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ABSTRACT 

Academic libraries are participating in the collection and analysis of student data. Under 
the umbrella of learning analytics, these practices are directed toward developing an 
understanding of how libraries contribute to student learning, the educational experience, and 
efficient operations of academic institutions. Learning analytics, however, is loaded with ethical 
issues, which are complicated by privacy-related values espoused by library practitioners. This 
work-in-progress paper discusses emerging findings from a survey of academic library 
practitioners. The survey identifies what ethical issues practitioners associate with leaning 
analytics and the degree to which they are prepared to address such issues. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Data mining practices in higher education are now more than ever the norm and less the 
exception. Institutions are attempting to collect, analyze, and report “data about learners and 
their contexts, for purposes of understanding and optimizing learning and the environments in 
which it occurs” (Siemens, 2012, p. 4). These efforts are characterized as learning analytics 
practices. Institutions have used learning analytics to, inter alia, improve their admission yields, 
strategize to increase retention rates, personalize advising, predict student performance in 
courses, nudge students to just-in-time resources, and generally attempt to run highly 
bureaucratic and resource-
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intensive institutions more effectively and efficiently (Damgaard & Nielsen, 2018; Essa & Ayad, 
2012; Freitas et al., 2015; Jones, 2019a; Lane & Finsel, 2014; Lodge et al., 2018; Parry, 2011). 
While analyzing student data is nothing new for higher education, the granularity and sensitivity 
of these data increase as students became reliant on information technology infrastructures, 
applications, and devices to pursue higher education. Data about students’ personal and academic 
behaviors and their academic performance may prove useful, but related data access, 
management, and use practices carry significant ethical burdens. 

Learning analytics faces two notable challenges. First, researchers and practitioners alike 
face methodological questions. Chief among their concerns is determining whether or not 
learning analytics are efficacious and under what conditions; initial systematic reviews indicate 
weak results (Viberg et al., 2018). Second, the ethical conundrums facing learning analytics must 
be systematically and transparently addressed. Surveillance capitalism has raised serious 
concerns in broader society regarding data use and personal manipulation because of big data 
practices (West, 2017; Zuboff, 2015). If higher education continues to pursue learning analytics, 
then it must be willing—and fully able—to address concerns contextualized to education 
(Hartman-Caverly, 2019; Kumar et al., 2019).  

The ethics of learning analytics are nothing but complicated, connecting various nodes,  
including privacy, autonomy and free will, intellectual property, justice and fairness, and 
democratic participation. These issues take on different considerations where academic libraries 
are concerned (Jones & Salo, 2018; Oakleaf, 2018). The values of the librarianship reject 
surveillance practices that potentially limit intellectual exploration and free speech, which are 
crucial parts of a higher education experience. If libraries are to uphold these values while using 
learning analytics, there may be a significant need for upskilling to meet these ethical challenges. 
This work-in-progress (WIP) paper describes a research and professional development project to 
improve ethical understanding of learning analytics. 

To begin, we discuss academic library learning analytics and briefly outline existing 
ethical issues. Next, we describe our research questions and survey methodology. We end with 
an overview of emerging results from our project. The concluding remarks address both 
practitioner needs and how library and information science (LIS) students could be better 
educated to address the ethical challenges brought about by learning analytics. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Ethical issues for academic library practitioners. 

Emerging library learning analytics literature suggests the ethical issues are especially 
wicked for library professionals, who espouse and staunchly defend privacy and intellectual 
freedom. Part of the challenge stems from a recognized privacy literacy gap. Participants at the 
“Library Values & Privacy in our National Digital Strategies” workshop stated: 

[C]oncern that library staff, professionals, and administrators all fell short in terms of
receiving proper training and education around issues of patron privacy. Literacy gaps
persist on issues of privacy law, new technological threats, possible technical solutions,
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and standard privacy best practices all threaten to limit the ability to sufficiently protect 
patron privacy. (Zimmer & Tijerina, 2018, p. 8)  

Briney’s (2019) review substantiates these comments. Her analysis of 54 library analytics 
articles “found many examples of inadequate data management practices, including extended 
data retention, a broad scope of data collection, insufficient anonymization, lack of informed 
consent, and sharing of patron-identified data” (Briney, 2019, p. 27). 

A lack of methodological training. 

With learning analytics, practitioners may lack ability to navigate ethically sticky 
methodological concerns. Citing Park (2004) and Dilevko (2007), Jones (2019b) argues that part 
of the ethics problem is that most LIS students receive little research methods training and are 
likely to be “under-skilled and unprepared to lead quantitatively rigorous learning analytics 
projects” (p. 421). Likewise, Robertshaw and Asher’s (2019) meta-analysis of library learning 
analytics reported that, even though a statistically significant value is often found between library 
use or instruction and student GPA, “there is either no, or a very small, effect” (p. 90). So, while 
a correlation exists, the size of the correlation is minimal and practitioners overstate their claims.  

Current library learning analytics training initiatives. 

To date, we have not identified research projects or professional development initiatives 
with the primary aim to educate practitioners about library learning analytics ethics. However, 
there are initiatives that have sought to raise professional consciousness about these concerns. 
For instance, the aforementioned “Library Values & Privacy in our National Digital Strategies” 
workshop included targeted conversations about library learning analytics. The “National Web 
Privacy Forum: Achieving Privacy in the Age of Analytics” discussed data mining, analytics, 
and privacy; outcomes included a white paper (Young, Mannheimer, et al., 2019) and an action 
handbook (Young, Clark, et al., 2019). And, the “Library Integration in Institutional Learning 
Analytics” (Oakleaf, 2018) capacity-building project identified privacy as an “obstacle” for 
learning analytics about which practitioners need further education. 

METHODS 

Research project and questions. 

The research described herein is part of a multi-year, grant-funded research and 
professional development project on learning analytics and ethics. The planned outcomes of the 
project include a training program (online and face-to-face) as well as resources to enable others 
to offer similar training. The targeted populations academic library practitioners.  

To inform our professional development training program, we fielded a practitioner-
oriented survey. The survey is informed by the following research questions: 
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RQ.1: What ethical issues do practitioners perceive to be the most pressing for library 
learning analytics? 

RQ.2: Are practitioners prepared to handle research and data ethics issues associated with 
library learning analytics? 

Survey methodology. 

As this is a WIP paper, the methodology can only be partially described. To begin, we 
drafted the survey after conducting an informative scan of the literature, both related to learning 
analytics, generally, and library learning analytics, specifically. To validate the survey before 
distribution, we conducted cognitive interviewing (Willis & Artino, 2013) to determine the 
degree to which targeted subjects make sense of questions and themes as researchers intend and 
expect (Collins, 2003). We completed four cognitive interviews with academic library 
practitioners who fit within our sampling criteria. We ran interviews via Zoom, a web 
conferencing tool, recorded the audio for analysis and took notes using an interview protocol to 
elicit feedback from participants. Upon completion of the interviews, we modified the survey 
and began distribution using the Qualtrics system. The survey was determined to be exempt by 
our respective institution’s institutional review board. 

The survey was posted to a range of academic library practitioner listservs (e.g., 
assessment, library learning analytics, technology). To protect against bots taking the survey, 
which is a common issue with listserv distributions, a Captcha screener question was included 
along with other screeners to ensure the respondent was 1) not a bot and 2) met the sample 
requirements. Distribution began in early March 2020; data collection was ongoing at the time of 
this writing (mid-March 2020). We verified 93 respondents who had fully completed the survey. 
Data reported below include select descriptive statistics; open-ended responses have not yet been 
analyzed. 

EMERGING RESULTS 

Demographics. 

Institutional, professional, academic, and personal demographics indicate a fairly diverse 
respondent pool. Respondents primarily work at master’s (21%) and doctoral (67%) Carnegie 
classified institutions. Respondents are mostly faculty (61%). The professional experience of the 
respondents was mixed with the majority (30%) reporting 5-9 years of experience, with 10-14 
years of experience following (24%). A vast majority (90%) of respondents had a master’s 
degree, and 76 (93%) of those respondents reported a master’s degree in LIS; 15 respondents 
held an LIS doctoral degree. 63% identify as female and 23% as male. Only 5% of respondents 
indicated a non-binary gender identification. 

Knowledge of learning analytics, research ethics, data ethics. 
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The survey asked respondents to rate their knowledge of learning analytics, research 
ethics, and data ethics, respectively. Across all three measures, most respondents signaled they 
felt moderately knowledgeable. More respondents indicated a higher degree of knowledge 
(moderately knowledgeable, very knowledgeable) for research ethics (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1 
Self-reported knowledge of learning analytics, research ethics, and data ethics 

Self-reported knowledge can be over- or under-estimated so we attempted to establish a 
baseline against a standard definition. Participants defined learning analytics, research ethics, and 
data ethics and then asked them to rate the similarity between their definition and one we 
provided. Indicated similarity (very or somewhat similar) was more than 80% across all three 
definitions. 

Preparation to address ethical issues. 

Comparatively, there is a notable difference in ethics training for research, data, and 
learning analytics. Respondents indicated the sources of their research ethics training were 
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primarily a course they took while pursuing a degree or a training experience provided by their 
institution. The percentage of responses for both of these categories shrunk when examining 
ethics training for data and learning analytics (see Figure 2). Also notable is that 49% of 
respondents had not received any training for learning analytics ethics; only 6% reported 
receiving training in a course while pursuing a degree.  

Figure 2 
Sources of ethics training for research, data, and learning analytics 

We asked respondents if their research, data, or learning analytics ethics training had prepared 
them to address ethical issues associated with learning analytics. The data were consistent. A 
majority of respondents strongly or somewhat agreed their training—whatever the type—had 
prepared them to address learning analytics and related ethical issues (see Table 1); however, 
there was a slight uptick in the percentage of respondents who somewhat disagreed with the 
statement where data ethics and learning analytics ethics training were concerned. 

Table 1 
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Agreement that training prepared them to address ethical issues associated with learning 
analytics 

Even though respondents indicated their training has prepared them, they also want more 
training. 88% responded they somewhat or strongly agree they need learning opportunities to 
better understand ethical issues associated with learning analytics. Examining these responses by 
job classification (e.g., staff, faculty, and administration) and whether the respondent has an 
MLIS degree, we see no major differences except that 8% of administration respondents strongly 
disagree that they need more training. 

Ethical issues. 

The data confirm that ethical issues abound with learning analytics. 90% of respondents 
indicated they somewhat or strongly agreed learning analytics raises ethical issues. To probe 
what those issues may be, we presented respondents with 29 ethical and practical learning 
analytics issues identified in our literature search grouped by four themes: privacy, data ethics, 
data management, and trust. The top five ethical issues respondents identified as being very 
challenging for high education were: power imbalances (68%), algorithmic biases (64%), self-
fulfilling prophecies (59%), establishing new privacy norms (56%), and maintaining trusting 
relationships (54%) (see Figure 3 for all issues). 

Figure 3 
Indicating very challenging issues for higher education institutions 
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62% of respondents noted that they had encountered a data ethics issue as part of their job 
responsibilities. When asked specifically about learning analytics, nearly 42% of respondents 
indicated they had participated in a library learning analytics project; and among those 
respondents, about 40% said they encountered an ethical issue. 53% said they were able to 
address the issue in a way that partially or fully resolved it. We hypothesize the ability to address 
an ethics issues may be due to practical and ethical skills, but also due to institutional culture. To 
get at the latter, we asked respondents if they felt empowered to address learning analytics 
ethical issues, to which 53% of respondents indicated they strongly or somewhat agreed with the 
statement. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 
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Initial findings have helped to identify ethical issues practitioners should consider when 
pursuing library learning analytics (RQ.1) and may help prioritize which issues need more focus 
and resources. Findings also help fill in the knowledge gap regarding whether practitioners feel 
prepared to handle ethical issues associated with library learning analytics (RQ.2). While the 
data indicate that existing research and data ethics training have helped prepare them, they 
perceive the need for specific training for ethical issues that learning analytics presents. 

The motivation for this research was to inform the creation of a library practitioner 
professional development program. The findings support our initial claim that training is needed 
and that there are specific areas where our ethics training should focus. Nonetheless, respondents 
indicated the need for training may not be as pressing as we once believed given they perceived 
their previous ethics training as sufficient. Instead of composing the training as something 
separate and unique from research ethics, we will focus on particular areas where ethics training 
is unique to learning analytics and augment existing data and research ethics training. 

We also discovered a potential gap in LIS education. If it is the case—as it seems to be—
that students entering into academic librarianship need to be prepared for library learning 
analytics, then the type of ethics training they require needs rethinking. Beyond traditional 
research ethics training, students need to encounter ethical issues associated with information 
and data ethics courses, such as algorithmic bias and fairness. LIS programs should reconsider 
the learning outcomes and experiences associated with courses that address research methods, 
academic librarianship (including management), and information policy and ethics. 
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