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Abstract 
 
Considering that technology has always been part of education and specifically distance education, this should 
not result in complacency. Recent advances in technology and educational policy offer huge potential for the re-
thinking of pedagogical strategies. While technology has always formed an essential element in pedagogical 
approaches at the Open University of Mauritius (OUM), the Operational Plan and Strategy of OUM (OUM, 2017) 
clearly indicates a renewed intention to utilise the affordances of technology to deliver more effective teaching.  
 
One of the technologies promising more effective and engaged teaching and learning is Augmented Reality (AR). 
Since AR was introduced in the 1960s, and while it does not yet form part of OUM’s pedagogical strategy, it has 
been considered and adopted in other teaching and learning contexts. Considering that technology has always 
been an integral part of distance education, it is not clear why most, if not all of the current research in AR in 
education emerges from traditional education and training contexts with very little evidence of the design and use 
of AR in open and distributed learning environments. 
  
This research reports on a dialogical case study using an interpretivist, qualitative and deductive research design, 
mapping the socio-techno imaginary pertaining to educational technology in a selection of international, national 
and institutional policy directives and strategies. A socio-techno imaginary refers to and is constituted by accepted, 
dominant and (often) unquestioned narratives pertaining to educational technology and what educational 
technology can do (and is expected to do) in a particular context. As such, an analysis of these imaginaries may 
provide pointers for the potential to include AR in the pedagogical strategy at OUM. The thematic analysis shows 
consensus but also diverging expectations pertaining to the use of technology in education. Shared across the 
different contexts – international, national and institution - there is an understanding of the future (and teaching) 
as technology driven and enabled. The analysed policies and frameworks also share a stated commitment to use 
state-of-the-art or cutting-edge technologies pointing to two possible constructs – a fear of falling behind, and/or 
a belief that newer technologies are, per se, better. In the specific context of open, distance and distributed 
learning, there is a clear narrative that technologies erase time and distance and are essential in the delivering of 
teaching and learning. Seemingly absent from the various socio-techno imaginaries are issues pertaining to 
conditions under which educational technology will increase the quality and effectiveness of teaching and 
learning.  
 
The analysis provides a useful basis for considering the integration of AR in the development of pedagogical 
strategies and resources not only in the context of the OUM but also in the broader context of the open, distance 
and distributed learning in the Global South. 

 
Introduction 

Among the trends in global higher education, the increasing impact of technology continues to change, disrupt 
and expand education (Altbach, Reisberg, & Rumbley, 2010). There is, however, evidence that the use of 
technology does not per se, and on its own, increase the effectiveness and appropriateness of pedagogical 
strategies (Bates, 2015; Daniel, Kanwar & Uvalić-Trumbić, 2009; Power & Morven-Gould, 2011). It is also 
crucial that we have to understand educational technology amid the complexities and issues such as quality, access 
and globalisation of higher education (Altbach, Reisberg, & Rumbley, 2010) and “as a knot of social, political, 
economic and cultural agendas that is riddled with complications, contradictions and conflicts” (Selwyn, 2014, p. 
6).  Informing much of the policy, discourses and strategies in higher education concerning with the quality and 
effectiveness of teaching and learning is a particular socio-techno imaginary pertaining to educational technology. 
The socio-techno imaginary not only emerges from our aspirations, fears and dreams regarding the role of 
technology in education, but also sustains these stories, and often excludes other possibilities. If an alternative 
vision or technology does not ‘fit’ or align with the dominant imaginary, such a vision or technology may be 
censored.  

In this paper, we critically consider the scope and impact of the socio-techno imaginary and how this 
influences the conditions enabling educational innovation to, among other goals, increase the effectiveness of 
teaching; as well as enhance the quality of the learning experience without adverse cost implications for students 
and/or the institution.  



One of the (educational) technologies that have been proven to increase the effectiveness of teaching and 
learning, namely Augmented Reality (AR), has, so far, not become germane to teaching approaches in the open, 
distance, and distributed learning contexts.  Considering the long-standing relationship of distance education with 
technology (Anderson & Dron, 2011; Kentor, 2015), this raises the interesting question on why the potential of 
AR to increase the effectiveness of teaching and learning has not yet been realised in distance and open learning 
contexts.  

We firstly situate the research question in the context of the Open University of Mauritius (OUM) and 
its pedagogical approaches before providing a short overview of empirical research pertaining to the use of AR in 
education. In order to establish some of the enabling conditions for adopting AR as an integral part of teaching 
and learning in the context of Mauritius, we share our analysis of a number of official policies and frameworks in 
the context of Mauritius and the OUM, and the teaching and learning strategies and frameworks at two mega open 
distance learning institutions. This allows us to tentatively map the socio-techno imaginary pertaining to 
educational technology as an interpretive lens in order to consider some pointers in developing a framework for 
the adoption of AR as an integral part of the teaching and learning strategy at OUM.  
 

 Context 
The OUM was promulgated on July 12 2012, resulting in the integration of the Mauritius College of the Air 
(MCA) into a university dedicated to open and distance learning (Open University of Mauritius Act, 2010). The 
mission of the OUM encompasses the “use of technology and flexible mode of teaching to serve society, transform 
lives and make high-quality education, lifelong learning, and training accessible to everyone while promoting 
excellence in research” (OUM Audit Report 2018, p.27)  

The OUM currently delivers 28 undergraduate and 15 postgraduate courses, as well as DBA and PhD 
programs, all of which are delivered in a blended mode. The pedagogical strategy at OUM includes online 
interaction between tutors and learners through the Moodle eLearning Platform as well as face-to-face sessions 
once every fortnight for each programme. In order to cater for those students who cannot attend the face-to-face 
tutorials, many of these tutorials are recorded and uploaded on the platform.  With its rapid growth (37% in 2018), 
OUM will have to rethink not only its delivery strategies but ensure that its growth does not impact on the 
effectiveness and quality of its teaching and learning. As such, it has to continuously consider new technologies 
such as AR.   
 

Literature Review 
AR has been increasingly receiving attention since its first use in the 1990s in the context of the training of pilots 
(Caudell and Mizell, 1992). While a large volume of published studies reports numerous advantages of AR in 
education (e.g. Chen, Liu, Cheng and Huang, 2017), there are many aspects of AR that are considered to be 
obstacles when trying to implement it (Billinghurst and Dunser, 2012). AR is also reported to have increased the 
effectiveness of teaching and learning in the context of medical education (Andersen, 2016) as well as the fields 
of architecture and engineering (Abdullah, 2017; Coovert, 2014).  There is already evidence that AR in education 
can increase understanding and long-term memory retention compared to those not using this technology (Radu, 
2014).  

But what exactly is AR? Howe and McCredie (2014) define AR in education as the overlaying of rich 
media onto the real world, providing learning experiences to students unparalled in traditional teaching and 
learning. A frequently accepted definition of AR by relevant studies refers to the effective illustration by Milgram 
(1995) called the “Milgram Reality-Virtuality Continuum” (pp 282-293) (see Figure 1). The continuum is a scale 
whereby moving from left to right, the amount of virtual imagery increases and the connection with reality 
weakens. 
 
Figure 1: The Milgram Reality-Virtuality Continuum (adapted from Milgram, 1995, pp.282-293) 
 

 
 

[Also, see the differentiation made by Cheng and Tsai (2013) between “image-based” and “location-based” AR].  
 

The recent study by Altinpulluk (2019) shows that between 2006 and 2016, at least 3,540 articles have 
been published on the use of AR. The research shows a sudden growth in the number of publications since 2013 
with the highest number reached in 2016. One of the main conclusions of the research is that AR mostly promotes 
academic success and learning motivation. Considering the wide range of scholarly articles (e.g., Altinpulluk, 
2019), we will briefly summarise the main considerations emerging from literature.  



 
It is firstly important to note that AR is used in some specific fields such as manufacturing, urban design, 

and museum exhibitions (Chen, Liu, Cheng and Huang, 2017), but not in fields such as sociology, philosophy, 
teacher training, etc. (Dimitriou, 2009; Nincarean, Alia, Halim and Rahman, 2013). The second theme that arises 
refers to the potential of AR to increase the participation and engagement of students (Dunleavy, 2009). 
Wojciechowski and Cellary (2013) confirms the positive effect on student engagement, but also add the issue of 
the relatively low cost of production and safety. Interesting in the context of this paper is the fact that none of the 
studies Altinpullik (2019) refers to the use of AR in the context of open, distance and distributed learning contexts. 
There is also no evidence of research into AR in open, distance and distributed learning contexts in the overview 
by Yilmaz (2018). In the study of research trends in distance education by Bozkurt, Akgun-Ozbek, Yilmazel, 
Erdogdu, Ucar, Guler, et al., (2015), AR is also absent.  

Evidence from a wide range of literature suggests that AR has the potential to positively impact on 
student engagement and learning, is relatively cheap to develop and enhances the quality of learning resources as 
well as pedagogy in particular disciplines or to address specific pedagogical issues. The absence of AR in the 
context of open, distance and distributed learning contexts in education research, raises the interesting question 
pertaining to possible reasons for its absence. While it falls outside the scope of this article to investigate possible 
reasons for its absence, an analysis of the socio-techno imaginary pertaining to educational technology in open, 
distance and distributed learning contexts may hold some pointers.  
 

Mapping the socio-techno imaginary 
The notion of a socio-techno imaginary resembles the notion of the ‘social imaginary’, proposed by Taylor (2002) 
as referring to “ways in which people imagine their social existence, how they fit together with others, how things 
go on between them and their fellows, the expectations that are normally met, and the normative notions and 
images that underlie these expectations” (p. 106). As such the socio-techno imaginary refers to and is constituted 
by the accepted, dominant and unquestioned narratives pertaining to educational technology and what educational 
technology can do in any particular context. The socio-techno imaginary, like the social imaginary is not a set of 
ideas; rather it is what enables, through the making sense of, the practices of society” (Taylor, 2002, p. 91). 
Williamson (2015) describes the “sociotechnical imaginary” as “a collectively held, institutionally stabilized, and 
publicly performed vision of a desirable future that is animated by shared understandings of forms of social life 
and social order and made attainable through the design of technological projects” (p. 2). In everyday parlance, 
the socio-techno imaginary is found in the way we speak of educational technology, what we hope technology 
will allow us to do, achieve, and what it makes possible.  

In the scope of this paper, the legal, regulatory and policy documents as well as strategic directives in 
the geopolitical context of Mauritius, the specific context of OUM but also examples from the context of open 
and distance learning, were analysed to get a sense of the socio-techno imaginary as an interpretive lens through 
which we aim to provide some pointers for developing a framework for implementation of AR in the context of 
OUM.  Figure 2 (below) provides a visual overview of our conceptual understanding of this research. On the left 
of the diagram, you have published evidence pertaining to the use of AR in education as summarised in the 
literature review. On the right-hand side, there are three layers of socio-techno imaginaries. The outer layer is how 
two mega open distance institutions see/imagine educational technology. The second layer (from the right) 
presents the socio-techno imaginary as found in various policy, regulatory and official documentation in the 
context of Mauritius, and closest to the central research question is the socio-techno imaginary as found in various 
policies and frameworks of the OUM.  
 
Figure 2: Conceptual mapping of the research  
 

 



Research Design and Methodology 
In the research, we followed an interpretivist or hermeneutic, qualitative and deductive research design (Bos & 
Tarnai, 1999; Creswell, 2007) in mapping the socio-techno imaginary in a purposive selection of international, 
national and institutional policy directives and strategies. Flowing from this design, our research strategy entailed 
a dialogical case study methodology as described by, amongst others, Rule and John (2011), Thomas (2011), and 
Yin (2009).  Central to the investigation was the question: what is the socio-techno imaginary and the implications 
of this imaginary for the implementation of AR as an integral part of the pedagogical strategy at OUM? 

Credibility in the research was ensured by triangulation, referential adequacy, peer debriefing and 
member checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Half of the documents were deductively coded to establish the main 
themes pertaining to the socio-techno imaginary. The coding and themes were then checked with a peer researcher 
who coded the same selection of documents separately. Discrepancies between the two coding processes and 
thematic analyses were clarified. Following this, the research coded the rest of the documents keeping an audit 
trail of the process.  
 
Sample 
The sample for this study consists of 25 policy documents, annual reports and/or strategic plans in the national 
and institutional context of OUM, and of two mega open distance education institutions, the Open University of 
the United Kingdom (OUUK), and the University of South Africa (Unisa). Figure 2 (below) illustrates the three 
samples against the backdrop of three socio-techno imaginaries, as proposed earlier (Figure 1) in our conceptual 
framework. Appendix A provides a complete list of all documents analysed. 
 
 
Figure 3: The sample of documents in relation to the conceptual framework 
 

 
 
 

 Analysis and findings 
 
The socio-techno imaginary: National regulatory environment 
The thematic analysis of various acts, policies, frameworks and directives in the geopolitical or national context 
of Mauritius (see Appendix A) resulted in two major themes, namely a particular vision of society in which 
technology plays an important role and which would be realised through the use of technology; and secondly, a 
fear of falling or being left behind taking into consideration the fast pace of development in a range of 
technologies. outlines some of the evidence in support of these two themes. Table 1 (below) presents some 
quotations to illustrate the theme: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Table 1: The national socio-technology imaginary (Mauritius) 
 

 
 
The socio-techno imaginary: Institutional Context 
From the range of documents (see Appendix A) analysed in the institutional context of OUM, five major themes 
were identified. The first two themes, namely a particular vision of society and the fear of falling behind, were 
also found in the socio-techno imaginary of the national regulatory environment. Three new themes emerged from 
the analysis namely technology as a tool for the dissemination of knowledge/learning; technology as a mixed bag 
and the belief that technology erases distance. Table 2 (below) illustrates these themes with selected quotations.  
 
Table 2: The institutional socio-techno imaginary (OUM) 
 

 

Theme 5: Any time, any place - technology erases distance

• “technology driven facilities have helped learners to have access to learning materials and teaching aids without any  

 stress wherever they are located and at any time of the day” 

 (OUM Strategic Plan 2017 - 2025, p. 18; emphasis added)

Theme 4: Technology as a mixed bag

• “recording a lecture or a face-to-face session often impedes the form of pedagogy and instructional strategy in the   

 classroom 

 (OUM Audit Report 2018, p. 55; emphasis added) 

• “One possible solution would have been for the tutorial classes to be recorded and made available to all students   

 which are currently the practice at OU. Research evidence suggests that this requires immense technology support   
 and capacity 

 (OUM Audit Report 2018, p. 55; emphasis added) 

Theme 2: The fear of falling behind, the need to stay up-to-date, the issue of state-of-the art

Theme 3: Technology as a tool for the dissemination of knowledge/learning

• “Play a leading role in research and development and application of learning technologies for education and    
 training” 

 (OUM Quality Assurance Report 2015, p. 26; emphasis added) 

• “Technology driven facilities have helped learners” 

 (OUM Strategic Plan 2017 - 2025, p. 18)

• “... the library is up to date with the use of technology and that adequate mechanism is in place to cater for ODL   

 provision” 

 (OUM Quality Assurance Report 2015, p. 20; emphasis added)

• “learner centred environment using state-of-the-art information and communication technologies” 

 (OUM Quality Assurance Report 2015, p. 26; emphasis added)

Theme 1: A particular vision of society in which technology plays a crucial role

• OUM will achieve its vision by using "technology and flexible mode of teaching to serve society, transform lives   

 and high-quality education, lifelong learning, and training accessible to everyone while promoting excellence" 

 (OUM Audit Report 2018, p. 28)



 
 
The socio-techno imaginary: Open and distance learning institutions 
From the range of documents (see Appendix A) analysed from the OUUK and Unisa, two major mega open 
distance learning institutions, five major themes were identified as illustrated with quotations below in Table 3.  
 
Table 3: The socio-techno imaginary at two major open, distance learning institutions 
 

 
Discussion 

 
As the above analysis shows, there are a number of overlaps and some differences between the three different 
contexts of analysis. Table 4 (below) provides a summative overview. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Theme 5: Any time, any place - technology erases distance

• “technology driven facilities have helped learners to have access to learning materials and teaching aids without any  

 stress wherever they are located and at any time of the day” 

 (OUM Strategic Plan 2017 - 2025, p. 18; emphasis added)

Theme 4: Technology as a mixed bag

• “recording a lecture or a face-to-face session often impedes the form of pedagogy and instructional strategy in the   

 classroom 

 (OUM Audit Report 2018, p. 55; emphasis added) 

• “One possible solution would have been for the tutorial classes to be recorded and made available to all students   

 which are currently the practice at OU. Research evidence suggests that this requires immense technology support   
 and capacity 

 (OUM Audit Report 2018, p. 55; emphasis added) 

Theme 2: The fear of falling behind, the need to stay up-to-date, the issue of state-of-the art

Theme 3: Technology as a tool for the dissemination of knowledge/learning

• “Play a leading role in research and development and application of learning technologies for education and    
 training” 

 (OUM Quality Assurance Report 2015, p. 26; emphasis added) 

• “Technology driven facilities have helped learners” 

 (OUM Strategic Plan 2017 - 2025, p. 18)

• “... the library is up to date with the use of technology and that adequate mechanism is in place to cater for ODL   

 provision” 

 (OUM Quality Assurance Report 2015, p. 20; emphasis added)

• “learner centred environment using state-of-the-art information and communication technologies” 

 (OUM Quality Assurance Report 2015, p. 26; emphasis added)

Theme 1: A particular vision of society in which technology plays a crucial role

• OUM will achieve its vision by using "technology and flexible mode of teaching to serve society, transform lives   

 and high-quality education, lifelong learning, and training accessible to everyone while promoting excellence" 

 (OUM Audit Report 2018, p. 28)

Theme 3: The fear of falling behind, the need to stay up-to-date, the issue of state-of-the art

• “…cutting edge, subject-related technologies”

 (OUUK Academic Strategy, n.d.) 

• “Our research benefits our students directly by […]driving forward the University’s learning technologies”  

 (Open University Academic Strategy, n.d.)

Theme 2: Technology as a means to achieve its mission and vision

• “use technology as both a driver and enabler” 

 (OUUK - Learning and Teaching Vision Plan 2025, p. 6; emphasis added)

• Unisa will “review and develop its governance, management and technology infrastructure on an ongoing basis in   

 order to give effect to its institutional vision and ODL mission” 

 (Unisa Open Distance Learning Policy, 2008, p. 6)

• “the appropriate use of technology is essential for the survival of the institution as a leading global role player”   

 (Unisa Policy on the Provision of e-Devices for e-Learning at UNISA, 2018, p. 1)

Theme 1: Technology as a tool for the dissemination of knowledge/learning

• “Technology plays an increasingly prominent role in the world of learning” 

 (OUUK - Learning and Teaching Vision Plan 2025, p. 4 emphasis added)

• “Technology can provide the efficiencies and flexibility” 

 (OUUK - Learning and Teaching Vision Plan 2025, p. 16; emphasis added)

• Unisa will ensure students acquire “an ability to use appropriate and sustainable technologies” 

 (Unisa Tuition Policy, 2013, p. 3 emphasis added)

• Tuition at Unisa will “use technology to explore knowledge, conduct investigations and produce products” 

 (Unisa Tuition Policy, 2013, p. 4 emphasis added)

• “the use of technology at UNISA is in the service of more effective teaching and learning” 

 (Unisa Curriculum Policy, 2012, p. 17; emphasis in the original)



Table 4: A summary of the findings 
 

 
 
Returning to our conceptual model as introduced in Figures 2 and 3, the below figure (Figure 4) illustrates the 
above summary of the three major groups of documents analysed. The themes identified in the analysis provide 
an overview of three different socio-techno imaginary (national, institutional and open distance learning 
institutions) to be considered for implementing AR in the pedagogical strategy at the OUM.  
 
 
Figure 4: An overview of the findings of the analysis mapped onto our conceptual framework 
 

 
 



Flowing from the comparative analysis between three different contexts of analysis, we offer as a way of 
conclusion, a broad heuristic framework for consideration for the development of a framework for the 
implementation of AR at OUM: 

• Socio-techno imaginaries are powerful constructs and tell us something about the dominant beliefs and 
values in a particular context. The socio-techno imaginary is found in the stories that are told, our 
aspirations, dreams and fears. These stories tell us how we see educational technology help us realise a 
particular vision of the future, the role of education and the importance of technology in all of this. 

• Socio-techno imaginaries also include and exclude possibilities and as such, play gate-keeping roles. If 
a particular vision or technology does not ‘fit’ or align with the dominant story, then such a vision or 
technology will not be tolerated and may be censored.  

• The above analysis shows that there is agreement that the future will be technology-driven or technology-
dependent and that we need higher education to prepare graduates to not only be ready but have the 
competencies to participate in this vision. 

• There is also agreement that technology is increasingly essential in delivering/disseminating learning 
and some realisation that technology on its own, does not increase the effectiveness of teaching and 
learning.  

• Technology in open, distance and distributed learning contexts are key to fulfilling their mandate and are 
seen to erase or ameliorate the effects of being separated from the delivering institution and other 
learners.  

 
Interestingly, while we found some evidence of a reference to how technology increases access, and to some 
extent, enhance the quality of teaching and learning, there was very little consideration for the cost implications 
and considerations of human resource and technical capacity, training, and integration into curriculum 
development of educational technology (e.g. Daniel, Kanwar & Uvalić-Trumbić, 2009; Power & Morven-Gould, 
2011). 

 
Conclusion: Pointers for consideration 

 
Flowing from the above framework, we conclude with a number of pointers for consideration for the 
implementation of AR in the context of OUM: 

• AR, on its own, will not per se increase the effectiveness of teaching and learning at OUM. It has to be 
integrated into the curriculum, pedagogy and assessment design strategies and processes. 

• The use of AR may not, immediately, add value in all disciplines at OUM but OUM should pilot AR in 
specific disciplines to address specific pedagogical issues and concerns. 

• The successful implementation of AR, though it is supported and encouraged by various socio-techno 
imaginaries, will require careful assessment of the cost of production, the skills and human resources 
needed, clear criteria for ensuring quality, implications for the time needed in the development of courses, 
and student use of AR. 

• Research into the development and implementation of AR in the context of OUM should be non-
negotiable. As such the findings may hold huge promise for the use of AR in other open, distance and 
distributed learning environments.  
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Appendix A 
Documentations used in the research  

 
The table below illustrates all the documents analysed for the purpose of this study. 
 

 
 


