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This article reports on a study exploring student perspectives on the collection and use of 

student data for learning analytics. With data collected via a mixed methods approach from 

2,051 students across six Australian universities, it provides critical insights from students as 

a key stakeholder group. Findings indicate that while students are generally comfortable with 

the use of data to support their learning, they do have concerns particularly in relation to the 

use of demographic data, location data and data collected from wireless networks, social 

media and mobile applications. Two key themes emerged related to the need for transparency 

to support informed consent and personal-professional boundary being critical. This supports 

findings from other research, which reflects the need for a nuanced approach when providing 

information to students about the data we collect, including what we are collecting, why and 

how this is being used. 

 

Implications for practice or policy: 

• When implementing the use of dashboards, institutions should ideally include 

opportunities for students to opt in and out, rather than being set so that students have 

agency over their data and learning. 

• When undertaking work in relation to learning analytics, staff need to ensure the focus 

of their work relates to student learning rather than academic research. 

• When institutions and academic staff collect and use student data (regardless of the 

purpose for doing so), all aspects of these processes need to be transparent to students. 

 

Keywords: student perspectives, learning analytics, stakeholders, data collection, student 

data 

 

Introduction 
 

This article reports on research designed to explore students’ attitudes to, and experience with, learning 

analytics (LA) in higher education. It builds on a previous study (West, Luzeckyj, et al., 2018; West, Tasir, 

et al., 2018) that explored teaching academics’ views regarding key metrics that support learning and 

teaching in higher education. While academic insights provide critical value to help shape LA 

developments, they are only one of the major stakeholders. Student understandings of LA are not well 

explored, leaving a gap in our knowledge as there is little published work in this area within the sector in 

Australia or internationally. Additionally, the review of student perspectives on the merits and concerns 

related to LA is a crucial first step to underpin participatory design and co-creation of LA in higher 

education. 
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A brief background to the study foregrounds the paper, positioning it within a broader context of changes 

in the sector while relating it to the Innovative Research Universities (IRU) research upon which it builds. 

A literature review highlighting limited publications exploring student views undertaken to date then 

follows. An overview of the methodology and key findings is presented to support the discussion. The 

lessons provided by this study form the conclusion. 

 

Background 
 

The IRU is “a coalition of seven comprehensive universities committed to inclusive excellence in teaching, 

learning and research in Australia” (IRU, n.d.). As part of this mission, the IRU supports research into key 

issues related to contemporary higher education, including in the field of LA. A joint IRU and Malaysian 

Research University Network study completed in 2017 explored academic teachers’ views of LA, including 

the key ways that the teachers thought this approach would support the learning and teaching process (West, 

Luzeckyj, et al., 2018; West, Tasir, et al., 2018). The study identified a range of reports and data points, 

including student-facing ones. Overall, academics had strong opinions on what students need to do to 

improve outcomes. 

 

The use of technology to support learning and teaching provides a viable digital footprint that lends itself 

to more effective LA. However, with such data come concern and responsibilities related to its appropriate 

use, data security and informed consent. A recent Jisc comparative study between Australia and New 

Zealand and the United Kingdom found increasing usage of digital technology in universities, with 

Australia remaining advanced in this space (Newman et al., 2019). The study also found that while the use 

of digital technology is increasing, students are concerned about the safety and privacy of their data in the 

digital world. With the connections between educational data, LA and the ethics and legalities of data use, 

the views of students are critical. With this important insight and the rate of progress in each institution on 

LA, the IRU commissioned the study to explore students’ views and attitudes on the use of LA to support 

their learning and to identify what types of data and reports they felt would be most useful. 

 

Literature review 
 

LA offers powerful opportunities to support the student experience, improve retention and enhance the 

quality of learning and teaching in higher education. Despite students being primary stakeholders for LA, 

there has been a distinct lack of student perspectives in LA decision-making across the sector and limited 

studies that empower students to contribute to the discussion (i.e., Bodily & Verbert, 2017; de Quincey et 

al., 2019; Prieto-Alvarez et al., 2018; Schumacher & Ifenthaler, 2018; Teasley & Whitmer, n.d.; Wook et 

al., 2016). However, most of these studies are small with limited student numbers. The notable exception 

is a mixed methods study undertaken by Arnold and Sclater (2017), who compared the views of students 

in relation to LA applications and privacy across two institutions in the United Kingdom and the United 

States of America. Other work has been either from the perspective of academics or it has been theoretical. 

 

Australian researchers have reported that students lack awareness of what constitutes LA and have a limited 

understanding of the range of data currently collected by universities, who has access to it and the purposes 

for which the data is used (Fisher et al., 2014). Despite this lack of awareness, the limited work which 

directly seeks students’ views suggests that when provided with additional information, students generally 

express positive attitudes towards LA and can see the benefits and potential impact on their learning and 

experience (Arnold & Sclater, 2017; Brooker et al., 2017; Ifenthaler & Schumacher, 2016; Roberts, Howell, 

et al., 2016; Schumacher & Ifenthaler, 2018). Other positive aspects referenced in the literature from the 

student perspective include opportunities to increase the personalisation of the learning experience and the 

potential for improvements in student engagement, motivation and connection to academic content. 

Students have also indicated the potential for LA to support academics to understand them better and enable 

teachers to provide support or extension activities to students as required. Furthermore, they consider 

opportunities to connect with other students and improve the curriculum as important positives of LA 

(Brooker et al., 2017; Ifenthaler & Schumacher, 2016; Roberts, Howell, et al., 2016; Schumacher & 

Ifenthaler, 2018). 

 

Additionally, students see value in the capacity of LA to enable them to compare their progress to that of 

others (Atif et al., 2015; Corrin & de Barba, 2014; Reimers & Neovesky, 2015). However, evidence also 
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suggests that students are concerned by the culture of competition over collaboration that would result from 

comparison data and highlighted apprehension regarding the potential impacts on student confidence and 

emotional well-being (Chen et al., 2018; Roberts, Howell, et al., 2016). Other negative perspectives 

expressed by students included the possibility that access to progress data may have the consequence of 

disengaging learners who have fallen behind and may also extend to those who are not achieving to a high 

standard despite significant effort (Jivet et al., 2017; Roberts, Chang, et al., 2016). Frequently, students 

identified a concern that LA would remove their anonymity and freedom to negotiate the learning 

environment as they choose (Beattie et al., 2014; Roberts, Howell et al., 2016) and ultimately impact upon 

their privacy (Hoel & Chen, 2016). 

 

A deeper exploration of student privacy concerns suggests that despite being reasonably comfortable with 

sharing information related to their learning and engagement inside university systems, students are 

reluctant to share personal information, online behaviour, physical location and social media engagement 

outside of the learning environment (Ifenthaler & Schumacher, 2016). Importantly, students want the 

opportunity to opt in and out of sharing information and accessing dashboards, as noted by Roberts. Howell, 

et al. (2016). These conservative views on data sharing will no doubt limit the predictive and personalisation 

capabilities of analytics systems (Ifenthaler & Schumacher, 2016; Ifenthaler & Widanapathirana, 2014). 

However, several authors have hypothesised that by developing dashboards and raising student awareness, 

students will see the benefits of data sources to their learning and therefore be more willing to disclose a 

richer array of data sources (Ifenthaler & Schumacher, 2016; Scholes, 2016; Slade & Prinsloo, 2013). 

 

A theme that is gaining traction and often discussed in the theoretical literature, alongside privacy, which 

leads directly to the issue of informed consent, is the strong desire from students for increased transparency 

in relation to the range of data collected and its use by universities (Slade & Tait, 2019). Currently, 

universities collect a range of data about students, their learning and engagement within the online and on-

campus environment. In most cases, consent for the collection of this information is provided at enrolment, 

where the range of data being collected and the purposes for which it may be used are not necessarily made 

clear to students (Lawson et al., 2016; Slade & Tait, 2019). Lawson et al. (2016) have advocated for 

institutions to be clear about the purposes for which consent is provided and how data will be used. Pardo 

and Siemens (2014) have suggested that in addition to the principles of autonomy, beneficence, non-

maleficence and distributive justice (Prinsloo & Slade, 2014; Slade & Prinsloo, 2013), it is important for 

institutions to consider the values of fostering trust, transparency and accountability. 

 

To achieve these values, a focus on transparency must be built and applied at every stage of LA decision-

making, data collection and use. Working with students provides opportunities for institutions to develop 

and supplement strong policies (Greller & Drachsler, 2012) for LA decision-making (Slade & Prisloo, 

2013) with the creation of analytics approaches that recognise students’ concerns and provide maximum 

opportunities for students to deepen their understanding. In addition, it is important to note that longitudinal 

changes in student attitudes remain unexplored, and variations between disciplines or demographics are not 

fully understood (Marzouk et al., 2016; Roberts, Howell, et al., 2016). If we are to work with students and 

take their views on board, it is vital that we explore and acknowledge student attitudes and understanding 

of the meaning of LA, the type of data collected and their concerns about its use (Prieto-Alvarez et al., 

2018). Dollinger and Lodge (2018) also emphasised this point in their paper about issues and barriers and 

the use of co-creation strategies to address them. Parkes et al. (2020) also highlighted the importance of 

involving students from the outset (collecting and sharing data together) so that education becomes a 

democratic process. Our study adds to the work of those indicated here by further determining student 

understanding and concerns regarding LA so these views may be taken on board by institutions, thus 

allowing LA outcomes to meaningfully inform both policy and practice (for all stakeholders). 

 

Methodology 
 

The study discussed here was designed to explore students’ perceptions in relation to LA and its key aims 

were twofold: firstly, to identify from the student perspective the data institutions can collect, leverage and 

provide to learners to support their university learning journey; and secondly, to identify the concerns 

learners have about their data and its use. Human research ethics approval was sought and received in late 

2017 from one primary institution, and subsequent approvals provided by all participating institutions in 

line with the National Health and Medical Research Council (2019) guidelines. 
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The research methodology was based on the approach trialled when exploring the IRU and MRUN 

academic staff understanding of LA (West, Luzeckyj, et al., 2018). It was a three-stage process involving 

conducting initial focus groups with students, developing and distributing a survey which was based on 

discussions in the first focus groups and conducting follow-up focus groups to delve more deeply into 

survey results. The survey across the institutional membership of each group comprised mainly Likert 

responses, except where questions were linked to the respondents’ demographics. In addition, open-ended 

questions inviting respondents to comment on their Likert responses were included. Survey responses were 

then scrutinised to identify questions requiring further exploration during the focus groups. This second set 

of focus groups was arranged with staff at the IRU institutions (in Australia) and explored areas where 

survey respondents indicated concerns or where there was broad agreement or disagreement across 

responses. The focus groups enabled us to delve more deeply into areas of interest or complexity identified 

in the survey results. Given this approach had been successful in our research with academic staff (West, 

Luzeckyj et al., 2018) and has been used and has been an accepted approach across sociology and other 

social sciences since the early 1990s (O'Brien, 1993; Wolff et al., 1993), we replicated it with students from 

six of the seven IRU institutions. 

 

The questions for the survey were developed based on a review of the literature regarding student 

perspectives in LA (West et al., 2020) and work undertaken in and findings from the previous academic-

focused study (West, Luzeckyj, et al., 2018; West, Tasir, et al., 2018) with further validation via the initial 

focus groups with students. Given most published work in this domain is theoretical in nature and very few 

studies had taken place with students when we initially embarked on our study in 2017 (with those that had 

taken place being almost entirely focus group–based and/or limited in scope), no survey instrument which 

existed at the time was deemed appropriate to repurpose. The initial set of focus groups was run with 

students in 2017 to help identify and shape the key questions for the survey. Fourteen students, who 

responded to a call for participants from four universities, participated in the first set of focus groups. The 

focus group participants were provided with a short introduction to LA and how data is collected in online 

systems. Participants were then asked about the type of data they thought institutions collected, what 

information the university can provide that could support them across their learning journey and the 

concerns they may have about the data collected and its use. These focus groups identified a high degree 

of similarity in the understanding and misconceptions surrounding LA, and from the areas identified and 

literature review, we developed the range of options provided in each survey question. However, to ensure 

clarity, the survey included brief information to contextualise the question. 

 

The first set of focus groups was run as a two-part exercise which utilised both individual identification of 

responses via the use of sticky-note responses and discussion enabling ongoing analysis within the group 

as it progressed. In the first exercise, students were asked questions about the information they would find 

helpful to improving their experience at university. A series of prompt questions designed to aid discussion 

and help group responses then followed. 

 

The second exercise followed a similar methodology. Students were asked to complete a specific task 

related to the data they believed universities collect about them and were provided with a series of questions 

designed to aid discussion and help with clustering responses and concurrent analysis within the group. The 

focus group discussion was recorded, transcribed and analysed using thematic analysis – a qualitative 

research method that explores data and enables themes to emerge (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). Braun 

and Clarke (2006) defined themes as important elements in the data and suggested themes demonstrate 

where “some level of patterned response or meaning within the data set” occurs (p. 82). 

 

As discussed above, the results from analysis of the initial focus group and the literature review were used 

to develop the survey. The survey questions were designed to identify both understanding and 

misunderstanding, and as such, it is important that we based our questions on the themes and concerns 

identified through our initial focus groups. We were very interested in any misconceptions students may 

have had so that the findings could provide guidance to improve institutional communication. The survey 

consisted of: 

 

• questions related to respondents’ demographic details to enable analysis across different student 

cohorts 

• 23 questions about what data students think universities collect about them 
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• 23 questions about their level of comfort (on a 5-point Likert scale, with very comfortable scoring 

5, and very uncomfortable scoring 1) concerning the use of the above data points to help support 

their learning  

• 14 questions related to how useful they thought types of data and reports would be to their learning 

experience recorded using a 3-point Likert scale (indicating positive, neutral, negative) 

• 10 questions related to how students felt about their data being used or handled in particular ways 

with responses being on 5-point Likert scale (very concerned scoring 5, and not at all concerned 

scoring 1 

• three questions about how they would like their information displayed consisting of “yes”, “no”, 

“not sure” responses 

• one question related to frequency of notification regarding policies and practice on student data 

collection and use 

• one open-ended question sought any other comments in relation to the ethics of digital data 

collection and use in higher education. 

 

The survey was hosted online using the Qualtrics software platform, with the invitation to participate 

distributed to all undergraduate and postgraduate on-shore coursework students in six of the seven IRU 

universities (approximately 158,000 students) via email in Semester 1 of 2018. There were 2,017 valid 

responses; and while we acknowledge this is a small number (1% of potential responses), we believe our 

data set is one of the largest available on student perceptions to date. The survey data were processed in 

SPSS version 25 and Microsoft Excel. The Findings section includes further detail regarding the application 

of analytical techniques to the various questions. 

 

Follow-up focus groups were held after survey analysis (in late 2018), to clarify the reasons behind results 

related to respondents’ understanding of key terminology and their level of comfort with key data types. 

All focus groups followed a set running sheet and explored each of the data types– [demographics] [location 

data] [social media group] [wireless network device usage] [mobile app services] [employment services 

data] [data to support you] – using these questions: 

 

• What is your understanding of the term [data type]? 

• What is it about [data type] that you think may cause students discomfort? 

• Would you be concerned if the university used your [data type] to: 

 Identify risk markers to assist with retention strategies 

 Create a profile to determine risk or advise particular services 

 Provide you with a dashboard that you could use to support your learning 

 Develop dashboards that academics/teaching staff could use to understand learning 

patterns. 

 

As data types vary considerably, we wanted to provide examples and explore these in relation to students’ 

comfort levels and the reasons for those. The following list provides key examples from the discussion: 

 

• Access to and use of the learning management system (LMS) Blackboard or Moodle) 

• Use of and access to university apps 

• Access to email 

• Physical location on campus 

• Information about downloads 

• Access to career advice services offered by the university 

• Access to assistance with curriculum vitae 

• Location on campus 

• Class attendance 

• Library use 

• Access to social media sites (e.g., Facebook) site set up by the lecturer or fellow students for a 

topic, unit or course 

• Access to social media sites set up by the Student Union or Student Association. 
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The second area explored further in the focus groups was associated with students’ levels of concern about 

the university accessing and using their data. The questions within this area were also designed to determine 

students’ knowledge of and comfort with data collection. These questions were linked to safety and security 

of data; allowing third parties to access data; using data to support students, improve teaching or trigger 

support or contact. 

 

The second set of focus groups were conducted at the end of 2018 at four IRU institutions and attracted 20 

students, who again responded to a call for participants. Two of us individually read and coded the 

transcripts, then analysed them using thematic analysis. 

 

Findings 
 

Given the first round of focus groups informed the development of the survey, we present only the results 

of the survey and the second round of focus groups. 

 

As shown in Table 1, gender was the only demographic variable not comparable in relative proportions to 

the student body at IRU member universities. The survey cohort included a notably higher proportion of 

female students than are in the general student population. 

 

Table 1 

Demographic distribution of respondents 

  % of respondents 

(N = 2,017) 

% IRU universities 

combineda 

(N = 158,000) 

Gender Male 28.7 40.3 

Female 70.4 59.7 

Other 1.0 - 

Origin Domestic 82.7 78.8 

International 17.3 21.2 

Level of study Undergraduate 76.0 77.6 

Postgraduate 24.0 22.4 

Study load Full-time 79.2 71.6 

Part-time 20.8 28.4 
a Based on the last available national data (Department of Education and Training, 2018) 

 

The survey data was analysed to identify potential differences in the responses based on gender, study status 

(full- or part-time; undergraduate or postgraduate; point in degree), domestic or international and mode of 

study. There were no differences in response patterns linked to any of the demographic variables, and 

patterns of responses were stable irrespective of institution. 

 

The first step in leveraging and providing data to learners from their point of view to support their university 

learning journey requires gaining an insight into student understanding of concepts and ideas related to the 

type of data universities collect. To gain these insights, survey participants were asked to indicate what data 

they thought the university collected about them from a list of 23 options (see Table 2). Table 2 presents 

the percentage of students who believed that the university collected each data type (where students were 

asked to indicate yes, no or don’t know). The respondents were clearly aware that data was being collected 

about them, particularly where it was directly relevant to their learning experience, for example, types of 

data associated with access to the LMS and associated systems. Interestingly, 82.3% of the respondents 

thought that their wireless network usage was recorded. Conversely, fewer than half of the respondents 

thought data related to their mobile phone (36.5%), social media (48.9%) or university mobile app usage 

was being collected. 
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Table 2 

Data respondents thought universities collected about them (N = 2,017) 

Type of data collected % of respondents 

Submission of assignments 98.8% 

Completion of quizzes 97.5% 

Use of text matching/originality software (e.g., Turnitin or SafeAssign or Urkund) 95.0% 

Grades from the subjects you have taken 95.0% 

When you accessed the LMS 94.6% 

Access to particular content in the LMS 92.6% 

Activity on discussion boards 91.2% 

Demographic information (e.g., age; gender; address) 90.1% 

Academic background (previous study, credit applications) 90.1% 

Looking at your grades for assignments and quizzes 88.4% 

Participation in online lectures, tutorials or web conferencing 85.4% 

How long you spend in the LMS 84.4% 

Accessing feedback from assignments 84.1% 

Access to library borrowing services 83.8% 

Wireless network device usage (e.g., university Wi-Fi, eduroam) 82.3% 

Access to lecture capture recordings 77.9% 

Use of video and audio learning materials 75.4% 

Use of academic skills services 74.8% 

Access to library support workshops and training 73.9% 

University mobile app usage 65.5% 

Access to employment services 62.9% 

University social media groups 48.9% 

Location data from your mobile phone 36.5% 

Note. Results are presented in descending order of frequency rather than in the order the questions were 

asked. 

 

As discussed, the survey included questions to determine respondents’ comfort level regarding the 

university’s use of various data sources to help support their learning experience. A summary variable, 

comfort level, was calculated as the mean score of the responses. As indicated in Table 3, respondents 

reported feeling more comfortable with items directly associated with their learning experience. The items 

attracting the lowest degrees of comfort were those not directly related to learning: location data from 

mobile phone (2.27/5), data about university social media groups (2.82/5) and university mobile app usage 

(3.06/5). 
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Table 3 

Respondents' levels of comfort with data usage (N = 2,017) 

Use of data  Comfort level (/5) 

Submission of assignments 4.25 

Completion of quizzes 4.18 

When you accessed the LMS  4.10 

Use of text matching/originality software (e.g., Turnitin or SafeAssign or 

Urkund) 4.08 

Access to particular content in the LMS  3.99 

Accessing feedback from assignments 3.98 

Looking at your grades for assignments and quizzes 3.96 

How long you spent in the LMS  3.95 

Activity on discussion boards 3.91 

Participation in online lectures, tutorials or web conferencing 3.88 

Access to lecture capture recordings 3.86 

Grades from the subjects you have taken 3.85 

Use of video and audio learning materials 3.84 

Access to library borrowing services 3.83 

Access to library support workshops and training 3.80 

Use of academic skills services 3.74 

Academic background (previous study, credit applications) 3.68 

Access to employment services 3.47 

Demographic information (e.g., age; gender; address) 3.47 

Wireless network device usage (e.g., university Wi-Fi, eduroam) 3.14 

University mobile app usage 3.06 

University social media groups 2.82 

Location data from your mobile phone 2.27 

Note. Results are presented in descending order of frequency rather than in the order the questions were 

asked. 

 

In order to determine students’ understanding of the benefits that can potentially arise from LA, the survey 

included questions asking respondents to indicate whether they thought various practices might be useful 

to their learning experience (see Table 4). Respondents considered practices primarily concerned with the 

provision of additional materials or services most positively and were less positive about the provision of 

information that compared them in some way with other students in the class. 
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Table 4 

 Degree of usefulness of specific practices (N = 2,017) 

Usefulness of practice in relation to learning experience % positive 

responses 

You are given information about additional materials (readings, resources) you 

might like to access based on an assessment you have coming up. 

96.3% 

You can see your progression through subject material. 96.2% 

You are given information about additional services at the university (e.g., 

academic writing support; library) you might like to access based on an 

assessment you have coming up. 

95.5% 

You are given information about additional materials (readings; resources) you 

might like to access based on any grade received on an assignment or quiz. 

94.3% 

You are given information about additional services at the university (e.g., 

academic writing support; library) that you might like to access based on any 

grade received on an assignment or quiz. 

93.5% 

You are given information about additional materials (readings, resources) you 

might like to access based on a LOW grade received on an assignment or quiz. 

91% 

You are given information about additional services at the university (e.g., 

academic writing support; library) that you might like to access based on a low 

grade received on an assignment or quiz. 

90.5% 

You are given a projection of your likely final grade. 86.2% 

You are given information that suggests that you will need to change your study 

behaviours in order to achieve a passing grade. 

83.9% 

You are given information that suggests that you will need to change your study 

behaviours in order to achieve a higher grade. 

81.6% 

You can see how much you are accessing the LMS. 80.5% 

You can see your grades compared to others in class.  71.9% 

How your access to the LMS compares to others in your class 61.1% 

Number of times you accessed the LMS compared to others in class. 61% 

Note. Results are presented in descending order of frequency rather than in the order the questions were 

asked. 

 

Survey participants were asked to indicate how concerned they felt about several statements related to their 

data (see Table 5). Almost all respondents (90.3%) indicated concern about third parties receiving their 

data. Much lower levels of concern (fewer than 50% of the respondents indicated concern) were reflected 

where options involved provision of support or linked to improvements in learning and teaching, as can be 

seen in Table 5. 

 

Table 5 

Level of concern with data management and use (N = 2,017) 

 % concerned responses 

Third parties receiving your data 90.3% 

Your data being kept safe and secure within the university 68.6% 

Your data being used to trigger support services to contact you 63% 

Your data being used to trigger academic staff to contact you 62.7% 

Your data being used by the university for research 54.2% 

Your data being used to provide support to you? 49.3% 

Your data being used by academics for research into learning and teaching 49% 

Your data being used by academics to improve their teaching 44% 

Your data being used by the university to improve services 42.2% 

Your data being used by the university to improve learning materials 41% 

Note. Results are presented in descending order of frequency rather than in the order the questions were 

asked. 

 

Questions regarding the display of LA information were also included (see Table 6). Most respondents 

(77.2%) indicated they did not want a compulsory dashboard to display their information. Rather, they 

preferred to either opt out of the dashboard (62.1% agree) or turn it on and off. Overall, 79.3% of the 

participants were clear they wanted a choice. 
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Table 6 

Data display preferences (N = 2,017) 

How would you like to have your information displayed? Yes No 

In a compulsory dashboard 22.8% 77.2% 

In a dashboard with the ability to opt out 62.1% 37.9% 

In a dashboard you turn on or off 79.3% 20.7% 

 

As discussed in the Literature review section, the literature increasingly suggests students want greater 

transparency regarding their provision of informed consent (Lawson et al., 2016; Pardo & Siemens, 2014; 

Slade & Tait, 2019). To explore students’ attitudes further, the survey included questions about when 

students would prefer notification regarding the university’s data policies and procedures. As can be seen 

in Table 7, more than 60% of the respondents preferred to be notified either annually or at the 

commencement of each semester. 

 

Table 7 

Preferred timing of notification of university data policies and procedures (N = 2,017) 

Timing of notification % of responses 

When you first enrol at the university 23.05% 

At the beginning of each academic year 31.23% 

At the beginning of each semester 32.37% 

When you enrol in each subject 13.34% 

 

Students clearly wished to be asked for their consent to access data more often than on enrolment.  

 

In order to contextualise students’ concerns, it was important to gain greater insight into student 

understanding of those terms that attracted a lower comfort level. As outlined in the Methodology section. 

the focus groups provided this opportunity. Students were asked to discuss demographic data, location data, 

use of social media, wireless network device usage, use of mobile app services, employment services data 

and their concerns about them. 

 

Participants’ comments reflected a good understanding of the term demographic data. The following 

response is indicative of the types of answers students gave: “composition of people, about their age, 

nationality, distribution; about the lifestyle” (Focus Group 3). Respondents were concerned they may be 

placed into categories they did not necessarily identify with or that stereotyping, profiling or segregating 

may occur using their demographic data. The following statement from a Focus Group 1 participant reflects 

these sentiments: 

 

My response to anyone asking me for information is something like, “Why do you want to 

know?”, so in that case I think it’s likely that students are asking you not to value their gender 

in terms of how good they do at study or what kind of resources you think they need. So, if 

they don’t want their emphasis to be on gender, they’re asking you not to focus on it either. 

 

The response above suggests gender was not relevant to student learning and the respondent did not see 

why it is collected in relation to LA. They are also clearly positioning themselves as wanting to know why 

we are asking the questions we ask. Several participants held a similar position, requiring confirmation of 

the relevance of the data institutions were collecting. The kinds of data they questioned included students’ 

location and their use of social media, wireless network device and mobile apps. 

 

Participants were interested in ascertaining why universities might want to know where they were located, 

what they were doing with the location data and how it could be useful to institutions. The following Focus 

Group 2 participant cogently articulated these ideas when they said, “I would question why you would want 

that data and why does it matter and why is that being tracked? And you just start to feel a bit like [you are] 

being watched a bit.” Although less clearly conveyed, other students reflected similar concerns. 

 

In the survey, participants indicated they were more comfortable about the institution “tracking” them when 

they were using the LMS, if they were on campus or if it meant the data was used to improve services. 

However, the focus group participants clearly wanted to know how data was used and why, as outlined by 

this participant: 



Australasian Journal of Educational Technology, 2020, 36(6).  

 

 
82 

If we spend most of the time in the library are the university going to do more services for us 

in the library or for example student learning centre to enhance the service or to get more 

students involved with the services, is that the purpose? (Focus Group 1) 

 

AFocus Group 4 participant tried to unpack why the university might want to use location data but reflected 

concern about how data might be used, saying: 

 

It would probably help with the whole online learning thing, to see how many students are 

staying home. As well as that it’s like they already have your home address, so I don’t think 

I’d worry about that aspect. But it’d be going to friends’ houses and stuff where it’d be like 

probably not that in-depth. So, I’m not sure how in-depth this would be. But just home and 

uni., I wouldn’t really have second thoughts about it. 

 

Another participant from the same group (Focus Group 4) indicated they felt the university accessing 

location data was “creepy”, while another, from Focus Group 2, said it was “like big brother is watching 

me. So, it starts to feel like that”. These quotes from the focus groups all indicate similar student concerns 

regarding the data institutions collect. 

 

While some students were comfortable with teaching staff using social media for in-class purposes, other 

participants were more adamant about wanting social media to remain private. However, it is not clear 

whether social media or social media data was under discussion. The following response reflects these 

points: 

 

My view of social media is, again, for being social. So, in the context of social well-being, I 

don’t think that the lecturers or the facilitators would need to see what I share with my close 

group of friends or the circle. (Focus Group 3) 

 

Although the response was not clearly articulated, this participant appeared to draw a line between personal 

and professional boundaries – another theme which prevailed across responses to many questions. When 

asked about wireless network device usage and the use of mobile apps, participants also drew a line between 

what was collected and whether it related to their studies (professional) or personal life. Participants also 

discussed wanting to be able to opt in or out when data was collected. The suggestion that students should 

be able to do this as well as have a say in the type of data that is shared was another common response 

across numerous data types. 

 

Although there were no questions explicitly linked to articulating the benefits of LA included in the focus 

groups, responses clearly indicated a need for benefits to outweigh concerns. This point was specifically 

raised regarding the collection and use of location data and data related to the use of university employment 

or careers services. When discussing location data, participants felt the benefits they might receive as a 

result of the university keeping track of places they visited might help improve services. In the case of 

employment services, participants wanted the services provided to add value, as reflected by the following 

selected comment: 

 

I wouldn’t see it as a problem because it can be a value-added service in providing 

information to the students and bridging that gap between the university and the workforce. 

So, if university staff know what the students are more interested into or what job is most in 

at the moment, what is being discussed or most searched for, it can also help to improve the 

services in campus, such as providing career counsellor for that particular field. (Focus Group 

4) 

 

But as reflected by another Focus Group 4 participant, their comfort level depended on what data was 

accessed and how personal it was. The second participant said, “I think if it had something to do with 

Centrelink, I think people could get discomfort about that sort of thing”. 

 

The focus group participants reflected quite discerning and considered understandings of the terms being 

used and the data collected. They were clear about their comfort levels regarding university access to data 

and how it was accessed. They desired to opt in and out as they wished; were concerned about the security 
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of their data and the relevance of data collected to their study; and were not comfortable being monitored, 

tracked or profiled. 

 

The second set of focus group questions were designed to gain greater insight into participants’ specific 

concerns regarding universities’ use of their data. The questions were intended to provide more in-depth 

insights into participant concerns about data being used to support them, for example, the development of 

staff-facing and student-facing dashboards as well as students being contacted by the institution. When 

discussing support triggers, we asked participants who they felt might be most appropriate to contact them 

(their teachers, professional staff or students in roles such as mentors). 

 

Focus group responses to both sets of questions were similar. Participants required clarity around the 

intentions and purposes behind the collection of their data. They suggested the terms used were vague, as 

indicated by this Focu Group 1 response, “I think the phrase ‘support you’ is similar to say in your options 

here things like improve services and provide support, those are exceptionally vague phrases. I won’t 

submit to something if I don’t know what it is.” The response is representative of what others also said. 

 

When asked their thoughts about a dashboard available to academics, most students thought it a good idea 

and believed staff already access information about them, as stated by a Focus Group 4 participant, “Isn’t 

there already something like that in [the LMS], in the student support section? So, there was like a little 

student activity section where it has a graph and it has if you’ve attended a tutorial or something?” 

 

However, when it came to triggering support for students, participants’ concerns resurfaced, this time 

regarding the kind of information under discussion and the type of support being triggered. The following 

response from Focus Group 2 was similar to what others stated: 

 

The thing is, when you’re talking about support, I think it is imperative for a student to know 

what support might [be being referred to] … Is it my mental health, is that what the data is 

being collected for, is it my physical health, is it my learning environment, is it more social 

circle? 

 

Participants were far more comfortable about being contacted about their learning than other issues (such 

as health or well-being) and preferred the contact to come from academic staff they knew. They were less 

happy about receiving generic emails or having peers contact them. 

 

Questions regarding concerns about the use of data to develop dashboards that they might use or that staff 

might use to understand learning patterns were also included. Participants were generally favourable of the 

idea of seeing a student-facing dashboard, as indicated by the following statement: 

 

And I think that's really important, like if you're trying to support yourself that's probably the 

best thing ever, that's a really good idea, the dashboard thing. Because some people like they 

got an HD [high distinction] and when they see okay, I'm lacking and I need a HD, that 

provides a theoretical data, which I could improve on and it could help me get a HD. Why 

not, why not use it? (Focus Group 2) 

 

However, as indicated by the following comment from Focus Group 1, some students were less interested 

in knowing how they are faring, “I don’t really want to know the average of my GPA”. Another participant 

in the same group had a different response, stating: 

 

Partially, I want to know what the average GPA is in my degree. Because that will give me 

an idea of if I’m above average or on average or below average. But that’s it. An average 

across the degree. 

 

These comments, which were selected because they best conveyed the spirit of the focus group responses, 

clearly support the student survey responses regarding wanting options to turn access to data on dashboards 

on or off. 
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Discussion 
 

The study aim discussed here considers student perspectives regarding how universities access and use their 

data. The literature review revealed areas of interest identified in other studies, which our findings 

predominantly confirmed. The main difference between these earlier studies and this study is the size and 

breadth of the data set. The literature reported studies which were mostly smaller and/or located within one 

institution; in comparison, our study collected data across six institutions, resulting in 2,017 responses. 

 

Several key themes emerged across our results including concerns about transparency, personal relevance 

and personal-professional identity. Transparency was inherently connected to informed consent, a critical 

issue influencing students’ comfort levels. The literature has discussed students’ lack of awareness 

regarding what constitutes LA, the data universities collect about them, who has access to it and how it is 

used, suggesting a lack of transparency by institutions when collecting, analysing and using data (Bodily 

& Verbert, 2017; Dollinger & Lodge, 2018; Schumacher & Ifenthaler, 2018). Our findings supported this 

connection with transparency additionally linked to informed consent. The participants in our study 

indicated comfort with data being collected about them, provided their permission was sought at least once 

per year and they were given clear information regarding who would use their data and how it would be 

used. 

 

However, their comfort level depended on what specific data was used, for what purpose and by whom. In 

essence, students wanted these details before they provided any consent and were more comfortable when 

they could see the relevance, valued the purpose of the data analysis and understood who specifically would 

be using it. 

 

Another theme that emerged related to personal relevance of applications of LA; for example, when data 

was used to support something, or linked to a service they valued and/or their personal values. Some 

literature has indicated students were comfortable with the use of dashboards that supported them to track 

progress and/or allowed them to be compared with others in their cohort (Atif et al., 2015; Corrin & de 

Barba, 2014; Reimers & Neovesky, 2015). However, other research has indicated students are concerned 

these resources might encourage competition and lead to students experiencing a lack of confidence and/or 

reduced emotional well-being (Chen et al., 2018; Roberts, Howell, et al., 2016). Participants in this study 

had mixed views about this issue although results did not appear to relate to any particular demographic, 

suggesting it may be a personal perspective or preference or connected to the students’ own value base. 

The mixed response also suggests the need for system designs that enable students to choose whether they 

would like to view these dashboards. 

 

The idea of relevance also connects to personal-professional boundaries. Participants in this study regarded 

professional boundaries in relation to their role as a student and our business as educators. Therefore, the 

data collected and utilised needed a clear link to their education studies rather than their personal lives. The 

respondents were hesitant about any data collection they perceived was not related to learning or teaching 

matters, a point also reflected in the literature (Brooker et al., 2017; Ifenthaler & Schumacher, 2016; 

Roberts, Howell, et al., 2016; Schumacher & Ifenthaler, 2018). Students raised concerns about the 

collection of data related to their demographics, mobile data, use of social media, mobile apps or other data 

they regarded as linked to their personal lives or the applications they accessed for personal use (or non-

study purposes). Some students were more comfortable about the collection of this data if they were 

specifically informed about its intended use, especially if it might help them in their learning, to improve 

their engagement with the institution or to improve teaching. Although, as in similar concerns raised in 

theoretical papers (Lawson et al., 2016; Prinsloo & Slade, 2014; Slade & Prinsloo, 2013), many remained 

concerned about the potential use of data to categorise them or infringe on their privacy or autonomy. 

 

However, the use of various devices, apps and social media increasingly blurs personal and professional 

boundaries. Many universities strongly encourage a policy of bring your own device; so, those devices gain 

use for both professional and personal applications and data collected from them would indiscriminately 

include both areas. Similarly, the use of social media apps such as Facebook for learning and teaching blurs 

boundaries regarding data collection. Further, participants regarded the university’s collection and use of 

data from personal devices to gain insights regarding numbers at a public event (e.g., orientation week) as 

more acceptable than data regarding use of public transport, which students perceived as more personal. 
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These practices which many considered crossed a personal line, and some saw as “creepy”, may be 

connected to “tracking”. 

 

With these points in mind, institutions must remain cautious and adhere to core business regarding 

education and data collection from systems and devices, ensuring these sit appropriately within the 

institution (e.g., eduroam, computers, the LMS). These boundaries pose some critical challenges as the 

sector tries to leverage the benefits of data to better support personalised learning and use more nuanced 

approaches to at-risk students. Additionally, access to student data may be limited and although universities 

believe we can achieve better modelling and potentially a better outcome for students with the additional 

data, a line needs to be drawn. As a sector and as academics, we need to consider whose purpose we are 

trying to achieve (the student’s or the university’s) and do the potential benefits outweigh the risks and the 

intrusiveness of using the data? 

 

The study has several limitations. Despite the size of the sample, it is small in relation to the population 

(1%). It is, however, largely representative in terms of the demographic characteristics of the population, 

and analysis undertaken did not find any significant differences in responses between samples from the six 

institutions or the demographic characteristics. Additionally, the number of students participating in the 

focus groups was small due to timing in relation to the academic year. A replication of this study in other 

institutions would be beneficial to validate the findings. 

 

Conclusions 
 

This study provides important insights into the perceptions of students about their understanding of the data 

institutions might collect, leverage and provide to learners to support their university learning journey; and 

secondly, to identify the concerns learners have about their data and its use. These insights should be used 

to inform how universities proceed in supporting students and guide explorations regarding appropriate and 

ethical ways forward. Therefore, universities should give considerable thought to the data used, how it is 

used and under what circumstances or with what parameters. 

 

Both the literature and this study provide evidence that as a sector, we need to take a far more nuanced 

approach to the use of student data, the information provided to them and the control they have over these 

elements. Transparency is critical. Clear communication with students on a regular basis about the data 

being collected but, also, why it is being collected and how it is going to be used are essential, as they are 

central to ensuring students are given the information they need to provide informed consent. Universities 

must consider the personal-professional line from the student perspective, ensuring that it is respected as 

universities progress the LA journey. It is imperative that LA practitioners and institutional policy makers 

work alongside and with students, rather than use them and the data collected from and about them as 

objects of research. Aligned with gathering students’ perspectives and respecting those perspectives is a 

requirement to continue engaging with our students via a range of avenues to explore the benefits and 

challenges of LA while ensuring an ethical and acceptable way forward. 
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