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e The COVID-19 pandemic strengthened the links between public educational institutions and large technology
companies offering digital services for education, but this has exposed gaps in data governance that require
attention.

e Open data can advance and prevent corruption in education, and several projects have emerged over the last few
years to develop data literacy in educational settings.

e Using open data as open educational resources can empower learners to become co-producers of knowledge and

also to promote civic participation.
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importance of open education and open data
communities in driving the advancement of critical
data literacy. We suggest the use of open data as an
open educational resource to explore how data is
being created, curated, analyzed, and communicated in order to develop the scientific,

policymaking, and civic participation skills needed to thrive in an increasingly datafied society.

A Sector Governed by Numbers

Education has become governed by numbers, according to educational policy researcher ,Jenny
0zga® back in 2008. It was a sentiment repeated by Stephen Ball® in his 2015 paper on the “tyranny
of numbers” in the sector. However, researchers and scholars critique this data dominance since
numbers alone cannot portray the complexities of the education sector without missing elements
that are interwoven with sociopolitical and cultural elements in society. Thus, the value of open data
becomes the ability to provide transparent information that can drive decisions and strategies to
enhance educational practices and opportunities. But this needs to happen while increasing
investments and support for educational communities, and while avoiding putting vulnerable

groups at further risk.© ™

The education data and open data ecosystems have changed increasingly and steadily over the last
few years. The COVID-19 pandemic catalyzed relationships between public educational institutions
and large technology companies involving the use of digital services for education'. Data-driven
business models are central to these relationships. And, as most of the public educational
institutions acquired services reactively through partnerships instead of through open and public
procurement approaches, gaps were left in governance regarding data collection and the privacy of

learners.

Nowadays, educational strategies are intended to measure learners and educators in terms of
productivity, achievements, attainment, and retention. This is driving data interactions in pedagogy,

curriculum, and assessment in new performative accountability regimes.'® However, this has also

opened up arenas for the unregulated use of learners’ data to perform analytics under the premise
that it can help to improve and enhance education through personalisation and data-driven

interventions.* ' That, in turn, risks jeopardizing complex and critical student-centered
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pedagogies5 and potentially coercing digital participation in order to ensure data is gathered.'®

Education data normally includes information about performance, social background, and
educational budgets. These are important elements of education governance because of its social,
institutional, political, and economic contexts. Since such data can be sensitive, ethical aspects
need to be addressed alongside the opening up of educational data, which can be both
instrumental and operational for the development of policies as its technical and social

components, including learning analytics, are shaping the way education is perceived.

Open data, including data from public procurement, can advance transparency and prevent
corruption in education.” It can also protect learners’ data and privacy, but educational data has
become a lucrative business for the educational technology sector. Businesses may act as data
brokers and use the data in ways that may negatively impact people in the futu re.'® Thus, national
educational policies must include data governance frameworks that allow data to be published and
publicly audited and to be used in ways that protect learners’ privacy while also promoting the

development of critical data literacies that enable learners to audit and interact with such data.'

An interesting project has been developed by the Brazilian Open Education Initiative called
Observatério Educagéo Vigiada (Surveillance in Education Observatory). During the Covid-19
pandemic, it mapped the “collection, processing, and commercialization” of user data on digital
platforms and services of public educational institutions in Latin America. The project documented
how corporations took advantage of precarious educational ecosystems during the pandemic to
insert their distance learning platforms in public education, using learners’ and educators’ data as
currency for their services.

Data Literacy

In a “datafied” ecosystem like education, one of the biggest challenges is to enable a critical
approach to foster data understanding in society. Educators and learners need to be equipped with
skills to become critical data practitioners capable of working with data and questioning the
datafied society.‘20 The skills they need include being able to evaluate and interpret data grounded
curriculum design and to adopt a critical data studies perspective that empowers them to question

the power structures behind data using a data justice approach.?' 22 23 24

It is necessary to take advantage of the opportunities given by open data to engage learners in
critically analyzing what Richterich calls “the societal embeddedness and constructedness of
data”.2° This applies to both public and research data in order to enable learners accessing and
working with datasets that are not simply openly available, but that make important truth claims
about the real world. Open data represents a nexus of challenge, opportunity, and responsibility as it
can be used as open educational resources to support the development of research data literacies,
transparent and open scientific practices, as well as citizenship and critical thinking, regardless of
the research field. 26 27 28

Some interesting projects aiming to develop critical data literacy from different angles that have
arisen in the last few years are listed below. They can serve as an inspiration to support fellow

educators and educational stakeholders to thrive in the datafied society.

« Da-Li: Data literacy for citizenship (EU consortium)****: This EU funded project aims to
empower individuals (young adults, adults, or seniors) to acquire the data literacy competencies
required to practice responsible citizenship and civic engagement.

» Building Capacity in Data Literacy for Human Rights Actors (Palestine): With funding from

Canada’s International Development Research Centre, the Center for Continuing Education (CCE)

at Birzeit University in Palestine is planning data literacy training programs in a number of
domains, including human rights and social justice. The training is designed to empower human

rights researchers, workers, and activists to understand, analyze, and use data with confidence to
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make data driven decisions for the public good in an ethical and responsible fashion.

« Catalyzing the Creation of a Data Ecosystem (Palestine): In this project, Birzeit University’s
Center for Continuing Education piloted a capacity development approach to build a critical mass
of data professionals with the relevant skills and knowledge to understand and work with data,
create data products and services, create show-cases, and eventually create and influence data
and Al policies (both open and non-open). It created an applied learning journey that aimed to
develop capacity in data technologies for people with computer science backgrounds and for
professionals from a range of backgrounds, as well as to create data startups and/or to create

data for development projects.

e Understanding Data: Praxis and Politics (UK): This project aims to design, develop, and pilot an
open educational resource to improve educators’ critical data literacies. The resource will provide
educators with content and analytical tools to think about real-life situations that will connect

them with the most recent issues and research in the field.

» Monithon (EU): This project was created to promote the civic monitoring of government
spending. It combines open government data and citizens’ collaborations to control how public
projects are progressing and whether they deliver their intended results. This type of participatory
monitoring can complement official monitoring by public administrations as well as the
evaluation of public policies by academic institutions or research organizations.

« A Scuola di Open Coesione (lItaly): This is a course that aims to promote and develop the
principle of active and conscious citizenship in Italian schools through research activities and
civic monitoring of European and national public funding. The project teaches students digital
skills, statistics, and civic education using, among other things, journalistic skills to help

students identify and communicate their findings.

« Living with Data (UK): This project takes public sector data practices that relate to health,
welfare, and media use as a starting point for research. Public sector data practices increasingly
shape everyday life experiences, yet they have received less research attention than high profile

commercial data practices.

« Data Education in Schools (UK): This project is part of the Edinburgh and South East Scotland
City Region Deal Skills Programme funded by the Scottish Government. It will develop an
interdisciplinary data education curriculum for Scotland and a set of engaging real-world data
science teaching materials for primary and secondary school teachers.

« Data Justice Lab (UK): This is a space for research and collaboration at Cardiff University’s
School of Journalism, Media, and Culture that seeks to examine the relationship between
datafication and social justice, highlighting the politics and impacts of data driven processes
and big data.

« D3 - Developing Digital Data Literacy (EU): This EU-funded project relates to the need for
information literacy for all citizens in Europe. It addresses one of the greatest challenges that

Europe faces, namely the rise of populism and misinformation in all its forms.

These projects provide tools, guidance, strategies, and ideas to support and enable educational
institutions, educators, and learners, as well as communities of practice and collectives of citizens,
to not only enhance their data literacies but to gain skills to actively participate in democratic

discussions entwined with data, including policy-making.

Conclusions

Open data can be practically applied across and between disciplines by promoting critical
engagement with the same raw data that researchers, governments, civil society, international

organizations, and policy-makers generate and use. This supports the development of a wide range
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of literacies. Using open data as open educational resources can enable critical data literacy by
empowering learners to become co-producers of knowledge and also promote civic participation as
learners act as citizen researchers, helping them to frame, ask, and investigate socially pertinent

questions, and thereby better exercising their rights as citizens.

In higher education, a perceived need to quantify productivity, including learning, has justified an
ever-increasing metricization of student and staff activity. This has re-cast students, educators, and
learning activities into new roles as data producers, making it critical to give them a critical
understanding of data. Education must enable a citizenry capable of participating in public
discussions and critically evaluating information related to social problems, developing skills for
the understanding of data to navigate and solve real-life challenges. Open data can support a better
educational future by promoting participative arenas that enable quality and inclusive education
that will, in turn, foster democracy.
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broad network of stakeholders by developing and mobilizing the knowledge needed to
advance the responsible use of data to address critical development challenges across
the Global South.
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