
FIMS	9332A-650				
Special	Topic:	Datafied	Society	
Course	Outline	–	Fall	2020	

	
Instructor Information 
Name: Dr Joanna Redden 
Office: FNB 4077 
Tel: 519-661-2111 x88476 
Email: jredden2@uwo.ca 
 
Office hours  
By appointment 
 
Course website  
OWL 
 
Class Time & Location 
Classes will be primarily asynchronous and available online. The schedule for 
synchronous discussion times being finalized. 
 
Overview 

The hype, controversy and debate surrounding contemporary uses of data 
systems have exploded in the last few years. This is connected to the rapid 
implementation by government and corporate bodies of practices that involve 
artificial intelligence, automated decision-making, machine learning, predictive 
analytics and increased data sharing. We know these systems can be used in ways 
that improve well-being, health, services and decision-making, but we also know 
these systems can be used in ways that discriminate, exacerbate inequality, infringe 
upon human, rights, socially sort, disrupt democratic processes, limit access to 
services and intensify surveillance. It is clear that we need to become more data 
literate and better appreciate how our information is being collected and used, in 
whose interests, and to what ends. In this module we will critically engage with 
contemporary data issues. In particular we consider how we might conceptualize 
contemporary datafication and its influence through the lenses of political economy, 
surveillance, power, social justice, governance, and activism. Along the way, through 
case studies and student research we consider specific uses of ‘big data’ in practice 
across the following areas: smart cities, education, advertising, journalism, health, 
science, finance, political campaigning, the surveillance industry, and the internet of 
things. Throughout the module we focus on promise and risk and aim for a nuanced 
appreciation of new and emerging datafied practices. 

This course provides a critical introduction to datafication and no prior 
knowledge or experience with data related content is needed. 
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Learning Objectives: 

• Understand, and engage with, the current debates around ‘big data’ 
• Discuss the core actors, dynamics and trends in data generation and data use 
• Critically evaluate the impact of data on society, culture, politics, the 

economy, and journalism 
• Evaluate changes in society and everyday life that are induced by the  

increased role of data 
• Demonstrate competence in advance library searches and information 

retrieval 
• Demonstrate proficiency in both verbal and written modes with respect to 

reviewing and marshalling academic positions and developing an engaged 
point of view and argument 

• Demonstrate conformity to academic protocols of presentation and analysis 
• Apply theoretical concepts to practical case studies and to current social, 

political and economic problems 
Enhance abilities to design, plan and carry out a research project, from library 
research to written presentation 

• Engage with academic debates in both verbal and written formats, critically 
assess academic work and develop an informed position 

Course Policies 

Student participation is central to this course. You are expected to do all readings, 
view all posted material as well as contribute to online discussions. You will need to 
reflect on issues of theory, method and analysis throughout.  

Plagiarism 
 
It is very important that you are aware of requirements regarding plagiarism. 
Plagiarism is the use of another person's work without acknowledgment. Examples 
include: 

• direct duplication, by copying (or allowing to be copied) another's work. This 
includes copying from a book, article, web site, or another student's 
assignment. 

• paraphrasing another person's work with minor changes, but keeping the 
meaning, form and/or progression of ideas of the original;  

• piecing together sections of the work of others into a new whole; 
• submitting an assignment that has already been submitted for assessment in 

another subject; 
• presenting an assignment as independent work when it has been produced in 

whole or part in collusion with other people, for example, another student. 

Why is Plagiarism so Serious? 

Plagiarism is defined as ‘the taking and passing off the thoughts, writings, etc, of other 
people as your own’. In short, it is intellectual theft. 
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In not crediting the source, a person is guilty of stealing another’s research, thinking, 
writing, or images (intellectual knowledge in all its forms). It is unacceptable at all 
times; it is completely unacceptable in an intellectual environment such as a 
university. We take a very dim view of students who engage in plagiarism. You must 
cite the source of information in the body of any essay or assignment and list the 
cited source in the final list of references ordered alphabetically. To do this properly, 
you need to be careful about recording the source of each note that you make, 
whatever the source, be it a lecture, a book, a journal, a film or TV documentary, or a 
source on the Internet. 
 
If you have any questions about how to cite properly please ask me. Learning proper 
citation methods is part of the learning process and I am happy to offer support. 
 
Statement on Academic Offences: 
These are taken very seriously and you can find more details about what constitutes a 
Scholastic Offence here: 
https://www.uwo.ca/univsec/pdf/academic_policies/appeals/scholastic_discipline_grad.pdf 
 
All required papers may be subject to submission for textual similarity review to the 
commercial plagiarism-detection software under license to the University for the 
detection of plagiarism. All papers submitted for such checking will be included as 
source documents in the reference database for the purpose of detecting plagiarism 
of papers subsequently submitted to the system. Use of the service is subject to the 
licensing agreement, currently between The University of Western Ontario and 
Turnitin.com (http://www.turnitin.com).  
 
Academic Accommodation  
If you think you need an accommodation for a disability or special circumstances, 
please let me know as soon as possible. We can work with University support services 
to determine appropriate accommodations. I will treat any information you provide in 
as confidential a manner as possible.  
 
Western University and FIMS accommodation policies:   
 
Medical Accommodation:   

• Western University policy on accommodation for medical illness, see: 
http://www.uwo.ca/univsec/pdf/academic_policies/appeals/accommodation_
medical.pdf  

• Student Medical Certificate (SMC): 
http://www.uwo.ca/univsec/pdf/academic_policies/appeals/medicalform.pdf  

• Students seeking academic accommodation on medical grounds for any 
missed tests, exams, participation components and/or assignments worth 10% 
or more of their final grade must apply to the Academic Counseling office of 
their home Faculty and provide documentation. It will be the Dean's Office 
that will determine if accommodation is warranted.  

• Students should also note that individual instructors are not permitted to 
receive documentation directly from a student, whether in support of an 
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application for accommodation on medical grounds, or for other reasons. All 
documentation must be submitted to the Academic Counseling office of a 
student's home Faculty.  

 
Compassionate Accommodation:  

• Academic accommodation (extensions, makeup tests and exams, additional 
assignments etc.) may be given to students on compassionate grounds. The 
situations for which compassionate accommodation can be given must be 
serious, including significant events such as death in the immediate family, 
trauma (fire, robbery, harassment, muggings, car accidents, etc.), or 
emergency situations. Documentation is required.  

 
Religious Accommodation:  

• Students should consult the University's list of recognized religious holidays, 
and should give reasonable notice in writing, prior to the holiday, to the 
Instructor and an Academic Counsellor if their course requirements will be 
affected by a religious observance. 
http://multiculturalcalendar.com/ecal/index.php?s=c-univwo  

• Further specific information is given in the Western Academic Calendar.  
 
Support Services  
Students who are in emotional/mental distress should refer to Mental 
Health@Western https://www.uwo.ca/health/mental_wellbeing/index.html for a 
complete list of options about how to obtain help. 
 
Other support services on campus:  
Office of the Registrar: www.registrar.uwo.ca  
Student Development Centre: www.sdc.uwo.ca Psychological Services: 
www.sdc.uwo.ca/psych  
Services for Students with Disabilities: www.sdc.uwo.ca/ssd  
Accessibility Information: www.accessibility.uwo.ca/  
Writing Support Centre: www.sdc.uwo.ca/writing  
Learning Skills Services: www.sdc.uwo.ca/learning  
Indigenous Services: indigenous.uwo.ca/  
International and Exchange Student Centre: www.sdc.uwo.ca/int  
Career Centre at Western: www.success.uwo.ca/careers/ 
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Evaluation & Assignments 

Assessment: 

1) Class Discussion Facilitation: 20% 

2) Briefing Note: 2,000 words, 35%, Due October 30, 2020 2pm 

3) Research essay: 2,500 words, 4 %, Due December 9, 2 p.m. 

Class Discussion Facilitators – 20% 
Small groups will be asked to facilitate and lead weekly class discussions based on 
weekly readings. You will be asked to: a) summarize key points raised from weekly 
readings, b) identify aspects of the readings that you think warrant further class 
discussion, c) lead class discussion through the use of questions put to the class 
and/or themes and problems that you identify for discussion. You will select the week 
you want to present on in the first class. Given the changing circumstances around 
plans for the Fall, leading class discussion may mean doing this synchronously online 
or in a discussion thread. You will be asked to submit written summaries and also the 
questions and your strategies to generate class discussion. As this is a group 
assignment, all members of the group will receive the same score. Key to success is to 
demonstrate critical thinking, engagement with reading material and an ability to 
highlight the significance of reading material in relation to ideas and concerns raised 
across class content.  

Briefing Note – 35% 
The 2,000-word briefing note is to be based on a topic you select from a list of 
possible topics. You will be provided with a lot of direction about how to write a 
briefing note as well as examples to guide you. We will workshop briefing notes to 
address questions. The assignment provides an opportunity to fully investigate an 
area of interest and also gain practice in a form of writing that is widely used across 
public, private and civil society sectors. A comprehensive grading rubric will be 
provided in advance. 

 

Research Essay – 45% 
Your research essay can be on the same topic as your report / briefing note, and 
develop further some of the ideas you discuss in your briefing note. In your essay it 
will be useful to critically consider the implications of algorithmic systems in your 
issue area. Comprehensive essay guidelines will be provided in the first class. 
  

Topics 
Below I have listed some potential essay topics. You are able to do your essay on a 
topic that you choose provided that you speak to me about this topic in advance. 
 
Potential topics: 

1) What are the ethical debates surrounding smart cities? Should there be 
greater regulation of smart city applications? You may want to use a case 
study to focus your discussion. 
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2) Debates around the Internet of Things can be quite polarized. Is there reason 
to be concerned?  

3) How is big data being used in education? To what effect? 

4) Focusing on one or two examples, discuss how datafication is influencing 
journalism and what some of the implications are. 

5) How is big data being used in contemporary political campaigning? Why are 
some calling for greater transparency and accountability in this area? 

6) Consider the materiality of big data, how does the turn to big data influence 
the environment?  

7) How are algorithmic and sensing systems being implemented in areas of work 
and what are implications for workers? 

8) How is the finance industry changing as a result of the use of new algorithmic 
systems? Should government regulators intervene? 

9) Detail what is meant by the “surveillance industrial complex” and discuss key 
issues. 

10) Detail how big data is being used in health, with particular attention to 
potential benefits and risks. 

11) What do researchers mean by the ‘quantified self’. How might the datafication 
of the self influence identity and/or relations between people? 

 

 

Weekly Overview 
 

1) Critically Engaging with Datafication 
This introductory lecture will provide an overview of datafication and outline some of the 
topics and debates we will be discussing throughout the module. We will discuss the course, 
assignments, and course expectations. 

2) Conceptualizing Data 
In this class we discuss Kitchin’s overview of the data revolution and his arguments about why 
data is not straightforward. 

3) Data Walk 
We take a critical approach to data through ‘data walking’. The aim of the walk is to begin to 
identify the data collection, assembly and use points all around us. Part one will involve 
observation and recording, part two will involve critical investigation to identify how much can 
be learned about the data objects we identify. 

4) Surveillance and the Importance of History 
The Snowden revelations have changed how citizens understand surveillance, and provided 
much detail about the extent of government surveillance. This class considers the leaks and 
their implications by looking backward and considering how surveillance has been used 
historically and the controversy surrounding these historical practices. 
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5) Political Economy of Dataficaiton 
We discuss the political economy of big data by considering how it is being used in the private 
sector. We consider the technological and industry developments that enabled people to 
make money from collecting, analyzing and selling our data. We also highlight some of the 
concerns being raised about corporate uses of our data. 
 

6) Data Power: Policing and the Law 
With big data comes a new set of power dynamics. The increasing ubiquity of data uses across 
fields means that more and more people are affected by data collection, tools and processes 
that they are not able to understand, interrogate, or challenge. In this class we consider some 
of new and emerging data power dynamics and use big data in policing and sentencing as an 

illustrative case study. 
 

7) Data Justice: Social Justice in an age of Datafication 
In this class we consider big data from a social justice perspective, and survey the arguments 
raised by a broad range of public, private, and civil society actors who are concerned about 
the potential for AI, machine learning and predictive systems to increase inequality and 
discrimination. 

 

Research Week 
 

8) Datafication, Media and Democracy 
Fake news, bots, and filter bubbles have all been in the news a lot lately. In this class we 
consider the political implications of these phenomena, and also discuss how uses of big data 
are changing political campaigning. In the second half of the class we consider how 
algorithmic systems are changing media. 

 
9) Automation and the Welfare State 

In this class we consider how welfare and social service provision is being automated through 
the use of data systems by governments and others in positions of authority through a 
focused discussion of predictive systems in child welfare. 

 

10) Data Governance: Policy and Oversight 
In this class we survey what systems of oversight and accountability exist and the ongoing 
public policy debates surrounding AI and machine learning implementation. 
 

11) Data Activism and Data for Good 
Groups and individuals are developing innovative new ways to use big data for good, and to 
draw attention to important issues. In this class we consider data activism by looking at some 
specific examples. 
 

12) Data Sovereignty and Decolonizing the Digital  
In this class we discuss arguments about the need to decolonialize debates about datafication 
as well as datafied practices. We learn more about data sovereignty initiatives by First Nations 
communities across Canada as well as efforts by Indigenous groups around the world. 

 

13) The Internet of Things: Grounding Ethics 
In this class we ground debates about ‘data ethics’ through a focus on artificial intelligence 
and the internet of things.  

	


