
The Longstanding Research Supporting  
the New Ed Tech “Backlash”

 

The ed tech “backlash” is here. Or, at the very least, it has been rediscov-
ered by the national news media.

In February, a neuroscientist’s testimony before the U.S. Senate went vi-
ral after he explained how educational technology has stymied students’ 
cognitive development. 

In March, the state of Utah passed a law that placed restrictions on ed 
tech that included banning its use in kindergarten through Grade 3.

In April, the nation’s second-largest public school district banned the 
use of screens with students who have not yet reached second grade.

Other states and districts have considered, or are considering, similar 
measures. Overseas, the backlash has been even stronger.

While this most recent movement might appear to have arisen out of 
the blue, many aspects are supported by decades of research, including 
that published by NEPC’s Commercialism in Education Research Unit 
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(CERU).

In recent testimony before the Vermont legislature, CERU co-director 
Faith Boninger, testifying in her personal capacity, summarized major 
concerns that this research body has surfaced:

•	 Teaching and Learning: Ed tech products tend to narrow the 
curriculum to approaches amenable to digital delivery and assess-
ment. Their opaque algorithms make real pedagogical decisions, 
wresting autonomy from classroom teachers. They may embed cul-
tural biases into the curriculum and expose children to marketing 
and behavioral tracking. Products using generative AI, which are 
being introduced into schools quickly and with limited oversight, 
are especially likely to incorporate misinformation into the curric-
ulum and degrade the relationship between teachers and students.

•	 Data Privacy: Ed tech products collect large amounts of data and 
can be used to convert students, families, and schools into consum-
ers of additional products sold by their creators and others. (Inter-
nal documents exposed during a lawsuit indicated Google’s goal of 
creating a “pipeline of future users” for products like YouTube and 
Chromebooks.) When data are technically “de-identified,” compa-
nies can hold and use them forever. Predictive analyses conducted 
with this information can be used in ways that harm students (e.g., 
by determining insurance rates or the likelihood of police surveil-
lance down the road). And whether such predictions are accurate 
matters less than that they’re made and used.  

	 Even if a company that makes an ed tech product acts in good faith, 
its subcontractors may use the data for unauthorized purposes. 
When companies are sold, the data they’ve amassed are passed on 
to their buyers as assets.  

•	 Accountability and Oversight: Ed tech is too often adopted 
without sufficient oversight. Even districts that pilot new products 
before purchasing them cannot examine the underlying algorithms. 
Teachers and administrators downloading products often cannot 
understand the implications of the complex terms of service and 
privacy policies they agree to. Once a district buys a product, the 
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costs associated with giving it up can be so exorbitant that they lock 
the district into permanent use. 

A recent policy brief co-authored by Boninger and NEPC Fellow T. Philip 
Nichols of Baylor University recommends several steps for addressing 
these concerns, including:

At the school and district level:

•	 Limit screen time at school, especially in the lower grades.

•	 Avoid placing key educational decisions in the hands of commercial 
algorithms. Instead, clearly articulate pedagogical values, practices 
and goals, and use those as the standard by which to evaluate any ed 
tech product considered for adoption or renewal.  

At the state level:

•	 Create an independent, expert entity to vet ed tech products and 
establish a standardized ed tech contract that fully protects the in-
terests of schools and their students. 

•	 Require that the programming of any product to be used in schools 
be transparent and amenable to review.

•	 Prohibit schools from using products whose workings are not trans-
parent to state review unless they provide a well-developed ratio-
nale for why the particular technology is the only way to achieve a 
clearly defined and valid school purpose.

At the state and federal levels:

•	 Stop uncritically promoting the use of AI in schools.

This newsletter is made possible in part by support provided by the Great Lakes Cen-
ter for Education Research and Practice: http://www.greatlakescenter.org

The National Education Policy Center (NEPC), a university research center housed 
at the University of Colorado Boulder School of Education, sponsors research, 

NEPC Resources on Digital Technologies 
and Artificial Intelligence in Education 
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produces policy briefs, and publishes expert third-party reviews of think tank reports. 
NEPC publications are written in accessible language and are intended for a broad 
audience that includes academic experts, policymakers, the media, and the general 
public. Our mission is to provide high-quality information in support of democratic 
deliberation about education policy. We are guided by the belief that the democratic 
governance of public education is strengthened when policies are based on sound 
evidence and support a multiracial society that is inclusive, kind, and just. Visit us 
at: http://nepc.colorado.edu
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