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ABSTRACT

Toward a Critical Instructional Technology: Instrumental

Rationality, Objectification, and Psychologism

by

Bekir S. Gur, Doctor of Philosophy
Utah State University, 2007
Major Professor: Dr. David A. Wiley
Department: Instructional Technology

Using a multiple-paper format, this dissertation includes three papers. By
providing critiques of instrumental rationality, objectification, and psychologism in
instructional technology, this study aims to provide a tentative formulation of a critical
instructional technology that is sensitive to power and ethics.

The first article starts by presenting a theoretical discussion of instrumental
rationality in instructional technology (IT). Then, it focuses on how the instrumental view
became dominant in the field. The article explores the notion of the designer/technologist
as a specific intellectual. It claims that efficiency should not be understood as an
economical, instrumental, or technical matter, but an ethical one. It then focuses on

potential pathways for advancing the field of educational technology in terms of systems

design and userdesign.
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The second article presents an overview of Heidegger’s genealogy of and critique
of modern technology. It then presents a phenomenological discussion on the importance
of body (or embodiment) in learning. Some of the political/economical problems
regarding mandating teachers to teach a predesigned course of instruction are
investigated. It concludes that instructional designers’ meaningful technological
interventions need to be aligned with approaches to the professional development of
teachers—not with the objectification in which the subjectivities, bodies, and faces of
teachers and students become irrelevant.

The third article presents a brief genealogy of IT in relation to the influence of
psychology. Moreover, it provides a critical and hermeneutical framework for
psychology. Then, it discusses some problems of psychologism, focusing on positivism,
metaphysics, cultural ecology, and power. IT professionals are encouraged to engage
reflectively with the power relations and ethical issues in which they are involved. The
article points out a need for looking at psychology more comprehensively (e.g., critical
and hermeneutical psychology).

(147 pages)
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

While there are strong critical traditions in both education and technology studies,
critical tradition in the field of instructional technology (IT) inquiring political and ethical
issues has consisted of a small number of works by few theorists (e.g., Apple, 1991;
Bowers, 1988; Carter, 1999; Hlynka & Belland, 1991; Koetting, 1979; Nichols & Allen-
Brown, 1996; Noble, 1998; Nunan, 1983; Streibel, 1993; Voithofer & Foley, 2002;
Wilson, 2005; Yeaman, Koetting, & Nichols, 1994). By providing critiques of
instrumental rationality, objectification, and psychologism in instructional technology,
this study aims to provide a tentative formulation of a critical instructional technology
that is sensitive to power and ethics.

Broadly defined, instrumental rationality is the objective form of action that treats
everything (nature or people) simply as a means to an end; the aim of instrumental
rationality is to find the most efficient way to reach certain ends and not focus on the
value of the end. Embedded in this rationality is the notion of science/technology as a
value-neutral activity. In its broad usage, objectification refers to the way in which one
treats everything (including human beings) as an object, raw material, or resource to be
manipulated and (re)used. Along with this broad sense, I use it to refer to the way of
teaching that is characterized by delivery and packaging of learning, in which process
teaching is reduced to the transmission of information and courses are transformed into
courseware. Psychologization/psychologism refers to the way in which psychological
issues become centralized in theoretical discussions of instructional design and

technology (IDT) and thus critical (including political, philosophic, and societal) issues
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have been evacuated from theoretical discussions of IDT. Critical instructional
technology is herein defined as a form of IT that is sensitive to issues of power and ethics.
Using a multiple-paper format, this dissertation includes three papers:

1. Instrumental Rationality in Instructional Technology: Efficiency and Ethics. The
article starts by presenting a theoretical discussion of instrumental rationality in IT. Then,
it focuses on how the instrumental view became dominant in the field. In this dominant
view, instructional technologists are considered engineers aiming to maximize
efficiency—understood mostly within economical terms—and maximizing efficiency is
considered to be value-neutral. Finally, the article argues that instructional designers
should not be conceptualized as mere technical persons, and explores the notion of the
designer/technologist as what Foucault (1980) called a specific intellectual who deals
with ethical-political issues surrounding design. It claims that efficiency should not be
understood as an economical, instrumental, or technical matter, but an ethical and
political matter. It then focuses on potential pathways for advancing the field of
educational technology in terms of systems design and userdesign.

2. Instructional Design, Technology and Objectification. Instructional designers have not
paid attention to the metaphysics that has provided the basis for their basic
understandings and practices. Metaphysically and historically, we need to pay attention to
“how have things come to be this way and what are the alternatives?” In this direction,
the article presents an overview of Heidegger’s genealogy of and critique of modern
technology. It then presents a phenomenological discussion on the importance of body
(or embodiment) in learning. It also focuses on the consequences of “packaged

education” on the profession of teaching, particularly how teachers are deskilled through
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the separation of conception (design) from execution (implementation). Some of the
political/economical problems regarding mandating teachers to teach a predesigned
course of instruction are investigated. It also presents the instructional design
implications of the previous discussions. The source of the problem of objectification of
teaching/learning is metaphysical in the sense that the intelligibility (being) of educative
knowledge is equated with ready-to-use packages and thus education is reduced to the
delivery of information. Thus, the learning relationship between the teacher and the
student is reduced to one of coercion. Objectification increases bureaucratic control over
teaching process and deskills teachers; teachers are proletarianized. Instructional
designers should create resources and structures in which a care relationship and dialogue
between students and teachers can take place. Instructional designers’ meaningful
technological interventions need to be aligned with approaches to the professional
development of teachers—not with the objectification in which the subjectivities, bodies,
and faces of teachers and students become irrelevant.

3. Psychologism and Instructional Technology. The article presents a brief genealogy of
IT in relation to the influence of psychology. It also provides a critical and hermeneutical
framework for psychology. It then discusses some problems of psychologism focusing on
positivism, metaphysics, cultural ecology, and power. IT professionals are encouraged to
engage reflectively with the power-relations and ethical issues in which they are
involved. The narrow psychologism in IT produces a kind of systematic blindness
regarding cultural, political, and other issues. The article points out a need for looking at

psychology more comprehensively (e.g., critical and hermeneutical psychology).
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As the topics covered in three articles are interrelated, the concluding chapter
summarizes the findings of the three papers and aims to show how they are related to
each other and what they can offer to IT scholarship. The conclusion also presents
general tenets of critical instructional technology. Furthermore, it situates the findings of

this study in the context of critical educational studies.

The Significance of the Problem

As a philosophic critique, this study aims to recognize not only what has been
done but also what should be done. This study gives prime importance to ethical and
political issues, which have largely been ignored in the IT literature. There is a need to
look beyond psychologybased learning theories and seek out perspectives from various
theory bases, including critical theory. Also, the problems surrounding objectification
have not been adequately investigated in instructional design (ID) literature. Apart from
its intellectual value, this study has practical significance, as well. Although critical
inquiry is considered to be something that does not increase the effectiveness and
efficiency of a system or program in practice, such considerations are based on a
misconception of critical inquiry. Critical inquiry is constructive in investigating whether
the notion efficiency is based on an ethically appropriate understanding of education (and
IT). This study is based on the conviction that, without ethical and political
considerations of education, a notion of efficiency based on instrumental rationality is

devoid of meaning.
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Specific Questions of the Study

This study explores three leading questions:
1. What are the problems with instrumental rationality as found in the theories and
practices of IT? How have things come to be this way and what are the alternatives?
2. What are the problems with objectification as found in the theories and practices of IT?
How have things come to be this way and what are the alternatives?
3. What are the problems of psychologism as found in the theories and practices of IT?

How have things come to be this way and what are the alternatives?

The Method

The study aims to synthesize some of the major critical theories in relation to the
issues of IT. In order to give a critique of IT, it deals with writings from various
disciplines including critical educational studies, critical technology studies, and IT.
What it does is to bring together various bits from different texts on various topics. This
is probably best captured by the term bricolage. The French word bricoleur describes a
“handyman” who makes use of the tools available to complete a task. The term comes
from the works of German sociologist Georg Simmel and French structuralist Claude
Lévi-Strauss. The term’s usage in this study mainly comes from the work of Denzin and
Lincoln (2000), Kincheloe (2001), Kincheloe and Berry (2004), McLaren (2001), and

Nelson, Treichler, and Grossberg (1992).
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In this study, bricolage refers to transdisciplinarity, of which the “field” of
cultural studies is an example. Unlike some versions of cultural studies which are
antidisciplinary (Nelson et al., 1992), this study is not antidisciplinary at all, though
acknowledging that disciplines are open to criticisms. Thus, this study is
interdisciplinary, or transdisciplinary. Again, similar to works of cultural studies (Nelson
et al.), this study has no guarantee about what questions are important within a given
context and how to answer them; accordingly, no methodology or discipline can be
privileged or eliminated out of hand. It acknowledges that hermeneutics, Marxism,
deconstruction, archeology/genealogy of knowledge, and so forth all can provide
important insights and knowledge. Yet, as McLaren (2001) noted, embracing multiple
perspectives for the critical bricoleur does not mean that each perspective is to be equally
valid. Nelson and colleagues described the methodology of cultural studies “as a
bricolage. Its choice of practice, that is, is pragmatic, strategic and self-reflexive” (p. 2).
Similar to the works of cultural studies, this study draws on whatever fields are available
(pragmatic) to the investigator to produce the knowledge required (strategic) for a
particular problem. For instance, in order to provide a critique of psychologism, this
study uses postformal psychology, critical psychology, and hermeneutics. Similarly, in
discussing instrumental rationality, it draws on critical educational studies and
technology studies. Likewise, in providing a critique of objectification, it draws on the
work of German philosopher Martin Heidegger, phenomenology, and political economy.

Thus, a bricoleur tries to bring multiple sources and forms of knowledge to the
investigation. Now, it is important to understand that bricoleurs embrace a relational

ontology toward the object of the study (Kincheloe & Berry, 2004). In other words, the
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7
entities of the study are not thingsinthemselves, they are embedded in the world, existing

in multiple horizons. The researcher also acknowledges that he is situated in his own
historicity. Therefore, he abandons some naive conception of realism or objectivity,
focusing instead on the clarification of his position in the web of reality. Theory itself is
seen as an artifact, it is impossible to comprehend it without understanding the historical
dynamics that have shaped it; theory is not an explanation of the world but rather it is
more an explanation of our relation to the world (Kincheloe & Berry). In his speculation
on the nature of bricolage, Lévi-Strauss emphasized that a knowledge producer never
carries out a simple dialogue with the world, but instead, interacts “with a particular
relationship between nature and culture definable in terms of his particular period and
civilization and material means at his disposal” (quoted in Kincheloe & Berry, p. 24).
Denzin and Lincoln (2000) broadly described the qualitative researcher as a bricoleur.

The qualitative researcher may take on multiple and gendered images: scientist,

naturalist field-worker, journalist, social critic, artist, performer, jazz musician,

filmmaker, quilt maker, essayist. The many methodological practices of
qualitative research may be viewed as soft science, journalism, ethnography,

bricolage, quilt making, or montage. The researcher, in turn, may be seen as a

bricoleur, as a maker of quilts, or, as in filmmaking, a person who assembles

images into montages. (p. 4)

The historicization of the research and the researched is an intrinsic aspect of the
bricolage (Kincheloe, 2001). For this reason, this study contextualizes and historicizes the
topics that are being investigated. Kincheloe and Berry (2004) specifically connected
bricolage with the genealogy associated with Michel Foucault. Genealogical studies are
interested in “social construction of the discipline’s knowledge bases, epistemologies,

and knowledge-production methodologies” (Kincheloe & Berry, p. 53). As Foucault

suggested, the purpose of theorizing is not to answer a question about truth, but rather
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8
about how things could have come to be this way (Foucault, 1980; Bryson & De Castell,

1998). For this reason, this study is interested in the formation of IT and provides

historical information related to themes of the study.

Conclusion

This chapter has introduced the themes and concepts of this dissertation. The
following chapters present three individual papers that expand on these themes and
concepts and provide a more thorough discussion of them. They provide critiques of
instrumental rationality, objectification, and psychologism in IT. Each paper has a
distinct focus and employs a distinct approach, with each paper aiming to be published
separately. While each article in this study presents specific implications for IT, the

concluding chapter identifies and presents findings of this study as a whole.
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12
CHAPTER I

INSTRUMENTAL RATIONALITY IN INSTRUCTIONAL TECHNOLOGY:

EFFICIENCY AND ETHICS

The field of instructional technology (IT) is steered by an instrumental rationality
(Koetting, 1979; Muffoletto, 2001, 2003; Nichols & Allen-Brown, 1996). Broadly
defined, instrumental rationality is the objective form of action that treats everything
(nature or people) simply as a means to an end; the aim of instrumental rationality is to
find the most efficient way to reach certain ends. Embedded in this rationality is the
notion of science/technology as a value-neutral activity. Technical or instrumental
rationality is success-oriented as it does not focus on the nature and value of the end
(Boody, 2001; Habermas, 1984; Postman, 1996). For example, a technical view of
education treats educational provision as a set of means to given ends (Carr & Kemmis,
1986). Educators as such are not expected to ask questions about ethical and political
issues related to the goals of education. This critical study will explore the problems of
such an understanding as it regards the field of IT in the context of the United States.

By ethical and ethical-political issues, [ mean to rephrase the sites of education
and instructional design as sites of obligation (Readings, 1996). To illustrate, as Nunan
(1983) argued, when instructional designers minimize the agency of teachers from the
classroom floor by controlling instructional processes, they appeal to “superior” or
“scientific” management processes (e.g., Heinich, 1991). Design as such is considered a
matter of superiority of technical expertise. I reject such an approach to design and argue

that instructional designers should be concerned with whether it is right to exert control
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13
on the teacher’s work and student’s learning. Moreover, design is unavoidably political as

there is a power relation between designers and teachers/students in terms of exerting
control on the instructional processes.

This critique aims to support the conviction that, without ethical-political
considerations of education, a notion of efficiency based on instrumental rationality is
devoid of meaning. It starts by presenting a theoretical discussion of instrumental
rationality in IT. Then, it focuses on how the instrumental view became dominant in the
field, which is often ignored even in critical literature on IT. In order to comprehend the
dominancy of instrumental rationality, we need to know the history of why and how this
view evolved. In this dominant view, instructional technologists are considered engineers
aiming to maximize efficiency—understood mostly within economical terms—and
maximizing efficiency is considered to be value-neutral. Such an understanding is
indifferent to ethical and political issues embedded in pedagogy. Here I deliberately use
the term “pedagogy” instead of education or instruction; to me, pedagogy has clear
ethical-political connotations. In other words, there is a social formation in the
development of educational ideas as Vygotsky provided a sociological position in his
early writings:

Pedagogics is never and was never politically indifferent, since, willingly or

unwillingly, through its own work on the psyche, it has always adopted a

particular social pattern, political line, in accordance with the dominant social

class that has guided its interests. (quoted in Daniels, 2001, p. 5)

Finally, the article argues that instructional designers should not be

conceptualized as mere technical persons, and explores the notion of the

designer/technologist as what Foucault (1980) called a specific intellectual. I aim to show
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14
that efficiency should not be understood as an economical, instrumental, or technical

matter, but an ethical and political matter. I then focus on potential pathways for
advancing the field of educational technology, limiting myself to a discussion of systems
design and userdesign.

Before presenting my arguments, a few words on my methodology is in order.
Bringing various arguments from different disciplines, what I do is probably best
captured by the term bricolage. The term comes from the works of German sociologist
Georg Simmel and French structuralist Claude Lévi-Strauss. The French word bricoleur
describes a “handyman” who makes use of the tools available to complete a task. My use
of the term mainly comes from the work of Denzin and Lincoln (2000), Kincheloe
(2001), Kincheloe and Berry (2004), McLaren (2001), Nelson, Treichler, and Grossberg
(1992). Briefly, bricolage refers to transdisciplinarity, of which the “field” of cultural
studies is a nice example. Although different terms have been used, methodologically
similar approaches can be found in instructional design and technology literature (Hlynka
& Belland, 1991; Nichols & Allen-Brown, 1996; Rose, 2005; Yeaman, Koetting, &

Nichols, 1994).

Instrumental Rationality in Instructional Technology

Apple (1991) noted that educational debates are increasingly limited to technical
issues; questions of “how to” have replaced questions of “why.” Thus, the language of
efficiency, production, standards, cost effectiveness, and so forth has begun to push aside
concerns for a democratic curriculum, teacher autonomy, and equity. Apple claims that

the debates about the role of new technology in schools must not be just about the
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technical correctness of what computers can do; rather, the ideological and ethical issues

concerning what schools should be about and whose interests they should serve should be
put at the core. Accordingly, educational policy issues regarding the place of technology
in education should be based on democratic discussion, not based on economic pressure;
the discussion of the place of technology in education is also about the kind of society we
shall live in, about social and ethical responsibilities in society (Apple).

Similar to Apple, Noble (1998) argued that attention paid to computers and
educational technology seemed a luxurious distraction from the real concerns and deeper
purposes of public education. Noble (1996) noted that “Computer-based education is
more about using the education market in the service of technological product
development than it is about using technology in the service of education.” (p. 22, italic in
original). This is, of course, an indication of the colonization of schooling in the service
of the commercial enterprise. To paraphrase what Postman (1996) said in The End of
FEducation about educational discussions in the U.S., we instructional technologists are
professionals, “consumed by our expertise in how something should be done, afraid or
incapable of thinking about why” (p. x). In technical or instrumental understandings, the
focus is on increasing the efficiency of an instructional system; in critical understanding,
the focus is on ethical and political questions such as who decides what? and who
benefits/loses? (Jamison, 1997).

In Knowledge and Human Interests, Habermas (1971) presented his well-known
threefold typology of human knowledge. This typology is based on the view that there is
a specific connection between knowledge-constitutive cognitive interests and logical-

methodological rules:
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The approach of the empirical-analytic sciences incorporates a technical cognitive

interest; that of the historical-hermeneutics sciences incorporates a practical one;

and the approach of critically oriented sciences incorporates the emancipatory

cognitive interest. (p. 308)

Technical refers to the mode of knowledge related to instrumental activity in
controlling nature; practical refers to the mode of knowledge related to communicative
activity in coordinating action and establishing a mutual understanding between persons;
and emancipative refers to the mode of knowledge related to critical examination in
achieving freedom from any modes of domination. This typology of Habermas and his
other work have been appropriated by many critical educational theorists (see Ewert,
1991).

There have been some instructional technologists who have critically examined
the technical cognitive ideology as it affects and dominates the field of IT and who have
attempted to orient the fields toward practical and emancipatory human interests (Aoki,
1991; Boyd, 1991; Koetting, 1979; Muffoletto, 2001; Nichols & Allen-Brown, 1996;
Streibel, 1993). To illustrate, Streibel claimed that what Heinich (1991) proposed for IT
is an instance of technical interest. Heinich showed an enthusiasm toward replacing
teachers with instructional technology through its replicability and reliability; his goal is
to exert complete control over instruction. As opposed to this technical interest, Streibel
argued that instructional designers should entail practical interest. While the basic
orientation of technical interest is toward controlling self, other, and environment for
external purposes, the orientation of practical interest is toward understanding self, other,

and environment. An implication of this re-orientation for IT was described by Streibel

(1993) as follows:
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Because right action in a given situation cannot be prescribed but only

worked out by the participants, instructional designers will have to create

learning resources and learning environments that have some space for

teachers and learners to work out their own sense of the good. Hence,

instructional designers will have to give up the notion of designing

“teacher-proof™ instruction and “idiot-proof” learning resources. (p. 159)

In what follows I focus on value-neutrality and efficiency as well as ethics in IT
in order to show the pervasiveness of instrumental rationality in the field. As an example

of instrumental rationality, I consider problem-based learning.

Value-neutrality and Efficiency

As Kerr (2004) noted, most often instructional technologists assume that ID, like
any other technology or tool, is a value-neutral or scientific activity and it can be applied
to any possible educational problem:

The technical and analytic procedures of instructional design ought to be useful in

any setting, if correctly interpreted and applied. The iterative and formative

processes of instructional development should be similarly applicable with only

incidental regard to the particulars of the situation. (p. 130)

Indeed, educational technologists are optimists by training; they are encouraged to
see ID as value-free and synonymous with improving welfare. To illustrate, in
Instructional Technology: A Systematic Approach to Education, Knirk and Gustafson
(1986) claimed that the “application of IT to a wide variety of settings provides a
powerful tool for improving the welfare of all” (p. vi). As we will see, this optimism is
highly visible in even some ethical conceptions of IT.

The value of efficiency has been beyond the question. Through film, radio,

television, and computer, educators have persistently quested for how to teach
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information efficiently (Cuban, 1986). As B. F. Skinner (1996, p. 211) has put it in the

opening of “Teaching Machines” in 1958:

There are more people in the world than ever before, and a far greater part of

them want an education. The demand cannot be met simply by building more

schools and training more teachers. Education must become more efficient.

Many have claimed that the principal role of educational technology is to improve
the overall efficiency of the teaching/learning process; this focus on efficiency is clear
from many well-known definitions of educational technology, such as those of
Commission on Instructional Technology in the USA and National Council for
Educational Technology for the United Kingdom (Ellington, Percival, & Race, 1993).

Efficiency is most often implicitly understood in economic and technical terms.
According to Seels and Richey (1994) the term “efficient utilization”—which was
mentioned in the 1963 definition of Association of Educational Communications and
Technology (AECT)— has been removed from the 1994 definition of AECT, perhaps,
for generating “an emotional response” (p. 16). Nonetheless, the 1994 definition also
“assumes that practice in this field is characterized by efficient, economical pursuit of
ends” (Seels & Richey, p. 3). According to Seels and Richey, finding cost-beneficial
solutions is considered a hallmark that differentiates the professional from the lay person.
Reigeluth (1983) claimed that the purpose of design, including instructional design,
activity is “to design optimal means to achieve desired ends” (p. 4). This mainstream
view entails both instrumentality (i.e., it deals only with means/prescriptions) and
efficiency (i.e., “optimal means”). Duffy (2004) noted that instructional technology is
often taught “in a way which holds that if you learn the methods and procedures, you will

be able to design effective instruction for most situations” (p. 14). Thus, finding the best
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course of instruction is considered as technical and mechanical—what designers and

teachers do expertly will cause predictable student outcomes. The problem is that, as
Cuban (1986) noted, “no persuasive body of evidence exists yet to confirm that
[mechanical] belief” (p. 88) and perhaps learning is largely unpredictable.

Winn (1990) also acknowledged that human behavior is unpredictable and
indeterminate, the “predictability of human learning, upon which instructional design has
always relied, cannot be relied upon” (Winn, 1989, p. 40). Reigeluth (1999) also
acknowledged that instructional prescriptions are probabilistic, not mechanical or
deterministic. He also acknowledged that values play important roles in selecting models
or instructional methods. Likewise, some have refuted the value-neutrality of technology
in education. In response to new educational mechanisms which privilege “technocratic
consciousness,” McLaren (1998) noted:

Some of the new curriculum technologies have even been “teacher-

proofed,” which only contributes further to the devaluing and deskilling of

teachers by removing them from the decision-making process. As

teachers, we need collectively to demythologize the infallibility of

educational programmers and so-called experts, who often do nothing

more than zealously impose their epistemological assumptions on

unassuming teachers under guise of efficiency and procedural smoothness.

What we are left with is an emphasis on practical and technical forms of

knowledge as opposed to productive or transformative knowledge. (p.

213)

McLaren thus rejected the value-neutrality of educational programmers (or
instructional technologists). Bowers (1988) has shown how and in what ways computer
technology in education should not be considered culturally neutral and carries values

(such as consumption as opposed to sustainability) through language. By focusing on

educational software that is ecologically destructive and culturally insensitive, Bowers
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(2000) argued that computers contribute to the globalization of ecologically destructive

cultural patterns. Hlynka (2003) also argued that educational technology is a culturally
biased phenomenon and that the prevailing discourse in the field is not universal, but
rather a unique U.S. oriented discourse. When educational software is translated for
developing countries, this may result in “materials and services inappropriate to the local
culture” (Mclsaac, 1993, p. 229). A better strategy for IT would be to aim to develop the

capacity to build software, instead of giving ready products.

Ethics

In their article “Help: Toward a New Ethics-Centered Paradigm for Instructional
Design and Technology,” Inouye, Merrill, and Swan (2005) argued that instructional
design and technology’s (IDT) actual center has been to help learners: because the
aspiration to help people by definition is ethical, the central concern of IDT is ethical.
This argument sounds positive but is highly problematic. To me, ethics should encourage
us to ask whether our actions are right. However, Inouye and colleagues do not even
recognize that ethics as advocated by them is in harmony with the dominant instrumental
rationality. To be more explicit, it only gives an ethical justification of what designers
have always been doing! This approach does not encourage reflective or mindful
professional practice; it does not propose any change in practice or theory, its point is
therapeutic (i.e., it makes the instructional designers feel better). They explicitly state that