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Oversold & Underused and Disrupting Class 

 

In 2008, United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon pushed for cooperation among the 

international community to overcome the “digital divide” that separates poor countries from affluent 

ones.  In a message to the UN Global Alliance, he noted that millions of children in dozens of 

developing nations lack access to computers.  He said that this technology must be made available to 

students to allow for “a breakthrough in education that will help foster development for generations 

to come...[and by] working together, we can make good on promises to bridge the digital divide, 

student by student, classroom by classroom, and country by country.” ("International Cooperation 

Vital to Bridging Digital Divide," 2008). Will bridging the digital divide bring the long hoped for 

breakthrough?  This seems unlikely given that such a transformation has yet to be achieved in the 

technology-rich United States.  Does the computer revolution offer any hope for the future?  I think 

so, in particular in the form of student-centric learning that focuses on the pace of learning. 

Clayton Christensen, Michael Horn, and Curtis Johnson discuss many of the challenges in the 

educational system in Disrupting Class: How Disruptive Innovation Will Change the Way the World 

Learns.  In the past, schools have done a remarkable job adjusting to societies needs, but the needs 

are more difficult to address now.  Traditional methods fall short of meeting the requirements 

of many students since they learn in different ways depending on the modality they prefer.  Schools, 

for the most part, are not able to cater to these needs and therefore, the authors claim that dramatic 

reform is necessary.  Such reform could best happen with computers and sophisticated software that 

could provide a student-centric model.  However, to expect schools to do this is impractical and it 

will only happen with disruptive innovation theory.  This means that the innovation must start in 

areas of non-consumption where teacher-lead instruction is not an option.  Since these consumers 
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will have no other alternative they will embrace a new approach to teaching and the supporting 

technology will gradually improve over time. 

In Oversold and Underused: Computers in the Classroom, Larry Cuban examines the use of 

computers in education.  He purposely chose one of the most computer-rich areas in the world, 

Silicon Valley, to study the effects of technology on teaching and student achievement.  First, he 

found computers to be “oversold.”  There is no significant evidence of an increase in academic 

success resulting from the use of computer technologies.   He notes that school systems’ expenditures 

on technology are not supported by definitive evidence of educational benefits.  And even though 

faculty have access to computers, many did not change their pedagogical practices.  They use the 

computer to prepare a lesson, but do not use it in the actual teaching process.  There are several 

factors influencing this phenomenon.  One is the reliability of the technology.  If the lesson is 

dependent upon the use of the computer and there are technical difficulties, then the teacher must 

have an alternative lesson prepared as well.  Another factor facing teachers is that of “contextually 

constrained choice.”  With all that is required and expected of them, they are somewhat bound in 

what they have time to achieve and feel they cannot deviate from the norm.  In reality, methods of 

instruction have not changed much and the traditional lecture is still widely used.  Second, Cuban 

found computers to be “underused.”  He comments that teachers’ insights and views must be 

respected.  If any change is going to occur, it must begin with those in the classroom and include a 

reduction of structural constraints.  He asserts that before we will truly see innovation in the 

classroom with the use of computers, pioneering professional development and technical support 

must be implemented. 

These books share common ground in their characterization that schools, in their current 

state, would have extreme difficulty incorporating computers to be transformational agents in 

education.  For example, Larry Cuban found that “decisions to purchase hardware and software or 

wire schools were as much symbolic political gestures as they were attempts to actually acquire the 
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right tool to get the job done” (p. 158).  This would seem to confirm what Christensen et al. say that 

“organizations cannot naturally disrupt themselves.”  In other words, school systems are using the 

hardware and software innovations to sustain their processes, values, and educational model and not 

innovate new practices. 

An area where these books differ is in the computer’s role in education.  Christensen et al. 

posit that to have a transformation we need to have a disruptive technology.  For example, 

minicomputers where very profitable, yet out of the reach of most consumers.  The personal 

computer was a mere toy compared to the minicomputer, but it attracted customers where the 

alternative was nothing at all.  In terms of education, Christensen et al. see computer technology as 

the disruptive technology that will deliver a student-centric education model.  For Christensen et al., 

this technology will serve as a game changer while Cuban does not view computers as an educational 

cure-all.   Instead, Cuban sees the potential of the technology to achieve larger social and civic goals 

by constructing stronger communities and informing citizens. 

This larger social role does not weigh as strongly in Disrupting Class. In fact, it can be 

criticized for its lack of social connection.  The book does recommend using computers for students 

to connect to other students around the world.  Sounds fine so far, but the student-centric model 

mainly focuses on student-content relationship where the content is delivered by the computer and 

the teacher’s role is relegated to fostering this relationship.  Currently, teachers play many roles in a 

student’s life, but those roles appear to be out of place in this model. 

Given that I teach many technology classes (e.g., Web Design, Computer Science, C++, Java, 

etc.), one would think I would naturally gravitate to the idea of this technological revolution.  The 

fact is I agree with the findings in Oversold and Underused that showed that computers are rarely 

used effectively in the classroom.  Even worse when technology is utilized it often allows students to 

avoid focusing on the important content.  For example, students who are given a report to write and 

encouraged to use technology may successfully include images, graphics, video, and even make the 
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report live on the Internet.  This seems to impress most teachers; however, I have noticed that when 

the fancy technological packaging is stripped away and the content must stand on its own, we often 

find the work itself is mediocre or poor.  While using computers is becoming a fundamental skill, we 

must be careful that when they are employed in education it is not simply for superficial purposes 

that are actually detracting from learning. 

Many years ago when I was a private tutor I was working with a boy named Matt.  For his 

science class he needed to learn the different types of clouds.  We spent 30 minutes going over the 

different cloud types and at the end of that time he had not learned a single cloud formation.  Since 

he seemed to be itching to get out of his chair, I decided to make a game of it and I told him to “act” 

like the specific cloud that I named.  So, for example, if a cloud was small and puffy (cumulus) he 

would curl up in a ball.  If it was long and at high elevation (cirrus), he would climb onto his bunk 

bed and stretch out.  Within five minutes, he had learned all the cloud formations. 

    Years later when I was teaching Introduction to Psychology at a local university, I decided to vary 

my instruction to incorporate different learning modalities.  For some chapters I focused heavily on 

visual learning.  For example, one assignment required students to draw mind maps of the chapter on 

poster boards and during these activities many students seemed more involved than they normally 

were in class.  The problem was that regardless of what way the information was presented the 

students that normally got A’s still got A’s and the students that normally got B’s still got B’s and so 

on. 

I began to research Howard Gardner’s multiple intelligences concept.  What I found is that 

there was little evidence to validate the model.  Even worse, the research I did find seemed to 

actually refute the idea.  While using a bodily-kinesthetic approach did appear to work with the boy 

that was learning clouds, this was a small spectrum of learning and would admittedly be difficult to 

apply to other areas.  How do we incorporate learning to read with a kinesthetic approach and more 

importantly would we want to?  For example, imagine spending time trying to teach reading by 



OVERSOLD & UNDERUSED AND DISRUPTING CLASS                                                                                  6 

 

having kinesthetic learners act out the words.  While I am sure some method could be worked out, 

reading is such a fundamental skill that can most rapidly be done visually that it would be doubtful 

that any such attempt would be beneficial for students to process reading material. In short, even if 

we accept the notion that multiple intelliegences exist, can be identified, and play a role in learning, it 

could undermine children by having material presented in such a singular fashion.  

I found the fixation on multiple intelligences detracted from the argument in Disrupting 

Class, and at the same time there was very little said about learning pace.  Anyone who has taught a 

course has experienced the frustration that for some pupils the material is being covered too slowly, 

and for others it is going too rapidly.  This is an unfair situation for all involved and yet as a teacher 

there is little that can be done other than to work at the speed of the average student.  The student-

centric approach could solve this problem and would be especially helpful for core subjects such as 

mathematics and reading.  In mathematics, for example, if a student failed to grasp the concept in one 

module, it does not make sense to continue on to the next, since comprehension almost always 

depends on mastery of the previous concept, but this happens every day because teachers must work 

at the speed of the majority.  It is well within our means to build software programs that guide 

students through modules ensuring that they understand the concepts before proceeding to new 

material.  The software could even utilize an algorithm that factors in Ebbinghaus’s Forgetting Curve 

and systematically goes back to older information and verifies that it has been retained. 

Both Disrupting Class and Oversold & Underused make the compelling point that our public 

schools will not have breakthroughs with new technologies.  Christensen et al. insist such a change is 

not possible because this disruption requires that a school work against itself.  There are many ideas 

about how to improve education, but the empirical evidence is scant.  For this reason the proposal of 

charter schools and voucher programs appears prudent.  What better way can be conceived to test 

different approaches to learning?  Parents are particularly attuned to what is working for their 

children and those schools that are ineffective would not survive.  
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