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Abstract
Educational technologies (EdTech) are important tools for learning, and yet they are not effectively
utilized by all students. This is especially true in the Global South, as rapid population growth is
compounded by challenges such as resource scarcity and digital divide, making effective EdTech use
rare. Recognizing these shortcomings, many NGOs, governments, and start-ups work to improve
EdTech uptake and efficacy. Yet, given how monumental these challenges are, no single organization
can effectively address all challenges, necessitating partnership. Nonetheless though, partnerships
themselves often struggle. Therefore, this study focuses on expanding the use of EdTech by
improving partnerships in the East African EdTech sector.

To do this, I start by reviewing the literature on partnerships, with a specific emphasis on
challenges of coordination. I then introduce the EdTech sector in Africa and apply findings from the
partnerships literature to draw out preliminary insights on how best to address the underlying
challenges of coordination in this specific context.  However, given that the partnerships literature
comes mainly from studies in the Global North, it is unlikely that insights are fully appropriate.

As such, I undertook an inductive qualitative study involving semi-structured interviews of 16
people involved in EdTech in East Africa. The interviews concentrated on the challenges and
potential of EdTech, as well as participants’ experiences of partnerships in the sector. Drawing on
this, the first part of my findings show that the inhibitors of EdTech use can be divided into four
categories: systemic challenges, digital literacy difficulties, resource constraints, and geographical
matters. The second part of the findings show that although there are numerous coordination
challenges between EdTech organizations, there are examples of successful collaboration.
Nonetheless, often these partnerships are best described as piecemeal, as they fail to holistically
address the challenges of EdTech.

The discussion section makes specific recommendations. For instance, organizations need to
coordinate to better address the opportunities for scaling with offline technologies, which is
especially salient in the context of East Africa. Moreover, the complexity of the context and the
inherent resource constraints calls into question how applicable current findings in the literature
are. In particular, while partnerships described in the literature are usually directed at a narrow
goal, I contend that EdTech partnerships in East Africa need to be fundamentally different. Without
taking a holistic approach, most partnerships – however well-intentioned – are likely to fail to
improve the state of EdTech.
Keywords coordination, partnerships, EdTech, educational technologies, East Africa
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Tiivistelmä
Oppimisteknologiat ovat tärkeitä työkaluja oppimiseen, mutta eivät siitä huolimatta ole tehokkaasti
kaikkien oppilaiden käytettävissä. Tämä koskee erityisesti globaalia etelää, sillä nopean
väestönkasvun lisäksi haasteensa tuovat resurssien niukkuus ja digikuilu, mistä johtuen tehokas
oppimisteknologioiden hyödyntäminen on harvinaista. Huomioiden nämä puutteet, monet
järjestöt, julkiset sektorit ja start up -yritykset työskentelevät oppimisteknologioiden käytön
edistämiseksi. Silti, huomioiden haasteiden laajuuden, mikään yksittäinen organisaatio ei voi
tehokkaasti vastata kaikkiin haasteisiin, minkä johdosta kumppanuudet ovat tarpeen. Yhteistyöhön
liittyy kuitenkin usein haasteita. Siksi tämä tutkimus keskittyykin oppimisteknologioiden käytön
lisäämiseen parantamalla kumppanuuksia Itä-Afrikan oppimisteknologia-alalla.

Tässä tutkimuksessa näitä teemoja lähestytään käsittelemällä kirjallisuutta kumppanuuksista,
painottaen yhteistyön haasteita. Avaamalla Afrikan oppimisteknologia-alalle ominaisia
näkökulmia, tavoitteena on muodostaa alustava käsitys siitä, kuinka vastata erilaisiin yhteistyön
haasteisiin erityisesti tässä kontekstissa. Kuitenkin, koska kumppanuuksiin liittyvä kirjallisuus on
pääosin globaalista pohjoisesta, näkökulmat eivät välttämättä täysin sovi tutkimuksen kontekstiin.

Sen vuoksi, tein induktiivisen, laadullisen tutkimuksen, johon keräsin tutkimusmateriaalia
haastattelemalla kuuttatoista Itä-Afrikan oppimisteknologia-alan parissa työskentelevää henkilöä
puolistrukturoiduin haastatteluin. Haastattelut keskittyivät oppimisteknologioiden käyttöön
liittyviin haasteisiin ja potentiaaliin sekä haastateltavien kokemuksiin kumppanuuksista
oppimisteknologia-alalla. Tutkimuslöydösten ensimmäinen osa esittää oppimisteknologioiden
käyttöön liittyvät haasteet jaettuna neljään kategoriaan: systeemiset haasteet, digitaalisen
lukutaidon haasteet, resurssien niukkuus sekä maantieteelliset tekijät. Löydösten toinen osa esittää,
että vaikka oppimisteknologia-alalla yritykset kohtaavat monia haasteita liittyen yhteistyöhön
muiden toimijoiden kanssa, on olemassa esimerkkejä menestyksekkäästä yhteistyöstä. Siitä
huolimatta, nämä kumppanuudet ovat usein hajanaisia, eivätkä siten pysty kokonaisvaltaisesti
vastaamaan oppimisteknologioiden käyttöön liittyviin haasteisiin.

Tutkimustuloksissa tuon esiin suosituksia ratkaisuiksi näihin haasteisiin. Esimerkiksi,
organisaatioiden tulee tehdä yhteistyötä, jotta ne pystyvät huomioimaan paremmin skaalautumisen
mahdollisuudet offline-tekniikassa, mikä on erityisesti Itä-Afrikan kontekstissa toimivaa.  Tälle
kontekstille ominainen haasteiden monitahoisuus ja resurssien niukkuus kyseenalaistavat
nykyisten kirjallisuuslöydösten sovellettavuutta. Tarkemmin ottaen, kirjallisuudessa kuvatut
kumppanuudet ovat yleensä suunnattu kapeaan tavoitteeseen. Tutkimuksessani tuon esiin, että Itä-
Afrikan oppimisteknologia-alan kumppanuuksien tulee olla olennaisesti toisenlaisia. Ilman
kokonaisvaltaista näkökulmaa kumppanuuksiin, ei pystytä huomioimaan ja parantamaan
oppimisteknologioiden käyttöön liittyviä tarpeellisia näkökulmia.
Avainsanat koordinaatio, yhteistyö, kumppanuus, oppimisteknologiat, Itä-Afrikka
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1 INTRODUCTION

Educational technologies are important tools for learning. Digital learning is recognized

as an important support for sustainable educational development (Finnish Government,

2021a). Yet, EdTech is not effectively utilized by all students, and access to digital skills

learning is particularly challenging in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). It is estimated that only

fifty percent of schools include computer skills in the curriculum in SSA (World Bank

Group, 2018). The educational resources available are lacking, considering the quality of

education needed (e.g. The World Bank, 2019). In Africa, the rapidly growing population

(The Economist, 2020) and many other contextual factors, and structural challenges

(Cerami, 2013) have for their part facilitated the formation of obstacles to use educational

technologies. In this study, these inhibitors of EdTech use and coordination challenges

are studied from the aspect of improving partnerships in the East African EdTech sector.

1.1 Research topic and significance

Education plays a significant role with several global challenges societies are facing

(Finnish Government, 2021a). Education can contribute to several aspects of the society

and human welfare and is critical to socioeconomic development of individuals and

communities (World Bank Group, 2018). It is recognized that one of the central

preconditions for development is relevant and quality education that is available for

everyone equally (Finnish Government, 2021a). The best way to equip young people for

the future is to highlight the need for quality learning (World Bank Group, 2018).

However, it is not guaranteed that one learns, even though one goes to school (The World

Bank, 2019; World Bank Group, 2018). It is acknowledged that with digital technologies

and the internet there would be better chances to access education (Kuittinen, 2021).

However, often the availability of digital learning is lacking or nonexistent (Finnish

Government, 2021a).

It is evident that better utilization of EdTech is imperative to make quality

education possible for more students. Especially in the context of countries in the Global



2

South, large-scale and complex challenges require studying diverse aspects to find more

creative ways to address the problems. In these contexts, the inhibitors of EdTech use and

challenges with educational systems are manifold (e.g. Lim et al., 2007), thus require to

be addressed through various actions. In light of this, I have chosen to draw on theories

on coordination in this thesis, with the aim of discovering better potential solutions.

Consequently, the topic of this research is: Challenges of Coordination – Improving

partnerships in the East African Educational Technology Sector. This research does not

aim to give an all-inclusive solution to such a pressing, large-scale problem, but aims at

providing potential solutions to consider, to find ways for better coordination of these

challenges.

I study three countries in East Africa by using qualitative research methods:

Ethiopia, Somalia, and Tanzania. These are chosen for this study, as they are located in

the geographical area of East Africa. By interviewing individuals working in the EdTech

sector of these countries, the aim was to see, what do the interviewees find as the

challenges of coordination to address the inhibitors of EdTech use. This thesis topic is

significant as it examines different types of partnerships to address these coordination

challenges and to expand the use of EdTech.

This study topic is also significant as there has been an emerging interest in public

discussion, in media, as well as publications on new points of view for development

cooperation. The Finnish Government published Finland’s Africa strategy in spring 2021,

which represents a revised perspective to the cooperation with African countries. The aim

is not merely to do development cooperation, rather, the goal is to further diversify and

deepen relations with African countries (Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland, 2021).

The focus is on strengthening political and economic relations with countries in the

African continent, emphasizing mutually beneficial partnerships (Finnish Government,

2021a; Finnish Government, 2021b). Thus, related topics have been highlighted in the

media and policy makers’ discussions recently. As there is emerging interest in these

themes, there is also a need for new information and more research from this aspect.
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1.2 Research questions and objectives

The purpose of this research is to study how effective coordination can address the

challenges of EdTech. The study aims at describing relevant concepts of coordination and

partnerships with a theoretical approach, as well as increasing understanding of the

obstacles for EdTech use through the conducted interviews. The focus of this study is

specifically on how coordination practices and different types of partnerships can help

overcome the inhibitors of EdTech use. The research questions of this study guide the

research by stating the purpose (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The research questions are as

follows:

I. How can partnerships help expand the use of educational technologies in East

Africa?

a. What coordination practices and types of partnerships have been studied

in academic literature?

b. What are the inhibitors of EdTech use?

c. What are the challenges of coordination from the respondents’

perspective?

d. How can inhibitors of EdTech use and challenges of coordination be

addressed by improving partnerships?

This research focuses on the point of view of the EdTech organizations, yet, it describes

challenges also from individuals’ point of view in the interviews. As the purpose of this

study is to increase understanding about how coordination practices and partnerships of

organizations can be used to address the challenges, the focus is primarily on the

organizations working in the EdTech sector.

1.3 Overview of theoretical concepts and academic literature

Literature on coordination practices and types of partnerships was drawn on. The

literature is divided under five main sections. I begin with describing when partnerships

are needed, drawing on literature discussing general views on why partnerships are
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commonly formed. The main aspects presented are, for example, related to sharing skills

or other resources (Puusa et al., 2014), shared objectives of the parties (Gillett et al., 2019;

Lim et al., 2007), benefits of sustainability and scalability (e.g. Niederhauser et al., 2018),

and competitiveness (Puusa et al., 2014).

In the second section, I describe what are the main needs and challenges that are

characteristic for different types of partnerships. I present literature mainly on four

different types of partnerships: interorganizational collaboration (e.g. Williams et al.,

2019; Majchrzak et al., 2015), public-private partnerships (e.g. Mattsson & Andersson,

2019; Poulton & Macartney, 2012), hybrid collaboration (e.g. Gillett et al., 2019; Wilson

& Post, 2013), and facilitating collaboration and interaction in the value chain (e.g.

Kistruck & Shulist, 2020; Lowitt et al., 2015). Regarding each type, I describe what are

the coordination challenges that this type of a partnership aims to solve, however, I will

also consider what kinds of challenges the literature has discussed for each type.

Thirdly, I examine literature on different aspects for how to form the right

partnership. This literature discusses the need to address the technology-related

coordination challenges comprehensively, for example Figueras-Maz et al. (2017) on

media literacy and understanding the potential uses of technologies, and Pötzsch (2019)

on comprehensive skills to use digital technologies through critical thinking.

In the fourth section, I will discuss the challenges of the EdTech sector in Africa,

focusing on the challenges related to specific aspects, for example digital divide (e.g.

International Monetary Fund, 2020; Radovanović et al., 2015) and access to ICT (Lim et

al., 2007). In the final section of the literature review, I will examine the literature

presented, and develop preliminary insights on the main models for partnerships in

EdTech in this specific context.

1.4 Overview of findings and recommendations

In this research, I study how inhibitors of EdTech use could be comprehensively

addressed by improving partnerships in the EdTech sector in East Africa. In the findings
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section, I first present the views of the interview respondents on what they perceive the

inhibitors of EdTech use are. These inhibitors of EdTech use are divided into four

categories according to appeared themes: systemic challenges, lack of digital literacy,

resource constraints, and geographical matters. After presenting these themes, the

challenges of coordination that these interview respondents and their organizations have

encountered, will be described. The experiences of partnerships that are found are among

others, related to fear of competition, how to find suitable partners, and suitability of

projects in a certain context. However, there are also experiences of functioning

coordination, especially for larger organizations, which have been able to scale their

operations. Moreover, in the findings section, I will present the respondents’

considerations about who to partner with, and what actors are commonly forming

partnerships in the EdTech sector. The role of NGOs and social enterprises seems to be

emphasized. However, the main message is that there are many different types of

organizations working in EdTech, but as they are scattered, more coordination is needed.

In the discussion and analysis section, I extend on the findings in light of the

literature, and provide my recommendations for how to overcome the coordination

challenges. The discussion section unfolds in three subsections, where I first consider the

different aspects that create the need for coordination. In the first subsection, I emphasize

the role of the coordination challenges to overcome the inhibitors of EdTech use.  In the

second subsection, I compare the applicability of different types of partnerships with the

coordination challenges that the organizations are facing. I will also suggest ways of

coordination, and discuss matters that are important for organizations to pay attention to.

These matters are, for example, to comprehensively understand what kinds of actions the

challenges and needs of this context require, and to form a holistic view to address the

different aspects of the complex challenges.

Finally, I will argue that it is essential to adopt a holistic approach to partnerships

when working towards expanding the use of EdTech in East Africa. This context requires

addressing all the supporting aspects around the use of the technology, for the technology

application to be useful. These supporting actions include the comprehensive

understanding of how the use of, for example a learning application, is in practice feasible
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in a certain context. I argue that offline technologies are often feasible technologies to

acquire, in contexts of several challenges for EdTech use. I will argue for my

recommendations further in the discussion and analysis section and summarize the results

in the conclusion.

1.5 Structure of the thesis

This study is divided into six main sections. This introduction section is followed by the

literature review, which is the theoretical background to the research. The theoretical

background is presented in subsections, which cover concepts of coordination practices,

different types of partnerships, and contextual information on the EdTech sector in East

Africa. In the third main section, I explain the research and data collection methods.

Research methods section is followed by the findings section, which introduces the

findings from interviews. The findings section is divided into two subsections. The first

part presents the inhibitors of EdTech use, and the second part presents the challenges of

coordination that the interview respondents had noted. The discussion and analysis

section concentrates on combining the theoretical concepts with the findings, and applies

these into recommendations on how to manage challenges with improved partnerships.

Finally, the conclusion section will summarize the main results of this study, and examine

any limitations as well as initiate the need for further research.
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2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

I will begin this literature review by explaining when collaborations are needed.

Secondly, a review of relevant literature on different types of partnerships is presented.

Thirdly, the need to form the right partnerships is argued for, after which the EdTech

sector in East Africa will be described. Finally, models from prior research are examined

from the aspect of partnerships in EdTech.

The conceptual framework is aimed at helping make sense of the complex

concepts and theories around the studied phenomenon, taking into account the complexity

of the reality around any single theoretical concept (Ravitch & Riggan, 2012). Therefore,

several theories from multiple sources are utilized in this literature review, in order to

take account of varying aspects of the studied topic. This is described as a way to

understand and explain the studied topic through a number of lenses (Ravitch & Riggan,

2012). Indeed, in this literature review I present literature for diverse coordination

challenges and types of partnerships. Many perspectives to coordination are discussed in

literature, and the aim of this literature review is to increase understanding about the

aspects for coordination that are relevant for this studied topic.

2.1 When are partnerships needed?

In this subsection I discuss when partnerships are needed. That is to say, what

organizations try to solve and address with partnerships.

There are many reasons to seek to form partnerships.  It could be in order to tackle

any complex problems the organization or individual is facing, or another organization

has some skill or resource that is considered to help the other organization in their work.

Puusa and others (2014) indeed talk about relations and networks as a way to improve

business operations and profitability. They feature the importance of strategic networking

in forming partnerships. They argue it is important to identify the suitable partners, in

order to unlock new opportunities in the operational environment. This is especially

important for smaller organizations for their resource constraints – not all operations can
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be done in-house, so it is important to find suitable cooperation partners. (Puusa et al.,

2014). The choice of the partner to collaborate with may be a result of identifying “the

existence of synergistic capabilities” (Gillett et al., 2019: 949), or the opportunities to

collaborate are facilitated by shared objectives of the parties. Also Lim et al. (2007) see

that partnerships are often “based on commonly agreed objectives” (ibid: 267).

A rather common reason to form partnerships is for sustainability and scalability

reasons to address resource constraints. Lim et al. (2007) argue that there are benefits of

partnerships in the public-private sectors for their sustainability and scalability aspects.

Also Niederhauser et al. (2018) talk about sustainability and scalability of EdTech from

the aspect of how coordination can be used to leverage business and operations. Forming

a partnership can also be important for economic sustainability, in order to lower costs in

various functions of the organization (Puusa et al., 2014). This can be contributed to by

paying attention to understanding stakeholders’ views and motivations, which, then

again, nurtures the relationship with the stakeholders in the long term and can contribute

to the scalability (Puusa et al., 2014).

Partnerships are also needed for the competitiveness of organizations: in order to

be competitive, the views, motivations, and objectives of the stakeholders and partners

needs to be understood (Puusa et al., 2014). Partnerships are also used to obtain resources

from other companies in order to increase competitiveness. The value of dialogue for

competitiveness and adaptability is recognized in the interaction with stakeholders.

Transparency and authenticity in dialogue will benefit both parties, and may result in

functioning relations and cooperation with stakeholders, which may benefit the

organization in its business operations. (Puusa et al., 2014). However, there are also

barriers to collaboration through many challenges, which are important to consider with

partnerships. For example, Radovanović et al. (2015) talk about structural problems that

can hinder collaboration between individuals. They argue that fear of new, demanding

skills and uncertainty posed by change may be reasons for overlooking collaboration.

Also fear of competition and differing objectives of stakeholders can pose challenges for

collaboration. (ibid). However, to stay competitive, interaction and understanding of

stakeholders’ views are required. Puusa et al. (2014) indeed argue that there is a
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dependency on one another in partnerships. Consequently, for partnerships, there are

factors that on one hand may encourage, and on the other hand, may discourage

cooperation. In the following section, I will go through different types of partnerships,

focusing on the challenges associated with each.

2.2 Different types of partnerships

In literature, coordination is discussed from various different aspects. This subsection will

describe what different types of partnerships there are. The focus of this section is on the

challenges of the types of partnerships. The four subsections represent the four different

types discussed in this paper. For example, Williams et al. (2019) discuss coordination

from the point of view of interorganizational and cross-sectoral collaboration.

Coordination may also be looked at from the aspect of partnerships between private and

public sector organizations (e.g. Mattsson & Andersson, 2019). Also hybrid

collaborations, as social alliances between several actors in the community, are discussed

(Gillett, et al., 2019). Finally, influencing the interactions in the market’s value chain are

discussed (e.g. Kistruck & Shulist, 2020). The following subsections will look into these

concepts and viewpoints in literature in more detail.

2.2.1 Interorganizational collaboration

Collaboration is commonly used to pursue particular results. Williams and others (2019)

discuss that interorganizational collaboration is used to reach certain common objectives

of the parties. They study the “interorganizational processes” (Williams et al., 2019: 367)

that lead to an agreement on a goal to be achieved, and use sustainable development goals,

the SDGs, as an example. They study the processes of interorganizational dynamics that

have led to several organizations endorsing the goals. They argue that related to the case

they study, interorganizational collaboration is used to reach common goals or goals that

are set to be reached by all. Therefore, they argue, organizations that wish to collaborate,
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commonly share similar objectives that are pursued in the collaboration. (Williams et al.,

2019).

The practical stages of the process to endorse common objectives in a multi-

stakeholder collaboration have been studied for example by Selsky and Parker (2005).

They highlight these stages in cross-sector partnership especially in the context of

addressing social issues. Selsky and Parker (2005) suggest the three practical stages in

the process are chronologically formation, implementation, and outcomes (Selsky &

Parker, 2005; Williams et al., 2019). Williams et al. (2019) also highlight that in addition

to these practical stages, coordinated action between all stakeholders is needed in order

to tackle sustainability challenges that commonly are complex and large in scale.

Indeed, Williams et al. (2019) argue with their research that the process is

generally not that linear, and that there are several matters that do affect the process

towards successful interorganizational collaboration. Williams et al. (2019) base their

arguments on their findings about the patterns that commonly appear in organizational

processes of organizations that end up endorsing similar goals and shared objectives.

They argue that there are “three common antecedents (organizational convening

capabilities, existing visions for global sustainability, and overlapping professional

networks) and three triggering mechanisms (cross-fertilization by a science-based

boundary object, embrace of disequilibrium, and boundary spanning work)” (Williams et

al., 2019: 367). Thus, with their research they argue that commonly these elements appear

in the interorganizational processes for those organizations that succeed in the

collaboration towards a common set of goals.

Williams et al. (2019) argue that “amalgamation” (ibid: 369) is a useful way to

encourage use of different tools, such as the three mechanisms they discuss in their article.

Generally, they argue that coordinated action to connect multiple stakeholders is

necessary to tackle complex sustainability challenges. Also Selsky and Parker (2005)

discuss coordinated action, for example alliances and joint ventures, as a way to acquire

the competencies a single organization is lacking. Coordinated action of organizations is

naturally affected by dynamics across different types of interorganizational collaboration.
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Majchrzak et al. (2015) discuss these different forms of interorganizational collaborations

to examine how the dynamics affect the outcomes of the collaborations.

Majchrzak et al. (2015) focus on for example joint ventures, alliance partnerships,

and networks. Generally, the benefits they discuss of these forms of interorganizational

collaboration is an increased team-based decision making, which involves more

representatives from each partnering organization, thus increasing cooperation. However,

they discuss that according to previous research, the companies that are competitors, yet,

in a cooperative relationship, do commonly share knowledge in a joint meeting, but hide

critical information that concerns the customers. Furthermore, Majchrzak et al. (2015)

identified from the cases they studied two behavioral aspects that affect the dynamics,

even between organizations in a cooperative relationship: “competitive behaviors, in

which the partners had limited and constrained information sharing, and cooperative

behaviors, in which the partners had open information sharing.” (Majchrzak et al., 2015:

1347). They identify these as characteristic for dynamics, which emerge during different

stages of interorganizational collaboration. Generally, they argue that the characteristics

of the dynamics evolve during interorganizational collaboration, and this might happen

for example, because of changes in the conditions of the collaboration, such as the

common goals; change of people in charge; changes in organizational structures; or

variation in interaction styles (Majchrzak et al., 2015). They argue that this is what makes

interorganizational collaborations unstable; they are hard to predict, as there are so many

factors contributing to changes in dynamics, which inevitably affect the

interorganizational collaboration outcomes. However, they (ibid) imply that the

instability might actually be a necessary characteristic of a successful interorganizational

collaboration, because it allows for certain adaptability to changing situations.

2.2.2 Public-private partnerships

Public-private partnerships (PPP) are partnerships that are formed between governments

and the private sector. In order to address challenges to access information and

communication technology (ICT), forming public–private partnerships have been
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identified as a common way to address challenges and support use of technology in

schools. (Lim et al., 2007). Also Poulton & Macartney (2012) provide a definition for

PPPs, as “cooperation of some sort of durability between public and private actors in

which they jointly develop products and services and share risks, costs, and resources

which are connected with these products” (Poulton & Macartney, 2012: 96). The common

shared objectives in forming a PPP is also highlighted in the definition by the World

Economic Forum: “reciprocal obligations and mutual accountability, voluntary or

contractual relationships, the sharing of investment and reputational risks, and joint

responsibility for design and execution” (Poulton & Macartney, 2012: 96).

Mattsson & Andersson (2019) characterize digitalization as a current driving

force for public service innovations, which consequently drives private business

innovations. The partnerships between public and private sector can be thought of as a

natural way to respond to the digital transformation in the society, as “contemporary

public service innovations to an important degree are initiated and enabled by

digitalization” (Mattsson & Andersson, 2019: 1106). They consider the PPPs as

beneficial to both parties, as “digitalization stimulates entry of new firms (start-ups) based

on innovative implementation of digital technology for public services. The interwoven

digitalization and innovation processes involve interaction and interdependencies

between private business actors and public service providing actors.” (Mattsson &

Andersson, 2019: 1106). Thus, PPPs regarding digitalization and innovation can also

nurture further partnerships and regarding the interdependency, benefit the both parties

by, on one hand, creating a need for innovations, and on the other hand, private businesses

supplying the needed product or service.

Poulton & Macartney (2012) view PPPs potentially beneficial for leveraging

private investment and responding to market failures that affect agricultural value chains

in Africa. They expand on the principal-agent theory to highlight the challenges of PPPs

in these contexts. The principal-agent theory that Poulton and Macartney (2012) discuss,

suggests that the initial setting of the position of each party in the PPP is already

challenging. The public sector aims to achieve certain policy goals, while the private

sector actor seeks to negotiate a PPP agreement whose benefit will exceed the opportunity
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cost of contributing to the partnership. Furthermore, the principal-agent theory example

highlights the conflict of objectives that the both parties in PPPs might have. Poulton &

Macartney (2012) imply in their article that PPPs are generally challenging to implement

in Africa, as PPPs are by nature reliant on governments, and in some cases “state failures

can also undermine PPP effectiveness” (Poulton & Macartney, 2012: 96). These

contextual aspects of the institutional environment, according to Kolk & Lenfant (2015),

are one of the most important aspects to consider for cross-sector partnerships in fragile

contexts. In a context of poverty and resource scarcity, informal institutions are

commonly relied on (Slade Shantz et al., 2018) and are often influential factors in policy

decisions (Jütting et al., 2007).

2.2.3 Hybrid collaboration

Gillett, et al. (2019) talk about “hybridized collaboration” (ibid: 950) that they suggest as

a model for collaboration of hybrid social enterprises or social alliances. With hybrid

enterprises they mean organizations that mix various elements in their operations to be

achieved simultaneously. The examples that they raise in their article are “value for

money” and “community benefit” (Gillett et al., 2019: 949), meaning to simultaneously

address social impact and economic benefit. Hybrid organizations commonly combine

elements from various sectors into their operations, in order to address a social issue in

the market, and often have qualities of both non-profit and for-profit enterprises.

(California Management Review, 2015; Wilson & Post, 2013).

Hybrid organizations commonly aim to address social issues such as poverty.

Wilson and Post (2013) describe that the social issues are addressed by market-based

business approaches, nonetheless the primary objective being to achieve social or

environmental goals, personal economic gain being less emphasized. Wilson and Post

(2013) recognize that these hybrid social businesses face challenges and tensions because

of the characteristics of the business model, which inherently mixes traditionally differing

aims for mission and the methods to get there. Wilson and Post (2013) discuss that the

challenges are indeed mostly in the operational level of the businesses.
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Gillett et al. (2019) acknowledge that there are difficulties to the collaborations of

organizations that aim to achieve objectives that do include conflicting aims. However,

they argue that the multiple differing logics and involved actors actually lead to a need

for a partnership in the first place. The differing aims and multiple actors are naturally

present in the operating environment of hybrid social enterprises, as they commonly

collaborate in multi-organizational relationships (Gillett et al., 2019). Gillet et al. (2019)

discuss multiple factors that may be used to mitigate the tensions. They acknowledge that

the tensions, which could be for instance related to differences in values, objectives, or

organizational size and available resources, could be alleviated with several factors, such

as finding shared social mission, and sharing resources (Gillett et al., 2019). Or, they

could be alleviated by using boundary spanning work to create conditions where the

organization’s operations and objectives are linked with the social impact it aims to

achieve, in order to turn complexity and differing logics into collaborative opportunities

(Gillett et al., 2019; Williams et al., 2019).

Additionally, Gillett et al. (2019) propose further insights to tackle the challenges

of differing logics. They argue that hybrid social enterprises commonly collaborate

locally and in relationships with multiple organizations. Despite the various and

contrasting aims of the actors, Gillett et al. (2019: 949) argue that the need to collaborate

initially is commonly facilitated by the “shared objectives” of the actors. As there are

multiple logics, Gillett et al. (2019) identify the need to answer to rising tensions as the

result of various differing features of each partner organization, such as: “differences in

organizational size and available resources” as well as “ambitions for growth” and “issues

related to values and ethics” (Gillett et al., 2019: 949). They suggest these differences

may be alleviated by utilizing various factors, “including the pre-existing relationships,

allowing for regular “spaces of negotiation” between collaborators, the shared social

mission, community social impact, the resulting public relations, and shared resources

and knowledge” (Gillett et al., 2019: 949). This suggests it is important to identify the

existing dynamics and complexity between the various actors, and consider the shared

objectives and factors that may lead to a preferred outcome. This implies that

acknowledging what are the shared objectives and competencies that have synergies in

cooperative action, may influence the choice of the partner to cooperate with.
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Battilana & Dorado (2010) approach the dilemma of hybrid organizations with

their view on the importance of emphasizing organizational identity. They argue that

hybrid organizations need to create a common organizational identity that is able to

respond to the conflicting logics. They argue that the critical stages to address the

development of this type of organizational identity among its members is already at the

hiring phase, when it is important to pay attention to what kind of qualities are required

of a member in the particular organization. Battilana & Dorado (2010) also encourage

continuous addressing of the socializing and social relations between the members in the

organization, in order to be able to mitigate any appearing tensions.

Identifying dynamics between different actors is also discussed by Lowitt et al.

(2015), however for a different aspect: they recognize the value chain analysis as a way

to find opportunities to improve the performance of the value chain as a whole, so that all

parts of the chain will have a better position. Lowitt et al. (2015) argue that by

understanding more closely the core difficulties of the relations and interaction, and the

formation of social capital, can help develop the value chain performance. The next

section will discuss these matters of the value chain further.

2.2.4 Facilitating collaboration and interaction in the value chain

Lowitt et al. (2015) talk about value chain development from the aspect of understanding

the complexity of social relationships influencing the performance across the value chain.

They discuss that supporting interaction and social relations in communities of practice

could enhance resilience in the value chain. They study this specifically in the context of

communities of practice, which they imply means groups with similar interests as they

are part of the value chain. They (Lowitt et al., 2015) base their approach on the concept

of communities of practice that was introduced by Lave and Wenger (1991) and means

people whose skills and knowledge, and their identity, develop in the interaction with the

community they are part of. Thus, being a member in the community of practice and its

discourses will allow its members to develop their knowledge through the interactions.

Lowitt et al. (2015) argue that “Value chains are an increasingly popular approach to
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understanding complex policy challenges” (p. 363) and “community of practice approach

to value chain development might facilitate the formation of social capital” (p. 363),

which they use as their approach to address the influence of the complexities in the

interactions in the different phases of a value chain. They argue that a better

understanding of the complex influencing factors to relationships and interactions and the

formation of social capital are important parts of being able to address challenges and

enhance performance in value chain development. Furthermore, they see that this

approach allows for a better understanding of core difficulties in collaboration and

interaction especially in developing area contexts (Lowitt et al., 2015).

Lowitt et al. (2015) contrast the research on value chain’s structural aspects, which

they view as too narrow a perspective, with their social relations and social structures

centered approach. As they argue, in this context, the research and development of

structural aspects often has “lack of adaptive capacity” (Lowitt et al., 2015: 363). They

imply their approach to be a contrast to this, perhaps increasing “adaptive capacity” of

the value chain.

A market’s value chain development from the aspect of social interaction is also

studied by McKague et al. (2015). They discuss value chain development in a least-

developed-countries (LDC) context in a resource-constrained setting. McKague et al.

(2015) discuss their approach on value chain development from the aspect of influencing

the exchanges and norms between people in the value chain. They argue that as the

markets and value chains in LDCs are often not formally structured, influencing the social

structures of the markets are the primary way to develop the value chain. Thus, they

introduce several ways to influence and build social structures. The key ways they

discuss, are to use “contextual bridging”, “brokering relationships along the value chain”,

“social embedding”, as well as “material embedding” (McKague et al., 2015: 1063). Their

findings suggest that by using these methods, the parties in the value chain could develop

the norms of social structure and production by negotiating and ultimately implementing

these in the practices used. They argue that developing the social structures may even

have efficiency effects in the market. McKague et al. (2015) also discuss that in a context

of an underdeveloped market, actually the building of a social structure and social ties
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could be a requisite for an effective market to be built and value chain to be developed:

“Consistent with the theoretical premise that markets and value chains are social orders,

we found that the NGO’s success relied on building the social structure of a market

wherein market participants could negotiate relationships and norms of production and

exchange and embed them in practices and technologies.” (McKague et al., 2015: 1063).

As Lowitt et al. (2015) talk about value chain development from the aspect of

studying and understanding the social interactions and relationships within a community

of practice, McKague et al. (2015) discuss the topic from the aspect of actively facilitating

and influencing interactions in order to build an improved social structure in the market’s

value chain.

Furthermore, Kistruck and Shulist (2020) discuss this topic of influencing a

market’s value chain in their article on market orchestration. They view this topic with

yet another aspect. In their article, they emphasize the significance of contextual

differences of circumstances in micro, meso, and macro levels of a market. They

emphasize that needed market orchestration efforts should differ at all these levels and

according to contextual differences. Kistruck and Shulist (2020) studied contexts that

involve high levels of resource scarcity and poverty. They base their research on a market-

oriented approach that uses business and trade linkages for poverty alleviation, which is

what they call market orchestration. With their approach, they highlight the significance

of concentrating in the contextual aspects of a particular market and particular

community, and argue that targeting a specific set of individuals in a specific context is

an efficient way to help the progress of a value chain’s development (Kistruck and

Shulist, 2020).

All of these articles discuss similar types of complexities related to interaction and

relationships in the value chain, yet, they all take a different point of view and on different

levels. Varying views are needed in order to get a holistic view on what types of dynamics

there are for partnerships in order to find a suitable way to address the coordination

challenges. In the following subsection, I will discuss what to consider in order to form

the right partnerships.
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2.3 Forming the right partnership

The literature in this section discusses the need to address technology-related

coordination challenges comprehensively. For example, Figueras-Maz et al. (2017) argue

for the importance of media literacy and understanding the technology related

communication practices, Lim et al. (2007) discuss addressing the comprehensive support

to implementation for use of technology in schools in a public-private partnership

initiative, and Pötzsch (2019) on comprehensive skills to use digital technologies through

critical thinking. These authors do discuss the need for coordination of multiple sides

regarding a specific type of partnership or specific type of project or initiative.

Pötzsch (2019) argues for the importance of digital literacy and digital

competencies, and talks about this from the aspect of a critical reflection of the use of the

technologies: “critical digital literacy – that, as I argue, comprehensively addresses issues

of knowledge, competencies, and skills in relation to digital technologies. In particular, I

posit that critical thinking about educational and other values of ‘the digital’ needs to take

structural aspects of the technology into account that are often eschewed in instrumental

or commercially-driven approaches.” (ibid: 221). With this view, Pötzsch argues for the

importance of ensuring there are comprehensive skills and understanding needed to

support the use of digital technology.

Figueras-Maz et al. (2017) have studied how to discover innovative teaching or

learning practices for the use of mobile devices in higher education. They highlight the

potential of using mobile devices for facilitating interaction and cooperation between

students and education professionals. They emphasize the importance of addressing

multiple aspects in the use of EdTech in the classroom: “Including mobile devices in the

classroom could be innovative and efficient if they take full advantage of the best features

of new technologies and new communication practices: creativity and participation,

teamwork, continuous learning and open and online collaboration, multimedia and

multimodal communication, interaction, the search for implication and motivation. Thus,

media literacy does not only need a boost; it needs a thorough overhaul.” (Figueras-Maz

et al., 2017: 141). Therefore, they emphasize the need for taking advantage of the
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potential of educational technologies by advancing media literacy and skills to use the

technology.

Lim et al. (2007) discuss a successful public-private partnership initiative. With

its comprehensive approach to implementation, multiple sides of the overall

implementation process of technology support in schools was addressed, in the studied

countries in Asia. The initiative included programs on how to make agreements and to

discuss common objectives of the parties, as well as included developing skills of teachers

and leadership, and support for the use of technology with an opportunity to share

experiences through a portal. (Lim et al., 2007). Also Figueras-Maz et al. (2017) view the

importance of addressing the supporting aspects, to take the most advantage of the use of

technology: “If future educators are not receiving education in media how can they be

expected to offer it to their students?” (ibid: 139), and in this way highlight the importance

of skills training as a way to take full advantage of the potential of the uses of technology

in education.

Therefore, in order to form the right partnership in the EdTech sector, the

organizations need to consider what is needed in a partnership to address the lacking

competencies, and what resources could be acquired by engaging with other EdTech

organizations. Especially considering the complexities and resource constraints in the

contexts of East Africa, the needed efforts in a certain value chain should be adapted

according to contextual differences and circumstances at different levels of the market

(Kistruck & Shulist, 2020). In these contexts, it is important to consider what are the

suitable and needed partners, and in this way to find the right partnership. However, the

literature suggests that there are difficulties for forming partnerships. Especially relevant

to this studied topic and the context, is the differing logics of organizations that combine

the social aspects and economic benefit, which is discussed by e.g. Gillett et al. (2019)

and (Wilson & Post, 2013). These differences in logics are particularly present for hybrid

social enterprises, which work with multiple types of organizations (Gillett et al., 2019).

Also the principal-agent theory for cross-sectoral partnership (Poulton & Macartney,

2012) on conflicting aims of organizations from different sectors, is an example of a

challenging initial setting of differing objectives of partners. In East Africa, there are
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diverse organizations working in the EdTech sector with complex contextual difficulties,

which I will describe in the following section.

2.4 The EdTech sector in Africa

Education statistics have been improving throughout the past decades, however,

challenged with setbacks during the global Covid-19 pandemic since the past year

(Aronen, 2021). School enrolment has increased during the past few decades in low-

income countries (Bold et al., 2017) and over the last fifty years, school attendance has

increased significantly in most low- and middle-income countries (World Bank Group,

2018). For example, in Ethiopia, only nineteen percent of children attended primary

school education in 1994. However, by 2015, this percentage was eighty-five. (The World

Bank, 2020). Despite the overall education statistics improving in many countries, in

Somalia, there are still an estimated three million out of five million school-aged children

and youth out of school, for many contextual reasons, such as a long-lasting conflict

(USAID, 2021). In Tanzania, school enrolment has been steadily rising, with an increase

in primary and secondary education enrolment during the past years (The World Bank,

2021).

The challenges for education are beyond access to schooling – the solutions to the

learning crisis are related to education quality and functionality of the education systems

(Reinikka et al., 2018). Despite the general improvement in education statistics, the

quality of education has decreased (Aronen, 2021) as the resources needed do not

correspond with the capacities and resources available (Nieminen, 2020). School drop-

outs is also a challenge (Finnish Government, 2021a), and for example in Ethiopia, many

do not complete their education despite the remarkable progress in primary school

enrolment (Unicef, n.d.). In a low-income country context, even though a student did

complete their education, they often lack even the basic skills of reading, writing, and

arithmetic skills (Bold et al., 2017). Therefore, going to school does not necessarily mean

that one learns, which is often referred to as the learning crisis (e.g. Aronen, 2021; The

World Bank, 2019; World Bank Group, 2018). The subjects learnt at school, or the tools

and methods learnt with, are often not up-to-date (The World Bank, 2019), and the
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availability of digital learning is lacking or nonexistent (Finnish Government, 2021a).

Yet, it is recognized that one of the central preconditions for development is relevant and

quality education that is available for everyone equally (Finnish Government, 2021a).

With digital technologies and the internet there would be better chances to access

education (Kuittinen, 2021). Digital learning is considered as a way to learn important

skills, including the basic skills (e.g. Finnish Government, 2021a). Digital skills learning

is recognized as an effective way to learn and succeed in many subjects: “Impacts on

literacy and numeracy are not the only measures of success: technology can also promote

digital skills. As more jobs require digital literacy, the opportunity to acquire those skills

is an end in itself. Students with more access to computers at home have better computer

skills.” (World Bank Group, 2018: 147). However, access to technology is necessary.

Digital divide is considered as one of the obstacles to access digital technologies

(International Monetary Fund, 2020), and is related to low-level of digital skills and

literacy as well (Radovanović et al., 2015). Digital divide refers to the gap between those

who have access to digital technologies and those for whom the access to technology is

not available (Radovanović et al., 2015). Lack of access to technology can thus be an

obstacle for digital education, as well as digital literacy and digital skills, which are, as

argued, an important part of quality education. The necessity to develop the educational

systems to provide up-to-date digital education, has indeed been recognized, but

challenges are posed by lack of access to technologies, while simultaneously having a

need to develop educational systems (Lim et al., 2007). The nature of work is changing

in low- and middle-income countries in SSA, and digital technology is central to these

changes (World bank Group, 2018), highlighting the importance of learning digital

competencies together with basic skills (European Commission, 2020). However, it is

estimated that only fifty percent of schools in SSA include computer skills in the

curriculum (World Bank Group, 2018).

The ways of thinking about educational technologies has changed during the past

decade, as “the mere provision of classrooms with computers was referred to as EdTech,

today, EdTech refers to many start-ups and other organizations working to transform

education and quality through the use of technology” (Renz & Hilbig, 2020: 2). The work
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of the EdTech sector is important, as with their work they address the challenges of digital

divide and access to digital technologies, aiming to make EdTech available for as many

students as possible (Kubickova, 2019). In the studied countries, Ethiopia, Somalia, and

Tanzania, there are start-ups, NGOs, and social enterprises working in the EdTech sector

in many different ways. EdTech start-ups in Africa strive to expand use of EdTech, while

facing common challenges based on contextual characteristics (Lim, 2021) such as the

complexity of the context and the inherent resource constraints. The findings section of

this research will further explain the challenges to address the inhibitors of EdTech use

in East Africa.

2.5 Models for partnerships in EdTech

In this subsection, I speak about existing models for partnerships from academic

literature, and tie together the aspects discussed in this literature review. In this literature

review, I have presented concepts for when partnerships are needed, what are different

types of partnerships, and how to form the right partnership in the context of East Africa.

The presented models addressed challenges of different types of partnerships, which there

were four different types:  interorganizational collaboration (e.g. Williams et al., 2019),

public-private partnerships (e.g. Mattsson & Andersson, 2019), hybrid collaboration (e.g.

Gillett et al., 2019), and facilitating collaboration and interaction in the value chain (e.g.

Kistruck & Shulist, 2020). Regarding each type, I described the coordination challenge

that is commonly aimed to solve with this type of a partnership and described what are

the main characteristic challenges for different types of partnerships.

Especially for hybrid collaboration, the challenges for dynamics and behavioral

matters that affect the partnerships, (e.g. Gillett et al., 2019; Lowitt et al., 2015), were

described. The hybrid social enterprise that combines different logics of economic

benefit, in addition to social impact (e.g. Wilson & Post, 2013), is a common type of

organization in the EdTech sector. These types of organizations inherently blend

conflicting ideas in their business model (Wilson and Post, 2013). Yet, commonly

organizations that form partnerships in interorganizational collaboration, share similar
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objectives that are pursued in the partnership (Williams et al., 2019). Moreover, multi-

stakeholder, cross-sector partnership especially in the context of addressing social issues

(Selsky & Parker, 2005), requires coordinated action between all stakeholders to tackle

sustainability challenges that commonly are complex and large in scale (Williams et al.,

2019). It is common to acquire the competencies a single organization is lacking by

coordinated action, such as by forming alliances and joint ventures (Selsky & Parker,

2005). However, coordinated action of organizations is naturally affected by dynamics

across different types of organizations. Dynamics affect the outcomes of the

collaborations, as team-based decision making is common. (Majchrzak et al., 2015).

There are competitive behavioral aspects that affect the dynamics, which could be caused

by, for example, changes in the conditions of the collaboration, for example the common

goals (Majchrzak et al., 2015).

Gillett et al. (2019) suggest that contrary to what one would expect, the multiple

differing logics of organizations and involved actors actually lead to a need for a

partnership in the first place. However, they acknowledge that even though the multiple

logics actually are the basis for the need for a partnership, this could result in tensions.

Consequently, as there are multiple actors involved with differing aims, it could be

challenging to achieve all of the goals at the same time. The principal-agent theory

highlights the conflict of objectives that the both parties in public-private partnerships

might have (Poulton & Macartney, 2012). Digitalization is currently a driving force for

public service innovations, which consequently drives private business innovations.

Therefore, PPPs are considered as beneficial to both parties. Thus, PPPs can benefit both

parties because of the interdependency. (Mattsson & Andersson, 2019).

However, public-private partnerships are generally challenging to implement in

Africa, as PPPs are by nature reliant on government-private sector collaboration (Poulton

& Macartney, 2012). These contextual aspects of the institutional environment are one of

the most important aspects to consider for cross-sector partnerships in a fragile context

(Kolk & Lenfant, 2015). In a context of poverty and resource scarcity, informal

institutions are commonly relied on (Slade Shantz et al., 2018). The contextual aspects of

the environment are essential to understand to effectively address specific problems with
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right solutions (Kistruck & Shulist, 2020) and these contextual aspects matter for forming

the right partnership. In a context of complexities and resource scarcity, there is a need to

address the coordination challenges comprehensively related to implementation of

technology use in schools (Lim et al., 2007), understanding the need for sufficient skills

and media literacy (Figueras-Maz et al. (2017), and the need for comprehensive skills to

use digital technologies through critical thinking (Pötzsch, 2019).  Especially the digital

divide (e.g. Radovanović et al., 2015) and access to ICT (Lim et al., 2007) are necessary

to understand as they are common challenges of the EdTech sector in Africa.

Partnerships of different organizations across sectors and types is necessary, even

though there are these discussed challenges. Partnerships are needed for sharing skills or

other resources, as not everything can be done in-house (Puusa et al., 2014). In addition,

if there are shared objectives of the parties, it might be easier to reach these objectives

through partnerships (Gillett et al., 2019; Lim et al., 2007). There are also benefits of

sustainability and scalability (e.g. Niederhauser et al., 2018), for example, through

economic sustainability by being able to share resources and lower costs (Puusa et al.,

2014). In addition, competitiveness could be improved by being able to acquire a better

position in the market with the increased material resources and skills through the

partnership (Puusa et al., 2014).

All of these models together may give ideas to how to approach such a complex

matter of forming partnerships in EdTech. There is certainly no one right answer or ready

approach to the challenges, but increased understanding of theoretical options will help

addressing the complexities. As I explained these types of partnerships and the different

models characteristic for each in this section, the different models seem to be tied together

through similar challenges, but the point of view to address them is different for each. I

use these types of partnerships later on in the discussion section, and tie them together

with the practical challenges of coordination from the findings.
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3 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS

In the research methods section, the methodological choices of this research are

presented. Firstly, the research problem and research questions are reviewed. Secondly,

the qualitative research design is presented. Then, the data collection process and methods

are explained. Finally, the data analysis methods applied as well as ethical considerations

on the research methods are presented.

3.1 Research focus

With the research questions, I was able to determine the focus for the research and choose

the suitable methods. I designed the research questions to narrow the focus to a more

specific research problem, which is typically done in order to define study objectives

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). The research questions are needed for explaining the research

problem, and they represent the main questions that this study aims to find answers to.

The research questions are presented also in the introduction section, but in order to

explain the methodological choices of this research, the research questions are reviewed

and explained in more detail:

I. How can partnerships help expand the use of educational technologies in East

Africa?

a. What coordination practices and types of partnerships have been studied

in academic literature?

b. What are the inhibitors of EdTech use?

c. What are the challenges of coordination from the respondents’

perspective?

d. How can inhibitors of EdTech use and challenges of coordination be

addressed by improving partnerships?

The central research question of this study presents the main question that this research

addresses. The central research question concerns the big picture, presenting the main

objectives of this research. (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
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The central question is supplemented with sub-questions, which present the idea

of the central question more specifically (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The sub-questions go

to the specifics of the main research question. These four questions presented represent

the themes that are discussed in this thesis in its different sections. The first sub-question

is studied in the literature review section. The set of interviews conducted for this research

aim to present answers to the second and third sub-question. The fourth sub-question, on

addressing challenges with coordination, is addressed in the discussion section of this

research. Thus, the fourth sub-question asks the central research question more

specifically, and is answered by examining the information from the literature review

together with the findings from interviews.

Furthermore, the conclusion section of this thesis aims to answer the central

research question by presenting the outcomes of this research.

3.2 Research design process

Because of the nature of this research, qualitative methods are utilized. For example,

Denzin and Lincoln (2011) explain the definition of qualitative research as something,

where the researcher utilizes methods to “turn the world into a series of representations”

(ibid: 3) in order to study themes that are related to some phenomena, which are

interpretive of meanings that individuals hold about them. Creswell and Poth (2018)

further define qualitative research, by revisiting a definition of Creswell (2013),

underlining that the research problem, thus also the research questions of a qualitative

research, represent “the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human

problem” (Creswell & Poth, 2018: 8). These definitions for qualitative research support

the use of qualitative methods in this study, given the research objectives presented.

 A qualitative study can be designed in various different ways, depending on the

approach the researcher wishes to adopt. The process of designing a qualitative study is

a set of methods chosen to form a plan for conducting the study. (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

For this research, I chose to adapt what Creswell and Poth (2018) present as phases for

the process. Creswell and Poth (2018) present the phases in a circular form, however,
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they start with explaining the phase that I also adapted in the following table as the phase

to start with. The following table 1 is adapted from Creswell & Poth (2018) “Phases in

the Qualitative Research Process” (ibid: 51).

Table 1: Qualitative research process

Phases Function in this thesis

Acknowledging broad assumptions and

identifying interpretive lens to be used.

This refers to the choice of utilizing

qualitative research methods in this thesis.

Determining the need of a literature search

to address the research topic and research

problem.

Studying the topic from multiple aspects

and finding the research gap in a practical

sense as well as in literature.

Drafting open-ended research questions

as exploratory.

The research questions are designed open-

ended which allows them to evolve

throughout the research process and as the

understanding of the topic increases.

Collecting a variety of sources of data. Collecting information through multiple

sources: various websites, literature,

public documents, as well as through

informal discussions, and interviews.

Analyzing data integrating inductive and

deductive strategies.

Comparing the both strategies to collect

information, interpret, and form themes

and generalizations; then working to find

supportive information for the identified

themes and generalizations.
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Representing results based on

participants’ perspectives and researcher

interpretations.

Experimenting with many categorizations

for data based on the participants’ views,

but through my own interpretation and

image of interconnection between the

discussed matters.

Discussing and comparing findings. Referring to the literature search, finding

relationships between identified themes

from data and the literature.

Utilizing validation strategies. Reflecting the phases of the research

process through different strategies;

considering the participants’ perspective,

contextual matters of the study setting,

accuracy of my own interpretations, and

possible biased preconceptions in the

different phases formed through my own

understanding and background.

As I explained above, the original table is presented in a circular form by Creswell and

Poth (2018). Discussing the design process of qualitative research, Creswell and Poth

(2018) talk about the interrelatedness of the different components and interactive nature

of the phases of the process, relating to a concept of methodological congruence. I believe

the circular form could thus also imply the importance of extensive reflexivity needed

throughout the research process. For example, Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) discuss

the importance of reflexivity of the researcher, in order to see how choices made in the

process influence and shape other choices in different parts of the research process.

Interrelatedness is also present in the inductive and deductive approaches in the

course of the research process (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008)

talk about the use of these two approaches in the course of the research as a continuous
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movement between each approach. Also Creswell and Poth (2018) call for the importance

of using both of these approaches in the process of data analysis in a qualitative research

study, highlighting the interrelatedness of the different stages in the process. In this thesis,

both strategies are used, by first collecting information, interpreting, and forming themes

and generalizations; then working to find supportive information for the interpreted

themes and generalizations. Denzin and Lincoln (2011) talk about the use of inductive

strategies especially in research that concerns diverse social perspectives. Indeed, this

study concerns real life, practical challenges which made it natural to start the research

by utilizing inductive strategies when studying the challenges, then moving on to making

generalizations, and after that finding evidence for my interpretations of the data.

However, as described in this subsection, it is a continuous process between the

two strategies. Ravitch and Riggan (2012) underline the significance of the use of

deductive strategies in research, and it is characterized as “conversation with the

evidence” (Ravitch & Riggan, 2012: 43), and a way to compare one’s own interpretations

and ideas with other people’s ideas in the existing literature. This comparison and

contrasting of ideas is especially visible in the discussion section of this research, where

I express my interpretations based on the literature review as well as the interview

findings. However, the interactivity of the different phases of this study, also explained

above by Creswell and Poth (2018) and the reflexivity (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008),

are present in the whole research process and are influencing all the phases throughout

the process of working on this qualitative study.

3.3 Data collection

In this data collection section, I will explain how the empirical material in this study is

produced. I will first justify the choices for data collection methods. After that I will

discuss the primary data collection method, the semi-structured interviews, in more detail.
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3.3.1 Data collection methods

Creswell and Poth (2018) describe the data collection process of a qualitative study as a

process that gathers meanings through the participation of individuals or groups. In this

study, a set of interviews were conducted with individuals. Information gathering can be

done through various methods, of which interviewing (Marshall and Rossman, 2006) was

chosen as the primary method for this study.

In addition, information was gathered through studying various other sources and

discussions. Studying background and contextual information by reviewing documents,

is considered a method that qualitative researchers often utilize in research (Marshall &

Rossman, 2006). These methods were utilized in this research as secondary data, which

may also be defined as supplementary to the primary data collection method (Marshall &

Rossman, 2006). In this thesis, the supplementary data consists of studying multiple

sources, such as various websites, literature, public documents, as well as through

reviewing notes and conducting informal discussions with various individuals associated

with the studied themes. Marshall and Rossman (2006) argue that this may not be a key

part of the data collection process, albeit an important one. Studying background

information is essential for any qualitative study, and supplements the primary data

collection method (Marshall and Rossman, 2006). The supplementary data collection was

aimed to be useful to increase my understanding of the studied contexts, as well as to

learn more about the themes discussed in the interviews. The interview questions had to

be altered to each specific context and focus of the interviewed individual or organization

they represented. This required extensive background work and studying the

organizations and country contexts.

Interviews, as the primary data collection method, were conducted as semi-

structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews are an interviewing approach that

concerns the possibility of topics raised by the interview participant, which is why the

questions are designed very flexible in a sense that the questions and their order are

possible to be modified along the discussion (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). The

approach also allows for more in-depth follow-up questions and answers, however, as
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Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) argue, this could be challenging, as the preplanned

outline for questions and themes to be discussed ought to still be covered.

In this study, the questions were rather general and open-ended, thus, there was a

possibility to come up with further questions and follow-up. The semi-structured

approach was also suitable, as not all discussed themes could be predicted, and

unexpected themes could be brought up along the discussion. At times, the interviews

were more comparable to free discussion than following a certain format. Eriksson and

Kovalainen (2008) consider it an advantage of this interview type that the interview

appears rather informal. However, I decided to include the preplanned guiding questions

to the interview, in order to cover all themes and have a somewhat structured course in

the interviews. The interview guide can be found in the appendix of this study.

3.3.2 Semi-structured interviews

In the interviews, the discussions followed a semi-structured flow with open-ended

questions. In all the interviews, the interview questions were refined to suit the specific

organization and their field of operation, as well as the country contexts. Altogether,

fifteen semi-structured interviews were held with sixteen individuals in May-July 2020

and November 2020. The interviews were targeted to several organizations and

individuals in many different contexts: different countries and cities, and doing work in

different types of organizations. All interviewees were working in an organization that in

some way contributed to the EdTech sector of Ethiopia, Somalia, or Tanzania. These

diverse organizations that the interview respondents represented included social

enterprises, NGOs, universities, private sector companies, start-ups, and other types of

EdTech organizations. Because of the diverse backgrounds of the interviewees, the

questions had to be altered to each specific context and focus on the interviewed

individual and their organization.

The interviews were conducted either as video, phone or audio calls, according to

the most preferred form for the interview participants. In many cases, the choice was

influenced by the availability or reliability of the internet connection. The interviews were
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held on many different platforms for video or audio calls. With some of the interviews

there were connection issues, and the discussion in that case was paused for some time or

terminated due to challenges with the internet connection. Information on the conducted

interviews can be found in table 2 below.

The main questions and themes to focus on in each of the interviews were sent to

the organizations with the invitation to discuss. The questions in the interviews, modified

for each organizations’ focus, followed the general frame and themes described in the

interview guide, which can be found in the appendices of this thesis. These were the basic

questions that were commonly brought up in the discussions. In addition, as the people

interviewed represented different kinds of organizations, all interview discussions were

altered according to a specific focus area of these organizations. The purpose of having

interviews with actors working with digital education and the EdTech sector of East

Africa, was to form an overall understanding of the development of the digital landscape

and any inhibitors of EdTech use or coordination challenges that there are.

Table 2: Conducted interviews

Interview

context

Number of

individuals

interviewed

Type of interview:

phone/audio call

Type of interview:

video call

Ethiopia 4 - Yes (3)

Somalia 6 Yes (2) Yes (4)

Tanzania 6 - Yes (6)
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3.4 Data analysis

Creswell and Poth (2018) describe the data analysis phase as a process in which meanings

are gathered through the descriptions that participants possess. As Eriksson and

Kovalainen (2008) bring up, especially the participants to a semi-structured interview will

be allowed space for in-depth responses, and varying interpretations across the

participants. This is because the questions are designed to be modified along the course

of the interview, and allow for new topics to arise through open-ended questions and

follow-up. Therefore, all the participants respond with their own interpretations of the

discussed themes, and the interpretations might vary, even though it were the same

question presented. Thus, it can be challenging to compare the materials of semi-

structured interviews (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008).

Nevertheless, the descriptions of the interview participants are often interpreted

according to found patterns, which will be used to form themes (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

During the interviews, I made extensive field notes, which I used as a basis for analysis.

I used thematic analysis and compared across transcripts to examine the data on any

themes (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008), in order to see what patterns seemed most

relevant. I analyzed transcripts for patterns of any general statements, which according to

Marshall and Rossman (2006) is a way of qualitative research to search for underlying

themes. I found certain patterns in the descriptions that came up in many interviews. I

deemed the relevance of the patterns regarding how frequently they were brought up

when comparing across transcripts, in addition to how they were connected to this

research topic.

I analyzed these themes and saw how they were interconnected. Therefore, I

decided to focus on certain themes. The four themes that are analyzed in the section 4,

findings, represent the inhibitors of EdTech use, such as systemic challenges, challenges

posed by resource constraints, lacking digital literacy skills, and geographical matters.

The interviews were not only concentrated on the challenges, but they were a good

starting point for the conversation, in order to continue to discuss what were the actions

already taken to address the obstacles for the use of EdTech. Also the respondents’

experiences on partnerships in EdTech as well as views on what organizations to
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cooperate with, were discussed.  Therefore, I decided to also analyze the transcripts for

how different types of coordinated actions of the diverse actors in the EdTech sector have

succeeded and what were the main challenges of coordination.

3.5 Ethical considerations

In this section I discuss how ethical questions were taken into consideration in this study.

The ethical considerations of a qualitative study can be written from many aspects, and

assessed with many different frames. I decided to look at the quality of the research

process of this research, and refer to aspects that Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) write

about ethics in a qualitative study.

Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) argue that voluntary participation is one of the

most important aspects of the responsibility of researchers towards the participants in

conducting a qualitative study. Also anonymity is an important ethical aspect when

considering the quality of the research methods. Anonymity and voluntary participation

were emphasized in this study as the respondents were given the latitude to talk about

what they wanted to bring up, which was supported by the semi-structured interview

approach. In the interviews, the questions were guiding the discussions. However,

whenever the interviewee wanted to change topic or talk about another theme, they were

given the possibility to do so. Furthermore, this study focuses on matters that are not

sensitive regarding any personal matters, instead, concentrates on the studied matters on

a general level. All the respondents stay anonymous and the organizations that the

interview respondents represented, cannot be connected with any information in this

study. In this study, I may describe some types of players in the EdTech sector in East

Africa, regarding their EdTech service or business size. However, it does not mean that

this type of organization was necessarily interviewed for this study. For example, in the

findings section, I am describing different types of organizations, in order to explain the

discussed themes on general coordination challenges or successes in the EdTech sector,

regardless of whether that type of company or organization was associated with the

interviewed individuals or not.
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To conclude, the anonymity and voluntary participation in the discussion in the

interviews was supported by the nature of the semi-structured interviews. The questions

I presented were open-ended, which gave the interview respondents the latitude to speak

about the matters they wanted to, and what they themselves chose to bring up in our

discussion. In addition, I acknowledged the importance of reflexivity, and considered my

own perspectives and assumptions as the researcher at every step of the research process.

This is especially critical for the researcher’s role regarding the choice of questions

presented (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). The guiding questions and themes that were

commonly brought up in the interviews are presented in the interview guide. The

interview guide may be referred to in the appendix of this study.
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4 FINDINGS

In this findings section, I will describe the themes that I identified from the interviews I

conducted. This findings section has two main parts. In the first part, I present the views

of the interview respondents on the inhibitors of EdTech use. These are divided into four

categories, according to the identified themes, and are presented in the table 3 below. The

second part of the findings section explains the respondents’ views of what kind of

coordination challenges they have faced and what organizations are commonly partnered

with in the EdTech sector.

4.1 Inhibitors of EdTech use

Based on the conducted interviews, there are many inhibitors of EdTech use. These

obstacles or inhibitors to use educational technologies were overall rather similar across

all the interviews. Despite the contextual differences between the different country

contexts, the inhibitors of EdTech use and challenges of coordination to expand the use

of EdTech, seemed to be similar. Noting these similarities and patterns, the challenges

were categorized into four themes: systemic challenges, resource constraints, lack of

digital literacy, and geographical matters. These categories, in addition to different

aspects to each, are presented in the following table 3 and examined in the following

subsections. Some quotes from the interviews are highlighted with italics in the following

subsections.

Table 3: Inhibitors of EdTech use

Categories Themes discussed

Systemic challenges public vs. private education

absence of digital education in schools
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Digital literacy lack of media skills

irrelevant content

learning in free time

role of NGOs, hubs and start-ups

Resource constraints lack of devices

lack of know-how to use devices

limited financial resources

Geographical matters urban vs. rural areas

availability of electricity and internet connection

4.1.1 Systemic challenges

There are systemic challenges that are obstacles for digital education. The systemic

challenges are related to many different themes, but in this case they were discussed from

the point of view of public compared to private education, and absence of digital

education in many schools.

According to all interviewees, there is a gap between public and private education.

Commonly, no digital tools are used in public schools in education, and digital skills

learning is in most cases not integrated in teaching in schools. Especially in public

schools, which are the ones where most children and youth get their education, teaching

with digital tools or having regular computer classes is commonly nonexistent. Teaching

is implemented with books and other traditional learning tools.

A majority of students are not getting quality education, as “digital education is

not in curriculum”. One respondent said that “In some neighboring countries they do have
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digital education in curriculum, but there is no way to execute this in practice”. Therefore,

even though there were policies about having digital education as part of classes, this

cannot commonly be implemented for many different reasons. The reasons are related to

structures, as well as lack of financial and other resources, which are discussed further in

the subsections. “There is a need to answer the problem in schools. There is currently no

proper guidance.” Lack of guidance to respond to the problems, calls for coordination of

these matters.

According to the interview respondents “curriculum in public and private schools

is the same” but in public schools, there are no resources nor skills to implement digital

learning in practice. A digital course may be optional, but as they are optional, they do

not reach a large part of the students. The respondents discussed that there are vast

differences for the quality of education in private and public schools:

Education obstacles include the provision of education itself, as well as

access to basic things, such as devices. The education does not prepare

(for needed demands). Also internet access and usage is dependent on

whether it is private education, in urban areas, and one can afford it. State

of digital literacy is not good as there is no digital education in the

curriculum.

Depending on the area, there are digital devices available in schools. However, it is

described in many interviews that it is not common to have digital tools integrated in the

education in schools, and therefore, skills to use a laptop and do schoolwork with digital

tools is not integrated in studies: “Having a laptop in education is not a criterion, digital

side is not necessary. But you can find them in schools”. In some cases, there is a well

set-up computer laboratory access that, according to the interviewees, often is set and

provided by a telecommunication company. However, often teachers do not have all the

needed abilities to use the facilities to their full potential, even if the facilities were

available.

Public sectors have worked on digital education in a way that they have supported

TV and radio programs for learning recently, which was described as a very helpful way
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for many students to keep learning, even in their free time or in case they do not go to

school. However, digital education overall, concerning the education for the large part of

students and youth, “has some hope but is not very progressed”, according to an interview

respondent.

4.1.2 Digital literacy

There are vast challenges with digital literacy, mainly because of not having digital

education or use of digital tools in the schools where most youth get their education. Not

being exposed to digital devices or a digital learning environment, hinders the

development of digital literacy. In many schools, students use traditional learning tools,

for example books, pencils, and paper, and often have no access to a laptop.

There were also different views to how to define digital literacy – whether it only

concerns skills to use online devices and the internet, but also offline devices. Evaluating

the state of digital literacy is dependent on what is commonly meant with digital literacy,

and how individuals define it:

Digital literacy is quite low, but it depends how to define it. But many can

use phones. But in terms of internet and email it is low.

There was an interviewee, who had a more positive view about the state of digital literacy,

as they said it is improving. This interviewee defined digital literacy as one being able to

“easily navigate with devices”, meaning that one is able to use different online and offline

devices with ease.

As all schools do not provide digital education, it leaves the digital skills learning

to the responsibility of the family or the student themselves: “Digital education is not

done formally through schools; there are outside players”. Moreover, as the countries in

question are low or middle-income countries, the livelihoods of families commonly are

limited, thus it is not an option for many to have the facilities to learn digital skills in free

time either. There are EdTech learning tools, such as learning applications, available for

those who possess a mobile device. In addition, tech hubs and start-ups arrange digital
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skills courses for youth. It is also why the role of the hubs,

community spaces and courses provided by start-ups and NGOs are so important:

National curriculum is outdated. There is no coding, except for optional

studies. -- Exposure to these new skills is very important for the future. But

usually students learn these in their free time. Teachers are not trained to

teach digital skills. Therefore, the role of NGOs is very important.

For example, AI and machine learning, as well as critical thinking and problem solving

related skills were mentioned as important current skills by many. The importance of

finding ways to learn also in the free time was emphasized while bringing up the

importance of tech organizations, such as start-ups and hubs: “To learn the important up-

to-date skills, students can’t just learn the things told in schools.”

Many discussed challenges with irrelevant content. It was described that there is

not enough relevant content for all country contexts and different study levels: “Content

has to be made available, and relevant with local languages”. For example, one

respondent talked about how useful some online video sharing and social media platforms

are, with their endless amount of content to learn about all kinds of skills, for example

public speaking, presenting, or other important skills for any student and youth. However,

they described that the problem is that this content online is often in a foreign language

and the concepts talked about are in a foreign context as well – this makes the utilizing

of the content on the internet very challenging:

There are some types of content students don’t understand. For example,

with Ted Talks; they are in English, and students don’t understand, as they

should be in Tanzanian accent. Or with culture-related things in the

speech.

Relevant content is needed in order to learn important skills. Many described that students

should learn globally important skills, not just skills that are relevant locally. But they

found this challenging, as for example, the context of the content would be important to

be locally identifiable, for the content to be understandable for the learner. More

awareness about local learning content providers was called for, as the scene with such
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diverse different actors, from tech hubs and community learning spaces to digital learning

content providers, is so scattered. This is especially relevant in countries and areas with

very visible differences and availability of EdTech actors between urban and rural areas.

Lack of media skills may also either contribute to the difficulty of finding relevant

learning content, or, not having relevant learning content available might hinder the

possibilities to learn media skills. It was described in a few interviews that there are

challenges with information security and critical thinking when navigating online. Also,

lacking awareness about the code of conduct in social media was addressed. On the other

hand, social media has been a good way to reach young people and raise awareness about

certain issues and to learn media skills. The lack of media skills was described to trace

back to schools. In schools, students are commonly not made familiar with using digital

tools, as in schools, there are not many digital tools available and traditional tools are

used for learning. As the digital landscape is emerging, teaching of digital skills and

digital literacy is increasingly important. More coordination between organizations and

schools and different sectors is needed to be able to educate digital literacy. In order to

address the lack of media skills and overall digital literacy, there is a need for digital

education in schools, but also through the coordinated action of the various EdTech

actors.

4.1.3 Resource constraints

Resource constraints were discussed by all interviewees. Resource constraints are one of

the most challenging aspects to inhibitors of EdTech use. The resource constraints

regarding EdTech are related to scarcity of human and material resources, such as lack of

skills or lack of teachers, as well as lack of mobile devices, or internet connection or

electricity.

It was discussed by many respondents that the role of NGOs is very important for

addressing the lack of devices in schools: “In case there is technology in schools, it is

probably put there by NGOs”. There are many cases where NGOs or foundations have

donated computers and internet connection to schools. However, as it was evident from
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several of the interviews, more coordination is needed, as there are multiple aspects that

are critical to the benefit of using the technology. For example, even though there were

devices and internet access donated to a school, if other aspects, such as maintenance and

repair services for the computers are not available, the benefit of the donation is lacking.

Some respondents discussed that development organizations and international NGOs

tend to put emphasis on the importance of technology solutions, such as applications, to

respond to the challenges with the use of digital tools. However, this is often not very

efficient, for the reason that there are so many other challenges that are needed to be

addressed, in order to be able to use the technology properly:

Biggest challenge is, however, with power; the amount of power available.

-- Even if NGOs and foundations donate computers and laptops,

challenges are power supply and also that devices often get broken. They

are hard to use and also might happen accidents to the devices.

Therefore, there certainly are problems with the lack of addressing all potential challenges

related to devices. It was described how it often is very challenging to use the donated

computers, if there are no skills to for example, make the necessary updates to the devices,

or with some unexpected aspects that might appear with the used applications. It was

described that in these cases the donation has no long-term benefit, if there are no people

available in the school to fix the problems with the computers and maintain them

properly. This was described to happen especially in more remote schools, where the

material resources as well as the skills and know-how to comprehensively use the

computer are commonly lacking compared to schools in urban areas.

Financial resource constraints are common also for families in these low- or

middle-income country contexts. Socioeconomic factors affect the availability of supplies

and devices, and the awareness about possibilities for digital learning. Socioeconomic

factors, in this context, are related to education and income levels of families. The income

level of the family does not only affect the ability to provide necessary devices for digital

learning, but it also affects learning on a more basic level. For example, regardless of

whether children go to a public or a private school, usually even the basic school supplies,

such as pencils and books have to be afforded by the families. This issue was brought up
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in several of the interviews in a way that highlighted the need for addressing the problems

at a more basic level first. Especially in very low-income contexts, they questioned the

need for technology and digital development, in cases where even the basic needs are not

met.

Especially related to an aim to address the challenges with inequality posed by

socioeconomic factors, ensuring the access to basic resources should be considered first,

in order to actually have an influence in the vast digital divide:

This is not a developed country. No digital tools are used in lower

education levels. -- The priorities of the people or the country is not to

digitalize healthcare or education, but their priority is to get the life and

security, the humanitarian things.

Vast and widespread poverty is affecting several areas of life of many people in the most

vulnerable positions. For many, having a laptop is not self-evident; “Having a laptop is

luxury”, as it was expressed by an interviewee.

Considering that in public schools, if there is IT education, there are commonly

extra, optional classes on IT, which means that access to learning with digital devices is

possible for those who are able to choose the optional course. Therefore, learning with

digital tools is not self-evident for everyone in schools. Some private schools have digital

education and computer studies, however, it is costly to attend a private school. Thus,

whether one gets digital skills education depends on their own awareness to seek for ways

to learn, but it also depends on the availability of financial and other resources:

No digital skills are needed for national exams. Digital skills learning

depends on one’s own initiative to learn for one’s future. One can go to

centers that teach digital skills. You don’t get a certification on IT skills

from school; but you have to get a certification on IT to get a job. And one

needs it for university. From a wealthy family, there is more knowledge

from this and access.
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Even though there are better opportunities for digital learning in urban areas in a private

school, it does not mean that these opportunities were reached by many. If it is dependent

on the family to guide their children to learn digital skills, there is a lot of inequality such

as lack of awareness about current opportunities to learn, as well as important skills for

the future. This lack of awareness calls for more coordinated actions on raising awareness

on possibilities to use EdTech for learning also in free time; regarding the available

possibilities for online courses, applications, community learning spaces, and computer

labs provided by tech start-ups and NGOs.

Even though there are learning centers and tech organizations providing courses,

there is inequality of opportunities to access extracurricular learning, as many courses

cost. The courses offered by tech start-ups, hubs, or other organizations are often costly,

even though free ones also do exist. As for online courses, they are accessible for those

who have a device, internet connection, skills to use a device and a learning platform, as

well as a physical place to use it at home. Economic challenges affecting livelihoods have

a lot of effect on the ability to obtain the important aspects of having digital technologies

at home too. For example, the devices, broadband, internet and electricity need to be

purchased. Often the digital learning content is expensive as well. This factor of

socioeconomic background driven inequality is particularly important to consider related

to educational technologies. The complexity of these many aspects also speaks for the

need for more coordination between different players, in order to address the inhibitors

of EdTech use in a way that is useful for as many students and youth as possible.

4.1.4 Geographical matters

Challenges related to educational technologies, especially in rural areas are very complex

and there is no single solution for the problems. There are diverse challenges, related to

aspects such as physical distances, as well as internet and electricity availability.

Physical distances are not only limited to distance to schools, but also to

community spaces and hubs or tech start-ups. There is also a very different kind of tech-

training ecosystem in city areas. This tech ecosystem that exists in urban areas allows for
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much better opportunities to access extracurricular learning – in terms of getting more

information about opportunities that are physically nearby and approachable from this

aspect. These centers include, for example, tech-oriented organizations, hubs, and start-

ups. These organizations provide courses or other type of learning and training, from

basic skills on computer use and support with studies, to advanced coding and

programming. The courses offered by start-ups or hubs are concentrated in bigger cities

only, very often due to better scaling opportunities in the city area. However, if the

courses were to be reached remotely, the geographical distance would not play such a

significant role in this case.

One of the biggest digital education obstacles is the sometimes nonexistent, or a

very restricted internet connectivity, which is especially common in rural areas, but

happens also in cities. The everyday usability challenges with using online applications

were described as inefficient and unpredictable. They described that reasons for

connections not working may be related to many aspects. For example, the functionality

of the devices, rains and the weather conditions in general, or just bad or slow

connection. They described that there are often challenges with the use of the internet:

With online studies and an online environment there are always obstacles.

There is always someone whose internet connection is not working. It is a

very common challenge.

It was described that in case the connectivity is slow, it is hard to be able to run

applications and therefore, it is challenging to access content. Another problem was

identified to be the limited internet per each month. Especially, if there are many students

using the same computers with the same internet subscription, there could be limited

access to the internet on a monthly basis, if the internet subscription ends. This makes

online learning inefficient:

For example, with YouTube and Facebook, the obstacle is often with the

limited GB, you have to wait for a new month. When you download

something it takes GB.
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These vast challenges with internet connection are why almost all interviewees talked

about the importance of offline learning content, which is not dependent on internet

connection. More digital content offline was called for, especially for mobile phones but

also for radio. Almost everyone described that usage of mobile phones is common, not

only in the city areas but also in many rural areas. The respondents described that mobile

phones are an important tool for many students to get support for school assignments, or

use it for chatting with a tutor or a teacher. There are some EdTech organizations that

have digital learning applications available through SMS text message, in addition to

having their online learning content. Thus, there are opportunities to access learning

content with SMS in case one has a mobile phone. However, the learning content in many

cases differs from the content on online platforms, for example, it is more limited.

As it was discussed in a previous section about systemic challenges, digital skills

and tech-oriented learning is not commonly integrated in the education in schools, for

several different challenges. Digital education is especially challenging in rural areas.

Commonly students do not have computers in schools in remote villages. However,

schools might have a digital library or a computer for common use. Schools normally do

have internet, but it is not self-evident in villages: “There is not even a phone signal in

the mountains. Connectivity is bad. In schools close to antennas this is good”. Often

EdTech solutions for offline learning are a better choice in villages, for example an offline

version of a learning platform that works with a USB stick and a TV set. However, there

might also be challenges with electricity: “In rural areas, some villages have solar power

centers, but it is limited to a few villages. Many villages don’t even have power.” Thus,

the challenges are complex, especially in the rural areas with various problems regarding

connectivity, and commonly there is no particular challenge which could be addressed,

rather, the challenges are manifold.

There is a large urban and rural area divide regarding several different matters that

for their part maintain or increase the obstacles to using EdTech. These matters include,

but are not limited to, financial challenges, physical distances, and availability of

electricity and existence or quality of internet connection. Based on all the interview

responses, these matters are more challenging in rural than in urban areas. As there are
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such a large variety of inhibitors of EdTech use and challenges to coordinate the actions

to expand the use of EdTech, addressing these challenges comprehensively is complex,

and they cannot be solved by a single EdTech solution or a single EdTech organization.

Several of the interviews strongly indicate that there are a variety of challenges and

coordination of different players is needed in order to address the diverse problems with

potential solutions.

4.2 How coordination is working for these organizations

This subsection provides insights from interviews on how coordination has been working

for the interviewed organizations working in EdTech and how the interviewees thought

coordination could help their organizations to expand use of EdTech. This subsection

focuses on how coordination has helped EdTech organizations overcome the challenges

related to all the constraints discussed in the previous section, related to systemic

challenges, digital literacy challenges, geographical matters, and resource constraints.

This section is categorized into two subsections: what are the experiences of the

interviewed organizations about different types of partnerships, and what kind of

organizations to cooperate with.

4.2.1 Experiences about different types of partnerships

As the interviews were held with many types of organizations in different sectors, also

the types of partnerships they discussed were versatile. The key takeaway from the

interview findings is that there are several inhibitors for the use of educational

technologies, and they are being addressed with a very scattered variety of tools.

Therefore, there are also challenges of coordination to expand the use of EdTech. There

are several tech organizations in each of the countries studied that provide EdTech

solutions – such as applications, learning content on online and offline platforms, face to

face digital skills and coding courses, as well as mentoring for studies. Many of these

organizations do cooperate together with other organizations for scaling purposes.



48

According to the interviews, there are, however, many organizations that have not

concentrated on partnering with other organizations, as they expressed there are

challenges for coordination for various reasons.

Many of the interview respondents found partnerships mainly beneficial for their

company and their product, especially, if they did have more experience from

partnerships previously. Therefore, it was mainly the smaller organizations or

organizations that had just started that were skeptical about partnerships, as they had

unpleasant experience from previous partnerships:

We are generally open to partnerships, but there has been experience of

misusing. (The partnership) has to be mutually benefitting.

Skepticism is also related to competition: “Especially if there are similar solutions, they

(those companies or solutions) are often seen as rivals or competitors. However, the

mindset of doing more cooperation is slowly coming up”. This indicates that commonly

organizations are willing to cooperate, but there is fear of competition if their technology

solutions or some operations are very similar.

However, some of the organizations were more optimistic about partnering with

other organizations. Some organizations had noted the vast benefit there is of combining

efforts especially related to the offline technology solutions. They discussed that the need

for the organizations had come from the vast education gap in Sub-Saharan Africa and

particularly in East Africa, which had created a need for technology solutions that work

particularly in that context. The usage of offline technologies, such as radio, mobile

phone, and TV, was described very high in those contexts. These organizations had

apparently identified that those offline technologies are actually scalable, and those were

the platforms where they could expand the use of their learning content. They had

experienced how cooperation and scaling helped to reach vast numbers of people.

Nevertheless, even though there were described to be a few larger organizations

focusing on offline solutions such as broadcast media, there is still need for more focus

on offline EdTech solutions. The need for expanding the use of EdTech for more people,
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especially in more remote areas or for those without a mobile device for online use, was

discussed in many interviews:

Scaling is a big problem for EdTech companies – who are they

cooperating with? In future, there needs to be also expanding to people

without devices; e.g. more offline SMS solutions or solar radios.

A further example of a partnership between schools and funds was mentioned by a few

interviewees, regarding grants. There are grants to advance digital education, which are

viewed as beneficial, but there seems to be challenges with these grants. There is interest

in advancing digital education, of which the grants are an example of a tool, but the

problem is that there are a lot of barriers that are not addressed well enough with the

grants. For example, the majority of schools, in rural areas especially, have no electricity,

in addition to a lack of hardware and other resources, such as teacher training. Therefore,

it was discussed that there should be a way to address all these aspects more specifically,

in order for the grants to be more beneficial.

Grants were also discussed related to development cooperation projects. It was

highlighted that often the funding for an education or technology related project comes

through an NGO or a grant. There were identified several challenges, usually with the

temporary projects, which last for a few years. Cooperation in these projects was overall

found beneficial in many ways, however often not very effective in the end. There were

several reasons for these inefficiencies. For example, the set-up of the temporary projects

is often challenging. The projects could be time-bound to 5-year programs, where the

goal is that the government or some other local player would continue implementing the

various aspects of the program at the end of the project. However, some respondents said

that the problem is with continuity, as these take-overs are not working in practice. Some

respondents discussed how one reason is that the government might not be funding the

program going forward, as there is some experience of challenges with adapting a

program “coming from outside”. The respondents talked about challenges of an

investment or a project coming from outside often thought as being too risky, for many

reasons, one being that the organization or the aims of the investment could be a bit
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unfamiliar. There are also usually not enough finances, thus continuing the project could

be viewed as too risky.

4.2.2 What organizations to cooperate with

Some respondents talked about the usefulness of partnering with NGOs and being

members of tech hubs, incubators, and tech networks. These incubators and networks

give tech start-ups training, continuous support and guidance, which is found “super

useful” among those interview respondents who answered they have this kind of a

partnership. There are also many tech and innovation programs and events, such as

Innovation Weeks and related events in East Africa. However, even though there are these

events, hubs, and incubators, the problem is that it is a closed ecosystem with not so many

players. Consequently, one will “always meet the same people”. Therefore, it is difficult

to make new connections to find partners. There were also discussions about financial

challenges related to these events; innovation programs and events, such as “Sahara

Sparks are expensive to participate and to showcase”. Some interviewees also talked

about participating in Slush in Finland, and had found it a very useful experience.

However, some brought up that as a young start-up, many might not be able to participate

because of the financial costs they deem too high.

In addition to cooperation between tech start-ups, networks, and NGOs, there was

also discussion about partnerships between private sector technology companies and

universities. Some interviewed tech organizations discussed that they do consultancy with

universities, as well as corporate consultancy with private sector companies. These

consultancy projects include, for example, workshops on basic-level skills such as how

to use computers, but also, projects including more specific and advanced level courses

related to programming, depending on the needs and context of the educational institute

or company customer. However, this is by far only implemented in some areas, and there

seems to be widely a lack of digital skills, or very varying levels of digital competencies

among the participants to those courses. However, there is a need for a bigger picture to

understand what players there are and working with what areas or things specifically – to
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avoid overlapping actions and to address specifically what is needed, especially in a

context where digitalization of different sectors is starting to be more emphasized than

before.

Almost all talked about the importance of an EdTech organization having a

partnership with the biggest telecommunication companies in the country. This was

described as an important partnership to have, as it will make it easier to reach more

people with the EdTech solution, such as a learning application. The availability and

affordability of the internet is a very common challenge related to EdTech. It was brought

up that some telecommunication companies are working towards expanding the

availability of digital skills learning, with an aim to have free internet connection for

school kids. Also other aims and actions to advance digital skills learning were discussed,

such as educational programs through TV and radio, which was realized as a joint project

of the government, an EdTech actor, and a telecommunication company. Nevertheless, it

was discussed that there are often a lot of goals and plans for expanding digital learning,

but realizing the plans in practice might be and often is a challenge with many obstacles,

as the contexts are often very complex with multiple challenges, for example with

scattered actors, resource constraints, and financial challenges.

Partnering with NGOs was viewed as useful as NGOs are important actors

regarding providing and donating the material resources in many schools. International

and local NGOs also work with telecommunication companies or other organizations

from different sectors. According to an interview respondent: “Digital education is not

done formally through schools; there are outside players”, which emphasizes the

important role of for example NGOs.  It was highlighted by some interviewees that there

is a need to adopt various services from local players. Larger EdTech content creator

organizations already work with individual schools; for example, by creating learning

toolkits. There are also some private EdTech companies partnering with

telecommunication companies and NGOs to provide the computers, internet connection,

learning content and training to use them, as well as a follow-up. This was described as a

partnership among specific organizations in Tanzania, and proves that this kind of cross-

sectoral partnership is working successfully in this environment. These types of
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partnerships of diverse EdTech actors from different sectors were called for more,

especially in Tanzania, but also in different contexts, in order to expand the use of EdTech

to even more schools and students.
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5 DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS

In this discussion and analysis section, I combine my insights from the previous sections

of this research, and extend on the findings with my approach. In the findings, I explained

what were the inhibitors of EdTech use from the interview respondents’ aspect, as well

as how the respondents viewed challenges of coordination in the EdTech sector. In this

section I give my insights into how coordination could work and suggest potential

solutions to coordination challenges.

This section is divided into three subsections, according to the key concepts of

this research. Firstly, the inhibitors of EdTech use and challenges of coordination, which

create the need for partnerships, are discussed. Secondly, I discuss the different types of

partnerships, which are connected with a coordination challenge to provide suggestions

for potential ways of coordination. Finally, I argue for the importance of adopting a

holistic approach to partnerships – to address the challenges of coordination

comprehensively, in order to expand the use of EdTech.

5.1 The need for coordination

Extending on the findings, I note two novel reasons why coordination is needed. These

reasons are especially salient in the East African context, as it is a low- or middle-income

context with largely varying levels of digitalization depending on the area, even within

the same country. Firstly, I argue that coordination is needed to better address the

opportunities for scaling with offline technologies as opposed to concentrating on

advanced technology. Secondly, it is necessary to shift the common way of thinking about

high technology as a solution to expand the use of EdTech in East Africa.

The findings showed that coordination is needed in order to expand use of

educational technologies in East Africa. The need for coordination comes from the many

kinds of inhibitors of EdTech use that were described in the literature review as well as

the findings. The literature and the views from the interviews suggest that the inhibitors

for the use of EdTech are manifold, and depending on the particular environment and the
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complex factors in a certain context, these challenges are inhibitors that could completely

hinder the use of EdTech, or make using it more difficult.

These inhibitors of EdTech use are important to understand, as they are part of the

context and the operating environment for the organizations that work in the sector in

East Africa. Understanding the contextual aspects is crucial to address any challenge. In

the literature review, the understanding of contextual aspects to be able to address

particular challenges of particular communities (Kistruck & Shulist, 2020) were

highlighted, as well as understanding contextual aspects of the institutional environment

(Kolk & Lenfant, 2015) in a context of poverty and resource scarcity (Slade Shantz et al.,

2018). As there are various challenges, but also various actors within the sector, who

seem to possess different resources, the inhibitors could be minimized through

partnerships, which address the specific problems that there are in the particular context.

The literature review approached the need for coordination especially through aspects of

resource scarcity and complexity, which were emphasized in the findings as well, as lack

of resources, digital skills, and weak or non-existent internet connection or even

electricity in rural areas. Digital divide is vast (e.g. Radovanović et al., 2015) even within

a country, across different areas, and access to ICT (Lim et al., 2007) is scarce. These

aspects are necessary to understand as they are very common challenges of the EdTech

sector in Africa.

I believe that expanding the use of EdTech could be facilitated by leveraging the

technology that there already is, instead of acquiring advanced technology in a context

where it may not be used to its full potential. Leveraging on the offline technologies to

reach more youth even in the rural areas, requires the coordination of different EdTech

actors to provide all the needed aspects. The contexts in which these organizations are

working, provides vast opportunities for scalability. Especially in the context of East

Africa, addressing the education gap does not require high technology, it generally

requires technology such as TVs, radios, and mobile phones, which do not require an

internet connection to function. Therefore, perhaps the fear of competition that was

presented in the interviews by many, could be overcome and cooperation encouraged, by

recognizing that this is often about contexts in which you can address the problems
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by leveraging something there already is and there are skills and capacities for, and not

necessarily by creating some totally new, advanced high technology solutions. It seems

that there are so many inhibitors to fully take advantage of using high technology for the

majority in these contexts, which is why I argue that using advanced technology will

probably lack the potential benefit that it could bring for the user.

As I believe that there are a lot of aspects for inhibitors of EdTech use that seem

to be problematic to address, such as a huge leap to digitalization, the concentration of

expanding EdTech should be more on the offline technology solutions. There are going

to be even larger digital skills gaps, and gaps in other opportunities for people in these

countries, if there are a lot of remote areas that are falling behind with even the basic

digital skills lacking. There was support for this aspect in the findings, where respondents

from the viewpoint of rural contexts explained that there is a need to address more basic

things first before trying to digitalize everything. I see that offline technology is a good

option for areas and contexts that require using technology that there already are

capacities for.

5.2 Suggestions for ways of coordination

In this subsection, I discuss the different challenges that organizations are encountering

with coordination, and connect the challenge with types of partnerships that are needed

to overcome the challenge. In other words, I will discuss the types of partnerships that

could be used to address coordination challenges.

5.2.1 Comparing the applicability across types of partnerships

Different types of partnerships were divided into four categories in the literature review:

interorganizational collaboration (e.g. Williams et al., 2019), public-private partnerships

(e.g. Mattsson & Andersson, 2019), hybrid collaboration (e.g. Gillett et al., 2019), and

facilitating partnerships and interaction in the value chain (e.g. Kistruck & Shulist, 2020).
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All these types have specific characteristics that are used to address coordination

challenges.

In this study on the EdTech sector in East Africa, most of the organizations

combine different logics of economic benefit, but also, social impact, which is common

for hybrid social enterprises that was discussed in the literature by, for example, Wilson

and Post (2013). These types of organizations inherently blend conflicting ideas in their

business model (Wilson & Post, 2013). This type of an organization was very commonly

brought up in the interviews, as social enterprises tend to work in a context that combines

various elements from different sectors in their work in the EdTech sector. The views

presented in literature did highlight the challenges of this kind of a hybrid organization

and their collaboration (e.g. Gillett et al., 2019), with an often optimistic view about the

differing logics nevertheless being a strength for the hybrid organization. The

respondents’ views were rather contradictory to this. Even though the literature sees that

the differing logics is what creates the need for a partnership in the first place, it seemed

to be hard to accomplish this in practice. I argue that especially for hybrid collaboration,

in the EdTech sector in the East African contexts, the challenges for dynamics and

behavioral matters that affect the partnerships (e.g. Gillett et al., 2019; Lowitt et al.,

2015), are complex.  Moreover, as the markets and value chains in LDCs are often not

formally structured, influencing the social structures of the markets could be the primary

way to develop the value chain (McKague et al., 2015).

Commonly organizations that form interorganizational partnerships (Williams et

al., 2019), share similar objectives that are pursued in the partnership. However, the

needed partnerships in the EdTech sector seem to be rather complex, as there are multiple

types of challenges with the inhibitors of EdTech use, which the organizations should be

able to address with their partnerships. It is recognized in literature that multi-stakeholder,

cross-sector partnership, especially in the context of addressing social issues (Selsky &

Parker, 2005), such as the EdTech sector that I study, requires coordinated action between

all stakeholders, which is especially important to be able to tackle challenges that are

complex and large in scale, affecting the majority of people in these countries.
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In interorganizational collaboration, lacking competencies of a single

organization are acquired by forming alliances and joint ventures (Selsky & Parker,

2005). As I discussed in the previous section, I believe that the offline technologies are

the most viable way to expand use of EdTech in a resource-constrained context. However,

in the interviews it was described that many organizations face competition that they

consider as an obstacle to wanting to cooperate. There is often competition between

organizations, if others are considered as rivals, which was acknowledged both in

literature as well as the interviews. In the interviews, it was discussed how there are often

trust challenges, especially between organizations that have just started, and do not have

such a wide competitive advantage yet. A young start-up, for example, might be

having challenges with trusting other organizations for fear of competition, which might

be an obstacle or a challenge regarding the growth of their business. It is generally

important to consider that competition commonly allows for seeking competitive

advantage, which was emphasized in the literature (e.g. Puusa et al., 2014). Therefore,

there could be beneficial aspects to competition, as with seeking to find “synergistic

capabilities” (Gillett et al., 2019: 949), it could be beneficial to cooperate and be able to

address the scalability of business operations.

It is recognized in literature that coordinated action of organizations is naturally

affected by dynamics across different types of organizations (Majchrzak et al., 2015).

There are competitive behavioral aspects that affect the dynamics, for example, if there

are changes for any previously agreed common goals (Majchrzak et al., 2015). These

differing aims of the multiple actors could result in tensions (Gillett et al., 2019), which I

believe is common for organizations working in EdTech, as there are multiple types of

organizations combining their differing business models or organizational structures and

aims. For example, there are differences for a tech start-up which operates as a business,

contrary to NGOs which commonly acquire their funding in other ways, and emphasize

the social impact in their work rather than the economic benefit. It could be challenging

to achieve all of the goals at the same time, when there are multiple actors involved with

differing aims and differing business or organizational models. Especially in cross-

sectoral partnership, the principal-agent theory highlights the conflict of objectives, for
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example between a private sector business and the public sector (Poulton & Macartney,

2012).

With public-private partnerships it should be considered whether the benefit will

exceed the opportunity cost of contributing to the partnership, and the potential conflict

of objectives that the both parties might have. The contextual challenges for

implementing PPPs in Africa were explained in literature, for example regarding resource

scarcity and informal institutions (Slade Shantz et al., 2018). These aspects could affect

forming the partnership, as partnerships usually emphasize sharing risks, costs, and

resources. The respondents talked about challenges of investments or projects coming

from outside, for example, international NGOs, and that continuing the projects are often

viewed as too risky, for many reasons. Some reasons were that as an investment is coming

from outside the aims of the investment are a bit unfamiliar. I believe this is a very

important question from the aspect of sustainability of partnerships, which was also

highlighted in the literature and emphasized that sustainability is one criteria for forming

the right partnership (Puusa et al., 2014). There was an example presented in the

interviews, about grants to advance digital education. These grants are found helpful, but

sometimes fail to have the intended impact. I argue that when aiming to expand digital

education, the inhibitors of EdTech use and other problems should be addressed well

enough; for example, lack of electricity, hardware, and other resources, supporting the

use of EdTech.

5.2.2 Practical recommendations for partnerships

In the literature review I presented types of partnerships discussed in literature, and in the

findings, I discussed what are the common types of partnerships in the EdTech sector in

East Africa. Extending from the findings, I suggest that not only one type of partnership

can be a solution for a coordination challenge. Rather, it is a combination of several types

of partnerships that is needed to address the complex challenges in this context.

This idea of the need for a combination of several types of partnerships is

supported by the findings, as the respondents’ differing views about the most important
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challenges were diverse. The most important observation from these differing views is

that the challenges are manifold, and there is no one solution to these challenges. For

example, some respondents thought that the biggest gap for utilizing EdTech is the

learning content that is often not locally relevant and therefore, not very useful for the

student. An example is that there might be a computer in a classroom but no relevant

content, or skills to search for relevant content. In addition, what is lacking is skills to

navigate with the device, as well as support to use the computer if any problems occur. It

was discussed in the interviews that there are challenges, especially in remote schools

that there are no skills to use and maintain the devices, which makes the computers not

useful in the long-term.

This indicates that it is important for organizations to work with schools directly

and to find a good implementation model for specific schools, depending on the needs,

which are highlighted through the challenges that can be identified in the context. The

context may be specified by the aspects of it being a low- or middle income country;

whether it is an urban or rural area or a public or a private school; what organizations are

already working with this school and what is their field of expertise; what kind of material

resources or digital skills training there already are in this school, if any? Additional

questions, which are also related to, for example, the geographical area, is whether there

is an internet connection and electricity, and whether offline devices need to be used in

the absence of an online connection.

From the aspect of an organization, which could be, for example, an NGO or a

tech start-up, there are further aspects to take into account after considering the contextual

matters. With these aspects, it is possible to define what are the skills and material

resources that the organization needs to address. In case an organization does not have all

these in-house, it is important to search for a relevant partner to provide it. These matters

are, for example, planning and implementing training of teachers; finding a tech partner,

for example, a provider for installations of hardware; and acquiring devices to schools,

for example, computers, and projectors that are portable and rechargeable or working

with batteries, depending on the facilities and possibilities for electricity. In addition, it is

essential to find a suitable match for a content partner. For example, depending on the
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internet connection and electricity facilities, some possibilities are to partner with a media

company for TV or radio use, or an online platform that provides educational learning

content.

When considering these options for educational learning content, it is important

to take into account that the content is in a local language, and that the partner

organization works with individual schools, for example, by creating toolkits and making

learning content. Furthermore, in schools, it is important to ensure the teachers have the

skills to manage the content. Moreover, it is necessary to ensure students will be equipped

to use the computers to find learning content that is useful for their level of studies. These

matters discussed and the findings on the opinions and experiences about coordination

indicate that it would be beneficial to find a way to connect more players together and

offer the partner organization all elements that are needed to support the use of

an individual technology solution. As the lists above show, there are problems with

aspects around the use of technology, such as lacking skills, maintenance, and matching

the needs with right partners.  It was discussed that there is this type of partnering among

some larger organizations and with specific schools. Thus, there is proof that this type of

cross-sectoral partnership with relevant stakeholders, in order to provide different aspects

to a mobile device or learning content, has worked.

However, because the experience of many in the interviews was that there are

large scale problems with the basic usage of computers and the use of learning content, it

indicates that a more comprehensive way to address these issues and in further schools is

needed. It was discussed in the interviews that often development organizations tend to

put emphasis on the need for and importance of technology solutions, e.g. applications

– even though the reality is that there are many shortcomings with support

functions around the technology solution itself. Therefore, the technology ‘solution’ itself

might not be the solution to all these discussed challenges in these contexts. I argue that

these findings suggest that a learning application itself is usually not the actual solution,

as providing an application does not solve the problems without addressing all supporting

functions to be able to benefit from the application properly. Therefore, there is a need

for coordination on all these other aspects around the use of an EdTech device or learning



61

content, so that the technology solution works and is useful. In addition, I see that learning

applications are not used to their full potential, if the benefit of the use of an application

is not understood or seen as relevant for a certain context, i.e. if there are no required

skills to use the technology.

5.2.3 Important matters for organizations to pay attention to

For an organization working in EdTech in East Africa, there are important aspects to

consider. This is particularly important for the often low levels of digitalization and lack

of resources, which should always be considered when aiming to form partnerships in

EdTech. An implementation model that works in some other context, will probably not

work in the context of East Africa.

Firstly, the EdTech sector in East Africa provides vast opportunities for

scalability, if the characteristic aspects of the sector and the countries are taken into

consideration. It was noted in the findings that the capacities to enable the use of digital

technologies vary between different areas, for example, urban and rural areas of the

countries. In the context of this study, the inhibitors of EdTech use in light of these

contextual matters, shows that the most useful technologies are offline technologies that

do not require internet connection to function. In these countries, there certainly are also

schools and areas where high technology is used, but the gap between those who possess

the means to use technology to those who do not have it, is vast, and the majority of the

students do not have the means to use advanced technology. In literature, this was referred

to as digital divide (Radovanović et al., 2015). To address this gap, I argue that the offline

technologies are important to emphasize in this context, to expand the use of EdTech and

have an impact. A huge leap to digitalization in areas that require more basic level

technology and complex challenges to be addressed first, could benefit from a

concentration on offline technology solutions. I believe that there are going to be even

larger digital skills gaps, and gaps in other opportunities for students in these countries,

if there are a lot of remote areas where youth are falling behind with even the basic digital

skills lacking.
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Especially in the context of East Africa, high technology is not the most relevant

solution for the most contexts. Offline technologies such as TVs, radios, and mobile

phones, which do not require an internet connection to work, are most useful in contexts

of resource scarcity and unreliable or non-existent internet connectivity. In the remote

villages, devices that are portable and work with batteries, solar energy, or are

rechargeable, are useful devices, if there is not always electricity available. It is important

for organizations to recognize that in these contexts often the most useful way to address

the problems is by leveraging something there already is within the capacities that there

are, and not necessarily by introducing high technology solutions for EdTech, which

currently do not have a wide impact to be useful for the youth that are lacking the more

basic digital skills.

For example, for NGOs operating in East Africa, it would be beneficial to make

sure they are adopting different services from partners who are specializing in the other

aspects that are needed to support the use of a technology solution. A technology solution

itself, for example a learning application, does not provide a functioning solution in many

cases in the specific contexts that are discussed in this study. There are many factors that

have to be supported around the technology itself, in order to make the learning

application as beneficial as possible and to be available for more students. Therefore, I

believe technology enables learning, however, cannot be used in the absence of the

supporting aspects to address the inhibitors of the use of educational technologies. Thus,

the challenges of coordination should be addressed with a holistic approach to expand the

use of EdTech.

5.3 Adopting a holistic approach to partnerships

In this section, I argue for the need for forming holistic partnerships, especially in the

EdTech sector in the East African contexts. The literature in sections “2.2 Different types

of partnerships” and “2.3 Forming the right partnership” discussed more narrow types of

partnerships devoted to specific goals, but I argue that partnerships in the East-African

EdTech sector need to be fundamentally different. There is a need to address the
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coordination challenges comprehensively, with holistic partnerships. Based on the points

presented in the findings and the discussion sections of this thesis, holistic partnerships

are helpful for EdTech organizations to be able to address the complex challenges of these

contexts comprehensively. Thus, I argue that a holistic approach is needed when

addressing such a wide range of inhibitors of EdTech use and coordination challenges.

The holistic approach discussed in this subsection explains that there are various aspects

that organizations need to consider when aiming to expand the use of EdTech by

improving partnerships.

In order to form holistic partnerships, I argue that there are various aspects that

need to be taken into consideration, especially in a context with many complexities and

resource scarcity. It is important to have a holistic view on what an organization wants

out of a partnership and why they need a partnership. In this context, this holistic view

includes considering the needed resources, and what are the most valuable stakeholders

for the organization, in order to answer to these needs. The findings show that there is a

need for coordination on all these inhibitors of EdTech use, for a technology solution to

work and to be beneficial for the user. For example, if there are computers and internet

connection, but the users of those computers do not have a connection to maintenance,

nor skills to repair the computer themselves in case it breaks, the computers are not useful

for the users and the technology solution did not truly solve the problem. In that case, the

technology cannot be talked about as ‘a solution’. Therefore, for a technology solution to

work, there needs to be support on the other aspects, especially in the studied contexts

with diverse complexities around the use of the technology. Based on the experiences of

the interview respondents and the extensive arguments of the benefits of partnerships in

the literature, I argue that there is a need to acknowledge the importance of working with

various stakeholders to address the various challenges on many levels. Different actors

seem to possess different competencies and combining efforts to acquire different aspects

that support the use of educational technologies, is fundamental.

In the findings, there are many situations described where an EdTech solution is

introduced, but there is a lack of other aspects. For example, the difficulty with relevant

content is a common point presented by many. It seems that the main message regarding
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relevant learning content is the need for coordination on all the supporting aspects that

enable the use of the learning content, and importantly, skills to search for and find the

content. In the literature, the approach to address technology-related coordination

challenges comprehensively is supported by several scholars, however, they discuss this

matter regarding a specific type of a partnership or a specific project or initiative. For

example, Figueras-Maz et al. (2017) argue for the importance of media literacy and

understanding the potential uses of technology, Lim et al.  (2007) discuss addressing the

comprehensive support to implementation for use of technology in schools in a public-

private partnership initiative, and Pötzsch (2019) on comprehensive skills to use digital

technologies through critical thinking. This view by Pötzsch (2019), I believe, indicates

that it is essential to consider the comprehensive skills and understanding needed to

support the use of digital technology. In addition, I interpret that Figueras-Maz et al.

(2017) highlight the importance of skills training as a way to sustainably expand the use

of technology in education. In this way they indicate that there is a need for taking

advantage of the potential uses of educational technologies, by advancing media literacy

and skills to use the technology. I can see that these scholars focus on types of partnerships

devoted to specific goals, and do not seem to describe these coordination challenges in

regard to the holistic view on all the themes of inhibitors of EdTech use described in the

findings. Therefore, my approach extends from the literature and my findings, to argue

that holistic partnerships, across all the narrow types of partnerships, are needed.

Especially focusing on the EdTech sector, I argue that it is necessary to consider the

holistic view of what are the various contextual aspects to consider when aiming to

expand the use of EdTech.

As discussed, a holistic approach to addressing the challenges with EdTech is

needed for it to be beneficial to use technologies. Consequently, making sure all parties

have needed skills for the use of the technology, as for example a mobile application, is

crucial. In order to form holistic partnership in the EdTech sector, I argue that the

organizations need to consider what is needed in a partnership to comprehensively

address the lacking competencies of the organization, and what resources could be

acquired from other EdTech organizations. In East Africa, there are diverse organizations

working in the EdTech sector, with complex contextual difficulties. Considering the
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complexities and resource constraints, the needed efforts in a certain value chain should

be adapted according to contextual differences and circumstances at different levels of

the market (Kistruck & Shulist, 2020). In these contexts, it is important to consider what

are the suitable and needed partners, and in this way to find the right partnership that

holistically addresses all the deficits for resources and other inhibitors of EdTech use.

Even though I argue that holistic partnerships are needed to address all the

complex EdTech related matters comprehensively, I acknowledge that holistic

partnerships are difficult to form. In the literature, I discussed differing logics especially

when working in a context where the social and economic benefit should both be

addressed (e.g. Gillett et al., 2019; Wilson & Post, 2013). These differences in logics are

particularly present for hybrid social enterprises, which work with multiple types of

organizations (Gillett et al., 2019). Simultaneously, I recognize that the organizations

working in the EdTech sector in East Africa, are often social enterprises, combining the

social good as well as economic benefit in their business. However, even though all

organizations are not social enterprises, they are working in a sector with different types

of organizations, having to combine different logics. Perhaps this combination of the

social and economic side of the operations of the company, is inherently a challenge for

many of these organizations working in EdTech in these contexts. The principal-agent

theory (Poulton & Macartney, 2012) is also a good example of public-private partnership,

where the differing aims of the parties of different sectors create the challenging initial

setting of differing objectives. The challenges regarding the differing logics and the

principal-agent theory are that partners possibly expect something that is not possible

from the aspect of, for example a private sector actor, for their characteristic business

type. Yet, inconsistently, it seems that holistic partnerships require the partnering of

several different actors from different sectors, to address complex problems.

A social enterprise is simultaneously having an aim to do good socially, while

having the need for funding to operate. This could be challenging, as in the findings, it

was emphasized that the learning content or courses by EdTech organizations are deemed

too costly. It was a common idea presented in the interviews that there is a need for

donations and learning content with no subscription fees, as the lack of financial resources
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is an obstacle to access learning content and technology for most youth. Therefore, it

seems that it is common to think about cooperation as a contribution, regardless of the

fact that social enterprises are commonly not able to run their business without funding.

Social enterprises address social impact with their business, but to do that they need

funding, a part of which could come from the subscription fees. Therefore, the differing

logics means that expectations and possibilities do not meet. Moreover, when there is this

confrontation of logics, I see that it could lead to the skepticism that was discussed in the

findings – partnership opportunities could be hindered by the uncertainty of the intentions

of the partner.

Therefore, I argue that there is no all-inclusive holistic approach that could be

suitable for all different types of organizations and different types of partnerships. Rather,

it is necessary to customize the approach for specific partnership needs, by

acknowledging the aspects that are needed in the specific context. Regarding the different

logics and aims, and the skepticism and uncertainty leading to fear of competition, I see

that the bias, attitudes and learned ways of thinking of any parties of a partnership, are

necessary to be considered. I personally believe that lack of trust is one of the biggest

problems for coordination, which I think was visible in my aforementioned interpretation

of expectations and realities not meeting. Therefore, to improve partnerships, there is a

need to increase confidence and trust between different actors. Considering it commonly

takes time to influence attitudes and learned ways of thinking, examples and experiences

about successful cooperation between organizations with inherently differing logics

driving their work, could help change the thinking. Moreover, as the findings showed,

there is skepticism about projects that are deemed to “come from outside”. I believe it is

important from the beginning of the partnership to involve local organizations, in case all

parties of the partnership are not local. In this way, there is expert understanding of the

contextual matters of the countries and areas. Moreover, there is knowledge about all the

diverse aspects of the inhibitors of EdTech use and coordination challenges in the sector.

I argue that by being able to effectively respond to these contextual challenges by having

that knowledge in every step of forming the partnership, the impact of the partnership is

greater.
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To conclude; as the contextual challenges are manifold, it is also necessary to

respond to these challenges with a partnership of diverse EdTech actors across the narrow

types of partnerships. There are several aspects around merely providing the EdTech

solution that need to be addressed. I argue that an interpretation from the literature and

the findings altogether can be made that educational technologies, such as a learning

application, merely itself is not a solution for these complex challenges. An understanding

of the inhibitors of EdTech use and the supporting aspects needed to enable the use of the

technology in a certain context, is necessary. Coordinated action and holistic partnerships

are needed to expand the use of EdTech in East Africa.
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6 CONCLUSION

In this conclusion section, I will summarize the main findings of this research, as well as

consider the theoretical and practical contribution. The managerial implications are

discussed to describe the practical actions that can be taken based on the results of this

study. Finally, the research process of this thesis is evaluated and limitations of this study

are reviewed. In addition, suggestions for further research are discussed.

6.1 Summary of the research

In this research, I studied how coordination challenges to address inhibitors of EdTech

use could be overcome by improving partnerships. More specifically, I studied how

different coordination practices and types of partnerships in the EdTech sector in East

Africa, could help expand the use of educational technologies. My recommendations and

suggestions for ways of coordination were presented in the discussion and analysis

section. This conclusion section presents the summary of the research, from the initial

need for this studied topic, to studied literature, research methods, findings, and the

results.

The need for this studied topic came from the emerging interest in public

discussion, in media, as well as publications on new perspectives for development

cooperation. The goals are to further diversify and deepen relations with African countries

(Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland, 2021), and to emphasize mutually beneficial

partnerships (Finnish Government, 2021a; Finnish Government, 2021b). As related

topics have been highlighted in the media and policy makers’ discussions recently, I saw

a need for new information and more research from this aspect. At the same time, digital

learning has been recognized to be important for relevant and quality education. Digital

learning is one of the central preconditions for equity and equality of the sustainable

development of education. (Finnish Government, 2021a). In order to combine these

themes of interest, I decided to study how improving partnerships in the EdTech sector

in East Africa could help overcome the obstacles for EdTech use.
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I conducted the study by combining diverse methods. I studied the theoretical

aspects of coordination practices and types of partnerships, in order to see what kind of

information exists in the literature. Concepts such as hybrid collaboration (e.g. Battilana

& Dorado, 2010), interorganizational collaboration (e.g. Williams, et al., 2019), cross-

sector collaboration (Selsky & Parker, 2005), and public-private partnerships (e.g.

Poulton & Macartney, 2012) as well as influencing the market and value chain (e.g.

Lowitt et al., 2015) were studied.

In order to also provide a more practical approach to this studied theme, I used

qualitative methods to conduct semi-structured interviews with sixteen individuals who

work in the EdTech sector in Ethiopia, Somalia, or Tanzania, in East Africa. In the

interviews, there were many recurring themes, which I categorized into four main themes

of inhibitors of the use of EdTech: systemic challenges, lack of digital literacy, resource

constraints, and geographical matters. I presented these themes in the findings, followed

by the respondents’ experiences of partnerships, and their views on what are important

organizations to partner with in the EdTech sector. The experiences of partnerships that

were found were related to thoughts about competition and cooperation, how to find

suitable partners, and suitability of cooperation projects in a certain context.

In the discussion section, I combined the theoretical concepts of the literature with

the findings from the interviews. The main aspects of the suggestions for coordination

and partnerships were related to comparing and contrasting different types of partnerships

with coordination challenges. Extending from the findings, I argue that it is necessary to

comprehensively understand what are the challenges and needs of this particular context,

and how to holistically address the many aspects of the challenges. Finally, I argue for

the need to adopt a holistic approach to expanding the use of EdTech in East Africa.

Addressing complex challenges comprehensively, in the East African contexts, requires

holistic partnerships. In this context, and an EdTech application to be useful, all the

supporting aspects of the use of the technology ought to be addressed. These supporting

actions include the comprehensive understanding of how the use of, for example, a

learning application, is in practice applicable in a certain context, regarding geographical,
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resource constraints, digital skills, and structural challenges. It is necessary to consider

how to form partnerships that holistically address these challenges.

Thus, educational technology, such as a learning application, merely itself is not

a solution to the large-scale inhibitors of EdTech use, but coordinated action to address

all the supporting aspects around the use of the technology is needed. Organizations need

to address these challenges with holistic partnerships. For instance, there is a need to

coordinate to better address the opportunities for scaling with offline technologies, which

is especially salient in the context of East Africa. There is a need to consider the feasibility

of the use of technologies in each context. The complexity of the context and the inherent

resource constraints call for a holistic approach to EdTech partnerships. Otherwise, most

partnerships could fail to meet the needs of sustainability, applicability, and scalability,

which are needed to improve the state of EdTech.

6.2 Managerial implications of the study

This thesis study is conducted to increase understanding of the challenges of coordination

to expand use of EdTech. Moreover, the aim is to help organizations working in the

EdTech sector in East Africa to consider different types of partnerships and coordination

practices to be able to address the challenges comprehensively. This study provided

aspects to help consider, what is the suitable and relevant way to address the inhibitors of

EdTech use in these particular contexts. Indeed, in this study I emphasized the importance

of understanding and analyzing the contextual aspects of these studied East-African

country contexts. The contextual matters and the institutional environment are essential

matters to consider, in order to connect the relevant challenge with relevant partnerships.

Furthermore, in this study I suggest practical recommendations for organizations

on what aspects to address when forming partnerships to expand the use of EdTech.

Summarizing the recommendations, it is necessary to apply a holistic approach to address

all the needed aspects around the use of the technologies in these contexts, where the

digital divide between urban and rural areas is vast, even within a country. Holistic

partnerships are needed, to be able to acquire all required aspects for the use of EdTech.
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In these contexts, the technology itself is not the solution to the digital divide, as there are

vast difficulties with digital skills, resources, and for example, electricity and internet

connection. Offline technologies are the more useful option for the majority of students,

who do not get education in urban areas.

Furthermore, as holistic partnerships are needed, it is recognized that there are

difficulties to form them, especially in a context of organizations that commonly combine

social aspects and economic benefit. In order to reduce fear of competition, skepticism,

and uncertainty of the aims of especially the non-local parties of the partnership, it is

important to involve local actors in every step of forming the partnership, in case some

parties are not local organizations. It is also important to aim to impact attitudes by

examples of successful cooperation. Furthermore, it is important to ensure the

expectations of the different parties about the partnership are aligned. Even though social

enterprises and other organizations in the EdTech sector combine different logics and

aims, coordination is necessary and beneficial for scalability, sustainability, and resource

sharing. Especially with offline technologies, there are possibilities to leverage on

technology that there commonly already are resources and capacities for.

6.3 Limitations of this study and suggestions for further research

This study succeeded in presenting and examining all aspects of the research objectives,

as well as provided analysis of the studied matters from literature and the interviews. In

addition, practical recommendations based on the analysis are presented, with a critical

reflection of the limitations of the recommendations of this study. For example, I critically

discuss how holistic partnerships are, in practice and especially in these studied contexts,

not easily formed. I provide potential reasons for the challenges, as well as my own

approach to what would be an attainable form of a holistic partnership, in the absence of

a complete one. I argue that there is no all-inclusive model for all kinds of challenges,

and that it is important to customize a suitable holistic approach for each case,

simultaneously acknowledging the contextual aspects of the environment.
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Conducting this study, it was important to pay attention to using various validation

strategies (Creswell & Poth, 2018), as well as to pay attention to reflexivity of my own

role as the researcher (Marshall & Rossman, 2006), in order to ensure a reflective

approach throughout the different stages of the research. The strategies used were to

reflect the various phases of the research process and compare inductive and deductive

strategies, especially working with the data collection and analysis in the findings section.

I aimed to consider the perspectives of the interview participants at every stage of the data

collection process, regarding, for example, contextual matters of the study setting, as well

as accuracy of my own interpretations. Throughout the study, I was also aware of my

possible preconceptions formed through my own understanding of the topic and my

background. I adapted my analysis methods and interpretations along the phases of the

study, as my understanding of the topic evolved.

This study’s scope is limited to expanding the use of EdTech by improving

partnerships. In addition, the inhibitors of the use of educational technologies are studied.

This research studies theories on coordination focusing on the challenges in EdTech, and

provides suggestions in the context of East Africa. Perhaps future research could continue

from this research with a more specific focus to a particular country context. Furthermore,

a country comparison of different types of partnerships in EdTech could provide avenues

for future studies. Future research could also address digital technologies additionally in

some other field than with education, as finding ways to address many inefficiencies with

everyday life challenges are generally called for in international development policy

discussions. It would be interesting to see how the digital development of different sectors

in these studied country contexts could help address many everyday challenges – and

what outcomes a more coordinated approach between diverse actors could introduce.
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX 1:

Table 4: Interview guide

Questions

1. What is the need or challenge that your organization is responding to in your work?

2. What do you see are the major education obstacles?

a. How do you see these obstacles could be overcome?

3. Are digital learning or digital education tools widely used in schools in your

region?

a. Are there perhaps differences between education levels?

b. … public and private education?

c. … cities and rural areas?

4. How is the quality of education?

5. How is the large and young population affecting the need for education resources

or initiatives?

6. Are there digital education initiatives in the education system?
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a. How has the Covid-19 pandemic affected the initiatives?

7. Does your organization collaborate with different sectors?

a. If yes, what kind of collaboration?

b. Does your organization partner with other EdTech actors, e.g. innovation hubs or

start-ups, to expand digital skills learning?

c. Experiences of partnerships with other organizations or sectors?


