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1. Background 
This is the second of a series of papers written to help inform thinking about how we might leverage the 
potential of digital in a post COVID-19 world. Much of the material was written prior to the outbreak of the 
COVID-19 pandemic which forced the closure of schools and required a shift of teaching and learning activity 
into the online environment. This shift has highlighted the importance of digital technologies as a means of 
‘bridging the gap’ in a remote teaching and learning context, and further, the importance of digital skills and 
capabilities to ensure these things are used appropriately and to good effect.  

The premise for this series of papers is that at all levels of our education system we must ensure that our 
policies and supports are designed to foster digital agency in learners and educators. The COVID-19 response 
has highlighted more than ever before that digital infrastructure and tools must support effective affordances 
to students and teachers – meaning that users know intuitively how it is useful and what to do with it, how it 
can open up new and different ways of learning, well beyond the classroom. 

According to the recent Curriculum, Progress and Achievement MAG Report1, digital technology, and the 
efficiencies it enables, supports educators across the system to:  

• easily access high quality resources that support curriculum, progress, and achievement 

• access and use smart tools for designing, enacting, and inquiring into curriculum, progress and 
achievement 

• connect with groups of educators grappling with similar issues to themselves 

• contribute and share their knowledge and insights. 

The intention of the papers in this series is to provide guidance around what is required to enable an 
environment with equitable access to internet connectivity, digital devices, and information-sharing tools and 
processes that use the affordances of digital technologies and do not increase (and may reduce) teacher 
workload. Achieving this will require significant re-thinking of our current pedagogical practices and the way 
these are informed and shaped by the use of digital technologies. 

Such thinking has taken on a new significance as we have experienced the shift to an online world in response 
to the COVID-19 crisis. While we may expect a return in the future to where learners and teachers will resume 
activity in their physical spaces of learning, the need for a more comprehensive plan of action for how we can 
best utilise the potential of digital technologies and the online environment to achieve our goals as learners, as 
teachers and as a system has certainly increased in prominence in the minds of many educators  and others 
supporting the notion of a more accessible, equitable and quality education provision in New Zealand.  

 

2. Introduction 
Over the past thirty years of ICTs being used in NZ schools educators have worked hard to find ways of 
embracing digital technologies to ensure they are being used to support and enable the sorts of approaches to 
teaching and learning they are seeking to achieve. Sometimes this has led to technology simply being used as a 
‘substitute’ for existing practice, while on other occasions it has led to quite different and sometimes 
unintended new opportunities for learning. 

The focus of this paper began with thinking about two questions,  
1. what are the characteristics of a digital enabled, future focused education system? and  
2. what will be the impact on our pedagogical practice in such an environment? 

The paper introduces three ideas that are presented as being the things that will differentiate our system into 
the next twenty years and beyond, and explores some of the implications for our pedagogical practice. 

 
1 https://conversation.education.govt.nz/assets/CPA/CPA-Programme-Conversation-Document.pdf 
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3. Being Digital 
“Computing is not about computers anymore. It is about living.” 
― Nicholas Negroponte 

In his 2005 book titled “Being Digital”, Nicholas Negroponte described very accurately the ‘future’ that we are 
now experiencing. He describes it as living in the post-information age where “true personalization” is upon us. 
In this world Negroponte foresaw machines that will understand individuals and their preferences as humans 
understand humans. He describes how geography is not limited, and how it is no longer essential that we are 
required physically to go to a place of work (or learning) but where we can do our jobs electronically. He 
describes access to on-demand information being fully digital, and an economy in information gathering that 
deals with more pulling as opposed to pushing.  “People will get to pull the information they want rather than 
it being pushed on them,” he said. 

Considering the world we now live in fifteen years into the future we can recognise these things now as being 
more familiar to us if not ‘common-place’. The point of Negroponte’s book, as captured in the title, is that, as 
citizens of a digital world, it is no longer acceptable to consider that we simply learn about, or with, or through 
digital technologies, but that we need to understand the ways that our very ways of thinking and acting have 
been and are being shaped by these technologies. Such as assertion raises lots of questions, of course, for as 
we know, technology is an amplifier – for both good and bad. All the more reason that we take seriously what 
it means to ‘be digital’ and seek to understand and identify the ways in which digital technologies are at work 
in our lives.  

This is particularly important for us as educators. Digital technologies have the potential to transform learning 
and teaching, just as they are almost every other aspect of our daily lives, as described by Tony Bates in his 
book, “Teaching In A Digital Age”2: 

In a digital age, we are surrounded, indeed, immersed, in technology. Furthermore, the rate of 
technological change shows no sign of slowing down. Technology is leading to massive changes in the 
economy, in the way we communicate and relate to each other, and increasingly in the way we learn. 
Yet our educational institutions were built largely for another age, based around an industrial rather 
than a digital era. Thus teachers and instructors are faced with a massive challenge of change. How 
can we ensure that we are developing the kinds of graduates from our courses and programs that are 
fit for an increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous future? What should we continue to 
protect in our teaching methods (and institutions), and what needs to change? 

As educators we have to understand that the potential of digital technologies to enhance learning is only 
realised if it is seamlessly accessible and used discerningly. As Dr Julia Atkin wrote back in 1997; 

As we integrate information technologies into our practice, classrooms will only become information 
rich and learning rich if we attend to all the features which enhance learning in any learning situation. 
Information technology may have changed things in that it makes more possible, however those 
possibilities will only result in enhanced learning if we attend to the application and refinement of 
powerful learning technologies3. 

Thus, as we seek to understand what is meant by the notion of ‘digital pedagogy’ we must understand that 
being digital is not about the technology any more – it is about living. As educators, we will only be able to 
embrace a digital pedagogy if we are ourselves fully immersed in the digital world, experiencing the level of 
digital agency described in the first of this series of papers.  

 
2 https://teachonline.ca/sites/default/files/pdfs/teaching-in-a-digital-age_2016.pdf 
3 https://www.education.sa.gov.au/sites/default/files/enhancing_learning_with_information_and_communication_technology.pdf?acsf_files_redirect 
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4. Pedagogy 
Pedagogy may be described simply as “the science and art of education, specifically instructional theory4”.  

Thus the emphasis is on what teachers do, as distinct from the activity of learners. Using digital technologies to 
enhance the educational process involves more than just learning how to use specific piece of hardware and 
software. It requires an understanding of pedagogical principles that are specific to the use of technology in 
instructional settings.  

The New Zealand Curriculum has a section on Effective Pedagogy5 that describes a range of things that the 
evidence suggests teachers can do in order that students can learn best. At the end of the section is the 
following statement linking the use of digital technologies (ICTs) and pedagogy:  

Information and communication technology (ICT) has a major impact on the world in which young 
people live. Similarly, e-learning (that is, learning supported by or facilitated by ICT) has considerable 
potential to support the teaching approaches outlined in the above section.  

For instance, e-learning may:  

• assist the making of connections by enabling students to enter and explore new learning 
environments, overcoming barriers of distance and time,  

• facilitate shared learning by enabling students to join or create communities of learners that 
extend well beyond the classroom,  

• assist in the creation of supportive learning environments by offering resources that take 
account of individual, cultural, or developmental differences,  

• enhance opportunities to learn by offering students virtual experiences and tools that save them 
time, allowing them to take their learning further.  

 

The NZC further recommends that schools should explore not only how digital technologies (ICTs) can 
supplement traditional ways of teaching but also how it can open up new and different ways of learning.  

To do this we need to understand the ways in which digital technologies are becoming ‘game changers’ in 
education, requiring a reconceptualization of how teaching and learning is organized and managed.  

In the sections that follow three themes are presented as the characteristics of our ‘future focused’ education 
system. These are: 

• Ubiquity 

• Agency 

• Connectedness  

The importance of these themes is that they represent both the conditions for and drivers of a change in the 
way education is provided and experienced in the 21st Century. These are expanded upon in the sections that 
follow.  

  

 
4 http://www.thefreedictionary.com/pedagogy 
5 http://nzcurriculum.tki.org.nz/Curriculum-documents/The-New-Zealand-Curriculum/Effective-pedagogy 
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5. The Three Principles 
5.1 Ubiquity  
Geography is no longer a limiting factor. 

Digital technologies are being used in ways that mean the physical location of a ‘place of learning’ is 
increasingly irrelevant, with learners now able to engage in their learning at any time, in any place and at any 
pace that suits their particular needs. While it is true that traditional educational providers have acknowledged 
learning occurring in places other than in school (i.e. homework), the use of digital technologies to connect 
learners to their learning (and instruction) has become a game-changer that will significantly alter the way 
traditional schools and centres are organized and managed.  

There are three key drivers at work here:  

• The significant increase in personally-owned, Internet-capable mobile devices – enabling individuals to 
personalise and manage their interactions with others, their collections of content, and their learning 
experiences online.  

• The pervasive availability of wireless connectivity – making access to the internet from anywhere and 
at any time more possible, and indeed expected.  

• The emergence of cloud applications and cloud storage options – reducing the dependence on locally 
hosted applications and content, and increasing the opportunity for connecting to these things from 
multiple devices in multiple locations.  

The shifts in thinking and behaviour, and the consequent changes in expectations that are created are 
challenging fundamentally many of the structures and roles upon which our traditional system is established.  

5.1.1 System level implications  
• Review policies on school opening hours and attendance requirements  

• National provision of core IT services through managed network  

• Implement national policy to ensure equitable digital access to devices and internet connectivity, at 
school and at home for every learner 

• Review physical structures of schools/centres to encourage greater flexibility  

• Consider role of community facilities as places where learning occurs 

5.1.2 Implications for schools/centres:  
• Implementation of strategies and policies that ensure all learners have access to a digital device and 

internet connectivity while at school, and provide support for home use as appropriate 

• Provision of robust wireless access  

• Move to use of cloud-based services and applications where possible  

• Build infrastructure based on notion of 24/7 access for students and staff  

5.1.3 Implications for teachers:  
• Eliminate the notion of ‘homework’ – replace with the idea of learning as continuous and in any 

location  

• Encourage appropriate use of personal devices across all areas of the curriculum  
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5.2 Agency  
Learners must move from being passive recipients in the learning process to being more actively involved in 
the decisions about their learning. 

In simple terms, the notion of ‘agency’ may be understood as having the ‘power or capacity to act and make 
choices’. Arguably, much of our traditional education system reflects its origins as an industrial age response to 
the need to produce literate and numerate people to work in the factories. Learners grouped into age- based 
classes, promotion through the system based on age and/or achievement, a standardized curriculum to ensure 
conformity etc. In such a system the agency of the learner is not considered, instead the system is premised on 
the belief that ‘we’ know what is best for you, and ‘we’ will make the decisions that are in your best interests in 
terms of where you’ll learn, what you’ll learn and how you’ll learn it.  

The increasing use of digital technologies inside and outside of school provides clear evidence of the 
affordances they provide to tailor learning experiences to individual learners, to respond to learner-driven 
choices about where, what and how learning occurs, and the capacity they provide for learners to manage the 
evidence to support and to demonstrate their achievement as learners.  

While the principles of ‘learner-centredness’ have been espoused in educational literature for many decades, 
much of the system response to this has been to work at differentiating the way education is delivered, rather 
than embracing the notion of learners with agency over their learning, and the system existing to serve the 
needs/interests of the learner. Having agency as a learner is becoming a default expectation now as young 
people become increasing adept at using a variety of technology-enabled means to access, participate in and 
even contribute to the learning that meets their needs.  

5.2.1 System level implications  
• Review of policies where the institution is the focus for resourcing etc. and change to a learner-centred 

approach  

• Ensure opportunities for participation and ‘voice’ are included in any policy or regulatory reviews, and 
have in place processes for receiving and working with new ideas that are submitted 

5.2.2 Implications for schools/centres:  
• Review of all structures based on institution centric decision-making, e.g. age-based classes, access to 

resources, timetables that restrict access to subjects of choice etc.  

• Greater provision for inclusion of and response to student voice in all aspects of school operation  

5.2.3 Implications for teachers:  
• Move from being the ‘deliverer’ of curriculum to being the co-constructor and experienced learner. 

• Model all appropriate dispositions as a digitally literate learner  
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5.3 Connectedness  
The success of one depends on the success of all. 

Connectedness is about “having a sense of being a part of something that is bigger than ones self”. It’s not 
about the technology, but it’s all about being connected. This is having an impact on all areas of human activity.  

The notion of connectedness requires a reconceptualization of our traditional ideas about knowledge and 
education. Jane Gilbert6 suggests that knowledge is now a verb, not a noun - something we do rather than 
something we have - and describes the ways our schools need to change to prepare people to participate in 
the knowledge-based societies of the future.  

George Siemens has led the thinking around Connectivism7 as a learning theory for the networked age. He 
suggests that learning now involves creating connections and developing a network. He argues that learning is 
a process of connecting specialized nodes or information sources, and that learners can exponentially improve 
their own learning by plugging into an existing network.  

The concept of networks and networking as the basis of human activity is central to all of this. Networks 
redefine communities, friends, citizenship, identity, presence, privacy and geography. They enable learning, 
communication, sharing, collaboration, community. Howard Reingold (20108) claims that “Understanding how 
networks work is one of the most important literacies of the 21st century”.  

Another popular metaphor emerging in the educational literature that embraces this same thinking is that of a 
learning ecosystem, which may be understood as a system of people, content, technology, culture, and 
strategy, existing both within and outside of an organization, all of which has an impact on both the formal and 
informal learning that goes on in that organization9. 

In a connected world, just like an ecosystem, no individual person or organization can ‘stand alone’. The 
success of one depends on others, and the failure of one impacts the others also. It is a world where synergistic 
benefits of knowledge creation outweigh considerably the accumulated benefits of individual knowledge.  

5.3.1 System level implications  
• Review all policies to encourage school clusters and networks to form, and to eliminate any rewards at 

a system level for individualistic, competitive behaviours.  

5.3.2 Implications for schools/centres:  
• Commit to participating in (a) local clustering arrangements and (b) networks of choice as a part of core 

operation  

• Develop strong links and partnerships with community groups and other agencies  

5.3.3 Implications for teachers:  
• Become active in personal learning network(s) for personal professional learning  

• Use digital technologies to mediate connections with outside groups and experts as part of regular 
class learning  

  

 
6 http://www.nzcer.org.nz/nzcerpress/catching-knowledge-wave-knowledge-society-and-future-education 
7 http://www.connectivism.ca/about.html 
8 http://www.slideshare.net/courosa/toward-networked-literacies 
9 https://www.ej4.com/blog/what-is-a-learning-ecosystem 
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6. Conclusion  
Digital pedagogy is about significantly more than just acquiring another set of skills and knowledge to add to 
your ‘kete’ of pedagogical strategies. “Being Digital” requires a fundamental change in the way one participates 
in and contributes to a digitally enabled society, and implies also that society itself has fundamentally changed 
as a result of the impact of digital technologies. 

The education system is no different. Digital technologies are fundamentally changing the learning lives of 
everyone in the system – teachers, parents and students. Being a learner in the digital age implies not just 
learning about or even with digital technologies, but is being able to participate fully in a digitally enabled 
education system.  

As such, digital pedagogy is about much more than simply teaching about or with digital technologies. It is 
about recognizing the fundamental shifts in the way learning is occurring, and responding in ways that value 
what we know about effective teaching and applying this in a context where learning is ubiquitous, where 
learners have agency over their learning, and where knowledge and understandings arise through the 
connections that are made in a network of provision.  
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7. Digital Pedagogy Checklist 
Use the following table to reflect on what you have read in this paper and how it applies in your context. 

Principle I/we are currently… I/we could do in the future…  

Ubiquity 
- How do you cater for student 

learning out of school? 
- What systems and processes do 

you have in place to support this 
and to ensure learning is 
recognised where-ever it occurs? 

- What is your school policy on 
student use and/or ownership of 
their own device(s) 

- How do you cater for the home-
school links?  

- What links do you have with 
community learning spaces? 

 

  

Agency 
- How do you currently provide 

choices for your learners – and are 
they genuinely able to act on those 
choices? 

- How is student voice exercised in 
all areas in your context? 

- How do you promote, support and 
accommodate teacher agency 
within the systems and processes 
in your context? 

- To what extent are decisions about 
what to learn and how it is learned 
made by the learners? By 
teachers? 

 

  

Connectedness 
- Is your organisation actively 

involved as a part of a 
cluster/network? If so, how ‘deep’ 
does this engagement go in terms 
of the principles of 
‘connectedness’? 

- How do you recognise and reward 
collaborative work and enterprise 
among learners? Among staff? 

- What use is made of expertise that 
lies outside of the school? 

- How are learners encouraged to 
make connections and link with 
others (within and outside of 
school) when engaged in learning? 
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