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Learning analytics and dashboards (Adam to cover)

Learner analytics is the collection 
and manipulate of data about 
students’ learning behaviours 
(attendance, visits to the library, 
which books they take out, their 
attainment etc, fine grained data 
from VLE). 



Types of dashboard (Adam to cover)

• Management information; data sets that inform institutional knowledge eg
patterns of retention amongst particular groups

• Academic cohort data – leading to academic led actions or interventions

• Learner dashboards 
• Historic models to inform students and hence influence behaviours to 

aid their reflection and action planning
• Analytical models that describe how students are developing e.g. time 

spent on quizzes or discussion, development of communication skills or 
initiative or responsiveness

• Predictive algorithms that send alerts to students on the basis of 
insights
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SRHE Scoping Study 
Aimed to understand undergraduate students’ response to 
receiving feedback on progress via a dashboard

In particular;

• To identify which elements of dashboards design were most 
valued by students;

• To identify students’ learning responses to seeing data 
presented about themselves via a dashboard;

Research report is on SRHE website

4



Methods

Focus Groups Interviews



Context and sample

• With 24 undergraduates from across the cohort 
(1st to last)
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Dashboard Elements (1/3)



Dashboard Elements (2/3)
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Dashboard Elements (3/3)



Case study: Justine
• High attaining student: got 75% in the most recent assignment

• On-track score: 71% (first)

• This assignment was pulling her ‘on-track’ score up

• Came 15th out of 180 students in the assignment

• How do you think she responded?
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I’m happy with that [mark of 75%] but I don’t think I need to 
know what position I’m in. Because I know that I’ve done better 
than the majority, so that’s fine… I was happy with the grade and 
I’ve done better than the majority I still think that [positional 
data] makes me feel I could’ve done better. 

14 other people have still done better than me...I had thought I'd 
really, really topped it, I’ve maxed out here. And it’s taken away a 
bit from that feeling of elation…



Case study: India
• 58% in the assignment

• On-track score: 61% (low 2:1)

• This assignment was pulling down her on-track score

• Came 16th out of 16 students in the assignment

• How do you think she responded?
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I think it gives me motivation to try harder

Me You pointed out straight away to the on-track slider
India Straight away, yeah. This is what I’m more focused on…I 
want to see the overall, where I am working at the moment.



Motivation

Identified by an intention to act:

• I think as soon as I saw it I decided I’m taking a month off [paid] work 
to just get on with my dissertation (Marcia 53rd out of 178)

• I’d work even harder to get my last module to be like, so hopefully I 
would get a first type of thing. (Sarah 65th out of 178).

• I’d definitely just do more reading and work a little bit harder than I 
already do. It’s a bit of a kick up the backside. But then on the other 
side it’s a little bit demotivating at the same time (Esme 9th out of 16)
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Hence

• Dashboards are interpreted by individuals

• Studies have shown that individual’s responses do not match 
algorithm predictions (Pardo, Ellis, & Calvo 2015; Beheshitha, Hatala, 
Gašević & Joksimović 2016)

• But  our data showed that they do appear to be motivating for most 
student

• But with attention paid to outliers  – example of Justine
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Learning Cultures (James 2014)

Wider social and 
economic contexts 

National policies

Organisational
factors

Discipline 
context

Dispositions

Practice



Suggested 4 principles for design of learner dashboards

1. Sense making (by students)

2. Customisable (by students)

3. Actionable insights (by students)

4. Educational alliance



Making sense of the dashboard element. 

“That was a thrown in essay. I knew it was going to be [lower than my 
average]”  (Malcom)

“Students don’t want is ‘that tools are not personalized, “bloated ( = 
zillions of features we do not need), badly designed (features we need 
are not streamlined, easy to use, intuitive), and cumbersome [system]” 
(Dahlstrom et al., 2014, p. 10)

1 Sense making (by students)



2 Customisable (by students)

Provides students with a sense of agency through enabling them to 
choose how they see their data displayed.

“The average of everyone else, doesn’t really mean anything to me 
personally. As long as I’m doing what I need to do.”  (Malcolm)



Helps students to make informed decisions about their learning behaviour ie 
to identify things that they might do.

“It shows me that I should be putting in a lot more hours than I am.” (India)

“On my average, I’d want to get that up a bit, because I don’t really like being 
where I am. “ (Lydia)

“The absences are because I’ve lost my card. I’ve not officially missed any …It 
just shows that I’m always losing things and that I need to go and get them 
[the absences authorised] “ (Sannah)

3 Enables students to identify actionable insights



Problematising notion of “actionable insights”

Analytics is the process of developing actionable insights through 
problem definition and the application of statistical models and 
analysis against existing and/or simulated future data (CETIS, 2012)

• Leads towards machine generated insights (e.g. Purdue)

• Whereas a student-centred approach places students as doing the 
identifying. 
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Facilitating student agency

• Not blackboxing data sources e.g. 
how easy is to understand what 
engagement means?
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the extent to which the element supports a quality relationship 
between students and tutors (Ajjawi & Boud 2017, p.254)

“we usually do tutorials when we have assignments due, to talk about 
drafts and things like that. …you’ve got that time to prepare yourself for 
whatever questions you know they’re going to ask you. And then the 
feedback is good as well.”

4 Educational alliance



Some concluding thoughts

• Socio-cultural perspective rather then SRL to illuminate the 
contextual, complexity and unpredictable

• Dashboards as socio-material assemblages foreground this 
interpretation

In practical terms this means:

• developing learner dashboards which position students as active 
agents 

• embedding use of dashboards in practices so that students are 
supported to interpret and focus on meaningful actions. 
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Full report on SRHE website
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