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The context

Educational institutions and learning organizations with their teachers, professors, instruc-
tors, and students are quickly moving from physical classrooms to online settings due to the 
global COVID-19 pandemic. Although educational technology has been around for dec-
ades, the school administrators, teachers and technology staff are not prepared to address 
the rapid and dramatic needs to change and shift.

Educational Technology Research and Development (ETR&D) is the flagship journal 
of the Association of Educational Communications and Technology (AECT). As edi-
tors of the journal, we saw the responsibility and opportunity to provide research-based 
and evidence-based resources for educational professionals to integrate digital technolo-
gies into their teaching practices. For over 65 years, ETR&D has been publishing top-tier 
high-quality research and development studies that have explored different aspects of inte-
grating digital technologies in educational settings. However, the published studies were 
conducted in different contexts and would not be directly applicable for teaching and learn-
ing in the rapidly changing pandemic situation. Meanwhile, we were also aware that time 
is of essence, and that we would not have the time required to solicit new research stud-
ies to address the current needs, because it would take time for scholars to conduct such 
research, and it would take time for new submissions to go through a double-blind peer 
review process.

All things considered, we proposed a unique special issue idea to our ETR&D edito-
rial board members. The idea was to call for commentary or essay-style papers that would 
situate ETR&D recently published research studies in the current pandemic situation, draw 
insights from the publications, and provide recommendations for teaching and learning 
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during these rapid shifts. The editorial board members not only supported the proposal 
unanimously, but also offered their time and expertise as guest editors to move this spe-
cial issue swiftly forward. The core guest editors of the special issue included Drs. Dick-
son-Deane, Ilgaz, Ioannou, Kimmons, Morel, Natividad, Istenič Starčič, Wijekumar, and 
Young (in the alphabetical order of guest editors’ last names). The guest editors communi-
cated with the potential authors and reviewers, and ensured the quality of the submissions. 
Dr. Istenič Starčič kindly offered to be the lead guest editor to help streamline the papers 
for the special issue in the editorial manager system. Drs. Johnson, Spector, and Lin par-
ticipated in the discussions, and coordinated the editorial process.

Therefore, with this special issue—Shifting to Digital, we sought to provide insights 
into the applications of relevant research informing the rapid development, deployment and 
future of teaching and learning. We also deliberately sought to include multiple perspec-
tives by seeking authors with varying professional experiences, from diverse nationalities 
representing a global perspective inclusive of the challenge.

The process

Over numerous meetings, the guest editors identified 17 papers published at ETR&D in the 
past five years, and selected these 17 papers to be responded in this special issue. Criteria 
for selecting these papers included their relevance to online or digital learning, relevance to 
rapid deployment, impact factor, scope, and appeal to a wide and diverse population. The 
goal, however, was not to select a set of best papers by any means, but to use the papers as 
anchors for creating dialogue and proving useful suggestions for practices towards future 
research.

To accelerate the process and to balance the workload, every guest editor chose one 
or two of the 17 selected papers and oversaw the review processes of the corresponding 
essays to these papers. Table 1 below lists the key guest editors (in the alphabetical order 

Table 1   Guest editors and the selected manuscripts for responses

Guest editors Manuscripts responded by essays in this special issue

Camille Dickson-Deane, University of Technology 
Sydney, Australia

Bennett et al. (2017) and Zacharia et al. (2015)

Hale Ilgaz, Ankara University, Ankara, Turkey Joo et al. (2016) and Nacu et al. (2018)
Andri Ioannou, Cyprus University of Technology 

(Cyprus), Cyprus
Giannakas et al. (2018) and Ke (2016)

Royce Kimmons, Brigham Young University, USA Hilton (2016) and Ifenthaler and Schumacher (2016)
Gwen Morel, Texas State University, USA Lee and Hannafin (2016) and Tracey and Hutchinson 

(2019)
Gloria Natividad, Technological Institute of Saltillo, 

Saltillo, Mexico
Philipsen et al. (2019)
Willis et al. (2016)

Andreja Istenič Starčič, University of Ljubljana, 
Slovenia

Borup et al. (2015)
Kuo and Belland (2016)

Kausalai Wijekumar, Texas A&M University, USA Jarrell et al. (2017)
Patricia Young, University of Maryland Baltimore 

County, USA
Liu et al. (2019) and Loizzo and Ertmer (2016)
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of the last names of the guest editors), and the manuscripts they oversaw for selecting cor-
responding essays in the review process.

We created a call for papers for the “Special Issue – Shifting to Digital”. The special 
issue called for essay-style response papers (500–1000 words) to the 17 selected publica-
tions via AECT newsletter, listserv, websites, and social media. In addition, guest editors 
reached out to various networks to share the call for papers. The responding essays would 
address the selected papers by people with varying backgrounds, cultures, expertise, and 
experiences. The goal was to seek multiple perspectives, which would include, but would 
not be limited to: theory, research, design, practices, ethics, policy, culture.

Review criteria

We established several review criteria for the essay-style responses situating the 17 previ-
ously published articles within the current learning needs of the COVID-19 pandemic. We 
first defined what we meant by “Shifting to Digital”. We asked that the potential respond-
ent authors provide useful ideas for flexible learning, online learning, learning disruptions, 
especially where limited resources would be available, or situations where one would have 
to pivot to different teaching and learning methods within a shortened period of time. We 
asked that the responding authors focus their commentary pieces on the following aspects:

•	 Impact/Value—What impact or value does the paper have on "Shift to Digital" from 
your specific perspective? What ideas from this paper contribute to its value?

•	 Application—What information from your manuscript can be used to make the “Shift 
to Digital”? Given your specific perspective, how do you take ideas presented in the 
manuscript and use them (i.e., providing specific context and audience)?

•	 Limitations and Constraints—What limitations and constraints do you have about the 
paper as it relates to your selected perspective?

•	 Future Suggestions—What constructive suggestions do you have for future work, 
related to your perspective and the ideas presented in the selected manuscript?

The potential responding authors were asked to identify 2–3 manuscripts for which 
they were interested in authoring a response, and to specify the perspective on which they 
would focus in their response paper. The authors were then invited by the guest editors to 
write one essay response with the understanding that their submission would go through a 
double-blind peer-review, and that the invitation to author the response would not guaran-
tee the article’s acceptance or publication in ETR&D.

Additionally, the guest editors agreed that only one first-authored or single-authored 
paper from each scholar would be included in this special issue. Again, the goal was to 
include multiple and diverse voices. All submissions went through a double-blind peer 
review process, with a range of one to four rounds of revisions.

Finally, we accepted approximately 80 response essays for this special issue. These 
essays each brought unique perspectives to help bridge the research-based and evidence-
based publications with a need to better inform the rapid deployment, development, and 
future of teaching and learning. The guest editors each also provided a summary of the 
accepted papers responding to the publications they oversaw. Drs. Spector and Harris were 
invited to write a conclusion piece for this special issue.
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Multiple perspectives

Given the challenges of Shifting to Digital, we made it a top priority to seek multiple 
response essays to each of the 17 selected publications, with each essay focusing on a 
primary perspective. It was important for us to encourage diverse perspectives to pro-
vide contextual differences while informing practices. This special issue includes close 
to a hundred essays in total, with authors from different sectors and included discus-
sions for K12, non-profit, profit, and higher education settings. The authors wrote from 
perspectives including, for instance, Adoption & Diffusion, Context & Environments, 
Critical Pedagogy, Culture & Equity, Design, Ethics, Evaluation, Inclusion, Pedagogy, 
Policy, Practice, Research, Theory, and International Perspective.

Conclusion

This special issue was created to inform the processes and challenges of rapid digital 
development, deployment, and to provide insights into the future of teaching and learn-
ing. As editors, we consider it critical, not only to ensure the quality of published schol-
arship through a double-blind peer-review process, but also to seek ways to connect 
these works to our readership and to the consumers of knowledge. With the work of all 
those who contributed to this special issue, we feel that we can start to address the need 
to share the abundance of evidence-based research and development that have been con-
ducted and published by the interdisciplinary community of scholars in learning tech-
nologies, learning sciences, instructional design, and educational technology practices. 
With this evolving monumental task during the past eight months, the entire special 
issue team aimed to create dialogues, stimulate reflection, and inform best practices. 
Now we welcome your comments and feedback for ways to continue this dialogue about 
the implications of research and knowledge in our world of teaching and learning.
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