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Introduction Methods
New data-driven approaches in learning analytics (LA) exploiting
artificial intelligence, data-mining, and emerging technologies have
rapidly expanded the collection and uses of learners’ data.
However, the consideration of potential harm and realities of ethical
implications has not kept pace, raising concerns about ethical and
privacy issues (Holstein & Doroudi, 2019; Prinsloo & Slade, 2018).
Although the theoretical discussion of the issues and side effects of
LA or using technologies such as AI has long existed, few studies
examine actual responses and on-the-ground concerns in the field
(Tsai et al., 2021).

This study contributes a socio-critical lens to urgent and emergent
questions of responsible LA lending mentor voices in the context of
an online mentorship program through which undergraduate
students mentored secondary school students. Furthermore, this
study explores power relationships, duty, and the dynamics and
complexities surrounding the agency of the involved parties and
individuals in the context of mentoring. Mentoring as an
educational and interactional context has been minimally examined
in the field of LA, yet has the potential to provide important insights
precisely due to the unique context and expectations of mentor–
mentee relationships, educational but often without the constraints
of learning standards or traditional assessments.

Study Purpose
The purpose of this study is to lend the voices of undergraduate
mentors to a growing critical conversation on fairness, equity, and
responsibility in LA. This empirical study reveals the complexities
and dynamics in LA practice resulting from linkages between
such phenomena as self-awareness of data ethics and
understandings of privacy, perceptions of trust and risk, agency,
context, and culture.

While conducting a study on LA for learning design in a virtual
mentoring context to understand and support mentors confronted
with LA, we discovered an interesting phenomenon that five of six
participating mentors avoided disclosing to mentees that they had
viewed their LA data. Therefore, this current study was driven by
the initial research questions: How and why did mentors hide
from mentees that they had seen their LA data although they
were not asked to do so? And how did the LA report facilitate or
hinder creating an equitable, fair, and responsible environment in
online mentoring situations? More specifically, the study’s
purpose was to investigate mentor perceptions of LA and any
ethical tensions experienced based on the LA practices in a
virtual mentoring context.
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We reveal that the LA report’s existence itself posed ethical
tensions and dilemmas for the mentor–mentee relationship and
beyond. In addition, the formation of new categories and labels
through the LA report brought mentors new ways of perceiving
mentees, for instance as data-subjects. Mentor voices, aligning
with existing literature, add a new dimension to conceptual
mapping for building responsible LA, suggesting the importance
of considering possibilities of agency, transparency, and choice.
It is noteworthy that such divergence existed among a small
group of mentors working in the same context, suggesting even
greater divergence in a larger sample or across cultural
contexts.

Qualitative approaches are less prevalent than quantitative in
LA research, and this interpretative phenomenological study
adds thickness to our understanding of LA systems. While the
inherently small scale of IPA as a method poses limitations in
terms of generalizability, it offers thickly textured empirical
insights that provide direction for future research, which must
attend to diverse voices, including learners, teachers,
designers, institutions, and corporations. Additional future work
must examine the epistemological assumptions of LA systems
and users and extend a critical examination of teaching,
learning, and surveillance in an LA-inundated world.

Findings / Discussion and Implications

Study Context S Mentoring Program is an ongoing six-week online mentoring program that supports secondary school students
(mentees) through mentorship from undergraduate students (mentors). Mentors and mentees interact via a digital online learning
platform designed by a local team. Synchronous online sessions use a web-conferencing tool. The program provides a customized “LA
report” to the mentors containing assigned mentees’ visualized data such as word networks, graphs, and charts based on data
collected during asynchronous and synchronous activity from the prior weeks. Specifically, mentee clickstream data, postings, and
video stream data are collected from asynchronous activity, and transcripts of talk during online mentoring sessions are created from
the audio of synchronous sessions. Each report includes both individual mentee data and some summarized data for comparative
context. Data for this specific study were collected through three rounds of semi-structured interviews with four mentors who
mentioned hiding the fact that they had seen mentee data.

Data Analysis The study was conducted in three phases. Phase 1 developed initial descriptions of the data, attending closely to
participant worlds with the goal of getting as “close” to their view as possible (Larkin et al., 2006). Transcripts were coded descriptively
with attention to remarks that could be relevant to the initial research questions. The authors worked together to create a coherent,
third-person initial interpretative description of the phenomenon. Phase 2 positioned the initial description from Phase 1 in a broader
social, cultural, and theoretical context to provide critical and conceptual analysis. Through Phase 2, the authors developed a more
overtly interpretative description, engaging with the conceptual frameworks. Phase3 entailed confirmation and consolidation of themes.

Analysis suggests that mentors’ LA use and reflection
on ethical concerns were shaped by: 1) their
perceptions of the affordances and constraints of LA, 2)
their understanding of the scope and boundaries of LA,
3) ethical tensions and dilemmas in the LA system, 4)
paradoxical demands of mentors, and 5) what
constitutes “fairness,” “equity,” and “responsibility” in LA.

Design recommendations for responsible LA systems
(Figure ►), synthesized from mentors and extant
literature, provide guidelines for responsible instructors,
responsible students, and responsible institutions.

The frameworks of Slade and
Prinsloo (2013), Hacking (1982,
1986), and Levinas (1989) were
used to understand the moral
hardship the mentors expressed
and to map the ethical
reasoning, paradoxes of LA, and
its implications. Mentor voices
are synthesized to propose a
design guidance for a
responsible LA system.

Ethical Relationality in Mentoring and Beyond Questions of ethics and responsibility in educational contexts centrally concern how
the relations between parties can co-exist as relations that support human learning and development while also entailing an inherent
imbalance of power be it teacher/student, mentor/mentee, parent/child, or between a learner/educator and an institution or the state.
Mentors found themselves both ethically responsible to and for their mentees as an Other with infinite potential, and simultaneously
expected to engage with their mentees through the lens of the LA reports that created portraits of mentees out of data, “quantified data
objects” (Prinsloo & Slade, 2016), or a form of data-subjectivity, restricted in detail and limited in possibility (Hacking, 1982). The
paternalistic nature of collecting learning activity data, the asymmetrical power relationship between mentor and mentee based not only
on the educational position but also on age and university status, and the importance of constructing mutual trust in mentorship all
increase the importance of caring for intersubjective individual agency (Levinas, 1989; Prinsloo & Slade, 2016).

Concerning the Learner as a Data-subject The formation of new categories and labels through the LA report created new ways of
conceiving mentees (Hacking, 1982). The usage of the report not only exacerbated ethical issues but also caused the formation of
preconceptions. Data collected to compose the report and mentors’ attempts to connect the data to the mentees’ background
information inadvertently amplified the inherent vulnerability of some mentees. Beyond issues of surveillance, there is a danger that
learners will become no more than data-subjects. The techno-optimism (Danaher, 2022) of LA in support of responsive instruction
faces real challenges when considered from a critical perspective, noting the increased vulnerabilities of those already vulnerable to
being surveilled or produced as subjects with limited educational opportunities.

Considering the Possibilities of Agency, Transparency, and Choice Mentors, aligning with existing literature, insisted that the host
organizations should provide explicit commitments to transparency regarding “what data is collected, for what purposes, with whom the
data may be shared, (and under what conditions)”. Lack of clear host organization expectations was one of the reasons mentors cited
that they concealed their data access from mentees though they were not explicitly asked to do so. Implications suggest that an opt-
in/opt-out option is insufficient to provide transparency or agency. Consideration must include how the mentee’s perception of choice
may be shaped by social context and power imbalance. Anonymity in choice is one possibility but is likely not feasible when the
identifiable analytics collected are directly available to an educator in relation to an individual student. The Other - here the mentee - is
a more vulnerable participant (Slade & Prinsloo, 2013) because even when informed choices are provided, the choices themselves
cannot sit outside the existing social and educational context of power imbalance.
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