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Image credit: https://pixabay.com/en/glass-broken-fragmented-hole-crack-1497227/
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I do not own the copyright of any of the images in this 
presentation and acknowledge the original copyright and 

licensing regime of every image used.  

This presentation (excluding the images) is licensed under a 
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International 

License



Image credit: https://www.amazon.it/SELETTI-Neon-Art-Composizione-REVOLUTION/dp/B00A8SR0WU
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“An avalanche of nonsense. … This is not our language –
because it is not written for us. This is written for the kind of 

people who are impressed by such language” (Kernohan, 2013)
Kernohan, D. (2013, March 11). We’re under fifteen feet of pure white snow. [Web log post]. Retrieved from 

http://followersoftheapocalyp.se/were-under-fifteen-feet-of-pure-white-snow/  

Source credit: http://www.ippr.org/files/images/media/files/publication/2013/03/avalanche-is-coming_Mar2013_10432.pdf?noredirect=1 



Page credit: http://er.educause.edu/articles/2012/7/learning-analytics-the-new-black

2012



Page credit: https://library.educause.edu/resources/2015/10/the-predictive-learning-analytics-revolution-leveraging-learning-data-for-student-
success

2015



Page credit: https://icde.memberclicks.net/assets/RESOURCES/anne_la_report%20cc%20licence.pdf

2016
Page credit: https://icde.memberclicks.net/assets/RESOURCES/anne_la_report%20cc%20licence.pdf



Page credit: http://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2017/01/11/506361845/the-higher-ed-learning-revolution-tracking-each-
students-every-move

2017



Page credit: https://www.slideshare.net/dougclow/where-is-the-evidence-a-call-to-action-for-learning-analytics-76868457

2017



Image credit: https://pixabay.com/en/prayer-hands-effigy-religion-faith-1749009/

Do you believe?
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Page credit: https://aeon.co/essays/why-is-the-language-of-transhumanists-and-religion-so-similar

“We usher in the AI future on the wings of angels, because 
the heavy lifting of the imagination isn’t possible without 
their pinion feathers – whether we think of them as 
artificial or divine”

13 June 2017



Page credit: http://blog.edtechie.net/edtech/waiting-for-the-ed-tech-rapture/

14 June 2017



“And then comes the offer – by becoming a believer – in 
my start up, this particular technology, new labour force 

model, the latest “Uber for education” metaphor, the 
singularity – then you, and maybe some of your institution 
(although, you know, you’ll have to accept casualties) can 
be saved. But it’s a limited offer – there are only so many 
souls that can be saved, you have to get on board NOW, 
and belief has to be total (thou shalt have no other tech 

platform but mine).”

Martin Weller (2017, June 14). Waiting for the ed tech rapture. [Web log post]. Retrieved 
from http://blog.edtechie.net/edtech/waiting-for-the-ed-tech-rapture/



Image credit: http://www.basicknowledge101.com/subjects/reality.html

So how do we talk about ‘responsible’ learning 
analytics without overestimating or 
underestimating its potential, its challenges, its 
pitfalls, and its promise?
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Page credit: https://www.edsurge.com/news/2016-10-06-stanford-calls-for-responsible-use-of-student-data-in-higher-ed 

6 October 2016
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Page credit: https://www.edsurge.com/news/2017-06-13-from-high-school-to-harvard-students-urge-for-clarity-on-privacy-
rights?utm_content=buffer8dd71&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_campaign=buffer

3 June 2017



Page credit: https://big-data-in-education.blogspot.co.za/

Deadline 1 July 2017



We need to explore the notion of “responsible’ learning 
analytics as a specific use of data in the overlap between:
• Students’ aspirations, prior and present learning journeys, resources, 

time-allocation, capital and epistemological access
• Institutional character, (in)efficiencies, resource allocation, visions 

and missions, responsiveness to student needs, stakeholder 
demands, and their understanding of learning in analogue, digitised 
and/or digital  spaces

• Macro societal impacts and forces outside of the control of students 
and institutions

Image credit: https://pixabay.com/en/seemed-track-threshold-train-soft-102073/



Image credit: https://www.rodrendrilling.com/geo-technical-bedrock-sample

Learning analytics is also a layer on top of 
deeper, often hidden layers, assumptions, and 

beliefs regarding the function of higher education; 
how we define ‘learning’; how we measure and 

validate ‘learning’; the enclosing/capture of 
‘learning’ on institutional learning management 
systems (LMSs); and how we see data, and the 

gender/race/epistemologies of those who develop 
the codes and algorithms



Image credit: https://pixabay.com/en/rock-layers-slate-wall-rocks-969816/

• Accountable to an array of stakeholders – accreditation/funders, 
world rankings

• Increased competition, pressure for outputs/competitive advantage
• Increased funding constraints and the deliberate defunding of 

public higher education
• Access to increased volume, variety and velocity of data plus 

analytics knowhow
• Consistent concerns about student retention and drop-out

The collection, analysis and use of student data

Academic analytics Learning analytics



Excursus: Values/orientations such as liberal, neoliberal 
and critical influence our understanding of ‘responsible’ 
learning analytics…

Page credit: https://www.slideshare.net/prinsp/a-social-cartography-of-student-data-moving-beyond-studentsasdataobjects



Image location: https://scontent-jnb1-1.xx.fbcdn.net/v/t1.0-
9/18620492_1328081900605928_6200516404990980799_n.jpg?oh=ff7892acbecfcff7c1a00a72c1d3796f&oe=59A86652

The definition of ‘responsibility’ in the 
collection, analysis and student data depends 
on your view re the ‘why’ of learning analytics 



Image credit: https://pixabay.com/en/hands-bear-help-serve-fragile-683950/

There is so much more at 
stake than (just) data…



What happens when we collect, analyse and use 
the bleeps, the logins, the downloads, the posts in 
and outside of an institutional Learning 
Management system (LMS) as the full/only
narrative of what is happening in our students’ 
lives, of their aspirations, and of their ‘learning’?

Image credit: https://pixabay.com/en/station-tracks-rail-railroad-train-839208/



Image credit: https://pixabay.com/en/light-out-of-focus-focus-lamps-1068944/

What are the implications when we use their data 
points to describe, diagnose, predict and prescribe 
their learning journeys without ever asking them 
what these data points mean to them, and what 
data would matter to them to allow them to make 
more informed decisions, to complete their journeys 
and not ours? 



Image credit: https://pixabay.com/en/waterdrops-raindrops-rain-droplets-336678/

So what does ‘responsible’ learning analytics 
mean, to whom and why does it matter?



Image credit: http://www.uwgb.edu/witecne/

Khan’s (2003) global e-learning framework

‘Responsible’ learning analytics is much wider than ‘just’ the ethical dimension 
of Khan’s (2003) E-learning framework (Prinsloo & Slade, 2017)

Khan, B. H. (2003). The global e-
learning framework. STRIDE, 42, 42-51



Responsible learning analytics?
• Answerable/accountable/liable: when things go wrong
• Blame-able: blame students for not fitting in, not clicking 

enough, not ‘engaging’ enough
• Ethical: can we be responsible and unethical? Or ethical 

and irresponsible?
• Response-able: ability to respond on identified needs/gaps
• Obligation/contractual duty to act
• Fiduciary duty to act: caring beyond duty
• Transparency: owning up

To whom? Scope/Process? How will we know? 



A tentative proposal: Responsible 
learning analytics refer to…
• Fulfilling the contractual duty of care 
• Accepting the fiduciary duty of care towards students flowing 

from the contractual duty and the asymmetrical power 
relationship between institution and students

• Having and accepting the authority to act/care/respond
• Having the resources/skills to act/care/respond
• Being accountable for having had the authority to offer/accept 

the contract
• Accountable implies oversight
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Pointer 1: Learning analytics as moral practice

“Evidence-based education seems to favour a technocratic 
[and quantitative] model in which it is assumed that the only 
relevant research questions are about the effectiveness of 
educational means and techniques, forgetting, among other 
things, that what counts as “effective” crucially depends on 
judgments about what is educationally desirable” 

(Biesta, 2007, p. 5)

“Learning analytics should not only focus on what is effective, 
but also aim to provide relevant pointers to decide what is 
appropriate and morally necessary” 

(Slade & Prinsloo, 2013, p. 1519)



Page credit: http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0002764213479366

4 March 2013



14 May 2015

Page credit: https://www.slideshare.net/prinsp/collecting-analysing-using-student-data-breaking-or-serving-cycles-of-inequality-injustice



If learning analytics’ primary aim is to improve students’ 
learning (Gašević, Dawson, & Siemens, 2015), maybe we 
should ask…
• To what extent has learning analytics become our voice-

over of student learning experiences by telling them ‘this is 
what your learning looks like and it is the only narrative 
that matters’…?

• How can we replace our epistemological arrogance and 
colonisation of the student experience with an 
epistemological shift, listening, humility and respect? 

Pointer 2: Changing the narrative: Whose story is 
it anyway?

Gašević, D., Dawson, S., & Siemens, G. (2015). Let’s not forget: Learning analytics are about learning. TechTrends, 59(1), 64-71.
Tuck, E., & Fine, M. (2007). Inner angles. A range of ethical responses to/with indigenous and decolonising theories. In Norman K 

Denzin and Michael D Giardina (Eds), Ethical futures in qualitative research. Decolonising the politics of knowledge (pp. 
145-168). Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press Inc.



• What happens if we stop talking about ‘student dropouts’ and 
rather refer to them as ‘exiles’? (Tuck & Fine, 2007)

• What data do we have that, if they have access to that data, 
will allow them to make better and more informed choices? 

• What data do they have that if we have access to that data, and 
with their permission, will allow us to help them make better 
choices?

Tuck, E., & Fine, M. (2007). Inner angles. A range of ethical responses to/with indigenous and decolonising theories. In Norman K 
Denzin and Michael D Giardina (Eds), Ethical futures in qualitative research. Decolonising the politics of knowledge (pp. 145-168). 
Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press Inc.

Pointer 2: Changing the narrative: Whose story 
is it anyway? (cont.)

Responsible learning analytics involves much more than quantitative 
research. Where is the qualitative research in learning analytics? 



I am not your data, nor am I your vote bank,
I am not your project, or any exotic museum object,
I am not the soul waiting to be harvested,
Nor am I the lab where your theories are tested,
I am not your cannon fodder, or the invisible worker,
or your entertainment at India habitat centre,
I am not your field, your crowd, your history,
your help, your guilt, medallions of your victory,
I refuse, reject, resist your labels,
your judgments, documents, definitions,
your models, leaders and patrons,
because they deny me my existence, my vision, my space,
your words, maps, figures, indicators,
they all create illusions and put you on pedestal,
from where you look down upon me,
So I draw my own picture, and invent my own grammar,
I make my own tools to fight my own battle,
For me, my people, my world, and my Adivasi self! 

~Abhay Xaxa

Source: http://www.adivasiresurgence.com/i-am-not-your-data/



Page credit: https://www.slideshare.net/prinsp/eden-triage

11 June 2014

Pointer 3: It is also our story and being response-
able



6 September 2016

Page credit: https://www.slideshare.net/prinsp/learning-analytics-at-the-intersections-between-student-support-privacy-agency-and-
institutional-survival

Pointer 7: Response-able (cont.)



Page credit: https://www.slideshare.net/prinsp/an-elephant-in-the-learning-analytics-room-the-obligation-to-act

15 March 2017

Pointer 7: Response-able (cont.)
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Image credit: http://za.geoview.info/apartheid_museum_entrance,83879989p

Can we ignore the fact that data collection, analysis and 
use are political acts and serve declared and hidden 
assumptions about the purpose of higher education and 
the masters it serves (Apple, 2004, 2007; Grimmelman, 
2013; Watters, 2015)?

Pointer 4: How we see data



Prinsloo, P., & Slade, S, (2017, March 17). Building the learning analytics curriculum: Should we teach (a code of) ethics? Retrieved from 
https://www.slideshare.net/prinsp/building-the-learning-analytics-curriculum-should-we-teach-a-code-of-ethics
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Page credit: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=162VzSzzoPs

Learning analytics as ‘coded gaze’…



Source credit: http://standards.ieee.org/develop/indconn/ec/ead_v1.pdf
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Page credit: https://www.technologyreview.com/s/607955/inspecting-algorithms-for-bias/



Pointer 5: Causality and correlation



Willis, J. E., Slade, S., & Prinsloo, P. (2016). Ethical oversight of student data in learning analytics: A typology derived from a cross-
continental, cross-institutional perspective. Educational Technology Research and Development, 64, 881-901. DOI: 10.1007/s11423-
016-9463-4 http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11423-016-9463-4

Pointer 6: Oversight and accountability

An interpretative multiple-case study: Indiana University, Open University (UK) and 
the University of South Africa (Unisa)



Typology: Learning 
analytics as…

Approval/oversight/
accountability

Research Formal, well-defined processes

An emerging form of 
research

Undefined, unclear
Our current processes do not allow for any oversight

Scholarship of teaching and 
learning

Undefined, unclear
Consent normally not required. Oversight? Student 
complaints, feedback

Dynamic, synchronous and 
asynchronous sense-
making

Undefined, unclear

Automated Undefined, unclear

Participatory process and 
collaborative sense-making

All stakeholders are involved – may need broad, blanket 
consensus at the beginning of each course – oversight by 
the highest academic decision making body. Important 
here is the role of students as collaborators in sharing 
interpretation, governance, quality assurance, integrity 
of data



Pointer 7: Transparency

Students have a right to know what data are collected, by 
whom, when, for what purposes, how they can verify the 
data, how long the data will be kept and who will have 
access to the data for which purposes

Image credit: https://pixabay.com/en/water-drop-blue-liquid-rain-clean-880462/

If they don’t know that we collect their data, the scope and 
purpose of the collection, how we will use their data and 
how it will impact on their learning journeys, it is not 
learning analytics but spying…



Pointer 8: Higher education can not afford NOT 
to collect, analyse and use student learning data

• We have a contractual duty to ensure effective and appropriate 
learning experiences 

• We have a fiduciary duty of care in the context of the 
asymmetrical power relationship between institution and 
students

• We have the opportunity and the authority to act/care/respond
• We don’t have unlimited resources
• We need to be transparent and accountable for what we can and 

cannot do. 
• Once we know, we cannot un-know knowing – we have a moral 

duty to respond



Image credit: https://pixabay.com/en/camera-surveillance-camera-1778861/

‘Responsible’ learning analytics is found in the nexus 
between their stories and ours. We cannot afford to 
ignore the fact that it is their data, their aspirations, 
their learning journeys and that our data collection, 

analysis and use may not tell the whole story.



Image credit: https://pixabay.com/en/empty-abandoned-messy-grunge-scene-863118/

Thank you
Paul Prinsloo 
Research Professor in Open Distance Learning (ODL)
College of Economic and Management Sciences, 
Office number 3-15, Club 1, Hazelwood, P O Box 392
Unisa, 0003, Republic of South Africa

T: +27 (0) 12 433 4719 (office)
T: +27 (0) 82 3954 113 (mobile)

prinsp@unisa.ac.za 
Skype: paul.prinsloo59

Personal blog: http://opendistanceteachingandlearning.wordpress.com

Twitter profile: @14prinsp


