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The book Conceptualizing the Digital University: The Intersection of
Policy, Pedagogy and Practice by Johnston et. al. (2019) and its
Persian translation published by the Iranian Institute for Cultural,
Social and Civilization Studies is a timely book on digital university
that critically discusses how and why the universities are dominated
by neo-liberalism in the light of digital transformation. In challenging
the reductionist accounts of digital university by developers of digital
cultures, it accuses them of suppressing the humanistic values of
university and undermining the social agency of the professors and
students and of strengthening a neo-liberal culture. Thus, it casts
doubts on the emancipatory perspectives of digital university. To
provide an alternative narrative of the digital university, the book first
analyzes the neoliberal context of the digital university and its
meanings, providing a new articulation of the digital university by
borrowing from Paulo Freire's concepts such as academic praxis,
critical pedagogy, social agency and social justice. It claims that
Neoliberalism weakens the university and marginalizes the socio-
cultural and humanistic values of education by resorting to the digital
university discourse, and to adjust this situation, it is necessary to turn
to academic praxis and critical pedagogy. By combining theory and
practice and by creatively and critically synthesizing the existing
literature, the book has been able to reconceptualize the digital
university, but due to it focusing too much on abstract analyzes and
not providing a clear definition of key concepts, it has not been able to
provide a concrete model, or an adequate account of digital
university. The Persian translation of the book, despite its maximum
fidelity to the original and its accuracy in finding the target
equivalents, is not adequate enough in terms of syntax, spelling and
punctuation marks.
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INTRODUCTION

The book Conceptualizing the Digital University: The Intersection of Policy,
Pedagogy and Practice by Johnston et. al. (2019) and its Persian translation
published by the Iranian Institute for Cultural, Social and Civilization Studies
situates the evolution of digital university within a neo-liberal context in which the
humanistic values of university have been dominated by neoliberal policies. In this
situation, it is the market that dictates the university what to teach. The book begins
with a criticism of this situation, but the strong point of the book is that it suggests
alternative strategies to resist against this trend. One resistant strategy discussed in
the book is the concept of “critical pedagogy” according to which what should be
taught is dictated by humanistic values, rather than the market. The students are
encouraged to be critical and reflective. The book discusses how the digital
university can contribute to the realization of critical pedagogy. It breathes a fresh
air into university Studies, because it shows that there are alternatives to the current
trends in university. By introducing these alternatives, the book situates the
university in humanistic perspectives. The key ideas of the book are: a conceptual
matrix of digital university, digitally distributed curriculum, critically enriched
learning spaces, open education and critical pedagogy. Thus, it is necessary for
those interested in pedagogy and digital studies to read this book.

A REVIEW OF THE KEY ARGUMENTS

The book consists of 12 chapters. Chapter One entitled as neoliberalism and digital
university discusses the digital as one of the transforming forces of higher education
in the 21th century, arguing that this force follows a neoliberalist policy, because it
views higher education as a market for supply and demand. The aim is to challenge
the power of neoliberalism in shaping the universities. The argument here is that
neoliberalism and its digital turn will reduce the higher education, so the book
presents an alternative to the transformation of university based on such values as
critical pedagogy, public pedagogy and open education. Since the book views digital
university as a discursive construction, it borrows from Paulo Freire the concept of
academic praxis. Based on this concept, it is argued that the agency of the teachers
and students can entail an emancipatory perspective. The authors contend that the
neoliberalism dominant in the current image of digital university is a subjugating an
an unequal power, thus they are seeking an alternate approach.

Chapter Two entitled as Digital University: An Impoverished concept talks about
the necessity for adoption of a critical approach to the dominance of neo-liberal
ideology in higher education. To conceptualize the digital university, the views by
the critics of new liberalism are consulted, because their views are in line with the
concept of academic praxis as a critical dialogue. To avoid being biased, and in
compliance with the concept of academic praxis, the authors have discussed the
views by both the critics of new liberalism and the supports of techno-neoliberalist
narrative of the university.



Chapter Three entitled as An Exploration of the Digital University: Development
of a Holistic Thinking is aimed at operationalizing the idea of academic praxis. To
this end, the key components of digital university such as digital literacy,
information literacy, learning environments, and curriculum development are
discussed as a “conceptual matrix of digital university”. The central question to be
touched upon here is if digital university contributes to the resistance of the
university or to its suppression.

Chapter Four entitled as The Myth of Digital Transformation, argues that digital
transformation is regarded as a strong force for change, while it a merely a myth.
Under digital transformation, higher education is viewed as a business, so it has to
adapt itself to external pressures. The dominant narrative of the proponents of
digital university is that the digital technologies turn the universities into the global
providers of higher education in making higher education accessible, but this
promise has not come true yet. The book shares the same view about the MOOC:s,
arguing that the MOOCs have failed to expand the access to higher education in a
democratic and meaningful way.

Chapter Five entitled as Digital Participation and Open Communities discusses
digital divide at literacy, financial and geographical levels, arguing that the
universities are at the intersection of all of these levels. It then discusses the ways to
engage the marginalized groups. So, it is focused on the pedagogy of the deprived
students.

Chapter Six entitled as Information Literacy: Digital Capacity and Individual
Agency argues that the universities should promote “critical information literacy”.
This type of literacy enables the learners to develop their critical consciousness of
the paradoxes, and the inequalities in the society. According to this chapter,
information literacy cannot be reduced to the ability to reveal the “fake news”,
rather it should be expanded to the ability to analyze how and why such fame
information is produced. Individual agency is a kind of critical consciousness and
resistance against the suppressing circumstances. Agency rests at the center of the
critical idea of the university and critical pedagogy can boost the individual agency.

Chapter Seven entitled as Digitally Enriched Learning Spaces argues that at such
spaces, the learners can experience critical agency. The Wikis and blogs are
examples of digitally enriched learning spaces that double the participation and
motivation of the students.

Chapter Eight entitled as Digitally Distributed Curriculum argues that the formal
curricula developed by the universities without the participation of the students
tend to suppress the agency, but the digitally distributed informal curriculum is an
alternative to suppressive formal curricula. Development of such curricula is one of
the requirements of digital university and is an example of the concept of praxis.
Throughout the chapter, the emancipatory aspect of curriculum as praxis is
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emphasized, arguing that such interventions in learning and teaching can be
liberating.

In the rest of the chapters, the authors of the book emphasize on the concept of
academic transformation as critical intervention. According to them, criticism,
participation and democracy are the “raison d'etre” of the universities, but
neoliberalism has made them suppressive by distorting the concept of the university
raison d’etre. The current book gives us insights on how to challenge and
emancipate this situation.

A) Strengths and Weaknesses of the Book

The main strength of the book is that it suggests alternative strategies and
perspectives for resistance against the current suppressive circumstances. If the
degree of success of a book is measured by its degree of thought production, the
current book has produced the utmost amount of thought about digital university.
Although its theoretical framework may not be a paradigm breaker for the scholars
of critical theory, it can definitely fill in many epistemic gaps, for its presentation of
a critical account of the digital university. The current book is an insightful source
for understanding the suppressive and emancipatory aspects of the digital
university. One of the salient features of the book is broad scope. This feature can
yet be a point of weakness, because it may entail the danger of reductionism. On the
other hand, because of its excessive focus on abstract analyses and not providing a
clear definition of the key concepts, the book has failed to present a concrete and an
adequate model of the digital university. This problem has influenced the pragmatic
side of the book. But generally speaking, it a though-provoking and insightful book.
Cogency of arguments, depth of analyses, innovation in ideas and its theoretical
richness have made it a valuable source for those interested in higher education
studies.

B) Concluding Remarks on the Persian Translation of the Book

The Persian translation of this book has been published by the Iranian Institute for
Cultural, Social and Civilization Studies in 2023.The main strength of this
translation is its utmost faithfulness to the source text and its fluency. There is no
deviation in the translation in terms of lexicon, stylistics and pragmatics. In terms of
accuracy, its quality is high enough, but is has some deviations in terms of its
adherence with the linguistic and orthographic norms of Persian language,
particularly its punctuation marks. Thus, it needs a further editing, and
proofreading. The translation however can be trusted.
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