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Article Critique
Perrotta, C. (2013). Do school-level factors influence the educational benefits of digital 

technology? A critical analysis of teachers’ perceptions. British Journal of Educational Technology, 44(2), 314-327.
Summary
The purpose of this quantitative study was to “build on previous large-scale studies” on technology use in schools (Perrotta, 2013, p. 315).  The study used survey data from 683 teachers in 24 secondary schools across the United Kingdom to explore the relationships between teachers’ perceptions of the benefits of using technology and of individual, classroom, school and system-level issues.  The questionnaire involved 44 items and the data was collected in the 2010/2011 academic school year.

This research was part of a two-year Innovative Teaching and Learning (ITL) international project that investigated the conditions leading to innovative use of technology in learning environments.  

The researcher’s work adopted a theoretical perspective that built on previous large-scale studies on ICT use in schools.  
Critique
A critical examination of the article illustrates a variety of positive aspects as well as several questionable areas.  Notably, the introduction of the article indicates that the “project is based on a survey completed by secondary school teachers and [is based on] on in-depth school visits during which interviews and observations were carried out (Perrotta, 2013, p. 314).  This indicates that the research used a mixed-methods approach but the article never refers to the data collected during the interviews and observations.  Besides mentioning these terms in the first page of the article, the terms are never even spoken about later.  In addition, the article states that the questionnaire had 44 questions but a copy of the questionnaire is not provided in an appendix.  Without the opportunity to see the questionnaire and critically examine the questions, it cannot be determined if the instrument was reliable or if the terms, questions or organization of the instrument lead to an unforeseen bias.  The omission of the instrument would make it impossible to test the reliability of the study because one would not be able to replicate the research details.  Conversely, the researcher does note that the questionnaire was initially completed by a group of six teacher volunteers external to the study in order to evaluate the effectiveness of the instrument and to ensure definitions were accurate.  This pilot study is advantageous because it is an opportunity to “try out” a particular research instrument (Baker, 1994, p. 182-183).   Pilot study procedures improve the internal validity of a questionnaire (van Teijlingen & Hundley, 2001).  This study’s approach to research by doing a pilot study enhances the validity of the research.

The article uses the terms questionnaire and survey interchangeably however a “survey is a type of research design” that “often employ[s] the questionnaire as a tool for data collection (Mathers, Fox & Hunn, 2007, p. 4).  These terms are not synonymous in the field of research yet the researcher in this study uses the terms in this manner.  This incorrect use of terminology results in the researcher losing credibility with the reader because if the researcher makes such a trivial error, one must question as to what other larger errors the researcher could have made.  

The large sample size and the breadth of the number of secondary schools allow the research to be valid.  683 teachers from 24 schools completed an online version of the questionnaire after the link had been emailed to them.  These two factors would allow the researcher and the reader to draw generalizable findings.  The article fails to identify how many teachers were initially emailed the link.  As such, the participation rate cannot be determined.  Also, teachers who were sent the link decided whether or not to complete the survey which could result in some internal validity concerns.  Primarily, there is a self-selection bias to the extent that the respondents’ propensity for participating in the study is correlated with their interest in the topic the researchers are trying to study (Olsen, 2008).  Would teachers who are already using digital technology be more able to access the online questionnaire?  Would teachers who are already using digital technology be more likely to complete a questionnaire about using digital technology in schools?  These questions or more specifically, the answers to these questions could lead to a critical flaw in the design of this research study.  According to Sproull (1986), using electronic mail to carry out research is convenient for the person responding to the study, an obstacle in using electronic mail is that the respondents may not have access to a computer and the respondent may be unwilling to respond to such research requests because the value of such data may be perceived as less valuable compared to that collected by conventional means.  Moreover, in the introduction, the study indicates that teachers in secondary schools were surveyed but further on, the article indicates that teachers responsible for teaching students between Year Groups 7 to 10 (students ages 11 to 14) were targeted.  It was inferred by the researcher that teachers of more senior secondary students would be limited in their use of technology in the classroom as “restrictive assessment requirements become pervasive” (Perrotta, 2013, p. 318).  This exclusion of a specific subset of teachers could have resulted in biased data and findings.  The abstract and introduction of the article suggest that all secondary teachers were included but it was not until five pages into the article that the reader ascertains that a subset of secondary teachers were intentionally excluded.

The overall writing structure of the article is clear to the reader with a variety of headings and sub-headings to easily guide the reader.  Concise tables allow the reader to access the quantitative data in a meaningful and relevant way and an extensive number of references allow many of the findings to be grounded in previous academic research.  At the very end of the article, prior to the references, the author provides an acknowledgement.  This acknowledgement states that the “project [was] sponsored by Microsoft partners” (Perrotta, 2013, p. 326).  This final remark, at the very end of the article, could be easily missed by a reader but this acknowledgment requires criticism and screams bias.  Microsoft is a technology company thus, they would benefit from a study that concludes that digital technology gives students access to a wider range of content and resources and that schools who are more “deprived” tend to see more benefits of digital technology compared with teachers from schools that serve less deprived communities (Perrotta, 2013, p. 321).  This acknowledgement may explain several of the criticisms raised in this critique.  Perhaps teachers of senior secondary students were intentionally excluded because their rates of use of technology are low.  Perhaps the survey was sent out as an electronic link to teachers as a way to eliminate the teachers who are not technology savvy. There is evidence in science of the “funding effect” (Krimsky, 2005).  This is a phenomenon in which the funding source of research can impact the outcome of research.  This phenomenon has been seen in science research but perhaps it requires consideration in educational research also.

Research is a contribution and one can always extract valuable tangents of information from research yet, the faults highlighted in this critical analysis make it difficult to substantiate the findings or trust the data.  
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