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Abstract 
 
 
ICT in educational settings is increasingly seen as a potential catalyst for improving 
educational outcomes. In Sub-Saharan Africa, most governments provide a framework for ICT 
integration through national policies statements. This paper uses a Foucauldian discourse 
analysis to identify key discursive formations on the impact of ICTs in educational settings that 
emerge 
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1. Introduction 
Education is critically important in a development context, both instrumentally and 
intrinsically. The instrumental benefits are widely understood and well-documented in the 
empirical evidence. Increased levels of education are associated with higher wages 
(Macdonald 1981; Dickson 2013), better public health
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The remainder of this paper is organised as follows. Section 2 provides a literature review, 
situating the twofold contribution within the relevant scholarship. Section 3 outlines the 
methodological approach, including a discussion on the paper’s scope and data selection. 
Section 4 reports the findings, highlighting four key discourses arising from the national 
strategies. More particularly, the paper notes the claim that educational transformation is a 
single piece of inevitable ICT-driven socio-economic change. Further, the documents assert 
that ICTs in educational settings improve both access to and quality of education. Lastly, it 
discusses the notion that increased ICTs prepare societies for the ‘modern world’. Section 5 
analyses the results, finding that despite bullish strategy documents claiming near universal 
benefit, the empirical evidence on the efficacy of ICTs in education is largely inconclusive. 
Moreover, it notes that this widely held, overly optimistic understanding overlooks important 
potential dangers of ICT-in-education. The paper concludes with a discussion of why this 
misalignment occurs, suggesting that undue private sector influence and state perceptions 
regarding ‘easy wins’ interact to sustain an unempirical techno-optimism. 

2. Literature review 
As ICT integration becomes increasingly prioritised by governments, literature on ICT policy 
frameworks burgeons. Several studies look to summarise and analyse the commonalities and 
variation in rationales, claims and objectives within ICT policies. Korovkin (2019) investigates 
the themes of national digital development policies among African countries, finding that 
wealthier nations tend to have more comprehensive strategies. The World Economic Forum 
[WEF] (2017) also examines themes at a national level, classifying digital development 
strategies across four separate approaches. Namely, the paper notes “Ensuring Innovation in 
Digital Governance and Access”, “Developing a Smart Society and Public Services”, “Growing 
the Digital Economy” and “Protecting Digital Infrastructure, Business and Fundamental 
Rights” as the four approaches. Similarly, Kozma (2008) identifies four distinct rationales for 
ICT policies, focusing more narrowly on ICT in education policies. The author names economic 
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connectivity leads to an initial moderate positive impact on math scores. However, perhaps 
more importantly, the authors find that this initial impact is persistent, and increases in 
magnitude over time. 
 
Furthermore, there is some evidence that ‘soft’ interventions, including training programs 
and software provision, can also improve outcomes. One of the earliest studies of this nature 
evaluated the use of a software program aimed at improving mathematical skills in India 
(Banerjee, Duflo and Linden 2007). The authors find an increase in test scores, although the 
effect was largely driven by the impact on students at the bottom of the performance 
distribution. Similarly, Muralidharan, Singh and Ganimian (2019) evaluate a computer-aided 
after-school software initiative for middle-schoolers in India, which again presents positive 
results. More particularly, both 
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Furthermore, this literature suggests that over-optimistic policies and the subsequent failures 
of actualisation arise not only through the inclusion of vested interests in the policy 
formulation process, but also through the systematic exclusion of individual citizens and other 
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The data utilised for this discourse analysis stems from national ICT strategies within Sub-
Saharan Africa. These documents are selected for three key reasons. First, and most simply, 
they are likely to make claims regarding the impact of ICT interventions on educational 
outcomes. Second, state policy documents are likely to influence the thoughts and actions of 
important actors within the relevant sectors. While the level of productive power varies 
across geographies, particularly where states are fragile, or areas where state-citizen 
interaction is minimal, national strategies are likely to exert at least some influence on most 
citizens. Third, national ICT strategies are reasonably comparable, in that they all have 
national scope, share the relevant topic and have been enacted relatively recently.  In some 
cases, there are dedicated strategy documents for ICT in education, while other countries 
have embedded plans within sector-unspecific ICT strategies. 
 
Furthermore, this paper deliberately restricts analysis to Sub-Saharan Africa. This is due to 
the region’s unique combination of worst-in-class internet penetration and literacy rates, 
significant techno-optimism and increasingly influential ICT initiatives. As a matter of literacy, 
SSA’s rate of 66% is the lowest in the world (World Bank 2020a). In terms of ICT usage, Table 
1 below provides evidence with regard to the region’s existing level of ICT integration. 
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SSA will necessarily result in widespread economic and social development (Friederici, 
Ojanperä and Graham 2017). This optimism manifests in several private sector and 
international development projects, that view SSA as the last bastion of the under-connected 
world. Facebook, for example, recently announced intentions to build a 37 000km undersea 
cable, aimed at increasing internet connectivity. The project, dubbed “2Africa”, is run in 
partnership with several multinationals including Nokia, MTN, Orange and Vodafone (2Africa 
2020). Furthermore, Loon, a subsidiary of Google’s parent company Alphabet, is looking to 
provide “high-altitude communications technology”, or hot-air balloons beaming internet to 
rural ares (Loon 2020). 
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Infrastructure 
Implementation Plan 
2012-2016 

ETHIOPIA 

National Information 
and Communication 
Technology Policy and 
Strategy 

96.11 51.77 18.62 

GAMBIA, THE 
The Gambia ICT4D Policy 
Statement 2018-2028 

1.76 50.78 19.84 

GHANA 
The Ghana ICT for 
Accelerated 
Development Policy 

66.98 79.04 39.00 

KENYA National ICT Policy 95.50 81.54 17.83 
LESOTHO ICT Policy for Lesotho 2.46 76.64 29.00 

LIBERIA 
Policy for the 
Telecommunications 
and ICT Sectors 

3.07 48.30 7.98 

MALAWI National ICT Policy 7.67 62.14 13.78 

MAURITIUS 
National ICT Policy 2007-
2011 

14.18 91.33 58.60 

MOZAMBIQUE ICT Policy 14.93 60.66 10.00 

NAMIBIA 
Information Technology 
Policy for the Republic of 
Namibia 

12.37 91.53 51.00 

NIGERIA National ICT Policy 448.12 62.02 42.00 

RWANDA 
National ICT Strategy 
and Plan 

10.12 73.22 21.77 

SOMALIA 
Somalia ICT Policy and 
Strategy 

0.92 n/a 
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However, some policies are less direct in their assumptions. For example, The Gambia policy 
presents similar early assertions to those discussed above, namely presenting the impact of 
ICTs as univey, i o lbt 



DV410 Page 12 of 30 43403 

The following outcomes will be realized after implementing this policy: 
Increased access to basic health and educational facilities. (Malawi policy, 

p6) 

Note the variation in strength with which these claims are made. The Malawian statement 
takes the relationship as positive and certain; policy implementation will lead to increased 
access. Policies from The Gambia and Ghana use less definitive language. Improving access is 
framed as conditional on government commitment in the former, while the latter states that 
ICTs ‘can’ – implicitly acknowledging that they need not necessarily – increase access to 
education. However, despite the differences, the policies do not identify mechanisms through 
which access will improve. Furthermore, the policies do not cite empirical evidence. Ghana’s 
policy uses the passive voice to justify the claim (“has been recognized”), but does not engage 
directly with the literature. 
 
Certain policies engage with the potential of ICT integration to create distance learning 
program – identified as a key mechanism through which access can be improved. The Eritrea, 
Ethiopia and Lesotho policies offer explicit statements in this regard. Eritrea makes a direct 
claim, while Ethiopia and Lesotho present distance learning as an objective that, with proper 
policy implementation, will lead to increased access. In a now familiar limitation, the 
statements do not engage with empirical evidence. Furthermore, the latter two policies use 
the exact same wording, as indicated below: 
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The claimed causality that leads from the aforementioned sub-discourses is that by increasing 
educational access, ICTs can indirectly reduce the ‘digital divide’, generally defined as 
inequality of opportunity, access and skill regarding digital technologies. This is articulated by 
The Gambia and Ethiopia policies: 

As the vast majority of Ethiopian population lives in remote areas and gets 
low quality of education, ICT is crucial in addressing access and quality of 

education. (Ethiopia policy, p14) 

ICTs are making it possible to improve access to limited educational 
resources to a larger population. I
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guidance on which prior is more likely to occur, which, as noted previously, the strategies do 
not address.  
 

3"!" 456.)01)(=>%,-0&1,/).(--01?.)09'7&@()-:()B>,/0-2)&8)(=>%,-0&1)
While the policies suggest that ICTs will widen access to education, they also extol the 
likelihood of improving the 
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[Government commits to] guiding the successful integration of ICT in the 
education system - ensuring standardisation, reducing wastage and 
ineffective use of technology thereby optimising technology use in 

enhancing teaching and learning; (ESwatini policy, p8) 

Within this discourse, education quality is also expected to improve as a result of greater 
resource availability for educators and students, primarily through increased internet access. 
Two statements from the Rwanda policy, seen below, demonstrate this particular discursive 
formation. The assertions use the word ‘can’, allowing for some outcome variation.  

Primary, secondary, vocational and tertiary education can be enhanced 
through ICT education and training tools, e-learning, content development 

and access to educational resources, in order to foster innovation. 
(Rwanda policy, p22) 

ICTs can be leveraged as effective educational tools. Training teachers in 
ICTs will increase their resource base and improve education delivery, 



DV410 Page 16 of 30 43403 

Science and Technology and ICT will be at the heart of the new curriculum 
at all levels in order to cope with the rapidly developing technology and 

swiftly changing society (Eritre
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introducing ICTs into educational settings can actively increase digital divides (Van Dijk 2006; 
Hargittai 2010).  
 
Understanding the ambiguity with regard to the direction of impact of ICTs on digital divides 
should encourag
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5.1.4. Unique preparation 
The final discourse furthered by the strategies is the notion that ICTs in education uniquely 
prepare students for the challenges of the modern world. In some ways, empirical evidence 
supports this proposition. A randomised experiment in Argentina and Colombia finds that 
having ICTs on one’s resume increases the possibility of a post-interview call-back (Blanco and 
Lopez-Boo 2010). This appears to translate into labour market outcomes: Walton et al. (2009) 
find that ICT skills are both a predictor of employment and higher income. More specifically, 
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together with the aforementioned ‘Shared Value’ narrative to enjoy an ever-increasing 
influence in both international organisations and arms of the state. This process is supported 
by a lack of resistance among African governments, driven by the visible short-term ‘wins’ 
that ICT integration can provide. 
 

5.2.1. Big Data 
So why does an overly optimistic understanding of the developmental potential of ICTs in 
education benefit the private sector? The first reason relates to a key input in the operating 
models of major technology firms – data. ICTs in educational settings can improve data 
availability and reliability, including but not limited to test scores, attendance rates and fee 
payments. In this regard, there is a compelling case to be made regarding the potential 
developmental impact of Big Data in education. First, more data can allow better evaluation 
of particular lesson plans or teaching techniques (West 2012). Second, it may allow for 
predictive assistance regarding which students need more help, which in turn could reduce 
failure or drop-out rates (Drigas and Leliopoulos 2014). Finally, more data means that 
potential employers can access more detailed information on potential employees, which can 
improve employer-employee matching (ibid). While the national strategies don’t explicitly 
acknowledge the aforementioned mechanisms, they align neatly with claims regarding the 
impact of ICTs on educational quality and administration systems. 
 
However, notwithstanding evidence suggesting that these benefits may not arise as discussed 
in Section 5.1.3., critical literature argues that the Big Data integration in developing countries 
is less motivated by developmental potential, and more by profit-seeking international firms 
who are best able to monetise the information. Most directly, increased data availability 
means that firms are better able to build behavioural profiles of individuals and societies more 
generally, which can be utilised in several ways. First, and most directly, more data means 
better targeted advertisements, which are more likely to be converted into sales (Malik 2013)
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able to provide deeply targeted services. Thus, Big Data collection can cement the market 
power of major technological firms. 
 

5.2.2. Remoralisation and Public-Private Partnerships 
The second key incentive for the private sector to present a positive picture of the impact of 
ICTs in education is with regard to the firms’ societal purpose and reputation. Governments 
around the world are becoming increasingly concerned with the influence of Big Tech across 
a number of domains, namely privacy violations, anticompetitive behaviour, poor worker 
conditions, the ease with which platforms are manipulated for political gain and the tendency 
for algorithms to create dangerous ‘echo chambers’. This concern was plainly seen at recent 
antitrust hearings at the US Congress, where the CEOs of Apple, Facebook, Google and 
Amazon were questioned on the aforementioned issues by lawmakers from across the 
political divide (Baer 2020).  
 
Concurrently, in the international development space, there is an arguable paradigm shift 
occurring, which highlights the potential of the private sector to improve development 
outcomes (Bayliss and Van Waeyenberge 2018). The theoretical framework underpinning the 
rise of the private sector in development is one of ‘shared value’, developed by Porter and 
Kramer (2011). This view holds that capitalism is the best available economic system for 
addressing human needs, but that societal harm has arisen from private firms pursuing a 
narrow conception of value creation; namely shareholder value maximisation. This, in their 
view, explains various problems, including but not limited to climate change and inequality. 
In place, they propose that 



DV410 Page 23 of 



DV410 Page 24 of 30 43403 

heavily toward external actors, private sector firms do not need to engage directly with the 
relevant state to ensure a techno-optimistic policy framework. This goes some way to explain 
how a country like Somalia, with extremely limited international private sector presence, 
produces policies aligned with countries like Nigeria or Ghana. 
 
This process is a virtuous cycle for private actors. As their policy influence increases, so does 
their profit and market power, which in turn improves their policy leverage. However, while 
it is evident that private sector policy space can ‘snowball’ at the expense of the government, 
it is important to acknowledge a level of state agency throughout this process, particularly in 
regions with relatively strong state capacity. For example, evidence from Mauritius suggests 
that the state exhibited a larger degree of influence in ICT policy formulation than other 
African countries (Adam and Gillwald 2007). However, the discourse arising from its policy 
aligns neatly with the other strategies, which can be attributed largely to ‘easy wins’ that ICT 
in education can provide for politicians. In particular, the provision of ICTs to students can be 
a very tangible and optic example of government service delivery, particularly as it pertains 
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