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The 'datafication’ of education %
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The 'datafication’ of education %

‘Qridi’ - self-report data SRRt
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Critical EdTech Studies (CES)
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A field in the making

HIGH PROMISES

Cuban, L. (1986). Teachers and Machines:
The Classroom Use of Technology since

1920 - B

Mr. Edison says
That the radio will sup

plant the teacher.

Introduction

Already one may learn languages by
means of Victrola records.
The moving picture will visualize

What the radio fails to get across.
Teachers will be relegated to the backwoods,

With fire-horses,
And long-haired women;
Or, perhaps shown in museums.
Education will become a matter
Of pressing the button.
Perhaps I can get a positio
switchboard. 10

n at the

I
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Web 2.0 and education:
disappointment?

not just another case of hype, hope and
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Introduction

There has been a long tradition in edu
‘technical fix’ that will help solve underlying proble
into formal education (Robins and Webster 1989). From the ‘mighty micro’ to

the ‘information superhighway’, digital technologies have long been promoted
as ready means to enhance in-school teaching and learning practices, increase
student motivation and engagement and generally transform formal education.
Over the past five years, the so-called ‘Web 2.0° applications and tools such

as social networking, wiki tools, blogging and content-sharing applications
have become the prevai dictions and promises. Like

ling focus of such pre
many technologies before them, the educational potentials of these Web 2.0,
tools have attracted much enthusiasm,

excitement, hope and — it must be sai
_ a fair amount of hyperbole.

The enthusiasm that pervades the field of education and technology can
seen as both its strength and its weakness. Educational technology is by i
nature an innovative and forward-looking field. Yet it can also be characteris
as a fickle and ‘faddish’ area of study, more concerned with the short-te
technical potentials of technology rather than the long-term social con
quences of how technologies are eventually used ‘on the ground’. Indeed
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A field in the making

UNEXPECTED CONCERNS
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The datafication of higher education: discussing the promises

and problems
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- i
education is for greater conversation between the two sides

critic i tical
iti ivide — what might be characte_nsed as scep wos
ts"c';ia(l sci:l?tigsmgge\d (supposedly) more techmcally—mfn:ded (;m: “Dam' '.ol“:: k. wm
enthusiastic data scientists. This article takgs the ";nfferent analytics; data;
dialogue between two academics represen ﬁ;ngﬁg\?:eme e

ives — Dragan Gasevic (a data scientist ¥ h
zumwj the ‘learning analytics’ field) and Neil Selwyn (@ social
scientist and long-time critic of educational techm;l:gylo)r.e Mnﬁws
e six-mont?f s :a:a(mﬁ'n :fehigher education.
e e e th:\putational dimension to well-worn

i i i inherent i
injusti well as exploring social tensions inherent n
lcnlja‘:rsnhsc z:a;ata-based precision, clarity and pre(!nctab‘l'rty. Crucially,
these nges allow ou
viewpo?:::aconverage, and therefore highlight opp.onunmes for
productive inter-disciplinary exchange and collaboration.

i tion
Critiques of datafication in education often conclude with calls for grem;re;(:;vsecr:»:ﬁCal

o ides of the (critical) divide ~ what might be charactef . et
g hnically-minded and enthusiastic data scien

B more tec 2
social scientists and (suppose‘i‘l.)i)AA 1 ecially with regards to the increas-
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Gorur, R. (2016). Seeing like PISA: A cautionary tale about the performativity of international assessments. European
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Abstract

Children are becoming the objects of a multitude of monitoring devices that generate
detailed data about them, and critical data researchers and privacy advocates are only
just beginning to direct attention to these practices. In this article, we provide an
overview and critique of these varied forms of datafication and dataveillance of children,
from in utero through to the school years. Our approach is informed by recent calls for
research on children’s rights in the digital age that examines the conditions that give
rise to children’s needs and guide provision of resources necessary for development to
their full potential, the array of specific harms they may encounter and the significance
of and particular opportunities to participate in matters that affect their wellbeing
and enable them to play an active part in society. There remains little evidence that
specific instruments to safeguard children’s rights in relation to dataveillance have been
developed or implemented, and further attention needs to be paid to these issues.
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Critical EdTech Studies (CES) %
A field in the making |

« CES is taking shape especially through the pursuit for
reparative critique:

- “...to assemble, to bring together, to find new ways of »
living in which more people flourish.” (Macgilchrist, 2025) V .

- “...foregrounding the generative, world-building potential
of critique” (Saari et al., 2026)"

Adapted from Saari et al. (2026):

(1) (3) (4)
Expose . . Sustain

Macgilchrist, F. (2025). Critical Edtech Studies: What are we doing and where are we going? [Keynote, ECCES
2025, Zirich, Switzerland]

Saari, A., Piattoeva, N., & Bragger, K. (2026). Introduction: Critical Times? Conditions, Constraints, and
Cooptions in Contemporary Educational Critique. Educational Philosophy and Theory, 1-12. Picture: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Dialogue Circle.jpg
8 4.5.2026
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(1) Expose: datafication at the macro-level %

12

Rather than dictated by formal policies, datafication of education governance actualises through a complex
constellation of structures, practices and actors (Wilkins & Mifsud, 2024)
Key research data on macro-level is formed based on expert interviews
Conversational semi-structured interviews with 25 purposively sampled experts working on issues related to
datafied education on a national level.

policy,

technology, and

data justice, including researchers and professionals working in civil society organisations

The interviews were conducted remotely via Zoom (n = 21) or face-to-face (n = 4)
47-122min interviews resulted in the total length of the data of 31h 18 min (227,427 words).

Andrew W. Wilkins & Denise Mifsud (2024) What is governance? Projects, objects and analytics in education, Journal of Education
Policy, 39:3, 349-365, DOI: 10.1080/02680939.2024.2320874

4.5.2026 JYU SINCE 1863.



(1) Expose: datafication at the macro-level %

Palsa, L., Fagerlund, J., & Mertala, P. (2025). Exploring the Futures of Datafied Welfare State
Education: Thematic Analysis of Sociotechnical Imaginaries. Social Inclusion, 13, 1-21.

13

ond order imaginaries
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Utopia: what the experts would like N e
the future of datafied education to be? Y Easy "
. : Transformed . tit
Dystopia: undesirable future? nedgogel/ S ety
. . culture . quality
Realism: the most likely future? Imagined |
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Increased *
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Coherent
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(1) Expose: datafication at the macro-level %
Easy technology for easy education? |

"l believe that modern technology could make the
teacher's job easier [...] | still see so much that teachers
spend time checking word tests and producing teaching
material that could probably [...] be produced through
technology" (Policy 7).

"The general promises of more efficient activities,
resource efficiency and even knowledge management
and saving staff time are still quite a lot of promises. On a
practical level, | do not think that we are anywhere
near to having fulfilled those promises of technology.
Yes, it is still visible in the everyday life of schools as
quite distant in many respects." (Policy 6)

The promise of making education easier has become a
key justification for adopting data technologies.
Often marketed and expected, for example, to reduce
workload, streamline processes, and render complex
educational phenomena more manageable.
However, this pursuit of ease sits uneasily with the
very nature of education itself: shaped by effort,
uncertainty, and engagement with difficulty.

To make education easier, therefore, is not simply to
improve it, but to risk altering what education
is understood to be.

Palsa, L., Fagerlund, J., & Mertala, P. (in preparation). Easy technology for easy education?

Conceptualising ease as a micro-ideology in datafied education.
14 4.5.2026
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(1) Expose: datafication at the macro-level %
Datafication as a "wicked solution" |

Digital data is often proposed as a way to tackle Ffr';‘;:‘r’i‘l’;:s PROBLEM
so-called wicked problems. professionalism
However, datafication appears as a "wicked SOLUTION e
solution" in itself: it promises to address
complicated issues while simultaneously ’°;‘3;‘:f;:fy’ PROBLEM
producing new ones.

SOLUTION iy

training

Teachers
struggle to PROBLEM

use data

Dashboards

SOLUTION Increase
visibility

Student needs
remain

Fagerlund, J., Palsa, L., & Mertala, P. (in review). Datdfication as a ‘wicked solution’: Tracing student-related e
invisible

problematisation in Finnish education policy-relevant discourse.

15 4.5.2026 JYU SINCE 1863.



(1) Expose: datafication at the micro-level

School ethnography

Three teachers/classes: 4t grade, 5t grade, 8t" grade (students N = 43)
Target: ‘data-rich’ lessons
VILLE (math drilling/analytics)

Qridi (surveying and documentation)

Research data

Video/audio documentation (GoPro camera for full-class view + wireless
teacher microphones)

Researcher presence (note-taking, formal interviews, daily conversations...)
Data artefacts (platform logs, written inputs etc.)

Autumn 2024: naturalistic observation of classroom use of data technologies
Spring 2025: co-development of data literacy education methods

16 4.5.2026




(1) Expose: datafication at the micro-level

Position in terms of data education

17

4.5.2026

Increased potential for data education

\/

Learning
about data

Learning
with data

Detached /

Students see data-related tasks as mandatory
routines with little personal meaning (“because
the teacher says so0”).

Unaware

L—=4

Compliant / Uncritical

Students accept data monitoring as legitimate
oversight and view the data as useful for the
institution (teachers, school).

Tentative / Skeptical

Students voice concerns or doubts about the
data practices (e.g. fairness, accuracy, or
who can access the data).

Agentic / Informed

Students appropriate data for their own
purposes (e.g., using data for study
strategies, customizing entries).

Data
awareness

Low (e.qg.,
miscoenceptions,
unaware of
purpose)

Narrow (data "for
the teacher” rather
than for self)

Emerging (e.qg.,
noticing issues of
accuracy)

Developed
(technical aspects,
relevance for
different parties)

Core characteristics

Data
attitudes

Indifference,
apathy

Positivity (trustin
institutional data
use)

Negative or
ambivalent {e.g.,
discomfort, worry)

Positive or
pragmatic interest,
personal
investment

Data
agency

Passivity (routine
compliance or
submission)

Externally defined
(co-production in
prescribed ways)

Fragile, tentative
{e.g., no clear
tools to act on

concerns)

Active (strategical
production and
usage for own

purposes)

Educational repercussions

Keeps classroom routines functional but lacks
reflection. Prevents students from using data
as a resource for themselves, while reinforcing
a hidden curriculum of data passivity,
disempowerment, misconceptions, or
anlagonistic indifference.

Supports smooth data routines and legitimizes
institutional autheorily, bul risks normalizing
uncritical acceptance of potentially
misrepresentative surveillance. Students
equate platform compliance with being a “good
learner”, leaving little room for critigue or self-
directed use of data.

Pedagogically valuable as a seed for critical
reflection and dialogue about data's role, but
fragile; without scaffolding, concerns may
harden inte resignation, distrust, or opposition
rather than developing into constructive
agency.

Offers entry points for cultivating critical data
literacy by aligning with learner autonomy and
active engagement with data, enabling
reflective or instrumental benefits. May remain
narrowly utilitarian or even manipulative (e.g.
“gaming the system” to obtain rewards), rather
than leading to broader critical awareness.

Fagerlund, J., Palsa, L., & Mertala, P. (in review). Students’ positioning in data-driven learning: Data awareness, attitudes, and agency in the classroom.



(1) Expose: datafication at the micro-level
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Increased potential for data education

\/

Position in terms of data education

Learning Learning
with da Data Data
awareness attitudes
Detached Unaware Low (e.qg., Indifference,
udents see data-related tasks as mandatory misconceptions, apathy
gutines with little personal meaning (“because unaware of
the teacher says so”). purpose)

/

Students accept data monitoring as legitimate
oversight and view the data as useful for the
institution (teachers, school).

Compliant Uncritical Narrow (data "for Positivity (trustin
e teacher" rather institutional data

than for self) use)

Tentative / Skeptical merging (e.g., Negative or
Students voice concerns or doubts about the pticing issues of ambivalent (e.g.,
data practices (e.g. fairness, accuracy, or accuracy) discomfort, worry)
who can access the data).
1
1
1
Agentic / Informed Developed Positive or
Students appropriate data for their own (technical aspects, ~ pragmatic interest,
purposes (e.g., using data for study _relevance for _personal
strategies, customizing entries). different parties) investment

|
! Core characteristics
1

Data
agency

Passivity (routine
compliance or
submission)

Externally defined
(co-production in
prescribed ways)

Fragile, tentative
{e.g., no clear
tools to act on

concerns)

Active (strategical
production and
usage for own

purposes)

Educational repercussions

Keeps classroom routines functional but lacks
reflection. Prevents students from using data
as a resource for themselves, while reinforcing
a hidden curriculum of data passivity,
disempowerment, misconceptions, or
anlagonistic indifference.

Supports smooth data routines and legitimizes
institutional autheorily, bul risks normalizing
uncritical acceptance of potentially
misrepresentative surveillance. Students
equate platform compliance with being a “good
learner”, leaving little room for critigue or self-
directed use of data.

Pedagogically valuable as a seed for critical
reflection and dialogue about data's role, but
fragile; without scaffolding, concerns may
harden inte resignation, distrust, or opposition
rather than developing into constructive
agency.

Offers entry points for cultivating critical data
literacy by aligning with learner autonomy and
active engagement with data, enabling
reflective or instrumental benefits. May remain
narrowly utilitarian or even manipulative (e.g.
“gaming the system” to obtain rewards), rather
than leading to broader critical awareness.

Fagerlund, J., Palsa, L., & Mertala, P. (in review). Students’ positioning in data-driven learning: Data awareness, attitudes, and agency in the classroom.
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(1) Expose: What's up with datafication? 2
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(1)
Expose .

&) (4)
d - b

Datafication creates space for paradoxical relations,

Macro-level (discourses)
(Apparent) clarity
Expectations
Purposefulness
Problems

Technological neutrality (instrument)

including:

Micro-level (practices)
Chaos

Consequences
Unexpectedness
Solutions

Political aspiration (transform)

JYU SINCE 1863.



(2) Proposal: Data literacy as a reparative answer? 2

Traditional view: literacy as a subject-object relationship in which the subject (i.e., student, teacher) learns to
master the object (i.e., data)
Dominant in contemporary definitions of teachers' (Palsa et al., in review) and students' (Fagerlund et al., 2025) data
literacy
Alternative view: relational philosophy and "literacy (as-)event"
Rather than a prefixed set of individual cognitive abilities, literacy can be approached as an "event" (Burnet & Merchant,
2020) to highlight the fluid and elusive nature of meaning-making. This is based on three propositions:
(1) event is generated as people and things come into relation
Students learn something about data everytime they use data technologies such as learning analytics in schools

(2) what happens always exceeds what can be conceived and perceived; and
Such situations can be approached as functional form of data literacy education: deeds with unintentional educational consequences
concerning students’ relationships with data and datafication. These routines leads to “data (il)literacy” - an uncritical, one-dimensional
understanding of data and datafication (Mertala, 2020)

(3) implicit in the event are multiple potentialities.

Data (il)literacy events can be transformed to (critical) data literacy events through critical framing (Mertala, 2021)

22 4.5.2026 JYU SINCE 1863.



(3) Construction: recontextualized data literacy ¢

Example from Class 8: the 'Qridi’ tool for mood surveying

Mood at the start of the lesson

Vastaukset

Mika on yleisfiilis talla hetkella?

1. Mika on yleisfillis talla hetkella?

What is your general mood at the moment?

elelelele

Voit kommentoida arviotasi

You can comment on your assessment.

SEURAAVA >
Ohita vastaamatta J

Fagerlund, J., Moilanen, H., Palsa, L., & Mertala, P. (in review). From measuring mood to making meaning of data:
Developing a classroom approach for data literacy education through researcher-teacher partnership

23 4.5.2026 JYU SINCE 1863.



(3) Construction: recontextualized data literacy

Data literacy design principles adapted from literature(*):

Validity Agency/ownership
eEnsure that items/responses are reliable eCreate space for students to question
and commonly understood which variables are altogether surveyed

(relevant emotions, question phrasing)

Transparency Cross-contextuality

eMake the data explicit in discussions of ePrompt a heightened awareness of how
why data was collected, how it informed data is used, by whom, and for what
teaching, and how results were purposes also beyond classrooms
interpreted

Workshop for students: participatory redesign of the survey

*e.g., Fagerlund et al., 2025; Hoper & Schulte, 2024; Kahila et al., 2024; Pangrazio & Sefton-Green, 2020;
Robertson & Tisdall, 2020; Sander, 2020; Zomer, 2024

Fagerlund, J., Moilanen, H., Palsa, L., & Mertala, P. (in review). From measuring mood to making meaning of data:
24 4.5.2026 . . . .
Developing a classroom approach for data literacy education through researcher-teacher partnership

JYU SINCE 1863.



(4) Sustainment: recontextualized data literacy %

Predictive analytics as

Hist R Ll self-fulfilling propechies

+ - Temporal scale - +

Uneven distribution of  Biases in data and Biases in analyses and Further monopolization
computing power algorithms other outputs of (ed)tech sector

Increasing energy
consumption, e-waste
etc.

Mining (lithium, cobalt + - Planetary scale - +
etc.)

25 4.5.2026 JYU SINCE 1863.



Thank you!

Education, Texts and Technologies

The Education, Texts and Technologies (ETT)
EDUCATION « TEXTS * TECHNOLOGIES research group conducts interdisciplinary
research on the relationships between education,
texts, and technologies in formal, nonformal, and
informal contexts.

https://www.jyu.fi/en/research-groups/education-texts-and-technologies
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