Vol. 2, Issue 1, Pp 63-94, Autumn 2023

Journal of University Studies

Homepage: http://www.jous.ir

Original Research Paper

Platformization and datafication of university; Challenges and

opportunities for higher education

Hosssein Hassani!

1 Assistant Professor, Communication Research Institute, RICAC, Tehran, Iran

ARTICLE INFO

ABSTRACT

Received: May. 8, 2023
Revised: Jul. 27, 2023
Accepted: Aug. 27,2023

KEYWORDS
higher education
platformization
datafication
systematic review

* Corresponding Author
< hassani@ricac.ac.ir
@ +98 21 88902213

How to Cite this article:
Hasani, H. (2023). Platformization
and datafication of university;
Challenges and opportunities for
higher education. Journal of
University Studies, 1(4), 63-94.
doi: 10.22035/jous.2024.5080.1050

URL:
https://www jous.ir/article_490.html

Copyright:

[OMOom

© The authors retain the copyright
and full publishing rights. This is
an open access article under the CC

BY 4.0 license.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

This article examines how the process of platformization has reshaped the
higher education sector. This process, which began just in the last decade,
has resulted in the emergence of a social platform. In fact, platformization
refers to the penetration of mechanisms and logic of prominent digital and
social media platforms into various cultural, social, and economic aspects
of society. The process also influences the education sector, especially
higher education. Therefore, the main objective of this study is to assess
the consequences of platformization of higher education as well as the
challenges and opportunities resulting from this development. This study
employs a systematic review method whereas the thematic synthesis
method is used to combine the results of previous studies. For this
purpose, all scientific studies published between 2013 and 2023 have been
collected and analyzed by going through available databases. The search
process was conducted using terms related to the purpose of the study. In
the course, 132 articles were found and after various stages of screening,
the final study was conducted based on available conditions. Finally, 17
articles were selected, evaluated and their findings were analyzed through
the thematic synthesis method. After this stage, the final analytical themes
were extracted. The results showed that the increasing combination of
platform mechanisms with education had various consequences for higher
education, the most important being the improvement of efficiency and its
transformation from university management to governance. On the other
hand, the increasing marketization of universities, the adaptation of higher
education to the data-based business model, and the transformation of
higher education into a surveillance society are among the most important
consequences of the datafication of higher education. In the end, despite
some promises, the platformization of higher education jeopardizes the
independence and agency of academics and creates a global corporate
governance mechanism over the university institution.
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INTRODUCTION

The advent of new technologies has brought about novel implications for the
education sector, mirroring trends across other societal spheres. Over the past
decade, the education landscape, encompassing both primary and higher education,
witnessed a surge in the development and adoption of emerging technologies.
Consequently, the concept of the digital university — the epitome of technology
integration in higher education —embarked on a new trajectory. This paper delves
into an analysis of the ramifications of platformization and datafication on higher
education. In essence, it seeks to address the multifaceted nature and characteristics
of a platformized university, exploring the opportunities and challenges it presents
for the higher education system. The methodological approach employed in this
paper is a systematic analysis. To this end, the paper commences with an overview
of relevant concepts in this domain, including platform society, platformization, big
data, datafication, and their intersection with higher education. Subsequently, the
crux of the paper focuses on the methodology and analysis of findings. The study
culminates in the elucidation of both the positive and negative repercussions of

platformization on universities, drawing upon extant research.
METHODOLOGY

The study has employed a systematic review methodology for data collection and
thematic synthesis for data analysis. A systematic review aims to provide a
comprehensive overview of existing knowledge on a specific topic. It falls under the
category of secondary analysis and its objective is to address a research question in a
rigorous and justifiable manner. The systematic review process involves formulating
a research question, developing a conceptual framework, establishing study
selection criteria, devising a search strategy, selecting studies, coding studies,
assessing quality, synthesizing data, and reporting findings. A portion of the
methodological process was conducted as part of a pilot study, and the detailed
search strategy will be elaborated upon subsequently. For thematic synthesis, this

study employed thematic analysis as the primary method.

FINDINGS

Following various coding stages, four final analytical themes were extracted by
combining descriptive themes based on the researcher's interpretation. Each of
these analytical themes is presented and discussed in detail. These overarching
themes are: Marketization of Higher Education; Surveillance University;

Transformed Governance; and more Efficient University. It is noteworthy that



except for the final theme, which partially acknowledges positive aspects of
platformization and data-driven approaches, the other themes adopt a critical
stance toward the infiltration of platform mechanisms into universities and higher

education.
CONCLUSION

Platforms and their core data collection capabilities have fundamentally
transformed higher education. This integration of technological and network-based
mechanisms has, from certain perspectives, enhanced the efficiency and
effectiveness of higher education institutions. Examples include empowering
students and faculty, personalizing educational content, enabling granular tracking
of educational behaviors, and facilitating longitudinal evaluation of program
outcomes. Additionally, platformization allows for continuous performance
monitoring of students and faculty, informing adjustments to content and teaching

methodologies.

However, a critical perspective on platformization highlights its potential
downsides. The pervasive datafication and platformization of higher education
paves the way for the commodification and marketization of education, effectively
turning universities into elements of a surveillance society. Surveillance
technologies, already criticized for controlling human behavior, are entering
university environments through data-driven platforms. By constantly monitoring
the behaviors of university subjects, these technologies threaten their autonomy,
agency, and ability to act freely. Consequently, the fear of constant surveillance can

hinder creativity and innovation, which require the freedom of academics.

NOVELTY

This study offers a novel contribution by providing a comprehensive review of
research on the platformization and datafication of higher education. To date, such
a study has not been conducted in Iran. Furthermore, the consequences of
platformization on Iranian higher education have not been comprehensively
addressed.
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2. Aggregators

3. Governance

4. Graphical user interfaces (GUIs)

5. Application programming interfaces (APIs)
6. Software development kits (SDKs)

7. Terms of service (ToS)

8. license agreements

9. Content moderation
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1. Input

2. Massive Online Open Courses
3. Systematic review

4. Thematic synthesis
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