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Covid-19 pandemic was a practical turn from in-person on-campus university
classes to distance online learning, and was also a theoretical turn in
construction and conceptualization of university. Because of the virtualization
of classes (also because of the possibility of submitting, proceeding, and
following-up the non-educational processes) through the internet (ie. via a
remote access), virtual university transfigured from a peripheral signifier to the
central element in the discourse on university. Virtual educational and virtual
procedures are not specific specification of only a few educational programs or
higher education (HE) institutes any more. They were the main mode of
delivery of education and providing students services for at least one academic
year during the covid-19 pandemic. Before that, virtual university and
virtualization were conceived and perceived only as a sub-discourse in HE
system in Iran. But in the recent years, online courses and blended learning
programs, became a substitute mood of instruction in case of crisis or
emergency, but they have been alternatives for graduate and continuing
education, adult and lifelong learning, community education and
organizational training for pre-service or in-service practitioners or
professionals. But they have always been called as electronic or online learning,
or virtual classes or courses. For two decades, the keyword of digital university
was not popular or prevalent. Even the processes of transferring materials and
services to these HE institutes were called virtualization (not digitalization of
university). But amid covid-19, digitalization of university became a trend in
the practice of educational management, and also became a discourse in the
discipline of HE development planning. So the digital university rose and
raised. Still there are questions: 1. What the term digital refers to about the
university? 2. In which socio-textual discourses, digitalization of university has
been elaborated and articulated? 3. What digitization, digitalization, and digital
transformation discursify about university; i.e. signifying which ontological,
epistemological, and methodological discourses, and organizational changes,
and the changes in the relationships of the university and the social context.
Answering these questions requires re-recognition of the digitalization of the
university (and the birth of digital university) which was briefly introduced.
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INTRODUCTION

University in the postmodern situation is represented in ruins of modernity (and
remains of modernization), in crisis of rationality (and eclipse of reason), survived
from but scratched by 1. insecurity and securitization, 2. instabilities and
destabilizations, 3. students’ protests and union strikes, 4. wars and strife, 5. cultural
(re)turns and educational reforms. The postmodern university is struggling with 1.
scarce resources and budget cuts, 2. ranking systems and rat race on academic
performance, 3. local privatization of higher education and global
internationalizations, 4. attacks on unemployment and unemployability of
university graduates, 5. digital revolution and digital transformations. But the
internet is available and accessible in most places and most of the time in many
urban areas of many cities (if not anytime anywhere), and knowledge acquisition or
skill development over the internet can overtake the university (if does not take it
over). Internet is not a digital university; it is beyond a university, a hyper-
university, an emporium. So with pervasive computing and ubiquitous
communications, what is the function of the university in society? Maybe first we
should answer how and how much university is affected by digitalization and digital
transformations, and to what extend and why universities are in the danger of
extinction in? Some leaders or managers may reduce universities to an organization
like any other, and think and talk about maturity of organizations and excellence of
performance, by deploying and applying digital technologies.

Similarly, some technologists and technophiles may articulate and advance the
discourse on digital technologies and technological transformations in universities
as organizations. This paper problematize what is the digital university? It tries to
find answers for 1. What are the processes of digitization, digitalization, and digital
transformation of university? 2. Which universities with which specifications are
conceived and conceptualized as digital? 3. How digital transformation of the
university, and the emergence of digital university, have been embodied and
epitomized in disciplinary discourses in the academic fields of Education and
Management?

METHODOLOGY

Analyzing textbooks, i.e. course-books or source-books, can help us to track and
trace mainstream flows and/or dominant discourses in academia. A book as a
textual discourse intermediates between cognitive and social discourses,
conceptions and perceptions, recognition and representation. It describes and
discursifies a topic, and how reality is (co)constructed or de/re-constructed. So
analyzing a textbook on digital university can explore and extract discursive trends
(and turns) on digitalization (and digital transformation) of university.

Sampling method: This study is based on purposive sampling, to search for an
extensive case and to summarize an extensible account, to reflect cores and corners



of the discourse on digitalization and digital transformation. The textbook as case-
study analyzed here is “Digital University: A Framework for Transformations of
Universities in the Digital Age”, written by Mahdi Shami Zanjani, Mohseneh Asadi,
& Faraz Nabiee, published by University of Tehran Press, 2023. The raison d'etre of
choosing this book was: 1. It is a premier and pioneer on the topic in the fields of
Education and Management in Iran; 2. It is the first retrieved and the most relevant
retrievable result in searching Persian books on digital university; 3. First author
(Shami Zanjani) possess a personal, professional, and public branding in this area:
3. 1. He s a faculty member, in Faculty of Management, at the University of Tehran
(one of the top ranked universities, and one of the leading universities in
digitalization and digital transformations in Iran), and the author was informed of
and involved in design and assessments of digitalization and digital transformation
projects; 3. 2. He is a well-known and renowned scholar and author on
digitalization and digital transformation in organizations, and digital stewardship in
leadership; 3. 3. He has an official webpage, referring to parts of the book contents
briefly, expanding some of less discussed points of the book, and even updating
some contents of the book in his website (before the publication of revised version
of the book in paper format), and this website has received considerable stats of
visitors, hyper-links, and even non-academic citations to academic contents.

Data collection method: Contents from the book were selected and collected on
the basis of axes of articulation of the discourse on digitalization and digital
transformation: 1. What is the definition and characterization of the processes, in
general and in specific case of the (digital) university: 2. How they have been
represented to be recognized (and vice versa) in the text? 3. Why they have been
treated and typified as (mega)trends and (meta)discursive turns?

Data analysis method: This study was discursive, but not a discourse analysis.
Discourse (and its analysis) is not only a linguistic entity (and tool), reducible to
lexical items, syntactic argumentation, or syntax-semantics interfaces; it can be an
epistemic, communicative, and/or social construct, and implemented as an
approach, a strategy, or sets of procedures (rather than just an instrument) to
understand which topics are discussed and which discarded, how they are
(mis/dis)presented, and why? Thus this study is methodologically discursive, but
not methodically a discourse analysis. Discursive data analysis -rather than
wording, paragraph development, or cohesion and cohesiveness- focuses on loaded,
laden, and latent ontology, epistemology, and methodology in the text; ie. 1.
Ontology: what is digital university and its features? 2. Methodology: how
digitalization and digital transformations are represented and recognized in
academic disciplinary discourses? 3. Epistemology: why digitalization and the
emergence of digital university has been described and discoursified this way?

FINDINGS

What is digital university? “The digital university is the university based on digital
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technologies, transformed its management and learning system in an ecosystemic
approach, and achieved excellent performance through creating fascinating
experiences for its stakeholders” (Shami Zanjani, Asadi, and Nabiee, 1402: 25). This
definition explicates 3 characteristics of the digital university: 1. its building blocks
and its institutional foundations are digital technologies; 2. it is the result of digital
transformation, and it is always under further digital transformations; 3. it was born
and/or built as a part of the processes from improvement to development, from
maturity to excellence. Such a description of digital university implies: 1. digital
technologies are not only technological infrastructures of digital university, but they
are core functioning unit of it; 2. deployment and development of technologies in
the university, and emergence and extension of digital universities, are not only
technological nor temporary changes; 3. The output of these transformations is
recognized and represented as increasing efficiency and effectiveness, but their
outcome is not reduced nor reducible to organizational productivity and
institutional functionality. This can be extended to 3 axioms about digitalization
and digital transformation: 1. Maybe these changes start with technological
transformations, but they are not limited to changes in technologies, so these
changes are going to transform the organizational structure and organizational
architecture of the universities; 2. Transformation were not only in the layer of
teaching and learning, nor only in the layer of administration and management,
but they are intertwined and interdependent, and it will proceed in intertwined and
interdependent manner as well; 3. Digital transformations have not been restricted
to universities, but also their social contexts. They were neither imported from (or
imposed by) digital technologies to university ambience, nor exported from (or
exposed by) digital universities to social fields.

Ecosystemic approach to digital university -and the keyword of digital
ecosystem of the higher education- signifies digital transformations proceed in
academia and society parallelly or mutually, and there are interactions and
transactions between the university and the society, also between their digitalization
and digital transformations. This definition and description of the digital university
are not only positive, but also have positivist implication and implementation of
digitalization and transformation: 1. Technological and organizational changes are
conceived to be perceived as positive phenomena; 2. Being exposed to those
technological changes, and their organizational and educational aftermaths, are
portrayed interesting and intriguing experiences; 3. Not only their immediate
output in teaching and learning, and in organizational performance and excellence,
but also their later and latent individual and social outcomes are described and
discursified in progressive and productive terminology. What is missed or
misrepresented, discarded or disrepresented, neglected or ignored is: 1.Which
administrative units or educational departments of the university have not been
transformed at all or not comparable to others? 2. Which units and departments -
even after digitalization of procedures- do not perform excellently as expected, and



which digital transformations of university are not as transformative (in education)
or as transformational (in management)? 3. What are the challenges and limits of
the managerial and educational system of the university digitalization and digital
transformation journey? 4. What are the weaknesses and threats of digitalization
and digital transformation for the university, as an organization and as a social
institution? 5. Which needs and wants of which stakeholders of (digital) university
have not been achieved or attained accordingly? 6. Which stakeholders are not
satisfied with their experience of digitalization and digital transformation of the
university (and their outputs and outcomes), or they did not find this experience
exciting or enhancing, and why? 7. Comparing with digital transformations in
public service organizations, and in comparison with private sector businesses, what
are specific gaps and divides in digitalization and digital transformation of the
university, both its special/academic and general/administrative subsystems? 8.
How and how much, why and to what extent, digital gaps and divides of the
ecosystem -in which universities become digital and undertake digital
transformations- affect the birth and rise of digital university, i.e. organizational
changes and wider socio-digital transformations?

What are the characteristics of a digital university? It is characterized with:
1. Working as a platform, in an ecosystem; 2. Focusing on innovations, data,
communities, and users’ experiences; 3. Providing borderless, personalized, and
scalable learning; 4. Flexibility and accessibility of structures and services; 5.
Smartness and agility of functions and flows.

Experience: Although there are devices and interfaces for interacting with
artifacts and with other users, but neither every exposure to these virtual learning
environments (VLEs) and objects is interactive nor for learning.

Innovation: Digital data and tools can be used creatively for producing or
editing instructional materials and learning contents, but it does not mean every
mix or mashup of data and resharing over the internet is innovative.

Data: Data can be used to make sense of the practice and performance of
students and their instructors to help them do their learning and teaching better,
but there are concerns about data leakage and violating privacy, datafication and
dataveillance, based on dataism or resulting in datacracy.

Communities: Digital universities and digitally transformed/ transforming
universities overemphasize on or overestimate achievements in preparing and
progressing networking and community activities. But designing and delivering a
technical option (the potential, a possibility, e.g. networking) is different from a
social practice (the actual, a reality, e.g. participation).

Ecosystems: Digital universities are digital learning ecosystems, and they work
in digital transformation ecosystems, but it does not mean predigital universities
were not ecosystems inside, or they did not have interactions with the wider social
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ecosystem. Digitalization and digital transformation only had doubled or multiplied
ecosystemic interactions and transactions.

Platforms: Selling and buying not only the learning content but also course
credentials may increase visibility, credibility, and profitability of products and
revenues of universities. But it endangers the university by becoming or being
considered as a business, aka corporate university, in processes of digitalization and
platformizaton. It indicates and intensifies criticism on economy of higher
education, as it widens and deepens commercialization, marketization,
monetization, financialization, capitalism, & neoliberalism.

Borderlessness: The internet and digital universities have extended and
expanded availability and accessibility of resources and opportunities for learning,
with less spatial and temporal borders, but many platforms and MOOCs on them
are not available and accessible for many users because learning management
system (LMS) company or the content provider is banned from providing services
to the users from specific IP addresses.

Personalization: Maybe digital universities or digitally leading universities, offer
more technological affordance to exercise more psychological agency i.e. to choose
to do what, how, why, when, and why. But administrative procedures of admission
to graduation are still matters of bureaucracy and hierarchy. Thus personalization is
discursified as self-regulated learning or creative teaching - excluding
interdisciplinarity, individualized programs, personal modules, micro-credentials,
or non-degree non-credit courses.

Scalability: Making a combination and/or compromise between students
learning needs and wants, with expected learning objectives and outcomes by the
instructor, the syllabus, the university, or higher education system has never been
easy; but in digitalization and digital transformation of the university, it may be
mistaken or misunderstood by replacing or displacing what system or source
supplies with what student or instructor demands.

Flexibility: Adapting and adopting to what learners or instructors require and
acquire can be equipped and enhanced through digital technologies, but how much
it is compatible and comparable between different cohorts and among different
universities classes is always a challenge of flexibility.

Accessibility: Users with visual or auditory impairment, with sensory or
kinesthetic limitations, with cognitive or communicative differences, with special
educational needs or diverse learning styles, from lower economic levels or from
less developed regions are hardly thought or treated.

Smartness: Smarter management system of services mean faster, easier,
extended, and unobtrusive user logs, consumer behavior analytics, and intelligence
work.



Agility: Perhaps the process of analyzing the situation, making decision,
organizing resources, executing decisions, assessing activities, receiving feedbacks,
revising decisions, and modifying next steps can be more agile in digital settings,
but it may mean not to receive or reflect adequate data on special occasion or
population affected by or involved in our decisions.

CONCLUSION

Digital University is presented in a way that no predigital university could possess
these characteristics or procedures, which can be a misconception or misperception,
a mis-presentation and mis-construction of the reality. It is misinformative and
misleading to depict digital universities or those in digital transformation have
those qualifications or perform efficiently and effectively.

NOVELTY

This paper defined, described, and discussed dominant disciplinary discourse on
digital university, digitalization of university, and its digital transformation.
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