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Current research project

• “Speculative social science fiction of 
digitalization in higher education: 
Towards a humanized digital future” 

• Funded by the Academy of Finland

• More at https://carde.group

https://carde.group/


Our journey so far 
with the research 

of digitalization



Future visions



Future visions

Sitra, the Finnish 
Innovation Fund, is an 
independent public 
foundation which operates 
directly under the 
supervision of the Finnish 
Parliament.



Future visions
and policies



Critical Document 
Discourse Analysis
• Critical discourse analysis of intergovernmental 

and governmental, international and national 
documents 

• Reports and working papers from the OECD, World 
Economic Forum, UNESCO, EU, International Labour 
Organization, Finnish Ministry of Education, 
Finnish National Agency for Education, Finnish 
Government, Microsoft (with McKinsey & Co, 
educational influencers), Google (e.g. with The 
Economist)

• Digivision 2030 initiative documents: “Finland as a 
model country for flexible learning, and a global 
pioneer in higher education”
(https://digivisio2030.fi)



Key discursive 
statements

1. “The future is more uncertain than ever”

2. “Digitalization is disrupting/transforming 
education and work” (digitalization as 
challenge)

3. “There is huge potential in digitalization 
to transform education and work” 
(digitalization as potential)

4. “Education is outdated/not yet fulfilling 
its potential”

5. “Digitalization of education can ensure a 
better future”



Note on the authority and power of 
these documents
• An example from a Finnish National Agency for Education report

• 23 international sources on digitalization: 

+ 5 company websites/blogs

+ 1 Market research website

+ 2 Company and analyst websites/blogs (HolonIQ, Microsoft)

+ 3 Newspapers and other publication websites/blogs

+ 6 Intergovernmental organization and actor reports

+ 3 Associations and non-profit organizations

+ 1 Conference paper

+ 1 Academic publisher website

+ 1 journal editorial

+ 0 Peer reviewed research articles



Utopian elements in the 
documents

1. There is something wrong with the current 
state of things (also posing a sense of 
‘crisis’)

2. (Technological) solutions or blueprints on 
how the world could be changed “better” 

3. Implicitly defining what is desirable or 
“better”

“Utopia”:
Thomas More coined the word as the title and 
locus of his 1516 Utopia in a pun which 
conflates outopos or no place and eutopos or 
good place. Consequently utopia is widely 
understood as an imagined perfect society or 
wishfully constructed place which does not and 
cannot exist. (Ruth Levitas, Utopia as Method, 
2013, p. 3)



“Official Document Utopias”

• These documents are devices that 
factualize the future which can be 
ensured with digitalization/datafication

• They build a future they only claim to 
predict

• Possible futures become a future



• Funded by the Finnish Ministry of 
Education and Culture

• Involving all Finnish higher 
education institutions, Digivisio
2030 is a joint project whose aim is 
to create a future for learning that 
benefits higher education 
institutions, learners and our 
society as a whole. All 38 Finnish 
higher education institutions have 
signed the project’s participation 
agreement, and the project office was 
established at the end of 2020. 
(https://digivisio2030.fi/en/basic-
information-on-the-digivisio-2030-
project)

https://digivisio2030.fi/en/frontpage/

Digivisio 2030: Operationalizing a technological utopia?

https://digivisio2030.fi/en/basic-information-on-the-digivisio-2030-project/


4 “promises” of 
Digivisio 2030

1. Learners have access to their own learning 
data and profile as well as the latest 
information on the trends and needs in the 
labour market.

2. Learner’s benefit at the centre of 
development

3. Higher education institutes become open 
communities led with information

4. National learning data reserves are opened 
for use by individuals and society. This 
brings international competitiveness for the 
whole of Finland. Nationally shared and 
refined information about learners, 
competences, learning and study contents 
becomes a unique success factor.

Digivisio 2030: Operationalizing a technological utopia?

https://digivisio2030.fi/en/frontpage/



A national digital service platform



https://digivisio2030.fi/en/publications/preliminary-study-completed-changes-to-legislation/



Roadmap for 
digitalization of 
Finnish higher 
education and 
research



Connection to EU 
data markets
“GAIA-X is a major European initiative 
for trusted data sharing. It has 
already strong support from German and 
French governments and close links to 
European Commission. More than 300 
organizations from various countries 
are already involved in GAIA-X. Still, 
the project is open to new European 
interested parties to join us in its 
development.”
https://wiki.eduuni.fi/display/CSCTICTO
R/GAIA-X

CSC – IT Center for Science is a 
Finnish center of expertise in 
information technology owned by the 
Finnish state and higher education 
institutions.
https://www.csc.fi/en/about-us

https://wiki.eduuni.fi/display/CSCTICTOR/GAIA-X
https://www.csc.fi/en/about-us


Some problematizations 
and call for imagination



Some general problematizations

+ Abstract technological promises (e.g. “use analytics to support the student 
learning”) & developments that go gainst good pedagogical practices (e.g. 
“individual student paths” when a sense of community is important in online 
learning) (e.g. Thomas, Herbert, & Teräs, 2014).

+ Technology is multistable, it always changes human behavior and contexts in 
unpredictable ways (Ihde, 1998): To “work”, data, analytics and algorithms need 
humans to define data points and thus, abstraction of life. What happens e.g. to 
student experience and “learning” in such a process?

+ National data about learners as an economic “success factor” for national and 
international actors. A view from sociology of knowledge: There is no neutral 
knowledge. Anyone who says so, is not seeing it or is hiding their ideology.



• Teachers’ lived experience 
on their work (not only 
teaching)

• Finnish HE teachers with 20 
or more years of service

• From optimism and 
excitement to alienating 
bureaucracy

• Alienation and loss of 
agency hinder development



Speculative fiction 
and utopian thinking 
as ways to imagine 
alternative futures



Collaboration and 
research data 
collection with 
Empathy-Based Stories 
and other methods
“It is 2050 and digitalization 
of education has developed 
further. The developments have 
been positive/negative for the 
teacher. Why? Imagine a 
situation and write a short 
story about it.”



Oh, one last thought…



What if 
digitalization is not?



Pandora's Box, subtitled A Fable From the Age of Science, is a six part 1992 BBC documentary television 
series written and produced by Adam Curtis.

Pandora's Box, E1: The Engineers' Plot (36:41)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h3gwyHNo7MI

What’s really new and what are the possible 
points of influence?
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