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Being	Open:	serendipity	within	the	digital	arena	
 

Asynchronicity; new forms of academic writing that include multimodal 
and collaborative writing; and also working with speed, brevity and 
serendipity are a few of the pedagogical possibilities that work best in 
the online environment. 
Ross & Collier, 2016 

 
This paragraph in Ross and Collier’s paper exploring mess, complexity and what 
they refer to as not-yetness, is intriguing with the inclusion of ‘serendipity’ as being 
ideally suited to a digital setting. However, before drilling down to how this may be, 
it is worth pausing to explore what the term actually means. The dictionary offers a 
succinct but fairly vague and wide reaching definition: 
 
The faculty of making happy and unexpected discoveries by accident. Also, the fact 
or an instance of such a discovery ("Serendipity", 2017a). 
 
This however, belies the complexity of the term and whether or not it can be 
engineered within a working environment. Researchers have sought to augment or 
pin down this somewhat slippery definition with attributes such as open (receptive), 
connection and surprise whilst also recognising mental effort as part of the process 
(Cunha, Clegg & Mendonça, 2010; Makri, & Blandford, 2012; McCay-Peet & Toms, 
2015). They also provide examples of serendipity, which range from the discovery of 
products, creation of works of art to chance encounters resulting in life changes. 
 
A recent story in The New York Times, ‘Engineering Serendipity’, related how 
technology giants Yahoo and Google were attempting this through physical means 
(Lindsay, 2013). Yahoo banned working at home, considering it too isolationist 
whilst Google built an office space to maximise staff interaction, the claim being 
that each employee is no more than two and half minutes away from another. Both 
approaches, acknowledge the importance of human interaction, yet it seems rather 
ironic that as leaders in the technology field they chose to privilege physical contact 
over digital. Viewing this story through a different lens leads to a less positive 
conclusion in that rather than encouraging serendipity the companies could be said 
to be enforcing a surveillance culture on their staff. 
 
It could further be stated that the ever-increasing surveillance within our society is 
‘indicative of a growing culture or paradigm of distrust.’ and that this paradigm ‘is 
pervasive in the university too.’, indicating that education is not immune from this 
negative perspective of human nature (Macfarlane, 2016). 
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It is difficult to begin a discussion around surveillance without referring to the 
panopticon. The original panopticon was a physical prison proposed by Jeremy 
Bentham in the late eighteenth century. The concept had prison cells located 
around the edges of a circular building with a central tower in the middle with a 
watchman observing the inmates at all times. The aim being that the state of ‘always 
seen’ would prevent criminal behaviour or escape attempts.  
 
Michel Foucault in his book, Discipline and Punish, developed this concept into a 
metaphor for surveillance of citizens across society in order to maintain a level of 
discipline and conformity (Foucault & Sheridan, 1977). In the metaphor, citizens 
accept the surveillance as normal and the watchers remain anonymous. The 
panoptic metaphor, however, is somewhat troubled in a digital era and its relevance 
is questioned with the rhizomic data-surveillance we are now all under (Haggerty, 
2009; Soddart, 2014; McMullan, 2015).  
 
Limitations include the degree of visibility. In Foucault’s version society was fully 
aware of being ever-seen, however, within the online realm anonymity can be 
achieved, if increasingly difficult. Also, whereas panoptic surveillance was intended 
solely to prevent dissenting behavior and subsequently punish, much of the 
surveillance today is framed in a positive way in that it provides safety and support 
for citizens. This area would constitute a paper in its own right but here the question 
is not about the background or aims of digital surveillance but rather how it affects, 
if at all, serendipity. 

	

Open,	anonymity	and	algorithms	
Being online poses tensions between open/closed and visible/invisible and how we 
are increasingly becoming numb to the level of surveillance that comes with using 
online platforms. Examining the open, as in free of cost, social media channels Lyon 
sums up this complex relationship, as being a space where ‘Pleasure and 
punishment suffuse each other and work together.’ (Lyon, 2017). Therefore, both 
the opportunities for serendipity and other positive outcomes are balanced with the 
knowledge that the occupation of the space may have negative connotations, such 
as ‘Will my employer look at my antics on this Facebook page?’. However, being 
present in open platforms does not necessarily equate to being visible, indeed 
‘anonymity plays a significant role in the constitution of the social world’ and 
shouldn’t be lost within a culture of surveillance (Bachmann, Knecht & Wittel, 2017). 
 
It could be proposed that algorithms within open systems afford us the opportunity 
to make unexpected discoveries by accident. However, applying a critical lens to 
the processes of algorithms used by the large technology providers such as Google, 
Facebook and Amazon surface troubling issues (Zuboff, 2015). These concerns 
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provide us with two problems with regards serendipity, one is that open and price 
free has associated cost as our data is subsequently sold (Bachmann, Knecht & 
Wittel, 2017). Secondly, the algorithms can be argued to simply fulfil our own 
personal filter bubbles, in that the content that is ‘suggested’ is based on the 
content that we have already viewed or read. 
 
Tufekei centres on YouTube in a TED talk, “It’s an algorithm picking what it thinks 
that you might be interested in and maybe not find on your own” (Tufekei, 2017). 
Returning to the definition of serendipity it is difficult to see the connection in this 
regard, ‘unexpected discoveries by accident’ – finding and watching a video that is 
of interest after a search is not unexpected, but expected. Being then offered 
relevant other videos is again arguably not accidental nor unexpected so whilst 
extremely useful and potentially happy, this could be classed as pseudo-serendipity 
(McCay-Peet & Toms, 2015). 
 
A further problem is a warning also from Tufekei that whilst algorithm generated 
recommendations are mostly benign there is a dark side, including offering 
susceptible users inappropriate videos and encouraging extremism. This could be 
likened to zemblanity, an antonym of serendipity coined by William Boyd whereby 
"making unhappy, unlucky and unexpected discoveries occurring by design" 
("Serendipity", 2017b). Therefore, whilst trying to explore how to design for 
serendipity we should be cognisant that it may inadvertently create the very 
opposite effect. 
 
Under the heading ‘location based recommendations’ Makri et al list several apps, 
many of which are no longer in use (Makri et al, 2014). However, turning to the 
physical world of psychogeography hints at the potential for serendipity. Like 
serendipity, psychogeograpy is a term difficult to pin down, but contains the 
elements of wandering, playfulness and countering the banality of the everyday 
(Coverley, 2010). This hints as to possibilities of discovery by stepping aside from 
the algorithm driven suggestions and instead aimlessly meandering through the 
online environment. The question is then how to do this without the aid of 
algorithms, which is how the apps would be fed. One way could be to simply use 
the online to share discoveries that may or may not be found in the online rather 
than use it to find them: 
 

When a sight, sound, movement, or place attracts your attention during your daily 
life, consider that moment an “art experience”. Find a way to record an impression 
of this momentary “art experience” using any appropriate means or media. Share 
these experiences with each other and make them available to others. 
Pauline Oliveros - 'Open Field' (1980) 
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However, open systems do not guarantee safety. Users may choose to eschew them 
and it is crucial to be mindful of these fears regarding privacy and vulnerability in 
the open. 
 
Honesty has an important part to play in this as we are reminded in Gilliard’s 
analysis on why he believes the web is broken and his attempts to inform students 
of the realities of the digital world they inhabit (Gilliard, 2017). He warns us that 
‘Students are often surprised (and even angered) to learn the degree to which they 
are digitally redlined, surveilled, and profiled on the web and to find out that 
educational systems are looking to replicate many of those worst practices in the 
name of “efficiency,” “engagement,” or “improved outcomes.”’. These latter claims 
made by education institutions rarely address the issue of transparency, context or 
informed consent as to how the data is used. Learning analytics are employed 
under the guise of support but employing these without being clear as to the 
purpose or bigger picture raise serious ethical questions (Slade & Prinsloo, 2013; 
Jisc, 2016). Given the scale of surveillance in today’s society providing learners with 
transparency is the very least that can be expected. 
 

My	position	
The grey complexities of the middle ground need to be acknowledged and 
appropriate preparation for occupying this grey, not just to survive but to flourish 
and grow, making new connections is required. Gough challenges us to resist 
complexity reduction in education but rather than provide us with a neat conclusion 
of his arguments he instead urges us to think how this might be achieved for 
ourselves (Gough, 2013). It is with note that his question pulls on ‘open’ as a crucial 
element in this resistance: “how might understanding our worlds and selves as 
open, recursive, organic, nonlinear and emergent… “. Bringing open and 
complexity together in an online arena Ross and Collier argue that we need to 
recognise the existence of complexity and mess and to be, again, open in a 
receptive sense to afford us the chance to ‘what may be genuinely surprising about 
online learning and teaching’ (Ross & Collier, 2016). 
 
This is no small task to take on. Student numbers are increasing whilst funding is 
decreasing. Institutions are turning to technology to provide a fast solution to their 
problems. In the face of neoliberism within the education arena turning to critical 
pedagogy or critical digital pedagogy is one of the proposed routes for 
recentralising the learning experience in online learning (House-Peters, Del Casino 
& Brooks, 2017; Morris, 2017). It is beyond the scope of this paper to analyse this 
area of research however, it is important to acknowledge it. With regards to the 
future for education this discussion is about navigating how to be open and 
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connecting with people and ideas to inspire new ways of seeing teaching and 
learning in the face of this surveillance and control. 
 
Surveillance exists, surveillance is on the increase. We may not be in a position to 
fully resist this culture, nor may this be a desirable goal, but we have a duty of care 
to question it and be more open about its existence. Part of educating about open 
practice is ‘the importance of developing network as well as digital literacies’ 
(Cronin, 2017). 
 
Stepping away from the dichotomies of open and closed, visible and invisible and 
reframing them as continuums thereby acknowledging that people can exist at 
different points, at different times, in different spaces. Soddart visualises this with 
the addition of brackets around the word in, ‘(in)visibility’ to indicate that ‘we may 
be visible in a number of contexts while being invisible in others’ (Soddart, 2014). 
 
My proposed Open Education Resource therefore will provide a background to 
being open and a brief outline of digital surveillance within both open and closed 
platforms. The main element of the resource however, will contain a range of 
prompts and practical tasks that will take the learner on a journey that they wouldn’t 
have gone on themselves. The final element to bring cohesion to the resource is a 
variety of stories from members of the open community outlining serendipitous 
moments either from a professional development perspective or from within a class 
setting. 
 
Rather than addressing the issues of surveillance my resource will offer up a 
discussion of open in an era of surveillance. It will explore the many faces of open 
and align the different versions with possibilities for digital serendipity. Neither use 
of particular platforms nor (in)visibility will be dictated, rather, it is focussed on 
encouraging a receptive approach. Serendipitous opportunities are only 
opportunities if they are grasped and acted upon. Example online activity prompts 
include: joining a discussion, following a new hashtag or account, initiating a 
conversation or contributing to a project or initiative. That is foster the model of 
‘taking control’, by maximising the power of digital by driving serendipity rather 
than be pulled along by technologies or the people behind them. Wander aimlessly 
and revel in the mess between two set points, see things through a different lens 
and notice things previously unseen in a familiar setting. 
 

"What people call serendipity sometimes is just having your eyes open."  
Jose Manuel Barroso 
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