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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic is yet another world-changing event which 
has contributed to shifts in the social and material worlds human beings 
inhabit [1], as well as putting a spotlight on Modern attitudes and 
assumptions toward technologies and the contexts of their use. While 
both utopian and dystopian narratives of Modernity have been presented 
in popular texts, technology itself is commonly regarded as a necessary 
element to contemporary human life within this social and historic context. 
Some of the ideas which underpin Modernity as a time period involve 
discursive formations that emphasise the importance of rationality and the 
corresponding operationalisation of natural, human, and semiotic spheres 
towards greater measures of efficiency in advancing the multifaceted 
constitution of societies [2]–[5].  

Modernity has been characterised by several scholars as a time period in 
world history marked by turbulent shifts in the social and material realities

1  RMIT University, School of Communication and Design, Vietnam 
International and Comparative Education (ICE), Universiti Brunei Darussalam, 
Bandar Seri Begawan, Brunei 
DOI: 10.17932/EJOSS.2021.023/ejoss_ v01i1002 



Modalities, Disciplinarity and Multiliteracies: the digital culture of higher education and the false promise of 
technological determinism

22

humans inhabit as a result of events, inventions, and occurrences predicated 
on particular ways of seeing the world [6]–[8]. While the invention of 
various technologies and their enduring impact is one of many key factors 
which shape interpersonal relations and broader social structures, natural 
and man-made events and occurrences such as the national independence 
of several countries from many years of colonial rule and diverse natural 
disasters are also examples of the makings of the Modern world [9], [10].  

Popular discursive formations often feature the idea of technology as 
important to human advancement and also being an important aspect of 
living within the context of Modernity as evidenced by the several ways in 
which technology use is represented in popular texts such as Hollywood 
films, novels, advertising, and related social practices [11]–[13]. Like F. T. 
Marinetti and the Italian Futurists of the early 20th century, an affirmative 
sense of the utility, necessity, and to some degree excitement regarding 
technology is characteristic of Modern thinking [14], [15].  

Nevertheless, the COVID-19 pandemic has led to arguably more losses 
than gains, given the negative impact of this event on human lives and 
livelihoods the world over [16]. As social institutions and the subjects 
which constitute them bear the fallout of this disruptive and historyaltering 
event, constituents of higher education institutions must now contend with 
reimaging the role and function such an entity within the discontinuities of 
Modernity and more recently, the post-COVID world [17]–[19].  

  

The disruptive nature of the pandemic created a large-scale scramble to 
translate offline modes of instruction to online teaching [20]–[25]. As 
such, this massive shift in teaching and learning in general and higher 
education, in particular, has seen digital technologies used for teaching and 
learning offer convergent modalities for synchronous and asynchronous 
classroom delivery. However, despite the affordances of such technologies 
in providing interesting opportunities for teaching and learning, it has in 
no way has it definitively proven to be as emancipatory or revolutionary 
as some proponents of educational technology have argued before the 
pandemic occurred. 
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Without rehashing the realities and ramifications of this worldwide event, 
as this has already been documented by scholars interested or operating 
within perhaps almost every national and disciplinary context [26]–[30], 
in this article I would like to engage with the notion of the pandemic 
raising more pertinent issues regarding the pre-pandemic discourse on 
technology use, particularly in higher education, as having a ‘salvific 
role in universally elevating education standards’ [31, p. 2]. In previous 
work, I have both discussed and alluded to this utopian-type discourse, 
especially as an underlying technological determinism is often present 
with technology-based and technology-focused initiatives, particularly in 
higher education [32].  

The forced experience of distance education mostly through online and 
mobile learning during the pandemic has foregrounded multimodal 
communication and the very socio-cultural nature of university learning 
and formal education more broadly. Moreover, I will comment on the 
implications of the social ecosystem of the university, the nature of 
disciplinarity and knowledge production, and the social production of 
teachers and learners taking into account the unstable and disruptive 
conditions brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Critiques of technological determinism in higher education 

Without relying on a dystopian logic, academics have argued against the 
misuse of technology, often ironically expressed by an optimistic naivety 
regarding its use as a signifier of Modernity [33]–[35]. Yet, it has been 
pointed out by scholars that such ideas have been rooted in the neoliberal 
orientation of higher education across the globe, which has been part of 
the drive towards the massification of the sector in which technology often 
believed to play a central role in development and assumed sustainability 
[36]–[40]. Kirkwood cautions against an uncritical, yet not unoptimistic 
view of technology in higher education in stating: 

‘University policy-makers, managers and teachers need to apply ‘joinedup 
thinking’ to technology use. This involves identifying and specifying the aims and 
purposes of using technology to support teaching and learning, bearing in mind 
that terms such as these are open to a variety of interpretations by those involved. 
Further, changes in any one organisational area are likely to have consequences 
in a number of others… Above all else, educational goals and purposes should 
take precedence over implicit technological determinism’ [35 pp. 217-218]. 
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Comparable arguments have been made by other scholars exploring the 
nature of higher education institutions as they function within a complex 
network of relationships between entities and actors in modern societies 
[41]–[43]. While Guthrie [42] reiterates the linkage between technology 
use in higher education and its role in shaping and accelerating knowledge 
production by highlighting challenges related to the 4th Industrial 
Revolution, a study by Mohammid & Sinanan [43] draw attention to the 
social and cultural embeddedness in digital media use in higher education, 
as technology use in this context are appropriated and reappropriated in 
multiple ways by human agents. Yet, Perrotta [41] takes a more philosophical 
line of reasoning in pointing out the notion of underdetermination which 
refers to non-linear relationships between interdependent variables as a 
frame of reference for understanding technology use in higher education, 
but not as a means of positively predicting or engineering preferred 
outcomes. 

What is especially pronounced here is the fact that multifaceted use of 
technology in higher education or perhaps any other context for that 
matter is one in which the elements of human agency and technological 
affordance need to be taken into account, in addition to a range of 
contextual factors notwithstanding other considerations which lie beyond 
the control of any kind of technology itself and those that use it. As such, 
underdetermination offers a means of avoiding the problematic of the false 
promise of technological determinism, but thinking in far broader terms 
than the capabilities or operationalisation of an invention used in a given 
context.  

Negotiating the role of digital technology in higher education in the 
21st century 

In keeping with this notion, the COVID-19 pandemic has in more ways than 
one highlighted and undermined utopian determinations of technology use 
in higher education, which was often posited by educational technologies 
before the pandemic and critiqued in with the same measure as it was 
defended by its proponents [44]–[47]. Yet before the advent of COVID-19, 
since the beginning of the 21st century higher educational globally was 
undergoing a period of transition and negotiation in determining suitable 
strategies and approaches to optimise their operations within the contexts 
and constituents they serve [48]–[54].  
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However, COVID-19 has in some senses made questions of purpose and 
relevance even more urgent for higher education institutions, while at the 
same time putting a spotlight on questions of how the use of technologies or 
the lack thereof in a social ecosystem can and often does reflect, highlight, 
or exacerbate inequalities, divisions, and conflicts in the real world. As 
such, the biological nature of the pandemic, in terms of the global public 
health disaster which occurred, certainly presents the shortcomings of the 
technological in a very different light [55]. 

For example, some scholars have commented on the criticality needed 
to address how the internationalisation of higher education might be 
reimagined in the post-COVID world, by pointing towards the social 
conditions in which ‘the consequences of inequality, insecurity, and 
political polarization’ might flourish thereby limiting virtues of equity 
and sustainability [56]. Considering this, Taşçı [56] has argued implicitly 
that technology presented a clearer view of problems than it did provide 
answers within the context of COVID-19.  

A more explicit presentation of this argument takes into account the 
notion of ‘intersectional inequalities’ through a series of convergences and 
entanglements that make the idea of technological determinism untenable 
while at the same time acknowledging the importance of digital technology 
in higher education and other areas of modern societies across the globe 
[57]: 

 ‘…it is important not to let the overemphasis on ‘digital solutions’ disguise or 
divert from the more fundamental and deep-seated issues of segregation, division 
and hegemony…it is likely that digital technology will play an even more 
important role in shaping the post-pandemic world. It is critical to keep asking 
whether digital technology makes a better world [p. 5]. 

 Digital technologies, modalities and the multiliteracies of teaching 
and learning 

Now, as disciplinarity aids in understanding the complexity of the human 
experience, in the much the same way, modern technologies also mirror 
this idea, with digital technology use in higher education something that is 
used to engage with the various multiliteracies or the differing modalities 
of human communication – the visual, linguistic, aural, spatial, and gestural 
[58], [59]. 
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At turn of the 20th century up until this time, scholars have been critiquing 
the very limited definition of ‘literacy’ as understood in relation to studies 
in education in general and higher education in particular.  

Academics and researchers have highlighted the fact that the usefulness 
of the concept of literacy must be expanded to take into account not just 
the various modalities of human communication but also the ways in 
which individuals and groups navigate and negotiate their way through 
the complexities of modern societies [60]–[64]. As such, multiliteracies 
engage with communication and meaning-making in the interaction 
between human beings and the interconnected, mediated environments 
that are characteristic of late Modernity. These engagements take into 
account social, visual, technological, and cultural literacies which are not 
mutually exclusive domains of knowledge generation, dissemination, and 
consumption. 

Hayles [64] has argued for greater engagement in academia with 
understanding how varying literacies work within this context, yet at 
the same time acknowledging the importance of digital technologies in 
shaping teaching and learning experiences in ‘information-intensive 
environment(s)’ (p. 61). In referencing several studies across the natural 
and social sciences, as a scholar of the humanities, Hayles [65] has also 
argued that digital technologies in higher education can be problematic 
insofar as it can it can create several issues including that of hyper 
attention, in which persons perform a highly stimulative, oscillating focus 
between numerous multiple points of reference, which presents cognitive 
challenges to the competing alternative of deep attention which requires 
more sustain attention.   

Nevertheless, while the affordance of digital technologies in higher 
education offers opportunity for multiliteracies in keeping with the varied 
modalities of human communication, Hayles [65] also observes that both 
hyper attention and deep attention are equality important as they can both be 
usefully employed in varying contexts which may be beneficial approaches 
to engagement depending on the task one is required to complete. It is 
worth pointing out that both hyper attention and deep attention often 
relate to engagement with the visual, linguistic, aural, and even gestural 
modalities, through digital technologies in higher education. However, of 
all these varied modes of engagement that can be offered to students via 
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technological means, perhaps the spatial engagement may have been an 
undervalued modality, in terms of the implications of prepandemic foci, 
eclipsed by its more ‘active’ counterparts being the visual, aural, linguistic 
and gestural.

The academy, disciplinarity, and the role of the spatial 

Alongside the priority placed by multiple constituents of the higher 
education sector globally on returning to college and university campuses 
to be part of the activities that occur within the physical infrastructures 
of these environments [66]–[69], there is little doubt the spatial modality 
is important as it relates to the performance of interrelated roles in the 
process and practice of teaching and learning. As such, meaning and 
identity are generated not only from the performative function of language 
in defining the actors within the higher education ecosystem [70], but also 
from physical environments and the interactions that take place in relation 
to these all the same.  

Furthermore, higher education institutions operate as key sites for social 
reproduction in modern societies, having a significant role in shaping 
the identities of modern subjects and in turn the character of the social 
worlds inhabited by individuals and groups [71]–[73]. Part of this identity 
formation relates to the performative use of language as I have argued 
in previous work [70], [74], [75], but also as it relates to how the roles 
of teaching, learning, and higher education institutions are conceptualised 
under the unstable and disruptive conditions brought about by the 
COVID19 pandemic. 

As online instruction offers opportunities for both synchronous and 
asynchronous classroom delivery, the impact of COVID-19 influenced 
major largescale spatial restrictions, lockdowns, and social distancing 
all over the globe which in turn reinforced physical distance among the 
constituents of higher education institutions, leading to concerns regarding 
the sustainability of student and faculty motivation and attention, 
notwithstanding social and mental health concerns, despite the affordances 
of digital technologies [55], [76]. While the promise of Modernity 
involves the use of digital technologies in manipulating time and space in 
advantageous and efficient ways [4], [77], so far the forced use of these 
technologies have been suboptimal in terms of their employment out of 
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sheer necessity and desperation, rather than through careful and highly 
calculated means.  

Educators to date have critiqued the simplistic idea of ‘put(ting) lectures 
online’ in response to the limitations presented by the COVID-19 
pandemic, as a problematic approach to providing relevant, timely and 
quality educational experiences with any beneficial immediate or longterm 
benefit [77]. Within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, research in 
higher education have spotlighted the importance of belonging as a major 
mechanism that promotes holistic well-being given the sociological 
functions of higher education institutions and their role in developing 
human capital in social, economic, cultural, and political senses [79].  

Talarico [91] has stated that the significance of the spatial modality as it 
relates to the activities that occur within higher education institutions has 
not just to do with the cost-benefit of tuition fees, or psycho-social support, 
but with the sense of belonging or belongingness that is established when a 
community of practice congregates for interrelated reasons. Belonging or 
belongingness is defined as a biological and psycho-social need expressed 
in one’s objective identification in addition to one’s subjective feeling of 
being part of a broader, situated ecosystem of relations [80], [81]. 

This is idea of belonging is also present in the work of several education 
scholars [19], [78], [82]–[85], including that of  Brown et al. [93] in which 
they investigate the entanglements of rural-based teenagers in middle 
school and the relationship between their social identities and the education 
institutions in which they study. What is of interest here in these instances 
of education-based scholarship, including many others, is how closely tied 
the idea of belonging is with not only disciplinarity, and the evolving role 
of the academy as a social institution, but how this is connected with the 
spatial, particularly in terms of materiality, in contrast to the actuality of 
virtual spaces offered through the affordances of digital technologies used 
within this context. 
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CONCLUSION 

The COVID-19 pandemic saw innumerable higher education institutions 
across the globe make a dramatic shift to online learning with very uneven 
and perhaps precarious results overall [23], [24], [86]–[88]. However, 
as noted by Lee et al., [86] the pandemic presented ‘limits to how much 
we can institutionalize and instruct student experiences at a distance’ (p. 
168). Such a sentiment also corresponds with previous studies which also 
highlight the importance of face-to-face teaching and learning and the 
nature of higher education ecosystems as social environments in which 
close interpersonal interactions are deemed as important [89]. Indeed, 
digital technology in higher education is hardly a magic bullet to address 
the issue of the sector in light of the realities of the post-COVID world, 
while it can be leveraged to ensure that some progress is made, as is the 
case with online teaching moving from a marginal pedagogical practice to 
a widespread social phenomenon. 

Academics the world over have observed new vistas and frontiers that 
have been afforded through the pandemic, however, these point towards 
considerations for disciplinarity and the socialising role of human agents 
within the context of the academy, with far less emphasis on technology 
being a driver for change and more focus placed on how human agents 
negotiate technology use in a mindful way [78], [83], [90]–[92]. For 
example, researchers in India have expressed concerns regarding the 
teaching of agricultural sciences, which includes a highly practical 
range of subjects, in that digital technology use does not present a viable 
longterm solution for appropriate pedagogical measures [91]. This instance 
represents just one of several others where moving to online teaching 
exclusively or even in hybrid mode teaching can present practical issues 
in terms of how disciplinarity is practiced in addition to how teaching and 
learning may be conducted. 

Scholars in various contexts have commented on the various entanglements 
that inform the development of the social identity formation process 
in education institutions and the corresponding capitals generated by 
individuals and groups [82], [93]–[96]. Yet these conceptualisations have 
not taken into account the role of digital technologies, and distance learning 
in particular, in shaping the interactions and identities of constituents who 
operate within the higher education ecosystem. While the far-reaching 
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impacts of the pandemic may only be clearly seen retrospectively, it does 
add yet another layer of complexity to evolving function and role of higher 
education institutions across the globe. While the institutional reflexivity 
that is characteristic of late Modernity has led constituents to the higher 
education system to sector-wide reconsiderations of how tertiary-level 
study can the best possible social outcomes, there might no longer be the 
several concrete possibilities or futures to envisage, but rather ambiguous 
situations that require greater degrees of responsiveness to new information 
and realities that present itself as ‘new normals’.   
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