education, children’s life chances and the society at large
® open to communicating emerging risks, being in conversation with the communities they serve

® able to explain their decisions and technologies and offer meaningful pathways to redress.
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