Governing Through Data in Under-Resourced Schooling Contexts: A Critical Systematic Review of Datafication, Algorithmic Governance, and Power Relations in Global South Public Education

Abstract:

Background: The datafication of public education (the conversion of institutional and pedagogical practice into digital data for algorithmic processing) is reconfiguring how schools are governed, how teachers are evaluated, and how students are understood as institutional subjects. Although this transformation is most advanced in Global North contexts, it is accelerating rapidly in resource-constrained Global South public schooling systems that differ fundamentally from those in which extant governance frameworks were conceived. Objectives: This critical systematic review synthesises empirical and theoretical literature published between 2015 and 2025 to examine how datafied and algorithmic governance infrastructures reshape power relations in under-resourced Global South public education systems, and to identify the mechanisms by which colonial knowledge logics are reproduced through educational datafication. 
Methods: Following a PRISMA-guided integrative systematic review protocol, 1,847 records across five databases (Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC, PsycINFO, Google Scholar) have been screened, applying pre-registered eligibility criteria to arrive at a final corpus of 42 sources. Thematic synthesis was conducted using Thomas and Harden's (2008) three-stage procedure. Results: Four analytical themes are identified: (1) the reproduction of colonial epistemic logics through data governance technology transfer; (2) algorithmic managerialism and the structural erosion of teacher professional autonomy; (3) the datafication of student subjectivity from pedagogical agent to governable object; and (4) the structural misalignment between internationally circulating AI governance frameworks and the institutional realities of under-resourced schooling. 
Contribution: We propose Datafied Coloniality in Education (DCE) as an original conceptual framework integrating Foucauldian governmentality, postcolonial education theory, and sociotechnical systems perspectives. DCE specifies three mechanisms, epistemic appropriation, structural amplification, and subject formation, through which global data governance logics enact colonial relations in under-resourced public schooling. A five-point research agenda is advanced for future empirical work.
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1. Introduction
The governance of public schooling has always been mediated by technologies of inscription such as registers, inspectors' reports, standardised examinations. What is fundamentally new about the present moment is the scale, granularity, and speed of that inscription, and the degree to which algorithmic systems now act upon its outputs with minimal human deliberation. Across diverse national contexts, schools are governed through digital attendance systems, AI-assisted performance dashboards, and large-scale Education Management Information Systems (EMIS) that aggregate data on enrolment, infrastructure, and learning outcomes in real time (Pesek, 2026). This is datafication: the process by which social and institutional practices are rendered as discrete, comparable, and computationally actionable data (van Dijck, 2014; Mayer-Schoenberger & Cukier, 2013).
Critical scholarship on educational datafication has produced increasingly sophisticated accounts of its governance implications: the narrowing of pedagogical practice under data performativity, the intensification of institutional surveillance, the erosion of teacher professional discretion, and the reframing of students as data objects rather than learning subjects (Selwyn, 2020; Bradbury & Roberts-Holmes, 2017; Daliri-Ngametua et al., 2022). This body of work is theoretically rich and empirically important. It is also, however, geographically concentrated: the overwhelming majority of its empirical base derives from the United Kingdom, the United States, and Australia. Countries whose public-school systems are characterised by relatively stable institutional infrastructure, protected teacher professionalism, and established regulatory frameworks (Pangrazio et al., 2023).
This geographic restriction is not merely a gap in coverage; it is a theoretical problem. Public school systems in the Global South, across South Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America, and Southeast Asia, educate the majority of the world's school-age children (UNESCO, 2023). They are sites of active and accelerating datafication, driven by international development lending, national digitisation agendas, and the global expansion of commercial education technology platforms (Taylor & Broeders, 2015; UNICEF, 2025). Yet the critical frameworks used to analyse datafied governance in these contexts are calibrated to institutional conditions that frequently do not hold: adequate digital infrastructure, professionally autonomous and securely employed teachers, administrative capacity to interpret and respond to data outputs, and regulatory agencies capable of independent monitoring. 
This review paper addresses that problem directly. A critical integrative systematic review of literature has been conducted, published between 2015 and 2025, synthesising empirical and theoretical work from education studies, critical data studies, postcolonial theory, and science and technology studies (STS) to examine how datafied and algorithmic governance infrastructures reshape power relations in under-resourced Global South public education systems. Three contributions have been established. First, initial systematic review has been provided to explicitly centre Global South public schooling in the critical educational datafication literature. Second, to identify analytical themes that transcend any single framework, studies have been synthesized across disciplinary traditions. Third, a novel conceptual framework, Datafied Coloniality in Education (DCE), has been developed to guide future empirical research in this undertheorized space.
2. Methodology 
2.1 Review Design
This review employs a critical integrative systematic review design (Whittemore & Knafl, 2005; Torraco, 2016). Unlike conventional systematic reviews designed to aggregate homogeneous empirical findings toward a single meta-analytic conclusion, integrative reviews are equipped to handle heterogeneous bodies of literature spanning theoretical, empirical, and methodological sources across disciplines (Grant & Booth, 2009). This design is appropriate for two reasons. First, the literature on educational datafication in Global South contexts is not sufficiently homogeneous in method. Second, the review's purpose is explicitly critical and constructive: not merely to catalogue findings but to reframe the field through a theoretical lens, making visible its constitutive assumptions and generating an alternative conceptual framework
2.2 Search Protocol and Eligibility Criteria
The literature search was conducted across five databases: Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC, PsycINFO, and Google Scholar. Boolean search strings combined terms across three conceptual pillars: (a) datafication and algorithmic governance in education ("datafication AND education"; "algorithmic governance AND school"; "AI surveillance AND teacher"; "EMIS AND Global South"); (b) power, surveillance, and professional identity ("data performativity AND teacher"; "educational accountability AND power"; "teacher autonomy AND surveillance"); and (c) postcolonial, equity, or contextual perspectives ("data colonialism AND education"; "postcolonial AND educational technology"; "Global South AND school governance"). The search was limited to publications from January 2015 to December 2025.
Inclusion criteria required sources to be: 
a) peer-reviewed or published by an established academic press 
b) substantively engaging with at least one conceptual pillar
c) available in English. 
Sources were excluded if they were purely technical or engineering-focused without governance or equity implications, restricted exclusively to higher education learning analytics without relevance to school-level power relations, or lacked theoretical engagement with equity, power, or institutional context. Figure 1 presents the PRISMA flow diagram.
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2.3 Thematic Synthesis
Data extraction was performed using a structured coding template capturing: theoretical/conceptual framework; geographic and institutional context; research design; substantive claims regarding datafication and power; and implications for teacher professionalism, student subjectivity, or governance equity. Analysis followed Thomas and Harden's (2008) three-stage thematic synthesis procedure: (1) line-by-line coding of each source's key claims; (2) development of descriptive themes through constant comparison; and (3) generation of analytical themes through theoretical interrogation and cross-source synthesis. The four analytical themes presented in Section 4 are the product of this third stage: they represent interpretive reconstructions of the field's arguments rather than descriptive summaries.
3. Bibliometric Analysis of Educational Datafication Research
3.1 Keyword Co-occurrence Analysis
To understand the conceptual structure of the field, we conduct keyword co-occurrence analysis. A co-occurrence network is constructed where nodes represent keywords, edges signify co-occurrence relationships, and edge weights indicate frequency of co-occurrence within the literature body. The analysis covers both author keywords (provided by authors in their articles) and keywords plus (standardised keywords assigned by WoS). Figure 4 presents the co-occurrence networks, and Figure 5 presents the frequency distributions of the top 20 keywords in each category.
The author keyword co-occurrence network (Figure 4a) reveals four distinct concept clusters: (1) Colonial Knowledge Logics: centred on "data colonialism," "EMIS transfer," "Global South," and "epistemic violence"; (2) Algorithmic Governance: centred on "datafication," "surveillance," "SEMIS," and "AI policy"; (3) Teacher Professionalism: centred on "professional identity," "autonomy," "compliance metrics," and "trust erosion"; and (4) Student Datafication: centred on "data objects," "EMIS profiling," "social sorting," and "agency." The keywords plus network (Figure 4b) reveals four corresponding clusters: Governance & Policy; Data & Technology; Power & Equity; and Education Context. Source data for keyword frequencies are provided in Supplementary Table S4.
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Fig. 4.  Keyword Co-occurrence Networks.  (a) Author Keywords co-occurrence network showing four concept clusters. (b) Keywords Plus co-occurrence network.
4. Theoretical Framework: Datafied Coloniality in Education (DCE)
We propose Datafied Coloniality in Education (DCE) as an original integrative framework to organise and interpret the synthesis. DCE draws on three theoretical traditions, Foucauldian algorithmic governmentality, postcolonial education theory, and sociotechnical systems perspectives, whose integration has not previously been achieved in the educational datafication literature.
4.1 Algorithmic Governmentality
Foucault's (1991) concept of governmentality, the collective practices through which subjects are rendered calculable, governable, and self-regulating, has been productively extended to algorithmic and data-driven governance (Rouvroy & Berns, 2013). In this framework, datafication is not a neutral technical process but a political one: it establishes particular forms of knowledge as authoritative, renders specific institutional subjects visible and actionable, and simultaneously renders others invisible. Hu et al. (2025) document how AI surveillance in education produces 'post-panoptic' subjectivities, in which teachers and students internalise algorithmic norms as self-regulating professional behaviour even in the absence of direct coercive monitoring. Pesek (2026) extends this by demonstrating that AI functions as a transversal governance actor that simultaneously centralises institutional control while decentralising accountability for outcomes to school leaders and teachers, a structural arrangement that intensifies surveillance while systematically blurring lines of accountability.
4.2 Postcolonial Education Theory and Data Coloniality
Data colonialism, as theorised by Couldry and Mejias (2019), identifies a new phase of colonial accumulation in which social relations are appropriated as the raw material for data extraction and capitalist value production. Gray (2023) and Ricaurte (2019) have developed historicised, geopolitically differentiated accounts of these colonial processes in datafication contexts. This work extends a longer decolonial tradition, most notably Mignolo's (2011) account of the "darker side" of Western modernity, in which the imposition of a single, universalised epistemic standard is itself the mechanism through which colonial power is exercised and reproduced. Within education specifically, postcolonial scholars demonstrate how globally circulating educational technologies arrive in Global South schooling systems carrying assumptions about institutional infrastructure, teacher professionalism, and student capacity that are structurally incompatible with local conditions (Thomas et al., 2023; Tikly, 2020). 
4.3 Sociotechnical Systems Perspectives
Science and Technology Studies (STS), particularly the sociotechnical systems analysis developed by Bijker et al. (1987) and extended by Orlikowski (2007), contends that technologies and social structures are mutually constitutive. Technologies embed values, assumptions, and social arrangements that are enacted differently depending on the institutional contexts of deployment. This perspective is essential for understanding why identical datafied governance tools, school EMIS, an AI-assisted performance and dashboard, produce qualitatively different governance effects in a well-resourced urban school with professionally autonomous teachers and in a chronically under-resourced rural government school where teachers operate under precarious employment, inadequate infrastructure, and intensified bureaucratic pressure.
4.4 The DCE Framework: Three Mechanisms
DCE integrates these strands by arguing that when datafied governance technologies designed for and in Global North educational contexts are transferred to Global South under-resourced school systems, they reproduce colonial logics of knowledge, power, and subjectivity through three analytically distinct mechanisms:
1. Epistemic Appropriation: Algorithmic and numerical outputs are positioned as objectively superior to the contextually embedded, relational knowledge that experienced teachers in under-resourced settings deploy. Teacher professional judgment is delegitimised not through direct critique but through the structural displacement of its epistemic authority by the data system's outputs.
1. Structural Amplification: Power asymmetries already constitutive of under-resourced schooling contexts are amplified and naturalised by datafied surveillance systems. The monitoring apparatus does not create inequality; it renders existing inequalities technically legible and thereby more resistant to contestation.
1. Subject Formation: Teachers are interpellated as data producers whose professional value is legible only through numerical compliance metrics, rather than as epistemic agents with legitimate professional authority. Students are similarly constituted as data sources representing institutional performance rather than as pedagogical subjects with complex, contextually-situated learning needs.
[image: ]Figure 2. The Datafied Coloniality in Education (DCE) Conceptual Framework


5. Literature Synthesis: Included Studies
Table 1 presents the synthesis of all 42 studies included in the review, organised alphabetically by first author. Each entry reports the study's major findings, its stated or inferable limitations, and the directions for future research it identifies. Taken together, this corpus constitutes the empirical and theoretical foundation of the review's analytical themes (Section 5).
Table 1. Synthesis of Included Studies: Authors, Findings, Limitations, and Future Research Directions
	Author(s)
	Year
	Title
	Major Findings
	Limitations
	Future Studies

	Bradbury, A.
	2019
	Datafied at four: the role of data in the ‘schoolification’ of early childhood education in England
	Datafication of early childhood education produces a 'data-led curriculum,' orienting teachers' pedagogical decisions toward assessable data outputs rather than child learning needs.
	UK context only; early childhood focus; teachers' active navigation/resistance undertheorized.
	Comparative studies across countries and age phases; teacher agency in datafied early years settings.

	Bradbury, A., & Roberts-Holmes, G.
	2017
	The Datafication of Primary and Early Years Education
	Quantification regimes narrow curriculum and reshape teacher professional identity; number becomes a proxy for educational value.
	UK-specific; quantitative data on curriculum impact absent; focus on early years.
	Longitudinal studies on datafication and curriculum change; cross-phase comparisons.

	Couldry, N., & Mejias, U.A.
	2019
	Data Colonialism: Rethinking Big Data's Relation to the Contemporary Subject
	Data colonialism appropriates social relations as raw material for capital accumulation; follows the structural logic of historical colonialism without requiring territorial occupation.
	Primarily theoretical; lacks granular empirical case studies; education not primary focus.
	Empirical studies of data colonialism in specific sectors including education; resistance and contestation.

	Cukurova, M.
	2025
	The Interplay of Learning, Analytics and AI: A Vision for Hybrid Intelligence
	AI systems that replace rather than augment human professional judgment produce long-term 'cognitive atrophy' in teacher and student competencies; advocates hybrid human-machine intelligence.
	Conceptual; limited empirical validation; primarily Global North framing.
	Empirical tests of hybrid intelligence models; application in under-resourced and low-connectivity contexts.

	D'Ignazio, C., & Klein, L.F.
	2020
	Data Feminism
	Intersecting dimensions of gender, race, class, and power shape whose data is collected, how it is analysed, and whose knowledge counts; data analysis is always political.
	US-centric in examples; limited direct educational governance application.
	Feminist data studies in Global South education; intersectional analysis of educational datafication.

	Daliri-Ngametua, R., Hardy, I., & Creagh, S.
	2022
	Data Performativity and the Erosion of Trust in Teachers
	Data performativity,institutional pressure to produce compliant, legible data,systematically erodes trust between teachers and school leaders and displaces professional judgment.
	Australian context; qualitative; limited transferability claims; teacher perspectives centred, student experience absent.
	Cross-national comparisons; student and community perspectives on data-driven accountability.

	Eubanks, V.
	2018
	Automating Inequality
	Automated decision systems systematically target, monitor, and punish the poor; high-tech tools reproduce rather than solve structural inequality.
	US-specific social welfare context; limited direct educational governance application.
	Automated inequality in school governance; datafication of educational poverty and disadvantage.

	Gillborn, D., Warmington, P., & Demack, S.
	2018
	QuantCrit: Education, Policy, Big Data and Race
	Critical race theory applied to quantitative methods reveals how data can produce racially distorted accounts of educational performance; numbers are not neutral.
	UK and US focus; methodological rather than governance focus; limited Global South application.
	QuantCrit applications in caste and ethnic minority educational contexts in Global South.

	Gray, C.
	2023
	More than Extraction: Rethinking Data's Colonial Political Economy
	Argues for a historicised, differentiated account of colonial data dispossession beyond resource-extraction analogies; foregrounds epistemic and political dimensions.
	Primarily theoretical; limited empirical application; education not primary focus.
	Empirical studies of data colonial dispossession in specific institutional domains including education.

	Hu, M., Li, S., Chen, Y., Li, X., & Tong, X.
	2025
	Revisiting Foucault's Panopticon: AI Surveillance in Educational Norms
	AI surveillance produces 'post-panoptic' subjectivities; teachers and students internalise algorithmic norms as self-regulating behaviour independent of direct monitoring; surveillance is now ambient.
	Chinese and East Asian contexts; qualitative; self-report; limited transferability to Global South low-resource settings.
	Cross-cultural comparisons of post-panoptic effects; AI surveillance in under-resourced Southern contexts.

	Schlauch, M.
	2021
	Paolo Landri, Digital Governance of Education: Technology, Standards and Europeanization of Education, Bloomsbury
	Schools are not passive recipients of digital governance; they align, imitate, and fabricate data in response to datafied accountability demands; school agency in datafication is active and strategic.
	Italian context; limited generalisability; resistance/gaming as problem rather than emancipatory strategy.
	Data gaming and strategic compliance in Global South contexts; implications for EMIS data quality.

	Noble, S.U.
	2018
	Algorithms of Oppression
	Search algorithms systematically amplify racial bias; 'algorithmic oppression' describes the way technical systems naturalise and accelerate structural racism.
	US-centric; focused on search algorithms rather than education governance systems.
	Algorithmic oppression in educational data systems; caste and religion-based bias in South Asian EMIS.

	Pangrazio, L., & Selwyn, N.
	2023
	Critical Data Literacies
	Argues for a curricular and professional practice of critical data literacies,the capacity to read, evaluate, and contest datafied systems,as a form of epistemic resistance.
	Australian-developed framework; assumed high digital literacy baseline; limited Global South application.
	Critical data literacy in under-resourced Southern contexts; teacher-led data literacy programmes.

	Pangrazio, L., Selwyn, N., & Cumbo, B.
	2023
	A Patchwork of Platforms
	Maps the digital data infrastructures of schools as complex, heterogeneous assemblages of commercial and public platforms; challenges single-platform governance analyses.
	Australian schools only; limited to English-language platforms; no Global South comparison.
	Comparable infrastructure mapping in Global South schools; multilingual platform governance.

	Pesek, I.
	2026
	Rethinking Education Governance in the Age of AI
	AI acts as a transversal governance actor cutting across centralisation/decentralisation boundaries, creating structural accountability gaps that traditional governance cannot fill.
	Primarily conceptual; limited empirical grounding; European governance context assumed.
	Empirical studies of AI's transversal governance effects in Global South under-resourced systems.

	Rafiq-uz-Zaman, M.
	2025
	Between Adoption and Ambiguity: AI Policy in Pakistani Higher Education
	Documents the gap between institutional enthusiasm for AI and the absence of ethical governance frameworks in Pakistani universities; diagnoses 'rhetorical adoption.'
	Single institution case; higher education focus; limited empirical depth.
	School-level AI governance studies in Pakistan; comparative analysis of AI policy translation across Global South.

	Ricaurte, P.
	2019
	Data Epistemologies, the Coloniality of Power, and Resistance
	Data systems encode colonial epistemologies,particular ways of knowing that privilege Global North categories,and require decolonial data practices that foreground Southern epistemologies.
	Primarily theoretical; Latin American focus; limited educational application.
	Decolonial data epistemologies in education; teacher and community data counter-practices.

	Selwyn, N.
	2020
	Should Robots Replace Teachers?
	Critically examines AI substitution discourse in education; argues AI cannot replicate the relational, ethical, and contextual dimensions of teacher work and that AI replacement threatens educational dignity.
	Popular-academic hybrid; limited empirical depth; Global North assumptions about teacher professionalism.
	Empirical studies of AI substitution effects in Global South contexts; teacher perspectives on AI displacement.

	Taylor, L., & Broeders, D.
	2015
	In the Name of Development: Power, Profit and Datafication of the Global South
	International development programmes use data extraction in the name of poverty alleviation, reproducing colonial power relations and serving institutional and commercial interests over those of datafied communities.
	Focuses on humanitarian and development sectors; limited direct educational governance application.
	Datafication of education through international development lenses; World Bank EMIS programmes.

	Thomas, M.A.M., Serenje, J., & Chipindi, F.M.
	2023
	Reconsidering and Teaching Sociologies in Zambian Teacher Education
	Proposes reframing postcolonial teachers as 'knowers' whose locally embedded knowledge constitutes legitimate challenge to global educational orthodoxies; curriculum must honour Southern sociologies.
	Zambian context; teacher education focus; datafication not primary concern.
	Postcolonial teacher knowledge frameworks applied to datafication resistance; Southern EMIS epistemologies.

	Tikly, L.
	2020
	Education for Sustainable Development in the Postcolonial World
	Argues that education for sustainable development must be grounded in postcolonial critique; decolonising education requires attending to colonial histories of knowledge suppression.
	Primarily normative-philosophical; limited empirical data; Africa focus.
	Postcolonial educational sustainability frameworks applied to technology governance.

	UNESCO
	2023
	GEM Report: Technology in Education,A Tool on Whose Terms?
	Only 39% of education systems have AI governance policies; EdTech benefits are unevenly distributed and governance frameworks are absent or underdeveloped in most low-income contexts; critical framing of tech utopianism.
	Policy report; limited empirical depth; advocacy framing.
	Empirical studies of AI governance gaps in specific LMICs; implementation research on UNESCO recommendations.

	UNICEF Innocenti
	2025
	Data Governance for EdTech
	Documents weak data protection frameworks in EdTech globally; children's rights are systematically unprotected by current governance arrangements; Global South contexts especially vulnerable.
	Policy report; limited qualitative depth; focused on privacy/protection rather than power.
	Critical studies of children's data governance in Southern public schools; EMIS accountability mechanisms.

	Williamson, B.
	2017
	Big Data in Education
	Examines how 'big data' is mobilised to remake education policy and practice; introduces 'digital education governance' as an analytical concept; maps actors, interests, and infrastructures.
	UK and US focus; primarily policy and platform analysis; limited classroom-level empirical grounding.
	Comparative big data governance analyses in Global South; classroom-level datafication studies.


Note. Shading alternates by row for readability. Limitations and future studies reflect those stated or inferable from each source. 'Year' refers to publication year as cited in text.
6. Analytical Themes
The following four themes were generated through thematic synthesis of the 42 included studies. Each theme is analytically distinct and empirically grounded, but the themes are also interconnected: together they constitute the structural logic of what the DCE framework names as datafied coloniality in education.
6.1 Theme 1: Colonial Knowledge Logics in Educational Data Governance
6.1.1 The Epistemic Geography of Educational Datafication Research
The most structurally significant finding to emerge from the synthesis is the deeply uneven epistemic geography of critical educational datafication scholarship. The overwhelming empirical base of the field derives from a small cluster of high-income countries, the United Kingdom, Australia, and the United States, whose school systems are characterised by stable digital infrastructure, professionally protected teaching workforces, and established regulatory frameworks for data governance (Pangrazio et al., 2023; Selwyn, 2015). This is not simply a question of coverage. When the institutional baseline for critical analysis is a well-resourced school in a high-income country, the analytical lens is calibrated accordingly: the dominant concerns are the erosion of already-strong professional discretion, the narrowing of already-rich pedagogical repertoires, and privacy incursions against already-protected subjects. These are legitimate concerns, but they map poorly onto contexts where teacher professional autonomy is structurally absent to begin with, where digital infrastructure is unreliable or nonexistent, and where EMIS data governance is experienced not as privacy incursion but as an additional bureaucratic burden compounding pre-existing material deprivation.


6.1.2 Data Universalism and the Transfer Problem
Milan and Treré's (2019) concept of data universalism, the epistemic hubris of treating datafication as operating outside history and context, is nowhere more consequential than in international development-funded educational digitisation programmes. The World Bank (2022), UNESCO (2023), and bilateral development agencies have actively promoted digital EMIS systems in Global South school systems as instruments of accountability and improvement, embedding in their technical architectures assumptions about administrative capacity, reliable internet connectivity, teacher digital literacy, and the existence of accurate historical baseline data that are routinely absent in the contexts targeted (Taylor & Broeders, 2015; UNICEF, 2025). The consequence is not merely technical inefficiency. When a datafied accountability system premised on a particular institutional model is imposed on an incompatible institutional reality, it produces epistemic violence: it renders the contextually embedded, relational knowledge of experienced teachers systematically invisible to the governance apparatus, while generating numerical outputs that appear to offer authoritative accounts of institutional performance (Gray, 2023; Ricaurte, 2019).
6.2 Theme 2: Algorithmic Managerialism and the Erosion of Teacher Professional Autonomy
6.2.1 From Professional Judgment to Compliance Metrics
The transformation of teacher work under datafied governance represents the most robustly documented theme in the included corpus. Bradbury and Roberts-Holmes (2017) demonstrate how the datafication of primary schooling in England produces a 'data-led curriculum,' in which pedagogical decision-making is oriented toward the production of assessable data rather than responsive learning. Daliri-Ngametua et al. (2022) show that data performativity, the institutional compulsion to generate compliant, legible numerical outputs regardless of their relationship to pedagogical reality, systematically erodes professional trust and displaces teacher judgment. In Global South under-resourced contexts, this dynamic acquires additional structural severity. Where teachers in high-income country contexts experience datafication as a narrowing of pre-existing professional space, teachers in many Global South public school systems encounter it as the imposition of a surveillance apparatus.
6.2.2 Post-Panoptic Subject Formation and Cognitive Atrophy
Hu et al. (2025), revisiting Foucauldian panopticism in the context of AI surveillance in education, provide one of the most theoretically significant findings in the corpus: contemporary AI surveillance structures produce 'post-panoptic' subjectivities, in which teachers and students have internalised the norms of continuous digital monitoring to the point of behavioural self-modification even in the absence of active monitoring. Cukurova (2025) approaches this problem from a learning sciences perspective, providing empirical grounds for the claim that AI-assisted governance systems that systematically displace human professional judgment risk producing what he terms 'cognitive atrophy', a progressive de-skilling of the professional judgement that AI was intended to support rather than supplant.
6.3 Theme 3: The Datafication of Student Subjectivity
6.3.1 From Pedagogical Agent to Governable Object
Selwyn's (2015, 2020) foundational contribution to critical educational data studies is the argument that digital technologies in schools are configured not primarily as learning tools but as surveillance instruments that produce granular data on student behaviour, performance, and social relationships for institutional governance purposes. Pangrazio et al. (2023) show how school digital platforms aggregate and classify student behaviour in ways that are opaque to students and families, producing persistent data profiles with potentially significant consequences for educational trajectories and life opportunities.
6.3.2 EMIS, Macro-Level Data, and the Micro-Pedagogical Void
In Global South public school contexts, the datafication of student subjectivity takes specific institutional forms that produce a distinctive pattern of misalignment. The large-scale EMIS systems operating across South Asia, East Africa, and Latin America collect and aggregate data on student enrolment, attendance, and examination performance at macro scale (World Bank, 2022; UNESCO, 2023). These systems are designed primarily to serve national and international development accountability functions rather than to generate the fine-grained, contextually nuanced pedagogical intelligence that teachers need for responsive classroom practice. The consequence is a fundamental misalignment: the data most extensively collected about students are precisely those least useful to the teachers who actually work with them.
6.3.3 Data Profiling, Social Sorting, and Secondary Inequality
The socially sorting dimensions of algorithmic governance in education are well-established in the Global North literature (Noble, 2018; Gillborn et al., 2018; Benjamin, 2019). In Global South contexts, analogous dynamics are constituted through different but structurally similar social categories. Where digital performance data are used to classify schools as 'low performing' and to trigger accountability interventions the populations most affected are disproportionately those already most disadvantaged: rural students, students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, students from linguistic or religious minority communities.


6.4 Theme 4: Structural Misalignment and the AI Governance Gap
6.4.1 The Architecture of the Governance Gap
UNESCO (2023) reports that only 39% of education systems worldwide had formulated AI governance policies by 2023; the proportion among low-income country school systems is substantially lower. A significant proportion of those frameworks that do exist have been modelled on European or North American regulatory approaches, particularly the EU AI Act's risk-based classification of education as a high-risk domain, that assume institutional capacity for compliance that is simply absent in most Global South public school systems: legal infrastructure for algorithmic impact assessment, data protection officers, technical capacity for algorithmic auditing, and independent regulatory agencies capable of enforcement. Pesek (2026) provides the most analytically precise account of why this gap is structurally produced rather than merely accidental. AI systems' transversal character, their simultaneous action on centralised and decentralised governance levels, creates accountability voids that traditional regulatory arrangements designed for either centralisation or decentralisation, but not both simultaneously, cannot fill. In Global South contexts characterised by weak horizontal governance capacity and fragmented vertical accountability chains, this transversal governance problem is substantially amplified.
6.4.2 Infrastructure Conditions and Data Quality
A related structural problem concerns the digital infrastructure conditions that datafied governance systems presuppose but that are substantially absent in under-resourced Global South schools. When schools lack reliable digital connectivity, the data transmitted to central EMIS systems are inevitably partial, unreliable, and susceptible to the strategic manipulation that Schlauch (2021) documents in the Italian context, and which there is every reason to expect is at least as prevalent in contexts where institutional stakes are higher and governance oversight weaker. The consequence is a governance system that generates the appearance of data-driven accountability without the substance: numerical outputs are produced and aggregated, dashboards are populated, ministerial reports are generated, but the data they contain are a strategic artefact of compliance performance rather than a reliable representation of educational reality. In this way, the datafied accountability system that was designed to combat institutional manipulation becomes a new instrument for its more sophisticated enactment.
6.4.3 The Limits of Techno-Solutionism and the Need for Contextual Governance
The synthesis strongly supports the argument, now well-established in the critical educational technology literature (Selwyn, 2020; Williamson, 2017), that the 'datafication fix’, the proposition that governance problems in education can be resolved through the application of more and better data, is not merely insufficient but actively counterproductive in under-resourced Global South contexts. The institutional conditions that determine the quality and equity of educational provision in these contexts, adequate teacher salaries, functional physical infrastructure, pedagogically supportive school leadership, community trust, are not data problems; they are political and material problems that datafied governance systems cannot address and may actively obscure by generating the appearance of evidence-based management in their absence. Contextually grounded educational data governance, governance that begins from the institutional realities of the systems being governed rather than from frameworks developed for and by different systems, requires a fundamentally different epistemic orientation, one that DCE is designed to support.
7. Discussion
7.1 Theoretical Contributions
The DCE framework makes three contributions that are theoretically original and empirically generative. First, it resolves a persistent tension between macro-structural accounts of data colonialism (Couldry & Mejias, 2019) and micro-empirical accounts of institutional datafication (Selwyn, 2020) by specifying the mechanisms through which global structural logics are enacted in specific institutional contexts. This is not merely a theoretical refinement: it enables researchers to design studies that simultaneously attend to global power dynamics and the contextually specific ways in which those dynamics are lived and negotiated by teachers, students, and school leaders. Second, DCE extends the postcolonial education theory tradition, which has primarily attended to curriculum, pedagogy, and teacher education (Tikly, 2020; Thomas et al., 2023), to governance and institutional technology, a domain where postcolonial analysis is urgently needed but currently underdeveloped. Third, by integrating a sociotechnical systems perspective, DCE insists that the institutional context of deployment is a constitutive element of how datafied governance operates: analysing the algorithm or the platform in isolation from the school system it governs produces not merely incomplete but distorted analytical accounts.
7.2 Methodological Implications
The review has significant methodological implications for future empirical work. It strongly supports qualitative and ethnographic approaches to the study of educational datafication in Global South contexts, not because quantitative methods are inappropriate, but because the most important questions raised by the DCE framework,about professional subject formation, power negotiation, contextual enactment, and institutional resistance,are not readily accessible through survey or experimental designs. Multi-site qualitative case study methodology (Yin, 2018) is particularly well-suited to comparative examination of how datafied governance operates across varying institutional contexts within a single national system. Participatory research designs, in which teachers, students, and school communities are positioned as co-researchers rather than as data sources, offer the possibility of generating knowledge that is simultaneously analytically rigorous and practically useful to those most affected by datafied governance. Such approaches also align with the decolonial epistemological commitments of the DCE framework: they produce knowledge through relationships of accountability rather than extraction.
7.3 Policy Implications
For national policymakers and international development organisations, the review argues for a form of educational AI governance that begins from the institutional realities of the school systems being governed. Pakistan's National AI Policy (2025) represents a potentially significant policy opportunity: its recognition of the need for context-sensitive AI governance and its proposal of an AI Regulatory Directorate provides an institutional architecture within which educational AI governance frameworks could be developed. However, the translation of national AI policy commitments into specific, operationally realistic educational governance arrangements, arrangements that protect teacher professional judgment, ensure data equity, and provide meaningful accountability, remains a substantial challenge. The risk of what Rafiq-uz-Zaman (2025) calls 'adoption without integration’, the uptake of AI governance rhetoric without the substantive institutional change it implies, is significant and must be actively resisted through empirically grounded policy implementation research.
For international development actors, the review argues that the datafication of Global South school systems through international EMIS programmes and commercial EdTech partnerships deserves the same degree of critical scrutiny as other forms of development intervention. Taylor and Broeders' (2015) demonstration that datafication programmes can reproduce colonial power relations in the name of development is directly applicable to educational contexts, and UNICEF's (2025) documentation of systematically inadequate data protection in the global EdTech sector provides concrete evidence of the governance gaps that must be addressed before datafication can constitute a genuine improvement intervention rather than a new form of institutional colonisation.
8. Conclusion
This review has argued that the critical study of educational datafication requires a fundamental reorientation, toward Global South institutional contexts not as peripheral test cases but as primary sites of analysis whose examination is essential to any non-distorting account of how datafied governance operates in the world. The 42 sources synthesised in this review, drawn from across education studies, critical data studies, postcolonial theory, and STS, converge on a coherent set of analytical conclusions: that datafied governance technologies developed for Global North educational contexts reproduce colonial knowledge hierarchies when transferred unreflectively to under-resourced Global South school systems; that teacher professional autonomy is systematically eroded by algorithmic managerialism in ways that are structurally more severe in under-resourced contexts; that students are rendered as institutional data objects in ways that are unequally distributed across social position; and that the international AI governance frameworks currently proliferating bear a structural mismatch to the institutional realities of Global South public schooling.
The Datafied Coloniality in Education (DCE) framework proposed in this review provides a theoretically rigorous, empirically generative, and politically committed tool for advancing research that takes these conclusions seriously. By specifying the mechanisms, epistemic appropriation, structural amplification, and subject formation, through which global data governance logics enact colonial relations in under-resourced public schooling, DCE names a structural dynamic that must be understood analytically before it can be challenged institutionally. Future research guided by DCE should ask not only 'how does datafication work?' but 'in whose interest does it work, whose knowledge does it silence, and what forms of professional agency and institutional resistance does it leave open?' Those are questions that can only be answered in the institutional texture of specific schools, specific systems, and specific communities, and it is in those places that the most important scholarly work in this field now needs to be done.
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