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EDITOR’S NOTE

Four forces are 
shaping our 
classrooms

Phil McRae
Editor
The Learning Team

E ducation systems around the 
world are now witnessing a  

variety of educational changes  
and improvements, numerous social and economic 
disruptions, and the onset of rapid technological  
advances that were unimaginable in the past.  
Within this tsunami of change, innovative teaching 
and learning practices that employ emerging tech-
nologies are sweeping into our Alberta schools and 
classrooms with the broader goal of transforming  
student learning.

While technologies present education systems with 
both significant opportunities and challenges, some 
of the most profound developments are related to four 
key forces: the standardization, personalization, priva-
tization and datafication of learning. 

Given the significance of these forces, Education 
International (EI), the Alberta Teachers’ Association 
(ATA) and the Canadian Teachers’ Federation (CTF) 
identified a need to explore the interdisciplinary re-
search underpinning technology-driven datafication 
and its effects on teaching and learning around  
the world. 

This edition of The Learning Team shares some 
highlights from this research and is part of a larger 
project entitled We the Educators (www.wetheedu-
cators.com), which brings the four key forces to life 
through short videos and animations in  
multiple languages. 

I encourage you to learn more about how these 
forces are reshaping our schools and classrooms. En-
gage in a rich public dialogue via wetheeducators.com 
and help bring a greater scrutiny to the relationship 
between the datafication of education systems and the 
(de)personalization, privatization and standardization 
of student learning. 

Through this research and beyond, Alberta teach-
ers will continue to advocate for the conditions of 
professional practice that are required to create teach-
ing and learning environments that advance the goal 
of a strong publicly funded public education system: to 
educate all children and youth well. 

Dr. Phil McRae is an executive staff officer with the 
Alberta Teachers’ Association and an adjunct professor 
in the faculty of education at the University of Alberta.

We The Educators

Personalization
The relationship should be between 
people rather than machines.

P ersonalization is the relationship between people that 
demands a deep understanding of changing needs, 

unique talents, passions and interests.
Personalized learning thus demands high-quality teach-

ing that is responsive to the many different ways children 
can become their best selves.

This means shaping teaching around the way different 
students learn, taking care to nurture the unique talents  
of every child. Teachers draw on a repertoire of strategies 
and techniques to tailor an education to meet the needs 
of every student, to create a great school that works for all. 
The teacher and the learner work together to keep  
the “person” in personalization.

Standardization
Standardization and standards are  
not the same thing.

“S tandardization” and “standards” are not the same thing. 
Simply put, standards are good; standardization isn’t.

Standards set a bar of expectations, and they are critical 
for a healthy society, for example, to ensure food safety or 
to regulate the quality of doctors and teachers.

We want high standards for our children. But standard-
ization is not the same as high standards. Having high 
standards doesn’t mean that we all reach them in the same way.

When a process is standardized, it can be repeated at 
a lower cost. Industrial manufacturing was built on these 
principles to reduce cost and standardize output. But stan-
dardization in education narrows learner choice, curricu-
lum, opportunity and value.

Standardization empowers a process. Standards empower 
and protect the learner.

Literature Review
We The Educators includes a literature review of the research that  
underpins technology-driven datafication and its effects on educa-
tion around the world. This review attempts to provide a balanced 
view of the interdisciplinary concepts under investigation in order  
to inform an analysis of the converging fields of educational  
technology and datafication. 

Links to the 28-page report are posted within  
each video at www.wetheeducators.com. 

KIM VANDERHELM
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We The Educators campaign aims to start conversations 
around standardization, personalization, privatization and 
the datafication of learning.

Privatization
Privatization relies upon standardization.

P rivatization transfers an industry or service from public 
to private interest.

Proponents of privatization believe competition in the 
private sector fosters more efficient practices, leading to 
better service and products, lower costs and less corruption.

However, critics of privatization argue that services such 
as health care, law enforcement or education should be in 
the public sector to ensure greater control and equitable 
access by society. It’s hard to imagine an excellent educa-
tion system or public sector without equity, and yet deci-
sions about the public sector, including ownership, are too 
often made by those who do not use it.

To be profitable, privatization depends on standardiza-
tion to scale, reducing cost-prohibitive services and the 
ability to meet unique needs.

Campaign targets negative impacts of educational technology

We The Educators 
is a campaign that 
employs a series of 
videos and a literature 
review to stimulate 
dialogue around 
personalization, 
standardization, 
privatization and 
datafication within 
public education.

Cory Hare

A global campaign produced in partnership with the 
Alberta Teachers’ Association is aiming to start 

conversations to counteract the negative impacts of educa-
tional technology on public education.

Called We The Educators, the campaign includes a 
detailed literature review and five animated short films 
released in three languages. The campaign aims to raise 
awareness of four factors that influence the quality of pub-
lic education: personalization, standardization, privatiza-
tion and datafication.

“This is resisting the forces of privatization and stan-
dardization in education,” said Dr. Phil McRae, an As-
sociation staff officer and researcher who was involved in 
developing the campaign.

“We called it We The Educators to reclaim the term 
‘educator’ in a world where companies are suggesting that 
algorithms and software platforms become the teacher.”

The videos explain the importance of truly personal-
ized education for the success of every student, the differ-
ence between standards and standardization, the dangers 
of privatization in education and how datafication turns 
many aspects of our lives into computerized data that is 
converted into new forms of value.

“This is the first time globally we’ve ever segmented out 
these issues as a profession and tried to bring this to a pub-
lic conversation,” McRae said.

The hope is that these conversations will include par-
ents, teachers and policy makers.

“We’re not going to control this conversation,” McRae 
said. “We The Educators is a launch platform and once it 
goes out into the world, which it has, we want people to 
engage in this discourse.”

Launched at the Unite for Quality Education and Lead-
ership Conference on May 3, the campaign also involves 

Education International and the Canadian Teachers’ 
Federation. British technology innovator Graham Brown-
Martin produced the films.

“The processes of standardization, privatization and 
datafication have the potential to drastically narrow the 
curriculum while reducing learner choice, inclusion and 

teacher autonomy,” Brown-Martin wrote in a blog post pri-
or to the program’s launch. “Such a system can only deliver 
automatons at a time when we need the exact opposite.”

He explained that the films and literature review are be-
ing made public via a Creative Commons license as part of 
a deliberate strategy that runs counter to the industrializa-
tion of education.

“By releasing valuable resources into the creative com-
mons, We The Educators hopes to provide teachers, 
parents and policy makers with the ammunition for con-
versations and a greater understanding of what is at stake 
before we, as a society, do something that we might  
later regret.”

This article was originally published in the ATA News on  
May 16, 2017.

Online and social media

wetheeducators.com

The processes of standardization, privati-
zation and datafication have the potential 
to drastically narrow the curriculum while 
reducing learner choice, inclusion and 
teacher autonomy.

— Graham Brown-Martin

We The Educator includes resources 
that are available online and a  
social media campaign that is active 
on the following social media plat-
forms: Facebook, Instagram, Twitter,  

YouTube, Vimeo and Medium.

Datafication
Children and teachers are not data.

D atafication is a technological trend turning many  
aspects of our lives into computerized data using  

processes to transform organizations into data-driven  
enterprises by converting this information into new  
forms of value.

Social media, for example, datafies our friendships to 
market products and services to us and surveillance ser-
vices to agencies, which in turn changes our behaviour.

Standardization narrows the school curriculum and 
learner choice to match specific testing regimes.  
Datafication then narrows teachers autonomy to ensure 
the creation of “good data” based on these regimes.

But children and teachers aren’t data, so this won’t  
be in their best interests.
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Pasi Sahlberg

You know “big data” — petabytes of 
digital information, smart machines 

calculating with algorithms what’s likely 
to happen next. That’s how global finan-

cial markets are run today. Personalized advertisements 
pop up on your smartphone screen based on data from 
your web browsing history, or millions of others like you. 
Even in professional basketball, coaches set their game 
plans based on millions of data items caught by cameras 
and sensors about players’ behaviour on and off the court. 
The story goes that Google’s big data knows you better 
than you do.

It is also well known that big data is a good servant but a 
bad master. First of all, a fundamental purpose of big data 
is to have enough information and process it fast enough 
to predict what is likely to happen next. This is called pre-
dictive analytics and is the great promise of big data. This 
may be worthwhile in meteorology or a corporation’s stra-
tegic planning, but it certainly may lead to odd situations 
in health care or education if not handled sensibly. 

Second, when masses of data are collected in school 
by sensors, such as motion detectors, cameras and micro-
phones capturing every child’s facial expression, social 
interaction and gestures every day, all year round, decisions 
made by smart machines may lead to unethical experi-
mentation on students or even Orwellian surveillance of 
individuals’ privacy. 

Big data is also emerging through digital testing plat-
forms and adaptive learning analytics systems (digital 
tutors); as masses of student-testing data grow, so does the 
desire to harvest it for patterns. 

Finally, big data normally reveals only correlation be-
tween events, not causation. Correlation is important in 
understanding these relationships, but it doesn’t mean that 
one thing would cause the other.

There are high hopes among some that big data will 
eventually fix (and increase corporate profits from) educa-
tion systems. If you think, as I do, that the data science 
alone will not do that, then you may want to turn to some-
thing else. How about small data? It emerges from the no-
tion that in a world that is increasingly governed by binary 
digits and cold statistics, we need information that helps us 
to understand better those aspects of teaching and learn-
ing that are invisible or not easily measurable. 

Teachers know the importance of human observations, 
face-to-face conversations and critical reflections in mak-

ing sense of what goes on in classrooms. Standardized 
tests or opinion surveys may help to identify some general 
trends, but they are not able to reveal deeper secrets of 
pedagogy. Therefore, small data can be a good tool to find 
out what works best and why in schools.

Does this sound familiar? Indeed, small data has always 
been part of the process for experienced teachers, doctors, 
social workers and psychologists. It is not new, except the 
name. Danish management advisor Martin Lindstrom calls 
tiny clues that reveal big trends small data. In school, these 
small clues are often hidden in the complex fabric of val-
ues, behaviours and cultures that determine what teachers 
and students do in school. Understanding this complexity, 
in other words, being sensitive to weak signals and small 
data, must become a priority for improving education.

What does all this mean for teachers, you wonder? First, 
when teachers around the world are increasingly exposed 
to the promises of big data and are asked to work in “data 
teams” in their schools, they should remind the big data 
advocates of the importance of small data, not as an alter-
native but as a complement to evidence-based practice and 
good data in schools. To make small data an active part of 
teachers’ professional repertoire, it should be turned into 
concrete, productive actions and part of the culture of  
the school. 

Second, teachers could consider some of the following 
practices that include collecting and using small data in 
their work. 

1. Peer coaching for professional learning
Peer coaching is a confidential process through which 

small teams of teachers work together to reflect on their 
current teaching practices; refine, improve and develop 
new skills; learn from one another; teach together in class-
rooms; and take part in school improvement together. Peer 
coaching provides teachers with an environment in which 
it is safe to test new ideas and try new practices. Absence 
of fear and anxiety helps teachers also to see more clearly 

those tiny clues — or small data — in teaching that may 
lead to understanding something that can unlock further 
professional learning. Systematic attention to finding small 
data in interaction between teachers in school may there-
fore enrich the current cultures of collaborative practices 
in school. 

2. Use of authentic assessments in classrooms
Increasing reliance on external standardized assessments 

and algorithms to attempt to quantify what students have 
learned in school has weakened the role of classroom-
based, teacher-made assessments. In some parts of the 
world, teachers don’t need to study educational assessment 
and evaluation in university because their students are as-
sessed by external tests and/or individuals who are far away 
from the classroom environment. 

One productive use of small data is through authentic 
student assessments that utilize judgments made by both 
teachers and students. Student self-assessment, whether it 
is a portfolio or reflection, is a great way to allow students 
to explain and speak about their learning. Students’ nar-
ratives often include tiny clues — or small data — about 
their learning or your teaching that may uncover impor-
tant features about improving what you do in school.

3. Discover students’ beliefs about the topics  
you’re teaching

I taught mathematics in school for many years. I soon 
realized that there are many students who don’t like math-
ematics, let alone think it is interesting. Early on I learned 
that probably most of my students had their own ideas 
about mathematical concepts and phenomena. These be-
liefs are difficult to capture without helping students turn 
them into tangible representations like stories, drawings  
or conversations. 

Back then I systematically collected small data (although 
I didn’t call it that) to understand students’ beliefs about 
the mathematical world. Research showed me that stu-
dents’ conceptions of mathematics, however erroneous, are 
often very difficult to change. Data from standardized tests 
cannot inform a teacher about these important hidden 
cognitive forces. Therefore, it is small data that can help 
teachers understand why some students don’t learn as well 
as they could in school.

My main method of understanding what students were 
thinking was having them draw an image of a mathemati-
cian at work and write a description of the image they’d 
drawn. I remember one student drawing an aged man 
in old clothes and describing mathematicians as usually 
fat, unstylish males with no friends (except other math-
ematicians), no romantic relationships or social life, with 
wrinkles in their foreheads from thinking so hard and very 
short tempers. 

It is easy to see that anyone having such a vivid image 
probably wouldn’t be interested in mathematics or be ex-
cited about becoming a mathematician. 

So what can be concluded from all this? Small data can 
be a powerful idea and a response to increasing attempts 
to pursue data-driven policies and learning analytics in 
schools. But small data takes time.

In Alberta and in many other places, teachers at all 
grade levels spend a lot of time in classrooms on admin-
istration and bureaucracy, so when they are asked to do 
anything that is above and beyond what they already 
do, a common complaint is that there is no time. While 
teachers are masters of using small data and improving 
the quality of teaching, they need more time to work with 
their colleagues so they can worry less about whether their 
students will make the grade in the next high-stakes stan-
dardized test.

Pasi Sahlberg is the author of Finnish Lessons 2.0: What 
Can the World Learn from Educational Change in Fin-
land (2015) and FinnishED Leadership: Four Ideas to  
Improve Schools (2017).

This article was originally published in the summer 2017  
issue of the ATA Magazine.

Small data approach  
respects student individuality

Teachers know the importance of human 
observations, face-to-face conversations 
and critical reflections in making sense of 
what goes on in classrooms.
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