
Course and Examination Fact Sheet: Spring Semester 2023

4,728: Technologien/Technologies: No Snake Oil, No Magic? An Introduction to Critical
Data Studies

ECTS credits: 3

Overview examination/s
(binding regulations see below)
Decentral ‑ Presentation (in groups ‑ all given the same grades) (40%)
Examination time: term time
Decentral ‑ examination paper written at home (individual) (60%)
Examination time: term time

Attached courses
Timetable ‑‑ Language ‑‑ Lecturer
4,728,1.00 Technologien/Technologies: No Snake Oil, No Magic? An Introduction to Critical Data Studies ‑‑ Englisch ‑‑ Pidoux Jessica ,
Ebert Isabel Laura 

Course information

Course prerequisites

Interest in participatory methodologies to reflect on the societal impact of technologies for identifying connected problems and
potential solutions is desired.
Basic notions of qualitative or/and quantitative methods applied to the social and human sciencesʹ objects of study.

Learning objectives

After the successful completion of the course students

understand core concepts of SHS as they relate to digital technologies and internet governance
have acquired data literacy and are able to carry out collaborative work on data
are able to grasp the challenges in computational methods and in critical analysis of computational practices. 

Course content

The ʺCritical Data Studiesʺ class seeks to highlight the methodological challenges as well as the biases that can arise from the study of
data and technological artifacts that rely on them, considered, a priori, as ʺobjectiveʺ and natural.

During the first part, students become familiar with data recovery methods and tools  allowing the processing, analysis, and sharing
of data while reflecting on works from the contemporary field of ʺcritical data studiesʺ which relate to ʺthe cultural, ethical and critical
challenges posed by big dataʺ (Iliadis and Russo 2016).

The second part of the class, organized around case studies like Uber, Tinder and Twitter, will retrace the data workflow as it appears
in our contemporary technological interface (acquisition, transformation, modeling, visualization, etc.), in order to question each of
these stages within the data economy throughout personal data.

The readings and lectures will aim to answer the following questions:  

Why is developing a critical approach to data important?
How are built data workflows and infrastructures, and why we should pay attention to thix?
What are the societal impacts of data structures and collection?
How can one become an ethical and critical observer of data usages?

Course structure and indications of the learning and teaching design
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Work on data is necessarily interdisciplinary and crosses several methods. Our objective is therefore to allow everyone to acquire data
literacy through a multi‑disciplinary approach drawing from concepts and methods from the social and human sciences (SHS) to
assess contemporary technological systems and it will provide the necessary introductory knowledge for data analysis. Students will
learn to understand the underlying governance framework of digital technologies, and be able to grasp the challenges in
computational methods and in critical analysis of computational practices to carry out collaborative work.

Unit 1: What is at stake?

Internet governance and data controversies
Data and Biases
Human Rights 

Unit 2: What is data ?

Data access rights
Data in context
The attention economy

Unit 3  Models

The ground truth issue
Data Visualization
Data governance models

Unit 4 Preserving values in business practice

Ethics‑ and Human Rights based solutions
Technological solutions

Contextual Studies are considered part of Contact Learning; thus, taking part properly implies regular attendance. It is the studentsʹ
own responsibility to ensure that there is no timetable clash between the courses they have chosen. A detailed course outline and all
relevant documents will be made available on Studynet. Only the current timetable as published on Stundenplan online does apply.
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Videos to watch:

Understanding the transversality of matching systems and side channels https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ENQ8mdYPMj8
TinVec explanation by Tinderʹs Chief Scientist at Machine Learning Conference:https://youtu.be/j2rfLFYYdfM

Additional course information

Dr Isabel Ebert is a Senior Research Fellow at the Institute of Business Ethics, University of St. Gallen, Harvard Kennedy School of
Government Tech and Human Rights Fellow 2022/23, and adviser to the United Nations on technology and human rights. Her teaching
and research interest focuses on the intersection of human rights and technology, responsible business conduct and internet
governance.

Dr Jessica Pidoux is a sociologist and holds a PhD in Digital Humanities from the EPFL. Her research focuses on the design and usage of
matching algorithmic systems in online dating. She is currently a postdoctoral researcher in citizen science at CEE, Sciences Po Paris,
and director of the Swiss non‑profit association PersonalData.IO where she builds with civil society participative methods for data
governance.

Examination information

Examination sub part/s

1. Examination sub part (1/2)

Examination time and form
Decentral ‑ Presentation (in groups ‑ all given the same grades) (40%)
Examination time: term time

Remark
Presentation of research project

Examination-aid rule
Free aids provision

Basically, students are free to choose aids. Any restrictions are defined by the faculty members in charge of the examination under
supplementary aids.

Supplementary aids
‑ ‑

Nature of examination
analog

Examination languages
Question language: English
Answer language: English

2. Examination sub part (2/2)

Examination time and form
Decentral ‑ examination paper written at home (individual) (60%)
Examination time: term time

Remark
Essay on research project

Examination-aid rule
Free aids provision

Basically, students are free to choose aids. Any restrictions are defined by the faculty members in charge of the examination under
supplementary aids.
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Supplementary aids
‑ ‑

Nature of examination
analog

Examination languages
Question language: English
Answer language: English

Examination content

Students will be required to conduct andpresent a short research project in groups, which articulates the key takeaway and methods
seen in from the class i.e. a data analysis based on the recovered data from one platform of your choice (e.g. Uber, Tinder, Twitter). 40%

The term paper needs 5000‑7500 words, excl. title page and references. It will be evaluated by the issues addressed, the concepts used
and the critical analysis made after doing the data analysis. 60%

Examination relevant literature

See course literature.

Please note

Please note that only this fact sheet and the examination schedule published at the time of bidding are binding and takes
precedence over other information, such as information on StudyNet (Canvas), on lecturersʹ websites and information in
lectures etc.

 

Any references and links to third‑party content within the fact sheet are only of a supplementary, informative nature and lie
outside the area of responsibility of the University of St.Gallen.

 

Documents and materials are only relevant for central examinations if they are available by the end of the lecture period
(CW21) at the latest. In the case of centrally organised mid‑term examinations, the documents and materials up to CW 12 are
relevant for testing.

 

Binding nature of the fact sheets:

Course information as well as examination date (organised centrally/decentrally) and form of examination: from bidding
start in CW 04 (Thursday, 26 January 2023);
Examination information (regulations on aids, examination contents, examination literature) for decentralised
examinations: in CW 12 (Monday, 20 March 2023);
Examination information (regulations on aids, examination contents, examination literature) for centrally organised
mid‑term examinations: in CW 12 (Monday, 20 March 2023);
Examination information (regulations on aids, examination contents, examination literature) for centrally organised
examinations: two weeks before the end of the de‑registration period in CW 15 (Monday, 10 April 2023).
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