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CHAPTER 1
WHERE IS THE FACE IN LEARNING?

Questions that Draw Me to the Phenomenon

Wonder at ... mystery is itself a fruitful act of understanding, in that it affords a

point of departure for further research. It may even be the very goal of all

understanding, since it means penetrating through the greatest possible amount of

knowledge to authentic nescience, instead of allowing Being to disappear by

absolutising it away into a self-enclosed object of cognition.

(Jaspers, 1953, p. 18)

The ancient Greek word aporia transliterates, with its alpha privative, as “without
a way” or “no path” and is translated as “confusion” or “wonder.” The experience of
wonder is like having something taken away, but we can’t say what. It might also be like
finding oneself in a place with either no way out or many possible paths. Sometimes this
is how all the technological advances of our current world make us feel. We might start
to feel that despite how efficient technology makes certain activities, it also removes the
need to develop skills. Without certain skills we can feel hemmed in and unable to fully
engage with the world and become fully who we are.

Science is stimulated by aporia, but in that way it is also an antidote to it. Einstein
is famously quoted as saying, “The process of scientific discovery is, in effect, a
continual flight from wonder” (Rothenberg, 2014, p. 12). When we feel like we know
what something is but can’t articulate that knowledge we are in the state of aporia. The
experience can befuddle, as the ‘confusion’ translation suggests. There could also be a bit
of frustration as we sense our inadequacy to convey what we feel we should be able to
show others. However, the potentially negative side of aporia can also be, or become,

wonder. It is for this reason that Plato and Aristotle say that philosophy begins in aporia.

The experience of wonder, as disorienting as it may be, can also lead to the creation of



our own direction as we find our way along. But fundamentally, the experience of aporia
humbles and thus allows the questions to flow. Once we have started to find our way, by
questioning, it might be possible for others to follow.

What is my Wonder?

I wonder about learning. I studied for years reading books by myself as a home-
schooled student. I never felt like I learned anything except for a few times one-on-one
with my father when he would read the newspaper with me, teach me to multiply or show
me how to edit a description of my 4-H project for the county fair. Even my first few
years of college did not give me a real experience of what I considered learning. When I
finally did feel like I knew what it was to learn I was surprised by the event.

What is learning? Beginning to wonder about learning only came to me after I felt
called to teach (Palmer, 1998). What does that mean? Why is teaching, like some other
professions, able to be a calling rather than merely a form of employment, a job? I felt
called to teach because of a pull towards examples, an urge to emulate those who had
inspired me by being met by their eyes, facial expressions, gesticulations, profiles and
stances. When I felt the expansiveness of learning open up inside of me, the idea of trying
to do the same for others was born. I wondered if I could repay or perpetuate the feeling
of enlightenment and personal expansion by passing along the experience of learning to
others as I tried to teach.

I was drawn to the teacherly role by experience; having many younger siblings
was the beginning. As I began to teach more formally as a missionary, then as a teaching
assistant during my undergraduate years and then as an adjunct instructor at the

University of Maryland while in graduate school, I found that it was also the best way to



learn. I learned what I had to teach better than anything else I studied. As Heidegger says,
the teacher has to “learn to let learn” (1976, p. 16). He explains what the teacher must
learn is the most difficult of all. As the most difficult form of learning, “letting learn” can
also be the most rewarding.

As a teacher in higher education, learning to let learn has been gratifying, but also
risky. Allowing for learning to happen is harder than feeling like I am in control and can
make learning happen. My initial urge is to take control, to ensure that certain ends are
achieved, e.g., all of the content is presented. I assume that most teachers try to take
refuge in mastering the classroom and making sure the material is “covered” which might
then give a sense that learning is guaranteed. The urge to introduce technology, like
PowerPoint, might be strong as it could help to give the assurance that everything is
being done to reach learning goals. Heidegger’s insight into teaching guides me to
wonder if such attempts at control, though well founded and useful for certain ends —
particularly concerns of efficiency — do not also stymie other possibilities or chances for
transformation. Letting students learn is the most rewarding because of how the challenge
can open up the possibility for profound changes in the learner, particularly me, the
teacher.

I was drawn to teach because of all that [ was learning from the content of my
courses as I prepared. I began to understand what Parker Palmer meant when he explains
that being a teacher is a vocation (1998). The interaction with my students and my efforts
to remain humble and teachable myself drew me further into the teacherly way of being.
A vocation is not something that can be explicitly chosen. It is, rather, a calling. And by

being called to teach the wonder of learning began to be disclosed to me. That is, the



truth, Aletheia, of what learning is began to be revealed to me and for me. Heidegger
(1971) explains in his essay, “The Origin of the Work of Art,” that truth for the Ancient
Greeks meant to uncover. Since then, it has come to mean something more like certainty
from the Latin veritas. But the truth of learning does not seem to be completely, or maybe
even partially, graspable in the sense of certainty. Rather, learning seems to show itself,
in the same way anything is revealed, sometimes in all its dazzling brilliance, and at other
times only partially in subtle and beautiful glimmers or in flashing moments like when
light strikes a multifaceted gem.

What is Learning?

Though I may have no doubt that learning happens, even so, I wonder how it
happens and how it is known to have happened. I surely learned many things when I was
home schooled and in public school, but I never felt that way, especially at the time. For
example, what does an exam do? Is it able to measure learning, and if so, how and why is
it able to do that? I have learned in a classroom and I know my students have as well, but
I wonder if learning, as it has been uncovered for me, can happen under any conditions.

I have started to become preoccupied with whether I am a good teacher and what
I can do to be what I set out to be. These preoccupations lead me to begin to think about
learning more and to wonder about what is happening to learning in our contemporary
technological world. A 2015 study found that “relative enrollment in online classes has
tripled over the last ten years... In 2002 a total of 1,602,970 students in higher education
took at least one course online. By 2011 6,714,792 students took one or more online
classes” (Stack, 2015, pp. 2-3). What does this trend signify? If learning happens in an

online class can it be something beyond just the acquisition of information, and if so, how



does the experience differ from what can happen in a classroom? I seek, then, the lived
experience of those students engaged in non-face-to-face learning for their undergraduate
degrees. Within my wondering, my phenomenological question has emerged: What is
the meaning of non-face-to-face learning for undergraduate students?!

As I cast about, guided by my wonder, I am returned to my field of study for the
past many years, philosophy. I find that every philosopher usually has something to say
about education or learning: Plato, Aristotle, Rousseau, Kant, Nietzsche, Heidegger,
Dewey and Rorty. There is a close affiliation between the goal and project of philosophy
itself and education. For some philosophers, education is their main point of examination;
it is their main source of aporia. Wondering about how to educate and how learning can
best take place has long preoccupied the various projects of philosophers, whether it
connects to epistemology or axiological concerns, e.g., how do we gain knowledge, how
do we become good, or how do we become the best versions of what we are? I find
myself with these other philosophers who have demonstrated their wonder by exhibiting
the strength of frailty, the inability to settle a question but still possessing the courage to
ask. These philosophers seem to have had the luxury of taking for granted my specific
area of wonder. Plato and Dewey never had to wonder, really, what would happen to
learning when the face of the teacher is not present to the learner and vice-versa. Many of

their writings understand learning as necessitating a bodily encounter with another.

1 To get a sense of the interpretive aim of this dissertation, consider the following. “The words ‘meaning’
and ‘interpretation’ are ambiguous, both in philosophical circles and in ordinary conversation. In one very
important sense of these two words, they are quite closely related to each other: an interpretation of
something aims at answering the question what the thing means. It is in this sense that I will be using these
words” (Gillon, 2012, p. 81). In this dissertation I will be presenting an interpretation in order to show the
meaning(s) of my phenomenon.



It seems that to wonder about learning puts you in a crowded room with good,
well respected, company. Because of what humans are, and the changes that learning can
have on people, probing the wonder of learning is one of the key areas of inquiry. Given
the long line of those who have questioned learning, it must be a moving target,
something that changes just as we are capable of change. What happens to learning
without face-to-face contact? Maybe it is better, but how would it be better?
Improvements require some standard. Maybe it’s worse, but again, how would it be?
Again, what is the standard, and who gets to establish it?

What is the learning that is taught? In my peregrinations of wonder I encounter
the following line from the psychologist Carl Rodgers, “Anything that can be taught is
probably either trivial or dangerous” (cited in Postman, 1992 p. 187). What can I make of
this? Rather than settling the issue, Rodgers seems only to have opened it up with such a
provocative statement. If his statement is true (not made so by any dint of authority but
rather because of the possibility of keen insight and dedicated thought), my wonder leads
me to pause and ask, what understanding of learning is Rodgers imagining or engaging
with? What were his experiences that led him to such an interpretation? If I take Rodgers
as illuminating a deep insight about learning, what are the implications for how we
actually carry out formal education? In particular, what impact do the tradeoffs of
technological innovations, like online classes, have on learning, either to “enhance” it or
dissolve it?

Concern creeps into my awareness when I am confronted by ideas seeking to
define education explicitly, conceptions of education that narrow all of learning down to

what is measurable, i.e., quantifiable. The urge to quantify comes from an attitude often



found in science, the need to be as objective as possible, i.e., the core of scientism. The
most convincing position is often taken as the one that is most generalizable. Political
scientist Robert Putnam demonstrates this attitude in his book about the deterioration of
American social capital in the late 20" century when he says, “One way of curbing
nostalgia is to count things” (2001, p. 26). He wants to convince his readers that he is not
just emotionally attached to a bygone era by using alarmist language, he wants to show
the numbers, which if understood correctly represent an actual change in the fabric of
society. It is not inherently problematic to quantify, but if that is the only way things are
understood something may be lost, shaved off or leveled down.

The stark and universal acknowledgement of the “necessity” of online learning
was brought to the foreground after I initiated my research. When I entered this domain
and cast about what I encountered was always the overweening pressure for efficiency
brought about non-face-to-face learning. It was never a requirement or the only way that
undergraduates could get an education. However, after the COVID-19 outbreak in 2020
online learning become center stage. We now live in a milieu in which it seems
absolutely required, i.e., the only way forward for higher education. To question its
necessity will raise eyebrows at the least and at worst can place you as one who stands
against higher education.

Now that the step towards necessity has been made, it is hard to ever see online
learning in the same way again. My study straddles this change. When I began online
learning was marvelously efficient (by certain measures). My nine formal participants
had their experiences during this time. The text that I created from our conversations

came from a time before the necessitating of online classes. However, the interpretation,



and writing of the later chapters of this dissertation took place in the new perspective
where online learning is not just efficient but (maybe) the only way to learn for
undergraduates. The necessity is born from the ontology of technology. It diminishes
learning by homogenizing and leveling.

The quantificational attitude of the technological age, brought on by the urge to
make everything increasingly more efficient, chokes the full possibility of what teachers
do when they let learn. We have not gotten to the time yet, when teachers and teaching
have disappeared. However, the full spectrum of learning, which is wondrously brought
forth by teachers heeding their call, can become so radically altered that it does not exist
anymore. A survey of teachers in higher education conducted by Kolowich (2012) found
that when asked, “On balance, does the growth of online education excite or frighten
you? (p. 1).” Fifty eight percent “described themselves as filled more with fear than with
excitement” (p. 1). On the other hand, the same survey data showed that 80 percent of
administrators, those responsible for deciding to move classes online, were more excited
than afraid. The creeping and peripheral concern that occupies my mind when I sense the
urgency of an administrator asking if my class can be moved online to make it “more
efficient” and help students complete their degree requirements, sensitizes me to the
potential fragility of learning.

The technological urge to master learning, to know it fully and to not let the
wonder that it induces stay, seems to threaten its full display. I wince internally when my
students, rolling their eyes, tell of soul-sucking online classes they are required to take or
similarly other courses where professors lecture to them in an auditorium of hundreds. I

try to console myself that surely, in the latter case, they are still in a face-to-face setting,



and may at least be provided the chance for human development through engagement,
supported by opportunities for vulnerability and courage. My distress may be at least
partially, if not completely, unwarranted, but as a researcher I acknowledge my tender
biases. They make me what [ am.

What is the Meaning of the Face for Learning?

For the Ancient Greeks the word for ‘man’ or ‘human being’ was Anthropos.
Anthropos meant “to have a human face.” It is a tautology, of course, that only humans
have human faces, but in the buried notion of what it means to be human there is a
connection to our faces, the hiuman face. For the Greeks the face was essential to what it
meant to be a human. It was through the face that the fullness of humanity manifested
itself to others. To be fully human is to be an autonomous individual, a being that can, in
some perennially mysterious and wonderful way, act outside of the causal order of the
empirical world. The experience of freedom is likely due to language, a thing that exists
but is not causally constrained. It is through the face that we most fundamentally express
language. The face, a portion of our bodies, reflects our conscious life more than
anything else, is as a tablet for our emotions and a scaffold to hold up and emphasize
what we communicate. Because of what it can communicate, “There is a power in the
human face, a power that is different and that is more than just that which is shown”
(Picard, 1930, p. 102).

The rapid increase of online classes offered at colleges and universities and the
new phenomenon of Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) as well as programs like
Mindojo and online educational platforms such as Khan Academy show how modern

computer technology is transforming how we learn and our expectations for learning.
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However, it is not clear that any of these advances are more effective if the goal of
education is, as Rorty (1999) holds, fully formed individuals, people who can see through
their socialization and even go beyond it to help shape the socialization of future
generations. The role of non-face-to-face learning may expand access to information
beyond any previous technology, e.g., the book. However, with such a tremendous gain
there is assuredly a trade-off. What is the significance of face-to-face contact in higher
education? What is lost when the face is removed from learning?

A possible conditional statement is this: If face-to-face learning is weaker, then
non-face-to-face learning is stronger. The weakness of the antecedent in this conditional
is due to the presence of the face in learning, and the strength of the consequent is due to
the absence of face. However, if we accept this conditional, if we suppose that face-to-
face learning is delicate and even fragile, i.e., that it does not always work and can often
fail, be damaged, abandoned and result in conflict or wasted time, does that mean non-
face-to-face learning is actually stronger and is not equally susceptible to the same,
different or additional drawbacks to learning? Ultimately, the question is: Can non-face-
to-face learning be the same as face-to-face learning, and if so, zow? What I wonder is:
What exactly is learning if faces are required or not?

The students I talk to do not “notice” the absence of direct face-to-face contact in
their online classes. Their attention must be directed to this fact before they can come up
with answers to questions about what it is like to learn in a non-face-to-face setting. What
they do notice is whether their preconceptions about learning are being met or not. They
notice specifically whether they are getting the experience that they expected. For those

who approach the experience of non-face-to-face learning for the first time, they talk
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about feelings of apprehension. Some students seem to measure their learning experience
primarily by whether or not they are getting new information and if they are able to retain
and use it. But is accessing information the same thing as learning, especially if they
don’t know how to use it?

Students mention that they are often inclined to select online classes where they
are most concerned about the course content. When they are concerned with other aspects
of the learning that is typically considered to take place at colleges and universities, i.e.,
social skills and building relationships, they adamantly pursue face-to-face classes. They
usually have a distinction in their mind between classes they would take online and
classes they would take in a traditional setting. For example, Josh, one of the preliminary
students I spoke with from the University of Maryland, explained that in his major,
computer science, most of the courses are taught non-face-to-face. Partially because of
that format, Josh made the rare choice, for a computer science major, to minor in English.
He tells me that most of his peers minor in math. When I asked him why he would seek
out face-to-face learning for his minor when his major was mostly non-face-to-face
learning he said, “When you have something like philosophy or history or writing,
talking with other people and experiencing the ideas in general is very important. In
computer science it is not the focus; it is more mechanical and functional.” Students, like
Josh, seem to recognize that they are consciously compartmentalizing aspects of learning,
e.g., social/emotional vs. content/methods. However, even in their choice of face-to-face
classes, students also acknowledge their desire to attain information, but the same cannot
be said of their selection of non-face-to-face classes. They know MOOC:s and other forms

of online learning will not lead to social skills or relationships.
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Familiarity with non-face-to-face contact. Non-face-to-face learning is no
longer a unique experience. Many people expect learning to happen in the absence of
face-to-face contact. When I talk to people about online learning, they do not have
experiences reflecting on the lived experience of online classes, i.e., they do not ponder
how the experience unfolded as they were having it. Lived experience often exists strictly
outside the purview of reflection; that separation or pre-reflective nature is exactly what
makes it lived experience. The distinction is introduced and clarified by what Heidegger
(1926/1962) calls the ready-to-hand in Being and Time as opposed to the present-at-hand.
Max van Manen says that “We have an implicit, felt understanding of ourselves in
situations even though it is difficult sometimes to put that understanding into words”
(2007, p. 21). That felt understanding is how we cope with experiences even if we find
them difficult to articulate or examine when we are questioned about them, e.g., asking
talented athletes to explain exactly how they did something.

On the other hand, there are experiences that are not difficult to reflect on,
examine or articulate. Sometimes watching a movie is like this. Many people can readily
produce reflective accounts of their experience as part of the experience itself, e.g., “The
special effects were amazing” or “The acting was superb as was the screenwriting, so
original!” But non-face-to-face learning does not typically carry with it ready-made
reflective accounts. It remains in some sense pristine, without much reflective experience
overlaid on the original experience. When questioned about online learning students do
not immediately say, “I don’t see anybody in class” or “there is no direct face-to-face
interaction.” The lack of ready reflection on the experience seems to be due to the

expectations about the experience. Students take the online class and go into the
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experience of non-face-to-face learning already understanding what will not be there.
Therefore, to many, the major differences between online and face-to-face classes do not
stand out as especially significant or meaningful, because these differences were
expected.

Students are already conditioned by our current technology to know what to
expect from learning without the embodied presence of others or real-time face-to-face
encounters. They seem prepared to be able to cope with the lack of face-to-face contact.
Students hardly find the difference remarkable, unless they are asked questions about
efficiency and flexibility and if these are major concerns for them in attaining their
education. Questions about efficiency connect to the underlying and technological
attitude towards education manifest in non-face-to-face learning. Student expectations of
learning are already shaped by the technological outlook. They accept implicitly both the
ontological assumptions of the technological age, that everything is just a resource to be
used efficiently, as well as the epistemological prescriptions, i.e., knowledge is just
information (more on these assumptions below). Thus, it may come as no surprise that
students and many professors as well as administrators naturally think of learning as
strictly circumscribed “means-end” activity (Heidegger, 1977). It is in the technology
age, for Heidegger, that the means-end distinction collapses, i.e., there are no ends or
stable teleological concerns except those that are really just additional means.

The essence of modern technology changes how we think about everything.
Changing our thinking alters the way in which entities are revealed. Things, activities and
systems stand out differently when our thinking is altered. We can even come to

circumscribe ourselves to the narrow domain of consumers. When education is thought of
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primarily as a tool, an instrument for getting something done (e.g., making money),
instead of something beautiful or just a human endeavor done for its own sake (i.e., an
end in itself), how one learns and the means of education, make little difference as long
as a grade is received and a credential granted. “If the ultimate utility of schooling for the
educational consumer is to provide him or her with the credentials that open doors to
good jobs, then the content of school learning is irrelevant” (Labaree, 1997, p.67).
Grades, degrees and earning potential are examples of how the ends of education are
defined in the technological age.

So much of what we know about non-face-to-face learning depends on the context
in which the discussion takes place. For example, if I ask students what their all-time
favorite class was, [ have never heard mention of an online class or even a hybrid class,
even if they earned a high grade in those courses. However, if the context of the
discussion is efficiency and I am asking what a student liked best about their online MBA
program, they will probably go on and on about the convenience and flexibility in getting
the credential. They will probably not refer much to their learning in this later example
because of the strict instrumental nature of learning in a non-face-to-face setting. It seems
like when learning becomes merely a means to an end it is not the means that are valued
but the end, getting the degree that gets them the job that gets them the money, i.e., a
collapse of all ends into means for some further process and on and on.

The phenomenology of face. Emmanuel Levinas offers us a phenomenology of
the face. He seeks to find the context in which we encounter a face as a face and
determine the meanings that that experience has for us. Levinas has the insight that the

face is the foundation of the ethical. “The face of a neighbor signifies for me an
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unexceptionable responsibility, preceding every free consent, every pact, every contract”
(1998, p. 88). It is the face of the other that requires me to consider what is right and what
is wrong. It seems then, that for Levinas, without an encounter with faces we do not
become human. To be human is to be socialized into the infinitely expanding net of
linguistically mitigated references. A large portion of that relational ontology that
substantiates our human-ness is due to our direct contact with other humans. Somehow,
without that connection, our freedom is jeopardized, and we cannot become ethical
(Turkle, 2017).

What is it to have a human face? Is it merely the appearance of our visage, our
countenance? How do we have, make, wear or “put on” a face? Levinas calls the face the
“infinity of the other” (Levinas, 1961/1969, p. 213). The face could only be fully
considered infinite if he was referring to the real encounter with the other’s face, not
some merely abstracted conceptual ideas of a face constructed in the mind from
fragments of text or even a still photo. “A face is an anachronous immediacy more tense
than that of an image offered in the straightforwardness of an intuitive intention” (1998,
p- 91). When Levinas is talking about a face, he is talking about the living skin, the
flickering and roving eyes, constantly changing mouth and lips. He based his ethical idea
of the responsibility we feel when we encounter the face of the other not just on an
abstraction of what a person is, but their real presence in a body right in front of us. “A
face approached, a contact with a skin — a face weighted down with a skin ... The skin
caressed is not the protection of an organism, simply the surface of an entity; it is the

divergence between the visible and invisible” (1998, p. 90). It is from our encounter with
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the outer layer of the other, their skin, and its most meaningful, and usually most exposed
portion, the face, that we begin to know others.

When considering the phenomenon of the face, what we notice is its flexibility
and fluidity, and yet it is also stable and fixed. Van Manen says that “In the constant
volatility of the face lies the vulnerability of each person” (1991, p. 180). Faces tell us
things; they convey information - that is why we say clocks have faces. The human face
tells other humans that they are looking at a human because of what it reveals to them
about possible intentional states. We know that we are looking at a human face by the
way it moves, flexes, sags and changes or does not change. Dr. Paul Ekman’s research
suggests that there are over 10,000 facial expressions, only 3,000 of which convey
emotion (Ekman, 2021). There is a saying that 80% of communication is non-verbal, if
this is even partially true than much of what we communicate is by way of our body, and
our face in particular.

In order to gain access to undergraduate experiences of non-face-to-face learning
I have had some preliminary conversations through some individual meetings with four
students. For example, the computer science student John, mentioned above, was one of
these. I met with the students individually to find out how they experienced online
learning. Throughout my initial preparation for my phenomenological study, chapters one
through three, I quote anecdotally from these four undergraduates and use pseudonyms.>

Sean, a vibrant student who loves to interact with people, who has also taken over

20 online classes or MOOC:s, said this about face-to-face classes:

2 These initial conversations are separate from the nine other participants that I will introduce in chapter
four. It should be noted that those I talked to in this exploratory phase fully understood that their comments
could be used as part of my research. None of the real names of any current or former undergraduates who
contributed to this study are used.
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There is so much you pick up from people not in what they say but the underlying
meaning of what they say and how they act when they are talking and how they
carry themselves. If you see someone always standing up straight and confident
and looking at the teacher, you know, a confident person - or you see someone
else slouching and never answering questions there is so much you can
understand.
Sean learns from watching others, not just what they say, but how they comport
themselves with their bodies. “With online classes you don't develop that social
understanding of how individuals act when they feel certain emotions that you have from
everyday interactions. It’s so superficial, from a computer. You don't have that bond.”
What he wants to learn is more than just the information related to the subject matter in
the class. He wants to learn what might be called emotional intelligence, how best to
listen and understand so that he can connect with others. For Sean, “Emotional
intelligence builds soft skills that everyone neglects.” Based on his experience he knows
that he cannot learn this kind of intelligence or these skills from non-face-to-face classes.
He understands that he needs to learn as much as he can about the subtlety of human
communication just as much as course content in order to achieve his long-term goals
when he wants and in the best order.

A subtle way of rejecting someone, though usually obvious, is to avoid face-to-
face encounters, e.g., we avoid eye contact.’ By not looking at someone’s face we seek to
diminish their humanity or at least the effect that their humanity has on us, the call, or
duty, that it has on us to act a certain way. Avoiding face-to-face encounters is a way of

not allowing the other’s humanity to grip our own. By avoiding the regard of another’s

face by looking down, or only showing our profile when talking and not meeting their

”

3 In Brazilian Portuguese there is an idiom that expresses this fact, “Eu ndo olho para cara dele.
Translated into English, “I don’t look at their face.” People employ this idiom when they are talking about
those they do not trust, people who have opposed them, disobedient children and the obsequious.
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eyes, we may also communicate things about ourselves, e.g., shyness, vulnerability,
weakness. However, it is possible that in looking away from the human face we can also
be taking the first step in de-humanizing. When we look away, with certain intentions, we
take away the human face; we refuse to acknowledge what Levinas would say it requires
of us. The face of the other calls on us to do and be, to act and become, in certain
humanizing ways. The face is probably vital to all socialization. The call of the face
might be the foundation of all learning.

Ignoring the face transforms our interactions with others by freeing us to do other
things. In Sherry Turkle’s (2017) book, Alone Together: Why We Expect More from
Technology and Less from Each Other, she tells of a young woman who, when
communicating with her grandmother does not look at her face even though she appears
to. The young technologically savvy and efficient professional admits that during Skype
conversations (video phone calls), she is free to “do email” because her grandmother does
not seem to notice the difference. The young woman realizes that she is not able to
connect fully with her grandmother through the technologically mitigated conversations.
From the example provided by Turkle we can learn that face-to-face means more than
just seeing someone else. It also means more than just seeing their face in real time, as
Skype makes possible. Face-to-face is about the directness of the contact that allows a//
of the details possible from immediacy of presence, e.g., the subtle facial cues and
expressions that are non-discursively understood in our relations with others.

Not having to deal with the face can be acceptable because it is efficient. Without
encountering an immediately and fully present face we can dispense with the time needed

to interpret and process complex information communicated by facial expressions.
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Relieved of the need to understand the meaning of the face or faces around us, we can
focus our minds more narrowly on the task at hand, the course content, for example.

Because faces are immensely complicated, given the range of what they can
convey, they are also profoundly ambiguous and can also show up as objects of great
confusion and frustration. Ambiguity is found when simplification is impossible or
ongoing. When we are up against ambiguity and the possibility of confusion it is then that
we are also likely to experience what is meaningful. The meaning of non-face-to-face
learning is nestled in the complex context provided by the technological age (more on
this to come).

The face-to-face encounter tells us about the other. It is not merely the shape of
the face, its angles, colors, wrinkles and contours; it is its ability to make human
expressions. It is the potential of the face to do so many things that makes it so
meaningful. Our faces can shine our humanity. It is in the encounter with another’s
visage that one’s humanity is delineated. Their visage is the outward sign of their
humanity. Humans are what they are because of their exposure to human faces. That
exposure is made most evident to us through what we see and by watching the eyes of
others.

What do the eyes mean for the face-to-face encounter? In George Sheehan’s
philosophy of running book (2014), Running & Being: The Total Experience, 1 come
across this exploration of the eye contact and “the look™:

Seeing, looking into another’s eyes, can be a total revelation. The look, wrote

[José] Ortega [y Gasset], is an act that comes directly from an inwardness with the

straight-line accuracy of a bullet. Erving Goffman described it as “the most direct

and purest reciprocity that exists anywhere.” The look, then is in the present tense.

It has nothing to do with past or future, with where or will be. The look is now. It
is direct. Like a poem it must not mean, but be. We look through, not with, our
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eyes. Our eyes, therefore, are what we are. My eyes are me. The eyes, then,
reveal, and in revealing appeal for revelation. The eyes, then, reveal, and in
revealing appeal for revelation ... The look, then, tells no less than who I am. It
says, “This is the real me.” It tells truth in the sense the Greeks used the word: to
bare. The look, that subtle yet tenacious look, does just that. It bares me down to
the submerged inner landscape of my soul. (pp. 28-29)

The look that happens with our eyes happens in the real-time moments of our meeting
without mediation. Eye contact is powerful because it is direct.

Babies are often observed to lock eyes with their mothers even when they are very
young, and especially while nursing. Of course, it is important to make eye contact with
babies, but the obvious importance of this direct human contact has become, at least in
part, legitimated by technological advances, that allow for this phenomenon to be isolated
and studied. For example:

Psychologists have discovered, with the aid of slow playback split-video

recordings, the incredible variety and subtlety of infant interaction and

communication with the mother. This research has led to new theories of the
importance of physical face-to-face or eye contact that infants have with those

who take care of them. (van Manen, 1998, p. 48)

Thanks to technology the importance of the experience of a mother gazing lovingly into
her child’s eyes is simultaneously demystified and legitimated. We can now make certain
generalizations that infants become aware of how their inner states influence the external
world by noticing the reaction of their parents to their eyes. Babies continue to seek eye
contact as they develop. Van Manen explains:

There is little doubt that we experience the presence of the other person most

strikingly by way of the eyes. Through the eyes we may sense the innermost

being of the other person, his or her soul. They literally provide me a “glance” of
the other person’s essence. And through the eyes the other person also has access
to my being. Eye-to-eye contact is being-to-being contact. And through the eyes
we are able to speak to each other about things that words may not adequately

convey. It matters not so much what is said than how: the openness or
vulnerability that makes it possible for eye-to-eye contact to be a genuine
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encounter — an encounter in which I know myself addressed at the heart of my
existence. (1991, pp. 179-80)

Seemingly the most trivial of nothings, where an infant points its eyes, the direction of its
optical sensory regard, is the water that can help to prime the pump that leads to human
consciousness. It may just be that what our being as humans is constituted by these
profoundly tiny interactions aggregated together over years. For example, another
supposedly inconsequential source of human consciousness, the profound sensitivity of
our fingers, is explored by Raymond Tallis (2003) in his book The Hand: A
Philosophical Inquiry into Human Being. It could be that the source of our self-
awareness, which culminates in our knowledge that we will die, can be traced to
physically feeling our bodies feel, i.e., the opposability of our highly sensitive digits with
each other (Ibid., 13).

When my daughter was an infant, I noticed that she began to realize that where
she looked and how she responded to what she was looking at gave her the ability to alter
something outside of itself. At some point in the developing child, something seems to
awaken; babies comprehend through the exchange of eye contact that they are not alone
in their abilities. They make the extraordinary connection that something outside of
themselves is like themselves. The baby comes to know that there are other beings like it.
The developing being is then able to triangulate reality, i.e., to verify that what they are
experiencing is what others experience too (Davidson, 2009). The baby learns that others,
like her mother, have the power, not just to see, but to also know that she is being seen.
The mother locks eyes with the baby and that changes the mother, which in turn changes
the child. The virtuous cycle, which leads to full humanity, is begun by the contact of

faces.
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We always seek eye contact, even when we are older, to know as much as
possible about the inner intentional life of others. The gaining of self-awareness and the
wonder of human level consciousness is a mystery (Tallis, 2016). However, from the
evidence of feral children it seems that we do not have human consciousness if we are
left alone (Steeves, 2006). “Did you know that it is really important to look at your
baby’s face?” cyberpsychologist Mary Aiken asks. “They need your eye contact. There is
no study of early child development that does not support this” (2016, p. 90). There are
crucial developmental stages that cannot be reached if the child’s brain is not exposed to
the proper stimulation (Ibid.).

Even children understand what the face and eyes in particular convey. As van
Manen says, “Children know intuitively that the eyes have a more direct connection to
the soul than the words which flow from the mouth” (1991, p. 179). The soul, the inner
life of subjectivity, consciousness and freedom is mysteriously manifest in the subtle
movements, dilations, flicks, blinks, squints and myriad other shapes that don’t even have
names, and may even be unique. Once my daughter said to me, “Why you have angry
eyes?” I told her I was not angry, but I knew what she wanted to see. Happy eyes.

When my daughter was two years old, she was staring into my eyes and said, “I
see Eve in daddy’s eyes.” She was referring to the tiny reflection of herself that is often
barely observable in the pupil of the other. I told her that I saw daddy in her eyes. She
was delighted. After this first instance of recognizing herself in the reflection of my eye

she began to point it out more often. I wonder how much of who she is and will become
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is also a reflection of who I am, and also, how much of what I am is due to my interaction
with her, how much I reflect her.*
Where is the Face?

The face is not completely lost even when it is gone. In online classes there are
vestigial remnants of the face. Students may provide a picture of themselves, or chose an
image to represent themselves. However, as one student I talked with in my preliminary
probing of the phenomenon, Sam, said, “Yes, you [might] have a picture but you don’t
have those little nuances that come from everyday conversations and seeing that person.
You don't get to see what type of person they really are, what they are trying to present
about themselves.” Obviously, a picture is not the same as interacting with the actual
person even if it helps to get to know them. But often there is not even a picture. If there
is no visual image, only the student’s comments and written responses may provide some
of what is conveyed by the face when we communicate with each other. Emotional word
choice and punctuation, even emoticons, help to make the absent face of the student or
teacher more present in the imaginations of those who are communicating. However,
textual representation can be more conscious and even more contrived than how we
might act when we are physically present to each other in a classroom. As Sean says,
“Even with introductions in online classes and group projects - you never see someone

for who they really are - you just see a glimpse into what they are trying to portray.” The

4 “The labor of self-knowledge thus becomes analogized with the practice of seeing one’s eye. The eye
must look at something in looking at which it will see itself. The subject must be simultaneously subject
and object. To this end, Alcibiades promptly suggests use of a mirror for an eye’s seeing itself (4lcibiades
1, 132¢). Socrates suggests that only another person’s eye can serve as a mirror because it is the only thing
like it; an ordinary mirror does not resemble the soul. That is, one seeks not simply a reflecting device but
something of an identical nature. Furthermore, an eye can see itself in the pupil — the most perfect part of
the eye which actually does the seeing — of another’s eye. Of the parts of the eye, the eye must look at that
which performs its function, seeing, since this is, again, the only part which is similar in nature to the part
performing the function” (Seibach, 1995, p. 47).
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highly curated and mostly anonymous presentation of self by others in a faceless online
exchange can substantiate the lurking intuition of a solipsistic world.

When letters were the main form of long-distance communication, recipients
imagined the face of the sender as they read, or looked at pictures of the sender propped-
up next to the letter. As Nietzsche (1974) says, “The style and spirit of letters will always

299

be the true ‘sign of the times’” (p. 259). His comment should pull us up sharply. Do we
even send letters, let alone emails anymore, or do we just occasionally text? Does it
matter, and if so, why does it matter? The other, pre-Internet, form of long-distance
intercourse was made possible by the telephone. The phone does not show a face, but in
some way, it brought us closer to the face than just text. We could hear the movements of
the face, the whiskers of a beard, the click of teeth, a cheek rubbing on the receiver.
Hearing the voice emitted from the body in real time was a much closer approach to the
other than their written words. Even though with FaceTime, Skype and Zoom it is
impossible to experience eye-contact, defined as gazing into another’s eyes as they
reciprocally do the same, these are, however, surely wonderful approximations to real-
time face-to-face contact. Screen-to-face or face-to-screen is not the same thing as face-
to-face even if there is real-time face presented on the screen. Because the face is so
fundamental to what it means for human beings to interact, as long as human interaction
exists so will the human face. However, the face does not completely afford itself to the
demands of technological efficiency.

The ambiguity of the face, and thus its inherent meaning-fullness cannot be

entirely captured. The face, and all the meaning that it is able to convey, requires

presence, real-time exchange. Removing it completely, recording it or allowing it to be
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present only partially, as in a photo, makes the face, if not totally then at least partially
absent. When it comes to the face, partial absence is a significant alteration because of
how delicate, fluid and expressive is the phenomenon of face. The face is usually the first
thing to be traded for faster more flexible delivery, not just of communication but now,
also, learning.

With every gain in efficiency, whether in massive lecture halls or online classes,
something is also lost. Sometimes the gains of introducing technology into certain
classrooms in certain situations may outweigh what is lost, but not always, e.g., a
professor who uses PowerPoint may be able to cover more material, but students may not
learn as much, especially if learning is understood as more than just exposure to content.
Crucially, it is very hard to know beforehand what the outcome balance of efficiency
gains will be. The epistemological uncertainty is particularly palpable if technology
subsumes a whole course as it does when a class is moved to a non-face-to-face learning
format.

Lecturing to the anonymous hundreds in a large auditorium seems only analogous
to what learning could be like, indeed, what it was once like. Worse, by my biases, when
a class is “moved” online and there is no face-to-face contact whatsoever between teacher
and student, this relocation is only recognizable as education because narrow quantifiable
outcomes are met. Learning, then, ceases to be a strictly human activity and becomes a
technological endeavor. The project is exemplified by the collapse of the means/ends
distinction with regards to learning, i.e., it matters less (or not at all) how the ends are
achieved as long as the ends are met. However, that does not mean that it is all bad; there

are advantages to non-face-to-face learning.
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One student I talked to, Ken, explained that the experience of non-face-to-face
learning in his undergraduate learning helped to build his self-confidence and improve his
study skills. He said that if the course had been “a regular psych[ology] class I’'m not sure
I would have enjoyed it any more or any less.” He went on to say, “I think also that
satisfaction [comes from] knowing that I learned all of that on my own.” Ken’s
comments show how non-face-to-face learning made him feel empowered. “It was pretty
satisfying,” he said, knowing that he had not been “tugged along” as he normally would
have allowed himself to be in face-to-face classes.

Perhaps non-face-to-face learning can provide a positive experience with
independence. Rather than being an experience that is only fraught with loneliness and
uncertainty, it can give certain students at certain times the opportunity to mature and
maybe even the conditions to learn things they wouldn’t face-to-face. Online classes can
be, as they were for Ken, a chance to take responsibility within the context of the
experience to learn for themselves. Another student I talked to, Josh said, “As I keep
accomplishing stuff [in my online class] I get more assured I can actually do it if I put the
work in ... It takes a lot of discipline to sit there for an hour and just grind through the
videos and not just do other things on the computer.” The experience may have the
potential to highlight their role in learning. That is, in an online class students may not
feel that they can blame the professor or other external conditions as much if they do not
learn. However, this may ultimately depend on the outcome.

Karl told me, “I got an A in the class. I was pretty happy with that result ... it
helps getting good grades.” Students like Karl who earn a good grade in an online class

may tend to evaluate the experience in a positive light. They may tend to overlook the
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aspects of the course that they did not like. Certain shortcomings of the class may be
ignored or forgotten, e.g., lack of face-to-face contact and relationships that transcend the
course. They might even conclude that all the parts they did not like were actually for
their benefit since the outcome, the grade, was good. On the other hand, students who
earned a low grade may not think non-face-to-face learning was good even if we can
assume that the conditions of the experience are comparable. Students who earn a low
grade may complain about all the things that their counterparts with higher outcomes
don’t worry about. Indeed, Karl said that if he had gotten a low grade he would have
“hated the class.” Of course, these considerations reveal nothing essential about non-
face-to-face learning because they could apply equally to traditional classes.
Technology and Education: Non-face-to-face Learning

Technology is the knack of so arranging the world that we do not experience it.
(Max Frisch, cited in Postman, 1992, p. 10)

Heidegger explains that there are two common and correct definitions of
technology, but however correct they may be they do not capture the essence of
technology (1977). According to the common view of technology, it is a human activity
or a means to an end, e.g., fire becomes technology when it is used. In ancient Greek
myth, fire was stolen by Prometheus from the Olympian gods and given to man.
Prometheus had created man, and the gods were fine with that until he stole what was
only intended for the divine. He knew man needed fire because his nature was
incomplete. It was not just that mankind was soft, unarmed and weak; the creatures were
in a constant state of becoming. According to Katherine Withy’s reading of Heidegger,
“We become what we are when we come to be self-becoming. Other entities must

become what they are in order to be fully what they are, but we are fully what we are
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precisely when we are becoming what we are” (2013, p. 176). In such a perpetually
incomplete condition we often find ourselves in need. We are not fundamentally self-
sufficient like the other animals. From the mythical perspective we appear as a being who
is in need of help. Prometheus gave the stolen fire to help complete our natures and help
us on our path of continual becoming. However, fire is not of us. It does not belong to us.
It is not part of us. We are not the source of fire in the same way that a lion is the source
of its own claws and teeth.

Because of our fundamental incompleteness, our lack, due to a deep orientation
towards an unknown and unknowable future, we are beings perpetually in need, grasping.
We are fundamentally erotic beings (Withy, 2015).

In [Plato’s] Symposium, Diotima reminds Socrates that Eros occupies a medial

place (and role) between wisdom and ignorance (203e) ... Eros dwells in those

who seek the wisdom of the gods — the gods haven’t eros since they possess
wisdom fully — neither does it dwell in the ignorant since the ignorant do not see
their lack. “Neither do the ignorant pursue wisdom (philosophize), nor desire to
be made wise: in this very point is ignorance distressing, that a person who is not
enlightened or intelligent should be satisfied with himself. The man who does not
feel himself defective has no desire for that whereof he feels no defect (204a).”

(Siebach, 1995, p. 46)

Our being is ordered to receptivity and “we really should not underestimate our capacity
to receive” (Biesta, 2016, p. 375). Moreover, as Gadamer puts it so well, “Man is
characterized by the break with the immediate and the natural that the intellectual,
rational side of his nature demands of him” (1975/2004, p. 11). Because of our deficiency
with regard to the future and our awareness of the chaotic unknown, we turn to
technology. We are seduced by it. Increasingly we use technology to deal with

technology, and in this way, begin to build worlds inside of worlds and away from the

world.
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Technology and My Phenomenon

The phenomenon I wonder about is the kind of learning that takes place in
institutions of higher education, colleges, universities, etc., where the face is removed
completely or to some degree. My phenomenon includes aspects of various forms of
technologically mitigated pedagogy, but is not concerned with all technology. Rather, the
technology that is used for non-face-to-face learning in higher education is what I am
focused on, i.e., many aspects of the Internet that facilitate interaction over space. For
example, a student watching a recorded video of a professor teaching, asynchronously, is
non-face-to-face learning, though it still maintains many aspects of traditional face-to-
face learning.

I am seeking to understand the meaning of a phenomenon that includes real-time,
synchronous, video interactions between professors and students. These kinds of classes
are made possible through certain technologies like Skype, Zoom or closed-circuit
cameras. However, the experience is an example of non-face-to-face learning because the
students and teachers are not fully present to each other. Some sort of screen, television,
projector or computer mitigates their interaction, i.e., it is two-dimensional and takes
place within a rectangular frame. Because the experience is different, its meaning is
altered. The simplest way to grasp the phenomenon I am concerned with, and the purest
example of it, is to consider the learning conditions most typically provided by “online
classes.” However, as researchers into the topic explain:

Online learning is hardly one thing. It comes in a dizzying variety of flavors,
ranging from simply videotaping lectures and posting them for any-time access, to
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uploading materials such as syllabi, homework assignments, and tests to the

Internet, all the way to highly sophisticated interactive learning systems that use

cognitive tutors and take advantage of multiple feedback loops. (Bowen et al.,

2014,p.7)

In these classes there is typically no synchronous face-to-face contact of any kind, either
between students or with teachers. Contact is usually just between teachers and students
via text and, if the class requires it, similar contact between students (e.g., message
boards). In an early phenomenological account of one of the first online classes, Norm
Friesen characterizes the experience in the following way in his chapter, “Is there a Body
in this Class?”

In a [face-to-face] class, I can be addressed and asked a question, if not by the

instructor then at least by my neighbor. This address or question, moreover, can

be directed with kindness, indifference, or even hostility. All people bodily
present in the classroom share this potential vulnerability, and have to be willing

to trust one another to not take advantage of it. Online forums, however, present a

different situation. The body is not present to indicate one’s implicit willingness

to participate, be open, trusting and vulnerable. (2016, p. 225)

“The body is not present” is a fact so obvious in an online class that the significance of
embodied human presence can be overlooked.

Education is primarily defined in the technological age (more on this below) as
either the ability to retain information, find information or create information. Defining
education in this way makes it measurable. By making it more measurable education
invites standardization, particularly in evaluation. How, then, does technology shape and
change student learning in higher education? Primarily it sets out to solve a problem. The
problem is the need to educate more people, faster, which means making more

information easily available. However, “Higher education, especially in the public sector,

is increasingly short of resources” (Bowen et al., 2012, p. 5). Higher education is being
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squeezed by demand, and online education offers a way to increase supply with finite
resources.

Solutions designed, because of the exigencies of technology, to create greater
efficiency in education might remove a problem by creating a worse problem or an
intractable one. With every technology there are trade-offs, and it is almost always
impossible to know beforehand what will be given up in order to receive the gifts offered
by computer and Internet innovations. As we step towards the outstretched efficiencies of
online learning, massive open online courses (MOOCsSs) and other non-traditional, non-
face-to-face learning platforms, the enormity of such changes invites us to pause and
consider the unknowns of what we have already stepped into. What is known is that
however inefficient and ambiguous the process of face-to-face learning may be, it has
harbored and cultivated the delicate precious possibility of individualization for
thousands of years. The conditions that are possible in a face-to-face class van Manen
says, allow us “to transform or remake ourselves in the true sense of Bildung (education)”
(van Manen, 1998 p. 7).

The philosopher Richard Rorty explains our relation to solving problems
involving large groups of people well when he states, “Each generation will solve old
problems only by creating new ones” (2007, p. 88). Rorty is stating the insight found in
the Law of Unintended Consequences, i.e., prudence dictates that we weigh the tradeoffs
of everything we do. This law encapsulates the greatest of all human fears. It is
impossible to know the future for certain. Therefore, we don’t know how our innovations
will interact with other factors. Thus, merely making educational degree attainment

faster, less expensive and more transportationally convenient, by moving it online, might
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not guarantee that it will be better. No matter how efficient the delivery of education,
such standards as speed and convenience might distort learning beyond recognition,
unless we alter the purpose of education.

The following poem is presented to open up the discussion of how we are
changed by our creations; the changes that are wrought are usually unintended and not
anticipated in advance. The technology introduced into education could change learning
so subtly that I wonder how we will even be capable of noticing the changes.

The stethoscope

Through it,
over young women’s tense abdomens,
I have heard the sound of creation
and, in a dead man’s chest, the silence
before creation began.

Should I
pray therefore? Hold this instrument in awe
and aloft a procession of banners?
Hang this thing in the interior
Of a cold, mushroom-dark church?

Should I
kneel before it, chant an apophthegm
from a small text? Mimic priest or rabbi,
the swaying noises of religious men?
Never! Yet I could praise it.

I should
by doing so celebrate my own ears,
by praising them praise speech at midnight
when men become philosophers;
laughter of the sane and insane;

night cries
of injured creatures, wide-eyed or blind;
moonlight sonatas on a needle;
lovers with doves in their throats; the wind
travelling from where it began.
(Abse, 1991, p. 187)
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“The stethoscope” is about the power and promise of technology, but also its
limitations. Just because technological efficiency can give us something does not mean
that it should replace everything. It also shows that the gift of technology, the gains that it
offers, come at a cost; something is always lost. What kind of tool, if it is a tool at all, is
non-face-to-face learning? How do the human hands, the tool of tools, use it with our
humanness, in our human ways? Is it possible that, like the stethoscope, non-face-to-face
learning could be venerated in the same way? It solves a problem, it provides solutions, it
is efficient. However, as with the stethoscope, caution and restraint are called for due to
the respect and understanding that are required to “be with” the technology. Mere
adoration is not appropriate. How, then, should we comport ourselves towards
technology, particularly the technology used in non-face-to-face learning, and especially
the pervasive technological attitude of seeking to standardize in order to be as efficient as
possible?

The essence of technology. In Heidegger’s work (1977), The Question
Concerning Technology, he explains the purpose of his essay is to show a way, open up a
path of thinking, which can lead to an appropriate relationship towards technology. The
relationship is one that acknowledges the role of technology in our experience, but also
preserves what is most important about being human. Following Heidegger’s thinking on
technology is to strive for what he calls a “free relationship with technology.” A free
relationship acknowledges the necessity of interaction, but also affirms the need for wise
limitations. Ultimately, to be with technology freely requires that we understand that not
everything ought to be technologized because not everything can be technologized. Not

everything should be made more efficient. It is to understand that some entities are not
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mere resources to be maximized. To have a free relationship with technology means that
certain aspects of human existence should be in-efficient by the standards of technology.

For Heidegger (1977), technology is not gadgets or devices. What it really is, its
essence, is a kind of aletheia, a way of revealing, which is to say, it is a way of thinking
done by human beings. Since all human thinking is mitigated by language, and language
is historical, all of our thinking in the present is related to the past. Our being is historical.
Thus, the truth, how technology reveals the world now, is a destiny. The essence of
technology is to set up every kind of being in the same way. Technological innovations,
the Internet in particular, do of course depend on a great deal of devices, networks and
gadgetry; however, none of these would have come into being without the attitude that is
the essence of technology. In the experience of non-face-to-face learning, its meaning,
therefore, is related not just to the computers and screens etc. Its significance, indeed its
existence, following Heidegger, has to do with our way of thinking, the technological
attitude.

The essence of technology is our way of thinking that levels everything down to
being merely resources. To level down means to constrain everything in a certain way.
To circumscribe everything as a resource, standing by to be optimized, is to bind entities
to one way of being and maintain that they can’t be anything else. Instead of the horse
being a beautiful running creature, it is instead a complex organization of protein. Protein
is a resource. Thus, the horse is stripped of its possible essence and becomes dog food, or
whatever other profit maximizing scheme can be imposed on wild mustang protein (this

example is horrifically/beautifully portrayed in the 1961 movie The Misfits, written by
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Arthur Miller). It is the leveling of all entities to one way of being revealed that sets up
the conditions of non-face-to-face learning.

To encounter a free relationship with technology we have to have a different
disposition, a different posture towards being. For Heidegger, art indicates a possible
alternative to technological thinking. He takes art, understood in a non-aesthetic way, to
be a key example of something that should not be understood in a technological way. Art
also provides access to an alternative view of entities and experience not provided by the
technological attitude. Wondering about the different kinds of thinking found in some Art
(because art can of course also be technologized as it is when it is turned into a resource
for aesthetic enjoyment or profit) and the kind of thinking that has created our device
saturated technological world, opens up a way of thinking about the artistry of education,
teaching, and particularly for my phenomenon, learning. Poetry, as the quintessential or
highest artform, is also a way of providing glimmers of a free relationship with
technology. Poems can engage with things in a way that reveals their potential to be
something other than just resources. Poems can put us on a path that continues our
destiny and shows a way out of the spiraling ontological cul-de-sac of technological
revealing where everything is perpetually just a resource to be made more efficient.
What is our Technological Age?

Today we manufacture technical surprises as if to convey: there are no more

spiritual surprises, only the machine can astonish. Yes, the astonishing has been

mechanized. There exists today a machinery of the astonishing. In fact, so great is
the potentiality of our present technical progress, that everything seems possible.

All possibilities are contained in this machinery, and they scarcely need to

become reality any more. And that which becomes reality never strikes one as

astonishing, - everyone knows quite well that everything is already possible to
these great machines. (Picard, 1930, p. 216)
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A technological world is one where reality is completely mitigated by machines,
apparatuses, systems, programs, algorithms, regimes and invented compounds and
combinations. A technological age could be defined by a period where a project is set
forth to find the one best way to do everything. “A technical civilization ... is a
civilization committed to the quest for continually improved means to carelessly
examined ends” (Ellul, 1954/1964, p. vi). To achieve this goal, Heidegger shows that the
essence of modern technology is to think of everything as a resource. “The essence of
modern technology shows itself in what we call Enframing” (1977 p. 23). To enframe is
to set all being up in a certain way. The way of setting up all being in a technological age
is as resources. Only by leveling everything down to one ontological category and kind,
i.e., resources, can the project of truly establishing standards of efficiency reach the
degree that we experience today.

Efficiency becomes a moral imperative because anything less than the best way is
wasteful and causes harm. “The essence of technological activity is efficiency. Its goal is
to achieve given ends — such as the production of energy, artifacts, knowledge, wealth,
power, or pleasure — with a minimum of expenditure of resources. Foremost among these
resources is time itself” (Thiele, 1997, p. 505). For example, consider the way in which
the word and arguments about “sustainability” are used in relation to the environment,
food and municipal planning. If something is not sustainable, i.e., indefinitely perpetual,
then it is not efficient. The imperative towards efficiency comes from the stark realization
that our material and temporal existence is limited; there has never been, there is not and

there may very well never be “enough.” Acknowledging the scarcity of resources, one of
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which is time, leads the traditionally rational mind to abhor waste in any form, be it
material or temporal, a sentiment that in most respects we can appreciate.

To further establish the nature of the technological age, what Iain Thomson
(2011), from Heidegger (1961/1984) calls, “late modernity,” I present a passage from
Nicholas Carr’s 2011 book The Shallows: What The Internet is Doing to Our Brains. In
this excerpt from his book Carr discusses Heidegger’s phenomenology of technology in a
way that integrates its insights into Carr’s own concerns about our current technology:

In the 1950s, Martin Heidegger observed that the looming “tide of technological

revolution” could “so captivate, bewitch, dazzle, and beguile man that calculative

thinking may someday come to be accepted and practiced as the only way of
thinking.” Our ability to engage in “meditative thinking,” which he saw as the
very essence of our humanity, might become a victim of headlong progress. The
tumultuous advance of technology could ... drown out the refined perceptions,
thoughts, and emotions that arise only through contemplation and reflection. The

“frenziedness of technology,” Heidegger wrote, threatens to “entrench itself

everywhere.” (p. 222)

Carr, like Heidegger before him, is pointing out that we are changed by the language,
tools, and technology available to us. Carr concludes his book with an ominous insight,
“It may be that we are now entering the final stage of that entrenchment. We are
welcoming the frenziedness into our souls” (Ibid.). This is what Heidegger in Being and
Time (1926/1962) calls “uninhibited ‘busyness’” as a result of becoming engulfed by
“tranquillization in inauthentic being” (p. 166). The change is brought about by our
ineluctable draw to technology. Moreover, the more we are drawn to technology the more
we are changed by it. By its gifts we are seduced.

If Carr’s integration of Heidegger’s insights about technology are right, and we

are inviting “the frenziedness into our souls,” then we may in fact be losing the capacity

to recognize how technology is changing our ability to recognize its influence, to even
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perceive the pervasive frenziedness around and in us. It seems to be Carr’s point that
frenziedness is the new normal in the technological age. The normal is precisely the
normal insofar as it recedes into the background of our experience and becomes invisible.
The phenomenologist wonders about how we experience what we experience. How are
we then able to delineate the relationships of frenzy in ourselves and to the world, if we
are in a state of perpetually mental excitement? When the frenetic energy of technology,
whose one standard is efficiency, becomes part of us, how else will we experience the
messy, meaningful, chaos of the physical world? How will we dwell with the rich
ambiguity of human emotions encountered in ourselves and face-to-face with our fellow
human travelers of reality? Such concerns, from a strictly technological perspective,
might only be confronted as onerous impositions or constant annoyances.

Another perspective on our technological age that articulated what was fast
becoming invisible is Neil Postman’s 1992 book, Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture
to Technology. Postman argues that we are often cheated by the seductive nature of
technology. It is a Faustian bargain. For Postman, we are being robbed by the
transformation that Heidegger and Carr elucidate:

Because of its lengthy, intimate, and inevitable relationship with culture,

technology does not invite a close examination of its own consequences. It asks

for trust and obedience, which most people are inclined to give because its gifts
are truly bountiful. But there is a dark side. Its gifts are not without a heavy cost.

Stated in the most dramatic terms, the accusation can be made that the

uncontrolled growth of technology destroys the vital sources of our humanity. It

creates a culture without moral foundations. It undermines certain mental

processes and social relations that make human life worth living. (Postman, p. xii)

I carry these accounts of our technological milieu in mind as I traverse my path of

wondering about learning for undergraduates online. Burdened a bit by the if not
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apocalyptic tone, then at least nihilistic apprehensions of these and many other thinkers, I
come back again to what it means to be human, what it means to become a person.

Human nature, our essence, the thing that makes us what we are, must itself be
related to learning. The nature of how we engage through time in our experience of
reality is such that we are always learning to some degree or other. It is integral to the
structure of our essence-ing that we are in some way always becoming. It seems then that
in some sense, as John Dewey advocated in Experience and Education (1938), our
learning is a manifestation of our growth. To grow is to change. When that change
increases our potential future experiences, Dewey says we can call it education. Learning
qua learning contains the possibility for transformative experiences, ones that jolt us into
a new worldview and transform the paradigm we have been using to explain and evaluate
the world. By becoming more, we realize what we are not.

What Does it Mean to Learn in the Technological Age?

The attitude of constantly seeking efficiency is the posture of the technological
age. Such a conception is validated by the technological praxis of constantly seeking to
maximize resources and time. The attitude of the technological age even extends to
subsuming the way we think about ourselves, i.e., we even naturally come to regard
ourselves and certainly others as resources to be maximized as efficiently as possible. In
a New York Times piece, “Why are Young People Pretending to Love Work?”, the author
recounts the following:

For congregants of the Cathedral of Perpetual Hustle, spending time on anything

that’s non-work related has become a reason to feel guilty. Jonathan Crawford, a

San Francisco-based entrepreneur, told me that he sacrificed his relationships and

gained more than 40 pounds while working on Storenvy, his e-commerce start-up.

If he socialized, it was at a networking event. If he read, it was a business book.
He rarely did anything that didn’t have a “direct R.O.1.,” or return on investment,
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for his company. Mr. Crawford changed his lifestyle after he realized it made him

miserable. Now, as an entrepreneur-in-residence at 500 Start-ups, an investment

firm, he tells fellow founders to seek out non-work-related activities like reading
fiction, watching movies or playing games. Somehow this comes off as radical
advice. “It’s oddly eye-opening to them because they didn’t realize they saw

themselves as a resource to be expended,” Mr. Crawford said. (Jan. 26, 2019

emphasis added.)

What is so arresting about this anecdote is that Mr. Crawford probably does not know
anything about Heidegger’s history of being and his philosophical account of the
ontology of technology. Heidegger even refers directly to, “the current talk about human
resources” (1977, p. 18) when establishing the ontological consequences of the essence of
modern technology. However, Crawford has experienced exactly what Heidegger wrote
about.

The idea that people come to see themselves as resources may have once been a
dire prediction by Heidegger. Now it is actual. Increasingly the possibility of seeing
ourselves as autonomous or transcendent is difficult, or remains, but is threatened. And so
are many of the activities associated with thinking of ourselves as something other than
resources to be maximized and made more efficient, e.g., participants in the ongoing
revealing of being. For example, consider the difficulty that some stay-at-home mothers,
now find in justifying their profoundly difficulty and often thankless calling. On the one
hand, it seems like it should be self-evidently necessary and valuable (there wouldn’t be
any people without moms). On the other hand, by our accepted standards of efficiency it
can look like a wasted life. Likewise, students I talk to who seek less remunerative

employment as nurses or childcare workers are often faced with pressure to do more.

They often respond that they are seeking a better work-life balance. That may or may not
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be the real reason, either way the demand for justification is due to the technological way
of thinking.

The background posture of efficiency maximization that structures the
technological age can make experience very different than in previous ages. The attitude
of the modern technological age predisposes what those experiences will be like, and the
all-pervasive posture extends into areas where standards of efficiency can improve by
some measures only if tradeoffs are made. Education and learning are one such area
where it is not clear that efficiency maximization actually improves learning, even if does
increase the supply of information, grades and degrees as we see in what might be called
the corporate or bureaucratic university. Moreover, effectiveness in education depends on
the purpose. Once the goal of learning is established efficiency can create the pressure to
achieve the desired outcomes most effectively. That is, efficiency usually seems to
supersede effectiveness. The tendency to privilege efficiency over effectiveness is even
more evident when purposes are unclear or hotly disputed as they so often are within the
domain of education. It might not matter so much what the purpose is so long as it can be
achieved quickly and with as little waste as possible.

Boredom and learning. When I wonder about how this technological attitude
changes learning I can find examples. Immediately it becomes clear that in the
technological age, boredom is bad. “Prioritize fun and the learning will come,” says Saga
Briggs (2015) in a nice little rhyme from her article, “Refuse to be a Boring Teacher: 15
Ways to Have More Fun.” It seems that in the technological age we do not value time in
educational settings that a student might call boring. This may be due to the way the

essence of technology alters our sense of time. “We live today in a ‘fast-paced” world
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that demands ‘accelerated’ lifestyles. Time is less and less something that happens to us.
It is increasingly ‘managed’ by us and for us. Time, in other words, has been transformed
into standing reserve [i.e., a resource]” (Thiele, 1997, p. 513). In such a world we do not
feel at ease with moments of boredom, when we sense that more could be done with the
time by filling it up.

An article in The Guardian says that “Almost 60% of students find at least half
their lectures boring - with about 30% claiming to find most or all of their lectures boring
... what is it about the learning experience that might be deemed ‘boring’?” It seems that
those concerned with learning, at least in the technological age, seek to banish boredom.
Many things might happen to carry out this goal, some of which might improve learning.
However, the time needed for direct face-to-face contact can be boring. The likelihood of
boring moments is made more probable in a class where attention has to be shared with
other students as they engage with the professor or make amateurish attempts to comment
on the material (such attempts are necessary and if not heroic at least courageous forays
into the experience of transformative learning). Making classes online or exceedingly
large in order to remove the time required by face-to-face interactions could be a
component of reducing boredom. However, it could, of course, increase the potential for
boredom for other students trapped in massive impersonal lecture halls or faceless online
classes.

Because boredom is now often considered the problem, something to be managed
or eliminated in order to achieve efficiency, the conditions that lead to boredom must be
targeted for removal. Removing some of the causes of boredom is probably good. For

example, the research reviewed in The Guardian article mentioned above, held that the
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presentation software PowerPoint was responsible for creating boredom. The time
required to encounter others face-to-face can often be boring, because what the face
conveys is not always easy to understand and can be difficult and even uncomfortable.
For most of human history boredom was the norm. In fact, we could go so far as
Nietzsche and say that human beings are the one creature capable of boredom.

Consider the herd grazing before you. These animals do not know what yesterday

and today are but leap about ... enthralled by the moment and for that reason

neither are melancholy nor bored. It is hard for a man to see this, for he is proud
of being human and not an animal and yet regards its happiness with envy
because he wants nothing other than to live like the animal, neither bored nor in

pain. (1874/1987, p. 8)

The discomfort of boredom is part of the risk of certain activities related to learning. The
risk exits alongside the possible rewards of these experiences, e.g., the well-received
comment, the answered question, the brightening of someone’s face when they see that
we understand.

We are made into humans by other humans. We can’t become what we are unless
we are given the time and appropriate care. What kind of care do we need? Humans need
the kind of care that comes from the inefficient, but effective, face-to-face encounter that
always risks being boring.

Being bored is a unique part of what it means to be human. But why should
boredom matter other than possibly being an integral part of what it means to experience
the world as a human being? For many contemporary educational theorists, policy
makers and planners, the most important goal of higher education is to make students
creative. Creativity may require many things, but surely one thing it cannot do without is

time. The time required to create may be rich and full of what was named “flow,” by

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi in his aptly named book (in a technological age) Flow: The
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Psychology of Optimal Experience (2008). However, creativity may also necessitate
repetition, emptiness and frustration. Mary Aiken says children “need to be bored” (2016,
p. 114). Perhaps it is then through boredom that we enter “flow” type experiences.
Creativity may be born from boredom as shown in an article by Sandi Mann and Rebekah
Cadman (2014), “Does Being Bored Make Us More Creative?” After all, necessity is
often the mother of invention.

Abhorrence of boredom and any perceived inefficiencies is a manifestation of the
technological attitude. In higher education an imperative is often adopted that sets out to
equip graduates with degrees as quickly as possible. Increasing the speed by which
degrees are obtained, without infringing on the traditional requirements of accredited
institutions, is one way of showing that the resources of the school are potentially being
utilized more efficiently. Universities might try to set students up with marketable and
valuable experiences, e.g., internships and interview skills. In the past, these skills might
have been gained on the job or through individual effort or luck. However, it is inefficient
to trust to chance and individual work history.

The most important outcome of today’s educated students seems to be submitting
attractive resumes to potential employers. If they cannot get the jobs, they want then their
education did not do what it was supposed to. Indeed, the university has come to define
itself in terms of standards of efficiency apace with an economic environment that
demands efficiency (recall the previous quote from tech entrepreneur Mr. Crawford). But
efficient learning might not actually make the employees of the future more educated.
There are other, non-efficient experiences, which universities have in the past, and to

some extent still do provide, e.g., providing a place to cultivate the ability to question or
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gaining a deeper sense of the human condition and what it means to exist. Often these
experiences lead to different qualities within the student. However, these qualities might
now most often be acquired personally during the time at a university interacting with
friends, or through forming a personal bond with a professor outside of the requirements
of a course. These considerations lead to the question of whether “Education a private or
a public good?” I will return to this question in chapter five.

Seduction and technology. Understanding the essences and meanings of learning
in an online class, or so called MOOC:s, or a Mindojo type of format (an educational
algorithm that personalizes content to you based on your usage and needs), is a way to
explore the human essence itself. As new non-traditional, non-face-to-face learning
platforms develop, they do not seem to be forced on us. Rather, we invite their
proliferation and often, only after they are in place, do we start to question their
implementation. This hindsight or retroactive attitude towards technology in general, and
educational implementation of technology specifically, is related to the seductive powers
of technology.

To seduce is “to lead astray, entice or corrupt.” The act of seduction is a thwarting
from a real or true outcome. As one example from its usage in the 1520s has it “to
persuade a vassal, etc., to desert his allegiance or service.” The currently more common
sexual meaning of ‘seduction’ came in the 1550s (Etymonline, 2021). The distinct sense
from the word’s history is to draw away and to distort or pervert one’s intended purposes
by the encounter with a persuasive sort of offer. It is related to sedition and betrayal.
Seduction is to take the drive or imperative for one thing and channel that energy towards

another end so that what is achieved is only a corrupted form, if any, of what was
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originally desired. The distorted outcome may or may not be the intentional purpose of
the seducing agent, though it certainly could be. What the word does introduce is a
certain kind of encounter with an other. The one who seduces does not have the best
interests of the seduced at heart. There is a certain selfishness, artificiality and or total
disregard for the seduced in whatever does the seducing.

When it comes to the experience of seduction, we don’t know what we have
gotten ourselves into until later. We don’t realize we have been seduced until it has
already happened, like the proverbial frog in the gradually heated water. When we realize
we are seduced, it can often be too hard to escape. Part of what it means to be seduced is
to be trapped and entangled in that which we would normally recognize as our undoing.
How do things seduce us? What do we do that contributes to the chances for our own
seduction? It could be the thrill and risk of not knowing what the outcomes will be. We
are bored and thus open to trying something new, precisely because we are not sure how
it will turn out; that is the allure. But our hope that the outcome will be something better
is what tends to contribute to drawing us in, often against our better judgments or
traditions.

Examining why we are seduced by technology and have a disposition that leads
us to rush headlong towards learning with technology can reveal insights into human
nature. Understanding technology as something that seduces us tells us something about
ourselves. As Heidegger points out, “Enframing, as a destining of revealing, is indeed the
essence of technology” (1977, p. 30). Revealing is something that only human beings do.
Thus, Heidegger’s point is that the essence of technology is a working out of our own

essence. If technology is an attitude of efficiencyi, it is importantly our attitude.
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Our traditional rational way of regarding the world of experience has led us to
believe dogmatically that maximizing the output of resources and reducing the amount of
time spent doing something is the only way to make improvements. The attitude of
efficiency is seen by most of us as obviously self-evident, i.e., we always think it would
be better to be efficient. Nowhere is this attitude more pronounced than in the
contemporary scientific project (more on that later).

Wondering about our aversion to boredom, but necessary connection to it, as well
as our seductive relationship to technology leads to questions about the thing that humans
must be. We are surely malleable to some degree within a certain range, but there also
seems to be something about humans that is immutable. What is our essence? This is the
hardest thing to wonder about because it is the closest to us. Conceptually we cannot get
any distance from our essence, the thing that we are.

The Ancient Greek word Anthropos was used to name human beings, to call them
forth. Heidegger (1981/2000) says, “The name makes known ... Naming is a saying, that
is, a showing that discloses what and how something is to be experienced and preserved
in its presence. Naming unveils, reveals. Naming is the showing which allows
experience” (p. 215). In English today we use this Greek root in our words, e.g.,
‘anthropology,’ the natural history of human beings. We also use it in
‘anthropomorphize,” to change something by giving it human features. Our tendency to
make everything other like ourselves and to see ourselves in everything, is probably
another one of our defining features. We might forgive the anthropomorphizing tendency

of those who think of dogs as happy and sad in the same way that humans are happy and
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sad. But dogs do not experience the world like us; if they did, they would be human.
Instead, dogs experience the world like dogs, a truly wonderful thing, for them, I am sure.
The Technological Attitude and Learning for Undergraduates

Everywhere we remain unfree and chained to technology, whether we

passionately affirm or deny it. But we are delivered over to it in the worst possible

way when we regard it as something neutral; for this conception of it, to which
today we particularly like to do homage, makes us utterly blind to the essence of

technology. (Heidegger, 1977, p. 4)

If we are changed because of technology, then it cannot be neutral. We are altered
by the technology we are exposed to because it changes the possibilities available to us.
That we are altered by technology is one of the fundamental insights that come from
Heidegger’s phenomenology of technology. His examination into the meaning of
technology shows that it is related to human freedom and thus responsibility. Because it
interacts with human agency to create new possibilities, understanding how technology in
the classroom changes the learning environment is vital. The changes may even be so
significant that education or learning does not happen without also creating debilitating
unintended consequences. Because of the changes, those who assess educational quality
and learning will be unable to make the traditional qualitative evaluations that have been
required to know if innovations are helping or not.

There is a natural or inherent affinity between learning and technology. Learning
is also not neutral. The process of education is meant to change us. We hope that it makes
us better. Learning can give us more capacities, skills, information, knowledge and
hopefully culminate in wisdom. Education is also often understood as the process of

becoming who we are. Human beings, it seems, are the kind of creature that requires the

group to make the individual who she or he is and can become. Left alone from birth, the
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solitary human baby cannot become what it is capable of being changed into by learning
(Steeves, 2006). Much of our learning has to do with language. There is some
consideration that language is itself a technology. This notion gains some traction when it
is considered that written language is a form of technology (Wolf, 2007). However,
language itself, the spoken living word is not a technology (Abrams, 1996).
Technologies of Learning

How do we face the facelessness of online learning? How do we notice what is
obvious or taken for granted? Typically, the absence of face-to-face contact in online
learning is not even thought of since it is usually expected. The possibility for non-face-
to-face learning may not be entirely new, but it is greater now than ever before. Losing
contact with each other, our faces, traditions, spoken words and real-time inter-actions, to
some degree or another, has the same consequence humanity has faced from technology
for thousands of years. When oral traditions were replaced by the new technology of
writing during what Karl Jaspers (1953) called the “first Axil Age” 2,800 years ago, there
was unease and doubt about the transformation. For hundreds of years after the
innovation began to be practiced people doubted the bargain it offered. Writing gave
permanence to words; it removed the need to memorize and rely on oral traditions.
Indeed, much of Plato’s thought can be interpreted as a response to the conditions created
by the new technology of writing.

Plato demonstrated a free relationship with the technology of writing. He showed
that some things cannot and should not be technologized, while at the same time
masterfully showing how and what should be technologized. For Plato, truth cannot be

written down; therefore it cannot be technologized. Because certain aspects of art (e.g.,
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dialogue) can be written down, certain aspects of spoken exchanges can be
technologized.

Plato’s work can be seen as the first sustained engagement with what it means to
reduce, interrupt and/or diminish face-to-face contact, not just in learning, but in all
human activities. In his writings Plato often expresses reservations about writing because
of the changes it makes to epistemology and the ability of humans to experience the truth.
In his “Seventh Letter” he says, “Anyone who is seriously studying high matters will be
the last to write about them” (1997, p. 1661). There is irony in that through some of the
most beautiful writing Plato gives us questions about writing and lingering doubts about
what it will do. Even though Plato chose to write, he maintained that truth could not be
fully expressed in writing. Rather, arriving at the truth required dialectic, real-time face-
to-face dialogue. Thus, the genius of Plato’s writings is the way in which they induce
conversation and are composed in such a way as to require people to come together.
Plato’s dialogues necessitate dialogue about them. In this way he demonstrates a free
relationship with, what was at the time, the fairly recent technology of writing.

To want to read Plato is also to want to talk about the ideas found in his writings.
That was part of Plato’s purpose, keep people talking and not just reading. He wanted to
give people a reason to continue to work together to find truth, even if it could never be
written down. He wanted to create such beautifully crafted written works that people
would be knit together as they sought to interpret and create meaning from his texts.
While pondering Plato and his engagement with pedagogy in the Meno, van Manen
explains his achievement:

There is no other text that has so effectively penetrated into the lifeblood of
philosophy and the human sciences. No other human science text has so
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dramatically resisted all polemic efforts to deal with it in a final and conclusive

way. No other text has remained so fresh and untainted in spite of many hundreds

of years of dogmatic exegesis and analytic assault. How can any teacher fail to
marvel at this incredible textual power to teach those willing to read? (van Manen,

1998, p. 143)

Plato sought to keep people together, as friends really, face-to-face, even when
there was a technology that could separate and atomize. He knew that reading is
primarily a private endeavor and could have the power to wall people off from each
other, especially if what was being read was assumed to contain ke truth. Plato built a
corpus of writing that could serve as a bulwark against the tendency to withdraw into the
book and give up face-to-face oral exchanges. Plato used the danger of writing against
itself to preserve something essential to being human, the non-calculative, meditative
dialogue that sets out from the start not knowing how it will get to where it is going. Do
our current forms of non-face-to-face learning also, like Plato’s writings, consistently
create opportunities for continued face-to-face engagement? Or do they become
incentives for isolation and atomization, and if so, why?

The threat to face-to-face engagement is far more prevalent than ever before. The
potential for distraction and separation from others is of greater magnitude than what
Plato faced with handwritten texts. Said another way, it is now more difficult than ever to
have a free relationship with technology. Indeed todays, it is technology that distracts us
away from reading a book. We hardly consider books or writing to be technology at all.
Just as those who critiqued the technology of writing as containing the potential to make
human beings more stupid by not requiring them to memorize as much, current critics of

technology, like Nicholas Carr (2011), point to how innovations like the Internet make

our minds “shallower.” We can understand what critics of the technology of writing, like
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Plato, meant when they lamented the loss of certain mental powers like memory and the
ability to find truth in real-time face-to-face dialogues. It is harder for us to understand
what can be lost today because of the Internet and powerful computer technology.
According to Carr, our very ability to think at all is at risk.

Sherry Turkle (2015, 2017) has researched technology and its influence on our
way of being human for decades at the MIT robotics lab. Her personal contact with the
innovation and implementation of technology, as well as her close conversational
interviews with those who use technology, imbue her work with a profound connection to
the phenomena she explores, e.g., the introduction of robot seals into nursing homes to
comfort the elderly, the response of children and adults to various robotic toys,
smartphone use and social media. Turkle’s diligent work has made her adept at pointing
to the meaning of technology in our lives. I have appealed to her earlier to explain the
difference of video calls from face-to-face conversations, and do so again because her
careful and thorough work broadens the scope and experiential insights I am able to
make. In her book, Reclaiming Conversation: The Power of Talk in a Digital Age, Turkle
is clear that “This new [technologically] mediated life has gotten us into trouble” (2015,
p. 3) Turkle states outright:

Face-to-face conversation is the most human — and humanizing — thing we do.

Fully present to one another, we learn to listen. It’s where we develop the capacity

for empathy... But these days we find ways around conversation. We hide from

each other even as we’re constantly connected to each other ... It all adds up to a

flight from conversation —at least from conversation that is open-ended and

spontaneous, conversation in which we play with ideas, in which we allow
ourselves to be fully present and vulnerable ... the conversations in which the

creative collaborations of education and business thrive. (Ibid., pp. 3-4)

Turkle shows in her book how the seduction of technology is largely due to its

promise of making most aspects of life, e.g., education, social interactions, commerce,
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more efficient and friction free. However, being seduced by technological efficiencies
diminishes our lives, e.g., we miss out on the playful exchanges around important ideas.
As human beings we are enticed by the possibilities that technology provides. For
example, it can relieve us of being bored during the random moments of the day (by
turning to our smart phones for distraction), or it can reduce the friction of our
interactions with other people by providing ways of not having to deal directly with their
idiosyncrasies and uncomfortable differences. But Turkle’s point is that avoiding
boredom and the friction of reality is to opt out of life. As Nietzsche (1980) would say,
such a tendency is “deadly.” We live less because we become conditioned to an
inadequate account of reality, as the insight from Max Frisch stated earlier shows:
“Technology is the knack of so arranging the world that we do not experience it” (Max
Frisch, cited in Postman, 1992, p. 10). Turkle argues that just because such atomization is
possible, that such a shift in perspective is allowed by technology, this provides a strong
case for not giving in. Instead, we should seek, in the language of Nietzsche, what is life
affirming, by holding on to what is precious in the moment of face-to-face contact. We
should not reduce friction and boredom to something else, however efficient and safe it
might seem to be.
The Technological Essence is an Attitude

Something is lost if we only think about things as resources to be maximized.
That mindset reflects an all-encompassing and impoverished ontology. Of course, some
things really are resources, and it may be appropriate to think of them mostly in that way.
Heidegger opens up a way for us to see what could be lost, and why aspects of this

ontology might be impoverishing, by explicating the “hidden history of the West,” i.e.,
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the history of being (1961/1984, p. 10). Heidegger shows that during various stages of
history, Homeric and Classical Greece, Roman Era, Christian Europe, etc., things, all
beings, what lain Thomson (2011) calls “isness,” stood out and were known in different
ways. “Every era, every human epoch, is sustained by some metaphysics” (Heidegger,
1961/1984, p. 5). Some of these epochs let being be more than others, but all were in
general a manifestation of what Heidegger characterized as the forgetting of being and
the profound openness of reality.

According to Heidegger, our epoch, the late-modern or Technological, constrains
being more than ever. “Western history has now begun to enter into the completion of
that period we call the modern, and which is defined by the fact that man becomes the
measure and the center of beings” (Heidegger, 1961/1984, p. 28). For example, there is
something appalling when we consider how “Human Resource” departments pervade
businesses and universities. These departments are partial manifestations of the
technological way of thinking; the idea that even human beings can be subsumed by the
resource-oriented attitude, measured and defined in advance. When people become
understood, even partially, as something that is interchangeable and only valuable insofar
as they are efficient at completing predetermined tasks, a form of violence is present. The
essence of technology can seduce us into treating human beings as if they were not
persons, i.e., as if their perspective on the world and experience of existence were not
unique.

When people are understood in a technological way something is lost. When
learning is understood in a technological way its full transformative possibilities may be

curtailed or at least not fully understood. The technological way of thinking, not just
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certain technological devices or innovations like the Internet, can seduce us into thinking
that learning is the absorption of units of information, data. For example, a 2012 article in
the U.S. News and World Report with the title, “Study: Online Learning Outcomes
Similar to Classroom Results,” explained the justification for more online classes. The
taken for granted assumption in such studies is that more learning should be made
available through the internet, by accredited institutions, since it will help students. It is
thought that it will help more students because it is obviously more convenient especially
to non-traditional students, those who are older and working. However, accredited
institutions want to make sure that the students are still getting what is expected.

In order to determine if more classes should be made available online, instruction
follows a pattern laid out by the research examined in the 2012 U.S. News and World
Report article. First, learning outcomes are established. Learning outcomes are typically a
rubric of abilities that the professors, deans and college administration all agree measures
what someone should know after completing the course. Second, once the outcomes are
established, the article explains that tests are made to evaluate how well these outcomes
are reached. Third, these tests are administered to students in both traditional face-to-face
classes and those taking an online version of the class. As the study examined by the
article shows, there was not a significant difference in the test scores between the two
types of instruction. The fourth step is for institutions to conclude that since the
performance on the test of learning outcomes was similar, nothing is really lost in making
a class more convenient or efficient by moving it online. Underlying this whole process is
the questionable assumption that learning can be reduced to measurable outcomes.

Obviously certain aspects of learning are amenable to quantification. However, a second
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assumption is that what is not quantifiable is not important, and so if lost online it does
not diminish learning. Even if the loss is acknowledged, the gains to efficiency etc., are
considered worthwhile (Postman, 1992). Therefore, to advocate for more online, non-
face-to-face classes, learning must be understood in a measurable, quantifiable sense.

When it comes to non-face-to-face learning the focus is almost exclusively on
quantitative outcomes and granting degrees. Online classes, almost by definition are
manifestations of the tendency to render something efficient by focusing only on what is
most clearly or easily measurable. Advocates of non-face-to-face learning must
understand learning in this way since that is all they control. They cannot dictate most
aspects of how the learning is done. The means that are employed to bring about certain
purposes or ends are outside of what they can directly influence. They control the goal,
i.e., orientation of education. They do not control (in the same substantive way as
required outcomes) things like methods, procedures, classroom dynamics and
interactions.

Of course this is not the way most teachers want to think about learning.
Traditional face-to-face learning persists and is considered the gold standard of learning.
For example, it is the kind of learning many students and parents expect the most
expensive undergraduate programs to provide and often the kind of learning sought by
the wealthiest and most talented students, i.e., direct, personal contact with the most
learned individuals. However, the tradeoffs that allow for non-face-to-face learning may
adversely affect some students more than others, particularly the poor and less prepared
students (Dynarski, 2018). Furthermore, one study found “taking a course online, instead

of in-person, reduces student success and progress in college. Grades are lower both for
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the course taken online and in future courses. Students are less likely to remain enrolled
at the university” (Bettinger, et al., 2017). So by other standards of efficiency, what we
might call standards of effectiveness, non-face-to-face learning does not exceed the
traditional format for learning.

The contrast between face-to-face and non-face-to-face learning is especially
heightened when people are asked what they think of the experience of only getting
higher education online. I asked Karl, one of the students I talked to in my preliminary
investigations, what he thought of taking only online classes to get his degree. His answer
was similar to Sam’s quoted above:

I would be missing out. You've got to talk to your professor and — ya know —

interact with them. College is also about networking and interacting. You need to

hear other students, if you’re not in a regular classroom the student who calls out

or is furious about something - you want to hear that ... Random opinions, their

thoughts. You hear your professor’s thoughts but it’s good to hear your peers.
It is significant that Karl says “hear” instead of “know.” For Karl what is important is not
just what others are saying in class but everything that can be communicated verbally in-
person, e.g., tone, delivery etc. However, contrary to Karl’s insight, many degree
programs have been moved exclusively online, and some colleges only offer degrees
online. Often the students who seek these degrees or go to online universities already
have a solid face-to-face experience; they just need the credential. My wife is an example
of someone with a superb education, emotional intelligence and a strong network of
connections that helped her excel in an online master’s degree program. However,
because the degrees and colleges exist online, many of the students may not have the

other aspects of learning that face-to-face can provide, like those my wife gained in her

traditional face-to-face undergraduate classes.
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To come to the conclusion that online classes are equivalent to traditional classes,
institutions and many of the people involved, at least the majority of the decision makers,
have to be willing to think of learning, in general, in a certain way. It requires a certain
attitude. The instrumental view of education, that it is a tool, affords itself to the
outcomes-based measure (Labaree, 1997). Administrators and professors are consistently
bombarded with the statistics that show that those who have a degree, the instrumental
outcome of higher education, will earn more money. Thus, the drive, in higher education,
becomes oriented towards making sure everyone gets the degree. I have heard of this
being called the completion model of education where the concern for what it takes to get
the degree, the quality of the learning process is not the priority. The emphasis of higher
education more and more seems to become just about signaling (Caplan, 2018). This has
been my experience teaching at the second largest community college in the country.

At the beginning of the Fall semester of 2018 Richard Reeves of the Brookings
Institution came and gave a high-powered presentation about how more people just
needed degrees and community colleges were integral to this goal. Nothing was said
about what should happen to students while they were in a class; such issues didn’t just
seem to be beyond the scope of the presentation, they seemed irrelevant to its main
conclusion. The process of learning was taken for granted. Nothing was said about how
learning could be transformative or how to make it more so. All that mattered was the
outcome, getting the degree. But if the process of learning and the work to attaining the
degree is degraded then the degrees do not do what is expected. Unless, as economist
Bryan Caplan explains in his book, The Case Against Education: Why the Education

System Is a Waste of Time and Money (2018), we take only a strict “singling model” of
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education to be an appropriate way to think about post-secondary education. Orienting
learning towards merely an assessment of outcomes, be they test scores or degree
attainment is a way of thinking about education that is based on the ontology of our
technological age, the ontology that understands all beings as resources to be optimized.
The part of education that is the real means to learning is not a resource; it can’t be made
ever more efficient. Thus, those means, increasingly ceases to appear or show up.

One of the main features of the technological way of understanding education,
and learning in particular, is to measure outcomes and not focus on how the outcomes are
reached, i.e., the means of reaching those ends. For example, a study found no difference
in learning outcomes between an online and face-to-face class:

Both sections were taught by the same instructor. The dependent variable is the

score on the standardized final examination. All exams were proctored by the

instructor. The central independent variable is method of delivery of content:
online vs. the traditional classroom. Controlling for other constructs, there was no
significant difference between exam scores. Also, student evaluations did not

differ between sections. (Stack, 2015, p. 1)

Based on studies like this it is a safe to conclude that if test scores are the only measure of
learning, non-face-to-face learning will be accepted as equivalent to traditional face-to-
face learning. Such acceptance concedes the assumption that what learning is, is what can
be quantified, i.e., subsumed under the technological attitude by being pre-determined.
When administrators adopt the assumption that all learning is quantifiable and they are
also consistently bombarded by the need to make learning more accessible and efficient,
there will likely be less hesitation than there ought to be when deciding to make courses
available in non-face-to-face formats. Greater hesitation is needed to fully consider what

is lost in learning to achieve the gains of online classes. Wisdom requires patient

consideration of the unintended consequences.
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In 2018 I was participating in an administrative committee meeting at the
community college where I teach. On the agenda was time to discuss and evaluate online
instruction in the Liberal Arts. A communications professor brought up the problem of
teaching public speaking in an online class. She was clear that it seemed ridiculous,
almost like it was an oxymoron. She made her point by asking how it could be that
students in an online class actually learn anything about public speaking if the class that
was teaching them had no public component? The class had no synchronous component.
Everyone in the committee saw her point and as most were nodding their agreement or
beginning to speak up, a top college administrator quickly jumped in. She said that no
matter how much she agreed with the professor’s point, that ship had sailed. There could
be no reversal of teaching that public speaking course strictly in face-to-face classes. The
reason given was that if the class wasn’t offered online the college would simply lose
those students to other institutions that would provide them with public speaking classes
online. The administrator then concluded that there was of course no reason why the
online course for public speaking shouldn’t be of the highest possible quality.

From this experience it seems that it is difficult to reverse the trend of moving
learning online. The efficiency and ease of technology seduces us to the point that even
when we see the danger, extricating ourselves is not worth it (consider how hard some
find it to get off social media or their smartphones even when they know it is wasting
their life). There is so much competition around higher education and the business of
learning, that it is not feasible to give up gains in efficiency. The gains in efficiency are
so great that they seem to overshadow completely the concern for effective learning, i.e.,

quality instruction and the process of learning. Quality in education would be actually
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learning or growing according to the ever evolving and ongoing process of working out
the purpose of education, e.g., whether it is private or public good. However, quality is
constrained within the bounds of the most efficient form of instruction, i.e., the one
demanded by the consumers/students. Viewing the students as consumers promulgates
the corporate model of higher education (Carey, 2019). Understanding colleges and
universities in this way is another manifestation of the technological attitude, one that
preceded the advent of online classes.

The need to quantify learning is born of the leveling attitude found in the essence
of modern technology. There is so much happening in any experience that in order to
evaluate it, correlate it to some standard, it must be simplified. Only certain aspects of the
experience can be taken as crucial since it is impossible to evaluate every potential
component of an experience for every potential person. Moreover, technological
thinking, building off of simplification and the effort to foresee every possible threat to
efficiency, can lead to ways of making something easier. From a technological
perspective, then, learning must be first, simplified and second, made easier. Education
can then become understood only in quantificational or calculative modes.

The seduction of technological thinking is provided by way of a simplification,
i.e., it is easier to think of learning as a test score. To think of learning instead as
something holistic with a myriad of qualitative aspects representative of a unique
individual, accumulated over time through a complex aggregate of experiences and
interactions is impossible for the quantitative attitude. Usually we might think students
have learned something because their abilities or capacities have been changed or

augmented, not because they have scored well on an assignment. Thinking of things in a
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technological way provides a handy explanation that simplifies the complexity of reality.
For example, theories are always simplifications of reality (Bakker & Clark, 1988).
Theories become handy, persuasive and convincing in proportion to the explanatory
power of the simplifications they provide. Thinking that learning is fully measurable by
an exam is the crucial assumption that makes non-face-to-face learning not just
legitimate, but a trend that is replacing face-to-face learning.

What Paulo Freire (2018) calls the “banking model” of education is both an
impetus for and a symptom of technological thinking about learning. Thinking about
education as a dripping of information units (data) into a basin (brain) is facilitated by the
conditions created by many of the new technologies being used today for learning, e.g.,
the Internet, computer screens and handheld computing devices. The ease that these
inventions bring about depends on the technological attitude. These innovations would
not have been used for learning if education had not been first thought of in a
technological way, e.g., as something that could be made more efficient.

There is a frenetic drive to at first enhance traditional learning, to make the
learning “better.” But what better usually means is producing graduates who can get a job
and remain employed. As education becomes more efficient, the ability of technology to
save time and resources makes us think that the consequent learning is better because
more people are getting degrees and maybe jobs. Depending on what we are measuring, it
does indeed deliver. With these successes we become seduced by the prospect that the
slow, laborious, ambiguous process of education could be streamlined, and some aspects
of it certainly are. However, because “the clearest measure of efficiency is the ability to

produce more stuff with the same resources” (Dupré, 2001, p.148), our attitude that



63

anything that saves time or uses fewer resources (e.g., space, teachers, commuting time)

gradually becomes the only attitude. When we think only in this way it seems to cause us
to reach increasingly for technology to enhance the learning process, i.e., learning seems
to only be enhanced if technology is incorporated.

The idea of replacing face-to-face pedagogy with various forms of more efficient
technologies is introduced by the expanding role of technological attitude. The increasing
role of technology in contemporary life, and our expectation that it makes everything as
efficient as possible, allows it to at first encroach upon and then dominate domains that
previously existed outside of this resource oriented thinking. The more technological
devices, programs and applications are invented to fulfill tasks we have typically done
directly ourselves, the more there seems to be a corresponding expansion of our
expectations of what we can get from technology. We begin to feel that the efficiencies
born of technology are inevitable. In this way it could be that a self-fulfilling cycle is
born, i.e., the more useful technological innovations become, as measured by their ability
to save time and resources, we will consequently expect technology to make everything
more efficient and frictionless. The potential problem with this cycle is that even though
technology is wonderful in many respects, it traps us into this one technological attitude.
We might even begin to think that anything that can’t be made more efficient is
something we are better off without.

What is the Relation between Science and Technology?

Setting out to know the meaning of non-face-to-face learning is a scientific

endeavor. But what kind of science? What is science? It is knowledge, in the sense of

scientia. All knowing is a kind of science. Science can mean “to discern” or to have a
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certain kind of skill. The Latin scientificus means to make known, to make something
discernable or give the scientist the skill of knowing, a kind of ability. But there are
different types of science.

In the ancient book by Aristotle (384-322BC), the Nicomachean Ethics, he
explains how sciences could be distinguished when he said, “The educated person seeks
exactness in each area to the extent that the nature of the subject allows” (1999, p. 2).
There are certain degrees of exactness, which can be applied to varying subject matters of
knowledge. For example, the domain of physics affords itself to greater precision than
does history, sociology or even biology. However, this does not mean that one science is
any less rigorous than another. Indeed, it seems that the closer we get to the domain of
human behavior and thoughts, the less we can expect exactitude. To know human
behavior, to understand it, be able to make predictions about it and create conditions in
which people can thrive, requires that we not expect, if we are fully educated, the same
level of precision of the geometer or physicist.

Heidegger discerned that there was a connection between technology and science,
but the connection he made was not the typically chronological order that might seem
self-evident. Usually we think of the scientific discoveries driving technological
innovation, e.g., many of Einstein’s discoveries led to new technological devices like
global positioning systems. However, for Heidegger technology is not devices. As was
explored earlier, the essence of technology is a certain kind of thinking, and this attitude
is part of modern science. It shapes how science will explain the world. This attitude,
which I would also characterize as a posture or disposition, is a habitual mode of

regarding things. In science it is the essence of technology itself that leads to
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technological devices, which furthers the modern scientific project. Heidegger explains
that “Modern physics, as experimental, is dependent upon technical apparatus and upon
progress in the building of apparatus. The establishing of this mutual relationship
between technology and physics is correct” (1977 p. 14). The advances that we consider
breakthroughs in physics, chemistry or biology all depend on not just technological
inventions but also, more fundamentally, on the essence of technology that reveals
everything as a resource.

Science is limited. Even if we allow for all of the possible variations in degrees of
precision, it has boundaries. The boundaries of science are the boundaries of what it is
possible for humans to know. However, it is also possible to think of these boundaries as
merely the result of technological limitations. One reaction to the limitations of science is
scientism, the view that if a question cannot be answered by science then whatever the
question is about does not really exist. On the other hand, the view of scientism maintains
that with ever further innovations in apparatus or computer analysis all restrictive
boundaries can be overcome. Those who think science is not limited, and the attitude of
scientism is appropriate, would do well to remember the view of the imminent
philosopher of science Imre Lakatos, “Scientists typically understand science about as
well as fish understand hydrodynamics” (1980, p. 62). Be that as it may, putting
scientism aside, because science cannot answer all questions it must make
epistemological space for other modes of inquiry and understanding. My inquiry into the
meaning of non-face-to-face learning will depend on the Human Science of Hermeneutic

Phenomenology.
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Hermeneutic Phenomenology

Here are some tough truths: We currently don’t have a scientific description of a

thought or a conversation. We don’t know how ideas are represented in a brain.

We don’t know what an idea is, from a scientific point of view ... We can pretend

that we will understand them any minute, so it is as if we already understand

them, but then we are just lying to ourselves. (Lanier, 2018, p. 131)

Phenomenology is one of the ways that we can become aware of our ontological
assumptions, e.g., the technological attitude that all beings are resources. It is concerned
with finding out what exactly things, entities, really are, by understanding how we
interpret them. Becoming aware of how we understand the way entities exist for us, can
dispose us to think about our own way of being as humans in the world. We should not
be ontologically naive and become swept along by a common sense view of entities,
especially technological ones (Adams & Thompson, 2011). If we don’t understand the
ontological foundations of technology and how it influences education, we will not be
able to solve problems with technology, e.g., how it reduces the need for skillful human
engagement with the world (Thomson, 2005). Without understanding what technology
really is, in its essence, we will also not be able to know what problems it can cause in
education when it is used as a substitute for teachers or other more human forms of
learning. As one phenomenologist explains, “It is important to ask not only what a given
technology enhances but also what it simultaneously reduces or diminishes both
experientially and hermeneutically” (Adams & Thompson, 2011, p. 742). The point is
technology is never neutral. There are always tradeoffs when education is made more
efficient by the faster transfer of information via MOOC:s or iPads.

Max van Manen presents an insight into the phenomenology of face, much like

Levinas’ work, when he says:
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In face-to-face situations speaking and hearing are more likely conversationally
and relationally intertwined. The speaker speaks in a listening way and the
listener listens in a speaking manner. Even monologues (lectures, speeches,
addresses) tend to have this conversational spatial quality in the sense that
speakers frequently tend to focus on particular individuals in the audience with
whom they feel conversationally connected. People who have a talk together tend
to be more intimately tied into the relational space than people who are listening
to a lecture. There are both mimetic and pathic elements at work in conversational
situations. The bodies of persons in conversations tend to imitate each other in
gestural and presentational subtleties. (2016, pp. 256-7)
By considering this careful empirical description of face-to-face encounters, it becomes
evident what we are trading when we make learning more efficient by making it non-
face-to-face. The work of phenomenology is intensely observational, but it must also be
of the real lived experience, not experimentation or the setting up of unrealistic or
idealistic conditions.

Phenomenology is not a method in the sense of an algorithmic recipe for
proceeding toward a conclusion. There are things a phenomenologist might do to unpack
the meaning of a phenomenon, but there is, strictly speaking, no method. It is very
sensitive to observation but is not generalizable. It does not present or advance an
argument. Its purpose is not to provide a conclusion that can be abstracted to other
situations in order to provide answers to problems. Phenomenology does not seek to
establish a theory. Therefore, in examining the phenomenon of non-face-to-face learning,
a simplification (i.e., a theory) will not do. Rather the aim, or hope, is to achieve a
possible view of the experience in its complexity as something complex.

Phenomenology is able to study things that normally escape quantification and
research that depends on measurement. Phenomenology explores, for example, moods,

the experience of time or relationships. It is particularly focused on identifying the

meaning of something, e.g., eye contact, dispositions, affordances and pathic engagement
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between entities (Ihde, 1990; Introna, 2006). Phenomenology is philosophical and is a
human science not a social science (Adams & Thompson, 2011). It asks lots of questions
and tries to formulate the best questions relating to the phenomenon studied. However,
this does not mean that the questions are always completely answered. The emphasis is
on asking questions and providing answers that are illuminating the possible. Of course,
phenomenology does not disparage answers.

Emphasizing the context is very much the phenomenological project because
context is what makes meaning possible. As the technological humanist Jaron Lanier puts
it so well, in his book You Are Not a Gadget, “Meaning is only ever meaning in context”
(2011, p. 136). Lanier gives the meaningfulness of words in a natural language as an
example. He explains that each word has meaning, precisely because of the limited
number of words found in a language. It is the ambiguity provided by context and the
extra work each word has to do that makes languages meaningful. A language with an
infinite number of words would have no ambiguity, context would be irrelevant and
therefore it would be meaningless.

Just like with finding the meaning of a word or a sentence, at least part of finding
the meaning of a phenomenon is examining the context in which it is possible to
experience that phenomenon. Each feature of the context impacts the phenomenon in a
different way and to a different degree. Thus, asking the meaning of something is like
asking a good question. As Plato showed, when we ask a good question (or maybe even
just any question), “What is justice?”” we are also explicitly or implicitly asking every

other question.
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My wonder about learning has led me to a concern for face-to-face learning.
However, my phenomenological project is to work to reveal the meaning of non-face-to-
face learning. The networked nature of questioning, how one question draws and pulls on
others endlessly, is due to the contextual nature in which our human meaning is made and
understood. It seems that nothing can be defined or known independent of a relation to
other things, maybe even everything else. The relational nature of all our concepts is
captured in the view that we, according to Heidegger and others, inhabit a world structed
by a relational ontology, i.e., what entities are is just how they are related to other things.
Presenting the meaning of something requires the observation and articulation of the
context of that thing, which is itself the many multiple relations to other things. A quest
for meaning is about showing how the part is related to the whole.

Part of the value of my phenomenological study will be the detail to which I am
able to describe non-face-to-face learning. To make the description detailed means the
painstaking articulation of the relation of parts to whole (Adams & Thompson, 2011; van
Manen, 2007). Phenomenology seeks to answer, to varying degrees, the question of how
a certain segment of reality, a phenomenon, a part, relates to the whole of reality. In this
way meaning can be approached. The work of hermeneutic phenomenology is thus to
show how a certain situation relates to the wider context, the whole, in which the
situation takes place. These questions are mirrored in the hermeneutic phenomenological
concern with language. The context in which a word or phrase is used can transform what
the word or phrase means. Thus, careful interpretation is sensitive to the context not just
the literal meaning. For this reason, sometimes normally unhyphenated words may be

hyphenated so as to draw attention to relational significance carried in the world, e.g.,
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response-ability.

Phenomenologists place great emphasis on language and words, so these become
part of the study. A great deal of the hermeneutic work is working out the interpretation
of texts that are produced through direct phenomenological research. Etymology of
crucial words becomes vital to the project of revealing meaning because, “Attention to
etymology fosters a critical awareness that instrumental speech is but the veneer of
language. Instrumental speech facilitates communicative transactions, yet hides the layers
of meaning below” (Thiele, 1995, p. 118). To regard language as more than its
instrumental veneer is to already work outside of the technological attitude towards
language. Thus, phenomenology seeks to see things as they are, to let them be, and not
constrain them to one “enframed” way of being understood.

The phenomenological focus on language connects it with poetry and the kind of
knowing and meaning that poetry provides. To show what the components are, and how
they not only constitute the whole but are also interrelated, depends on rich descriptive
language. A detailed description explains by showing what happens to the people and
things involved in the phenomenon using experiential language. It is only the pre-
reflective experience that concerns phenomenology (Adams & Thompson, 2011). The
point is to show the meaning of a specific phenomenon. To show the meaning is to
elucidate the significance of something. Anecdotes are used in phenomenological
research because they contain meaningful experiential language. Descriptive language
reveals the phenomenon. The revelations of a good phenomenological study can provide
non-trivial understandings, insights, that can deepen our questioning and perhaps change

our thinking and actions. They can lead to profound gestalt switches where, like
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Wittgenstein’s “Duck/Rabbit,” our understanding of something is completely changed in
a moment (Thomson, 2011). If that occurs educational policies may be questioned and
changed. It is possible for there to be convincing power in a phenomenological
description and hermeneutic rendering. That conviction might overlap with certain
arguments or positions about how to define education and how to bring about learning.
However, the phenomenological description can never be constrained to one conclusion.

Hermeneutic phenomenological work is an end in itself. It is not the means to
some other purpose. The process of studying, interpreting and writing about a
phenomenon are as important as the finished product. Analogously, for the reader, the
reading of the study is as important as whatever may come as a result of that reading. The
reading of the study works to open up the phenomenon, to elucidate an essence, to
present a path or a way of thinking.
The Path of this Inquiry

Because I am concerned with the question of the meaning of non-face-to-face
learning for undergraduates, hermeneutic phenomenology provides a path of inquiry that
can lead towards insights and understanding. I will rely specifically on Max van Manen’s
methodological structure of human science research. This methodology includes six
postures or research activities that will help form and guide this path. I will follow van
Manen’s six suggested guidelines in order to complete a hermeneutic phenomenological
inquiry of human science research (1997). These six components are:

1. Turning to a phenomenon which seriously interests us and commits us to the
world;

2. Investigating experience as we live it rather than as we conceptualize it;
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3. Reflecting on the essential themes which characterize the phenomenon;

4. Describing the phenomenon through the art of writing and rewriting;

5. Maintaining a strong and oriented pedagogical relation to the phenomenon;
6. Balancing the research context by considering parts and whole. (pp. 30-31)

Here in chapter one I have detailed my turning to the phenomenon of non-face-to-
face learning in higher education. I have tried to show the ways this topic grips me with
wonder and commits me to the world. My focus in this study is due to the many
significations of the world of education that I am connected to, as a student, as a teacher,
as a member of a committee responsible for the implementation of online classes. There
is also another connection to the significance of this phenomenon that is not explicitly
articulated but is part of who I am, a parent. My attachment, and turn, to this phenomenon
is due in no small part due to the connection I feel to the future my children will inherit.

Chapter two is an exploration of the phenomenon. I take up two specific examples
of the most widely experienced versions of non-face-to-face learning in higher education
and examine the associated possibilities and trade-offs of these technological innovations
in education. Throughout this exploration I take on as much of the perspective of lived
experience as possible, trying to understand the phenomenon as pre-reflectively as
possible. Included in chapter two are many sources, peer-reviewed studies and articles, to
help lay a groundwork and to establishing something to anchor my exploratory
reflections.

In chapter three, there are three parts. In the first I provide the philosophical
grounding for hermeneutic phenomenology. The second portion addresses and explores

Van Manen'’s six guidelines (1997). These components identify the use of this human
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science orientation to research in education. I elaborate on what his component elements
do to help develop my study in relation to my phenomenon. The third section of chapter
three addresses what I actually did to carry out this inquiry, e.g., how I found participants
and planned our conversations (the questions I used to begin our research).

In chapter four I will introduce my nine participants. Each presents a facet of the
phenomenon of non-face-to-face learning. There I will present my interpretation of the
parts of the whole phenomenon. My interpretation will be structured around central
themes and subthemes of the phenomenon that I have found from the text of about 265
pages that I created from conversations with my participants. In chapter five I will
examine some of my insights into the whole experience based on what I was able to
understand from the parts. The themes of chapter four are connected to, and support, the
insights of chapter five.

Transition to the exploration. To conclude the work of turning to the
phenomenon here in chapter one, I end with an excerpt from a book about many of the
new frontiers of technology provided by advanced computer technology, what we might
call the cyber world. In this passage from Mary Aiken, she shows how our encounter with
technology often leaves us groping and searching for meaning. Her encounter with
technology and how it grips her reflects my own turning to non-face-to-face learning for
undergraduates and mirrors some of my own hopes and concerns.

Like so many others, I have embraced the cyber frontier — for its convenience and

the freedom it gives me ... Last night, [ had a fun back-and-forth with

Jabberwacky, a bot that I’ve been conversing with for almost twenty years. My

conversations with Jabberwacky started when I was working as a young executive

in behavioral marketing and advertising ... Jabberwacky, was a revelation, a

supersmart artificial intelligence — a chat robot, also known as a “chatbot” or

“chatterbot.” Chatbots aim to simulate natural human conversation in an
interesting and entertaining manner. Jabberwacky is different. It’s a learning
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algorithm, a technology that you can communicate with and, more important, that
can learn from you ... Nowadays, a good chatbot can talk to about ten thousand
people simultaneously. It works 24 hours a day, 365 days a year, and it never asks
for a raise and never takes a vacation. As a candidate for a job, that’s tough
competition for humans. No sick leave required, or holidays and benefit packages
either. But how capable, how smart, how truly intelligent can a machine be?
When I first chatted with Jabberwacky, I posed the usual questions: “What’s your
name?’ and ‘Where are you from?’ along with a few general-knowledge questions
to see if I could trip it up. The A.L. answered everything well, and impressively.
Almost human. I left the office that day feeling excited but troubled. I couldn’t
stop thinking about Jabberwacky. And I couldn’t stop contemplating the
enormous possibilities for this technology and hundreds of different applications.
My mind was racing. Then my lightbulb moment came. I suddenly asked myself,
What does this mean? 1 couldn’t help but try to imagine the future and where we
were heading as a society and species. This technology had so many incredible
possibilities for application — in research, companionship, customer service,
business, education, and therapy. The classroom would change, and the learning
experience. | started to think about people who are vulnerable — challenged,
disadvantaged, or in need. I imagined them interacting with a chatbot — and how
advantageous that could be. I thought about the potential for children with
learning difficulties and those on the autism spectrum. These children need patient
teachers willing to engage with the same questions and answers over and over, as
long as is required. And then I thought about all the lonely people in the world,
who are socially isolated for one reason or another. What a wonderful companion
a chatbot could be for them ...But wait. There were so many, many unknowns.
Even small changes in these areas of human behavior come with shifts and
consequences. As excited as [ was by the promise of this new cyber frontier, I
knew there could be unintended consequences. I couldn’t sleep when I started to
think of them ... With an intervention of this magnitude that had the potential to
impact so many aspects of human beings on the deepest and most profound levels
— from visual acuity, bonding, and childhood development to identity formation,
intimacy, and socialization — I wondered what the blind spots or unforeseen
outcome might be. The unknown unknowns. All human life is an experiment in a
way. But this seemed like an experiment on a much larger, more pervasive, and
more profound scale than humans had been exposed to before. Like, what if a
chatbot actually increased an individual’s social isolation rather than mitigating or
solving it? Or what if it negatively affected a child’s social skills? (2016, pp. 299-
301)

Aiken here expresses the insight from Postman (1992), and every deep thinker of
technology, that it is a Faustian bargain. Every technological advance, no matter how
wondrous in its ability to leverage efficiency to ever-new bounds, entails vital tradeoffs to

the conditions of human existence. Thus, we see from Aiken’s experience with the
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chatbot a super intelligent technology, one even capable of passing for human, that now
we are at a technological precipice like never before. Are we willing to trade aspects of
our humanity just for greater gains in efficiency? In our relationship to technology we
need to avoid a Pyrrhic victory. Aiken, a deep lover of technology, exemplifies the need
of everyone, as they furn to consider technology, to ask questions. We need to ask what
the trade-offs are for technological gains. We need to weigh the exchange and proceed as
wisely as possible. We need to think about when should something, if ever, be subsumed
by the technological attitude and when shouldn’t it. We should not be luddites nor should
we rush headlong into the purely technologically mediated future exemplified in E.M.
Foresters short story The Machine Stops (1909). For me this means questioning the

meaning of non-face-to-face learning for undergraduates.
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CHAPTER 2
EXPLORING THE PHENOMENON: QUESTIONING NON-FACE-TO-FACE
LEARNING EXPERIENCE

Unlike other media of mass communication, which celebrate individual responses

and are experienced in private, the classroom is intended to tame the ego, to

connect the individual with others, to demonstrate the value and necessity of

group cohesion. (Postman, 1995, p. 45)

Recently I met with the noteworthy nonagenarian E.D. Hirsch Jr. a professor of
literature and criticism at the University of Virginia, now emeritus. For the past several
decades Hirsch has been writing about education, e.g., Cultural Literacy (1988); The
Schools We Need (1999). We met in a pizzeria to talk about his former colleague Richard
Rorty, education and my phenomenological study. I think his reaction to my study was
indicative of what others might think when confronted with the notion of non-face-to-
face undergraduate learning. He was puzzled and saw my phenomenon as essentially a
critique. He told me that in a way I was arguing against the experience of learning from a
book. He said that criticism against non-face-to-face learning made sense in the context
of early K-12 education, when the face-to-face encounter is so vital for learning and
socialization. However, when it came to undergraduate learning, he did not seem to think
there was too much to be concerned with if it was replaced by non-face-to-face
experiences. Maybe there isn’t much that is lost. Either way, my inquiry is not
fundamentally meant to be a critique.

Hirsch’s response was telling. It seems like whenever someone asks for time to
question technology, what it is doing, what trade-offs are being made, those who question
are inevitably regarded as suspect (Carr, 2011). A questing attitude toward technology is

almost always initially taken as being critical of technology. And in a way this makes

sense, since much of the purpose of technology is to create efficiency by saving time.
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Asking for time, to think and question about technology is therefore often seen as an
assault on technology itself. Another reason this makes sense is precedent. It is true that
those who seriously question technology (e.g., Heidegger, Ellul, Postman, Turkle and
Carr) end up being critical of at least some aspects of what technology is doing.
However, none of these thinkers is a Luddite. None of them seeks to ban technology or
stifle its progress. Nonetheless, they might be perceived as hindering the path of
technological expansion. I need time to question. This study is a quest to find the
meaning of non-face-to-face learning; it is not about saving time and being efficient.

The formal face-to-face learning environment, the classroom, was created for
many reasons some of which are no longer relevant. Some of the causes or reasons that
led to the creation of the classroom are gone. It used to be that books were rare and
reliable information was precious. It was efficient to gather students before “the one who
knew” in order to learn at the feet of the master. But besides the acquisition of knowledge
others, like Horace Mann (1796-1859), understood that the classroom could serve as a
microcosm of society. In a classroom the young could be prepared for the diverse and
vibrant freedoms of America; students could learn to get along. As E.D. Hirsch pointed
out to me, and others might agree, there might not be any need for such a societal
modeling and socialization in the classroom beyond K-12 education. But even still, how
does removing face-to-face contact change the meaning undergraduate learning?

What is it to Learn Alone?

Learning demands solitude — not only in the sense that students need time alone to

reflect and absorb but also in the deeper sense that the integrity of the student’s

inner self must be respected, not violated, if we expect the student to learn.

Learning also demands community — a dialogical exchange in which our
ignorance can be aired, our ideas tested, our biases challenged, and our
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knowledge expanded, an exchange in which we are not simply left alone to think
our own thoughts. (Palmer, 1998, p. 76)

Non-face-to-face learning is an experience that when reflected on is thought of as
a contrast idea. Because of technology, a contrasting learning experience is possible, one
where face-to-face encounters are removed and often considered irrelevant. And yet, one
experience relates to the other in order to be understandable as what it is. Difference, the
comparison of old and new, face-to-face vs. non-face-to-face, is required in order to
create the contrast that allows for some understanding.

It seems normal to describe many of the experiences that are made more efficient
because of technological advances in terms of contrast. For example, the experience of
using a microwave is considered more efficient for certain purposes. If I reflect upon the
experience of using the microwave and why I consider it more efficient, it is because it is
faster for doing certain things, e.g., warming up three bottles of milk so each of my kids
can go to sleep easier. But as soon as I invite this notion of efficiency into my description
of the experience, I need to give criteria for making this judgment, i.e., speed or time
saved. On the other hand, if all I have ever used to heat up food is microwaves, then I
can’t really have experienced it as more efficient (maybe I could know vicariously
because someone told me how much longer it takes to cook food on a stove). Students
who take online classes are therefore able to make judgments of efficiency because they
have experienced the contrast, face-to-face learning.

Fixing on the notion of speed, as the criteria of efficiency, immediately invites the
question, “Faster than what?”” Of course only someone unfamiliar with microwaves might
actually ask this question. I would then need to explain the microwave, and why I

consider it efficient, in contrast to cooking on an open fire, or a stovetop. In a similar
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way, reflection on the experience of non-face-to-face learning usually refers to the
original, primary notion of face-to-face learning. Non-face-to-face learning stands in
contrast to the kind of learning that happens with our parents before we can speak. It also
contrasts with formal learning, the traditional experience of most elementary school age
children the world over, i.e., being in a special room in a special building, with special
things (special, if for no other reason than that they are new or present only in the context
of education), with a teacher and other students all of which constitute a kind of
environment.

As I explore the phenomenon of non-face-to-face learning its meaning does not
exist without the Internet. Advanced contemporary computer technology that relies on a
vast network is itself the foundation of non-face-to-face learning. The non-face-to-face
learning I am preoccupied with in my phenomenological research with undergraduates is
the experience of being in an online class or learning from a video on the Internet; it is
the meaning of that experience that I wonder about. By non-face-to-face learning I look
specifically to the kind of learning or exchanges that could have taken place face-to-face.
Of course the non-face-to-face learning is not directly translatable into traditional
learning; it is its own phenomenon. As has been pointed out, “Since the early days of
online learning, educators and researchers have speculated that computer-mediated
communication is qualitatively different from communication in the face-to-face
classroom” (Beuchot & Bullen, 2005, p. 67). To be qualitatively different means that it
might be difficult, or impossible, to fully contrast and understand online learning

compared to the learning done in traditional classrooms via measurements. For example,
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as I explored in chapter one when researchers use outcome assessment scores to show
that moving a class online makes no difference.

Learning without the face is something different from what we expect from a
traditional undergraduate class; it allows for different possibilities and it sacrifices
different things. For example, it can transcend many of the constraints of space and time,
while at the same time separating people and making them feel lonely or empowered.
However, what I am concerned with most in this phenomenon is the aspect of the
phenomenon that used to be accomplished only face-to-face, e.g., experiences of
exchange, dialogue, and conversation.

People have always been able to learn alone. But if that is all that learning could
be, why did people come together for classes and degrees? The scarcity of information,
books in particular, drew the crowds. But besides the information it became apparent that
something else was also being exchanged or gained from the classroom interactions.
There was something else that was possible in the classroom that was impossible for the
autodidact. But now, with non-face-to-face learning we supposed that this is no longer
the case, i.e., all that can be learned in a classroom can be appropriately traded for what is
learned in an online class. Indeed, the assumption seems to be, as Hirsch’s response to
my research showed, that since the information is identical how could there be any
relevant difference?

Reading a book, writing, doing original research, conducting experiments and
meditating are all examples of experiences from which we learn and which do not
necessitate face-to-face interaction. However, none of these experiences has probably

ever been the exclusive path to full education, i.e., mastery or expertise. Of course, as the
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main character explains in the 1997 movie Good Will Hunting, you can get a tremendous
education, comparable even to one from Harvard, with just a library card. However, as in
that film, the actual life of the autodidact is often an impoverished one.

The solitary learner is cut off from the rest of the world in a certain way,
something seems to be lacking. Maybe such learners appear un-socialized or not fully
formed, not “well-rounded” enough. Encountering the self-taught and those who have
spent too much time alone in order to learn, we might immediately feel that they lack
what is sometimes referred to as “emotional intelligence.” They may not seem to have the
necessary competency to deal naturally with other humans, in the way that those from a
particular cultural milieu have come to expect. It seems that we don’t become what we
are automatically. To become human requires as much exposure to humans as possible,
real-live, face-to-face humans. Somehow, we can sense those who have not been as
exposed to others as those we normally encounter. Some who are the only-child in their
family can be like this when they are younger. The only-child can be a bit precocious
sometimes and come off as a little strange for a while, maybe because they didn’t have
siblings to aid in their socialization process.

Technology and Learning

“E-learning” has become a familiar way to describe the use of electronic
technology in the classroom. For example, the most densely populated state in America,
New Jersey, has a 1-to-1 student to laptop policy in many of its school districts for grades
6-12 (“1-to-1 Laptops,” n.d.). Districts in New Jersey can be found, like where my
brother sent his daughters to school, where even each elementary student has a laptop. In

some areas all schoolwork is done with the computer both in school and at home (Nagel,
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2014). E-learning, of course, is not restricted to the classroom. Many students find new
information primarily with their computers at home, whether assigned by their teachers
or not (Purcell et al., 2012). Indeed, electronic technology has become increasingly
significant in education mostly because it provides access to the Internet.

The Internet is one thing that is in significant ways all things, because it provides
a kind of connection to everything, or at least the appearance of universal connectivity.
The kind of connection is epistemological, not metaphysical. I am connected by the
Internet to information about things not to the things themselves. Thus, it might be easy
to find a definition of the Internet as “a global computer network providing a variety of
information and communication facilities, consisting of interconnected networks using
standardized communication protocols” (Merriam-Webster). However, what is
exceedingly difficult is to define the consequences of the Internet or the conditions that it
creates. For one thing, the consequences and conditions created by the Internet are
constantly changing. “The internet has changed the world around us, but ... it is changing
far more than that, it is shaping our development, behavior and societal norms” (Aiken,
2017). Trying to define what consequences or conditions are not caused by the Internet,
may seem to some people an easier question. The Internet has come to appear as the
whole of what is non-tactile, all that is not nature. In some sense the Internet is or will
become the whole of human culture, the non-natural world (Castells, 2014; Combi, 2016;
Dentzel, 2013; Pratt, 2009).

The “e” (electronic) in e-learning hardly matters anymore because it is no longer
the distinguishing feature (Khan, 2005). The fact that students are using various

electronic gadgets hardly matters if they are all being used for the same thing, i.e.,
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accessing the Internet to connect with information. Where there is access the Internet has
become the main source of all information (Pew, 2018). This way of accessing
information has profoundly changed how we get information, and has thus laid the
foundation for non-face-to-face learning. Besides those who are conducting original
research, e.g., a chemistry or a psychological experiment, most research is done, if not
initially than primarily, with the Internet. It is hard to imagine most people spending long
hours in libraries, the previous repository of most information, to find and search through
books (Applegate, 2008; Rainie, 2016). Of course many old sources might still only be
found in libraries, but the demand for such things are considered relevant only for the
very narrow specialist, and what mostly keeps libraries going is that they now don’t just
house books, they provide access to the Internet. The Internet does not seem to be
designed primarily for all the needs of the highly trained academic specialist. However, it
is well suited to broaden the ability of more amateurs to contribute to discoveries
(Buchan, 2016).

As the leading source of information, for most people with access, Internet use
often engulfs or subsumes any previous conception of learning, i.e., it leads to the
intuitive sense that all learning is or can happen non-face-to-face. Besides the sheer
volume of information found on the Internet, what is found there is also given special
status because it often invites the assumption that it is the most up-to-date. This is not
always true, and there usually are ways to verify how cutting edge the research or
commentary happens to be. However, a reason for our confidence in the reliability of the
information is due to the way search engine results are presented. The results of our

inquires are given in order of relevance, and we assume that what is most relevant is what



84

is most cutting edge (Dreyfus, 2008). Moreover, the Internet has made the ideal of the
most current information being the best an actuality. Historically it may have taken years
for the newest information to become common knowledge; such natural delays no longer
exist.
Exploring the Experience of Using the Internet

What is the Internet? What is this thing of things that makes non-face-to-face
learning possible? In Heidegger’s essay, The Question Concerning Technology, and in
many other writings, he explains that there is a history of being, what can even be called
the history of the forgetting of being (1977). By Heidegger’s account there have been
different ages of being. In each age or epoch being is understood in a different way
(Thompson, 2011). In each period of history entities show up in different ways, e.g.,
physis (i.e., nature), creations of God, objects to be mastered by free subjects. Our age,
the technological one, defines being as resources to be used, maximized, switched around
and stored up. According to Heidegger’s view of technology, we could understand the
Internet as an expression of the technological age that sets itself up to transform all of
reality into information. Information is the perfect example of a resource. It can be
combined, increased, organized and used in different ways. It can be exhausted and
become irrelevant when new information becomes available, but in some sense raw data
is never used up, e.g., the uses of so called “big data” are limitless. It can be extremely
valuable and can be stored up. However, information itself does not establish the criteria
by which it is considered useful or not. Human beings decide what makes something
information or not. A computer by itself does not know what counts as information or not.

As futurist and technological humanist Jaron Lanier says, “What if information is
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inanimate? What if it’s even less than inanimate, a mere artifact of human thought? What
if only humans are real, and information is not? ... Information is alienated experience”
(2011, p. 28). The resource of information is only such because of our mutual
entanglement with it. We determine what counts as information and what does not.

It might not seem like it, but using the Internet via advanced computer technology
is a value-laden activity. Human involvement in the definition and creation of
information is not neutral, but on the Internet it seems to be. Just as with books, so with
the Internet, someone decides what to put on the Internet and users decide to what they
will expose themselves. Depending on how assertive a user, the Internet has great power
to persuade (Larson, 2014; Munchnik et al., 2013; Williams, 2013). The convincing
nature of the Internet is not wholly unlike how teachers persuade. Both are imbued with
authority, teachers because of their learning and position, the Internet because of its
perceived objectivity and democratization of knowledge (Lanier, 2011). However, unlike
teachers who might model ways of evaluating information, everything on the Internet
appears the same (Dreyfus, 2008). That is, you might find the most trivial information
from a social media post from an acquaintance about what they had for breakfast right
next to, and in the same format as, information about a horrible genocide. The point is,
the Internet makes all information seem the same and depends on the significance the
user decides to give to it. Information alone does not give us any criteria for determining
relevance (Dreyfus, 2008).

The format of information on the Internet does not itself teach how to determine
relevance. Anything can be boldened or enlarged, from advertisements to crime statistics.

The “search engine optimization” can be applied to any information regardless of
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whether it should or should not really appear at the top of a list of search results. Thus, all
information is leveled in that we do not really know what is most relevant only that
someone, usually an advertiser, would like us to think that something is more vital. In
other places it might be the number of views or up-votes that a comment, video or article
has that can indicate its significance. However, there are of course many pages on the
Internet where there is no obvious way to distinguish relevance or importance.

Students using the Internet feel like they are learning because they are being
exposed to facts. They carry with them a way of knowing the facts which they may or
may not be aware of. They are determining relevance by some criteria but not one that is
offered by the medium itself. As students gain factual knowledge they are learning.
Factual content is a necessary condition for learning, but it does not seem to be sufficient
because exposure to facts alone does not teach students how to evaluate facts. The facts
that are blasted at any Internet user when they use a social media platform like Facebook
or Twitter do not have a way of explicitly distinguishing what is more or less important.
That assessment must be made by the user, not the Internet. The student on the Internet,
must learn how to determine actual and not apparent relevance. They must often learn
that what is at the top of the results from a Google search is not in fact what is most
relevant to them but is rather what advertisers have paid to appear most relevant (Lanier,
2011). The evaluative, interpretive, value-laden aspect of understanding and making
sense of information comes in many ways, one of which is, of course, during face-to-face
learning.

The experience of learning online can feel incredibly liberating, as if there is a

whole universe of knowledge that can be explored right at students’ fingertips. For
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anyone who has gone down the “Wikipedia rabbit hole” (i.e., clicking from one
interesting light-blue and underlined hyperlink to the next for hours), a sense for the
irrelevancy becomes apparent. Curiosity can drive someone to explore for a time, but
eventually that motivation can wane. It can lead to the problem Pascal (1623-1662)
identified “For the chief malady of man is restless curiosity about things which he cannot
understand; and it is not so bad for him to be in error as to be curious to no purpose”
(Pascal, 1941, p. 9). What is all the information for, if there are no criteria for how to use
it? What is its purpose? How are we supposed to learn what is relevant when the medium,
by which we access the information, either disparages guidance or does not give us any
except the random binary up or down vote by our more or less equally unguided peers
(Munchnik et al., 2013)? At some point we have to come to ground, or come up for air,
and relate to something in a different way than the way presented by the slew of
information on the Internet.

Formal learning on the Internet. The phenomenon of non-face-to-face learning
in higher education does not typically confront students directly with issues of relevancy.
Students are not primarily concerned with the possibility of broader less defined purposes
they can personalize and control. Non-face-to-face learning is structured towards
achieving a predetermined outcome, e.g., completing a degree requirement, gaining
proficiency in a skill that can be used in a class or at work. Students taking a MOOC or
watching videos from the “Academy” started by Salman Khan on YouTube are not
burdened by whether the information matters because they are given criteria at the outset;
they assume that the course material is relevant because it is exactly what will be required

later when they are evaluated. As they see it, there is a sort of one-to-one correlation
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between the content that they are presented with and the evaluations that will be used to
measure their learning.

Some of the information in the videos or online classes might satisfy their
curiosity, and being curious might help in motivating them to learn, but ultimately they
do not need to rely on an innate sense of interest for the material, they just need to absorb
the content. If there is anything more broadly relevant in the content, they are learning
beyond what will be used to evaluate them, wonderful. However, for the typical user their
primary concern is not with broader implications or the possibility of long-term
relevance; non-face-to-face learning is typically set up to be immediately relevant. That
is, each aspect is correlated to some predetermined learning outcome that will be
evaluated as part of the course.

These learners are focused on the short-term gains that can be had from online
classes that move them towards their credential goals, i.e., their primary long-term
concern. Getting their degree is often the standard by which they see a class as relevant or
not. Usually the experience of non-face-to-face learning is not set up to show them that
learning can result in many things, e.g., a changed perspective, a new way of living or a
path to meaning. Instead the format is narrowly circumscribed to a definite outcome the
means to which are not as important completion. In this way online classes are highly
conducive to the completion model of education also known as credentialism (Caplan,
2018).

Another way to describe this aspect of the phenomenon is that when students
speak about online classes it is in purely instrumental terms. “Instrumental thinking leads

us to the conclusion that there is neither good nor bad technology, merely ends.



89

According to Heidegger, this single-minded focus on ends is a sinister phenomenon of
modern life” (Fitzsimons, 2002, p. 175). Undergraduate in the technological age
understand their online classes as means to an end. And that end is not ambiguous; it is
clearly determined beforehand. However, as always with the technological attitude, that
supposed end is just another means to something else. Students seem to exhibit this
instrumental attitude more frequently when describing non-face-to-face learning than
when describing traditional classes. Instead of the instrumental attitude, which certainly
exists with regards to nearly all aspects of contemporary life, the undergraduates I have
taught for ten years seem to allow for a greater uncertainty or even adventure in the
outcomes of their face-to-face classes. They are not sure what exactly will happen
because of how the relationships and interactions may impact their experience. They
understand the idea that class conversations cannot be fully predicated or constrained
(Applebee, 1996). However, in talking with my students over the years they seem to
allow for far less deviation in completing online classes. They do not have much patience
of opened assignments or discussion board forums that are imposed to mimic real class
discussions. Of course, added to those indeterminate possibilities of in-person classes are
the student’s instrumental expectations for the grade in their face-to-face class. However,
in a face-to-face class they can’t point to a final learning assessment to capture what they
thought they were getting out of the course that was non-instrumental. Such outcomes are
so varied as to almost be transcendental and seem to be most possible in traditional

classrooms.
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The designers of non-face-to-face learning imbue teleology into their courses and
tools. An understanding of the “ends of education” or the purpose of learning has always
existed and continues with non-face-to-face learning. Neil Postman argues:

We are unceasing in creating histories and futures for ourselves through the

medium of narrative. Without a narrative, life has no meaning. Without meaning,

learning has no purpose. Without a purpose, schools are houses of detention, not

attention. (1995, p. 7)

New learning technologies do not alter the necessity of determining what education is for,
but they may change what we think are the ends or purposes of education. Is an open-
ended-ness to learning, what it is, what it can bring about, how it can change students,
more common to the traditional class? Is the non-face-to-face class seems to be more
rigorously determined?

Parts of a Non-Face-to-Face Learning Experience: Khan Academy as an Example

As of 2014 Khan Academy, a free online learning website originally started on
YouTube, had over 10 million original users per month (SRI Education, 2014). “Khan
Academy presentations [are] a staple for students, teachers and technologists” (Friesen,
2014, p. 136). High school students and those in the early years of college are the primary
users of Khan Academy, but it has content videos designed even for kindergarteners. |
even know graduate students who use the videos to gain familiarity with the basics of
certain subjects, e.g., statistics. Khan Academy has not only come to exemplify one of the
dominate forms of online learning, but it has also prepared and conditioned millions of
students for other non-face-to-face learning experiences such as MOOCs and courses

where the bulk of the content is presented online. Khan Academy is primarily a

supplement to regular high school classes or undergraduate degree programs, something



91

teachers may or may not assign their students to use, but which many, especially
struggling students, find valuable.

Those who come to sites like Khan Academy are probably seeking academic
assistance. Shantanu Sinha, the president of the non-profit company, profiles a struggling
high school student in her article “Does Khan Academy Really Work?”

Mark is a student who had given up on Math and Science and thought he was

incapable of ever pursuing a career in a related field. He claims he was always a

“C” student growing up and never had a channel to understand topics that

interested him in engineering. He found the Khan Academy in 2007 and started

watching videos on Trigonometry, Calculus, and even Arithmetic. He decided to
go back to school last year to get a bachelor’s degree in Electrical Engineering.

He finished his first year in college with a 4.0 GPA for the entire year, including

perfect scores on his Calculus and Chemistry final exams. (2017)

Mark was a college age student who would not have pursued a degree if not for
Khan Academy. Because of the free access to the non-face-to-face learning his life was
set on a course for greater opportunities to contribute. If by the question “does it really
work?”” we mean, “is Khan Academy capable of getting students motived to learn in a
way that will get them credentialed and on to the possibilities of a better education and
job?” then yes, it is a success. The tutorial videos on the website cover a broad range of
academic topics and are not just for pre-college age students. Indeed, the videos model
many of the formats students will encounter in online classes and MOOC:s at the college
level. It is even possible that some of the classes offered by universities online are
modeled after those on Khan Academy.

What is the experience of the average Khan Academy student? I find that if I am
going to access the Internet and find Khan'’s site, I have to be at least mildly competent

with a computer or other advanced electronic gadgets like a smartphone. The website is

set up for what might be called intuitive use, i.e., if you are familiar with a few basic
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ideas you can navigate to what you want easily without lots of long, detailed and explicit
instructions. On the other hand, if you had never seen a computer or used the internet you
would have no idea what to do, no matter how intuitive the design. When I access Khan’s
library of instructional videos, I see that it would be easy to find exactly the right tutorial
video to accompany almost any typical assignment for most introductory level classes,
e.g., math, history and the sciences. The videos are presented on the website by subject.
Within each subject the videos are either organized chronologically (e.g., as with the
various history course offerings) or laid out in a way that progress is made from simpler
and concrete material towards increasingly complex and abstract content (math or
physics courses).

Users of online videos, like those provided by Khan Academy, may have as part
of their experience a period during which they gain some familiarity with how non-face-
to-face learning will occur. They are required to become familiar with the technology.
The website for the Academy, Khanacademy.org, provides videos for how to use the
videos, receive evaluation and keep on track for success. Of course, many students, if not
most, will already be familiar with what they need to know in order to use the videos.
They will likely already have mastered the intuitive aspects of Internet use, as most
people seem to have today. However, chronology and the organizing of videos not just
numerically, but also by complexity, may not be something even savvy young Internet
users understand, thus Khan provides help to explain and prepare students for the
experience.

Based on my experience with the website, for the student using Khan Academy,

independent of the requisite academic understanding, non-face-to-face learners must also
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grasp at least three basic things in order to have the experience of learning online with
these educational videos; one of these things is a skill, the other two are concepts. First,
besides the general skills required to use a computer, students would need to know how
the Internet usually works. They don’t need to know much, basically how to use
hyperlinks and how tabs open up. Second, students need a familiarity with the concept of
chronology. Without knowing about either alphabetical organization or temporal
placement they might access videos out of order. In history this could be a problem since
more recent events might depend on former facts; proceeding chronologically can
provide a valuable degree of understanding. And third, students would need an
understanding of how complexity often builds on simpler material. Jumping right to the
end and encountering the most abstract material might be very discouraging. This skill
and these two concepts are usually taken for granted. However, not all first time Khan
Academy users have all three. Especially the younger first-time users probably require
some explicit instructions or modeling by a teacher, peer or parent. Indeed, whether or
not they can appropriately employ these three things goes a long way towards forming
the kind of experience they will have with non-face-to-face learning on Khan Academy.

Moving forward with Khan Academy in mind, it should be noted that the
phenomenon of non-face-to-face learning has not been ignored or neglected by other
researchers. The prominent educational phenomenologist, Max Van Manen, has been
paying attention to the trend of moving learning online and removing the real-time face-
to-face contact:

What does it mean to “attend” a class online, without being physically present?
How do people experience online interactions? Is it misleading to use words like

“discussion”, “chats”, “conferencing”, to describe asynchronous and written
interactions? What happens to such elements as teacher personality, classroom
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atmosphere, physical presence, class identity, personal voice and style, when
people “meet” in virtual “rooms” or web boards? Are these terms still
meaningful? How do these meanings change? From a phenomenological point of
view we need to examine how the new languages and vocabularies of technology
gloss, alter, and hide educational and other social experiences. (2016, p. 222)
Following the guidance in van Manen’s insightful questions, and building off of
them means that an exploration of the experience of using Khan Academy, as with most
non-face-to-face learning on the Internet, calls for me to look at aspects of human
embodiment, such as place or location as well materials, interactions, motion and
ease/comfort/convenience. As far as the actual formal learning that can be said to be
accomplished, or not, in online classes (quantifiable or qualitative outcomes), I also find
it illuminating to consider how non-face-to-face learning is assessed. All of these aspects
of non-face-to-face learning stand out insofar as they help to show this phenomenon in
comparison and contrast to more traditional face-to-face learning. I take up each of these
aspects in the sections that follow.
Location: Where Does Non-Face-to-Face Learning Happen?
The Internet creates new possibilities for learning independent of place. Students
can learn anywhere as long as they have access to the Internet (Reason et al., 2017). I
don’t have to go anywhere or be in a certain place in order to use a Khan Academy video.
As long as I have access to the Internet, I am also able to receive what Khan has to offer.
The place from which I access the Internet does not matter to learn in this way. I could be
sitting at a desk in a library. If I put in my headphones, I could view the videos in a
crowded restaurant or while riding public transportation. However, it is more likely that

since I do not have to be in any particular place I will be at home, in my bed, at my

dinner table, on the couch or sitting on the floor. Because I don’t have to go anywhere, I
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will probably learn where it is most convenient, i.e., where getting to the place requires
the least amount of time and effort.

Removing the requirement of real-time face-to-face contact means no
predetermined meeting place needs to be coordinated between student, teacher and other
learners (Reason et al., 2017). Decoupling learning from a specific place in space and
offering it in cyberspace is an essential component that makes non-face-to-face learning
possible. There are advantages and disadvantages to the lack of a specific place. The
convenience and flexibility of online classes are prized by students, “I liked the course
because it was easier to complete all of the work. I was able to do everything on my own
time with a deadline at the end of the week” (Morrison, 2012). Note the use of the word
“easier” and “my own time,” both expressions of crucial features of convenience i.e., it’s
on your own terms and it is not as difficult. The student feels empowered over the class in
some sense master and to a certain extent even in control of the learning.

The palpability of a specific place, a classroom, often called a “learning
environment” is absent when I learn with Khan Academy as it is for anybody who
engages in non-face-to-face learning. Instead, I might be enticed to regard the website as
a “virtual environment” or a cyber environment based on a cyber classroom. But the
virtual is not the actual, and the cyber is not palpable. Instead, where I learn might be a
comfortable room with a computer and chair. When college students were asked to
comment anonymously on what they /east liked about taking a class online one said “...
the online environment, definitely will be taking courses in person for [next] semesters”
(Morrison, 2012). Another also commented that the online environment was a turn off, “I

tried it but I will definitely be taking courses in person from now on” (Ibid.). The
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physical aspects of where I am and where students are when they take an online course,
constitutes the learning environment. These physical aspects are decidedly different than
the environments offered by schools and classrooms.

Place (topology). Non-face-to-face learning allows me to split my attention off
into as many disparate avenues as I care to juggle. Being able to bounce and shift from
one domain of attention to another in a way not typically possible without technological
facilitation seems really handy. The freedom and flexibility seem especially delightful
and liberating because so much demands my attention and needs to be done. Similarly, it
is not just my attention that can be shifted. I can do physical tasks while learning online
that would be impossible in a classroom. For example, I could listen to lectures while
bathing, eating or folding laundry. The non-face-to-face learning experience offered by
Khan Academy frees me to multitask physically. I will examine multitasking specifically
later, right now I consider place.

In her book, Cyber Effect: An Expert in Cyberpsychology Explains How
Technology is Shaping our Children, Our Behavior, and Our Values, Mary Aiken raises
what she says is a “fiercely debated” question: “Is cyberspace an actual place?” (2016, p.
9). Aiken claims that “Yes, it is.” She says:

Cyberspace is a distinct place. You may be accessing it from a familiar

environment, like the comfort of your own home, but as soon as you go online,

you have traveled to a different location in terms of your awareness or
consciousness, your emotions, your responses, and your behavior — which will
vary depending on your age, your physical and mental development, and your
distinct set of personality traits. Instinctively, we know this is true. Most of us
have felt ‘lost’ in cyberspace and realized — as if waking from a dream — that
we’ve burned dinner, run late for an appointment, or forgotten to turn off the
sprinklers ... Many people deny the awareness that they’ve entered a new

environment when they go online, so they remain ignorant — and are fooled by
their sense that nothing has changed. They are sitting in their own homes,
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surrounded by familiar objects ... In their minds they have not ‘gone’ anywhere.
(p- 9-10)

This is provocative language and there is a lot that can be related to in what she
writes. Much of what Aiken says turns on the nature of consciousness, i.e., the ability of
our mind to be unconstrained by space and time. We can live in our memories or imagine
the future. We can go to other places and see other things in our mind’s eye. Much as a
book or a novel can transport us to a different place, Aiken thinks the Internet does too,
but she argues for this in a more tangible sense since we actually do interact in the online
place in many of the same ways. We can’t actually shape a novel, but online we do shape
the place and we interact with others there in similar ways to the real world.

If we follow Aiken and assume that the online world is a distinct place in all of
the relevant senses, then it is probably true that more of our lives will be lived there. If
more of our lives will be lived online, then those who get used to it the fastest and adapt
to it best will thrive. People who gain the most proficiency, the argument might go, will
be those who spend the most time in the online place. Thus, whatever trade-offs there
might be for the efficiencies of non-face-to-face learning, they are well worth the cost
(Postman’s “Faustian bargain” be damned). On the other hand, if we dispute that the
place of online learning is a place in all of the relevant sense, then mere accommodation
and familiarization to this new location is not sufficient for full or proper learning.

To allow that online places should be considered as real places is a distortion. Just
because the online place has somethings (maybe even most things) in common with real
places, does not mean that it should be conceptualized in the same way, no matter how
useful the metaphor. Elsewhere in her book Aiken (2016) concedes as much. She makes

it clear that online places distort human minds and are particularly harmful to children.
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And it is not just the content of these “places” that she says can have this harmful effect.
It is the very nature and structure of the “places” themselves. We might ask those who
think that the online world is an actual place to imagine what children who were
constrained to only develop there would be like. For those imagining the conditions of
such development it should seem obvious that it would not be good for the child because
the child would not develop in a normal and healthy (sustainable) way. Thus, the online
world is certainly a metaphorical place. It is analogous to the places our bodies inhabit.
But to say that the online place is just the same is to devalue real place. The conflation
diminishes the role actual place has in the meaning of being human and what can happen
in real places that cannot happen in virtual places.

Even without the opportunities for disesmbodied experience provided by advanced
computer technology, I don’t need to be constrained to a certain place. But what does that
mean? As an embodied being I am always constrained to some place. Even if I can move
about and find or make new places I am still always in place. Philosopher Jeff Malpas
argues that place is “a central, if neglected concept at the heart of philosophical inquiry”
(2006, p. 1). In his book Heidegger’s Topology: Being, Place, World, Malpas says that
“In finding ourselves ‘in’ the world, we find ourselves already ‘in’ a place, already given
over to and involved with things, with persons, with our lives” (Ibid., p. 39). Embodiment
does not mean we can’t escape from place; rather, it means place is a large part of what it
means to be the embodied beings that we are. The places we are in are nodes in a vast
web of significations, i.e., worlds.

In his book, Getting Back into Place: Toward a Renewed Understanding of the

Place-world Edward Casey says, “We are still at sea regarding the elusive vexing matter
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of place. Like the tide, the murky waters of this matter keep returning with insistent and
difficult questions. What is place in contrast with space? What does orientation in place
really mean? How is place built? What does it mean to dwell in a place?” (1993, p. 146).
These are difficult questions. Much like what St. Augustine said of our understanding of
time, we understand place until we are required to explain what it is and distinguish it
from other things.’ Such is the nature of the constitutive components of all experience,
e.g., time, place, space. That means that as embodied beings we can’t have experiences
without place. Certainly there can’t be place without space, but what then is the
difference, as Casey asks? Place might be space that is mitigated by what Heidegger calls
Dasein “human being” or our “being-here” (Thomson, 2011). There is no place without
people. People make places. What this means for online classes is that [ am not
necessarily required to go to the traditionally created places of learning. Instead, I must
make the place that I am at the place of learning. The place might be one that is also used
for many other activities and already has inherently built in significations.

The freedom created by how place is structured in an online class is solipsistic. |
am the one that determines the non-virtual place of learning. In this place I am able to
move about. [ am also able to excavate through the possible meanings of the space I am
in or transform that space. For example, it can be the place where I sleep or it can be a
public place used for many different activities, but for me it will, at least for the duration
of my attunement to learning online, become my “classroom.” What the place is depends
on my efforts and intentions. There is little in the non-face-to-face learning experience

that helps or guides the making of place outside of my own experience and efforts. I

5 “What then is time? If no one asks me, I know what it is. If I wish to explain it to him who asks, I do not
know” (Confessions Book II, Sec. 14). Augustine’s profound formulation seems to apply to all
fundamentally constitutive experiences, e.g., time, place, space, consciousness.



100

imagine that those with more experience with traditional classrooms may tend to create
similar spaces for learning, e.g., a designated place of learning separate from other
activities. These places might be a certain desk, a specific time of day that makes a
location amenable to study, certain materials and other equipment or decorations.
However, none of these are direct requirements and those who are less accustomed to
traditional classrooms might feel no compulsion to create a special place for learning.
Instead, wherever students like this find themselves, it might become the place of their
learning.

Cyber space and learning. The virtual location of learning online is fundamental
for removing the face from learning. Often what online classes offer to the student is
referred to as “virtual learning.” The word ‘virtual® carries with it some sense of
artificiality or of not being fully real, i.e., simulation. Students who have mostly taken
face-to-face classes often describe online classes as not being real. During a preliminary
conversation with Sean, I asked him about his first non-face-to-face learning class and he
immediately replied, “It was super lonely. You just don't have that human interaction. It’s
as if the person teaching you is not a real person; your classmates aren’t real people
because you don’t get to know people.” Students, like Sean, seem to find something
unsatisfying about their online classes, as if the courses are somehow incomplete. For
Sean being able to say that what the classes offer is not “real” helps to explain such
feelings. For some, real learning, the kind that they describe as happening face-to-face,
seems to require a place because it allows them to encounter others in the vulnerability

and ambiguity of their physical presence.
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Could it be that the space we are invited to learn in when we take an online class
is not a physical space? Is the space not just where students sit as they access the course
through their computer as argued by those like Aiken (2016)? The space is often called
cyber because of its foundation in advanced computer technology. Some, like Pierre Lévy
in his book Cyberculture, identify three “principles” coming out of the expansion of
cyberspace, “Interconnectivity, the creation of virtual communities, and collective
intelligence” (2001, p. 107). It is a kind of space jointly imagined by the institution, the
course designer, students and others, i.e., those who accept what happens in this place
(Morningstar & Farmer, 2003; Strate, 1999). Uprooted notions of place lead to a
solipsistic sense of the online learning environment as fundamentally arbitrary except
insofar as it is constrained by the demands of efficiency and flexibility.

In cyber-space, students are led to construct a version of themselves, perhaps even
a curated self-created version. In such a space, online learning could allow students to be
reinvented as the online learner, not their actual self but a different version, just like the
space of learning is not the actual space of reality. Students in that virtual space are called
upon to leave their physical bodies, in a way, and become a sort of disembodied self, one
that can skate around the Internet, the cyber world. This alternate version of themselves is
then led to have vicarious experiences, hopefully educational in nature. Along those lines,
some say that we should “Call these [technological teaching aids] devices for vicarious
experience” (Bruner, 1999, p. 80), which is to say, a substitute experience, one that re-
places or dis-places.

Insofar as there is space, albeit not a physical place, non-face-to-face learning

tends to have a kind of second order nature, just as the life of an avatar has for the
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original being. The avatar’s existence is not as prone to actual risks. There is something
at stake for the avatar but not nearly as much as for the real individual. The example of
avatars shows that cyber space seems to be the domain of the vicarious life. The Internet
opens up a kind of world where we do not directly live but can imagine living in a
different way; it provides a way to escape. Some of what we are escaping from are the
burdens, risks and frictions of face-to-face contact with others.

An article from The Atlantic, “The Digital Ruins of a Forgotten Future,” discusses
the current condition of the first major and perhaps still most successful attempt at
creating a virtual cyber world, the game (what the creators later came to insist was a
“platform”) Second Life. “Second Life was supposed to be the future of the internet, but
then Facebook came along. Yet many people still spend hours each day inhabiting this
virtual realm. Their stories - and the world they’ve built -illuminate the promise and
limitations of online life” (Jamison, 2017). Second life can become very real to those who
use it. Some who play the game, or construct alternate lives there with their avatars even
go so far as to neglect vital responsibilities in the real world, such is the ability of the
game to grip its participants.

In his book On the Internet the Heideggerian philosopher Hubert Dreyfus studied
the possibilities of using Second Life for education. He even used it for some lectures
before he discovered its inadequacies, mostly having to do with deficiencies being able to
interact directly in real-time and have vulnerable/authentic face-to-face interactions
(2008). The conveniences and possibilities of online cyberspace alternative realities only
exist because of tradeoffs that are constitutive of the real world. The vicarious and virtual

are, then, only possible because of what they give up. The first thing to go, and most vital
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for making it more efficient, free and convenient is real face-to-face contact. Sure, you
can point your avatar at another avatar’s face, but even then you are not seeing their face
see yours, and even if you were the graphics are only a simulation.

Much of the possibility and appeal of the digital worlds opened up by the Internet
do indeed depend on imagination or accepting a rarified version of reality. The Internet as
a space or world, is a human created reality, what is called artificial, but even as artificial
it is still real. We make the Internet real. The possibility of vicarious experience on the
Internet is a feature of many technologies. Technology has often been regarded as a way
of escaping the constraints of reality, a way to give us an advantage over the conditions in
which we find ourselves, e.g., the fire Prometheus brought down from Olympus and gave
to humanity.

When technology is used in education it is no wonder that it can manifest as a
separation from not just the real world but also other people. Like the playwright said,
“Technology is the knack of so arranging the world as to not experience it” (Max Frisch,
cited in Postman, 1992, p. 10). The human world is made of other people. To arrange the
world so as to have less direct contact with others is a way of diluting our experience of
the world. But even when we organize the world according to the technological bent, we
are still experiencing something. But in the space of the cyber, the Internet, it is typically
a vicarious experience, one in which the version of ourselves that is supposed to learn, is
not completely a self-creation. That is, we are expected to learn according to the
constraints of cyber-space instead of the wholly objective constraints of traditional

concrete reality.
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Materials: What Equipment Does Non-Face-to-Face Learning Require?

While I am watching a Khan Academy video, I have a pen and paper to take
notes, something the company recommends doing on their website. I find that when I
start to write notes I have to look away from the screen, and as I do so, I realize [ am
missing parts of the presentation. What happens when we look away from non-face-to-
face learning? Is it easier to divert my attention from an online learning video than it is
from a face-to-face class? Of course, with a computer and the way the videos are offered
online, I can pause the video if I think I need more time to jot down notes or rewind to
catch what I may have missed. After a while I start to realize that I don’t need my entire
screen to be presenting the video; there is no special reason for me to have it so large. If I
view a minimized version of the video, I can use the other space on my screen to use a
word processing program to take notes. I can also keep a look out on my email and other
distractions. Soon my paper and pen are mostly idle. I used them a bit while exploring a
geometry video, but mostly I am taking all my notes on the computer, the only essential
material thing required for non-face-to-face learning.

What is a computer? The main material of non-face-to-face learning, the
computer, is for one thing, at least for now, a solid material object; it is not a hologram or
reflection. It requires an energy source, which, besides a connection to the Internet, is the
only thing that can impede me from using it to learn online. However, further reflection
on the computer leads to a connection with what was discussed earlier about the Internet.
Like the Internet, a computer is something that proves to be easier to describe in the
negative, i.e., I can tell you what a computer is not more readily than listing all of its

possible definitions and uses (it’s not a grill or a horse). The computer is so ubiquitous
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and is used in so many things and by us to do so many things that it often, in many ways,
disappears from our awareness. This is because we don’t need a full blown theoretical
definition of a computer in order to use it.

The computer seems to be a kind of universal tool, something that can be used to
do most of the non-manual labor of our world. What is a tool? As Heidegger explained in
his example of the hammer, when we are using a tool, and it is working, it becomes part
of a relational network of significations (1962/1926). The hammer is “ready-to-hand” for
Heidegger as we use it to build a birdhouse. When the hammer is ready-to-hand we
understand the hammer in relation to its role in completing the project at hand. But if the
hammer breaks, it becomes “present-at-hand,” the status of a mere object (Ibid.). Now, as
present-to-hand the hammer shows up to us in the absence of its ability to do what we
want it to do in order to complete our projects.

A good example of the present-to-hand is when an archeologist finds an artifact.
Removed from its cultural and historical context, the scientists don’t know what the
object is for; even if it might appear to be a tool, it cannot really be used. The facts of
how it was used may have completely disappeared with time. Even though it might be
wielded in some way it will remain present-to-hand. When I left a window open one
night and my laptop computer was rained on it ceased to be a computer. Even though its
appearance at hand did not change at all, it became present-at-hand; it was just a piece of
aluminum and plastic hardly useful even as a tray. Such is the nature of advanced
computer technology. Most of what it is, what it is used for when it is ready-to-hand

depends on electricity, a most malleable and ephemeral resource.
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Interaction: How Do People Relate to Each Other with Non-Face-to-Face Learning?
According to a 2017 survey, about 25% of all college students in America are
enrolled in online courses. “The sixth annual Online College Students [ Comprehensive
Data on Demands and Preferences] report ... shares the results of a survey of 1,500
current, prospective and recently graduated online college students” (Clinefelter &
Aslanian, 2017). One of the central findings of the survey was that students want to be
part of a community. “More than half of respondents say interaction with classmates and
instructors is important to them, and about a quarter say online courses could be
improved by more contact with their instructors and more engagement with classmates”
(p. 3). From this survey data it seems that even though online classes can only provide
non-face-to-face learning, many students still want it to give them what they get from real
time face-to-face interactions. They expect the technology to not give up anything as they
are given greater flexibility and convenience. As a result, the strictly online format is
being increasingly replaced by hybrid classes, which include all of the aspects of
traditional learning. Even though more schools are going to the hybrid model, completely
non-face-to-face classes are still a mainstay of higher education (Ibid.). Nonetheless,
during 2020-2021, amidst the COVID-19 outbreak, even hybrid classes are rare as the
vast majority of undergraduate instruction across America has become non-face-to-face.
When I watch a Khan Academy video, I know that it is pre-recorded. It is not
something that is happening in the present moment, as we would say with something that
is “live.” What is shown in the video may seem very lifelike and present, but it may have
actually happened years ago. Some of the first Khan Academy videos went up on

YouTube in the early 2000s. Because the Khan Academy videos are mostly basic
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introductory material, I trust that their relevancy for beginning to learn the subjects is
mostly impervious to cutting edge advances. But it is possible that the way the material is
taught is not actually the best method, since advances in, for example, math education
may have made improvements over the recorded presentation. Some educators have
brought this fact to the attention of Mr. Khan, and he and his team have created new
videos (Talbert, 2012). However, because the fundamental nature of the learning
experience with Khan Academy is “student centered” and asynchronous, I have to trust
the provider that the content is still relevant (Mayadas, 1997; Wu et al., 2008). Concern
about relevancy is something every student may have had at some time or another. After
all, the face-to-face learning experience is not immune from this same concern. What
teachers teach and how they teach it, as well as the textbooks and materials they use, can
all become outdated. However, with pre-recorded videos the concern can be heightened.
Videos are often presented without the date when they were recorded.

Reading is also an asynchronous activity. Asynchronous actions have a
magnifying effect; certain aspects are amplified to the exclusion of others. Authors
realize the need to put extra effort into their final production because it will be read
thousands, even millions, of times. Thus, as Walter Ong’s book, Orality and Literacy:
The Technologizing of the Word shows, literacy is an asynchronous experience. On the
other hand, orality is a synchronous experience. Because of this difference Ong (1982)
explains that it behooves a writer to spend massive amounts of time honing, editing and
perfecting their books so that even a tiny error is not magnified by the number of readers,
each one having to deal with the error individually. Recorded video lectures can be

produced in the same way, and you can tell when they are highly polished and perfected.
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Khan Academy videos are not highly polished. Asynchronous material like movies as
opposed to plays, books as opposed to lectures, create an expectation of being more
highly polished. They all magnify perfection and order.

When I started to watch a Khan Academy video, one that is meant to be viewed
millions of times, I expected that it would seem like a polished production. Not at all. For
example, some have noted that the unique thing about Khan’s videos is that many of
them include his handwriting being done as he covers the content (Murphy et al., 2014).
As I watch Mr. Khan write I can see the slight mistakes he makes, mistakes anyone
would make as they draw or write. I can hear the slight mispronunciations and repetition
in syllables or words as he talks along with the visuals he is presenting. He does not
sound scripted. His lectures seem to flow from his own interest in the topic and his desire
to help others to know about it. As I watch the video and listen, the chance that Mr. Khan
could make a mistake seems real, like it would not be edited out; it makes me feel like I
am watching him live (except I can’t see his face). Indeed, this is one of the charms of
Khan Academy. Despite the massive popularity of the videos, huge funding and attention
the Academy has received, the rough, even improvised feel of the presentations, has been
consciously preserved (Reich, 2012). They do not seek to present highly polished perfect
videos, as one commentator said, “Charmingly unpolished home recordings form the
public face of the organization” (Kolowich, 2011). So even though they are recorded they
have been consciously designed to preserve the off-the-cuff informality of an experience
happening live (Murphy et al., 2014).

Learning non-face-to-face I have a sense that I am constrained by different

temporal tracks. There is the course taken by the content of what I am supposed to learn
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presented to me, and the present stream of my own personal moment. For example, in
this online format, I cannot ask direct questions. As currently designed, for the users of
Khan Academy, there is no way to interrupt or receive immediate feedback that alters the
presentation. The presentation does not accommodate my requests for clarification, a
different example or my interest in tangential information that the content calls to my
mind. Of course, because of the video format, I have the ability to pause the content
according to my own preferences. Pausing can help learning as it allows time to absorb
the information and place it deeper in memory (Budin, 2016). I can pause the video to
think, consult the Internet or do other things that might help me learn; however, usually I
don’t.

Watching the video on Khan Academy gives me mostly the feeling of wanting to
finish it, to achieve a sense of accomplishment merely by traversing the presentation, and
not necessarily learning anything. I am focused on the end, and the means to that end do
not feel as relevant as completion. I feel like I am incentivized to think that I will learn
the material simply by being exposed to it. Something about watching the screen and
seeing the presentation of a geometry video, with its numbers, lines and diagrams, does
not incentivize me to practice. I am told to practice and am encouraged by the recorded
voice to try problems on my own, to complete the practice quizzes and questions before
moving on to the next video, but I don’t. Perhaps if [ had a looming exam, I would be
more persuaded to heed the vital pedagogical advice. Instead I feel like I should be

learning by osmosis.
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Assessment or Recognition: How is the Non-Face-to-Face Learning Experience
Evaluated?

Aristotle (2001) said that there was something about human nature that made
people want to know things; it delights us to understand something new. He seems to be
referring to our innate tendency to be curious and a bit adventurous, i.e., the human
feature of exploring, changing common conditions and seeking improvement even if they
are not necessarily required. Learning and understanding are related to these human
behaviors. Learning and understanding are based on knowledge. When knowledge is
scarce it is a great achievement to attain it, but the situation we find now on the Internet is
a glut of information. The huge, mostly homogeneous pile of knowledge, that confronts
anyone who sets out on the Internet, seems to be infinite because it is constantly
increasing. The overflowing cornucopia of facts, studies, encyclopedias and endless up-
to-the-minute commentary all appear the same; it is given to us in the same way
(Dreyfus, 2008).

At first, accessing the Internet through a computer feels like a great relief for my
curiosity. However, over time, the Internet has a deadening effect on my sense of wonder,
or my need to know. The thrill of embarking on a quest for knowing seems to be
trivialized. The information is not bad. Rather, my muted sense of curiosity seems to
stem from the ubiquity of so much information. With so much to know being available, it
is hard to know what I should know. The Internet does not give me any criteria by which
I might determine where it would be best to put my finite attention. Of course, the lack of
criteria is liberating. I would probably be suspicious of any fixed guidelines that were
used to direct my attention and indicate what was important. In the face of all the

available information and possibilities for learning it is not the facts or discoveries that
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seem precious, it is my attention. As information becomes so ubiquitous and cheap
because of the Internet, my attention correspondingly becomes precious.

The Internet, after [ have become used to it, by using the popular search engines
and famous encyclopedia, becomes mostly a handy tool to access information. It answers
my “Who?” “What?” “Where?”” and “When?”” questions. On the other hand, it is hard for
it to provide equally ready access to my “How?” and “Why?”” questions. Knowing how
and why depends on more than just access to the facts; I need to master the domain and
spend time thinking about the facts or finding access to someone who has via their
writings or lectures. The experience of exploring and learning on the Internet can
highlight what it does not provide.

Boundlessness, algorithmic guidance and motivation. When I use the Internet
to learn, trying to go beyond just the facts, I feel like I am out to sea bobbing up and
down. I don’t feel like I can really control where I end up or the forces that take me to the
sources I encounter. It is a realm of seemingly unlimited potential, “Who should I listen
to?”” “What counts as a legitimate source?” Another way of describing the experience is
as a nihilistic abyss. It takes time and experience to overcome the freedoms and
boundlessness of the Internet and to become aware of the forces that are trying to control
us in cyber space.

Non-face-to-face learning provides for a certain kind of increased freedom by
providing more choices. Having greater access to more options can make non-face-to-
face learning opportunities more specific and individualized. However, as is always the
case in life, without guidance and structure it is hard to know what to do with all of the

options. For example, on YouTube I watch a recording of a political podcast. Next to the
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video is a column of suggested videos. This list of proposed videos is propagated by an
algorithm that keeps track of videos I have watched in the past and what other people
have watched after they have finished the video I am currently watching. The algorithm
is wonderful at offering up shows that I will probably be willing to spend time watching.
Most of what I watch comes from this list of suggestions, not my own searches of videos.
Without the list of suggestions, I would probably not spend as much time watching
YouTube content. If it was merely a search engine of videos, I would likely use it for a
while, just like I did with the Internet itself, adventuring about, but then, I would start to
wonder about the purpose of the whole heap. YouTube really is what it is because of the
suggestion algorithm; it is not just an Internet platform for video content.

Unless I have a clear objective or criteria that needs to be filled, I hardly know
what to do with the Internet at all, no matter how unlimited the possibilities. That is why
the makers of YouTube create the content suggestions. It is also why Google search
results are listed in order of popularity (Dreyfus, 2008). Moreover, it is the reason when
you search in Google the engine begins to propagate the search bar with what you are
likely to type. By completing your search query for you, Google is showing you, in a
way, what you should search for. The suggestions can be helpful but until you get used to
it, can also be kind of creepy, like you are being directed towards what you should search
for.

Google makes the suggestion based on an algorithm that keeps track of what all of
the other users ended up typing when they began with the same words. At least, that is
what we can assume. Advertisers or other interested parties can also exert influence in

different ways to change what appears as the top searchable result when you type “online
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learning is...” When you put your query into search engines other than Google you can
sometimes get a sense for the bias (Murray, 2021). If you are using your computer,
Google may even begin the list of potential searches with your former queries that began
with those words. The algorithms used by YouTube, Google etc. provide guidance. In
some instances, it can seem uncanny, what the non-human algorithms can seem to
“know.” Can such algorithmic guidance be sufficient to guide the student online?

In my experience with Khan Academy it was hard to feel real motivation beyond
that of a researcher, curious about a certain kind of experience. Motivation was identified
fairly early as an important factor in the success of non-face-to-face learning. In their
2005 study, “Student Barriers to Online Learning: A Factor Analytic Study” researchers
defined motivation as “the psychological processes that cause students to persist in
meeting their learning goals” (Muilenburg & Berg, 2005, p. 32). It is hard to know
exactly why some students have difficulty finding the motivation to learn and complete
any course while others don’t. The same complex factors influencing motivation are
found with those taking online classes but with additional factors unique to non-face-to-
face learning. Those who have taken online classes said in this study that some of what
influenced their level of motivation was “whether they procrastinate, choose easier
aspects of an assignment to complete, or feel the online learning environment is not
inherently motivating” (pp. 47-48). These researchers showed that the more online
classes a student has completed the less likely issues related to motivation will become
barriers to learning. They showed that the most severe barrier to online learning was a
“lack of social interaction” (p. 35). This final assessment means that motivation will be a

persistent issue for online classes, especially for first time students, because the social
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interaction is often very different from a typical class (e.g., online message boards instead
of classroom conversations). There also exist many face-to-face classes designed without
any social interaction.

I have never taken an online class and being a mere observer of the content and
format on Khan Academy, I found it was hard to be fully gripped by the content. I
couldn’t feel the need, a typical user might, or someone who has taken many online
classes. I was sometimes even struck by an urge to find a better video on YouTube by
searching for the same keywords used in the Khan video. From my perspective the videos
seemed slow, and the homemade unpolished presentation could be annoying. However,
for a student seeking to prepare for an assignment or looming exam, the content could be
palpably relevant.

Assessment. The criteria by which students find the Khan Academy videos
useful, a lifeline to learning, is the degree to which the content helps them to complete
assignments better than other Internet content or people. Some students may even be
assigned to watch the videos by a teacher, i.e., watching the Khan Academy video is the
assignment. It does not seem like a student would spend time with Khan Academy simply
to learn for learning’s sake. It is not that kind of a presentation. A curious student might
find some satisfaction for a while, but there is more attractive content on the Internet to
capture and hold the attention of people who just want to learn. Most of that content
includes well-edited documentaries with varied footage, images and people. There are
also fascinating lectures by the best presenters and researchers in the world, indeed, the

best in history, since old recordings of past masters are now available online. Nobody
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stays on Khan Academy unless it is directly related to immediate educational goals or
requirements.

Unlike me, the motivated student using Khan Academy expects to be evaluated.
The website contains a vast array of information and directions for how instructors can
create assignments for their students. Students may be evaluated directly by the work
they do on Khan Academy’s website, completing quizzes and working problems, or they
might even be evaluated by how they do on their own, with assignments in class and
school exams made by the teacher. In the former case they will be scored and evaluated
by an algorithm; in the latter case, depending on the format, the teacher will probably be
the final arbiter of assessing what they have learned.

What is the difference between being graded by a computer program and a human
being? Initially, I might think it would depend on the type of assignment or exam. For
example, if it is a multiple-choice-test it does not seem like it matters whether a computer
spits out the number of correct answers or a teacher checks each question. Indeed, it is
hard to find any literature that questions the difference between automatically graded
multiple-choice questions and what might be called manually grading such questions. On
the other hand, there is much attention given to the creation of technology to
automatically grade typed essays, open-ended questions and even hand-written work
(Rhees, 2017). Apparently, that mode of assessment is a very different experience for the
learner, i.e., students have much greater expectations for how their written work is
evaluated. With an automatic grading machine, a teacher can slip bubble sheets in and

when the percentage correct comes out the teacher knows the same things as if they had
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scanned each question with their own eyes to see if the student got it correct. But even in
the case of multiple-choice, is the evaluative outcome actually the same?

Ways of grading. One difference is that it takes considerably more time for a
teacher to check each question. How long a student waits for their grade can be an
important factor in their experience in the class. University course evaluations often
prompt students to say how fast they were assessed and what they thought about the turn-
around time getting exams or papers returned. With this in mind it seems that the
incentive to speed up grading is something students certainly prefer.

A machine can check physical bubble sheets extremely fast. A computer with the
capacity to scan text or receive typed text, can use what is called “machine learning” to
check for what is required according to what has been predetermined and programed for
the computer to identify. With this technology an online quiz can give students their
answers immediately. Automatic grading, like that used by Khan Academy, is more
efficient than a teacher doing the grading because it is faster. Not having to grade as
much frees teachers to do other things that could help students. Having more time to
prepare for a lesson or think of ways to individualize the course content could be worth
the tradeoff of not having to grade as much.

If tests are designed to be graded by a machine, then something different is
required from students; what they learn may be altered. Being graded by an algorithm
requires explicit criteria; there is no room for subjectivity or personal assessment of
quality by an experienced instructor. Immediate grades require answers to be in a
predetermined format. The format required for instant machine grading, be it multiple-

choice or some other fixed response that is then checked by a computer program, is not
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necessarily the same format that will be required in real world problem solving or
mastery level understanding of a subject. Certainly, some components of the format may
be compatible with real world situations, but it is unlikely that solutions to situations in
the work place will be a finite list of multiple-choice options.

When it comes to other formats for evaluating learning, e.g., showing work,
written responses, short essays, etc. it does not seem like there is any doubt that a
machine or computer program that could do the grading would alter the evaluative
process. All the same, the vast gains for efficiency press for just such technological
innovations (Rhees, 2017). An algorithm that could score essays might give the same
grade as a teacher. However, for every gain in efficiency something must be given up,
and in this case what is traded is the teacher’s firsthand knowledge of exactly why the
student received the score. Even knowing the criteria by which material was graded
would not give the teacher as much feel for the student’s work as personally grading it. It
may be possible to create criteria that would be identical to what a teacher would learn
from grading, but intelligent algorithms do not duplicate what a human being does
(Lanier, 2011). Removing the human from grading sacrifices, if nothing else, the personal
contact between people. Personal contact is not efficient; indeed it is often a great source
of friction, but it can also be the reason people become motivated to learn (Muilenburg &
Berg, 2005).

Online classes often seem to assume, especially those following the Khan
Academy model and automated MOOC:s, that learning can be evaluated in the way that
computers are capable of evaluating. This assumption tends to see learning as

quantifiable and disregards qualitative learning that is more difficult to measure, or even
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if it can, the process is slow. If assessment is based on assuming that all learning can be
quantified it directs the entire design of the course. According to this view, it follows that
if there is something that is learned that can’t be automatically graded that learning is
extra or ancillary. For example, the soft skills of human interaction are rarely if ever
evaluated, but they are nonetheless expected. In an article describing ways in which
technology can be used to develop skills like oral communication, critical-thinking and
collaboration Jeff Lewis says, “Assessments can’t accurately measure every soft skill”
(2018). The hope is that technology or traditional forms of socialization might impart
these vital skills. Since there is no way to evaluate the quality of someone’s sociability
(though admissions committees do create measures, e.g., evaluating applicants’
community service and other extracurricular activities) it is not as vital to the course as it
might have been in a traditional classroom setting. The point is, even if there were online
classes for friendliness and mindfulness, if these courses are set up to be automatically
graded it is likely that what they assess students on is not all that course designers hope
that they learn. Just like the fully online, non-face-to-face public speaking course taught
at my college, no matter how rigorous the evaluations, it seems unlikely that any form of
automatic grading would be able to assess what we would expect a student to learn in
such a course.

Usually the ability of computers to evaluate is based on some kind of binary, i.e.,
either the correct letter response is given, as in the case of multiple-choice, or the correct
symbols are given in the right place (dates, numbers for answers, sentences in the proper
structure containing the correct words, etc.) If the content is learned in a way that can be

evaluated by computers, depending on the material and the context, the pedagogical
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assumption might also be that that is as close to the way in which what is learned will
ultimately be used. This pedagogical assumption may or may not be true. When it comes
to multiple-choice forms of assessment, it seems like this assumption is not a useful
match for how information will be needed outside of the formal learning environment.

Obviously, what automatic grading assesses can be valuable to motivate students
to learn. It can also evaluate material that is relevant to how learning will be used.
Multiple-choice questions have been shown to be effective for measuring certain
necessary forms of learning, since these kinds of questions (always amendable to
computer grading) have been shown to aid in recalling information (Tangianu et al.,
2018). The exercise of retrieving important information can help to solidify learning
(Weinstein & Karpicke, 2016). Therefore, it is, again, not that automatic grading is
useless, but rather the issue is when course developers seek as much as possible to make
courses that are capable of automatic grading, something might be lost.

Many people say that they have forgotten everything they supposedly learned
once in high school or college (Caplan, 2018). I have heard my students express a sense
of confusion about education because they don’t understand the point of all the effort and
expense to get a degree if they will not remember any of what they know they once
learned. John Dewey (1859-1952) explained that if knowledge recollection is not
required in the same way in which it was learned it is the same as forgotten:

Almost everyone has had occasion to look back upon his school days and wonder

what had become of the knowledge he was supposed to have amassed during his

years of schooling, and why it is that the technical skills he acquired have to be
learned over again in changed form in order to stand him in good stead. Indeed,
he is lucky who does not find that in order to make progress, in order to go ahead
intellectually, he does not have to unlearn much of what he learned in school.

These questions cannot be disposed of by saying that the subjects were not
actually learned, for they were learned at least sufficiently to enable a pupil to
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pass examinations in them. One trouble is that the subject-matter in question was

learned in isolation; it was put, as it were, in a water tight compartment. When the

question is asked, then, what has become of it, where has it gone to, the right
answers is that it is still there in the special compartment in which it was
originally stowed away. If exactly the same conditions recurred as those under
which it was acquired it would also recur and be available. But it was segregated
when it was acquired and hence is so disconnected from the rest of experience

that it is not available under the actual conditions of life. (1938/1997, pp. 47-48)

Dewey’s point applies to the structural constraints of non-face-to-face education
brought about by efficient automatic grading. According to Dewey’s view, if students
who learned material with multiple-choice exams, for example, encountered those exact
same learning conditions later in their lives, e.g., at work, then they would be more likely
to remember what they had learned. But, following Dewey, since the conditions of
learning in schools and evaluation are rarely duplicated outside of the learning
environment, not much can be remembered, or what can be remembered is inadequately
applied. Instead, much of the time early in a career is spent learning information in
context relevant to success.

In his book about learning via the Internet, Dreyfus (2008) puts Dewey’s exact
point into the context of non-face-to-face learning. According to Dreyfus, consistent with
Dewey, for a learner to become an expert it is required that “the learning situation in
which one acquires a skill be sufficiently similar to actual situations so that the responses
one learns in training carry over to the real world” (p. 65). There is probably more to
information recall than just re-creating the original conditions present when the
information was learned. However, Dewey’s point supports the idea that the learning

process, which relies fundamentally on the type of evaluation used, should be as close as

possible to the predicted real-world application of the knowledge learned.



121

Dreyfus gives the added insight that this point is especially relevant to the
formatting of online classes, particularly the assessment portion. He also explains the
advanced levels of understanding, those only achieved through apprenticeship, are
probably beyond non-face-to-face learning formats:

If we take a closer look at apprenticeship, we find that this kind of training

contains important insights for testing as well as teaching. The apprentice

becomes a master by imitating a master. He gradually learns how to do the whole
task. Since skills are not learned by components but, rather, by small holistic
improvements, there is no way to test the student in each component of the
relevant skill. Where mastery is at stake, the kind of examination used in most
universities and necessarily on the Internet is not useful, and even counter-

productive. (2008, p. 150)

Ultimately, with the vast glut of available information that could be learned, the
purpose of education becomes more important than ever. The pressure to determine the
purpose of learning collapses the means/end distinction which Heidegger said is a
consequence of the technological way of thinking (1977). The emphasis of Khan
Academy is some level of content mastery that students can apply successfully in other
learning situations, e.g., in a classroom with a teacher. To verify whether students are
able to apply the content successfully, and to keep them focused on the videos,
mechanisms of instant assessment are used.

Automatic evaluation. My experience with instant assessment, as a learner, is
that it draws attention away from the process of becoming educated and puts it directly
on the outcomes. To me, online automatic assessment is distracting because it makes
completion the main point of the overall endeavor. Instant, automatic evaluation of my
learning focuses my attention towards completion and away from the experience of

learning. A focus on the measurable outcomes of my time spent on Khan Academy is

instructive, in some ways. I learn some content, i.e., I can repeat some new facts, connect
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ideas, work some problems, etc. I learn whether I should pay more attention in the future
or re-watch a video. Sometimes I feel a bit frustrated with the assessment questions;
sometimes they don’t seem entirely fair, but mostly they seem to draw my attention away
from what I may have learned. That is, I am more concerned with scoring well than on
whether [ have actually learned.

It seems like people think that you can’t really have learning without assessment.
I get the feeling that people do not readily make a distinction between learning and
assessment, and if they do, it is only to emphasize that there should not be a wide
distinction between the two. “The central argument of this paper is that the formative and
summative purposes of assessment have become confused in practice and that as a
consequence assessment fails to have a truly formative role in learning” (Harlen & James,
2006). Without differentiating between the learning experience and assessment a sort of
self-justificatory reasoning is established. If there is no difference between assessment
and learning, then it is impossible for a focus on outcomes (grading and testing
assessments) to have a detrimental impact on learning, distracting or otherwise, since
assessment is learning. Another way of saying this, is that ignoring the means of
education and focusing on the outcomes is not only acceptable it is necessary. However,
as I consider my experience with Khan Academy and talking with students, assessment
does not just seem like a part of learning, or another stage in the process. Completion is
not the whole point. Rather, assessment is a distinct experience that is dependent on the
actual process and means of learning. However, it is capable of dominating non-face-to-

face learning.
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Automatic grading is an extremely efficient way to advance towards a
predetermined learning goal. The immediate feedback on my learning saves time, and
with Khan Academy I can keep working at my own pace; the experience feels
individualized in that respect. But to me the focus on the outcome disparages the learning
process itself. If I think about the whole experience of watching the video and taking the
quiz at the end, and consider everything carefully, it feels that it is the end or final
outcome that matters. It is not the study or learning that led up to taking the quiz, but
what score I get on the quiz. All I care about is my grade.

I am sure that this is not the only sense that someone can get from a Khan
Academy assessment assignment. I am also sure that traditional learning in a classroom
can invite the same feeling with or without standardized tests (or those using immediately
gradable multiple-choice questions). However, it seems that the great gains in efficiency,
based primarily on instant assessment, create a much greater tendency to learn for the
sake of the grade rather than for the sake of learning itself, i.e., for the possibility that the
learning experience itself could be the purpose of the experience. When learning for the
sake of learning happens, it is done simply because it is considered beautiful. Under such
conditions, those that were meant to be provided by a traditional liberal arts education,
dispositions can be changed. Learning can provide a way for students to become more
than they currently are. The experience of learning as an end in-it-self is more than just a
satisfaction of curiosity or knowing more just to know more; it is a component in human
change, i.e., becoming more of what we are (Withy, 2015). How that happens is probably

difficult to quantify.
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Motion: Who Moves in Non-Face-to-Face Learning and Why?

Early followers of Aristotle, those who studied with him at his school, the
Lyceum, were sometimes referred to as peripatetics, the wanderers (Furley, 2003). The
name came because students of Aristotle often listened to him as he walked. Students had
to physically follow the teacher as he moved. To be a peripatetic was one who learned
while in motion. Initially the motion of the learner was not a component of the course
content; it was something that happened while the course content was presented and
discussed. However, over time, for some, the walking itself was taken to be part of the
learning. Not that one learned how to walk, but that the kind of learning desired was not
possible without the feeling of the body in motion under its own power. Moving the body
while learning has the potential to engage more of the brain in different ways than just
sitting still. Greater brain activity might allow access to the content being presented.
However, more than all that, it seems like as much as humans might prefer to be
sedentary and still, our bodies were made to be in motion.

The experience of an online class is sedentary and fixed; of course this is similar
to a traditional classroom. However, it is important to recognize that in many ways the
non-face-to-face learner - as a learner - is disembodied. The part of the experience that
matters to learning does not require the body. Just like when we watch a movie or even
read a book, very little of these experiences has to do with our body. Many aesthetic
experiences are like this, drawing us out of our bodies and focusing on our ability to
suspend reality and abstract from the concrete. As students sit before their screen, they

are usually not given very many, if any, contextual cues that require a recognition of their
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own embodiment. An exception that proves the rule is the occasional need to move a
hand to click here or there on the screen.

Our bodies are who we are. We are embodied beings. The whole body is as much
a part of consciousness or mind as the brain, which is of course a part of the body. The
body can be disparaged through rejection and disuse. Or the dualism that shuns the
body’s participation in all learning can be seen for what it is, a falsehood.

The problem is this: when ‘thinking’ frames the question of ‘essence,’ it tends to

stand opposite the body, secretly detaching itself from ‘the body’ in a move that

only perpetuates the conflict already inherent in dualism ... We must simply give
our thought o our body. We must take our thinking ‘down’ into the body. We
must learn to think through the body. We must learn to think with the body ... We
should /isten in silence to our bodily felt experience. Thinking needs to learn by

feeling, by just being with our bodily being. (Levin, 1991, p. 22)

Levin shows, based on his study of Heidegger, Husserl and Merleau-Ponty, that
whether we fully acknowledge it or not the human body and everything about it, is what
makes us the conscious beings that we are. However, in an attempt to create a separation
between our consciousness and bodies, to drive a wedge between the body and the mind,
a distorted metaphysics ensues which results in some corrupted thinking. Deep-rooted
distorted thinking can change the way we learn.

I am my Khan Academy login when I watch those videos. The details of my
body, the characteristics by which my identity is usually understood, are mostly
irrelevant, unless, as some online classes require, my profile includes a photo of myself.
These details can be called my “cyber self,” and along with my online activity, constitute
who I am to others as I interact with online. Aiken, as we have seen earlier, takes the

phenomenon of the cyber self seriously. She understands that it has a certain level of

reality and directly impacts the part of the self that is not cyber.
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I would argue that the cyber self, while it offers glimpses into who you are, is a
literally detached self. The cyber self is like a hand puppet that is speaking for you
but isn’t really you — and can actually be quite different from the authentic real-

world you. (2017, p. 186)

The cyber self is not who you are, but it is who you are required to be in the non-face-to-
face online environment.

Online I act through my cyber self, even when I am learning. Since learning takes
place by way of this avatar version of myself, no matter how thinly constructed it might
be (merely my name attached to a student identification number), I do not need to use my
body. By remaining still, I do not engage my physical self in the learning process. My
hands may move slightly to work the keyboard of the computer, my eyes move and my
head may too, but all of these motions are minor, extremely routine and fixed. Sliding my
finger around the surface of the track pad of my laptop in order to move the mouse to
pause the video or to select answers is done automatically. A slight rigidity must be
maintained in the rest of my body as I make the subtle movements of my fingers. For the
most part [ can relax as much as [ want to if [ am just watching the video. I can disengage
my body from the experience of learning.

Not having to move around or worry about my embodiment makes online
learning incredibly efficient. I don’t need to worry about transportation. I don’t have to
go to any special particular place in order to be able to learn. I do not have to
accommodate the space that my body occupies with the space requirements of other
human beings in motion. Unlike in a classroom where I am looking does not matter, e.g.,
a student in a classroom who begins to look out the window, stare intently at the clock or

door, may create a disruption. In an online class how I am sitting is unimportant and [ am

never required in a Khan Academy video (so far as I know) to get up and do anything,
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e.g., form a group in a certain location with other classmates or adjust my body to follow
the teacher’s movements around the room.
The Ease/Comfort/Convenience of Non-Face-to-Face Learning

When I sit down to learn from a Khan Academy video it is wonderfully
convenient. Much of this has to do with not needing to go anywhere and all of the
preparation that human bodily relocation requires. Not having to go anywhere special
means [ don’t have to dress in any particular way, groom or bathe. I don’t have to plan
my meals around my learning time or coordinate as carefully with my other
responsibilities. I can also plan to do other things while I learn online, interrupting the
activity as much as [ want. It’s all marvelously flexible and accommodates my every
whim. For example, if the video gets a bit dull, and I am feeling like a break, it only takes
a few seconds for me to pause the video and find something entertaining elsewhere on the
Internet.

One of the main things that makes Khan Academy, and most non-face-to-face
learning presentations, so convenient is that they allow for multitasking. Sitting in a
classroom listening to the teacher could be construed as a kind of multitasking if students
are taking notes. However, the kind of multitasking afforded by the experience of online
learning is different. For example, here is a recent anecdote from ScienceDaily:

Kent State University Professor Andrew Lepp, Ph.D., remembers the incident

well. About two years ago on campus, he encountered a student entering data into

a spreadsheet using a desktop computer. Next to the desktop computer, the

student had a laptop computer open with Netflix streaming. Beside the laptop was

the student's smartphone, which the student was listening to through a pair of
wired headphones. Being curious about the simultaneous use of three screens, Dr.

Lepp asked the student what she was listening to on the headphones. “Oh, that's

my online biology course,” the student replied to Dr. Lepp's complete amazement.

This phenomenon of multitasking across three or four internet-connected devices
simultaneously is increasingly common. Dr. Lepp was curious to know how often
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this happens during online education, a method of delivering college and even

high school courses entirely via an internet-connected computer as opposed to a

traditional face-to-face course with a teacher physically present ... (Kent State

University, 2019)

How often indeed? Given the convenience afforded by online classes it is not hard to
imagine that students get up to all sorts of other activities while simultaneously doing
non-face-to-face learning. Dr. Lepp went on to say, “This question is important to ask
because an abundance of research demonstrates that multitasking during educational
activities significantly reduces learning” (Ibid.). Based on his research Dr. Lepp (2019)
and his colleagues found the obvious, students multitask far more in non-face-to-face
classes as compared to traditional classes.

I could be taking notes about the video or I could be listening to the presentation
on Khan Academy while scanning my email, writing a reply, monitoring the news etc.
There really is nothing to check how much I might divide my attention from the specific
learning task at hand except my own control. It is completely up to me to be responsible
with how much deviation, distraction and interruption I allow into my non-face-to-face
learning experience. A study titled “Effects of Multitasking on Retention and Topic
Interest” showed that for most students the temptations offered by the Internet itself are
often too distracting to keep focused on the task and effort required to learn in an online
class (Dindar & Akbulut, 2016). Taking account of the distractions of the Internet and the
many other responsibilities undergraduates juggle, the ease and convenience of non-face-
to-face learning is practically designed to slip into a highly degraded form of learning.

Taking notes in a class divides the attention, but only about the same topic or

intentional issue at hand, i.e., learning from what is going on in the classroom. When I

am in a traditional classroom and I am there to learn, I intend to get something out of the
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experience. If taking notes deviates my attention from listening, then so be it, as long as it
helps me to achieve the purpose of taking away some learning that was intended by the
professor for the course on that day. Though taking notes, strictly speaking, is a form of
multitasking it is nothing compared to the radically disparate activities facilitated by the
convenience of non-face-to-face learning.

Students in a traditional classroom can divide their attention between sundry
topics unrelated to the content of the course or the current discussion the professor may
be conducting, e.g., their minds can wander and daydream. Adding to that possibility we
have introduced an array of distracting devices into the classroom. The contemporary
computer technology that washes around us seems to be the source of so much ease and
flexibility. It particularly allows us to divert our attention in ways impossible before.
Many teachers today lament having the experience of students who brazenly, or in a
clandestine manner, use their smartphones or computers to scan the Internet, e.g.,
Facebook, Twitter or WhatsApp (recently one of my distracted students confessed to
repeatedly monitoring his stock trades). These students are in class bodily, but they are
switching their attention back and forth between a chat with a group of friends, online
updates from their social network and shopping. This diversion of attention has been
roundly criticized when it happens in the classroom, but there is nothing to stop it from
happening for solitary online learners alone in their bedroom or sitting in a coffee shop.

One reason the in-class multitasking with electronics is criticized is that even if it
is argued that the students only harm themselves and their own potential learning, and
grade on the exam, for example, they are also almost guaranteed to be causing a

distraction to others in the class (Fried, 2008). The broad multitasking allowed by
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computers in the classroom seems to dilute the intentional outcome of the classroom. If
students are not committed to paying attention, with those they are with, to the matter at
hand, then the overall learning experience is diminished. If it is a problem in traditional
classes, then how much more of an issue is it in online classes? As Dr. Lepp (2019)
found, it is a huge factor.

Once I saw a fellow classmate, sitting next to me, scanning the Internet and
shopping for shoes. Seeing the shoes flash by as she scrolled through the colorful online
catalog completely took away my attention from the small seminar we were supposed to
be participating in. It was not that I cared that she was looking at shoes or that [ was
reminded of some of my own shoe shopping that I needed to do. Rather, when I saw her
scanning the Internet I felt that it disparaged what was happening in the class. To me it
seemed that she was making a judgment, “I have more important things to do than give
my undivided attention to this class.” It was also a potential judgment about what she felt
was required to pass the course. In her mind it is possible she felt the course was
structured in such a way that the lectures were linked only loosely to the assessments and
therefore, applying the attitude of efficiency, she was disposed to divide her attention.
She probably had experience and knew that in this type of course she could succeed
according to her standards without always giving full attention to the lectures. However,
the shock for me was that the thing she had found to replace attention to the class was
footwear. That realization made me begin to wonder also if the class was not worth my
attention. Here was someone I respected, sitting right next to me, who had made the
determination that what was going on did not real/ly matter. As I thought, I then became

distracted by trying to figure out what was important about the class, when my clearly
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intelligent neighbor didn’t think it was. I wondered if I was being duped. Was it silly for
me to be giving my full attention? I wondered, “Should I be doing something else while
in this class so as to maximize my time and not waste it?”” [ was able to get my attention
back on class, but it seemed to be less focused. I had lost something by being distracted.
The experience of witnessing someone else’s distraction not only distracted me — I joined
them — but it also degraded the learning experience by sowing doubt.

By being able to move about I feel that I am using my time more efficiently
because I am getting more tasks done in the same amount of time. However, this seems
reasonable only if I define the learning I am intent on gaining as somehow equivalent to
getting through the video. I have an intense urge to complete the video. My expectation is
that mere exposure will be enough to learn the content. But, in my urge to finish the
video it is hard to say how my physical multitasking impacts the effectiveness of my
learning. How do I know that missing a few questions on a review quiz for the Khan
Academy video would not have happened even if | had given my full attention?

The video interface can be paused, sped up or slowed down and in this way, it is
flexible to my individual needs in a satisfying way. A live lecture from a brilliant but
fast-talking professor can lead to a sense of exasperation and frustration as students try to
keep up and jot down as many relevant notes as they can without losing the thread of the
argument. Pausing a video allows me time to take notes or ponder a point. [ would guess
that usually a video is paused due to an interruption or distraction. However, I did find
myself pausing the Khan Academy videos in order to type a note or let a topic sink in for
a bit. The individual learner, perhaps someone who is listening to the video in their non-

native language can slow down some videos. Many Khan videos, especially the more
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recent ones, have speed options as do other non-face-to-face learning presentations. In
my experience, primarily when I was trying to take notes, I used the pause button often.
Khan Academy does provide subtitles, which allows for the added flexibility of following
along and learning without listening at all.
Exploring the Experience of Learning with MOOCs

Laura Pappano of the New York Times declared 2012 the “year of the MOOC.”
These “massive open online courses” were, and for many still are, seen as the new
education for the information age brought on by advanced computing power. Based on
technological developments like the Internet, education conceived as the dissemination of
information, was culminating in a form of non-face-to-face learning on a scale never
imagined before. Understood primarily as being applicable to higher education,
enthusiasts thought that with appropriate development MOOCs could replace or at least
supplement K-12 education as well. The proponents of MOOCs saw no detrimental
damage to learning by substituting a new technology for the traditional form of educating
without a screen, where people are present to each other, face-to-face in real time. Instead
they saw making such massive courses intimate was their biggest problem. They wanted
to know how to make their students feel connected when it was impossible for the
professor to interact individually with the hundreds or thousands of students in one
course.

Part of the exploration of MOOC:s is to question what the experience is like for
students. Moreover, one way to get a look into that experience is to find out what
motivates students to take MOOC:s in the first place. There are, of course, several

motivations for students to take MOOCs. One study states that there are “four reasons
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why students sign up for MOOC:s: the desire to learn about a new topic or to extend
current knowledge; students were curious about MOOC:s; for personal challenge; and the
desire to collect as many completion certificates as possible” (Hew & Cheung, 2014, p.
45). Most of these same motivations would apply to why students take any class. The
issue of completion is also relevant; as I discussed earlier, it often becomes the whole
purpose of education.

Another study showed that students in MOOC:s tend to be more interested in
knowledge than merely in the credential the course will provide. This study looked
closely at interviews with students, which seems to be a good way to get closer to how
they actually perceived the experience, i.e., it shows the experience rather than just
explaining it. One student said, “Mostly, it’s a matter of gaining knowledge, gaining
experience competencies, but not the certificate” (Shapiro et al. 2017, p. 44). This study
also found that “Students take MOOCs because they are convenient” (p. 45). One student
said, “It’s just about me and whatever I feel like learning and I can take all the time I
want to on it. It’s online, I don’t have to travel 30 minutes out of my way” (p. 45).

Obviously, the technological trade-off for flexibility and ease would have to be a
factor for most students deciding to take a MOOC especially for those with additional
responsibilities like work and family obligations (Arbaugh & Duray, 2002; Sun et al.,
2008). The detachment from degree requirements (which would be a part of MOOC:s if
they were necessary for graduation) creates a sense of fun for students. “I’ve actually
found [MOOCs] very enjoyable. I think what I do enjoy is the freedom, so I don’t
necessarily have to participate in all the quizzes and all the assignments if I don’t want

to” (Shapiro et al., 2017 p. 45). Another student in the same study said that “I think
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there’s more freedom to [MOQOC:s] than there is in a university course. And that’s one of
the things I like about it” (Ibid.). However, this does not mean that students don’t take
MOOC:s seriously (Ibid.).

What is a MOOC?

“M” is for massive. One of the most famous early MOOC:s, one that helped to
generate awareness, was a class on Artificial Intelligence (A.IL.) offered by Stanford
University. It had a quarter of a million students enrolled. Students did not have to be
from Stanford, California or even the U.S.A. Thousands of students, from all over the
world, were able to participate in the course for free. MOOC:s are often offered to any
student at no cost. However, they can still fulfill requirements for those pursuing a degree
at the sponsoring institution. Though most of the students in this MOOC were not
working towards a degree at Stanford, the University still offered them the chance to earn
a certificate of completion.

Making the course free is one way to attract thousands of students. Moreover,
having premier research professors from a prestigious school teach a course makes the
chance to learn very enticing. Just as universities have constructed larger auditoriums for
their best professors to lecture to hundreds of students, now the Internet makes it possible
for the school to show off to the world. Schools can give the prestige of their reputation
and the erudition of their professors to the world. There are no physical limitations.
Indeed, through MOOC:s there is the potential for millions of people to be exposed to the
best educational content in higher education.

MOOC:s are usually designed to be almost completely scalable. Once enrolled,

students can access the course materials, videos and assignments by themselves. All this
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can be done without the aid of a teacher. When it comes to evaluation, determining what
students are learning and retaining, all that is done automatically. For such huge courses
there really is no other practical way. The whole concept of a truly massive online course
would fall apart if it required human graders. For example, at Stanford, the MOOC on
A.lL was taught by two professors and they had some research and teaching assistants, but
the vast evaluation of work done by 250,000 students was set up to be graded by a
computer program. There was no need for the professors to get involved in individual
evaluation. They could sit back and just look at the final tallies and see how students
were doing in general. Of course, students were free to email questions and there were
other ways to communicate, online, with the course providers and fellow students.

MOOC:s were first embraced by some of the oldest most prestigious Universities
and many technology enthusiasts. These kinds of courses were understood as a way to
make what was best about these schools accessible to nearly everyone. However,
participation and completion did not change the enrollment numbers of the school or
dilute its graduating pool. The brands, e.g., Harvard, Stanford, were not being opened up
to everyone, just the content.

What is open about the courses is the content, the free access to anyone. They are
not like traditional college courses; they do not assure students that they are advancing
towards a degree from the institution. MOOC:s are not open in the sense that they offer, to
everyone, the same credentialing power as a student matriculated at the sponsoring
institution, e.g., the do not have the same teleology of a typical undergraduate course.
Students who take MOOCs have to be more self-motived than normal students. For

whatever reason they have to really want to learn the material. Maybe they are just
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curious. For others, like a computer science student I spoke with, MOOCs are one of the
only ways to standout in their field. Essentially, some students must take certain MOOCs
in order to do well in the required courses for their degree and in order to distinguish
themselves when applying for jobs. MOOCs might not lead to a credential, but
completing the course and gaining the certificate can certainly be used when applying for
a job.

MOOC:s are only possible because of the Internet. Indeed, “O” is for online.
These classes have no face-to-face contact between professors and students or between
students. Being online allows them to be as large as their designers want them to be, not
cost anything for students and assessments can be all be done automatically, instantly.
The stunning flexibility of MOOCs, as compared to traditional courses, is made possible
because of the wonders of the Internet. It can allow brilliant professors to post a recording
of their best lectures that can be watched by millions at the same time. No auditorium, let
alone stadium, can accommodate the audience that the Internet opens up for professors. It
seems like the opportunities provided by the Internet for creating greater access to
education, understood as mostly access to well packaged and presented information, are
the greatest ever. Who could criticize MOOCs? How could there be any disadvantages to
this technological leap in university level education?
How is a MOOC different than Khan Academy?

Anybody can take a Khan Academy course; all you have to do is be able to access
their videos. Not all MOOCs are completely open to everyone. A sequence of recorded
lectures posted on YouTube is not a MOOC. MOOC:s are courses; they often require at

least some level of enrollment. They typically have mechanisms for evaluation, so they
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need to be able to track and identify students. Khan can also do this, but it is not required.
MOOC learners are typically adults. They may or may not be enrolled in a degree
granting institution, but usually they are or are close to that age group. Some students, if
matriculated at the sponsoring institution, may be enrolled to complete degree
requirements. Others are taking the course for other motivations. Similar to Khan
Academy users, some MOOC students may be learning to help them with a required
course or to prepare for a specific project or future job application.

As described by some students, and from what I have read, MOOCs often present
a recording of an actual lecture, presented in front of a traditional class, or a special
recording edited just for the MOOC. They are not like the standard model of the Khan
Academy videos where all the student sees is a screen where images are drawn or pop up
as they are added by the course designer. MOOCs seem to typically include, in one way
or another, the human face. And with the face come other forms of interaction and
potential relationships.

The face and humor. How do students encounter the face of their MOOC
instructors? How do they get to know their instructors? For automatically graded
assignments the teachers don’t have much contact with their students. They don’t even
know what they look like. They can get to know them some if they respond to individual
emails or discussion board posts. However, in those contexts it is strictly an exchange by
text. Students do often get to see the professors in the recorded videos. They get to watch
their facial expression, how they move, and listen to the way that they sound. They might
even become more familiar with the way an instructor sounds at 1.5 times his normal

speed. I know, from an accounting class I took as an undergraduate that the recorded
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videos of my professor were not what he was normally like. Although it was not a
MOOC (neither massive, online or open) it did have the similarity of being a recording of
the torso of a man lecturing. He was a lively and engaging personality with lots of funny
stories and could provide many illuminating insights into what I thought would be a fairly
dim subject.

Although I did not think so at first, the longer I was exposed to this accounting
professor’s recorded presences, the more humorous he seemed. In fact, just his grinning
face could make me chuckle. I was not the only one. Since hundreds of students at my
school were taking this class every semester, and many of them, at the time, would watch
them in the school’s massive computer labs; the instructor’s face was often on a computer
screen, all over campus. Eventually I came across a bumper sticker that had a picture of
his face, just as it would be seen smiling out from a computer screen, underneath it read
“Norm is watching.”

Years later I was working at an event checking in people as they arrived and
giving them their nametags. I was delighted when my old accounting teacher Norm
walked up to the table. I lit up and said his name, excited to be meeting the face that had
exposed me to so much information. It was a rather disappointing encounter. He did not
return any acknowledgement. How could he? He knew nothing about me. There was no
humor in his eye and not even much care for having encountered a former “student” if
that is even what I was to him. Perhaps it was because in the area where he lived he met
us all the time and had grown tired of our awareness of him and his ignorance of us. I felt

cut off. We had not had a relationship that could transcend the exchange of course
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content. But did we need to have had that kind of relationship? It depends on what the
point of the course was, what the point is of any learning from another person.

In one of my informal preliminary conversations I talked to Josh. He described
how a computer science MOOC was mostly a video of the head and shoulders of the
instructor talking, cut in with diagrams and examples of code, equations and examples of
how to work certain problems. He showed me some of it. The instructor did not appear to
be any kind of “sage on the stage,” just a normal looking man, really nothing to
distinguish him in any way. The student laughed about certain times when he paused the
video while the instructor made a funny expression or when his head popped partially out
of frame and all he could see was the man’s furrowed brow. The student even went so far
as to take screen shots of the teacher at certain inopportune moments. He picked times
that amused him and that caused him to laugh. He would send the images to his friends,
many of whom were also taking the MOOC or who had already taken it. It was all a sort
of inside joke. It seemed like these tiny mistakes were instances of relief when the
teacher’s humanity or normalness showed itself. Maybe not; it could have just been a bit
of humor the student overlaid onto important, even vital, material that was at times also
dry.

There seems to be a human tendency to anthropomorphize. We see faces where
they are not. We tend to make the inhuman more human. We analogize and use
metaphors from human experience to get a grip on what we don’t understand. There is a
tendency to enrich even what is barren with a more human feel. These efforts, as the
quest for humor above show, are not efficient. The time spent can be considered a waste

when compared to what the goal of the class is meant to be. However, these human
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efforts, this play, is part of the meaning of non-face-to-face learning. It shows how we
judge the experience. What we decide is humorous is an essential manifestation of
morality (Buckley, 2003). Looking to enrich the non-face-to-face learning experience
with humor is something that happens when we are left alone with only screens and the
simulacra of the face.

I have now presented an exploration of the phenomenon of non-face-to-face
learning. By examining my experience with Khan Academy, I was able to give some
firsthand insight. I also explored MOOCs and how they condition the overall experience.
In the next chapter I seek to ground my phenomenological question in philosophical
foundations. In particular, I show how my study of the lived experience of non-face-to-
face learning for undergraduate students is supported by hermeneutic and philosophical
writings. Besides relying on Max van Manen’s writings as a strong guide I turn to
Gadamer, Heidegger and several others to support the need for a hermeneutic
phenomenological study of my phenomenon. As part of the project of chapter three,

providing a philosophical grounding, I justify my turn to this research methodology.
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CHAPTER 3
PHILOSOPHICAL GROUNDING: SEEKING MEANING IN THE FACE OF
QUESTIONING

Let no one put off studying philosophy when he is young, nor when old grow

weary of its study. For no one is too young or too far past his prime to achieve the

health of his soul. The man who alleges that he is not yet ready for philosophy or
that the time for it has passed him by is like the man who says that he is either too

young or too old for happiness. (Epicurus, 1993, p. 61)

Philosophy is the art, method or practice of questioning. It is about learning how
to ask questions. For philosophy, answers are important of course, but the emphasis must
always dwell with the questions themselves. The questions are, thus, important for their
own sake and not necessarily for the answers that they may lead to.

Philosophy is concerned with fundamental and comprehensive questions. It deals

with the great questions, questions concerning the whence, the what, and the how

of things, the destiny and purpose of our life, questions concerning the why and

what-for, the reasons [ Griinde] and mysteries [4bgriinde] of what, for lack of a

better term, we call reality, questions concerning being and nothingness, the open

paths and errant trials of thinking, willing, feeling, and acting. (Zaborowski, 2005,

p., 492)

Because questioning is the essence of philosophy, it becomes an exceedingly broad
discipline, if it can even be called that. In some sense only specialized academic
philosophy is a discipline, philosophy in its original conception, or as most people use it
and think of it is not. Philosophy is so close to what it is to be human that it could be
considered the human science, what Nietzsche ironically called, Die frohliche
Wissenschaft (the gay/joyful science). It is the most human science because questioning
is what makes us human. Especially early on, as children, we seem inherently to exhibit
an innate desire to know and are thus led to question.

Hermeneutic phenomenology, the interpretation of textual accounts of lived

experience, is an outgrowth of the questioning posture of philosophy. This
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philosophically grounded methodology seeks to ground human beings (Dasein) in the
world, i.e., the relational ontology in which we dwell. For example, van Manen explains:

From a phenomenological point of view, to do research is always to question the

way we experience the world, to want to know the world in which we live as

human beings. And since to know the world is profoundly to be in the world in a

certain way, the act of researching—questioning—theorizing is the intentional act

of attaching ourselves to the world, to become more fully part of it, or better, to
become the world. Phenomenology calls this inseparable connection to the world

the principle of ‘intentionality.” (van Manen, 1998, p. 5)

Hermeneutic phenomenology has the capacity to “offer us the possibility of plausible
insights that bring us in more direct contact with the world” (Ibid., p. 9). What does he
mean here by “more direct contact”? That is, does contact have to do with grounding, and
if so, what is it to be grounded? Hermeneutic phenomenology can provide access to
meaning. Since I seek the meaning of the undergraduate experience of non-face-to-face
learning I therefore turn wholeheartedly to hermeneutic phenomenology. But why do I
seek the meaning?

Seeing phenomenologically, to a certain extent, means overcoming the
technological way of thinking. It is about allowing things, phenomena, to show up as
what they are of their own accord, to manifest their essence(s). It is a research attitude of
allowing phenomena to show up as something other than as resources to be used,
maximized, switched around and stored up (Heidegger, 1977). If technology is, as posited
in chapter 1, “the knack of so arranging the world such that we do not experience it”
(Max Frisch, cited in Postman, 1992, p. 10), then a quest pursuing the meaning of
technologically mitigated learning must be a commitment to experience. This is

experience as it actually occurs, and not merely an account of that experience, e.g., a

digested distillation. I turn to hermeneutic phenomenology to find meaning precisely
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because I do not want to use technology to study technology, i.e., I do not want to employ
resource oriented thinking to understand a manifestation of that thinking. Instead, I want
as much as possible, to approach a technological phenomenon from as human a
perspective as possible, realizing at the same time that technological thinking is also
human.

Heidegger (1977) explains that though technological innovations seem to follow
chronologically after scientific advances, it is rather the technological way of thinking at
the root of modern science that then leads to the new devices. I seek to follow the path of
research using hermeneutic phenomenology so as not to fall prey to the attempt to use
technology to solve technological problems (Ibid.). By that I mean that I do not think
quantificational methods could reveal the meaning of this phenomenon. As useful and
powerful as statistical methods are, feeling out the meaning of a phenomenon calls for a
delicate interpretive probing. Thus, I advance cautiously, openly operating under the
assumption that questions of meaning seem to elude the grasp of research orientations
that spring from the technological mindset.

Phenomenology Grounded in Philosophy: Questioning, Wisdom and Other Ways of
Thinking

The most difficult learning is coming to know actually and to the very
foundations what we already know. Such learning, with which we are here solely
concerned, demands dwelling continually on what appears to be nearest to us ...
We steadfastly ask the same question — which in terms of utility is obviously
useless — of what a thing is, what tools are, what man is, what a work of art is,
what the state and what the world are. (Heidegger, 1993, p. 73)

What might set us on a path of questioning is a desire to know. As Aristotle says,
“All men by nature desire to know” (2001, Meta. line 980a). However, questioning can

become stale and distasteful; to some that is the default position. It seems to be the case
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that what is most fundamental to philosophy, questioning, is what can also be most
repugnant about it. A field that seems to be dominated by a concern for perennial
questions with ever changing criteria for adequate answers is not ready made to suit most
people. And why should it? Life is short, “What is the point?” students might ask. To
which I sometimes reply, “Tell me what it means for something to have a point and I will
tell you what the point of philosophy is.” Even though we are disposed to question we
become trained to emphasize and privilege answers, and the sciences or methods that
give us answers. A shying away from questioning might be due to the essence of
technology, an essence that privileges by predetermining what counts as an answer.

The Wisdom of Questioning and Lived Experience

The philosophic mood is a waitful disposition. Philosophy is a patient inquiry of
the mysterious, a pious questioning. (Thiele, 1997, p. 509)

How does technology change the experience of the undergraduate learner? I teach
an ethics class for nurses. Some of the students, busy single mothers living in remote
areas, plead to my school’s administrators for online, non-face-to-face versions of the
course. Long ago the decision was made to offer the course in this format to
accommodate the needs of these and other students. The decision seemed to have been
made without much concern. As long as other schools were doing it and my school had
the technology there was no reason to hesitate. Why do so many people seem to
unthinkingly accept that such an accommodation is not only reasonable but is in fact the
way all learning should be allowed to happen? That is, it goes from filling a need to
becoming the status quo for everyone.

Why are we so ready to assume that education is merely the acquisition of

information? Probably, this is itself a technological way of thinking about education.
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Information is what can be produced, stored, switched around and in some sense never
used up (Heidegger, 1977). However, if that understanding of education is caused by
technology, must it necessarily be so conceived? For example, can we instead maintain
that there is a difference between “knowing how to do something” as opposed to
“knowing about something”? Of course, information is required to be able to do
something, but if that distinction holds, can non-face-to-face learning for undergraduates
provide more than just knowledge about something? If learning is merely about
information transfer it is certainly facilitated by non-face-to-face interactions, especially
if we understand learning as exposure. Why are we so quick to forget about the
painstaking process of developing mastery and even expertise, which require modes of
leaning inseparable from embodied human contact (Dreyfus, 2008)? With that in mind, I
want to recall and dwell with the mystery of how we skillfully engage with the world.
Are new skills of embodiment made possible by non-face-to-face learning, or does
embodiment become more absent?

We ask questions because we want to know. But what exactly do we want to
know, and is it really just the answer to our question or is it something deeper? Maybe we
question not just because we can but because we want to know why we question at all,
e.g., a horse does not question. If we think we know, that is if we don’t want knowledge
because we feel we already have it, then we do not turn to important questions. Those
who really want to know, those who want to know so badly that they desire knowledge so
intensely it has turned into an insatiable love of wisdom were called in ancient times,
philosophers. Socrates was the paradigmatic philosopher, not because he ~ad knowledge

or wisdom, but because he desired it with such a single-minded dedication. He dwelt in
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questioning. His Socratic life was one of pure questioning. He sought truth.

Truth for Socrates was a way of life. His wisdom of knowing that he did not know
anything was the ironic expression of a deep understanding. Like the stingray, he is
likened to in the Meno dialogue, which can numb only because it is itself first numb,
Socrates was able to spread his desire for wisdom, his aporia. By questioning others, and
their supposed conviction to know certain things, Socrates was able to, like a midwife,
bring wisdom out of others as they confronted their own inconsistent beliefs. The
moment of cognitive dissonance when his interlocutors experienced their own
contradictory beliefs coming forth from their own mouths was the moment they, too,
tasted Socratic wisdom. They realized that they could know what they did not know even
when they were initially convinced that they did know what they thought they knew.

Socrates exemplified the only real wisdom humans are capable of, the ability to
know what we do not know. For example, as Gadamer puts it, “Among the greatest
insights that Plato’s account of Socrates affords us is that, contrary to the general opinion,
it is more difficult to ask questions than to answer them” (1975/2004 p. 356). For the
students I have taught, the typical freshmen response to the first platonic dialogue they
read is frustration and annoyance. It is hard to learn that questioning is difficult; maybe
that is because it seems easy. The default attitude has become thinking it must be more
difficult to provide answers. I hear my student’s frustrated voices, echoing my own
comments as an undergraduate, “Socrates never answered the question! What is piety?”
First time readers of the Socratic dialogues find him repugnant because of his irony, his
pretending to not know when he must know since he is so deft at refuting proposed

definitions and answers. But what these first timers often miss is what Gadamer is
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pointing out; Socrates was in fact never really trying to answer the question, at least not
in the way we have been conditioned to expect answers. Thus, in some sense it does not
matter if Socrates knows the answer or not. His purpose was to disturb his interlocutors
into awakening from their dogmatic incuriosity. Socrates wanted them to taste his
wisdom, knowing what they did not know. As a philosopher Heidegger was following
Socrates; he opened up a way, a path, through questions and leading (1977).

Questioning the Internet. The Internet, because it is so vast and can be so
overwhelming, provides us with a sense that everything is known. You imagine
something, then google it, and find out it exists in some way in cyberspace. More recently
with Amazon’s Alexa you can just speak your queries as you inhabit your home and she
will answer. With this kind of contact with information, so ready and accessible, it starts
to feel that if all of reality does not already exist on the Internet, the parts that matter do.
As such, reality seems to become transformed into information. As information, reality
can be uploaded and accessible; it becomes the ideal resource enframed under the
technological way of thinking.

The sense that all questions have been answered and are collected somewhere,
leads to the feeling that even if I don’t know something, someone else surely does and it
is on the Internet, e.g., Google or Wikipedia. The sense that these tools are unlimited
compendiums of knowledge has, at least for me, a deflationary potential in proportion to
the amazing access that they provide. Faced with the daunting scale of collected
knowledge on the Internet we might quickly wonder, “What is the point?” that is, “How
is all of this or any of it relevant to me now?” Instead of encouraging the inquisitive

mind, which is often the initial response to the ease of accessing information on the
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Internet, the sense that all is already answered can provide an excuse for not asking. By
not asking, by not doing the laborious work of thinking in a way so as to formulate
questions, outsourcing it as it were, we close down a rich textured desire for knowledge.

There is an ontological transformation when we question less. When we
demonstrate our reduced sense of wonder by questioning less, we are showing that we are
becoming different kinds of beings. We can tend towards becoming less open and
vulnerable because of technological innovations. Gadamer explains that openness is
required for questioning (1975/2004, p. 357). We have to be open to the risk that the
question brings. We have to make our precious ideologies susceptible to harm in order to
gain new understanding. We have to become inoculated to evil by being exposed to it, to
some degree. We can become, in a way, sophiaphobic (avoider of wisdom) or even
antisophia (against wisdom) when we think everything, or at least all the stuff that
matters, has already been discovered, catalogued and made available on the Internet.

Phenomenology and lived experience. To examine a phenomenon is to examine
an experience. However, direct experience can be uncomfortable; we want to protect
ourselves or at least prepare ourselves for what to expect from something. For example,
we can become, “Unaccustomed to direct experience, we can come to fear it. We don’t
want to read a book or see a museum show until we’ve read the reviews so that we know
what to think. We lose the confidence to perceive for ourselves” (Crichton, 1988, p. 350).
Technology is a way of enveloping ourselves in a cocoon, which we tend to be able to
control more than direct experience. Just like our homeostatic living environments, we
tend towards a desire to control everything, and technology seems to offer us that

promise. Phenomenology in some sense stands against the essence of technology.



149

Phenomenology requires that there be a disposition to allow experiences to happen in
their own way, on their own terms.

Phenomenologically the purpose of the examination of experience is to render or
show meaning. For example, for me to study the phenomenon of undergraduate non-face-
to-face learning is the same as to study the meaning of the experience of undergraduate
non-face-to-face learning. When van Manen (1998) and others talk about phenomenology
in terms of “lived experience,” this is what they are getting at. But in order to get at the
lived experience that I am examining how should the concept of a “lived experience”
itself be grounded, i.e., what is a lived experience? Is it just something that happens?
Possibly. But if it is something that just happens, what does ‘happening’ mean? How do
things happen? What are the conditions that allow for a happening?

Because we are in a process of becoming we are inherently contradictory. We are
not the same as we once were, but we may become like we once were in some other
context. As Socrates pointed out so well, we can become filled with contradictions, which
can prompt us to question and wonder. So, for those who have experienced non-face-to-
face learning their account at different times may be contradictory, and it may be
contradictory to other people who have shared the same experience but are currently
immersed in it. However, it is their lived experience.

Perhaps the conflict between the reflective and pre-reflective modes of examining
a phenomenon can be reconciled by realizing that every lived experience is also a
recounting, a telling, and the creation of a text. Since our accounts of a lived experience
will change, just as surely as we change with time and further exposure to that lived

experience, it is good to acknowledge that not just lived experiences are processes but we
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ourselves are a process. For example, how one student who is currently taking an online
class may vary from how a student who took a non-face-to-face class five years ago may
vary, and not just because they are different people, with different subjective experiences,
but precisely because of how time can distance us from an experience. It seems like with
more time it might be more difficult to become non-reflective and non-conceptual about a
lived experience.

Given that ‘lived experience’ is such a broad notion, how do we get any purchase
on its meaning itself? Gadamer shows the issue of grasping what ‘lived experience’ itself
might mean when he says, “As if one could automatically give a straightforward account
of [lived] experience that contained no contradictions!” (1975/2004, p. 347). How apt an
expression of the vicissitudes of trying to grip a phenomenon as it happens for those it
happens to. Indeed, we might feel like we could automatically give a clear account of
lived experience since we are so familiar with it. After all, lived experiences are all that
we are and all that we have, except when we are reflecting on them, which we can also do
often. Gadamer goes on to explain that the difficulty of a non-contradictory articulation
of lived experience lies in the fact that “experience is a process;” it is not always a
completely linear unfolding, with a clear beginning, delineated progress and demarcated
end (Ibid.). Iain Thomson (2011) in his book Heidegger, Art, and Postmodernity
indicates another way in which we live our experience. He shows that Heidegger’s deep
phenomenological ontology by which we are able to construct meaning, indicates that
nothing, no experience or entity, ever truly has an end. This is similar to modern
cognitive science’s understanding of memories, they are constantly restructured so as to

fit with new information, new experiences.
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Part of the non-lexicographical nature of lived experience is due to our being
embodied beings. We are, importantly, non-linear because that is the way our bodies are.
Here is an illustration to show what I mean. What is the “lived experience of marriage”
that is, the phenomenon of being wed? For those who are married the experience is itself
not over; it is still unfolding, still being experienced. And even for those whose marriages
have ended, for whatever reason, the experience of marriage has in fact not ended for
them. It continues because of the way it continues to inform who they are and how they
comport themselves. To treat the lived experience of marriage as fixed, finite and definite
is to treat it like a concept. To conceptualize is to reflect and thus step out of the pre-
reflective mode of phenomenology. Even so, the concept of marriage can exist, but
discussing it is not the entire or primary concern of a phenomenological inquiry. The
lived experience of non-face-to-face learning should not therefore, here, be
conceptualized. It should be allowed to remain open. Only by allowing it to be can its
meaning be approached.

Four existentials of lived experience and non-face-to-face learning. To
examine lived experience is to encounter a different kind of order than conceptual
thinking or reflective exposition. Because it is pre-reflective, lived experience happens in
its own kind of sequence, but beyond that, it can be understood as (1) happening in its
own kind of time, i.e., a subjective sort of time, like when we describe it as flying or
crawling. Lived experience happens (2) in its own space while also relying on the (3)
corporality of human beings and their (4) relationality to others, e.g., family, friends,
strangers, Gods, language. These four aspects of lived experience are called existentials

by van Manen (1998).
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For those learning in a non-face-to-face class the time is felt according to their
lived experience. It is not objective or clock time (van Manen, 1998). The students might
rush along with enthusiasm completing assignments as the time feels like it whips by
without leaving a weight. What makes the time pass as it does for students in their
experience depends on them. What their motivations are, how their expectations are, their
past experiences, personality, and on and on. When time is experienced subjectively, it
means that it cannot be rationally conveyed, i.e., it is not fully communicable why they
experience the passage of time as they do in a non-face-to-face class. However, that does
not mean that it is not their lived experience of time. Indeed, hermeneutic
phenomenology hears what can be sounded out from the subjective. It is a way of making
connections between subjectivity. In this way phenomenology is rational.

As I have discussed in chapter one and two, the place or space of non-face-to-face
learning is a fraught issue. The idea that the cyber world is an actual place or the space
where students “go” when they learn online is not just a metaphorical transfer of location,
but a real spatial differentiation. The metaphor can be literalized erroneously; such a
mistake leads to a faulty understanding of space. According to van Manen’s account of
the existential of space, it is impossible to define the cyber world as an actual place.

We know that the space in which we find ourselves affects the way we feel. The

huge spaces of a modern bank building may make us feel small, the wide-open

spaces of a landscape may make us feel exposed but also possibly free, and just

the opposite from the feeling we get in a crowded elevator. As we walk into a

cathedral we may be overcome by a silent sense of the transcendental even if we

ordinarily are not particularly religious or churchgoing. Walking alone in a

foreign and busy city may render a sense of lostness, strangeness, vulnerability,

and possibly excitement or stimulation. In general, we may say that we become
the space we are in. (van Manen, 1998, p. 107)
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Because non-face-to-face learning can happen in any space the space in which it happens
can, following van Manen make, the experience what it is. Unlike the classroom that is a
certain kind of space, the cyber world or space of online learning is everywhere, and thus,
in some way, nowhere.

All of the four existentials are nested together. They are interrelated and cannot be
completely separated though they can be differentiated (van Manen, 1998). This seems
most obvious with corporeality and relationality. We cannot be in time, subjective or
otherwise, if we are not bodies and “we are always bodily in the world” (Ibid., p. 103). In
the same way, talk of the lived experience of space is meaningless without the underlying
fact of our bodies. But as corporeal beings, we are also fundamentally in relation to
others. We exist in time and space with others because of our bodies. The setting of non-
face-to-face learning is relational. However, the setting of non-face-to-face learning
filters out aspects of lived space, corporeality and to a great extent direct relation with
others. “When we meet another person in his or her landscape or world, we meet that
person first of all through his or her body. In our physical bodily presence, we both reveal
something about ourselves and we always conceal something at the same time” (Ibid.).
How can we come to know others without an encounter with what we most share with
them, our corporeality? No doubt there is much that can be related to through text,
images and video, but these only convey traces of the body. Bodily encounters are the
least efficient and thus antithetical to the driving impulse of technological thinking.
Conversation as the Phenomenological “Methodology”

Remembering Lanier’s statement “We currently don’t have a scientific

description of a thought or a conversation” (2018, p. 131) makes me wonder, “What is a
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conversation?”” Can we have conversations with ourselves, with objects, with books or
even our own experiences? It seems we can, but not always. Some people are hard to
have a conversation with, in the same way that some people are better dance partners.
Are there different kinds of conversations, or is there really just one? An analysis of
Gadamer’s view of conversation is that it is integral to understanding:

The basic model of understanding ... is that of conversation. A conversation

involves an exchange between conversational partners that seeks agreement about

some matter at issue; consequently, such an exchange is never completely under
the control of either conversational partner, but is rather determined by the matter
at issue. Conversation always takes place in language and similarly Gadamer

views understanding as always linguistically mediated. (Malpas, 2018, par. 21)

If a conversation is a way of understanding, how is it different than other ways of
understanding, or are there no other ways of understanding? How is a conversation
different than an interview, for example?

Considering that phenomenology does not employ the methodological tactic of
interviewing people to probe a phenomenon but instead has conversations, I have been
caught up with navigating the distinction. Coming at a human interaction with a
predetermined goal in mind, say meeting with someone to have a conversation about their
own experience with non-face-to-face learning, seems already to have circumscribed the
experiences in such a way as to exclude the possibility of it being a real conversation. For
example, I am confronted by Gadamer’s insight that “We say that we ‘conduct’ a
conversation, but the more genuine a conversation is, the less its conduct lies within the
will of either partner” (1975/2004, p. 385). So if by “conducting a conversation” we
allow for some set-up and even acknowledge, however tacitly, certain social norms and

conventions of communication (e.g., who should speak first or when we should end) we

are still not really there. According to Gadamer it is clear that a genuine exchange, the
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meeting of the minds, is when we have mutually ceded control over to something, i.e., the
issue at hand.

The problem of hermeneutics. What is the work of hermeneutics? What is the
issue to which its work of interpretation is directed? For Gadamer the problem of
hermeneutics is “the phenomenon of understanding and of the correct interpretation of
what has been understood” (1975/2004, p. xx). The issue is interpreting a text or an
experience, e.g., the text that is created by transcribing the recorded conversations with
my participants about their experience of non-face-to-face learning. The problem is
determining what it is that is understood by a certain interpretation, firmly grounded in
human experience. Gadamer seems to be pointing out that we are interpreting beings.
Moreover, human experience, as interpretive, stands in contrast to the natural world of
animals and materials. Thus, the problem of hermeneutics becomes the problem of
freedom, specifically, the problem of reconciling a seemingly determined natural world
with our own transcendence over that world (Sartre, 1992/1943). The reconciliation is
difficult because we are ourselves, as embodied beings, part of the world we seem to
transcend.

As humans, we can only be understood by way of freedom, i.e., as beings that the
ability to determine destiny. But freedom, by its very definition is not an empirical
quality of our existence. It is impossible to know the cause of something that is free. We
are empirical beings insofar as we are embodied and interact with the material world.
Therefore, we can use science, the study of causal relationships, to understand aspects of
ourselves. However, science cannot study everything about a human being because

freedom lies beyond its horizon:
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Science can investigate nature and inquire into the empirical world, but it cannot
answer moral question or disprove free will. That is because morality and
freedom are not empirical concepts. We can’t prove that they exist, but neither
can we make sense of our moral lives [the human world of experience] without

them. (Sandel, 2009, p. 129)

Freedom is what makes us responsible for our actions. But science often tries to obviate
human freedom. However, as Immanuel Kant states, “To argue freedom away is as
impossible for the most abstruse philosophy as it is for the most ordinary human reason”
(1964/1785, p. 456). Without responsibility there can be no morality.

Morality is inherently problematic because it is directly related to human
experience and cannot be empirically studied. The problem of hermeneutics is joined to
all the issues that come from moral claims. These claims, seem to mandate that we judge,
exact control and also seem in their fulfillment to curtail the full reign of human freedom
in others. However, here with this problem, we can see the advantage of turning to the
human science of hermeneutic phenomenology. Like no other research posture, it sets out
to dwell on an area outside the purview of normal deterministic science, e.g., the study of
causal relationships and immutable laws. Hermeneutic phenomenology is designed to
excavate the meaning of experiences as they are lived by allowing for human freedom.

Science, operating within causal bounds can only have as its object of study that
which is determined. Thus, by definition, science cannot study what is free since the free
is undetermined. For example, when it comes to the question of free-will or human
agency, science, by necessity, can only come to the conclusion that such phenomena are
illusions; they are not real. They must be illusions because freedom is not possible within

the causally constrained, determined universe of science (Mele, 2014). Hermeneutics, in

contrast, takes the illusions as real. It is not that they are actually illusions, only that they
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are defined as such by the empirical sciences. However, “All phenomenological human
science research efforts are really explorations into the structure of the human lifeworld,
the lived world as experienced in everyday situations and relations” (van Manen, 1998, p.
101). Such a lived world is decidedly free and subjective. Phenomenology “teaches that I
am unavoidably and intimately involved in the joint making and daily sustenance of the
world” (Aho, 1998, p. 9). Even though others influence all of our actions and beliefs,
such a teaching is impossible without the possibility of freedom.

No understanding of human experience is possible without the notion of freedom,
the ability to act outside the causally determined empirical order. Therefore, when it
comes to determining the significance of texts, the expressed narratives of lived
experience, it is impossible to have a method for finding the truth, as one would expect
from science. There can be no such method or any kind of truth as certainty based on
high probability when determining significance because textual interpretations depend on
the prejudices (pre-judgments not unfounded judgments) of the individual reader
(Gadamer, 1975/2004).

Historicism and understanding. One pervasive influence on our prejudices is
our grounding in a historical situation. Thus, there is a historicism to Gadamer’s
hermeneutic phenomenology. The position that in some sense the past is cut off from the
present, it can only be fully understood within its own context. However, it is not a
vicious historicism that cuts us off from all past understandings or the understandings of
other cultures. The past and even other cultures are translatable to a certain degree and we
have more in common with other times and places than what separates us (1975/2004).

To some degree then, the understanding that we are able to have, the conversations that
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we are able to engage in, are mitigated by the time in which we live. Hermeneutic
phenomenology as a methodology is constrained to the times in which I the researcher
dwell.

If there is a certain kind of truth and understanding in science, objective certainty,
then what kind of truth and understanding is afforded by historically influenced
interpretations of the texts expressed by those recounting their lived experiences of non-
face-to-face learning? First, the understanding cannot be objective across all times and
places because the prejudices that went into the interpretation do not have stable and
permanent characteristics. But what does it mean to understand? It must contain the idea
of agreement, something must accord with something else (Malpas, 2018). Gadamer,
following Heidegger, calls it “the futurality of Dasein,” so fundamental it is to the being
of humans (1975/2004, p. xxiv). In this sense it is our orientation towards what will
come.

There must be a strange etymology behind this word, under-stand. How does this
become our word for comprehension instead of overstand? When my son was two-years
old and I wanted to make sure that he knew what to do I would firmly say, “Do you
understand?” He would meekly reply, “I am understand.” It made me laugh; but I also
wondered, “can we be understanding?” What exactly are we standing under since it is
nothing physical? Why does standing under, like Atlas under the globe, seem to mean
that we “get it”? How do we get it and what is “it” that what are we getting? When we
have an understanding of non-face-to-face learning, what will we be in agreement with?
What will we have been able to grasp about our future? We can use something or be used

by something without understanding it, but until we understand it that thing has some
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control over us. As Heidegger (1977) would say, we cannot have a free relationship with
something until we understand it. To understand is to know the meaning of something.
There is an aspect of grasping the essence of a phenomenon which must also then have to
do with understanding its meaning. To understand, is, again, to converse with it. As we
converse, the meaning and thus the understanding can flow. It may be hard to
conceptualize, and it may be hard to articulate and lay down in rigid prose, but the
meaning can be revealed.

Education and hermeneutics. There are two ways of studying education.
Hermeneutic phenomenology addresses the transcendent free aspect of the human beings
involved, i.e., teachers, students, administrators. This option tries to leave things as they
are, to honor their essences as it were. Hermeneutic phenomenology makes no leveling
claims. It preserves the responsibility of individual actors in educational settings and thus
honors the freedom of individuals. The problem and power of hermeneutics is its
orientation towards human freedom.

The other option is analytic empirical science, i.e., applying the methods and
tenants of natural science (best exemplified in physics, chemistry and biology) and
combining them with statistics. The second approach to studying education is to find
objective certainty scientifically by making conclusions as generalizable as possible.
Such objectivity might be considered “forced” generalizability because the researchers
using these scientific methods accept certain conditions. But do the conditions ever really
fit? Every study that has generalizable conclusions or prescriptions, attempts to

generalize to different people, times and places than those of the study.
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Phenomenology of Face

To philosophically ground the phenomenon of undergraduate non-face-to-face
learning an excursion into thought about the human face is vital, just as it was for an
exploration of the phenomenon in chapter two. Vital to my phenomenon of online
learning, is the notion of the meaning of the human face. Because the meaning of the face
matters to my study, hermeneutic phenomenology is again required. As noted in chapter
one, the ancient Greek word for human being, anthropos, is defined as that which has a
human face. I turn to examinations of the face given by other philosophers, writers and
poets because face-to-face contact is something that is lost in the new technologies of
education. The loss of face-to-face pedagogical encounters is definitive of most online
learning. The exception is video lectures, but even this is not truly face-to-face since it is
not fully reciprocal and is almost never in real time. Even real time video contact via
Skype or Zoom is a diminished face-to-face experience since shared eye contact is
impossible (Dreyfus, 2008; Turkle, 2015). On a Zoom call if I appear to be looking you
in the eye, all that I am seeing is the small circle of my computer’s camera. On the other
hand, if I look directly at your eyes, if I try to meet them on the screen, I will appear to
you on the other end of the Zoom call to be looking down, i.e., to explicitly not be
making eye contact. Face-to-screen is not face-to-face. The screen is not and can never be
anthropos.

Using the face as a way of contrasting two modes of education comes readily to
mind, e.g., learning face-to-face is better than not. However, in accord with the
“phenomenological method” I do not seek to value load my interpretation of the meaning

of my phenomenon preemptively. I am not setting out to argue a position for or against
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including or excluding the face from education. There is always something of value to the
tradeoffs of technology; otherwise, we would never be seduced into making the trade. It
is clearly not a total loss to education, by a certain standard, to eliminate face-to-face
encounters between students and teachers. For the phenomenological work I seek to do, I
would rather present observations, insights and discussions about the face in order to
emphasize the importance of face to education whether it is included or excluded. I
would also like to present the work of others about the face so as to establish the
fundamental nature of the experience of the face to human lives.

If the concern Levinas gives to the human face was not enough to make it
phenomenologically significant, then John O’Donohue’s repeated attention throughout
his book Anam Cara is added reason. O’Donohue (1997) probably finds his discussion of
the face initiated by Levinas, but he does not take it in the same way that Levinas does.
He is not merely citing Levinas or agreeing with him. Indeed, I don’t think he even
mentions Levinas. However, O’Donohue does not follow Levinas in discussing how the
face of the other initiates the ethical call; he does present an analysis of what the face is in
terms of two nodes of meaning. First, some of what O’Donohue says about faces has to
do with what it means to have a face. Second, the other portion of the references to face
throughout Anam Cara relate to what it means to encounter a face. The second node of
meaning does not deal with the ethical specifically. O’Donohue is not saying, as Levinas
does, that when we see another human face we understand an ethical responsibility
towards that person. Rather, O’Donohue focuses on the meaning of the encounter in

terms of what is revealed by the face and what is concealed.
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For example, much of O’Donohue’s discussion of face turns on the following
point, “[face] is the most amazing thing in creation. In the human face, the anonymity of
the universe becomes intimate” (1997, p. 37). Here O’Donohue is trying to explain that
the value of the face, what makes it special and precious, is its ability to reflect, or show,
better than anything else immaterial consciousness in matter. The face is the outward
physical expression of freedom. The “anonymity of the universe” is the mute dumbness
of material reality — it does not speak, only something with a human face can speak. The
human face is capable of unmatched subtlety of expression. No other animal has as
expressive a face as human beings:

You can situate human beings entirely in the world of objects. In doing so you

will in all probability reduce them to animals whose behavior is to be explained

by some combination of evolutionary psychology and neuroscience. But then you
will find yourself describing a world from which human action, intention,
responsibility, freedom and emotions have been wiped away: it will be a world
without a face. The face shines in the world of objects with a light that is not of

this world — the light of subjectivity. (Scruton, 2014)

The face is one of the definitive conduits to our essentially subjective lived experience. It
is the clearest manifestation of our transcendent freedom as persons. Even narrowly
partitioned portions of the face are immensely complex in the range of information that
they can convey. How much is communicated by the eyes and lips separately?
Anthropos, the entity with a human face, has the ability to demonstrates such great
flexibility it therefore is imbued with hermeneutic richness. The face of a person is the
most amazing thing in the world. It is also precious.

O’Donohue’s engagement with the human face is fundamental to his holistic,

Hegelian monism. “Hegel often seems to invoke imagery consistent with the types of

neo-Platonic conceptions of the universe that had been common within Christian
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mysticism” (Redding, 2018). O’Donohue understands the whole of reality as a unitary
phenomenon where differences, contrasts and really all distinctions are illusions, but are
also somehow real illusions. Initial everyday experience tells us that differences are real,
but they are only real against the background of their un-reality, i.e., what we don’t seem
to experience directly is the connection of everything. Hegelian monism is extremely
comforting because of its explanatory power, i.e., everything is connected; we are all one.
O’Donohue’s references and descriptions of the human face thus fall into this totalizing
attitude:
Against the infinity of the cosmos and the silent depths of nature, the human face
shines out as the icon of intimacy. It is here, in this icon of human presence, that
divinity in creation comes nearest to itself. The human face is the icon of creation.
Each person also has an inner face, which is always sensed but never seen. The
heart is the inner face of your life. The human journey strives to make this inner
face beautiful. (1997, pp. 6-7)
O’Donohue here instantiates the face thrice as a kind of icon. The face is the 1) icon of
intimacy, 2) the icon of human presence and 3) the icon of creation. Icon means image.
O’Donohue does not say if the face is all three icons simultaneously or if it variously
adopts these different imagistic projections. Intimacy, human presence and creation do
not seem to be equivalents. Suffice it to say, with these three possible icons he means to
point out the almost unfathomable complexity and worth of the human face. With respect
to my phenomenon, O’Donohue’s account of face shows that a loss of the encounter of
the face is a loss not just of human presence but also of intimacy and somehow also
creation. How or what can undergraduates learn without intimacy? What will they learn
in the absence of intimacy?

With his reference to the divine and the “icon of creation,” O’Donohue is showing

that the face is a reference to the creator. In a foundational myth, god imbues his highest
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creation by giving it the same image as the divine. “And God said, Let us make man in
our image, after our likeness” (Genesis, 1.26). The human face is like the divine face, it
indicates personhood (Scruton, 2014). Put another way, the human face imparts divinity
because those beings with a human face, anthropos, are divine. The sense in which they
are divine is because they a) reflect the divine out onto others, and b) having faces allows
them to be connected within powerful intimacy. What is most divine and thus also most
human is freedom, the ability to somehow act outside and even upon the causally
constrained natural order of empirical reality. Face is “in and of itself visitation and
transcendence” (Levinas, 2003b, p. 44).

O’Donohue connects his notion of face with not just the immediate reflection of
complex inner states, but also as a canvas on which the totality of the human being is also
revealed. “There is a strange symmetry in the way the soul writes the story of its life in
the contours of the face” (1997, p. 44). For O’Donohue the face is the painting of our
lives. The face of the individual shows us the person that they are, based on all that they
have experienced, thought and been. Oscar Wilde’s incredible and disturbing novel, 4
Portrait of Dorian Gray, fantasized this common idea of how our life experience sculpts
the visage of individuals. The story tells us that all that we are is shown to others in the
face that they see. Max Picard explains this phenomenon in his book The Human Face:
“Experiences are not just written down on the face one after the other in the order of their
occurrence ... the various experiences are united with the soul and merge into a unit, and
it is that unit that is stamped upon the face” (1930, p. 201). Who we are, the composite of
our actions and experiences, cannot really be hidden unless we give up our face.

O’Donohue explains what Wilde showed in his novel:
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The face is the mirror of the mind ... The human face is an artistic achievement.

On such a small surface an incredible variety and intensity of presence can be

expressed. This breadth of presence overflows the limitation of the physical form

... Each face is a particular intensity of human presence ... The human face is the

subtle yet visual autobiography of each person ... The face always reveals the

soul; it is where the divinity of the inner life finds an echo and image. When you

behold someone’s face, you are gazing deeply into that person’s life. (1997, p. 38-

39)

The face as a face also does not reveal everything. “A world lies hidden behind
each human face” (Ibid., p. 41). O’Donohue says that “the human face carries mystery
and 1s the exposure point of the mystery of the individual’s life. It is where the private
inner would of a person protrudes into the anonymous world” (Ibid., p. 42). When we
engage with another person face-to-face, part of the thrill and the possibility for learning
(being changed) is the risk of misunderstanding, the reality that not everything is known,
that something is hidden and can be discovered. The directness and thus intimacy of the
face-to-face encounter creates conditions for learning. When we are face-to-face in real
time, uncertainty and adventure are possible. “Real conversation has an unpredictability,
danger, and resonance; it can take a turn anywhere and constantly borders on the
unexpected and on the unknown” (Ibid., p. 111). Real conversation is made possible by
the face. And though it reveals so much about the real-time inner state of the interlocutor
and also presents itself as an image of the inner life of the individual, it is simultaneously
opaque. The face does not reveal everything even when it seems to show everything.

In his discussion of face, O’Donohue makes a shared connection with Heidegger,
the relation of revealing and concealing. The meaning of the face comes both from the
magnitude of what it reveals but also in what it hides. The face is not complete access.

Indeed, it is only capable of revealing because it also conceals. Heidegger (1977)

repeatedly reminds us of the etymology of the word ‘truth’ and tries to draw our attention
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back to the ancient Greek sense of Aletheia. Aletheia is unconcealment or disclosure, i.€.,
what is revealed when something else is pulled back or covered. Heidegger is showing
that ‘truth’ for the ancient Greeks was a kind of shining forth of something new, some
new way of understanding or the showing up of something that had been obscured and
covered. But each new shining or revealing inevitably also obscures. Just as for
Heidegger’s account of truth, so too with O’Donohue’s tender probing of the meaning of
the human face, it reveals and conceals.
Levin: Nihilism, Human Embodiment and Face-to-Face Learning

Nihilism is the condition created by what Nietzsche called the death of god.
“What [Nietzsche] meant by this is that we in the modern West no longer live in a culture
where the basic questions of existence are already answered for us” (Dreyfus & Kelly,
2011, p. 20). The end of all absolutes, that is, any shared or individual criteria of meaning
is dissolved in the condition of Nihilism. The empty blankness of meaninglessness tends
to escape metaphor, but it is like falling. It can also be thought of as the frictionless state
of weightlessness (Nietzsche, 1974). Nihilism is an abyss of choice but no reason to make
any. It is the sense of absolute freedom but with no purpose. However, even the
characterization of “falling” is not adequate because that requires a shared idea of
directionality and rules that are followed if certain conditions are met. But in nihilism
there is simply nothing, only a deep gnawing malaise of dissatisfaction and homelessness,
and even these torturous conditions are a relief compared to the utter emptiness of true
meaninglessness. How do we confront this gaping abyss without also becoming the

abyss? The abyss seems to yawn open before us as technological advances seem to create
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ever more possibilities (Borgmann, 1987). When we remove the face from learning is this
a sign of the nihilistic consequence of becoming seduced by technology?

David Levin makes a profound contribution to the philosophical grounding of
phenomenology. In his 1985 book, The Body’s Recollection of Being: Phenomenological
Psychology and the Deconstruction of Nihilism, he gathers the many ideas of thinkers
who have faced nihilism and united them around a common theme. These thinkers show
that nihilism can threaten to extinguish meaning and purpose in human life, but it can
also serve as a stimulus to our greatest reaching, our most profound moments of aporia.
As Levin presents it, the collective deadening or depression of the western psyche is
caused by the rejection of our human embodiment. Forgetting our bodies, our lived
embodiment and disparaging our corporeal existence as finite creatures is the death of
god. Conceptually departing from our bodies, ceasing to think of ourselves as embodied,
and merely as minds, perpetuates the dualism of Descartes and all of the inherent
difficulties associated with the subject versus object ontology. More importantly,
ignoring embodiment also leads to the same possibility of nihilism that Nietzsche
showed, that all transcendental systems since Plato are open to (Judaism, Christianity
etc.).

The loss of connection to our bodies has been a long time coming. Levin traces it
through Christianity to Plato, but it goes back even further. Plato was deeply influenced
by Pythagoras (Barnes, 1979). The Pythagorean cult promulgated the idea of soma sema,
i.e., the body is a tomb for the soul. Plato accepted the idea into his most influential of all
philosophical writings, the notion that the body was bad and held back our true, eternal

selves, our souls. But this idea did not originate with Pythagoras in Greek thought. There
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is scant evidence, to be sure, but it is probable that this idea really originated in one of the
oldest written traditions on earth. The idea of disparaging the body because it traps and
weakens our soul comes from Vedic thought in ancient India (Ibid.). Thus the seed of
nihilism, through disembodiment, was planted long ago.
The modern mind we possess and are familiar with, began with oral
communication, but is born from the written intellectual tradition.
Without writing, human consciousness cannot achieve its fuller potentials, cannot
produce other beautiful and powerful creations ... Literacy is absolutely necessary
for the development not only of science but also of history, philosophy,

explicative understanding of literature and of any art, and indeed for the
explanation of language (including oral speech) itself. (Ong, 1982, pp. 14-15)

Our way of thinking in a linear organized fashion stands in contrast to the mythic oral
traditions of pre-history (Ibid.). It is possible that only our modern mind, both burdened
and blessed by literacy, is capable of the experiencing the abyss of nihilism. If indeed the
oldest texts contain the distinction between the mind and the body, the possibility of
nihilism is ever present due to our linguistic heritage.

The practice of reading also enforces the sense that there is a separation between
the mind and the body. It is silent reading in particular which helps to support the notion
of this separation, which over time comes to seem like common sense; it took many
centuries after the invention of writing for reading to be done silently (Ong, 1982). Thus,
long before Nietzsche and at least as early as the some of the first written texts (the
Vedas) steps to nihilism were being taken by encouraging a deep dualism between the
material (body) and immaterial (consciousness, mind, spirit) aspects of human being.

The dualism of dividing the body from the mind opens up the possibility of
nihilism. The split has important ramifications for non-face-to-face learning. The idea

that the body could be separated from the soul or mind reinforces the thinking that the life
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of the mind was one thing and the life of the body is something else. The body is bad,
carnal and should be subordinated to, and mastered by, the soul. The solidity of this
distinction leads to the self-evident seeming conclusions that though the body may
occupy a certain set place in space the mind can be in another place altogether. The
distinction supports the notion that it does not really matter where the body is as long as
the mind has access to the appropriate stimulation. For example, the body can sit in bed
and the mind can learn the information needed to earn a credential. To diminish the
importance of where the body is when the mind is at work can lead to the un-grounding
condition of nihilism, the state of being where nothing matters.

Embodiment. Embodiment implies “in a body,” i.e., in-body-ment. The
persistence of the container metaphor of our bodies, that we are in them probably has
something to do with how our brains are unable to perceive themselves directly, in much
the same way that consciousness is always consciousness of something else and not itself
(Carr, 2011). But thinking of one thing being contained in another is not accurate and
perpetuates the dualism that Levin is trying to overcome by appealing to the ideas of
Nietzsche, Heidegger and Jung. Even so, the continual persistence of distinguishing
between mental experiences on the one hand and actions that we engage in with our
bodies on the other, is the foundation of non-face-to-face learning.

We are not in our bodies. We are our bodies. We are embodied in the sense that to
be a human is to be a human body. There is nothing inside of us, no matter how much we
may have come to believe this metaphor. Nothing clarifies this point better than when
Levin (1985) quotes Richard Rorty, “If the body had been easier to understand, nobody

would have thought that we had a mind” (p. 30). Rorty is saying that the mind is a
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metaphor to capture our experience of the staggering complexity of our bodies, the
complexity of being embodied and knowing it. Indeed, in our path since the death of god
we have come not just to the realization but even the expectation that human beings could
exist as human beings without their bodies (Kurzweil, 2000). But as Hubert Dreyfus
(2008) seems to prove in his book, On the Internet, there is no sense in which we could
still be humans without our bodies.

Levin, like Dreyfus, calls our attention to the impossibility of being human
without also being a human body. For him, overcoming the possible despair and
meaninglessness of nihilism that is engulfing the world requires a return to that which is
closest to us. Levin calls for a return to the wonder of our bodies and the preciousness of
the condition in which we find ourselves as conscious beings in a material world, bodies
that contain material information, a four letter digital code etched in our DNA, passed
down for millions of years (Meyer, 2009). Encoded in our beings is the lessons of genetic
ancestors and their vast experience interacting with reality.

We need our bodies to become what we are. Non-face-to-face learning is
primarily a move to take away our bodily engagement with learning, especially the
encounter of other bodies, fellow students and teachers. Just as in a parallel way, reading
a book takes the learner away from the immediate presence of others:

Writing and reading are solitary activities that throw the psyche back on itself. A

teacher speaking to a class which he feels and which feels itself as a close-knit

group, finds that if the class is asked to pick up its textbooks and read a given
passage, the unity of the group vanishes as each person enters into his or her

private lifeworld. (Ong, 1982, p. 69)

As wonderful and precious as solitary learning is, the self-development, discipline

and discovery that come from dedicated private study, is not the whole of learning. We
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take this to be obvious for early K-12 learning. Feeling connected to others by virtue of
the shared intimacy of directly experiencing the embodiment of others creates conditions
for other kinds of learning beyond those familiar to the autodidact.

In Drew Leder’s book, The Absent Body, we see strong support for Levin’s
positions. More importantly we get added phenomenological justification for the primacy
of the body in human experience and support for discarding the notion that the cyber
world is non-metaphorical and is a distinct “place.” Leder acknowledges that there are
experiences in the world, which validate the idea of Cartesian dualism, “experiences of
bodily absence ... seem to support the doctrine of an immaterial mind trapped inside an
alien body” (1990, p. 3). However, he shows:

Human experience is incarnated. I receive the surrounding world through my

eyes, my ears, my hands. The structure of my perceptual organs shapes that which

I apprehend. And it is via bodily means that I am capable of responding. My legs

carry me toward a desired goal seen across the distance. My hands reach out to

take up tools, reconstructing the natural surroundings into an abode uniquely
suited to my body. My actions are motived by emotions, needs, desires, that well
up from a corporeal self. Relations with others are based upon our mutuality of
gaze and touch, our speech, our resonances of feeling and perspective. From the
most visceral of cravings to the loftiest of artistic achievements, the body plays its

formative role. (Ibid., p. 1)

But even so, “bodily presence is of a highly paradoxical nature” (Ibid.). Our bodies, as
bodies have a tendency to be absent. In our use and being in and with our body it is
inherent for the bodily experience to become transparent and thus fortify a sense that we
are most essentially something separate or in our bodies.

From Leder we are also shown the connection of our embodied existence with
modern technology:

It has often been observed that modern Western society is typified by a certain

“disembodied” style of life ... Technologies of rapid communication and
transportation allow us to transcend what used to be the natural limits imposed by



172

the body. Operations are mediated by the written word or the computer

calculation, where once a living human presence was required. A rising interest in

finding ways to “return to the body” whether via exercise, hatha yoga, body
therapies, craft-work, or intimacy with nature, is but a reaction to this general
trend toward a “decorporealized” existence ... Only because the body has

intrinsic tendencies toward self-concealment could such tendencies be

exaggerated by linguistic and technological extensions. (Leder, 1990, pp. 2-3

emphasis added)

The attitude expressed by the essence of modern technology helps to perpetuate Cartesian
dualism. Indeed, that may be one of its essential consequences. Thus, for Leder, we
might think we are a mind or a soul in a body, and we might have not just experiential but
also technological justifications for our dualistic tendency, but an appropriately sensitive
phenomenology shows embodiment as fundamental. When we consider non-face-to-face
learning we should not think of being in two “places,” e.g., a physical world and a virtual
world.

Does non-face-to-face learning result in a kind of atrophy of the self, a diminished
capacity for being human? By excising an aspect of being a person, direct human
embodiment, Levin indicates an answer. What can we re-member about the face when we
are with faces? What can the absence of the face help us to re-call about what is precious
when we encounter each other in our full embodiment? We can dwell as disembodied
beings, and such existence might be meaningful if there is something at stake. The movie
Ready Player One (2018) shows this kind of disembodiment, and what could be risked,
similar to many who live online in the world of games and artificial reality. But
ultimately, no matter how incredible the virtual world, the message of that movie is its
final line, “Only reality is real.” On the other hand, as shown in Ready Player One and in

the thoughts of futurists like Ray Kurzwiel, there are possibilities created by the non-

face-to-face encounter. The question then becomes how compensatory are these
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experiences, i.e., are they worth the trade off? That is, will this way of being allow a
flourishing to burst forth? Perhaps non-face-to-face learning is allowing more people to
be exposed to more information for learning than ever before and will lead to a neo-
renaissance of some sort.

Grounding the Experience of Time: Anamnesis and Re-collection in Levin and Plato

Levin discusses anamnesis on pages 55, 75-6 and 156 in The Body’s Recollection
of Being. The most common translation of anamnesis is ‘recollection,’ the other is
‘remembering.” Thus, given the title of his book, it makes sense that he would draw on
this ancient Platonic pedagogical/epistemological concept. To ‘re-member’ is to put back
together. To ‘re-collect’ calls to mind joining what was put apart. For Levin the event of
re-bonding is the unifying of the spirit/mind (consciousness) with the body, i.e., returning
to a notion of “soul” as the unity of both body and spirit. However, this joining does not,
for Levin, suppose that there really is the possibility of separation. The spirit or mind
cannot exist in any sense without the body. Levin seeks to dispel this idea not to prove
that it is factually inaccurate.

Levin (1985) wants us to come to know what we already know, that all we are is
our bodies. Moreover, he wants us to reject the idea implicit in mind/body dualism that
there is something disparaging about the body. Puritanical thinking, rooted in many
transcendental philosophical systems (e.g., Platonism) makes it difficult to dispel this
notion. Following Rorty, Levin affirms that to be a human body is not only extremely
complicated, perhaps infinitely so, it is also profoundly wonderful in ways that dualism
either denies or ignores. For, to be embodied, as Levin’s many appeals to Heidegger

show, is to be a participant in Being itself.
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After becoming enthralled by Socrates and subsequently giving up being a
playwright (he burned his plays), Plato apprenticed in the Socratic life (Mark, 2012).
Plato’s description of what Socrates did is, among other things, an account of a
pedagogical method. Most of the early dialogues exemplify this pattern, e.g., Euthyphro,
Crito, Alcibiades 1. There were three stages to the face-to-face teaching method:
Elenchus, Aporia and Psychogogia (Siebach, 1995). Elenchus is the interrogation of the
beliefs of the interlocutor. The purpose is to determine if there are contradictory beliefs
being held. If there are, then these beliefs should be discarded. Going through this
process eventually culminates in an insightful moment of confusion or wonder. This
instant is the Aporia moment, when students open up to the possibilities of humility,
when they actually become teachable to some degree, i.e., open to change and learning.
Following the insight that what one thought one knew is inconsistent, there is a
dialectical exchange led by Socrates. This process is the leading of the soul (Psych =
soul, -ogogia = has to do with leading) to the truth. Socrates asks questions, some leading
others more open-ended. Students are free to answer however they please and, thus, they
direct the course of the conversation, no matter how leading Socrates’ queries. The
student of Socrates is never told the answer (much to the chagrin of some first-time
readers of Platonic dialogues). Instead, the student has to be led to the answer.

Similar to the process of psychogogia, in the interpretation of a text, the method
of hermeneutics can often consist of a dialogue with the faceless surface of a written
piece. To find insights and themes a text is questioned, its antecedents are probed and its
implications are pondered. As van Manen (1998) counsels, “In doing research we

question the world’s very secrets and intimacies which are constitutive of the world, and
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which bring the world into being for us and in us” (p. 5). All this is done in order to, in
some sense, reach an understanding (agreement) between ourselves and the text that
represents the phenomenon.

Crucial to the Socratic way of teaching found in Plato’s early dialogues is that
students can only be led to truth as far as they are willing to come. Socrates cannot give
them the truth. They can only receive what they have prepared themselves to accept.
Also, it seems, the truth is not for Socrates to give at all. The answer is in fact something
worked out jointly with his students in real time. Socrates did not think there was any
other way to come to the truth. His emphatic dedication to face-to-face dialogue meant he
never wrote anything down. As noted earlier Plato sought to continue the example of
Socrates’ project by writing in a way that would induce spoken dialectical conversations
of the same mode, i.e., talking together in order to seek the truth in real-time. On the
other hand, non-face-to-face learning deals intensely with solitary activities, e.g., reading
and writing (Croft et al., 2010). Moreover, unlike a Socratic conversation or dialectic,
the evaluative portion of online learning is essentially individualistic and lonely. The
example of Socrates, at the foundation of the philosophical tradition, maintains that
learning is essentially social. Plato’s work maintained this example by using the
technology of writing but while also maintaining a free relationship to that technology by
not attempting to technologize (i.e., write) the Truth.

The example from Socrates is that learning, the kind of soul altering experience
he sought to open up for his students, cannot take place by reading. However, other than
giving us an example, the real mechanism of psychogogia is not worked out. How are we

to know which questions should be asked? Also, how is it that the soul can be led? What
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gives it this capacity? It is not led on its own, and we must remember that the soul is the
body because that is what we are. Thus, it is also our bodies that are led. Plato moved
beyond his master by articulating the tandem process by which discussants can arrive at
truth. He did this by still using examples given in dialogues. His answer to how learning,
soul leading, proceeds is anamnesis.

Anamnesis. What do we re-call when we see a face? What memories does a
computer screen evoke? What conditions are most conducive for learning? Plato
discusses the idea that all learning is (re)collection in several places, most notably in the
Meno dialogue. Having reached the aporia moment in their discussion, the interlocutor
Meno points out that now that he has admitted that he does not know what virtue (4rete)
is there is no need to continue talking with Socrates who also, from the very beginning of
their discussion, has claimed ignorance of what virtue is. This has never happened in the
early Platonic dialogues that can be seen to depict the “historical Socrates.” Thus, we can
assume that what follows is also not strictly factual. Instead, we see Plato’s ideas
breaking in more clearly. What follows is Socrates’ successful attempt to persuade Meno
to continue the process of face-to-face dialectic even when neither knows the answer. To
show Meno why he should continue the conversation, Socrates demonstrates analogically
his teaching with a slave boy. The tangential example, near the middle of the dialogue,
shows the potential fruits of Socrates’ method in miniature, e.g., as it relates to a
geometry problem. Working through the pedagogical example, where an answer is never
just told, the dialogue shows why Socrates thinks he and Meno should keep talking,
continue trying to find the truth about virtue, when both admit that they don’t know what

1t 1s.
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In picking the slave boy from the retinue of Meno’s entourage, Socrates first
makes sure he meets two qualifications: 1) he is uneducated and 2) he can speak Greek.
The first is important because it puts the slave in the analogous position of aporia.
Socrates and Meno both find themselves without an answer to what they seek regarding
the definition of virtue. They are lacking. They seek to know and gain wisdom. They
have a desire to learn because they are in a blessed state of wonder and have a reason to
want to know, i.e., they both feel as if the matter at hand is crucial.

The second, the ability to speak Greek, is more interesting with respect to Levin’s
concern for embodiment and anamnesis. Speaking, in any language, is a capacity
uniquely related to having a body. A book does not speak, neither does a dog and most
importantly, a video or audio recording does not speak. The recordings on Khan
Academy cannot respond to what they are directed towards. The voice in these recordings
is open to all. It makes no differentiations. No matter how much it might sound like a
human being it is not a human voice, because it emits from a computer. For example, the
iPhone’s Siri does not speak, even though she does respond to real-time interactions.
Instead, Siri might talk or chatter as Heidegger would say (1926/1962). Even people
having embodied communicative exchanges might sink to this level of discourse.
However, because the slave boy speaks Greek, Socrates is verifying that they actually
will be able to share most things. Being able to speak together, especially in the same
language, is the way that different individuals can come together.

To demonstrate anamnesis, how all learning is (re)membering, Plato shows
Socrates beginning by asking the boy questions that simultaneously teach him things

about basic arithmetic and geometry. Through these questions he expands the boy’s
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vocabulary and introduces him to relevant concepts. Throughout the process Socrates is
gradually presenting the boy with a geometry problem: what is the length of the side of a
square whose area is 8 feet square? At first the slave boy thinks he knows and proposes
two erroneous lengths for the side, 4 feet and 3 feet. Both are shown to result in squares
whose areas are 16 and 9 respectively; both are too large. Now, after having felt that he
knew what the answer was, he admits that he does not. It is at this point, the aporia
moment, in which he becomes fully teachable. He (re)cognizes what he does not know.
In other words, he comes to know what he does not know. Now, Socrates can begin to
lead him to the answer. He does not tell him, but by drawing in the sand figures, as he did
at the beginning of their exchange, he leads the boy to the answer. However, it is not
actually “the answer” that matters so much. The point was the process itself. If we are
willing to engage in conversation we can come to understand something with someone
else that would have been impossible by ourselves. The learning comes from within, just
as my memories come from me. To learn is to have something drawn out from inside of
our embodied experience with another.

Part of the thesis Plato may have been trying to emphasize was a case for face-to-
face dialectical conversations: how human beings need each other fully, in embodied
presence, in order to become what they are capable of being. If all the slave boy learned,
or Meno, or we the readers, was how to find the double area of the square that would be
unremarkable since it is a well-known fact of geometry. That “one right answer” is
utterly trivial. If that were the point it is hard to imagine how Plato’s works would have
survived 2,300 years. The point was about self-knowledge, the awareness and recognition

that we are not without recourse even when we clearly don’t know something. Instead,
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we are most lost when we purport to know, when we exhibit the opposite of Socratic
wisdom, i.e., thinking that we know what we do not. By the end of their dialogue the
slave boy knows the answer (the square root of 8), but he also knows how to gain
wisdom, as opposed to just thinking he knows.

In this exchange there is another helpful support for Levin’s phenomenology of
embodiment. Not only does the slave boy’s embodiment allow him to speak, but it also
allows him to see. Some argue (usually I have one or two students per semester) that
Socrates does in fact give the answer to the boy. He does not lead the slave boy to the
answer or cause the boy to recollect the truth because Socrates draws the diagonal in the
sand. Some of my students contend that by making this visual mark Socrates has not led
the boy to find the truth for himself; he has shown it to him. These critiques then assert
that this showing is equivalent to telling the answer, something which Socrates says he
never does (in the Meno dialogue he even equates telling with teaching and says that he
never teaches). The point is, there would be no debate if the slave boy were blind. The
ability of Socrates to lead the slave boy to the answer is predicated on his embodiment.
Sight is a feature of having a body. It is the ability to see that allows the slave boy to
recollect the truth about the length of the side of the square whose area is 8§ feet. Our
sensuosity depends on our bodies, and it allows us to learn. As Levin says:

The anamnesis by which we go down into the pre-ontological (or proto-

ontological) body of felt sense, deepening our contact with its panoramic

attunement and holistic awareness, /ifts up this dark pre-understanding into the

clearer light of thought. (1985, p. 55)

The conclusion Plato could be illustrating, through this teaching analogy, is not

that the slave boy actually remembers the answer in the same way 1 remember what my

teacher says. Moreover, he is not showing that the slave boy is (re)calling in-formation
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from a past life in which he knew the answer to the geometry problem. The truth has not
been given to him; he arrived at it himself, but with the help of another, face-to-face, in
conversation. This means that what Plato is really talking about with anamnesis is not
(re)collection or memory as we normally think of it, but instead he means something
closer to what we consider rationality. It is the rational capacity of the slave boy to make
the necessary inferential leaps himself, which allows Socrates’ questions to lead him to
the truth. Without this ability to “remember,” i.e., put the facts together, he would not be
able to come to the truth. So our ability to learn, at least to learn in this sense, depends on
the shared human faculty of reason, which only exists, like language, in relation and in
connection with others. Indeed, the essence of rationality is communicability.

Plato does not mean exactly what we might mean by reason either. Instead, he is
identifying the ability to learn, in the way he and Socrates advocate, with an ability to
encounter what we already know. Thus, by anamnesis Plato means a rational capacity
that allows us to integrate what we understand. It is not just moving knowledge from
explicit to tacit, i.e., articulable to inarticulate. Rather, it is the experience of knowing
ourselves as something that can know. The Socratic teaching method, particularly the
psychogogia portion where anamnesis occurs, gives us this experience. Once we have
this experience, we can know ourselves better. And as Socrates, Plato, St. Augustine and
others have said, “All knowledge is self-knowledge.” Even Levin is trying to say this. If
we can come to know who we really are, embodied beings and nothing more, than we
will come to know so much more than if we keep entertaining mistaken ideas that lead to

weightless frictionless-ness of nihilism.
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Numbness. Standing before a question, being concerned about the outcome, is a
heightened state, but being such it can also close off and even stupefy other conditions.
There is one more point that connects Plato’s example of anamnesis in Meno with
Levin’s thought that helps to ground the phenomenon of non-face-to-face learning for
undergraduates in philosophical thinking. Before the example of learning by the slave
boy, presented tangentially and as an analogy to all quests for deeper understanding,
Meno tells Socrates that he has made him numb. He tells Socrates that he has heard that
he is like the “torpedo fish” that makes people numb. Meno is talking about the stingray’s
ability to cause torpor in its victims.

Socrates does not dispute that the condition of aporia can be likened to numbness,
but adds that he can only impart this numbness if he himself is numb. In other words, as
the teacher, he can only induce the condition of wonder in his students if he himself is
also in wonder. Like any good leader the teacher must be an example. Heidegger spoke in
a similar way about learning and the role of the teacher. The teacher must “learn to let
learn” (1976, p. 16). The only way for the student to learn is for the teacher to first be in a
learning way. With this philosophical insight it seems that not only is learning a social
phenomenon, it is also grounded in learning. Therefore, we arrive at a circular or
tautological type expression, something Heidegger seems to attract (1976). For learning
to depend on learning means that the disposition, the aporia, should be shared. For
example, a courageous teacher helps the students to learn by wanting to learn the same
things with the students. The difficult task of the teacher is wanting to learn what they

already know. Somehow Socrates and Heidegger were able to exemplify this ability of
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the masterful teacher to perennially be learning. They could not just pretend to be
engaging in learning.

The instructor on Khan Academy does not seem to express a mutual lack of
understanding with the students. He might share in their curiosity but he is not filled with
the same need that the student might have. The voice and lessons do not advance, as in a
Socratic dialogue, with leading or open-ended questions. Instead, the non-face-to-face
learning is of a disembodied voice with all the answers and demonstrations on how to
find solutions. Much of early face-to-face K-12 education is like this. It does not have to
always be like this (Topping et al., 2019). However, because of the needs of young
students and the foundational nature of the information it will probably always tend
towards this dynamic, i.e., teaching as telling rather than leading (Rorty, 1999).

Since many undergraduates first experienced non-face-to-face learning on Khan
Academy or became familiar with non-face-to-face there, the expectations they have for
online classes at college are shaped by their first experience with non-face-to-face
learning, i.e., what Freire named the banking model of education (2018). These students
see themselves as empty repositories for the information that will, like in the Khan
videos, be poured into them by their online university classes. It might be hard for them
to think of non-face-to-face learning in the problem-posing mode advocated by Freire
(2018). Moreover, it could be hard for these students to even see how an online class
could allow for the possibility of open-ended quests for truth or as endeavors merely to
question. Non-face-to-face learning for undergraduates tends towards the Khan model,

and not the Socratic.
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What makes this connection between Plato, Levin and my phenomenon so
beautiful is that numbness is a profoundly embodied experience. We might say our mind
feels numb, but that usually is in connection to some bodily condition, e.g., fatigue,
shock, intoxication. Thus, the numbness, the inability to feel, is the beginning point of
education because this condition is confronted as a contradiction which induces wonder,
i.e., stupor hardly seems conducive to the elevated type of being that we expect from a
learning experience. It is a contradiction because we are always feeling something, even
numbness is a feeling, but the experience of numbness draws our attention to our capacity
for wonder. Our embodiment creates the conditions in which we can learn.

Relating Learning to Heidegger: Boredom, Techné and Physis

Heidegger was not a philosopher of education. Even so, from his writings, my
phenomenon about learning can be grounded in his broader philosophical work,
particularly when he demonstrates how to learn and let learn. Moreover, I lean on
Heidegger’s phenomenological analysis of technology considerably. I do this in order to
get at what he calls its essence, a way of thinking, so that I can pursue a free relationship
to technology. I require as much of this freedom as possible in order to approach my
technologically mediated phenomenon as openly as possible. That is, I don’t want to just
come to know it through technological means of reducing everything to a resource. I
want to be able to understand the experience of non-face-to-face learning for
undergraduates from multiple ways of knowing. I expect most of all that these ways of
knowing will be opened up to me as I engage with the lived experience of my participants
and hermeneutically circle and delve into the texts that they produce via written

expressions of the transcripts of our recorded conversations.
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Boredom as a way to learn about being. As a teacher Heidegger sought to
confront his students with the experience of doing philosophy, not just learning about it.
In his lectures his penetrating engagement with existential themes like moods (e.g.,
boredom and anxiety), enlivened for his students his primary philosophical issue, the
question concerning being (Safranski, 1998). His pedagogical strategy would likely have
been just as effective today. As one rock band I like put it in their lyrics:

Are these times contagious

I've never been this bored before

Is this the prize I've waited for?

Now as the hours passing

There's nothing left here to insure

I long to find the messenger

(Roland, 1999)

The popularity of this song and it being used in the film Varsity Blues (1999) that was
about some of the concerns of youth, might serve as some indication of how the mood of
boredom resonates with the young. However, Heidegger knew that boredom, though
potentially more poignant for the young was a basic condition for all human beings. Thus
through an exploration of boredom Heidegger was confident that it could provide an
access point for exploring how we, a certain kind of being, Dasein, has access to being
and even seem to participate with it in bringing forth the manner by which beings become
understood (a therefore not purely contingent process). Through Heidegger’s sensitivity
to language he was able to find in boredom a way of leading his students. “The German
Langeweile, literally the lengthening and lingering of the while (Weile), captures

effortlessly the character of this process in a way which the English rendition of this term

as ‘boredom’ cannot” (Parvis, 1985, p. 67). In his lectures, Heidegger (1995) wanted to
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show that precisely in the lengthening of the while we are able to find the space to think
about being.

As Heidegger says, we are the “shepherds of Being” insofar as it us that opens up
worlds (1977, p. 42). We could not open up the worlds, webs of significations, without
Being, nor would Being be what it is without Dasein. “Human being and Being always
coexist,” writes Leslie Paul Thiele in Timely Meditations: Martin Heidegger and
Postmodern Politics, “in the sense that the latter depends on the former for its revealing
and the former on the latter for its meaning. Only through human being does Being come
to presence” (1995, p. 45). Boredom, and also anxiety, can create the appropriate kind of
sensitivity necessary for thinking about our relationship to Being. During much of our
experience Being seems obscured, but in boredom we can notice what we normally take
for granted. And as Thiele explains in his article on Heidegger and boredom, there is a
connection between philosophic thought, boredom and technology:

Heidegger argues, as did Nietzsche before him, that we should not deprive

ourselves of all opportunity to be bored — lest we never discover the leisurely,

non-manipulative relationship to time necessary for philosophical thought ...

Philosophic thought, Heidegger states, is thought of time and/as Being. One

cannot simultaneously think time and possessively master it. This is not to say

that the experience of boredom is to be warmly welcomed. Profound boredom is a

desensitizing and thought-stopping mood, and it is, Heidegger warns, dangerously

proliferating in our day. But technological distractions that suppress boredom

only alleviate the symptoms of the mood while exacerbating its cause. (1997, p.

514)

Thiele’s reading of Heidegger shows that as conscious beings, Dasein, is capable of
boredom, even profound boredom (Withy, 2013). But this is not necessarily a flaw as
boredom can lead to the basic philosophical disposition and starting point, i.e., wonder.

The mood of boredom is usually able to overtake us when certain conditions

prevail: if we do not have enough stimulation, interest, energy or freedom. However,
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there is no strict formula for boredom. It is often an arbitrary, subjective and individual
mood, but it can certainly be shared. We can feel a mood in a room, with others, it can be
shared. Sometimes we know what causes a mood, and other times a mood can engulf and
possess. The experience of being swept up by a mood, the sense that one is not in control
of one’s own moods was for the ancient Greeks to be under the control of a god, e.g.,
Aphrodite (lust) or Ares (anger) (Dreyfus & Kelly, 2011). I wonder who the god of
boredom was for the Greeks? Perhaps the Greeks did not experience this mood. Maybe
nobody really did before the modern technological ontology and attitude became
possible.

Heidegger sought in his lectures on boredom to “awaken the mood of boredom”
(Withy, 2013, p. 162). He must have had to work deliberately to create the mood. His
goal was to teach his students about Being via their own experience rather than just
things he might say about Being during his lecture (Heidegger, 1995). Heidegger was
trying to induce a mood so as to provide the students with their own opportunity to
examine Being for themselves. By being bored they could, if they were attuned, also be
given a way to enter into deep ontological thinking. Heidegger was trying to do all this
without explicitly telling them what he was doing. Such heavy-handed information,
presumably, would have broken the spell, i.e., it would not have been possible to make
them bored if they 1) knew that he was trying to make them bored (that would be an
experience too interesting to become bored with), and 2) knew why he wanted them to be
bored. According to his phenomenology of moods Heidegger could, of course, have also
sought to fill his students with anxiety instead of boredom in order to induce the

conditions necessary for a heightened grasp of Being.
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This account of Heidegger trying to bore his class so that then they could think
about Being is not only funny, but it also demonstrates how dedicated Heidegger was to
teaching. He first had to make the realization, somehow during a period of his own
boredom, that during this mood it is possible to notice more about Being than normal.
Something about the contours of Being become perceptible to the person who is bored
but not too bored to notice. He then had the idea that boredom can be created, people can
be made bored, and if they are appropriately primed (perhaps through previous lectures)
they might be able to notice things about Being for themselves that they would not have
if they had not been bored. As a teacher of anybody, but especially of advanced
undergraduates and graduate students this seems a highly ambitious project. It therefore
seems that in this episode with boredom we learn more about Heidegger as a teacher than
almost anything else. Perhaps what is only equally telling is his mental breakdown when
he was banned from teaching by the denazification committee (Safranski, 1998).

Art and truth. In the essay “The Origin of the Work of Art” Heidegger contrasts
the two ancient Greek terms technée and physis (2008, p.184). The former is all of the
bringing forth that requires our effort. The latter is all self-revealing, the ability to come
to presence spontaneously. Techné refers to all of the crafts, arts and other productive
endeavors of humans such as poetry and music. Physis, is nature. No one brings forth the
oak tree, it just happens. The cycle of the seasons and revolutions of the heavenly bodies
are all within the realm of the self-revealed. Heidegger emphasizes that Techné and
Physis are epistemological categories; they are ways of knowing. As he puts it, each is a
kind of “seeing, which means to apprehend what is present, as such” (Ibid.) Thus, he is

talking not just about techné as craft, but techné as craft knowledge. We can’t bring
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something forth without the requisite way of seeing a kind of knowing. Indeed, in another
essay, “The Question Concerning Technology,” he points out that techné is linked with
episteme (1977).

As ways of making something that is not, come into being, both tfechné and physis
must have some relation to learning. Is learning, the process of coming to know what we
seek, a natural or artificial process? In a broad sense it is both techné and physis, so long
as we allow the inclusion of informal learning. Humans are beings who will learn, i.e.,
change, just by virtue of their existence, e.g., with time we are said to mature (Caplan,
2018). Informal learning is gained from the implicitly structed social interaction with
other (as opposed to formal learning settings). It is also the kind of automatic instruction
that we gain merely by interaction with reality, e.g., when a child learns the stove is hot
by touching it and getting burned. Learning is for us partially a natural consequence of
the type of being that we are and this learning will come into being, as it were, of its own
accord. A certain amount of what we learn is a self-revealing. For example, our ability to
cope in general with the physical and social constraints of existence is gained naturally.

On the other hand, if we focus on formal learning it must only be a kind of techne,
a bringing forth of that which would not necessarily occur naturally. In formal learning
our natural learning is made more rigorous and we become more tool oriented, rational
and objective. Formal learning is deeply and explicitly social and deliberate. The learning
brought about in this structured manner can leave us wondering if there is any other way
to learn. However, advanced learning depends on what we learn via physis because that is

the basis of our embodied existence.
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In formal learning, the process of techné is manifest in the role of the teacher. For
example, Socrates attempts to bring forth knowledge out of the student but also with the
student’s participation. The student is not passive during the efforts of the teacher if the
teacher is to be successful. The student must engage with the teacher in the bringing
forth. And it is also not exactly as if the knowledge were already in the student waiting to
be revealed when it is brought forth (though that is how it may be lived in the
experience).

Potentially, the skilled teacher, in the appropriate setting, recognizes certain
capacities within the student for thought and learning that if appropriately stimulated can
result in something new for the student being brought into being. The bringing into being
that happens between the teacher and the student is the learning of the student. What is
brought into being is not necessarily a new entity (it could be if the learning is aimed at
producing an artifact, as would happen in a pottery class). In what sense, then, if not
necessarily as an artifact, does the learning that is brought forth exist? It does not
necessarily have a physical reality. Its existence is manifest in the change, however slight,
wrought on the learner. These changes are reflected in actions, e.g., thoughts, deeds and
written or spoken words.

The students themselves become a kind of epistemological manifestation of the
knowledge they gain as it is translated into their actions. The fechné of learning is
changing the individual. Such change should not be forced if it is to qualify as
appropriate. Part of the willingness to change, to learn, is to recognize error. To know
that we are wrong is a vital pedagogical attitude. Acknowledgment of our own potential

for error, having a humble attitude, is the unstated precondition for bringing into being
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that change in ourselves that is sought when we set out to learn. Learning of this kind
cannot be done in an atmosphere of dogma. All questions must be allowed.
Pathways to Meaning: Six Ways of Approaching Phenomenological Revealing

It is not entirely wrong to say that phenomenology and hermeneutics as described

here definitely have a certain methodos — a way. Significantly, Heidegger talked

about phenomenological reflection as following certain paths, “woodpaths,”
towards a “clearing” where something could be shown, revealed, or clarified in its
essential nature. However, the paths (methods) cannot be determined by fixed
signposts. They need to be discovered or invented as a response to the question at

hand. (van Manen, 1998, p. 29)

What is meaning? What is the meaning of a phenomenon? When I set out to
procure, explore and present the meaning(s) of non-face-to-face learning for
undergraduates, I had to ask, “What does that mean?” If a journalist ponders the meaning
of Donald Trump’s victory or Hillary Clinton’s loss, we might suppose that they are
seeking the causes of these two events. If we ask about the meaning of something, we
could be showing a concern for the conditions that were necessary to bring it about. The
meaning of an event or phenomenon might also lead us to think of the future, i.e., the
significance of something is related to what it will bring about, the implications and
interactions that will follow from it. Meaning may also have to do with the essential
character of a phenomenon. To find the meaning of non-face-to-face learning is to peer at
its essence. To encounter an essence is to glimpse a flash of that, which, if taken away,
the phenomenon would not be itself.

At one point in his philosophical life Heidegger reflected that his greatest
contribution was the distinction between the ontical and the ontological. The ontical, or

ontic, is the domain of science, distinct, empirical instances of something (1962/1926). It

is everything that exists. In platonic terms, the ontical represents the many. However, as
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Heidegger says in Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, “An ontic knowledge can never
alone direct itself ‘to’ the objects, because without the ontological ... it can have no
possible Whereto” (translation taken from Overgaard, 2002, p. 76). For example, there
are many experiences of non-face-to-face learning. Each of these experiences has
something in common, the ontological. All of the experiences are connected because they
share the same essence, i.e., the thing about each instance of the phenomenon that makes
each what it is. The ontological, the domain of philosophy, then, is a quest after and a
probing for the essense(s) or essence-ing of a phenomenon.

My hermeneutic phenomenological study is based on two main projects. I have
set out to encounter the ontical, the individual lived experiences of individuals learning
non-face-to-face as undergraduates. In chapter four I render these experiences into texts
for hermeneutic study. Moreover, concomitant with this first endeavor I have been on an
ontological quest. My efforts in chapter four are to articulate the meaning(s) of the
phenomenon by presenting an encounter with its essence(s).

As I have wandered the winding woodcutter trails through the tall pines of the
Black Forest around Heidegger’s home in Southern Germany, I have thought about how
he says he wants to open up ways of thinking. Just as the paths of the Black Forest, for
me, seem to wander and connect to other trails or roads, they take me somewhere and I
am not sure where I will end up. For me, it is the walk itself that matters, what I may
discover and not necessarily any predetermined destination. As Heidegger (1977) says, it
is important not to get too bogged down in one issue or line of thinking. Rather, we are
called by him to pay attention to the way(s). With this phenomenological sensitivity in

mind I have produced my study by following van Manen’s six elements of the encounter
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with the phenomenon (1998, pp. 30-31). Each of the following sections introduces the six
ways of getting at the meaning of non-face-to-face learning for undergraduates. Some of
these ways strike deeper; others are more peripheral, and each is required. None of these
ways can do the work of aletheia (revealing) alone. They are each part of the same
whole, a hermeneutic phenomenological study.

A Call to Protect Something Precious: Turning to Non-Face-to-Face Learning

In a classroom, face-to-face with professors and students, the trajectory of my life
was altered and launched. I experienced a transformation in my understanding of the
world. I could tell the learning was happening and how it was expanding my
comprehension. When I learned as an undergraduate, I knew I was becoming more.
Inspired, and called to teach I have seen glimmers of my experience reflected back to me,
as I had hoped, from my students. The challenges and joys have enriched the project of
encountering students in non-vocational higher education. The risks of sometimes failing,
and the adventure of success only make the experience of undergraduate learning seem
more precious to me.

I'love to teach. I have my dream job, teaching philosophy to undergraduates. I
understand that there are many ways to be a teacher, not all of which are face-to-face,
e.g., most of learning is merely the acquisition of information. However, for me, it is the
experience of face-to-face learning with young adults that is precious and has caused me
to turn to the phenomenon of this study. Van Manen (1998) writes, “Phenomenological
research is a being-given-over to some quest, a true task, a deep questioning of

something” (p. 31). My deep interest is in a call to protect something precious, the
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learning that happens face-to-face in a college classroom. Because of that interest, I quest
after the meaning of non-face-to-face learning.

I am fascinated and bewildered that a switch to non-face-to-face is even possible.
I wonder how is it that a shadow of a former experience could be accepted in so many
ways. It seems like such a diminished form of learning for undergraduates, but maybe it’s
not. Maybe non-face-to-face learning is just the efficient transformation higher education
needs. The massive relocation of synchronous classes to Zoom during the COVID-19
outbreak was done out of necessity. However, it already seems that much that has been
transferred will become the new normal even when concerns about the disease have
abated.

In chapter one I explained my turn to this phenomenon. In my classes I met
students who were taking online classes and increasingly experiencing non-face-to-face
learning in various contexts. None of these students spoke about these experiences with
fondness. Not only did they withhold positive expressions, they seemed to loath these
classes, even when they themselves had chosen to take them. They didn’t seem to know
why they didn’t like them. Never has a single student told me that his/her favorite class
was an online course or that the most amazing thing learned was from non-face-to-face
learning.

Non-Conceptual Understanding: Dwelling with Non-Face-to-Face Learning as it is
Lived

Questions always bring out the undetermined possibilities of a thing. That is why
we cannot understand the questionableness of something without asking real
questions, though we can understand a meaning without meaning it. To
understand the questionableness of something is already to be questioning.
(Gadamer, 1975/2004, p. 368)
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Earlier in chapter two I showed an exploration of the phenomenon of non-face-to-
face learning for undergraduates. That exploration was guided by my questions about the
phenomenon. Indeed, my questioning of the phenomenon directed what I was able to
show about it. A large portion of that exploration was mediated by my own encounter
with the phenomenon through Khan Academy. Though I was not an undergraduate nor
were the classes part of a degree program, I was able to use the experience to explore the
phenomenon of non-face-to-face learning for myself. Moreover, I discovered that the
program of study provided on the Khan Academy website does share many of the
structural components of the lived experience of online undergraduate students. As van
Manen (1998) suggests, “The phenomenologist knows that one’s own experiences are
also the possible experiences of others” (p. 54). Through tasting that experience and
reflecting on it, as I experienced it, [ was able to start to approach what the experience
would be like. I was also able to show how open access online learning conditions the
expectations of future college students. These experiences may make them more inclined
to learn in non-face-to-face classes. On the other hand, it can also highlight to them what
is missing in an online class and cause them to seek out face-to-face learning.

In addition to what I could reflect on in my exploration of using Khan Academy I
also included references to news articles and research relating to non-face-to-face
learning. I turn to research, anecdotes and accounts of what it is like to use Khan
Academy or MOOC:s so that I can borrow, “other people’s experiences and their
reflections on their experiences in order to better be able to come to an understanding of
the deeper meaning or significance of an aspect of human experience” (van Manen, 1998,

p. 62). As van Manen (1998) explains, “The use of story or of anecdotal material in
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phenomenological writing is not merely a literary embellishment. The stories are
examples or topics of practical theorizing” (p. 120). From these sources I was able to
present a preliminary rendering of the phenomenon. I also used some surveys of actual
online students and statistical comparisons to explain the increase in non-face-to-face
learning. The research and the articles based on research tend not to encounter the
phenomenon as it is lived. Instead, these studies conceptualize it and set up experiments
with preconditions and assumptions about what the phenomenon is in order to make
generalizations. Though I have not researched the phenomenon in that way, these studies
do provide a foundation point or references for me to reflect on as I have gone about my
hermeneutic phenomenological work in the remaining chapters.

The most important part of my preliminary exploration of the phenomenon was
the quotes from the undergraduate students that I had spoken with during informal
conversations. Based on their experiences I was able to get firsthand access to how the
phenomenon is experienced by them as they lived it. Talking with them helped me to
learn how to question the phenomenon and how to have a conversation instead of an
interview. Because I never took an online class as an undergraduate, similar to the ones
now being offered, these conversations were bright windows into the phenomenon.

Meaning is linguistically mediated (van Manen, 2016). For that reason, both the
words used and the process of writing are themselves integral to hermeneutic
phenomenology. In chapter two and here in chapter three the etymology of several words
is presented to open up the meaning of the phenomenon. “Being attentive to the
etymological origins of words may sometimes put us in touch with an original form of

life where the terms still had living ties to the lived experiences from which they



196

originally sprang” (van Manen, 1998, p. 59). Throughout this study certain words are
hyphenated, or parts of words are placed in parenthesis in order to heighten and enliven
the words in a way that helps them to show what they mean. It can seem to violate
convention and be a bit self-aware, but the effect is intended to both show that meaning
comes from language and that sometimes it is in the primordial or original sense of a
word that we need to be called back to in order to understand.

Seeking Vital Themes

An important part of a hermeneutic phenomenological study is the rendering of
themes. Themes are one of the main points of access to the meaning of the phenomenon.
In order to be able to gather themes, dwelling with a text is required. After meeting with
each of my participants twice, I have created a text by recording and transcribing my
conversations with all nine of them. Part of the text I created is from material my
participants wrote about their lived experiences with non-face-to-face learning.

Van Manen (1998) defines hermeneutic phenomenology as a human science. This
science is rigorous, in part, because of the uniqueness of the text that is produced from
the study. “A strong and rigorous human science text distinguishes itself by its courage
and resolve to stand up for the uniqueness and significance of the notion to which it has
dedicated itself. And what does it mean to stand up for something if one is not prepared
to stand out?” (p. 18). Part of the notion that stands out in my study will be that non-face-
to-face learning is a phenomenon. It is a distinct experience with essence(s) of its own.
The uniqueness of what may stand out in the themes that I render in chapter four follow
from the distinctive language and crucial words that my participants use to describe their

experience.
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The textual production must be open ended. That is, though I have biases, as all
researchers do, I must acknowledge them while allowing the phenomenon to show itself
through the participants. Van Manen (1998) writes, “Grasping and formulating a thematic
understanding is not a rulebound process but a free act of ‘seeing’ meaning” (p. 79). I
can’t, then, know beforehand what questions must be asked. Instead, as I entered into
conversations with my participants, I sought to allow for as wide a range of responses as
possible. Like most scientific inquiry, the process entails an inherent sense of adventure. I
delved into the meaning of the phenomenon as I listened to my participants and
transcribed our conversations, but I also was shaped by the experience.

With the compiled text I followed a process van Manen (1998) describes for
revealing themes: “In the selective reading approach we listen to or read a text several
times and ask, What statement(s) or phrase(s) seems particularly essential or revealing
about the phenomenon or experience being described? These statements we then circle,
underline or highlight” (p. 93). I traversed the text. My peregrinations led me to words
and phrases that stood out and seemed to emerge and be significant. In that process of
engagement with the text [ was able to understand certain themes that were presenting
themselves.

In the process of thematizing, I approached the ontological through the ontical.
That is, I sought to present the essence(s) or essence-ing of the phenomenon. For that
reason [ used van Manen’s (1998) second approach: “In the wholistic reading approach
we attend to the text as a whole and ask, What sententious phrase may capture the
fundamental meaning or main significance of the text as a whole? We then try to express

that meaning by formulating such a phrase” (p. 93). This big picture perspective unites all
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of the many threads of the text. It also settles on the foundational formulation of vital
questions related to the phenomenon.

As I rendered the themes of the phenomenon, I reviewed each of their relevancy
to the meaning of non-face-to-face learning for undergraduates. I sought to determine and
poetically express how compatible the themes are with each other. To look at each
theme’s vital connection I was guided by van Manen (1998): “In the process of
apprehending essential themes or essential relationships one asks the question: Is this
phenomenon still the same if we imaginatively change or delete this theme from the
phenomenon? Does the phenomenon without this theme lose its fundamental meaning?”’
(p. 107). By asking this question and posing it to myself throughout my thematizing
work, I have been able to sound-out each theme and determine if they ring true, if they
all hang together appropriately.

(Re)writing as a way to Build and Think: Understanding Non-Face-to-Face
Learning

It may be, as I have often heard (and also repeated to my students), “Clear writing
is clear thinking.” This might not always be true but there certainly is a connection
between writing and thinking. In regard to hermeneutic phenomenology, van Manen
(1998) shows that “Writing is our method” (p. 124). He goes on to say that “To write
phenomenologically is the untiring effort to author a sensitive grasp of being itself — of
that which authors us, of that which makes it possible for us to be and speak as parents
and teachers, etc., in the first place” (p. 132). Writing is a way to think. It is a way to
externalize what is internal and then react to it. Never is it the case for me that my first
draft is clear. To write and think clearly and to do phenomenology is, then, always an

iterative process. Van Manen (1998) shares the insight that “To be able to do justice to
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the fullness and ambiguity of the experience of the lifeworld, writing may turn into a
complex process of rewriting (re-thinking, re-flecting, re-cognizing)” (p. 131). Each pass
over a draft makes me a different reader who can then shape the text, and my thinking, in
different ways, hopefully in clearer and more coherent ways.

The repetitive process of passing over the text I have created from the sources of 1
have gathered and compiled has helped me to circle in on the meaning of non-face-to-
face learning for undergraduates. As Hultgren (1995) advises, “While lived experience is
the starting point and the end point of phenomenological research, transforming that lived
experience into a textual expression of its essence is a laborious task” (p. 382). That is,
the writing of this study, this dissertation, is itself a decidedly vital part of the completion
of a hermeneutic phenomenological investigation. I could not rush the effort and time
required to dwell with the text and to write and re-write. It took several years. It seems
that may be part of what Hultgren refers to as part of the “laborious task.” The iterative
writing and circling require their own space and time to unfold.

Learning from the Phenomenon: Trade-offs of Technology

The process of hermeneutic phenomenology is pedagogical. I learn by working
through the component parts of this dissertation and seeking the meaning of the non-face-
to-face learning for undergraduates. Those who participated in my study, as well as those
who read it might also learn. However, in this instance, the phenomenon is itself
explicitly pedagogical, i.e., the meaning that is approached in this study has something to
say about learning itself. The implications and insights derived from this study should be

useful to informing undergraduate education.
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The pedagogical nature of the phenomenon means that if [ have shown something
in this study, it might be possible to have a free, or at least freer, relationship to
technology (Heidegger, 1977). In undergraduate education we might be able to learn how
to use technology to help learning, but also cultivate a sensitivity to understand when it
should be set aside and ignored. That is, hopefully what can be learned from my study is
what should be technologized (thought of in a resource-oriented way) and what should
not. By learning that understanding I can act differently as I teach my students and as
well as learn from them at my school. What I mean by that is that “We need to ‘act’ in
the lives we live, side by side with our [students], but then also ‘wonder,” always wonder
whether we did it right. We need to ‘listen’ to pedagogy so as to be able to act in a better
way pedagogically tomorrow” (van Manen, 1998, p. 149). We can only act in certain
ways once we have attained understanding through learning. “It is on the basis of
understanding what serves the human good of this [student], or of these [students] in
need, that one may engage in collective political action: action against political,
bureaucratic or ideological structures” (Ibid., p. 154). The economic, social and political
structures referred to may be at odds with what is best for undergraduate learning.

What we learn comes from the phenomenon we attend to in a pedagogical
manner. Being open to the phenomenon and what it has taught me means cultivating a
receptivity to change. I have a stance. I am disposed towards the world in a certain way. I
have an attitude towards technology. I have my biases about teaching and learning. I am
not objective. However, the pedagogical nature of hermeneutic phenomenology means
being open to change, being willing to adapt, integrate and form new biases (Gadamer,

1975). I have learned that I cannot be dogmatic. However, at the same time I must act to



201

some degree as if | knew. I learn then the ancient lesson of Socrates. I must always be
humble enough to be willing to learn and yet still resolute enough to act.

Hermeneutic Circle: Coming to Know the Whole by Way of the Parts and
Understanding the Parts because of the Whole

I set out not knowing the parts of my phenomenon. Through the conversations,
and the labor of constructing a text and then working out the themes I have come to know
the components of non-face-to-face learning for undergraduates as they present them to
me. However, when I began I did have some sense of the whole phenomenon, but I could
not have a totally clear understanding of the whole since a clear understanding depends
on grasping the parts. I am caught in a circle. I enter the circle by way of the whole. |
have now come to more fully grasp the interpretive circle by understanding the parts.

The work of determining the parts, the ontical, was balanced with the whole, the
ontological. Though I began with a sense of the essence of the phenomenon (the lack of
immediate human presence in undergraduate learning, typified by the diminished access
to, or excising of face-to-face contact), this essence has become richer and more detailed.
I have found that the loss of face-to-face contact is essential to the phenomenon in ways |
did not anticipate. Indeed, it has something more to do with the essence of technology
itself, a certain way of thinking (Heidegger, 1977).

Originally when I approached the whole of my phenomenon my understanding
was theoretical. My theory about the phenomenon has been altered as I encountered the
practical. The practical is the actual text of the lived experience of my participants. In my
exploration of the lived experience expressed by my participants I relied upon two of van
Manen’s approaches. First, I “use[d] the emerging themes as generative guides for

writing the research study” (1998, p. 168). This means that the process of finding the
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parts and relating them to the whole is iterative in the same way that the writing and
thematizing of this study are. The whole study is a back and forth between the parts
which are themselves back and forth encounters. The parts, are also, then, to some degree
wholes in their own right, but not insofar as they constitute the overall phenomenon.

Second, I engaged my “writing in a dialogical or exegetical fashion with the
thinking of some other phenomenological author(s) — in other words, with the tradition of
the field” (van Manen, 1998, p. 171). Throughout the preliminary chapters of this study I
have been doing this, particularly here in chapter three. Specifically, my engagement with
Heidegger’s phenomenology of technology, I find a major point of contact between the
tradition and non-face-to-face learning for undergraduates. In chapter four, I render the
themes and continue the dialogical encounter with other phenomenological thinkers. In
the final chapter I have worked towards an exegesis of the meaning of my phenomenon
and elucidated the insights of my study.

Being-With Non-Face-to-Face Learning for Undergraduates

Things won are done; joy’s soul likes in the doing.
(Shakespeare, 1974, Act 1. Scene II, line 173)

In order to understand the meaning of non-face-to-face learning for
undergraduates I have talked with them. Dialogue was required. To approach the
meaning of the phenomenon I became familiar with and understood their lived
experiences. I was engaged with participants of the study who have taken online classes
through conversations I have had with them. The communication was open and relaxed;
it was not an interview.

To direct my hermeneutic phenomenological study, I maintained a distinction

between a conversation and an interview (Gadamer, 1975/2004; Hultgren, 1993). The
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lived experience of my participants came in the form of their descriptions of non-face-to-
face learning. I did not try to find out their thinking or conceptualization of the
experience. To get to the phenomenon itself I listened for stories, anecdotes, and re-
collections of their experiences (van Manen, 1998). In an interview the format is
designed to probe for specific information, almost as if it were predetermined. Indeed, a
formal research interview would have specific questions. I did not have exact questions
that had to be asked of everyone. In a conversation, instead of pulling out information
from my participants, I was part of the revealing. My biases and personal disposition
influenced the research to a certain extent, since I was a vital part of the conversations. I
was joined with the participants in the process, and this has led to the interpretation of my
own meanings about the phenomenon as much as participants’ meaning (Hultgren, 1993).

Because this is a hermeneutic phenomenological study I am concerned with
making or finding meaning, not just reporting meaning (Smith, 1991). In the
conversations with participants I used a Conversation Guide to help engage in ways for
the conversation to proceed (see Appendix D). This guide was not a specific list of areas
that must be covered. Instead, the purpose was to facilitate the opening up of the
conversation (Bevan, 2014).

Gadamer (1975/2004) explains conversation as a process of coming to an
understanding. The people involved in the exchange open themselves up to the other,
accepting their point of view as valid. A conversation can, thus, not be conducted.
Instead, the more the exchange is a conversation the more it will feel as if it is something
those involved fall into with each other (Ibid.). In this “falling,” I did not direct the

conversation. Rather, I allowed myself to be led by the conversation (Hultgren, 1993). In
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the course of conversation something emerges that is not predictable or expected by those
who are brought together (Gadamer, 1975/2004). Though I had my preconceptions and
concerns about non-face-to-face learning, it was vital that I set out to be led by the
conversations wherever they may go (Ibid.). I was prepared to accept the unpredictable
nature of these conversations and where they might lead. The conversations were
centered on the phenomenon and sought the meaning of my research question (van
Manen, 1998). I set out to engage with the phenomenon by way of my participants. I then
dwelt with the text that was produced from our interaction.

Who to Converse with: Participant Selection

I had conversations with students who have had varying contact with the
phenomenon. It was ideal that I was able to speak with two to three students who have
taken some online classes and are currently taking enrolled in one. Another group of
participants were those three or four who are current undergraduates but were not
enrolled in any online classes at the time of our conversations. There is also a third pool
of participants, two or three former undergraduates who took online classes in the past,
several years ago when they were completing their degrees.

The reason I focused on finding participants from these differing groups is
because of the varying temporal perspective they provide on the phenomenon. It helped
to illuminate a retrospective disposition towards non-face-to-face learning as compared to
those who are actually engaged in it now. None of the groups are representative, and
there are experiences other than time that shape recollection and the quality of the
experience, e.g., maturity, type of non-face-to-face class, necessity of the material.

However, it seems that temporal exposure to the phenomenon was an important aspect of
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how re-collections of the phenomenon were given, and that is why I sought this kind of
diversity of exposure.

Where do I encounter my participants? For a phenomenon that is inherently a-
spatial, it does not require any determinant space or place; it does matter where my
students come from. Participants had to be, or have been, undergraduates, and for that
qualifier they were all affiliated with a certain institution of higher learning. That means |
went to the place of their schools. I solicited participants from institutions of
postsecondary education in the D.C./Maryland/Virginia metro area. I advertised for
participants by posting at schools in the area (see Appendix A). Initially it was important
to keep participants from a small geographical area, even if they were from different
institutions, so that I would be able to have a focus group with everyone. However,
because of the COVID-19 disease that part of the study was canceled. I was not able to
get all of my participants together to have a face-to-face conversation because of health
concerns.

While Creswell (2013) suggests five participants as an adequate number to
conduct a phenomenological inquiry, I settled on a range of seven to ten. I had hoped to
get a multiplicity of perspectives in order to do in-depth work without taking on more
than I could manage. I was able to get nine participants. The details of their exposure to
the phenomenon are given in the next chapter. Those interested in participating filled out
a short screening survey and demographic questionnaire (see Appendix B). All of my
participants had completed at least one online class as undergraduate students. My
participant selection was informed by Mobley (2015), who says, “The intent of these

criteria [is] not to ‘sample’ different aspects of the phenomenon in order to generalize,
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but, a diversity of perspectives is needed to provide rich textual accounts of the lived
experiences that are then interpreted” (p. 145). By getting nine participants I was able to
get a rich array of facets of the lived experience of non-face-to-face learning.
Phenomenology aims to get at diverse perspectives, but not in a compare/contrast
manner. This was not about being able to make generalizations or diversity for the sake
of diversity. I was able to get a rich descriptive view of the phenomenon by engaging
with the differences presented in my participants’ tellings. Once participants returned the
survey I sent them a letter welcoming them to the study along with a consent form that
they all completed (see Appendix C and E).

Creating a Text to Interpret: Process and Methodological Concerns on How to
Converse

It is possible that someone practicing the art of dialectic —i.e., the art of
questioning and of seeking truth — comes off worse in the argument in the eyes of
those listening to it. As the art of asking questions, dialectic proves its value
because only the person who knows how to ask questions is able to persist in his
questioning, which involves being able to preserve his orientation toward
openness. The art of questioning is the art of questioning ever further — i.e., the art
of thinking. It is called dialectic because it is the art of conducting a real dialogue
... What emerges in its truth is the logos, which is neither mine nor yours and
hence so far transcends the interlocutors’ subjective opinions that even the person
leading the conversation knows that he does not know.

(Gadamer, 1975/2004, pp. 360-361)

To open up the possibility of creating a text about non-face-to-face learning for
undergraduates I got to know my participants. It required time to create the ease and
freedom that allowed for the conditions of conversation. There was then a certain
willingness on the part of the participants to enter into an examination of their lived
experience. The willingness sprang not just from good will and incentives (e.g., gift
certificates), but also from a genuine interest in the phenomenon itself. It was possible

that some who participated did not feel a sense of aporia as they took online classes
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along with their traditional courses. However, all of them did describe moments of
confusion or expressed curiosity and wonder as to how both formats were in some way
equivalent.

Individual conversations. My principal encounter with the phenomenon of non-
face-to-face learning was by having conversations with people who took online classes as
undergraduates. As mentioned, I had nine participants total, one more than my goal of
eight. The participants included a diversity of exposure to the phenomenon. That is, some
of the participants had only taken one online class, others a few and some many. I was
also able to get temporal diversity with relation to the phenomenon, as discussed above.
Some of my participants took online classes in the past and others are currently engaged
in non-face-to-face learning.

I had initial conversations with all of my participants individually. At the end of
the first conversation I invited the participants to do a writing assignment during the time
till our second conversation. The writing assignment was a reflection piece on their
experience with non-face-to-face learning. All nine participants completed this writing
assignment. I had follow up conversations with each participant after allowing for time to
complete the written reflection. After completing the two conversations with each student
and collecting each of their writing assignments the collection of data was complete.

All of the conversations were recorded and transcribed by me. It was a vital part
of the hermeneutic phenomenological study to get inside the text by faithfully
reproducing the conversations into a textual account. That is, I found the laborious task of
transcribing the conversations to be not a chore to get out of the way, but actually a vital

way of conducting the human science research. In the process of transcription I was
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already able to start doing the practical ontic work of identifying themes. I was also able
to start becoming more familiar with what is needed to do the ontological work of
identifying the essence(s) or essence-ing of the phenomenon.

Written material. After the initial conversation my participants wrote a short
paper. The paper contained some of what they could independently present about their
lived experience learning in a non-face-to-face class for their undergraduate degree. I
provided some limited guidance in the form of rephrased versions of questions that came
up during the course of our initial conversation. For example, I asked them to describe
their first experience with non-face-to-face learning for their undergraduate degree.

These textual productions by the participants were a vital contribution to the
overall text that I compiled for this study. I incorporate the written work along with the
author’s original transcribed conversational contributions. The written reflections led to
further questions as I continued to work with my participants in the subsequent
conversation. All nine participants were open and highly conversational. Each
contributed massively in their own way through long verbal exchanges and a detailed
written account of their lived experience.

Ethical concerns. To be in accord with carrying out ethical human science
research, I conducted my study with Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval.
Moreover, | followed the criteria and processes set out and discussed above as a guide for
my study. However, because of the nature of my chosen methodology I remained open to
exploring different techniques, procedures, and sources as I completed my study (van
Manen, 1998). I maintained a certain suppleness and flexibility as I traversed the iterative

processes of hermeneutic phenomenology (Ibid.). This was because “There is no
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systematic argument, no sequence of propositions that we must follow in order to arrive
at a conclusion” (Ibid., p. 173). Van Manen says this because to think otherwise would be
to then assume a technical approach that does not align with my chosen hermeneutic

phenomenology.
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CHAPTER 4:
THE PRESENT/ABSENT AND EXPLICIT/AMBIGUOUS FACE OF ONLINE
UNDERGRADUATE LEARNING

One can survive in a faceless world, but it is a much different existence than a

lively dialogue with other persons, creatures, and the things of the world. (Mazis,

2016, p. 83)

The title of this chapter can be read in four different ways:

— The Present and Explicit Face of Online Undergraduate Learning

— The Present and Ambiguous Face of Online Undergraduate Learning

— The Absent and Explicit Face of Online Undergraduate Learning

— The Absent and Ambiguous Face of Online Undergraduate Learning
This is not an exhaustive list. There are many other ways of expressing the tension that
my participants communicated. However, in one way or another they all touched on the
ambiguity of presence and absence or the explicitness of what was absent or present.
Sometimes what stood out to them most was not what was present but what was missing.
More often, they confronted ambiguity in the facelessness of online learning when they
expected explicitness. Much of the experience of non-face-to-face learning seemed to
turn on the nature of textual exchanges in general. Written words are both inherently
explicit and ambiguous. Another observation of their lived experience was the inherent
ambiguity of asynchronous exchanges. It is difficult to know what emotions, information
or knowledge is being conveyed when people are not experiencing something together in
time. These difficulties seem to flow from a diminished sense of shared context.

The domain for my inquiry is undergraduate learning. Making the focus on
learning left out the need to include the important issue of non-face-to-face undergraduate
teaching. That vital area remains mostly outside the realm of my research. However, in

the concluding chapter I discuss the implications for this as it has now impacted me

because of the 2020 COVID-19 outbreak.
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Coming from the calling and turning to the phenomenon as well as my
preliminary explorations in chapters one through three I arrive now at the rendering. It is
here in chapter four that I directly present my participants, what they expressed to me and
my work to show the meaning of non-face-to-face education. I first introduce my
participants to give some background and the context. The rest of this chapter offers
hermeneutic phenomenology. The final chapter will explore insights related to the
rendering that follows here in chapter four.

Introducing Participants: Facets of Non-Face-to-Face Undergraduate Learning

A facet is a face. Like the sides to a cut gemstone each of my nine participants
gives a facet of non-face-to-face learning. Each of their experiences reveals what it is like
to learn for an undergraduate in an online class. It is not exactly an enneahedron (or
nonahedron) that [ am left with when I hermeneutically examine what they have offered
me. There are of course many more facets to the experience, as many as there are those
who take online classes. Moreover unlike a gem, the facets that my participants show me
often overlap. Indeed, where their accounts overlap are sometimes areas that I find most
important. Sometimes the face of online learning that they show me is very similar. Each
of these people who have taken the time to participate in conversations with me about
online learning comes at the experience in different ways. Yet, they also have many
things in common about themselves and the experience they describe. What I receive
from them is something like an enneahedron that I can turn, examine, probe and try to
interpret. Like a gem what they have offered up is precious.

The facets of a gem relate to other facets that they share an edge with. So even

though the facet is distinct, it is connected to others, but not all of the other facets. Also, it
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seems no single facet is seen in total isolation. The sparkle and the way a polished side of
a gem catches the light is related to the facets around it. The facets influence and bring
out different colors and aspects of each other in their contrast and difference. Likewise,
the various perspectives of my participants helped to form the overall showing of the
essence of non-face-to-face learning for undergraduates. They have things in common
about what they bring forth. They also share different things and in contrast help to
highlight aspects of the overall phenomenon. The facets of my participants are grouped
into four “edges” that are shared with others around what connects them.

All of my participants were agreed to first, meet face-to-face to have a
conversation about their experience of non-face-to-face undergraduate learning for credit.
They also agreed to second, write a reflection about their experience. Third, they also
agreed to meet with the other participants in this study in a group conversation. This
group conversation had to be canceled due to COVID-19. All participants had also agreed
to do another short written reflection before the group meeting but I found that to not be
necessary. After recording all of the conversations, transcribing them and adding the
written reflections I had over 260 pages of material to study and interpret. Throughout
this study all of my participants are only identified by pseudonyms.

Hindsight: Memory and the Temporal Distance of the Phenomenon

In Nietzsche’s book, On the Advantages and Disadvantages of History for Life, he
discusses the value of memory as constitutive of human being. His broader point,
however, is that it is not memory alone that allows us to live rich meaningful existences.
In order to really live non-nihilistic lives we must also forget. “Cheerfulness, clear

conscience, the carefree deed, faith in the future, all this depends, in the case of an
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individual as well as of a people ... on one’s being able to forget at the right time as well
as to remember at the right time” (Nietzsche, 1980, pp. 17-18). In our relation to the past,
the past of ourselves as individuals and the past of the communities and cultures of which
we are a part, it is important not just what we remember but what we forget. Forgetting as
well as remembering is what allows us to thrive. There are some things we must
remember and other things we must forget. Such is, according to Nietzsche, the relation
of memory to the task of living a fully alive human existence. And Gadamer (1975/2004)
agrees, “It is time to rescue the phenomenon of memory from being regarded merely as a
psychological faculty and to see it as an essential element of the finite historical being of
man” (p. 14).

In relation to a phenomenological inquiry it is important to me to see what
students have forgotten. Heidegger explains the relation of the forgotten and the
remember by saying, paradoxically, “what is most forgotten is at the same time most in
remembering, which alone allows us to enter and inhabit the past, present, and future”
(1961/1984, p. 193). I might not be able to fully distinguish how what is remembered is
also a manifestation of what my participants think they have forgotten. All I know is what
is offered up. I can understand from Heidegger that the accounts of my participants’ lived
experience in online classes include what they may not remember. What they do not say
also reveals aspects of the meaning of the experience. The current perspectives that are
given to me by my conversations with participants are as individual and subjective as the
comparatively more temporally distant “remembered” facets. However, it is of course

possible that sometimes in the remembering, the forgotten is brought forth.
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I think it did help that the culling, digesting and reformulating that happens in
memory helped to focus on certain essential aspects of the non-face-to-face learning. The
fact of memory as constitutive of accounts of a phenomenon is vital. Even though it is not
about asking “what do you remember,” there is an important remembered quality to
phenomenological inquiry. To get inside the experience, to understand how it was lived
for an individual is to delve into memory. As Gadamer explains, “What can be called an
experience constitutes itself in memory. By calling it such, we are referring to the lasting
meaning that an experience has for the person who has it” (1975/2004 p. 58). To ask for
the meaning of an online class calls on my participants to enter back into their experience
through memory. As Gadamer notes, this is part of how phenomenological work is made
possible. “The human sciences arrive at their conclusions by an unconscious process.
Hence the practice of induction in the human sciences is tied to particular psychological
conditions ... e.g., a well-stocked memory” (p. 5).

Five of my participant’s accounts were based on their exposure to the
phenomenon at least five years ago. Some of the participants also had more recent online
classes but they were also able to draw on their older exposure in their conversations with
me. Their early memories were often most distinct, i.e., their first exposure to the
phenomenon resonated deeply. However, it was impossible to really know how much of
their memories were impacted by their more recent experiences. It was never explicitly
my task in conversations with participants to parse their memories. It was never a
hypnotic endeavor to try and uncover what they may have forgotten. Instead, the
conversations guided what was revealed and offered up by participants. On the whole,

despite what may look like significant changes to online classes over the last two
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decades, my participants’ accounts of what was meaningful to them in none-face-to-face
learning did not vary as greatly as might be expected.

A new and rare experience long ago: Mary’s facet. Mary is the participant that
had the second longest memory of the experience. Online courses had become available
at her university while she was a student over seven years ago. Because the online format
was new back then, her school had been concerned with whether or not the classes would
be academically rigorous. Thus, students were limited to only one online class per
semester and they could only take a certain number total as part of their degree.

Expectations dominate how students perceive the experience of non-face-to-face
classes. What was important to me about Mary’s perspective, once I got to know her, was
that unlike students with more recent exposure to online classes, she had almost no idea
of what to expect. Thus, her expectations leaned more towards apprehension of the
unknown, not matching reality to what she had thought it would be like. Of course, she
understood the general format and how the class would be different but she, unlike
almost every student today, really had no idea what an online class would be like.
However, since the classes were so new, Mary’s facet includes some of the difficulties of
realizing the lack of face-to-face contact after she was already in the experience. That is,
all that was obviously going to be lost in an online class could not be fully anticipated as
it is now for students who are more familiar with the phenomenon. Mary felt the loss as it
happened, even though she knew it would not be there. It wasn’t until she took the class
that she knew what non-face-to-face was.

Mary happily dove into her online classes. She was glad to have the opportunity

to have greater control of her schedule and knock off some “easy” required courses for
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her degree. She knew the classes would be easy because she already knew how to write a
research paper (her first online experience was an advanced writing course). She was
grateful for the experience and did not seem to have any regrets or especially impactful
consequences due to her online classes. Mary was satisfied that it had helped her learn to
be more of an adult by learning to manage her schedule and more efficiently fulfill
degree requirements.

In our conversations Mary’s account of the discussion boards was clear and
detailed. She seemed to really lay out the paradigm of this most loathed aspect of online
classes. The discussion boards are one of the aspects of online classes that are meant to
most overlap with a traditional class. However, in this similarity the difference is most
poignant. Similar to most other participants she found the discussion board reading and
posting tedious. She perfectly understood that these were required in lieu of face-to-face
interactions. Moreover, Mary like most of my other participants, could “see the point” but
wished she didn’t have to “post one comment and give two replies,” i.e., the standard
weekly assignment for many online classes. For her the discussion boards did not help
her to get to know other students or really feel connected. Rather, it was just another
“hoop” to be jumped through in order to complete the course. At one moment in our
conversation she captured the essence of this sentiment by saying, “I did not see the
reason of putting in my maximum effort when I was not going to get anything in return
from the professor or in my grades.”

Mary’s feelings of the arbitrary and pointless nature of some of the activities of
online learning overlapped with how other participants felt. These sentiments of

inefficiency reminded me of undergraduates generally. From my experience teaching
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undergraduates they generally seem to put a high priority on efficiency, a normal human
response to any situation where there are many demands being made on time and energy.
Whether or not students who are more efficient are also more likely to take an online
class I don’t know, but something about the efficiency of online classes does bring out
the language of efficiency.

Preparing by maximizing opportunity: Travis’ facet. With Travis I was able to
receive the perspective of not just an undergraduate but also a soldier. Travis started his
undergraduate work while he was still in the Marines in Europe. He took classes through
a school that catered mostly to soldiers and had online classes designed with an
understanding of the unique situation their students might be in. It was fascinating to
learn that an American soldier deployed in a combat zone might also be worried about a
due date for an upcoming homework assignment or looming exam. Such is the pressure
to get a degree. In these circumstances non-face-to-face classes provide a way for
soldier/students to work on their studies.

Travis did not have to juggle active duty and his online classes. He was still in the
military but had an extra six months in Europe that he decided to use to travel and start
his undergraduate work. He explained that the military offered money for education and
you could either use it or lose it. Given that he was out of the country, online classes were
about the only way he could take advantage of the funds. So he went into his experience
of online classes hoping to get something out of his “free education” but not really sure
what he would learn.

Travis took two classes and did the work in coffee shops in Germany. He loathed

both classes. Both courses required the typical work on the discussion boards. Given that
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all of his fellow students online were soldiers, Travis said they did not hold back in their
contempt for the busy work. However, he didn’t need the perspective of his peers to
understand the diluted quality of the education he was receiving. He knew that the classes
did not constitute what he expected from a college education. As he said about the online
classes, “It’s not a journey of self experience that I feel as though is monumental or
significant to me.” However, he was happy to be able to complete some course work that
he thought would be able to transfer to a “good school.” Currently, Travis is a student at
the University of Chicago, a school that is apparently so good, or at least has such high
standards, they did not accept any of his online classes.

Seeking to be transformed by learning: Lane’s facet. Lane was older. He was
one of three participants who was “non-traditional” when he took his non-face-to-face
classes. Lane had already had two successful careers, married and had a daughter before
he returned to finish his undergraduate degree. He had worked managing a veterinarian
hospital. Lane had also been a professional chef. It was fun to hear his stories of helping
to save pets and construct cheese caves and deal with restaurant investors. Being closer to
middle age Lane brought a mature perspective to the experience he offered of non-face-
to-face learning as an undergraduate.

Given his age and life experience, Lane approached all his undergraduate
education in a different way from other students. His expectation for all of his learning,
including online classes, was different. He didn’t need a degree. As he told me once, he
was already living the life of someone in the “one percent.” Therefore, when he took a
class, he delved deeply into the material and dedicated hours to study, re-reading and

pondering. The reason he had taken two online classes was because of the material they
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covered. They were upper level courses with specific content he did not want to miss out
on. He wanted to be changed by his education, so he allowed himself to be pulled and
challenged. Lane explained it in his own words,

As a student in the modern age it requires you to be flexible and open to new

experiences. I have known people my age that have done similar things, taken

classes or done a second degree or been with people that are much younger than
them and they make no attempt to kind of try to blend in. They make no attempt
to understand what their other classmates are really kind of going through in their

current life or the current atmosphere. And I feel like that is something that I

always try to do. I always try to at least understand.

Unlike the other participants Lane was unique in actually seeking to change his
online classes. “I personally, as I take these classes, I try to take that position of another
kind of leader in the class because the professor can’t do it all.” He wanted to make it
better by increasing effective exchanges between students on the discussion board. He
was able to bring about specific improvements to the structure of the course because he
knew the professor from a previous class. Lane seems to have the personality where if he
sees a way for improvement, he is going to exert energy to bring about that change.

Lane seemed to have a much higher tolerance for what other students might
perceive as busy work, because to him he could turn it all into a beneficial experience.
However, Lane was also an unflinching critic of both professors and students. There was
tension in his relation to both. He saw himself as apart from the other students because he
was far older and had such a different perspective. For the same reasons, age and
experience, he also had an affinity with the professors. For example, he was the only

student in one of his online classes who created the material for one of the readings. That

is, he taught part of the class.
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The Synchronous and the Asynchronous Online Class

I consider any undergraduate class that does not take place in a classroom to be
non-face-to-face. As I have explained in earlier chapters, even a video call is not face-to-
face. Real time interactions where the other person’s face is visible may seem to go a
long way to filling the gap left without direct physical presence. I am grateful to be able
to see my children’s faces moving and smiling through the screen when I am away.
However, I hope that after having to use Zoom and other synchronous video conference
programs most teachers and others who are reading this agree that what is lost is too
precious to go without. Just because you can see someone in real time and they can see
you does not mean you are face-to-face. For example, what if | decided to travel away
from my family more because while I was away all I needed to do was call them on
Skype. That is, the reason I thought it might be ok to be away more was because a video
call could replace my presence. The mere thought of such logic turns my stomach.
Hopefully this example shows that something is lost when we decide that video
conferencing, for all its necessity at times, is not the same thing as embodied presence
with others. There is so much that we are not able to share if we reduce our interactions
by removing eye contact and imposing a small, framed, two-dimensional perspective on
each other.

If non-face-to-face learning is the genus there are many species. Two of the main
divisions in non-face-to-face classes are between the synchronous and the asynchronous.
Only two of my participants, Danna and Evan, had any experience with synchronous
online classes. However, this type of non-face-to-face learning has become the dominant

exposure of all undergraduates to non-face-to-face learning. Due to COVID-19 many if
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not all states have imposed various restrictions on colleges and universities throughout
the United States. Currently, most undergraduates have now had to take some kind of
synchronous non-face-to-face class. Typically, it seems like these classes are made
possible through different types of video conferencing programs like Zoom.

At my college during the state restrictions due to COVID-19 we still offer online
classes that are asynchronous, just like always. But if a class is being “moved online”
because it can’t be taught in person it must have a synchronous component. This is
interesting. Even though my school might offer the same class online and in-person and
both would count the same on a student’s transcript, if the in-person version is taught as a
non-face-to-face class it has to be synchronous. For example, the typical class time must
be used in a synchronous way. [ am glad for this but I wonder what the reasoning is
behind such a mandate. It seems to be due to accreditation standards. But that would
mean that it is not just schools like the University of Chicago who make qualitative
distinctions based on whether learning is done online or in-person. This seems to be a
hopeful vestige of the view that real learning does require others, in as near proximity as
possible, in order to learn fully, even if it is an introductory college course.

Auditorily synchronous learning: Danna’s facet. Danna was the most unique of
all my participants for two important reasons. First, she had taken only one non-face-to-
face class, over 5 years before. Her facet of the phenomenon allowed for no comparison
among online classes. She could only think of it in relation to her traditional courses.
Second, the one class she had taken was completely synchronous. However, unlike many
of the synchronous Zoom classes offered during the COVID-19 restrictions hers did not

show the other members of the class. The main component of the synchronicity of the
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class was the audio of the professor as she taught the class with a shared, real-time,
PowerPoint presentation. Another synchronous aspect of the class was the ability to chat
with other students and hear their comments when they were unmuted.

For Danna, making the class synchronous was an added frustration. Not only did
she feel like the course material was remedial, but she also had to spend redundant time
listening to the professor go over material she had just read in the book. Any new content
that was reviewed in the synchronous class time she felt she could also have just read. It
frustrated her that she was required to participate in the real-time interactions because
they were so marginally helpful. Indeed, though she understood the theory, the hoped for
ability to learn from her peers by listening to their comments and seeing their answers in
the chat function of the platform, Danna did not feel her learning benefited. It was too
slow. It did not seem like an efficient use of her time for the off chance that some random
comment might help her learn something. She explained that it was clear the other
students felt the same way. When I asked her how she could pick up on this when the
evidence was subtle. It had to do with how long it took people to respond to direct
questions from the professor or moments when someone was accidentally unmuted and
you could hear that they were either cooking or engaged in some other activity.

The synchronous aspect of the class did not make Danna feel like she was
learning more. Instead it just added a greater burden. She had to spend three hours a week
going over material she had already learned by reading the textbook. Danna felt that this
was a shared perspective among the other students. She also thought that the teacher was
aware of the discontent among students.

There were those moments where she would call on you and she would get
annoyed and that would kind of put us on edge. She would be like “It’s on the
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slide” or “I had just gone over this” so I think she was assuming we were all
stupid or I don’t know, not paying attention, which we weren’t.

Synchronicity and embodied language: Evan’s facet. Like Lane, Evan was an
older non-traditional student. He had returned to get an undergraduate degree to facilitate
a career change to nursing. He was also the only other participant, besides Danna, who
had a synchronous component in his non-face-to-face class. Similar to Zoom students
today, part of his course was a video conference call. Once or twice a week the students
would all login to share experiences from their studies and work. All of these
undergraduates were engaged in a work study program in a hospital. They had different
shifts and the required video conference was a time to gain insights and support from the
experience of others.

The synchronous aspect of Evan’s experience was unique among my participants.
He was the only one who could consider the phenomenon of video interaction. Evan
could speak to what that experience was like and how it altered the phenomenon of non-
face-to-face learning. One thing that stood out in his account was body language. He
noticed that most of the other students approached the video conference requirement in
an extremely relaxed manner. They were typically at home, and since the meetings took
place in the evening, most were either in their pajamas or some other informal attire.
Many sat in their beds, laid on the floor or otherwise assumed a posture that would be
unusual in a normal face-to-face meeting.

What was particularly striking was Evan’s comments about his own body
language. He explained that he often found himself striking the pose of putting his
interlaced fingers behind his head while he was talking during the video conference.

Upon consideration, he felt that this was not something he would ever do when
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interacting with someone in-person. “It is something I would never do in person. You
will never see me do this generally with someone because it feels weird. I feel like you
are a car salesman or something, but if I feel like no one is there I can kind of just go like
this and I don’t know why that is.” For Evan, the fact that he performed this innocuous,
but to him at least, unusual body language, indicated that though he could see the other
people he was not with them. The absence of the other was shown to him by his tendency
to do something with his body that he would normally constrain himself from doing
around others.

What Evan’s account seems to show is that those on a video conference like
Zoom might be more disposed to engage in body language that they would normally
assume to be inappropriate. Being out of the direct contact of the other people allows
them to feel more relaxed, like less is at stake in their interaction. Since it is taking place
in two-dimensions and is framed by the edge of a computer it could take on some
qualities of un-reality. Therefore, some, like Evan, might engage in body language that
they themselves could judge to be rude, intimidating or disrespectful. However, Evan
never said anybody expressed these sentiments about his body language; it was only his
own perception about what he was doing. It was a self reflection that was part of his
experience, i.e., something he noticed while he was in the video conferences.

Another insight from Evan’s facet into the synchronous video interactions was the
doubt as to what others could and could not see on their screens. There was a great deal
of epistemological ambiguity about whether what was being perceived was shared or not.
The concern also extended to what was being heard. Especially problematic was when

multiple people would begin speaking. This usually happened in response to a general
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question posed to the entire group. As everyone started to answer they realized there were
others speaking and so nobody could listen to anybody. Realizing what was going on
everyone would usually stop at the same time. Then silence would pervade as all former
speakers were unsure of who should continue. Evan’s description showed the difficulty
of relaxed and less moderated discussions facilitated by any sort of conferencing
technology.

Current Non-Face-to-Face Undergraduates

Some of my participants were in non-face-to-face classes during the time we had
our conversations. These students were directly in the phenomenon when I was asking
them questions about it. They could refer to what was happening to them right at the
moment and how they felt about it. However, in every case of a participant who had
immediate access to what was happening in their online class they also had memories of
former non-face-to-face classes as well. Our conversations usually began by examining
the first experience with non-face-to-face learning. Thus, even if they were in an online
class, we would try to go back to the initial experience first to see what had stood out.
The a priori attitudes and perceptions seemed to be distinct in ways that cast a shadow
over their current experiences.

These participants seemed to be the least naive about their experience with non-
face-to-face learning. Their attitude was the most nonchalant and mature of all the
participants. “All the classes start the same way. You have a week to post an introduction
of yourself on a discussion board, and then depending on the class give examples of
things in your daily life that relate to the class.” The familiarity that their former

experience with online classes had given them made them explain the online classes they
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were now in differently. The way they would explain their current classes was framed by
their former experiences. Having experience bounded the range of what they noted as
significant. There seemed to be a blurring of what they said from memory about their
former online classes and the current ones.

A portion of hermeneutic phenomenological inquiry probes memories. It was
even more so this way for my participants due to the experience being many years ago. In
general, those that were in non-face-to-face classes during my conversations with them
had a franker attitude. They did not feel like they had to probe their memory in order to
offer up something about the phenomenon. Their access was immediate. In our
conversations | was talking to them as they were having the experience. As I asked them
questions about their place of learning or their interactions with professors and other
students, they could speak directly without an effort of memory. What they were telling
me may have just happened to them minutes before meeting. Their feelings about the
online class were the feelings they were having right then as they sat with me.

The preoccupations of a loquacious thinker: Carl’s facet. Carl had “wasted”
time before getting serious about his undergraduate learning. He had spent time working,
and his blue-collar background had made him somewhat suspicious of the need for a
degree. However, once he had resolved to move his education forward he was a
committed and dedicated student. Part of the reason he enrolled in non-face-to-face
classes was the sense that they were easier. If he could get higher grades, then it would
help to compensate for the low GPA on his transcripts. He was also drawn to online
classes because of necessity. The additional offerings allowed him to complete required

courses faster. He was anxious to rehabilitate his GPA and transfer to a top U.S.
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university. He was applying to Princeton, the University of Virginia and Colombia
University.

Carl was the most loquacious of all my participants. He had so much to say about
so many things and he talked fast. Everything was interesting to him and he had an
opinion about it all. At one point he revealed the startling experience that in one of his
online classes the professor sent an email saying she would be on a cruise for 6 weeks.
She wished them all well in the course and hoped they would be ok because she could not
guarantee her access to reliable internet access. Besides his views on teachers, his
school’s policies and political insights, Carl would often go on long discursions about his
work at Trader Joes or as a server in a restaurant. He often related our conversations to
those he had with his girlfriend. She was a significant part of his life and he often referred
to her. He was trying to learn her native Turkish language at the same time he was taking
online Spanish classes. Carl often discussed disagreements he had with her about social
and intellectual issues.

Carl would often talk about his father who drove passenger transport vehicles at
Dulles Airport. He told me his dad had thousands of books, was a math expert and had
never gone to college. Though his father’s intellectual interests had nothing to do with his
mundane job they were an inspiration to Carl. Like his father, Carl had spent significant
time trying to self-educate himself. Some of his first experiences with non-face-to-face
learning were with free college courses offered online by MIT and other universities. He
took the time to use Khan Academy, too, and took a course online that was designed to

teach students how to learn.
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A precious component of what Carl offered in his facet of non-face-to-face
learning was the level of preoccupation he felt. He explained that online classes were
more efficient and offered greater flexibility. However, these advantages seemed to come
at a cost. Though he could determine the time when he did the work more fully, he still
needed a fairly rigorous schedule in order to complete the work. The self-scheduling of
non-face-to-face class work created a noticeable burden. “The online classes are on my
mind more than the not online classes. Unless I am sitting [in a class] or I am on campus
the thing that I am thinking about is online classes.” Carl felt that he never really felt like
the class was over. It had no boundary, it just kept on going. No matter how much work
he got done there was always more. The pressure to keep up with the class was constant.
There was nobody else to share the burden of keeping track of assignments with or the
relevant thread of learning that was being offered by the course. “I think a big part of it is
there is no professor reminding you that these are the due dates and you constantly have
to be your own kind of reminder. And even if you have a professor who is not really good
about it, just going to class everyday kind of reminds you.” For Carl the non-face-to-face
learning seems to blur and meld into all of his other normal everyday concerns. They
occupied his mental energy in a way that traditional classed did not.

Burning desire for betterment and transformation: Nathan’s facet. Of my
participants, Nathan is the third and last non-traditional student I am introducing. Like
Carl, he had “wasted” time when he was the normal undergraduate age and then had
spent 15 years working. Among other things, Nathan was a published author. He had
written for a pro-wrestling blog, and he was a professional poker player. He had an

apartment in Las Vegas and spent half the year there. Now that he was focusing on his



229

degree he was living at home with his traditionally minded Hindu mother and younger
brother.

Nathan is a devoted son and fond of his boisterous brother. The loud infectious
laughter of his brother was a constant background distraction while Nathan tried to
complete his online course work on the shared family computer. At one point he
described the difficulty of getting any work done while his brother and mother watched a
football game in the other room. His mother, now in her 60s had also returned to school.
Nathan was excited to be taking one of his future online classes with her as they both
completed general university required courses. He explained that he often found himself
giving his mom advice about learning, that it was not just about completing the class to
get the credit, but that she should seek to really learn.

Nathan worked very hard as a student. Like Lane he did not need a degree. He
was not really in school just to get a credential. He expressed frequent frustration with
any class where the professor was not willing to thoroughly correct him and help him see
how he needed to improve. Even if he earned a 100% he wanted to know what he could
do to improve. He remarked that he was always trying to become a better writer, so he
was anxious to get substantial feedback on his written work. There was much for him to
be frustrated about in the hyper efficient atmosphere of non-face-to-face learning.

Nathan emphasized the feeling of being on an “island” in online classes. He
quickly learned that it was up to him to get through the course. “It’s you. It’s you or bust.
You won’t learn the material unless you make yourself learn the material.” For Nathan
learning the material was not all that he was after. He wanted to improve, to learn new

skills and increase his abilities. However, his experience with online classes was often
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disheartening. Nathan realized some professors in his online classes were clearly using
templated answers, i.e., they would cut and paste the same feedback for students. That
was bad enough, but even more aggravating for Nathan was when he asked a question
genuinely hoping to learn and was only referred to the syllabus and other course
materials.
Nathan desired substantial engagement from the professors, but was disappointed
when he received none. He offered the following assessment of his experience:
A teacher can usually assess the feel of the class in an in-person setting. Online
there is none of that. All they see are grades and by that point you’ve moved on to
the next bit of material. There is no lecture where there is back and forth with
questions, so you can’t break things down in a simpler way. You can’t simplify it
for whoever needs it, so everyone has to learn just what’s put out there. And they
might have the opportunity to ask questions but you can only communicate so
much through text. Sometimes just gauging the classrooms mood or how they do
on exercises during the lecture. There is none of that before you get to the grade.
It’s just a grade and that is it.
Nathan’s concern was that the grades were given without there being an opportunity to
receive help learning, without there being anything added to the individual student’s
efforts. He thought the professor’s role was to provide guidance and help students learn.
Then their grades would reflect the professor’s role in their learning and not just their
own individual might. As he described it, the experience boiled down to a student’s own
work ethic. They could not depend, as he thought they might in a normal class, for
assistance from the teacher.
Taking Many Online Classes: The One VS the Many
The whole is composed of many parts. There are many facets to a three-

dimensional shape, but it is still one thing. Phenomenology is an engagement with the

relation of multiplicity to something singular. Phenomenology dives into the limitless



231

possibilities of experiences in or with a phenomenon and strives to articulate the meaning
of that phenomenon. The meaning is not singular either. However, the multifaceted
account has a kind of unity, a sort of one-ness.

The issue of the relation of the one to the many is ancient. In Republic 596a Plato
says, “We customarily hypothesize a single form in connection with each collection of
many things to which we apply the same name” (1997). For example, there are many
dogs. To this group of many particular instances we give one name, a category, ‘dogs.’
The issue of the one versus the many is ontological. Is reality one thing, e.g., material? Or
is reality many things, e.g., material and language? If we take a both/and type view we
can include a diversity of possibilities in our metaphysics. We can also find meaning in
the particularities of individual subjective experience. It was Nietzsche’s critique that
pointed out that it was the attraction towards the objective perspective, offered by Plato,
mathematically minded scientists and any transcendental system, that drew us towards
meaninglessness. Only in the many, the varied individual experiences, do we find
richness that can offer purpose. It is in subjectivity that we encounter what is most
sustainably compelling.

The rarest feature of my participants was someone who had taken many non-face-
to-face classes. The other scarcest quality was a genuinely positive experience. All of my
participants expressed a desire to constitute their undergraduate degrees primarily with
traditional classes. They usually only took online classes to accommodate their schedule
or complete a required course of less interest. However two of my participants were

different.
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A type of undergraduate expert: John’s facet. From the east coast, John had
gone far into the Midwest to do his undergraduate learning. Far from home for the first
time he got into trouble. After two years he dropped out and came back home to live with
his parents and recover. Although clearly intuitive and charismatic, John struggled to
figure out his academic path. Once he decided to complete his bachelor’s degree, he was
demoralized to find out that he would need to re-take many required courses. He needed
to raise his GPA to qualify for transfer, and the school he wanted to go to would not
accept some of his classes. John could not stomach the idea of sitting through so many
classes again. Thus, he embraced the opportunity to complete many online classes at his
own pace.

John was the opposite of Lane and Nathan. For him it was all about necessity. He
had to take the classes in order to transfer. He /ad to raise his GPA. He was dedicated to
efficiency maximization, not learning. He was thrilled to excise professors and other
students from the experience of undergraduate learning. “Online teaching is taking the
power of learning away from the teachers and [gives it] to the students. Because teachers
have limited access to their students, they cannot impact their studies in traditional ways.
I have never spoken with one of my online teachers.” Since he had already gone through
the courses before he wanted to complete the courses with as little extra work and content
as possible. With online classes he found the closest one-to-one correspondence between
what was required in the class and what he would be expected to do. He knew that he did
not need to learn anything in these courses. He had no incentive, because he had already

taken most of these courses before.
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John was a savvy online student. His experience taking several online classes
every semester gave him experience. He learned how to navigate the classes with
increasing efficiency. He knew how to figure out the least possible amount of effort the
course would require of him to get the grade he wanted. This was perfect for him. It was
just what he wanted from his experience. He did not want to learn anything new,
convinced as he was that he had already learned it all. As he put it, “Listening to someone
prattle on and on about something I already know, just for them to say the one thing I
didn’t, and I miss it because I was bored out of my mind. [This] has happened to me more
than once. I already know most of the stuff being discussed.” The student who takes
many online classes like John becomes better at taking them. Becoming better at online
classes makes the student an even more efficient “learner.”

The singular experience, gratifying but haunting: Scott’s facet. In the way that
John’s facet helped show the perspective of someone who has many experiences with
non-face-to-face learning, Scott represents “the one.” Part of this is because he had only
taken one online class. Scott is similar to John in that his attitude towards online classes
was almost completely positive. However, for Scott the reason was not due to the
efficient format. Scott was the only participant whose experience of non-face-to-face
learning was totally by choice. He did not have to take the class. It was an upper level
elective that he chose to take strictly because of his interest in the course content, Russian
History.

Scott is a typical undergraduate. In addition to his studies he does work and he is
involved in school clubs. He is easy going and loves to listen to people. He has no

problem hearing out others with opposite political or religious views. Indeed, his attitude
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can give us hope that the rising generation is not as dogmatic or polarized as we might
assume. It’s not that he does not have strong stances, but rather more that he does not feel
like he needs to make sure everyone agrees with him to feel at peace in the world. Part of
the reason he loved his online class was because he came to respect not just the professor
(“for treating me like a real historian”) but also the other students. He really appreciated
what he learned from them through their shared reports, thoughtful discussion board
posts and group work. Despite his unreserved enthusiasm for the online course, he also
gives one of the most unintentionally haunting insights to non-face-to-face learning that I
will discuss at length later.

Scott’s experience highlighted an important distinction in online classes. The
distinction connects to Lane’s facet as well. Both Scott and Lane had taken upper-level
major courses online. When the non-face-to-face learning is an upper level course it
usually has some distinct features that make it quite different from the normal lower-level
or required courses. First if it is not already a smaller class, thus making it more intimate
and requiring more involvement from everyone, it is at least constituted solely of majors.
All of the students are there because they are deeply interested in the course content.
They are willing to do what it takes to get more out of the course because they want to be
successful beyond just the course requirements. Second, the teacher is usually not a
“proctor” as John calls them. It is typically a professor who is also dedicated to the
subject. Third, the students often already know each other and the professor. They may
have taken face-to-face classes together before. The professor might be their advisor.
Knowing each other outside the non-face-to-face context changes the dynamic of

anonymity that many online classes slip into. And even if they don’t know each other
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there is a sense that they may have future classes together where they will be physically
present.
Beginning to Offer: The Showing and Revealing of Themes

To open up the thematic rendering of my phenomenon I begin with long
summarizing quotes from two of my participants. The long passages show the range of
experience within the phenomenon of non-face-to-face learning. More importantly the
detail and comprehensiveness of these passages helps to begin the revealing of the
essence(s) of non-face-to-face learning for undergraduates. By starting to think about the
facets of the experience revealed by my participants I can begin to understand its context.
Once I can situate myself in the context of their experience, I am able to begin to feel my
way towards an articulation of its possible meaning(s). After some individual
examination of each passage this chapter progresses by presenting some primary themes.
These themes and their sub-themes can be roughly introduced by having in mind the
following four questions: 1) Can those in non-face-to-face classes be called upon to
interact with others in that experience? 2) What calls on students in their being-in-the-
world to put themselves into non-face-to-face classes? 3) What does the technological
attitude do to the learning experience of my participants? 4) What do my participants do
to search for faces where there are none?

Experiencing the Absent Face

The term “essence” may be understood as a linguistic construction, a description

of a phenomenon. A good description that constitutes the essence of something is

construed so that the structure of a lived experience is revealed to us in such a

fashion that we are now able to grasp the nature and significance of this

experience in a hitherto unseen way. When a phenomenologist asks for the

essence of a phenomenon — a lived experience — then the phenomenological

inquiry is not unlike an artistic endeavor, a creative attempt to somehow capture a
certain phenomenon of life in a linguistic description that is both holistic and
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analytical, evocative and precise, unique and universal, powerful and sensitive.
(van Manen 1998, p. 39)

There is so much unarticulated or unarticulatable understanding that we have of
human embodied communication. In our being-with-others there is at least as much non-
discursive knowledge as there is with any of our most advanced skills. The professional
baseball player can no more explain how to hit a homerun then he can diagram it or
provide insight into how to create an algorithm for it. In the same way a professional
chef, musician or mechanic cannot fully articulate (i.e., make explicit) how they are able
to create or solve problems. In all of our being-in-the-world we act toward things and
engage with others in ways that we cannot fully explain. An example Hubert Dreyfus
(2008) uses is the differences between cultures in how far is normal to stand from others.
How to social distance according to familiarity or the purpose of the interaction is never
something that is explicitly taught, and yet individuals in every culture learn it. Therefore,
when my participants reflect on their experience of non-face-to-face learning they
recognize the absence of something. They are able to connect the experience to the
withdrawal of something that is normally present in their average everyday engagement
with the world.

The Withdrawn/Absent Face of Online Undergraduate Learning

The work itself honestly does not change from an online class to a non-online

class. Actually doing the work itself is relatively the same. ... All of the reading

that’s done essentially would be the same reading you’d be doing in normal
studying. You just find a nice spot and you sit down and read. That part of the
experience is just the same. A lot of the experience from an in-person class to an
online class is the same. The big difference is just not being there with everyone
else. I think that is honestly the best way to describe the experience. I want you to
imagine being in a normal class, having a normal class, you have to go every
single day to get the assignments, the teacher tells you about it, he gives you

assigned reading. I want you to just take away the classroom part entirely, the
teacher part entirely and all your classmates entirely. Just take all that away, that’s
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an online class. That’s the simplest way to describe it. It’s not entirely accurate

because it’s a little bit, there’s a couple less stringent parts to it, but that is like

90% of it. All of that classroom stuff is not there. That’s what I would describe as

the best part of the experience. Not having. The rest is the same. Nothing else

changes when it comes to the actual work itself. (John)

John has taken many non-face-to-face undergraduate classes. In the last few years
he had to transfer back home from a “party school” in the Midwest. As he is preparing to
complete his degree at a new University he has discovered many of his classes are not
accepted for transfer credit, so he has to re-take them. John takes the classes online as a
priority in order to get through the repetition and redundancy of courses and content as
efficiently as possible. He explains to me that with the flexibility and saved time he is
able to work as a lead salesperson, even becoming a manager. He lives at home and is a
top-level competitive “gamer” on par with those who play video games professionally.
He has a special keyboard and double monitor computer setup in his basement where he
plays. He also uses the keyboard to type work for his classes because of how satisfying it
is to press the keys; they give a “satisfying” click, with each depression. Since he is
taking so many non-face-to-face classes he spends more time in his familiar environment
with his favorite equipment than he would be able to if he were in traditional in-person
classes.

In the passage above John describes the experience of non-face-to-face learning in
comparative terms. He consistently links his description by using words like “normal,”
“non-online” or “in-person” undergraduate class. His description bounces back and forth
from the non-face-to-face experience and what he assumes is understood and shared, i.e.,

traditional learning. He grasps the conceptual tool of contrast and comparison with vigor,

as he defines it, by using the differences between the two experiences to highlight what is
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essential to the online experience. As we talk I can tell he is sensitive to my reactions; it
often seems like he is trying to figure out what I want.

Heidegger (1962) uses the term Dasein, typically left untranslated to mean the
kind of being that we humans have. Its literal German meaning can be translated as
“being-there.” It is precisely “being-there” that John says is gone in a non-face-to-face
class. I interpret him to be saying that there is no human being-ness in an online class.
Not only is there nowhere to be, even if there were, nobody is there. It is perhaps an
extreme interpretation of the increasingly more common and thus mundane experience of
online classes that perhaps they do not allow the human being to be. Without a “there”
for our being, the specifically human way of comporting to the work is truncated in the
online virtual space. To take away the place, the there of our being, is to displace our
sense of beings who dwell (Heidegger, 1971).

The work and the normal. John uses “the work™ to denote what is shared
between the two types of classes, i.e., the course content. Presumably “the work” must be
equal between the two formats of instruction; otherwise, the courses would not be
equivalent, the online version would not fulfill what is satisfied by completing the other.
Here John uses “the work” to mean basically the required reading, something that he
understands as essential material that must be covered. It does not seem to capture
assignments related to the readings, e.g., papers or quizzes etc. Even if there may be some
reading he could skim or skip there is still some that is just work that can’t be avoided.
What makes it work is the time it demands, being integral to the course. That material, he
shows, has to be the same no matter what the course format. But this work has an aspect

of choice to it. He has to decide how much of it is really essential and required for him to
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get what he wants out of the course. Getting these readings done is on him. In order to
complete the course it is something he has to figure out. He is always trying to figure out
how much of the course really is this kind of “work.” “The work” implies the part of the
course that no matter what will be his responsibility.

Since John strives for the greatest efficiency possible in his work he is gratified
that he does not have to be burdened by the need for much interaction with others,
professor or students. The efficiency is found at the cost of withdrawing the face of
others. It is to de-personalize the experience by removing the delicate and intricate
complexity inherent in other persons. For as O’Donohue says, “The human face is the
subtle yet visual autobiography of each person” (1997, p. 39). None of that subtle
individuality is necessary to John’s goal of completing the work. He could engage with
some aspects of the uniqueness of his fellows but he does not have to.

John’s frequent use of “normal” is meant to connect to the traditional notion of a
face-to-face class. For him, normal also seems to carry with it a burden. It is meant to
show that with the normal comes a comparative decrease in efficiency. For John the
primary cause of inefficiency is other people. He understands that online pedagogy
rewards those who are looking for the withdrawal of the face of others. Efficiency is
gained because, as phenomenologist of technology and education Catherin Adams puts it,
“The mediatic veil of technology fails the test of pedagogic immediacy and
meaningfulness” (2011, p. 270). A more efficient class is the product of what is left over
after technology filters out inefficient aspects of experience like personal immediacy and
shared contextual significance. To be a student in a normal class, John shows that you

have to get ready, you have to go there and pay attention. In his account of the normal
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interaction with the professor it is of an intermediary, someone who is superfluous, but
who is necessary to get what is needed. The teacher stands as one who distributes what is
needed according to a predetermined schedule. What John says shows that for him, in an
online class, he has more control, he can get the material, the instructions and do the
work without any mediation.

John says that to do the work, which mostly refers to reading, he finds a “nice
spot.” In one of our conversations I ask him, “What is your physical place of learning?”’
He describes this as, “Sun room. I sleep and then I wake up. I need a sunny area with a
nice chair and a cup of coffee.” What a nice place indeed - a room bright with the clear
light of the sun. I know that John is a bit of an insomniac. Sleeping during the day is one
of his biggest impediments to academic work, so getting a good nap removes one major
cause of procrastination. The place he learns in sounds much better than a stiff public
classroom, hard chairs with lots of other people under fluorescent lights. Alone, fully
rested and with plenty of caffeine he says that “I could do a weeks’ worth of online
classes in three hours.” As he establishes this routine and applies a degree of self-
knowledge, he has found himself to be very proficient at completing online classes.

What is withdrawn along with the absent face. John’s description of non-face-
to-face learning shows that more than just the faces of other people are removed. He asks
me to imagine a normal class and start removing all of the things that I encounter there:
the professor, classmates, the room, the desks, the place, everything. He is asking me to
pull all these things away and look at what I have left. His thought experiment leaves me
with nothing physical, no there there (more on this later). As I imagine I suppose there

could still be a required text or two, but even that, could be in a file on the course
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website. The technological efficiency of the online class is to withdraw so much of what
is normally expected in a class and to leave behind strange new vestigial traces. In his
extremely thorough analysis of Heidegger’s phenomenology of technology, philosopher
Richard Rojcewicz explains, “Technological things do not present themselves in a
reticent way or even in a neutral way. They are insistent; they work upon us insidiously,
and relentlessly, until they make a claim that excludes all other claims. That is to say,
technology fascinates us and claims our undivided attention” (2006, p. 218). It is this
sense of seduction by the advantages of technology that I get from John. For him he is
drawn to defining his learning by how efficient non-face-to-face learning is.

The faceless class is a kind of no-thing and no-place. As might be expected by
anything mitigated by computer technology it is essentially immaterial. John does admit
that his thought experiment definition is not “entirely accurate.” The non-face-to-face
class would of course, for example, still require a computer and all the physical things
and space they need to access the online class through the Internet. However, even in
1997 John O’Donohue could say, “Technology and media are not uniting the world” (p.
17). The sense that all the things that are gone from an online class do not in fact matter is
a potentially hasty misstep. O’Donohue continues, “They pretend to provide a world that
is internetted, but in reality, all they deliver is a simulated world of shadows” (Ibid.) John
is asking me to imagine shadows; it is all immaterial and mutable.

The narrative of virtual connection rings hollow. The more we live with the
notion of online “connection” the more we know it is inadequate. The narrative rests on
the factual inability to experience the world when it becomes technologically mitigated.

Heidegger (1977) noted that it is correct to define technology as a “human activity.” So in
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a sense, everything we do is a kind of technology. However, with the advancements of
computer technology our innovations are becoming nested, efficiencies inside of
efficiencies. As technology becomes more mysterious and essential we become further
removed from the natural environment and traditional constraints of existence. For John,
non-face-to-face learning is an experience but is it the experience he really wants or
needs? How do students know what they need aside from the imperatives placed before
them?

Norm Friesen’s (2016) phenomenological analysis of online discussion boards
taps into the same level of physical absence that John notices. John is enthusiastic about
the efficiencies offered by immateriality and absence. These gains in efficiency come
with a trade off. Friesen observes, “An online discussion has a structure that is much less
disorderly and amorphous than a regular classroom conversation. The interruptions, lack
of clear order, and ‘un-repeatability’ of face-to-face discussion are deftly circumvented”
(2016, p. 230). To make something repeatable is an important aspect of efficiency. Like
Heidegger’s (1977) distinction between ancient and modern technology, one of the key
differences is the kind of uniformity that comes from machine manufacturing, i.e., exact
repeatability. However, learning how to fall into a conversational mode or attitude about
important topics is an important part of undergraduate learning.

The Irksome Face of Online Undergraduate Learning

Another participant, Danna, described her synchronous non-face-to-face class as a
kind of annoying and tedious chore.

We had to figure out how all of the technology worked and so the teacher had to

tell us what platform we went to, how to make sure the audio was working,

projects we would have in class, and it was interesting to get to understand that
this was how we were going to get to communicate if we were not in a room
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together. But I found it really annoying the whole time. It was all this extra stuff
that really had nothing to do with the content of the class and you just had to do it
for the sake of getting connected to the class. If the Internet was not working you
would have to get up and move to adjust those conditions. And then the first class
there was of course a lot of technical difficulty. The woman [the professor] was
all the way in Colorado and all of your classmates, well you don’t know where
they are. And I would always go to this classroom in one of the buildings that
wasn’t being occupied during the time. So I was just in there with a very quiet
room. But the first class she ran through the syllabus and I think she projected it
on the screen and anytime she did PowerPoints she would put it on the screen and
underline it so we could follow along and contribute to the conversation. I
remember thinking it was all really tedious. She would read from the slide and
underline here and there, and occasionally she would randomly call students to
ask questions. And she would get frustrated because it was like, “So Britney what
are the three...? It’s on the slide and I had just went over that.” Britney was
probably doing something else and really was not in the moment. I really felt the
whole time that [ wasn’t learning. I wasn’t learning. It was just, here is a bunch of
information. She was reading it to me and she would try and make it engage with
a conversation but again with everyone being god knows where and you could not
see her face either it was just the PowerPoint and whatever materials she had and
would read off of or try and summarize. I just remember it being kind of tedious
and I think it was twice a week and we had to meet for at least an hour to just sit
around. (Danna)

Synchronicity and being able to hear the voices of the professor and other
students during a specific weekly class time helped her experience appear more like a
face-to-face class. However, what comes to mind for Danna in her memory of the only
non-face-to-face class she took as an undergraduate is primarily negative aspects of the
experience. The fact that it was synchronous and connected by audio did not manifest
itself to her as enhancing the course. Indeed, she spends some time describing how these
aspects required “annoying” preliminary complications unrelated to the course content.
The result was a class that she found “tedious” in which she “wasn’t learning.” When I
asked her why she wasn’t learning she said that “fact and recall” are “not intellectually

stimulating.” She tells me that the class could have been done without the synchronous
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part since most of the material covered during that time was what she read in the text.
The synchronous class time was blatantly redundant.

Tedium. Danna says “tedious” instead of “boring.” It seems like she might have
said boring but looking a bit at the etymology shows that ‘tedious’ does reveal more of
what she was experiencing. With tedious, as opposed to boredom we get the sense of
unnecessary lengthening out, connected in meaning to the word “prolix”: “of long
duration, lengthy, protracted; overlong, overextended” for example “that which has
flowed beyond its bounds.” Tedious is related to the “humdrum” something that is
“tiresome, from length or slowness, irksome.” In comparison boredom picks out those
times that are not always lengthened for no reason. We can be bored of efficiency. We
can feel bored “with” something even when what is happening is important or engaging
(Heidegger, 1995/1929).

Interestingly an etymological exploration connects two of her words. Tedious is
connected to annoy by ‘irk.” That is to say overall Danna is irked by the experience. It
seems overlong and bothersome specifically because it didn’t seem to need to be that
way. The irksome quality of tedium is manifest in the experience of unnecessary
obligation. She feels required to do that which should not be necessary. It is easy to pick
up on her frustration. Part of her negative sense is due to a judgmental stance towards the
class even while in the class. That is, it is not just in her memory that she now considers
the class annoying and tedious, those were her feelings as she took the class. She really
felt that she was being imposed on in an unnecessary way.

Even without being able to see the other students in the class Danna was aware of

their similar annoyance with the tedium of the course. She recalls that at one point
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someone had forgotten to mute their microphone and everyone could hear sounds of
cooking going on. The long pauses after the professor asked questions were not
attributable most to hesitation in not knowing the right answers, but rather in the need for
students to take time to go back over the recent slides to be able to parrot back what was
being requested. The tedium led to a palpable sense that Danna’s time was being wasted.
“I am just sitting there having an audiobook read to me kind of thing.” She tells me, “I
am the type of person who likes to prioritize efficiency so in a lot of my classes if I did
not feel like I was receiving the information I would just not go to the class and read the
textbook.” However, for this class she was required to always “show-up” by being
present via her logged in computer and availability to participate in the synchronous
presentation. For as intelligent and dynamic a student as Danna, it was not tolerable for
prime hours of the day to be used inefficiently at school.

Efficiency and multitasking. Danna told me that because the class was tedious it
made her feel like “I could be using my time more effectively.” Within her description of
the experience she shows that it drew herself out of it. She started to evaluate it by a
standard of what she considered effectiveness and it fell short. It was clear that what she
meant by effectiveness was efficiency. She felt like the time was not effective because
she was not getting enough done during that time. To make the experience more effective
she wanted to utilize the time more thoroughly to complete more of what she felt needed
to be done.

Students, of course, could get this sense in any class, but something about this one
non-face-to-face class made her sense that something was not measuring up, that there

was a fullness, richness or completeness that was missing. As Glen Mazis explains, in his
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2016 book on Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception, “If one thinks of the face-
to-face exchange with another person, we can recognize a different kind of back-and-
forth energetic exchange of sense than occurs in other types of expression” (p. 82). The
missing encounter of the energy of other faces in the classroom seemed to render the
synchronous online class fairly pointless to Danna. Without the face in her class it’s
purpose seemed to be diminished or missing. With less of a point, it was harder for her to
justify the time she was spending with the class. Danna’s unarticulated grasping at what
was missing led her to fill the void with something.

In order to remedy the gap in effectiveness (best understood as efficiency) Danna
spent her synchronous time doing homework. She said she tried to keep her multitasking
to working on material for the class for two reasons: it made her feel less guilty, and if
she was called on to respond to a question or contribute in some other way she might be a
little bit more prepared. However, since being called on was a comparative rarity in a
class of about 30 students she could make the time more effective by multitasking on
non-class related work as well. Danna said she was sure other students were doing the
same. She said she could just tell by the occasional background noises and delayed
responses. Sherry Turkle (2017) extensively reviewed all of the cutting-edge research on
multitasking and concluded, “When psychologists study multitasking, they do not find a
story of new efficiencies. Rather, multitaskers don’t perform as well on any of the tasks
they are attempting” (p. 163). If online classes encourage multitasking, even under the
synchronous conditions that Danna experienced, something is being degraded. Either
students like Danna are not paying attention to what is going on in the class or the

homework they are doing suffers.
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Experiencing the Synchronous but Absent Face

Danna tells me, “In this class we did not really discuss and it was not face-to-face
so you could not really gauge reactions. You couldn’t gauge — you couldn’t tell the
emotional expressions so I honestly was doing other work.” It is through encounters with
the faces of others that we are able to normally gauge reactions. Danna’s sense is that she
is there with others in the class but their absence means that they are not her neighbors.
She cannot fully depend or relate to them. To help draw out the meaning of this
experience I am reminded of Heidegger’s work in the phenomenology of language. In his
essay, “The Nature of Language” he works out the relation of neighborliness and the
lived nature of language, i.e., poetry. Heidegger explains that “Neighborhood, then, is a
relation resulting from the fact that the one settles face to face with the other.
Accordingly, the phrase of the neighborhood of poetry and thinking means that the two
dwell face to face with each other, that the one has settled facing the other, has drawn
into the other’s nearness” (1982 p. 82). When we are face-to-face we have been “drawn
into the other’s nearness.” To draw into their nearness is to allow yourself to become
partly them and they become partly what you are. In the face-to-face encounter we reflect
the other back to themselves. We also experience ourselves reflected back to us. To be
face-to-face is to settle into mutual self-revealing.

Before proceeding it is important to note a word that Danna used in the last quote
from her above. For Danna to use the word ‘gauge’ shows that she is getting at a
comparative notion, “to ascertain by exact measurement.” To measure is to understand by
a standard, to discover what something is in relation to something else. Deep in our

philosophical consciousness is the phrase from Protagoras echoing down through the
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millennia, “Man is the measure of all things.” As a fragmentary sentence we do not have
the full context of what Protagoras may have been trying to reveal. However, it seems
that individuals, to some degree or another, determine how we will understand
something. That is, what we encounter in experience, to a certain extent, is ours to make
of what we will. Danna’s point is that she could not make the experience fully her own
because she was not given that with which she might gauge, i.e., the emotional
expressions that would come from the face of her professor or classmates.

Synchronous but lost. For Danna it didn’t matter that her experience of the other
people in the class was synchronous because she could not receive what their faces could
convey. Losing contact with the others in this way was too much. It was impossible for
her to find a bridge over the gulf between others created by their lost faces, so she
multitasked.

I didn’t feel like it was the best discussion ever, even though it was virtual and we

were all there. You almost couldn’t keep someone accountable because you didn’t

know what they were doing - [whether] they were listening - for all you knew
they could have just turned it on and muted it. You could do other work and
engage once and awhile enough to meet the basic requirement. (Danna)
For Danna the face of others is what holds her accountable. It pleads with her and calls
forth the need for her to give her attention. She knew that the virtuality of the experience
was an attempt to bridge the dis-placement of physical presence.

Thinking about what her professor might have been trying to do with her non-
visual presence, I ask Danna, “If you had face-to-face contact you feel you could have
seen the professor’s emphasis?” Danna explains that “We could not see her so it made it

very hard for us to really take it seriously ... when you are a classroom teacher, one of

the strategies to get kids to pay attention is just proximity, just get close to them, to the
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kid. We did not really have that; she did not see us face-to-face so we did not know what
she took seriously or not.” Danna seems to be explaining that without the physical
presence of her teacher, without seeing, for example, raised eyebrows, widened or
narrowed eyes, a quick turn of the head etc., she could not readily distinguish the
relevance of the information being presented. For her it would have been the teacher’s
face that would communicate what should be emphasized. It would have been the way
Danna interpreted the face of her teacher that would have helped her to see the texture of
the material in such a way that she could more fully grasp its relevance and make it her
own. Without the face of her teacher it was as if all the information were uniform. The
uniformity of the presentation was related to its facelessness.

The uniformity and monolithic absence of the living presence of a face in her
synchronous class did not just create annoyance for Danna, it also frustrated her teacher.
The teacher’s frustration became part of Danna’s learning experience. She explains,
“There were times that she got frustrated ... she would ask a question and nobody would
answer because I am sure everyone checked out. You would hear her say ‘So what’s the
answer?’ and you could hear her increase her voice level.” The increased voice level is
something that would be meaningful in a recorded lecture but even more significant in a
synchronous exchange. It communicated to Danna the emotional state of her teacher and
how she was experiencing the students’ engagement with her presentations. Danna notes
the voice here, a vestigial element of real face-to-face interactions, only to highlight how
it conveyed frustration. She never tells me that the sound of the voice helped her to know
what the professor was excited about or even if it helped to convey notes of caring. The

disembodied voice of her teacher was only noteworthy because it revealed negative
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emotions that Danna felt too. Maybe if she had felt less frustrated by the course the
synchronous encounter with the lost face but heard voice would have sounded positive.

The virtual: Failed simulacrum? In conversation with Danna it is possible to
become aware of the various tensions in non-face-to-face learning formats. I notice that
the tensions develop around the parts of the experience that are meant to be like normal
in-person classes. Students, especially those like Danna, who have only a few online
classes, or don’t want to take them, call out these attempts of copying or replacing. I
notice for Danna the virtual failed. It did not make her feel more responsible or less
anonymous. Indeed, though her experience had the live synchronous aspect of the
teacher’s voice and the sounds of her classmates, it did little to make her feel like the
class time was worth her attention. Compared to the asynchronous experience of most of
the other participants her attitude about the teacher and her classmates was similar.

In Sherry Turkle’s book, Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology
and Less from Each Other (2017) she says, “Sometimes people experience no sense of
having communicated after hours of connection” (p. 12). Turkle goes on to say that this
results in, “a nagging question: Does virtual intimacy degrade our experience of the other
kind and, indeed, of all encounters, of any kind? (Ibid.)” Virtuality can be understood as
the attempt to make a partial copy or simulacrum of an experience, whether it is for
learning, business or pleasure. When we become so accustomed to virtuality we can start
to feel frustrated with the non-virtual. Our frustration may be borne of altered
expectations.

The experience of non-face-to-face learning disturbs our typical sense of what is

relevant. For undergraduate students like Danna, in an online class the normal cues of
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what is relevant are removed. For example, computer screens are the primary means by
which the simulacrum of the classroom is recreated. However, unlike a classroom, a lived
environment filled with ambiguity, risk and vulnerability (as well as the possibility for
human contact, friendship and caring) the screen is always starkly naked and relevant. In
Lucas Introna and Fernando Ilharco’s article, “On the Meaning of Screens: Towards a
Phenomenological Account of Screenness” (2006) they use a Heideggerian insight
related to the “ready-to-hand” to explain, “Because the content in front of us [on the
screen] always shows up within our involvement ... [being in a class and trying to
complete the requirements] it is already presumed relevant, as deserving our attention”
(pp. 64-65). They go on to say, “This aspect is crucial. The content in front of us is not
just presumed relevant, but is already presumed relevant. In soliciting our attention its
relevance does not depend on its specific content but on a particular involvement in-the-
world in which we dwell” (Ibid. emphasis in original). The same goes for the voice of
Danna’s teacher and the sounds of her fellow students. Only she is frustrated that the
relevance of these things goes unquestioned. The relevance, like that of what we
encounter on a screen during our engagement with it is presupposed and imposed. The
simulacrum of the virtual fails in some sense because its relevance is always presumed.
The Present Absence

In an asynchronous class the absence of the face is also made present. Instructors
for these types of classes, where there is never any real-time interaction, make vestigial
elements of their embodied presence knowable by “coming online” to check on a
discussion thread posted to an Internet learning platform like Blackboard or Canvas.

Professors’ faces are not seen in these classes, though sometimes students are shown a
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photo next to a brief profile. Usually students just have a name and an email address to
identify their online professor’s presence. But the name and symbols of the email stand in
for the face in a non-face-to-face class. When this slight remnant of presence is left
online, as when the professor’s name or username accompanies a typed comment or
reply, students are able to experience the presence of their absent teacher. What does it
mean to experience absence?

In The Question Concerning Technology (Heidegger, 1977) the translator explains
that “the German noun Gegenwart means both ‘presence’ and ‘the present.’ It thus speaks
of presence expressly in the present” (p. 158fn.3). Becoming familiar with how
Heidegger understood presence helps to see that the type of presence that the students
experience in a non-face-to-face class is typically not of a presence in the present. When
they experience the presence of the professor, or other students, it is through what they
have left behind in what they have written, but they are no longer present in the moment
that the student reads the words. It is a kind of partial presence or a lingering trace of
what was Gegenwart. Full presence, in Heidegger’s sense of Gegenwart is not possible in
the asynchronous online class. “That which ‘does’ in such a sense is that which works; it
is that which presences, in its presencing. The verb ‘to work’ understood in this way —
namely, as to bring hither and forth — names, then, one way in which that which
presences, presences” (Ibid., pp. 161-2). Teachers are present only to students when they
are working. When they are “performing and executing” teachers appear only by direct
actions; they become real when they perform as teachers. In meaningful striving and
engaging, the professor of an online class becomes present. In a normal class there is the

possibility for passive or restful presence in the sense that the mere appearance, the
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embodied presentation of the professor, in whatever capacity, during class time is a
presencing.
Presencing of the Face During Online Learning

In my conversations with a participant named Lane I was presented with instances
of careful naming of the phenomenon of non-face-to-face learning. He is an older than
normal student who returned to school after two short but successful careers as a chef and
managing a veterinarian hospital. His course was designed, as are many online, with a
significant portion of time required posting and replying to other students. Another
participant, Evan, described these online “discussions” in this way, “The message board
was to try and give you the experience of having, you know, a dialogue with other
students about the content.” The posting of comments or questions and requiring a degree
of interaction or reciprocal replies is a vital part of most of my participants’ experience of
asynchronous online classes.

Lane felt that the teacher’s online activity catalyzed the whole experience:

Her presence would come at the end of the class and that is when everyone else

would actually start responding. So responses would come at the very end of the

week after initial responses had been put in at the beginning so then it would just

be, everyone would be rushing. So that’s the way the classes work. She would

show up and — hey what’s going on? And then it was like everybody was trying to

put their responses in.
Lane felt his teacher’s presence. It could not have been what we typically mean by
someone’s presence. Her embodied, synchronous and lived presence was not manifest in
his online class. However, she did make her being and uniqueness known. It mattered
that she engaged with students and that they knew she was there. She was not there in a

physical sense, but by interacting with them via text online they had a sense that her

physical presence was somewhere.
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One of the primary ways that Lane’s teacher made her face-less presence known
was through her textual replies to students’ online posts. The manifestation of her
engagement with the textual material heightened the importance of the assignment for the
students. The teacher’s presence, such as it was, was the whole point of the effort and
was looked to as the primary means by which students could be evaluated for their
efforts. In Lane’s class there was a lag between when students could post an initial
response to a reading or viewing assignments and when they were required to reply to the
initial postings of other students. Lane explained that this caused a procrastination and
rush pattern that made it hard for him to get into the flow of the class, or to really take the
posts of other students as seriously as he would have liked.

Lane noticed that the teacher’s entrance into the flow of textual “discussion” gave
a distinct temporal dimension to the experience. It caused the students to wait till the last
minute. The effort expended was seen, for Lane, as only relevant if it came right before
the moment the students knew the teacher would have a view on their work. The absence
of the teacher meant that if the students knew that nobody was watching, in any
meaningful and apparent way, they would just wait until they knew it was about time for
the teacher to “‘come online.”

Learning discussion boards. The justification for the discussion board posting
assignments is that they bring the students together and increase learning (Cho & Tobias,
2016). It is as close as many online classes can come to having an actual discussion.
Online course designers acknowledge the power of discussion for learning, but the
version created by online posting and the accompanying rules go a long way towards

radically altering the nature of the exchange (Lieberman, 2019). For example, it becomes
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a task to check off and complete instead of something that you are drawn into naturally
due to curiosity or because of a desire to engage in thoughtful reflection with other
students. The assignment also seems, like many heavily technologically mitigated
exchanges, to dwell primarily in the realm of safety rather than allowing for risk. It is
hard to know why one should be bold when all that is really required is the posting of
text. Many of the complaints students have with the assignment relate to the superficiality
with which it is engaged with and evaluated by professors. Even if teachers do read all
the exchanges, students know that the posts do not really matter much, i.e., it will not
alter their grade. So long as there is evidence that they did the assignment, presented
some quantity of text in the required amount, at the right time, the quality can only be
commented on and is generally never penalized.

Friesen’s phenomenology of the discussion board posting in online classes shows
how they fail. “There is an experiential gulf ... that separates what happens in online
forums from what can happen in the classroom. The existence of this gulf is all too often
ignored by experts who study and make recommendations for the use of these online
forums. Experts ... quite explicitly characterize the activities that these technologies
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facilitate as ‘discussion’” (2016, 233). Friesen’s point is that they are not discussions. The
posting of comments online can be called a conversation, but doing so requires such a
narrow understanding of that phenomenon. It is an utter distortion, one that is allowed
because asynchronous learning that also requires interaction must be done with textual
material created and left behind by faceless others.

Dependent on the absent other. Because of the nature of the assignment, Lane

was made dependent on others to get it done. What he describes is something like a “first
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mover problem.” If he posted first, he didn’t have the advantage of reading what others
had already posted. He would post without the benefit of possibly incorporating their
insights or avoiding mistakes. However, if he waited too long then the really good points,
the original insights, could be used up. Moreover, Lane was free to post his initial reply
as soon as he wanted, but he could not complete the assignment without engaging with at
least two other responses. To post his replies he had to wait for those other responses to
be posted. But nobody was willing to post until they knew the professor was going to
login and start examining the various exchange threads posted online. Then, at that point,
there would be a flurry of initial posting and responses. Lane thought that this distorted
the purpose of the online text conversations that were supposed to be happening. He was
so concerned that he even helped the teacher to change the assignment dates so that this
would not happen. More recently online course design researchers have come to the same
kind of solution to solve the procrastination/rush pattern of required online conversations
(Lieberman, 2019).

For thoughtful students like Lane, the discussion board posting assignment was
confusing from a pedagogical perspective. He understood the purpose of the assignment.
He wanted to learn from it. However, in its current design, especially the timing of posts,
he found it to have an ambiguous relation to his learning. On the other hand, without
being asked to reflect on the experience or for those not too concerned with what they are
actually learning, many other students might be grateful for an “easy” assignment that
can be completed without much scrutiny. The design of the discussion board assignment
seemed to increase the possibility that it would not be taken seriously. Whether a student

decides not to take an assignment seriously is possible in any format, but the anonymity
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and lack of a direct connection to their grade made it even more likely that those Lane
would be interacting with were just going through the motions. The possibility for them
to not take responsibility for their own learning was heightened. They were also set up to
not feel like helping to take responsibility for the learning of the other students. Instead,
they just rushed to complete the assignment. Whether it was done in good faith was hard
to tell, but Lane sensed that the work was not genuine.
Solitude and Inauthenticity

The discussion board assignments show that the often-imagined solitary
experience of the online learner is dependent on the absent presence of others, the
professor and the students. Even though he never saw them, talked with them or even
really knew much about them, Lane’s success in the class was intertwined with the others
in a way that is not usually the case in a face-to-face class. When non-face-to-face classes
are designed in this way, with a heavy emphasis on discussion board participation, both
in making initial comments and responses to others, the class is unified asynchronously.
A web of comments and replies is formed from one student to the next. And knowing that
the teacher will be reading the threads can heighten the effort. The degree of scrutiny that
the professor expresses by way of this “virtual” listening determines how seriously
students take their work. However, even in a small class keeping track of the constant
interactions and exchanges can be daunting for the teacher. Unsurprisingly, according to
my participants, the outcome of these enforced interactions is lackluster.® It is no wonder

that Lane and several other participants went out of their way to lambast the required

6 Of course, enforced or required classroom conversations that happen face-to-face can also fail and turn
out to be dull, uninteresting and merely performative. However, the possibility for learning in a
conversation in-person seems more likely given the descriptions of my participants.
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student discussion boards, the one part of their experience where the absence of others
was made present. In a moment of clear phenomenological naming Lane says:
So this is the thing, some responses are purely masturbatory. It’s like what I used
to call with one professor “high-fives.” And I actually called the class out in one
of these talks, in one of the forums in saying, “we are just giving high fives to
each other, we are not actually giving a true response of what we think or a
counterpoint.” It’s like “that’s a great idea” “good job” so that’s not a response,
it’s a verbal emoticon — you know. Its not real.
Lane highlights the superficiality of the so-called “discussions” between students.
It’s just like a teacher who does not take the time to be thoughtful in giving feedback on
an assignment. The issue for Lane is that they are “not real” and somehow they can’t be
real. If a comment or reply consists only of agreement and support it is not genuine.
Emoticons are supposed to convey meaning, but in their overuse they become less
meaningful. Lane is getting at the point that if over used, encouragement, though it
technically fulfills the requirements of the assignment, does not help others learn. To
make the exchanges real those reading the response must encounter something besides
obsequious approbation. To make a post “real” must mean to find a posted comment or
question that is inherently different, something that helps the reader learn by
encountering the texture of difference. In order to learn from the other students their posts
should by genuine articulations of personal thoughts. Even if the post is given primarily
in agreement, it needs to be supported, qualified and questioned in order to make the
reader sense the authenticity of what is being expressed. The post should not be given, if
inauthentic, just as evidence to the professor that a box was checked and the assignment

was completed. However, estimations of authenticity are usually problematic, especially

without a face-to-face encounter.
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Conversations thrive in the atmosphere of hope. In Pedagogy of Hope: Reliving
Pedagogy of the Oppressed Paulo Freire argues that we have an ontological need for
hope (2014). He goes on to say that when we converse with others, even those we might
consider combatants we do so in a “climate of hope” (p. 186). Conversations born of
hope lead to the conviction that something will be achieved in the exchange with another.
But what exactly will be achieved cannot be completely determined or known
beforehand. To make the outcomes of a conversation explicit is to remove the conditions
for genuine conversation. To be real then, the exchange of reciprocally posted text for
other students has to overcome the sense that the receiver has of knowing that the
response was only done because it was a requirement. Such a hurdle may be
insurmountable. Curriculum theorist William F. Pinar is emphatic that “Authentic
conversation requires ‘going beyond’ the surface to take into account ‘unspoken’ and
‘taken-for-granted’ assumptions, including ‘ideology’” (2004, p. 157). Pinar’s hope is
Socratic in that learning is understood as self-knowledge, where what is gained is the
ability to have coherent beliefs (Siebach, 1995). Such a hope is lofty and even in a face-
to-face class this deep encounter is rare. However, it is not just more likely to happen in a
traditional class than it is to happen online, it probably cannot really happen at all non-
face-to-face. Conversations, and the kind of learning that teachers hope will come from
them, are most possible when there are no requirements or rules. It is hard to image how
to set up a non-face-to-face conversation without many intrusions of the explicit.

Only a genuine effort to really engage and be authentic can make the posted
replies seem like they are done in order to help the other student learn. There has to be

some element of surprise that shows what was offered in the response was not just done
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to check a box. That means what is written has to be similar enough to be relevant but
also different or creative enough to be additive to what is already there. Lane’s main
concern was that the teachers of online classes needed to make sure that there was the
right amount of friction caused by the encounter of difference in the discussion board
exchanges. He thought students should step up and do it, but they needed to be
encouraged to open up to the risky possibilities of real conversation.

Of online learning and onanism. Lane, a professional man of the world (married
with a daughter), uses a potentially vulgar and mechanical word to describe and assess
his experience of learning from online student posts. His word choice captures the sense
of the disturbance to learning he experienced. It expresses his sense of the degraded or
defiled learning that was produced. The masturbatory, whether explicitly sexual or not, is
that which is not necessarily done alone but is rather that which is done only for the self.
It is an act that should involve others deeply but instead excludes them by using them. In
the masturbatory others are objectified, or as Kant (1964) would say, they are used as
merely a means to an end and not as ends in themselves. For Lane to not fully engage
with the discussion board requirement is to be an inauthentic student. It creates
inauthentic learning.

The archaic word ‘onanism’ refers to the same kind of activity. However, it taps
into another sense in which the self-indulgent can become pejorative. It derives from the
name of a man in the Bible, Onan, who avoided his responsibility. Onan was one who did
not fulfill his duty. Lane happens to be one of those students who takes his learning
extremely seriously. He is not in the class and seeking a degree because he has to. He is

already financially and professionally secure, so he seeks learning for its own sake.
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Because of that perspective it is easier for him to see how others are cutting corners and
doing as little as possible; he does not accept such behavior as pragmatic or the way
learning should happen. Lane takes responsibility not just for his own learning but can
also notice when others aren’t. He has somewhat of a tragic image of himself, like a
quixotic hero who others do not understand, he might even seem a bit absurd. Lane
knows that he does not fit in with the general attitude of going through the motions to
appear like he is a good student. He wants to actually be a good student. He wants to be
changed by his learning experience.

Lane shows that the desired course objective to have students interact in an online
discussion board is achieved by making these types of simple, self-satisfying “high-five”
comments. The ends are achieved. However, the way this requirement is fulfilled is a
farce. It is carried on as a mechanistic response and not due to genuine need or respectful
engagement with others as might happen in a face-to-face conversation. In fact, the
exchanges become a kind of defilement where all parties are degraded by the
objectification of the other. Similar to Lane, Norm Friesen’s deep consideration of
discussion board posting for online learning comes to a similar kind of conclusion. “It
does not seem to be a real response to what I am saying ... many of the replies in the
forum do not seem to have much to do with the messages they supposedly respond to
either” (2016, p. 230). The posts are done without a wider concern for whether they are
fulfilling the purpose of learning. They don’t appear to take responsibility for what is
being created. If education is growth, as John Dewey (1997) argued, then these posts are
not educative. They do not contribute to, “growth in general.” Which is to say, it does not

“create the conditions for further growth” (p. 36). The reason someone would take
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responsibility is precisely to create those kinds of conditions. That is what an engaged
teacher would hope to achieve through the discussion board assignment.

For non-face-to-face learning the point seems to be that to call the posted
comments educative is to accept a sort of degradation in place of the real thing. The
posting of comments and replies has the same sort of final outcome of what a normal
classroom exchange is supposed to be, and it certainly fulfills the requirements of the
syllabus. However, the experience is only a simulation of the real thing. Lane is showing
that the learning he would like to experience from these online discussions is “disturbed”
or “confused” by their forced and self-flattering nature. Ultimately though, it is not the
requirement itself that is the inherent issue. Instead it seems to have more to do with the
level of attention that the instructor gives to these exchanges. To not just feel that the
posts are done in order to “check a box” students need consistent feedback on every post;
otherwise, what they write quickly degrades. They need to be shown how to fully respect
others in a purely text-based format. The reason that the exchanges are degraded seems to
be that it is hard for professors to demonstrate or guide students in how to do
authentically engage with others. The root of the issue might be the massive amount of
careful time and attention that this would require of instructors.

A Faustian benefit. As with all technological innovations there are always trade-
offs. Catherine Adams and Terrie Thompson (2011) put this clearly in their articles about
the use of technological devices in education: “The more intimately we embrace and
become intertwined with a technology, the more vulnerable we are to its breakdowns, and
to it responding unexpectedly otherwise than our desire” (p. 741). They explain that “A

given technology both enhances and disrupts and ultimately reshapes current practices in
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often unexpected ways” (p. 743). If non-face-to-face classes create the kind of
degradation that Lane pointed out there are, of course, gains elsewhere in some form of
efficiency. We don’t enter into the Faustian bargain of technological innovation for no
reason. For example, in another one of her articles, “Technology as Teacher: Digital
Media and the Re-Schooling of Everyday Life” Adams says, “Becoming accustomed to
using PowerPoint for teaching opens up new ways to construct knowledge” (2012, p. 268
emphasis added). She goes on to say, “Habituating to PowerPoint (or any technology)
harbors other implications, including unwitting subscription to its prescriptions, as well
as a retreat of critical discourse regarding its presence” (Ibid., emphasis added). Although
there might be unintended consequences of every technological solution, we usually get
something we want.
Mary, who took two online classes as an undergraduate more than seven years
before our conversations, points out one of these gains in efficiency:
I also really enjoyed that there were no - I mean every now and then you get a
classmate who likes to talk, who likes to chime in, and it’s not something helpful
but it’s about something personal, that kind of derails and they go off on a
tangent. And you are just sitting in class thinking, “I am not paying to hear about
your whatever.” I did not think about paying attention at the time but, “I am not
wasting my time to hear about your one-on-one conversation with the professor”
... that does not happen online.
For Mary, you miss out on some bad things too when you don’t have to sit in a
classroom. These bad things are the seemingly irrelevant, tangential and perhaps overly
personal or those comments from individuals who seem to monopolize class time. It
might be good for students to manifest a personal connection with the professor in class

but sometimes it crosses over the line, particularly if it happens repeatedly from one or

two other students. That problem is eliminated in a non-face-to-face class. It might even
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be one of the greatest inefficiencies of traditional classes, the time wasted by other
students on unrelated or trivial questions and comments. These exchanges take the
professor’s attention away from the class or other students. It is time that could be spent
during office hours one-on-one but which now requires that everyone’s time be involved.
Perhaps that is not the liability it seems, but for Mary at least, that was her experience.
Picking up on the efficiency of online classes avoiding this problem shows how Mary
regards her experience with the lens provided by the technological attitude, leveling
everything down to the one distinction of what is most optimal.

Writing to No Face and Everyone

Our writing instruments contribute to our thoughts.
(Nietzsche, 1882, cited in Thde, 2001, p. 97)

All of the non-face-to-face classes that my participants took as undergraduates
started with an assignment that required them to introduce themselves. Sometimes this
was a short perfunctory note. Other times it was more involved and required that they
answer certain questions related to an initial prompt. Mary says, “In the first week,
everyone was assigned the task to write a post to introduce themselves. You had to say
what year you were in, what your major was, and give a fun fact.” None of my
participants seemed to care for this assignment because they didn’t think it contributed
much to their overall experience. It didn’t help them to connect to anyone else, i.e., it did
not really break the ice. They seemed to be expressing the sense that they were being
forced to try and pretend that the online class was like face-to-face environment. Copying
the type of thing done in an in-person class was not the same thing for them. My
participants could sense the loss of the possibility for vulnerability and full human

connection.
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Vulnerability and Community: Body and Conversation

Celeste Snowber explains that “Vulnerability comes from the word, vulnere,
which means to tear open” (p. 50). In her book Embodied Inquiry: Writing, Living and
Being through the Body (2016) she tells us, “Vulnerability often reveals itself through our
bodies; the tension in the shoulder, the butterflies in bellies or heartache in the chest.
There is no absolute map to the places where one opens up to the fragility or
vulnerability. Yet this is what makes us human, what deeply connects us to each other”
(Ibid.) When we are exposed to others there is the possibility of being torn. It is the risk
inherent to exposing our bodies to others that heightens the experience. And when we are
not torn by others we become bound to them. The paradox is that when we are most
vulnerable we enter the possibility for the greatest strength as we become bonded to
others. These meaningful bonds are possible because of our bodies, as Raymond Tallis
explains, “We deceive ourselves if we forget how we remain fastened to our physical
body and, through embodiment, are vulnerable to pain and suffering from within and
without that body (2003, p. 5). In the supposititious virtual future where we have
somehow escaped embodiment’ there is nothing really at stake, no vulnerability and thus

no possibility for meaning within that domain.

7 For example, the influential futurist Ray Kurzweil explores and advocates for this idea in his 2005 book
The Singularity is Near: When Humans Transcend Biology. New York, NY: Viking. His view seems to
depend on the reification of the metaphor that the human brain (and thus the mind) is a computer (concern
for the potential consequences of forgetting that “the brain is a computer” is just a metaphor was examined
at length by Postman (1992)). This error leads Kurzweil from a fear of mortality to the disparagement of
embodiment. Besides Dreyfus’ book On the Internet, another excellent antidote to this faulty technological
thinking about the body is Robert Epstein’s article “The Empty Brain” in Aeon, May 18, 2016. “Your brain
does not process information, retrieve knowledge or store memories. In short: your brain is not a
computer.” https://acon.co/essays/your-brain-does-not-process-information-and-it-is-not-a-computer. As
Tallis puts it so well, “We would not, for example, wish to be etherealized into words; or live in a world
where all interactions are mediated through symbols or electronic or optotronic communication systems.
The ‘lightness’ of our being would become ‘unbearable’ (2003, p. 7).
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Aletheia of the face. The visceral embodied feelings of vulnerability were never
mentioned by my participants. In their experience it is lost or obscured. With the
withdrawal of the face its nakedness and accompanying invitation to ethical regard is
yanked. O’Donohue’s account shows what is withdrawn: “While the rest of the body is
covered, the face is naked. The vulnerability of this nakedness issues a profound
invitation for understanding and compassion” (1997, p. 42). The cyber face, what is
presented online, is incapable of fully nurturing the ethical response. Students in an
online class find themselves in partial loneliness. This is because the “Body is the
common texture of all objects and is, at least with regard to the perceived world, the
general instrument of my ‘understanding’” (Merleau-Ponty, 2014/1945, p. 244). Without
their body being present to others the understanding that comes from the body cannot
happen. Instead, the body alone at a computer screen understands something else.
Whatever that is it is not what would be understood when physically present with others.

Related to nakedness of the face is Heidegger’s etymological fascination with the
Ancient Greek word for truth, Aletheia. He makes the point that the true is not the
correct, the certain or the verifiable. With Aletheia Heidegger is trying to show that truth
means access to the essence of a phenomenon or entity (1977). The face, the re-vealed
and un-covered is fundamental to our vulnerability in interacting with others. It is not
usually behind a mask. Likewise, the face on a Zoom tile or in a profile picture is just a
kind of image impervious to being “torn.” As Catherine Adams says, “Students are
encountered as icons on a screen” (2011, p. 269). Icons, no matter what they are made of,

represent permanence, not change, growth or fragile humanity.
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Without a sense of risk and the chance to really connect, Mary goes on to say that
“I read most of the posts, but other than that I didn’t learn anything else about my peers.
Even though the class is structured to promote interaction between students, I didn’t talk
to them further unless there was a group project and even then, it was minimal
communication.” Mary and most of the other participants did not see these initial
introductory posts as a chance to get to know their classmates and form bonds with them.
They did not learn more from them or form relationships that could extend beyond the
class. Instead, they thought it was administratively imposed busywork, something a
bureaucrat, not the teacher, had decided was important. They knew that part of the
rationale for the assignment was to give them something to do the first week of class to
verify their enrollment.

Conversations and efficiency. From listening to my participants, it is clear that
they come to the experience of non-face-to-face learning with definite expectations.
Education online is primarily understood as information transfer. Assignments that seem
unrelated to this purpose are unrelated to what students expect from their online classes.
However, as J. Glenn Gray explains in his very Heideggerian philosophy of education,
The Promise of Wisdom, “Education is more than information” (2017/1968, p. 13). He
goes on to ask, “Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge? Where is the
knowledge we have lost in information?” (p.17). The point of higher education cannot be
just gaining information or skills; it must also be about wisdom. Wisdom comes from
understanding others. We come to know others through our relationships with them. As
Gray says, “Unless our youth find in formal education the time and leisure for that

unhurried building of relationships which modern living makes increasingly precarious,
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they are unlikely to find them later” (p. 55). During the undergraduate years the
conditions for relationships can be created and allowed that are not found anywhere else.
And in this way the wisdom born of community is formed.

Gray (2017/1968) explains that education always takes place within a concern for
broader goals and purposes. What education, and the learning that constitutes it, is for,
matters. Like Dewey, Gray agrees that education is ultimately about the wider concerns
of the group, its culture and success. The conversations that can take place as part of
undergraduate learning are integral to the formation and sustaining of community. “We
can only regain community in education if we learn that communication is near its
essence. And communication is only possible where individuals are able to speak directly
to one another, with enough intimacy to assure understanding beyond the logical sense”
(p. 48). Speaking directly means face-to-face, in real-time with full embodied human
presence. Unmitigated conversation is being present with others in the conditions that
allow for subtle, potentially friction filled, vulnerability pregnant interactions. It is to
enter into the working out of meaning and purpose(s) with others. One good
characterization of what I mean is this description from Arthur N. Applebee (1996) in
Curriculum as Conversation:

In a lively classroom environment in which real conversation are being engaged,

this process of challenge and extension will be generated in part by the press of

the conversation itself. Disagreement, divergent interpretations, alternative
viewpoints should require participants to clarify and extend their own insights
rather than capitulate to someone else’s view. Teachers play a central role in
ensuring that such high standards are always maintained. Through the questions

they ask and the challenges they pose, effective teachers help students to focus,
clarify, and raise the level of their contributions (P. 115).



269

I hope it is clear that this does not sound like the description of something that can
happen in an online class. Moreover, if this type of exchange is even possible in a Zoom
class it is very difficult to achieve.

Any infringement on conversation (e.g., the need to unmute as is usually required
in a Zoom class) and altering it to make it more efficient, can radically alter the
possibility of gaining wisdom from education. The seductive urge of technological
innovation is always to make things more efficient. When technology approaches
conversations in order to make them more efficient the result depends on assumptions
about the purpose of conversations imbedded in the technology. For example, it might be
a common assumption that conversations are for exchanging information. Technology is
then utilized which can maximize information exchange in conversations. We are left to
wonder if standards of efficiency can apply to a conversation and if the purpose is really
to exchange information. We may become especially hesitant if we accept that with all
gains in efficiency there is a trade-off, something is lost. That is, not only might we
wonder if the assumptions imbedded in technology about conversations are correct, we
may also be unwilling to accept the costs for such maximization. Sherry Turkle gives an
interesting way of thinking about this. To examine what can possibly be wrong with
efficiency she gives a paraphrased version of Shakespeare. She says, “We are ‘consumed
with that which we are nourished by’” (2017, p. 207). Turkle is showing that the reason
we demand efficiency, even from things like conversations, is because living efficiently
requires increased efficiency. It is a vicious cycle. When it comes to conversations, what
is lost in making them efficient is too much. However, the response is only to try and

make conversations more efficient.
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Technological innovations keep drawing us in further, like a mirage. Neil
Postman’s work (1992) sensitizes us to the consequences of the allure of efficiency. He
shows that efficiency is one of the principles by which innovation succeeds and
efficiency depends on conceiving of people as consumers. Postman’s point is that
students are now thought of as consumers, and universities businesses. For the
technocrats this is the most efficient arrangement. “The bureaucrat considers the
implications of a decision only to the extent that the decision will affect the efficient
operations of the bureaucracy, and takes no responsibility for its human consequences”
(p. 87). Once that becomes accepted, that schools are a kind of business, whenever an
innovation promises efficiency the seductive power to make the trade off is strong. I
wonder how often we stop to ask if students are consumers? Are we aware enough to
even realize that they are treated this way? And if they are not consumers of education,
how should they be understood?

Beyond the logical. When Gray (2017/1968) says, “beyond the logical sense” he
seems to mean that there must be something non-discursive that happens in conversation.
To fully commune with others is to enter into a kind of conveyance of being itself during
conversation. Speakers in a conversation work out their mutually self-referential realities
in a joint project. The “convers” of conversation goes beyond the logical sense, a sense
that cannot be found fully in a one-to-one correspondence between words and their
meanings. To go beyond the logical is to enter the sense of poetry. Like the sense found
in this poem:

And indeed there will be time

For the yellow smoke that slides along the street,

Rubbing its back upon the window-panes;
There will be time, there will be time



271

To prepare a face to meet the faces that you meet;

There will be time to murder and create,

And time for all the works and days of hands

That lift and drop a question on your plate;

Time for you and time for me,

And time yet for a hundred indecisions,

And for a hundred visions and revisions,

Before the taking of a toast and tea.

The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock (T. S. Eliot, 1963 p. 4)

Yellow smoke makes me think of the burning of unsavory wet things, probably
unnatural stuff like plastic, the product of advanced modern chemical technology. Even
in its destruction and disposal it leaves behind its mark. Under the conditions of our
technologically mitigated world we are still called upon to care and to take responsibility
in hope. In the necessary conversations that are the fabric of community we present our
face. Ours is a face that we have prepared to be met by others in vulnerability and
intimacy. It takes time to create, to prepare and to meet. And time is part of the
meaningful net of existence. As Marleau-Ponty (2014/1945) says, “The ambiguity of
being in the world is expressed by the ambiguity of our body, and this latter is understood
through the ambiguity of time” (p. 87). Our existence is made potentially meaningful
because of the layers of ambiguity. The “works and days” that constitute our being as
humans is constituted by the trillions of “cognitive handshakes” (Tallis, 2016) that we
enter into with others through all of the necessary trivialities of life. The creating and
destruction, the eating and the drinking, all made possible by language. As Gray
(2017/1968) says, “We are human beings largely by virtue of language” (p. 173). All
natural languages are inherently ambiguous (Wittgenstein, 2009). The ambiguity of

language mirrors the ambiguity of the body. We can see that for Mareleu-Ponty language

reflects the human beings’ experience of reality. “Ambiguity is essential to human
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existence and everything that we live or think always has several senses” (2014/1945, p.
172). 1t is the ambiguity of language that creates the possibility for meaning.
Reciprocal Voyeurism: Hiding from Others Together

Despite the lack of attention or importance that they seemed to give their
introductory discussion board assignment, several participants like Mary, mentioned that
they did read all the other introductory posts by their fellow students. They explained to
me that they did not put much into their own posts because they knew nobody was going
to read them. When I asked “Why?” they said it was because nobody was required to
read them. When I pointed out to a few participants that they had taken the time to read
the others, they still didn’t think anyone else had done the same. There was almost a
voyeuristic sense of their view towards the others in their class. They felt anonymous but
were curious about the other students. However, they did not seem to impute this feeling
to the other students, even though the other students potentially felt just as anonymous,
curious and were therefore just as likely to be voyeuristically engaged. The lack of
reciprocal awareness seems to demonstrate the way that non-face-to-face classes cut
students off from fully realizing the other.

The voyeuristic aspect was that my participants expressed a curiosity with the
other students, enough to read their short biographies, but never enough to really engage
and get to know anybody. They avoided crossing the line past anonymous voyeur. Like
the character played by Jimmie Stewart in Alfred Hitchcock’s Rear Window (1954),
students in online classes often experience themselves as set off from others, unable to
really interact with them but still fascinated by them. Much of the disconnection is due to

the limited means of interaction. A line from the movie that aptly captures the conditions
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of voyeurism is when the character says, “You don’t know the meaning of the word
neighbor. Neighbors speak to each other” (Hitchcock, 1954). Without begin able to fully
speak to each other students in non-face-to-face classes are potentially less neighborly.
They don’t rely on each other as much as they could in a traditional class.

As in Rear Window, students in online classes peer out at others, but the fact of
their observing activity is mostly invisible, though not impossible to notice. The paradox
of not fully being in contact with others but still enamored with the idea of knowing them
without their knowledge is alluring. However, if you cannot come to full contact with
others what is the use or interest in partial contact? Is it a sense of power and control?
Being able to observe others without them knowing is something that students in online
classes sense they are able to do in secret like a spy through a crack in the wall. In the
movie when one character asks to use the protagonist’s huge telephoto lens she says,
“Mind if I use that portable keyhole?” A keyhole is usually something fixed. But with a
mighty lens we can peer into the windows of homes far away. The Internet can be a kind
of portable keyhole too.

When we observe others, when we think they do not notice, we assume the
posture of the voyeur. The English translation of the French word ‘voyeur’ is instructive.
Scopophilia is the deep love of observation, watching. The modern world of screens
makes us all scopophiliacs. We all look out at the world like Jimmie Stewart’s character
with a telephoto lens to focus and observe others. We imagine we will be unnoticed and
safe within our own protected confines. From movies to our phones technological

innovations consistently play to the human preference for the visual, i.e., what can be
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read instead of heard, seen instead of felt. The voyeur is not fully connected to others. In
the film Rear Window the difficulty of full ethical responsibility is tested.

There is also the pointlessness of voyeurism. It is something done from curiosity
during the conditions of leisure. The voyeur is born of idleness. The degree to which we
become watchers and not actors seems to depend on how much free time we have. It
could also be related to how familiar we are with the conditions of engagement with
others. The voyeuristic aspect of online classes could also relate to how comfortable
students feel. For those more familiar with the format they might be only peripherally
concerned with how others are watching them and how curious they are about observing
others. The voyeuristic tendency seems to be related to the level of vulnerability students
feel in an online class. The more secure they are the less they are concerned with the
sense of being watched.

Lurking. In his account of online textual exchanges, Norm Friesen is able to
name this mostly hidden activity of observing others online through what they write. He
says he is “lurking.” By keeping out of sight one is able to be sneaky. The lurker is one
who can potentially be getting away with something, whether it be avoiding work, taking
something without permission or evading full responsibility. The etymology of the verb
‘to lurk’ even connects to frowning, the facial expression of displeasure. The perception
could be that even in an online setting lurkers have something to hide or are otherwise
discontent. For example, what do we think of those in a Zoom meeting, or other type of
group video conference, who leave their camera off without explanation? In the lurking
condition Friesen says, “I cannot share the same openness and vulnerability that those

already posting to the forum do. At the same time, everyone in the conference is still able



275

to suppose that I am still able to see everything that they are doing and saying” (2016, p.
229). There is perception of unfairness to lurking. Others might think that a student who
is lurking is taking advantage by not fully paying the price in vulnerability. They are not
sharing in the same level of exposure that everyone else is allowing. There is a sense in
which this is also true of face-to-face classes. Students who do not reveal what they are
thinking or engage fully but instead watch or mimic other statements can be viewed as
not fully investing in the in-person learning experience. However, they are still there.
They communicate many things non-verbally, and their mere physical presence makes
them vulnerable even if they shelter their thoughts behind silence and lowered eyes.

There is tension in students’ perception of anonymity. As Friesen points out, the
other students in an online class discussion board know who is lurking. Lurkers are
revealed by their absence from textual exchanges. In this way the voyeurs in an online
class know that they are also potentially being observed and watched as much as
possible. Students in my synchronous Zoom classes are acutely aware of this. During my
first experience teaching in a non-face-to-face Zoom lecture, students emailed me to
complain about having their image copied. Apparently word had gotten out among some
of the female students that one of the male students was a “Simp” and was likely using
screenshots to save their images. Soon many of the women were requesting that they be
allowed to turn their cameras off during class.

For students in an online class that requires any sort of interaction or engagement
online, it is not really anonymous. The lurker’s absence is noticed. Students quickly learn
that even though they might feel like they are alone they aren’t. They know that others

can perceive their online presences whether it is by the text they leave behind that is
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linked to their name, or the professor’s view of the online course that tracks engagement
on the course platform. They also know that even their absence can be conspicuous.
Moreover, they know that what they do online is permanent. They cannot erase their
comments or their logins. Danna tells me, “On the platform anything you write online
gets tracked.” Students tend to hold back in the exchanges. What they write is often not
fully genuine since it is constantly being hedged and curated. They seem to behave a bit
like someone being watched, like they are the objects of other voyeurs.

Faceless efficiency. My participants seemed to project onto the facelessness of
the rest of the class their own attitudes about the course. The main thing they project is
their own attitude with regard to efficiencys; it is their goal. In Technics and Praxis: A
Philosophy of Technology (2012), phenomenologist Don Thde considers efficiency a
value. The implications of Ihde’s view for online learning become apparent when we see
that Heidegger connects values and purpose. “The essence of value has an inner relation
to the essence of aim (Heidegger, 1961/1984, p. 16). Our purposes become or just are
what it is that we value. The intense valuation of efficiency springs from the
technological attitude that levels everything down by removing all meaningful
distinctions, i.e., standardization. In so doing we come to increasingly “aim” at
efficiency. One participant, Evan, explained that the online format particularly the
reliance on platforms like Blackboard or Canvas made all of the courses “cookie cutter.”
They were all of the same form even if their content was totally unrelated. “That is just
the nature of the tool that they are using. So you don’t necessarily feel like you are
experiencing something that is really content specific or created by the professor for you

in some particular way.” Efficiency depends on removing uniqueness.
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The attitude of efficiency, and the extreme value it is given, is most manifest in
comments by participants pointing out that unless something was required, they would
not do it. Moreover, they saw this valuation and the decisions that flowed from it, as one
of the few things they knew for certain about the other face-less students in their classes,
i.e., nobody was going to do anything that was not required. Only what was explicitly
related to their grade, in a sort of one-to-one correspondence, was worth any student’s
time and effort. For example, in reference to extra material posted to the course website,
Evan remarked, “I am sure there are some of those links that have interesting and
valuable information but you don’t end up going to those.” He certainly would if it were
required or if it would help him finish an assignment.

Oriented towards efficiency the students still have to make an introductory post
that they regard as a waste of time. But since it is required and contributes to their grade
they do it. Mary showed that the “get to know you™ assignment did little to help her
connect with others. Throughout the class the students are required to continue to interact
with each other via posts. Mary gave me some details as she recounted her experience:

Writing a weekly post was the one task that took up the most of my time. There

was always a prompt that reflected that week’s topic and you had to write one

original post and then comment on two of your peer’s posts. I tried to write my
original post as soon as possible. Waiting for others to post as well so you have
another post to comment on took time. I would have to log into Blackboard a few
times a week just to check and comment on that week’s posts.

Via the comment assignment a reciprocal burden is placed on students in online
classes. Indeed, the implicit if not also explicit purpose of the assignment seems to be
designed to foster learning among peers. Discussion board posting, as described here and

by other participants, creates tension between the students’ autonomy and their

dependence on others. The burden comes to each student on their own, needing to do
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their part, and how they must wait for others. Students are free to make their original post
and in doing so they create the conditions by which other students can complete the other
aspect of the interactive assignment. The mutual dependence is the source of the
reciprocal burden. They carry this burden by apprehension for the future, i.e., they are left
in expectant waiting until face-less others post textual comments. Until others post, the
assignment cannot be completed. They are also required to keep checking back in to see
what others have posted about what they wrote and to find places to add their other
required responses.

The imperative of efficiency seems to dominate the possibilities for exchanges
with Mary’s fellow students. When she wrote her posts, she did it to fulfill the
assignment and not to build anything else. Her posts were there, on the Internet for the
rest of the class and professor to read, but she was absent. In the Absent Body Drew Leder
beautifully draws our attention to all that we overlook about embodiment because we are
so familiar with it. “My body ... is fleshed out by a ceaseless stream of kinesthesia,
cutaneous and visceral sensations, defining my body’s space and extension and yielding
information about position, balance, state of tension, desire, and mood” (1990, p. 23).
Thus, there is the sense that for Mary it seems her words were only like a trace of what
her full embodied presence would have been, only a slight whisper.

The text of Mary’s comments appeared just as the text of everyone else. There
was nothing unique about it. All of the comments and replies were leveled. The
manifestations of presence could only come in one way. It’s easy to imagine the
uniqueness with which our comments in a regular class are conveyed, e.g., tone, speed,

amount, and mistakes. As Leder (1990) explains, “My expressive face can form a
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medium of communication only because it is available to the Other’s gaze” (p. 11).
Withdrawing the facial medium of communication makes informational exchange more
efficient. In his careful research comparing oral and literary cultures, Walter Ong shows
how this efficiency is made possible: “Written words are isolated from the fuller context
in which spoken words come into being” (1982, p. 101). Context is what creates
meaning. Meaning is inherently dependent on ambiguity. Writing inherently removes
some of both context and ambiguity.

Preoccupied by absence. The discussion board goes a long way to tying students
to the class, constantly bringing their minds back to it. Lane remarked, “I actually have
alerts on my phone.” The alerts let him know when he needs to login and check what
others have written in response to his posts. Moreover, another participant, Carl, told me:
“The online classes are on my mind more than the not online classes. Unless I am sitting
or [ am on campus the thing that I am thinking about is online classes.” The design of
non-face-to-face classes is effective at becoming a priority in the minds of the students I
talked to. Knowing that they have to depend on others to complete assignments puts
mental pressure on them to keep checking in with their class. At least for some of my
participants the format creates a sense of ownership. They have a sense that they are in
control because of requirements for more contact and consistent mental attention.

In pragmatic yet poignant language Mary brings forth some of what the present
absence of her fellow students meant to her. “There’s no seats online. There is no person
to person, so you are missing a lot of the small interactions that are just human. I weighed

the pros and cons and so for this class because I knew it was an easy A and the content, I
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was ok giving up that interaction.” It’s not that there are empty seats, they just don’t
exist. There isn’t a place next to you, like there is in a classroom.

Norm Friesen (2016) makes the same observation as Mary in his careful
phenomenological essay about early forms of online learning “Is there a Body in this
Class?” He says, “Students cannot be arranged” (p. 225). There is no physical
manifestations of fellow students to which one can orient or respond in a spatial manner.
In Friesen’s description he shows how the lack of a physical manifestation of the bodies
of fellow students draws attention to the spatial character of embodiment:

In “ordinary” classrooms, when we speak of “sitting next to someone”, we do not

differentiate between the person’s identity and his or her body. My body, in this

context, is who I am — it is my identity. Our bodies are the medium through which

we reveal our identity ... we are immediately present to each other as embodied
beings. (Ibid.)

To be embodied means that our bodies are identical with who we are. However, in an
online class the body is conspicuously absent while our identity is strongly implied. This
means that often in an online class it can feel like our identity is not fully revealed.
Instead it becomes manifest to others in a way totally separate from our bodyi, i.e.,
through text on a computer screen.

Mary never found herself in bodily proximity to other students. She knew there
wouldn’t be physical encounters with others when she took the class. And she knew that
without that physical presence something would be lost in her online class. When she
experienced the absence it was acceptable because it accorded with her expectations. It
would be very disconcerting to be alone in a class when you expected others, but
knowing that there won’t be anyone makes the experience generally unremarkable.

For non-face-to-face classes one of the only distinguishing features was not who

had posted but which posts already had received the requisite comments from other
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students. Evan remarked that he felt sorry for those posts that hadn’t received replies. He
would seek out posts with no replies. Evan did this knowing it meant he might be missing
out on a more interesting discussion taking place on a longer thread. He sort of rooted for
the underdog, trying to find the neglected posts so that he could help them out. He
seemed to adopt a pedogocial attitude much like Lane, in trying to help others learn. This
teacherly tendency may have come from being slightly older than the other students. 1
asked if it was ever the same student he tried to help, Evan said no, it was just whichever
post thread was shortest.

I asked participants if they ever tended to just comment back and forth with a few
students. They said no. It was not something they did, mostly because they thought the
professor might not like it, though it was not something specifically prohibited. In this
case, in the realm of explicit instructions and clear tasks, participants describe making up
an additional rule. Somehow they felt that it was an unwritten requirement of the
experience that they not pair-off with other students in order to fulfill their reciprocal
posting and commenting assignment. Where did they get this sense and why did they
impose it on themselves? Not pairing off was, for one thing, a way of not forming any
relationships. It was a way of remaining anonymous precisely where it would have been
possible to become more personally known. The format on non-face-to-face learning
seemed to impose the rule of trying to maintain anonymity as much as possible.

What written language cannot do. Being able to type the comments means they
can be edited. Indeed, a great deal of filtering and thought can go into the comments that
students post in an online class. Such work, if done, has the value of helping students

convey written ideas better. But obviously it is nothing like a face-to-face conversation.
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As Mary explains, “You are forced to reply to posts but that does not create the same in
person bond. Because somebody posts one thing and you would post a reply and that is
just it; there is no back and forth. There is no personal-ness to it, it is just about that
topic.” Online classes try to copy, mimic or create a simulation of in-person classes but
they cannot really do that, they are something else.

The intimacy, the risk of error is reduced in text-mediated exchanges. When text
becomes the medium of communication it can be blamed. As Sherry Turkle’s research in
Reclaiming Conversation shows: “The students keep returning to the idea that digital
conversations are valuable because they are ‘low risk.” The students talk about how,
when they are online, they can edit messages before sending them” (2015, p. 36). The
possibility for careful editing and anonymity create the conditions for what Turkle calls,
in another book Alone Together, “the emotional affordances of digital communication.”
One of these affordances that matches the default coolness of written language “is that
one can always hide behind deliberated nonchalance” (2017, p. 198). Text is a more
controllable medium than conversational speech. For example, “Through speech ... there
is a taking up of the other person’s thought, a reflection in others, a power of thinking
according to others, which enriches our own thoughts” (Merleau-Ponty, 2014/1945, p.
184). In contrast the typed word is a narrowed form of language. It is not embodied. It is
difficult for it to carry the same temporal weight, e.g., punctuation can only go so far.
There is even some evidence that typing itself changes the content of what is
communicated. Nicholas Carr (2011) relates the story of how Nietzsche’s close friends
could recognize a transformation in his writing style when he began to use one of the first

typewriters.
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Text is simultaneously more ambiguous and precise than language conveyed face-
to-face, i.e., conversation. Since Plato, the spoken word has been privileged for obvious
reasons, but the distinction has not been without criticism. For example, in Margins of
Philosophy, Jacques Derrida (1984) works to collapse the distinction between written and
spoken language. His notion of polysemy applies equally to spoken and written words.
However, text is generally thought of as being more precise and thus potentially carrying
less significance than spoken language. If those who read what is written and understand
it mostly in the way the author meant then its meaning is precise though its interpretive
significance may vary (Hirsch, 1967). Moreover, whatever is posted online can be typed
in a document first, carefully edited and fashioned before it is presented. On the other-
hand if a student’s typed post on a discussion board is misinterpreted it can be amended
and/or explained with more typed comments. The sense that every typed word matters is
heightened by the fact that the readers on the other end know that the words could have
been carefully chosen. Thus, they assume the words must mean exactly what it seems to
the reader that they mean. However, language is inherently ambiguous; that is what
makes it meaningful, its openness.

It is not the same with face-to-face conversation. Every moment is risky.
Breakdown is eminent. Even if we go back and try to re-say what was said, the impact of
the moment it was heard cannot be fully reencountered. In a non-face-to-face class,
where there is so much non-verbal communication of what we mean, text is open to a
profound font of ambiguity and thus interpretive uncertainty. It cannot be clarified in the
moment. It is always understood by a solitary reader. To reach understanding the students

engaging in a discussion board interact only asynchronously, each in their own time and
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place, reaching back and forth to each other for a sense of what is meant. However, this
only happens if they care enough to do so, if they feel called upon to clarify what they
have read. It seems that such expenditure of effort is more often than not a fantasy in the
domain of efficiency and optimization.

The Teleology of Non-Face-To-Face Learning

Every craft and every inquiry, and likewise every action and every choice, seem
to aim at some good. (Aristotle, 1999, p. 1)

It strikes me, the more explicit the reason is for the existence of an activity or
institution, the more likely it is that it will be regarded with a quid pro quo attitude, e.g.,
government, nature, education. One of my participants, Travis, a former Marine, tells me
“the online classes that I have taken felt more transactional because there was a clear
purpose.” Superficially, the purpose of an online class is the same as a face-to-face class.
When John tells me, “All I want is this piece of paper” (i.e., a diploma) he could be
referring to a traditional class. But then he continues, “I don’t need this [face-to-face
interaction] because I can get all that stuff doing literally anything else.” Like Mary, and
the other participants, John expected what would be missing in an online class, there
would be no faces. In contrast to some of the others, he does not miss it, and the
educational purpose of the class was clarified and made more efficient by this absence.
John is grateful for this void in the traditional face-to-face learning experience because he
is allowed to focus on just what needs to get done in order to get what he wants. Yet, as
the purpose or goal of non-face-to-face learning becomes clearer it also, paradoxically,
becomes potentially more ambiguous (Olt, 2018).

Narrowed Purpose: Text, Money and Efficiency
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Online classes promote the kind of learning that happens when students are
exposed to information, and that is all that my participant John, for example, expects
from the experience. In Reclaiming Conversation: The Power of Talk in a Digital Age
(2015), Sherry Turkle illuminates the kind of learning made possible by online classes.
By her view, too much can be lost when something is reduced to mostly textual
exchanges, like email. When students in a non-face-to-face class read the teacher’s
instructions or lecture slides along with the textbook or other written materials, the non-
face-to-face pedagogical exchange “boil[s] down” according to Turkle, “...to an
exchange of information. In acting, in law, in business, the loss of a face-to-face meeting
means a loss of complexity and depth. A younger generation may be getting accustomed
to this flattening of things” (p. 264). The flattened or leveled down experience is just
what John is seeking. He wants the maximally efficient learning experience.

In his book Elucidations of Holderlin’s Poetry, Heidegger (1981/2000) says:

The men of this earth are provoked by the absolute domination of the essence of

modern technology, together with technology itself [devices, algorithms, and

systems] into developing a final world-formula which would once and for all
secure the totality of the world as a uniform sameness, and thus make it available
to us as a calculable resource. The provocation to such making-available orders
everything into a single design, the making of which levels the harmony of the

infinite design. (p. 202)

The technological attitude unites the essence of technology and powerful innovations like
the Internet. They are swept up together in an unrelenting drive to unify and homogenize.
The action of the technological attitude is the great leveling tendency that infuses so
much of contemporary experience. Thus, it is the very nature of the Internet to shape our

interactions with everything, including each other, by leveling. Internet mitigated

interactions seem to level by removing meaningful distinctions. In the article “Dwelling
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in the Classroom: A Phenomenology of Distance Learning” Koukal et al. explain: “On
the Internet, Others can only appear as text within the text that is the Internet, and so
every Other appears in more or less the same way” (2002, p. 31). And this way of
appearing as an other to be encountered is itself “superficially indistinguishable from the
text generated by the various programs that make up the Internet system itself” (Ibid.)
Text levels to one level. When education is conceived of as just the exposure to
and acquisition of information, a faceless format is more efficient. Non-face-to-face
classes are attractive to John because they remove the superfluous. The extraneous is
removed by reducing the pedagogical encounter to the merely fextual. Norm Friesen’s
(2016) phenomenological analysis of online classes makes this point as well. The
reduction brings the purpose of the class more in line with the imperatives of John’s
educational efforts. As Heidegger says in his lecture course What is Called Thinking
(1954/1968), we live in a time when everything becomes “leveled to one level” (p. 33).
Learning, limited to the textually expressed, becomes what can be learned from reading.
Learning is not what can be learned from the modeling example of the face of teachers
and other students. Heidegger thought the uniformity and potential homogeneity of
textually mitigated communication can eventually lead to the situation where, “The
burden of thought is swallowed up in the written script” (p. 49). In his Parmenides
lectures (1982/1992) Heidegger says:
In the time of the first dominance of the typewriter, a letter written on this
machine still stood for a breach of good manners ... Mechanical writing deprives
the hand of its rank in the realm of the written word and degrades the word to a

means of communication ... The typewriter makes everyone look the same. (p.
81)
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However, he goes even further in his analysis. It is not just that the experience of
meaningful differences is lost, we even lose touch with certain aspects of being itself.

Therefore when writing was withdrawn from the origin of its essence, i.e., from

the hand, and was transferred to the machine, a transformation occurred in the

relation of Being to man ... The typewriter veils the essence of writing and of the
script. It withdraws from man the essence of writing and of the script ... without
man’s experiencing this withdrawal appropriately and recognizing that it has

transformed the relation of Being to his essence. (p. 85)

The computer keyboard is the new, even more efficient, mechanization of the word. The
word read and the word typed is in a degraded, but more efficient state, i.e., mere
communication of textual information. It is in effect to “reduce the world to a language-
like-being.” Don Thde (2001) explains that the textually mitigated world “is something of
an inversion from the ‘world of the text’ into the ‘text as world’” (p. 78). John is attracted
to the paired down state of textual exchange because it makes his learning more efficient.
Because he comes to the experience driven to reduce or eliminate redundancy (since he is
having to retake many of the courses) John is sensitized to drawing out and expressing
this aspect of non-face-to-face learning. Learning primarily through the typed word
makes it easier for him to achieve his educational goals.

Wasted time and the cost of learning. Mary expressed an attitude similar to the
one brought out by John. In one exchange during our conversation she reveals her
experience with the expected purpose of a non-face-to-face class:

Mary: I felt that most of my other classes in-person were engaging and had good

content and I feel like my online classes were very generic classes I had to take as

just a prerequisite for my major. So it was easier. Kind of like one of those throw
away classes that they just make you take.

Steve: What do you mean by “throw away”?

Mary: I just feel like they scam you out of money to be honest. [laughs]
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Steve: They charge you the same amount of tuition?

Mary: Yeah, but I already know how to write a research paper but they made me

take a class on how to do it. Because it was a prerequisite for my major. You just

have to play the game.

Steve: So in that experience you are feeling a little bit scammed?

Mary: Yes. I just felt, scammed and it was a waste of my time and I wasn’t

learning. I mean I was learning a few things; it was not a complete waste. I knew

a lot of the content. It was redundant so therefore they are easy classes. They are

kind of unchallenging but it’s hard because you think it is a very easy class and

you will get an easy ‘A’ but then it creates all this stress, scheduling, making sure
you got everything done and just working with other students, the projects and
things like that. It is just very unnecessary.
Mary feels scammed, like she is wasting her time by being required to do and pay for
something she already knows how to do. For her it’s not a learning experience. The gains
in efficiency are so great that the course, with regards to her sense of what learning is, has
become a waste of time.

A similar situation is occurring nationally across all higher education. The costs
remain the same for students, the amount of money they are paying for their learning, but
the experience has been radically altered. Due to the COVID-19 outbreak, most
undergraduates are paying full tuition while being told that taking their classes at home is
entirely equivalent. Of course it is an incredible advantage that advanced computer
technology allows education to continue even during the outbreak of a disease. However,
something is lost when students are educated “remotely” even if synchronously on video.
Many students learning at home during this situation probably feel that though they are
paying for and expecting a full education (i.e., the full “college experience”) they are not

getting it. And yet they may still appreciate aspects of efficiency that are offered by the

face-less learning. Time will tell whether this difference in experience makes these
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graduates less prepared for higher education’s intended goal. At least as far as future
employment, there exists the economic argument that as long as students can signal they
have learned what is expected as undergraduates by possessing a diploma, the difference
in the learning experience will not matter (Caplan, 2018).

The issue of how much the online courses cost is something other participants
mentioned as well. Students have the impression that it is obviously a strategic maneuver
by institutions to make classes non-face-to-face. They are not wrong. In their article
“Dwelling in the Classroom: A Phenomenology of Distance Learning” the authors
explain that “The current growth trend of distance learning ... is the result ... above all
[of] the corporatization of the university which brings pressure to bear on schools to
reduce their rising costs while increasing their enrollments” (Koukal, et al., 2002, p. 20 ).
My participants understand that it is a big money saver to move classes online. What they
don’t, or can’t, realize is that to do online teaching well, it takes at least the equivalent
amount of time and often even more effort on the part of teachers (Hislop & Ellis, 2004).
Online classes also require administrative oversight as well as the right infrastructure and
necessary support staff.

In the end Mary’s point is not about the economies of scale that online classes
offer, their ability to be multiplied and filled with more students easier. Rather, for her the
money issue is about requiring a course that she did not need because she could already
do what it was meant to help students learn. She could have tested out of it but there was
no such option. Her school could create low-cost online classes, and because it was low-
cost it could make it a requirement, even for students who could already fulfill the

requirement. Mary didn’t think she would have been required to take such a “redundant”
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course if it had been more costly for the school. There may be a huge misperception if
online courses are created by schools because they think students want them offered in
the format. It also seems like an obvious outcome that if online courses were cheaper
most students would probably opt to take them. They might realize, like Travis, that they
were missing something from the college experience, but the savings might be easily
justified if their diploma was still just as valuable.

Hollowness: No there there. At another point in our conversation I asked Mary if
she felt anything was missing from her online classes. She said, I felt like the only thing
I was missing was maybe the interaction with people, myself and the professor and
myself and other students. But that’s the point of an online class.” The point of the online
class is to “miss” the friction of the human interactions. The texture of individual
differences and uniqueness is what makes our interactions with others potentially
memorable, sometimes difficult and opens the possibility for joint meaningfulness.
Turkle (2017) in Alone Together says that online technology facilitates “friction free”
relationships (p. 13). The whole way that online classes become efficient is to remove the
most in-efficient part of them. The defining characteristics of a non-face-to-face class
become its goal. The purpose is to remove what is not directly involved in the learning of
the content. As expressed by Mary and also in John’s account, there is an explicit
understanding by some students that the purpose of online classes is specifically to
remove the component of learning that is related to human interactions. By removing the
face-to-face contact the class becomes more efficient, and for some of my students, that is

what makes it easier to complete.
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A certain kind of hollowness seems to be a feature of the experience. It is as if,
similar to what Gertrude Stein (1937) says, “there is no there there” (p. 289). Stein meant
there was no operative focus from which to orient in order to find significance. Online
classes have a kind of emptiness. To a certain degree they do not have a unique character
or identity. Unlike a face-to-face class that can develop a unique character due to the
specialness of the individuals involved and made apparent through their interactions, the
online class is like something that is hollow, a ball or an old tree, both having a definite
form but nothing substantial on the inside. The online class is something which presents
as solid but isn't. It’s substantiality an illusion. There really is nothing there that you
expect to be there. Thus, with online classes you see the form or shape of a class, but
really it isn't; it’s something else, since it does not bring about the challenges that
regularly are associated with learning. It does not seem like a class at all. It has some
features in common, e.g., cost, standardized evaluations and authoritative structure.

How could this be so? In his marvelously sensitive article “The Call of Pedagogy
as the Call of Contact” Max van Manen (2012) shows that a hollowness or void can result
when contact is lost:

The pedagogical contact between teacher and student tends to be seen as “close

and personal.” This may be especially the case for very young children and their

teachers as well as, perhaps, for graduate students and their professors. But for
many school and college students that regretfully may not be the case. One may
even question whether personal contact is still possible between teacher and his or

her many students. (p. 25)

Interestingly, the loss of contact is not just possible in non-face-to-face learning; it is also
possible in face-to-face classes. But whereas contact seems to be possible for van Manen

in traditional classes, it is hard to see how we could even talk about the same kind of

thing happening in an online class, especially when he says: “Responsive contact means
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seeing the [student’s] otherness, mystery and ‘face.” Responsive contact is a relation that
sparks responsibility. The [student] experiences his or her uniqueness — being a ‘who’
(not a “what”)” (p. 28). The face of the other must be seen. Their uniqueness cannot be
reduced, as we will see, for example, to something that the Internet can efficiently
support, i.e., text. And it can’t be flattened, shrunk and framed by a computer screen.
The Game of Facelessness

It used to be that we probably first encountered screens during the experience of
watching television. Today it is probably more likely that people first see them on phones
or computers. Screens are ubiquitous. In their article, “On the Meaning of Screens:
Toward a Phenomenological Account of Screenness” Lucas Introna and Fernando Ilharco
(2006) explain that “Whether at work, at home, traveling, or immersed in some form of
entertainment, most of us find ourselves increasingly in front of screens” (p. 57). Because
of the ubiquity of screens and our constant use of them they become our window into
reality. Like Jimmy Stewart’s character in Rear Window we are oriented towards a
voyeuristic attitude of the world. Introna and Ilharco’s phenomenological account
explains that it is not that screens show us what we then take to be reality; it is that we
already take what the screen offers to be reality. “The content in front of us is not just
presumed relevant, but is already presumed relevant” (p. 64). Drawing on Heidegger’s
phenomenological ontology they explain that “Things are revealed or disclosed as that
which they already are within a referential whole in which other things already refer to
them and also draw upon the whole to be what they already are taken to be” (p. 60).
Thus, the more we use the screens the more we come to understand everything in a way

that conforms to screenness. This is a manifestation of the technological attitude. We
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even come to expect one of the most unique entities, human being, to conform to the
leveling constraints of the screen.

Many undergraduates become most familiar with screens because of video games.
One of the earliest uses of computers, once they were connected to screens, was to create
simple games (Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Smith & Tosca, 2008). The experience of playing
games can be foundational for future work done on computers, i.e., it contributes to
creating the necessary intuitions that web designers rely on when constructing online
learning platforms. Whereas the experience of watching television is a passive
relationship to the screen, playing a game requires interaction and manipulation of what
is happening on the screen. Being connected by interaction to what is displayed on the
screen in non-face-to-face learning implicitly relies on the skillful comportment
developed while playing games (Ibid.)

As Wittgenstein (2009) notes, games are hard to define. In a way they are, like
many things impossible to grasp with complete conceptual clarity without the notion of
something like “family resemblance.” All games tend to have some things but not
everything in common. For example, chess is a game but so is Duck Duck Goose. All
games have rules. The rules tend to be fixed and in general known beforehand. The rules
of a game can seem arbitrary, especially to those who play for the first time. Only after
experience do the rules start to make sense and seem coherent and maybe even necessary.
Games can be played for their own sake, i.e., because of the fun that results during game
play. However, the allure of games can become tied up with an excessive focus or desire

to win. If this happens then the game is not done for its own sake, for fun, but instead fun
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is only experienced if the player wins. Those who play certain games only to win can
quickly find themselves without anyone to play with.

Classes, like games, can be pursued for their own sake or for their ends. They can
be thought of as intrinsically valuable or merely as instrumentally important. There can,
of course, be a mixed attitude as well, but it is probably never a 50-50 split, so one
attitude will predominate. However, just like there are many different types of games, not
all classes, online or face-to-face, are the same. However, the distinction remains possible
between those classes that seem most approachable in terms of their purpose, their final
outcome and those that are about the means to that end. Classes can be understood as
only important and successful if the final expected goal was achieved fully according to
the student’s desires.

Non-face-to-face learning and the language of games. Students pursue
diplomas. They sometimes seem to play at hunting them down (Caplan, 2018). With a
desire to satisfy degree requirements they, as Mary says, “play the game” of non-face-to-
face classes to complete their undergraduate education. Danna calls it “checking a box™
and other participants frequently refer to it as “jumping through hoops.” John tells me “If
they could make all subjects an online class like a video game that would make me the
best learner in the world!” There is an awareness of the “gamification” of education that
reflects the way my participants talk about learning. One of my other participants,
Nathan, similar in age to Lane and Evan (i.e., a bit older than the normal student) is a
professional poker player. He spends his summers in Las Vegas.

Nathan tells me that he really wants to learn, to improve and get the most out of

his classes even if they are online. He wants to become a better writer and develop his
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capacities. As a student, Nathan knows the text heavy nature of non-face-to-face classes
has the potential to provide him with ample opportunities to practice and amplify his
writing talent. For him that depends a lot on the professor.

My first [non-face-to-face] class was last summer actually, political science. [John

Smith], and he is terrible, I feel passionately about this. So yah, not like the best

jump start to online courses but it was necessary because it was the only PolySci

class available in the summer. I want a lot of feedback, that is one of the most
important things for me, for just getting, or figuring out how I am doing, for

progress — even if I get a perfect score, I want feedback. If I get a 100/100 and I

get a “good job” that’s not good enough for me. I want to know what I could have

done better. What was good and what was bad. Even if it was just the most minor
thing. And I could tell that this professor was very generic, copy and pasting, you
could tell, just like “great job on this assignment you fulfilled the following
requirements.” And you could tell it was very rubric like. And he probably lifted
and copy pasted this for anybody with similar scores, so nothing specific to my
work.

As a professional game player Nathan doesn’t want his education to be a game.
Notions of triviality and fun attach themselves to things that are characterized as
“games.” Nathan wants to be transformed. If education is defined as the most efficient
transfer or at least dissemination of information, then online classes are wonderfully
good. However, they are not good for deepening social bonds, creating wisdom and
providing certain unique learning experience (Gray, 1968/2017). Of course, as he well
knows, games can do this too. But the point is, for Nathan, he does not have a lot of
patience for how the technological attitude of efficiency levels down his experience of
learning, i.e., how his work is not treated as unique, even if it is 100%. He can’t learn
what he specifically needs to learn, if the feedback he is given is generic. The comments,
however applicable, need to reflect the uniqueness of his work in the same way that

verbal feedback on a presentation or a paper might. Research has shown that students in

online classes crave the missing conversations that they would have in a classroom about
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their work. They desire the more nuanced and ample “global” feedback that can be
communicated verbally (Cavanaugh & Song, 2014).

Rubric like: The rules of online classes. In characterizing the leveled nature of
his experience, Nathan calls it “rubric like.” In the book Rubric Nation: Critical Inquiries
on the impact of Rubrics in Education (2015) rubrics are described as “Typically
assign[ing] a score or rating, a rank, or a descriptor that represents the gradation of
quality in a particular category based on values for that category that are generally
determined prior to performance” (Tenam-Zemach & Flynn, xviii). Rubrics are meant to
be unambiguous. The word derives from the bright red lettering of the directions in
medieval religious services. Rubrics for assignments are designed to make the learning
explicit, at least the portion that is up for evaluation. Since rubrics make all salient
requirements explicit, they can limit possibilities. “Learning and performance are messy,
complex processes, but the assignment of a single score is a move of efficiency that
oftentimes disregards, masks, or attempts to reduce that messiness, not because it is
pedagogically justifiable but because it is administratively expedient” (Ibid., xix). The
incentives the student may feel to go above and beyond what is required, may be
diminished since the rubrics are so clear and the incentives for doing extra are not.
Moreover, the students who do go beyond, those like Nathan, are probably the ones who
would anyway. But they want the professor to take the time to acknowledge and engage
with what they have done in such a way that they can get something out of the
experience. For Nathan, he wants to be shown; he does not appreciate the kind of
learning experience that Danna calls “fact and recall.” He, like her, can’t get anything out

of that. He wants more than just familiarity with new facts.
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I just love constantly working on a piece and constantly honing something. And
all my writing was done outside of academia so I want an actual professional, or
people who have put in a lot more work in this world, to give me feedback on my
writing. It’s not like “give me good feedback™ it’s not like that either. It’s got to
be critical! I want to get better. If there is one thing I am really self-critical about
it’s my writing feeling robotic. I want to feel more creative with my writing. And
I don’t feel like I can get better without trying to do something different. So that
PolySci professor was never very good at helping me get out of that autopilot
mode. I’ve taken three online courses total and that was the first, and his was
atrocious, that was so bad.
For Nathan, it is about the process. He wants a good outcome, a high grade, for sure, but
more importantly is that he feels like he learns. As he describes it, learning requires that
he be changed in some way. He wants this change to happen during the class. The
transformation he desires does not seem to rely on just completing a course, it requires
that the class do something to him.
Response-Ability
Responsibility is as Bauman (1993) puts it, “The first reality of the self” (p. 13). It
is the moment the self becomes a self through its possibility of self-awareness.
Responsibility is co-determined with selthood and is when we recognize ourselves as
“non-interchangable” (Levinas, 1985, p. 101). Our self-awareness is manifest when we
feel some degree of ownership or possession over our own actions. We sense that what
has happened is due to our own operations on the world. And though Zaborowski,
following Levinas says, “The face of the Other is the most concrete way to experience
responsibility” (2005, p. 56), there are other forms of responsibility. My participants
seem to focus on the sense of responding to what they are able to do in their classes for

themselves. Their sense of responsibility is not for others but for themselves. The non-

face-to-face class calls on them to respond to what they are able to do.
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Similar to the students I spoke with in my preliminary investigation of non-face-
to-face learning, several of my nine participants bring up the direct connection they
experience with their learning. They feel like it is on them and the role they play in the
process of learning. It is not mitigated by anyone else. They contrast the level of weight
or burden that the online class puts on them as compared with traditional classes. For
John being able to have more control is ideal. He can determine how much of the work he
wants to get done when. Another participant, Travis, is only able to take advantage of
military support for his education through the non-face-to-face options. Students in online
classes have greater control over their schedule. For Travis this means he can also control
where he is when he is learning for college credit. As he points out, some of his friends
were even in war zones doing “homework” assignments. For John this means he does not
typically have to rely on others, the teacher in particular, like he normally would:

Online teaching is taking the power of learning away from the teachers and to the

students. Because teachers have limited access to their students, they cannot

impact their studies in traditional ways. I have never spoken with one of my
online teachers, and only email them if [ am submitting an assignment late or
another complication comes up. Teachers are so unnecessary in this format that
most of the classes I have taken use proctors instead of teachers. They give the

“teachers” the lesson plan, have them update and monitor canvas or blackboard,

and grade. That’s it. I would never think to ask an online teacher something like

“hey, what do you think about this paragraph here, is it too strong?” I like it. It

gives me a control over my grades that I haven’t ever had, and it makes me work

harder for them. I’m a person who likes to do things on my own without any
hindrance or guidance. I like figuring things out on my own. Self-motivation is
the only requirement to succeed in online classes. You have all the resources you
need from day one. You could realistically spend the first 2 weeks of an online
class to complete everything well ahead of the deadlines. That’s the level of
control you have. (John)

Taking from the teachers and giving to the students. John relishes the ability to

take control, figure it out for himself and work at his own pace. He doesn’t want

guidance. Students in online classes can feel that if it is to be, it is up to them to get it
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done. There seems to be a sense of liberation in how they express this experience, as if
finally, all of the things that typically get in the way of achieving what they want from
their classes are removed in an online class. But this control and freedom come at a cost.

Nathan explains, “As I go through this online class there is certainly a lot of work.
You have to make up for time lost in-person. Right? No classes, you have to make up for
that. It requires a level of responsibility that is different than going to a regular class on
site. Ok maybe going to class that is a level of responsibility in itself.” Nathan seems to
be emphasizing that for the tasks required to complete a course someone has to be
responsible. It could be the teacher or the student, but either way someone is on the hook.
However, when it is on the teacher to fill up class time, or organize the schedule of when
work needs to be done, “That is easier than completely having to be responsible for the
work yourself. Because once you attend the class you can just kind of sit there or maybe
coast a little bit. Or maybe you can depend on your peers a little bit more.” Nathan’s
characterization of face-to-face classes is that they provide a kind of safety net. If you
forget something, being in class will remind you or help you in some way. The teacher
might say something or a fellow student will help you to keep in mind what is needed to
get things done well. However, in an online class he does not experience that same kind
of aid or back-up to his own efforts. The pressure is on him to make a schedule and do
the work. And yet it is all spelled out ahead of time. The explicit requirements dictate
what must be done when.

Some students, like John, prefer the control that allows them to create their own
schedule. But this is his responsibility to do. Mary pointed out that she had to make a

schedule to keep up with the requirements to post comments and reply to other students.
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Likewise, Lane’s experience was that he had to keep as diligent a schedule as possible.
He was tied to the alerts that he had set up on his phone which were his way of reminding
himself to keep up with posting comments and replying to others. Travis also pointed out
that if he didn’t take the time to find an Internet connection while he was in Germany he
would not have been able to do his classes, i.e., nobody figured out the logistics for him.
Ultimately non-face-to-face classes become as schedule dependent as face-to-face classes
except the responsibility for making and maintaining the schedule is shifted to the
students. The shift can help students to feel empowered. They can have a greater sense of
ownership as well as preoccupation with their non-face-to-face classes. Similar to what
Carl expressed as an overall greater burden by his online classes, the absence of in-person
contact with others means more mental load regarding the requirements. Nothing, or at
least very little, can be outsourced to others for reminders on what needs to be done,
when and how exactly to do an assignment. John helps to reveal this facet of the
experience:
Online you have to create your own schedule and you have to have your own way
of doing things. Whenever a new week would start, I would look at what needs to
be done. And I would sort of see how much work is required and I would see
what time that week I would need — how much time I would need to dedicate that
week and what days I would have free. Sometimes it happened to be the last day
possible because I’'m a procrastinator and I always have some time on Sundays to
always finish it. Or sometimes if it was a little more work I would do it on a free
day like a Thursday or a Friday which I usually have free and I would get it done
then. So that part was always a little bit cleaner then at school when you are
actually going in because you have dedicated days that you have to do things — so
that way in planning your own schedule that’s so much easier, at least for me and
I found being able to control that was a lot better.
Adult-ing. At the beginning of our second conversation Mary characterizes her

experience in non-face-to-face classes with three words (her idea). She says, “When |

was taking the class I felt [1] stressed, sometimes, [2] not challenged enough and [3] like
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an adult.” Under the conditions Mary describes instruction and the role of others was
invisible. It was not an important part of the experience. My participants gave the
impression of solitary workers. The solitude had advantages and disadvantages; being
mostly cut off from others was expected and so not experienced as a problem.
Mary characterized the responsibility that was put on her in her first online
undergraduate class as a verb, i.e., “to adult.”
I felt adulting because of the time management skills that were required and that
was the first time instead of getting my physical body to a place and somebody
else, like the professor, was responsible for facilitating everything and assigning
everything. Ok you do it this week and not that week and you didn’t really know
what was coming. The online classes did it all, gives it to you all at once all of
that information, so it definitely felt, I felt more grown-up-ish, because then I had
to plan out my time.
Having to figure out what the requirements were, getting the materials together, keeping
up with the need to post comments and replies exacted a level of involvement that
seemed to Mary to be something that adults did, “the first adulting time of its ‘on your
time’ and ‘up to you.”” The online class provided a plane of experience where she was
treated like someone who could do those things; it was in her capacity to do them. The
responsibility made her feel mature, like she was stepping up and doing something that
was potentially important. She emphasized many times that she did not feel like she
learned in the class and was not challenged, but she certainly felt like she had an
experience of being responsible for her learning or at least the outcome of the course.
However, she did not feel challenged by the course material. Instead the challenge was
for herself to “grow up” and take responsibility.

The connected face of ownership: Others and assignments. Besides the

implicit responsibility of creating a schedule, non-face-to-face classes also have explicit
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responsibilities similar to face-to-face classes. The burden of reaching out to other
students and establishing working relationships with those who are members of group
projects is one such area. In a regular class the professor might allocate some time for
students to meet or at least tell them that they need to email and respond to each other to
set up a time to meet. In the online group projects, my participants recounted just getting
the email addresses of the other members and then figuring everything out from there.
One of my participants, Carl, took responsibility for getting the whole project done. “The
group did choose the topic but then they did not do the work. So yeah, I did a 15-page
paper alone. One guy did come through about halfway through with his bullet point ideas
that he was supposed to do.” Problems with group projects are similar in traditional
classes, but online it is all on the students. For Carl there was no recourse: “This is why I
hate group projects online because I would email the professor and she would say, ‘you
have to figure it out.””

Another area of responsibility is how certain assignments are engaged with.
Again, this is similar to face-to-face classes but without the direct contact and back-and-
forth conversation with a professor in front of a class explaining in real-time. In
completing an assignment that requires watching a film Lane says that the professor “has
already kind of given an outline of the movie and he has given us an idea of where we
kind of need to go and in what direction, but it is our responsibility to take these
questions and present them to everybody.” In non-face-to-face classes there is a sense
that if it can be turned over to the students it will be whether explicitly or implicitly. As

John and others pointed out, the sense is often that the students are on their own and they
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do not have or need a professor to learn in an online class. As van Manen would say, they
have lost contact:

Educators rarely reflect on the fact that meaningful learning is always infected

with the relational and situational particulars of the moment in which the learning

takes place. What ever we learn is always affected by the contextual details of the
living situation and relation in which the learning occurs ... From a pedagogical
point of view, learning is not like storing information on a digital storage device,
learning means that whatever is learned becomes part of the personal being of the

student. (2012, p. 31)

When some aspects of the learning in a class become the responsibility of the
students, it seems like it is easier to make them responsible for more. This pressure on the
students to do what they might have traditionally expected from the professor highlights
an aspect of their interaction. Several of my participants, in one way or another, alluded
to a sort of tacit contract between themselves and their teachers in online classes. The
contract, which leads to what some researches of face-to-face classes have called
“surrogate learning,” (Sedlak et al., 1986, p. 183) goes something like this. In order to
reach a kind of truce that achieves their desired outcome the student says, “I will not
require you to teach.” In reply to being alleviated from the need to really do the hard
work of teaching, giving detailed and unique feedback for each student for example, the
teachers say, “I will not require you to learn.” In this way students get what they want,
the grade and another step towards completing their degree, and the teachers’ jobs are
made easier. “As long as the test are passed, credits are accumulated, and credentials are
awarded what occurs in most classrooms is allowed to pass for education” (Ibid.).
However, in online classes the contract is worked out a bit differently, even a bit more

expansively. Professors seem to implicitly condone the superficiality of the online

discussion board posts because to do otherwise would require that they put more time and



304

effort into the course than is probably possible in the online format. Instructors thus shift
most of the responsibility for the kind of learning that could happen from meaningful
conversations with each other to the students. Online discussion boards could be
pedagogically powerful if the instructor engaged with the students. However, the time
that this would take might make non-face-to-face classes less efficient than traditional
courses (Hislop & Ellis, 2004).
Facing the Void: Body and Soul

From the facets offered by my participants of the phenomenon of non-face-to-face
learning I am presented with many faces of pedagogy. What is being contrasted in their
descriptions are the many faces and forms of pedagogy that they encountered in their
online classes. Though my participants are for the most part solitary in their learning,
they are not fully alone either. It is like the apt title of Sherry Turkle’s book, my
participants find themselves Alone Together. The pedagogical implications for online as
compared to traditional classes are profound but go mostly unnoticed by my participants.
They do not offer many direct comments about pedagogy in describing their experience.
Perhaps many undergraduates wouldn’t do so for in-person classes either. And yet our
conversations are about the pedagogical contrast between the faceless format and the
face-to-face. One of the biggest contrasts is the physicality of in-person classes and the
ephemeral or immaterial nature of contact that is mitigated by advanced computer
technology. The online class is a virtual connection, not a real encounter. It is true that
the two formats might complement each other, be better for different students at different
times and certain circumstances. It is hard to say if those gains in efficiency should

change the explicit purpose of a course and whether it should or can be changed because
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of its format. However, the goal of a class may be inherently altered and the expectations
for it irrevocably changed by making it non-face-to-face.

The faceless soul, the hypothetically disrespected body. One of my
participants, Scott, took a Russian History class online. He loved it. The class was small.
All of the students were very interested in the subject since they were all history majors.
He said his professor treated him with respect, like he was a real historian and his ideas
had real merit. It seemed like Scott’s experience was different than, for example, Mary’s
(and others) who characterized their classes as a scam, redundant or annoying (e.g.,
Danna). His was not an experience with a lower level remedial class, instead it was for
majors and because of its small size he received copious feedback, something Nathan
would have loved too. Scott also spent lots of time engaging with his fellow classmates,
reading and replying to papers and comments. However, Scott felt deeply disturbed by
his online class.

He encountered the technological attitude of efficiency in a subtle but profound
way. Scott felt and then struggled to articulate how “Our modern scientific and
intellectual traditions have reshaped the world — its objects and events — into a ‘faceless’
collection of beings of mere matter in motion” (Mazis, 2016, p. 77). Scott sensed that the
format of non-face-to-face learning was compelling him to accept a kind of dualism
about his classmates. The dualist perspective led to a certain sense of doubt about his
experience of others. He felt that though he interacted with the other students, he didn’t
really know them, even though he did feel like he knew them. Scott had Cartesian type
doubts as to the reality and tangibility of those he interacted with online. His doubt

centered on whether their identities were stable or not. Without full contact with them,
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Scott was disturbed to realize that if he met any of them in person, he would have no idea
who they were, and he would not be able to treat them with the respect he felt for them.

I don’t know how to put that into words but it was disconcerting that the people —

because I respected them — I read a bunch of their essays and so it was really

good, so I had some respect for these people even though I didn’t know who they
were — it’s weird — even if I didn’t know who they were or who I was respecting.

It was weird that [ would interact with these people online with a certain level of

respect but then I could be meeting them in person and not hold that same level of

respect for the individual. So let’s say Bob deserves “level 8” respect but I meet

Bob in person and I give him “level 1” respect because this guy hasn’t earned my

respect yet, but like, he had.

Scott was adamant that this aspect of his interpersonal relationship with the other
students haunted his experience. “It felt really upsetting, disconcerting, just
dehumanizing. It felt really dehumanizing that I’d be interacting with the same person in
two separate ways.” It wasn’t that he actually did interact in two separate ways; it was
only the idea that he could if he happened to meet any of the students in person. The
experience of non-face-to-face learning created the possibility for a hypothetical that he
found deeply unsettling. To feel like he knew someone and then not to know the same
person if he encountered her in-person made him wonder if he knew her at all. However,
the more he reflected on what he was getting to know about the other students the more
his epistemological uncertainty seemed to swell.

Scott went so far as to call the online persona, the aspect of the person he knew,
their, “soul.” He felt some kind of connection. “The experience of contact is that moment
when, in a manner of speaking, a soul touches a soul” (van Manen, 2012, p. 24). At the
same time, Scott imagined the hypothetical, where he happens to encounter the same

person on campus, coming into contact with what he refers to as their “body.” What he

got to know about his classmates through textual exchanges, e.g., reading emails,
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discussion board posts and essays, gave him a sense of what he thought he might get
from their face. If we follow O’Donohue’s (1997) Celtic wisdom insight that “The face
always reveals the soul,” then we can see why for Scott getting to know the other
students through their writing made him feel like he was in touch with “Where the
divinity of the inner life finds an echo and image. When you behold someone’s face, you
are gazing deeply into that person’s life” (p. 39). Scott had a sense of connecting to the
other students’ souls even when he did not ever see their faces. He did not find an image
but he did feel like he was gazing deeply into the lives of others. But without the image to
ground what he was coming to know about others he was left in some doubt.
Dis-concerting ambiguity. In the same class Scott describes how for a portion of
the class they did not know who the teacher was. The confusion began for the students
because when they were getting familiarized with the course online where it indicated
who the “course designer” was there were two names. For a while, based on the email
interactions, the students could not tell who was teaching the class. Because there were
two names and only one email address it was ambiguous who was actually the teacher. It
caused Scott to hesitate and waver and be in doubt about the identity and importance of
his textual interactions with the teacher. As an educational researcher who focuses on the
interactions of so called “distance students” with faculty noticed in his article “Virtually
There,” “The core ambiguity of immersion in ... online education manifests itself in
several ways: in a state of ambiguity regarding group membership, regarding place, and
regarding functionality” (Olt, 2018, p. 386). These students who are at a “distance” are
sometimes unsure of how they belong. The ambiguity can also impact the teacher’s

perception of the students.
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The experience of non-face-to-face learning is shot through with ambiguity.
Indeed, there is a strong sense in which hermeneutic phenomenology is grounded in
ambiguity, i.e., the fact that there are many ways of understanding an experience. As
Nietzsche says, “Above all, one should not wish to divest existence of its rich ambiguity”
(1974/1887, p. 335). Technological innovations can increase or decrease the range of our
experiences. Technology can make our experience more superficial; it can also deepen
our experience. Don Thde explains in Bodies in Technology (2001) the possible uses of
technology “are always ambiguous and multistable” (p. 131). Though we may live
perpetually immersed in ambiguity, uncertainty is not always at the forefront of how we
interpret our lived experience. For Scott the ambiguity came to the fore in a disconcerting
way because it related directly to his interactions with others. And for him having the
email address did not help to clarify. Again, it was disconcerting to be in a class, enjoying
it, and appreciating the feedback and guidance of the teacher but not actually knowing
who the teacher was. Their identity was only partial. Because it was only partially clear it
was hard for Scott to know if he knew anything for sure about the instructor.

Similar ambiguity plagued the group project in Scott’s class. This was set up, like
the ambiguity of who Scott’s professor actually was, because in a non-face-to-face class,
“Others appear as links, email account names, or text generated within listservs, threaded
discussions ... Others are ... encountered as complexes of faceless textual signifiers
made up of alphanumeric characters” (Koukal, Blume & Blume, p. 31 2002). During the
project Scott exchanged emails with the other students in his group. However, he didn’t
know that he was getting emails from different people because he only knew them by

their email addresses. In a long string of email exchanges, he got lost and began to
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wonder who he was communicating with. And the longer he left his uncertainty
unresolved, the harder it became to reveal his ignorance. He even doubted how many
students he was emailing, whether it was one person or two. As Koukal et al. explain,
“To the extent that Others are inevitably imbedded in the textuality of the Internet, it
tends to blur identities” (p. 35). Not knowing who your are communicating with can be
disconcerting and confusing. It becomes hard to know the significance of what is being
expressed if you don’t know who it is who wants you to know something.

The scant markers of another human presence, the various letters that come before
the ‘@’ symbol of an email address, acted almost like a pseudonym. These few symbols
were easily confused, even though they are precise on close inspection. It was hard to
distinguish these vestigial indicators of another human presence when they are so
uniform and leveled down. A few alphanumeric symbols were insufficient to maintain
the necessary continuity of human identity over time. Scott could remember what was
being communicated but he was not sure who was saying it. He could not connect the
emails to what else he thought he knew about his fellow group participants, the things he
knew about them from reading their essays and discussion board posts.

Despite Scott’s positive experience in his non-face-to-face class, the void created
by the absence of the faces of his professor and classmates tainted the experience. Again,
O’Dononhue’s Celtic wisdom can be of some guidance here.

When you gaze into someone’s face, a pathway opens, resonant with his or her

life and memory. You glimpse what life has made or unmade, woven or

unravelled in that life. Each face fronts a different world... The openness of the

face shows that we participate in the lives of others. (1997, p. 60)

However, for Scott that world, though hospitably opened up, is still in a fundamental

sense cut off because he never encountered the faces of those in his online class. In our
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conversation the more he thought about his epistemological doubt with regards to others
the more it seems to have clouded his experience. He seemed to be getting at a sense that
he felt he could not really get to know anyone in the class. But he also felt that he knew
something; he thought he knew enough to know their “soul” which led him to have great
respect for them. However, this was not enough for him. It did not assuage his worries. It
was still upsetting to him. If he could not get to know others in the class, how could he
learn?

What is absent. There is an emptiness that can open up in non-face-to-face
classes. There is a kind of void that becomes part of the experience, a certain absence that
makes itself known because students expect something to be there. Depending on their
expectations the absence can manifest itself in different, sometimes startling ways, as it
did for Scott. For other participants the void in non-face-to-face learning is not about
others. Carl told me, “I have never felt like I learned anything in online classes.”
Learning, the name of the thing students might expect most from a class, was not there.
For Carl, the void left where learning was expected was primarily due to online classes
never teaching him kow to learn. “It’s really good when education teaches you how to
think. Online teaches you what to think. It does not teach you how to think. It teaches you
that this is what you have to do to get this grade and as long as you do that you are ok.”
For Carl online classes have very little way for providing an example of #ow to think as
compared to the comparatively more straightforward work of presenting what to think.
He seems to imply that learn how to think is more likely in a face-to-face class, i.e., for

him that is one of the reasons it is better.
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Carl’s comment also seems to show that online classes reveal the learning
experience to be just a matter of getting exposed to the right content. Mastering content,
again and again, seems to be what students in online classes are incentivized to do. It is
that aspect of their learning experience that is reinforced, i.e., “fact and recall.” Since
Socrates such learning has been suspect. For Socrates, as it seemed to be for Plato as
well, telling someone the truth was no way to get them to the truth. Just as important to
getting them to the truth was preparing them for it in a way that would cause them to
accept it, i.e., be changed by it. Socrates’ insight was that learning was a joint process
where the teacher did what Heidegger (1976/1954) calls, “letting learn.” Presenting
information and requiring it elsewhere can familiarize students with vital information.
They can be taught what to think efficiently in an online class. However, in order for
them to know sow to think they need something else.

Community and an implicit contract. Another aspect of the void encountered in
non-face-to-face learning is felt with regards to the sense of community. Evan explained
it this way, using the posting of text assignments as an example:

You spent a decent amount of time posting something about an article you read or

an experience you had or a journal entry that you had on to a message board. And

then coming back later and writing responses to other people’s posts so that was
kind of the attempt to form some kind of online community because that is
something that’s clearly part of the rubric that I think the professors have as well
as the students. That you know we want to do something to simulate the
classroom experience.
In the design of non-face-to-face classes there is a clear imperative that the courses must
not merely be correspondence courses. The courses try to create a sense of community.

His use of the word “attempt” seems to show that community is not likely to be

encountered in an online class. Like Nathan, Evan uses the word “rubric” to characterize
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the constrained nature of the design or the way that online classes seem to be following a
kind of externally imposed imperative when it comes to their structure. The courses are
designed to have an interactive component that seeks to simulate an in-person class or at
least allow for vestigial remnants of the traditional learning experience to remain. There
is the attempt, the acknowledgement, that community is part of learning.

Some students seek to be a part of something larger than themselves in their
education. They can get a sense of community, feeling like they belong or that they
matter, in many ways. For Travis he felt that he should have been able to find meaningful
connection through his classes. “There was at no point, in either of these two courses, I
would have called what I was enrolled in a community, which is largely the opposite of
what I’ve experienced since I've started taking normal courses.” The way Travis
describes this void, it is possible he didn’t really know that he was missing a sense of
community till he experienced face-to-face classes. However, the absence was something
he noticed, so he must have felt like something was missing when he was taking his
online classes.

Part of the experience was of a lack, of not being given or being able to fully
receive what should have been offered. I was surprised that Travis had brought this up in
our conversation since he was taking his online classes for very pragmatic reasons. As an
active duty member of the military he had access to a certain amount of funds for his
education whether he spent it or not. He started taking classes with this money and hoped
they would transfer.

As much as I appreciate poetry, I don’t exactly try to find it in many things. And

so, when I take classes, especially like for instance the online ones that I don’t
necessarily feel too involved in or I feel as though it’s more transactional then I’d
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want a class to be, I don’t really observe or feel anything. It’s not a journey of
self-experience that I feel as though is monumental or significant to me.

The fact that Travis felt like there was an absence of community didn’t seem like that
would be something that would have mattered enough for him to mention. Like others,
his experience was more about the grade, the practical value of learning what to think in
order to jump through the hoops of higher education, i.e., playing the game. It was about
the ability to navigate the process and be able to put the right information where needed.
For Travis it did not seem like his online classes were the place to really learn Zow to
think. It almost seemed like a kind of joke to him to expect such classes to be able to
transform him through opening up the possibility of wisdom (Gray, 1968/2017).

A school that was almost completely non-face-to-face provided Travis’s online
undergraduate classes. He said that it was likely that the professors never taught
traditional classes. Travis said that for active duty military online classes were ideal. He
explained that it was possible that his fellow students were deployed, fighting in wars and
were also — shockingly — potentially preoccupied about assignments for their online
classes. The professors at Travis’s school knew this and took the conditions of their
students into account in how they operated the class. There was a more detached
formality in how they treated students, no deep interest or attempt to get to know them.
Travis said, “In those two classes I saw the professors interact with students in a semi-
clinical way, in that they might have been seeing the same deficiencies I was, but from
the other side of things.” The way the teachers interacted was not fully clinical, but they
interacted in a removed or dispassionate way towards the students.

Travis had a sense that the professors were sensing the same superficiality he felt

as a student. He could see that the technological attitude of efficiency shaped how they
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interacted with students online. They acted more, as what other participants named,
facilitators, not teachers. Travis perceived that the diminished role of the teachers was
normal. He explained that it might have been because the professors could also see, what
he had observed, that the posts and responses made by students were forced and shallow,
but they were done because they were required. Teachers in this more leveled down
capacity did not stand out as unique or distinct. Travis didn’t see any reason why they
should try to be more than just a facilitator or even that doing so was required.

They would post the prompts and questions to the assignment section and

discussion boards, let us give our responses and two responses to each other, and

then be on to the next task. Rarely was there ever interaction outside the
minimum requirements, like a professor asking why a student saw things that
way, or if they had things that would supplement what they had included further.

And to be fair, it looked like students, myself included, weren’t pushing back on

that behavior at all either.

The online behavior of the students and teachers demonstrates the same implicit
pedagogical contract (or truce) was in the atmosphere of Travis’s experience. As
introduced earlier, this is the attitude that is also possible in traditional classroom learning
but seems more endemic in non-face-to-face classes. The pact that goes roughly like, “T’11
accept that this is a demonstration of you learning if you accept that what I am doing is
teaching.” Ultimately it seems to be an agreement to accept mediocrity. The absence of a
real incentive to hold each other accountable, whether to actually learn or actually teach,
may have contributed to creating the void where community should have been. If a
student can’t expect to be taught, and can see where those opportunities for teacher are
but are left undone they might feel like they are not expected to do their part. Community

is delicate. It is undermined by the vicious cycle of those who are together not doing what

is expected. It is also undone by not holding others up to what is expected of them. From
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Travis’ description it seems that the undoing of community comes from both teachers and
students and is based on the nature of non-face-to-face learning.
A meeting song: Joining a felt division

My participants have shown me different things. Their facets have shimmered
towards meaning as they encountered each other in my phenomenological joining. What
they have shown comes together in unpredictable ways. My participant’s expressions
meet my thoughts, experiences and interpretive efforts and become something — meaning
shines. Here, nearing the end — but nothing really ever ends — a song occurs to me which I
cannot shake out of my mind. I think of the conversations that have gone into the
rendering of this chapter and these words recur:

I want to live where soul meets body

And let the sun wrap its arms around me

And bathe my skin in water cool and cleansing

And feel, feel what it's like to be new

'Cause in my head, there's a Greyhound station

Where I send my thoughts to far-off destinations

So they may have a chance of finding a place

Where they're far more suited than here
(Gibbard, 2005)

The song is Soul Meets Body by the indie rock band Death Cab for Cutie. Though I have
probably heard it often it is not a band or song I am particularly fond of. As I worked on
this chapter for most of the months of 2020 it kept coming to mind. The parts here in
chapter four concerned with memory, soul and place seem like clues for why this song
might approximate itself into my mind.

There is a sense that our mind or what used to be called soul (psyche or Geist) is
somehow separate from our body. The soul seems to experience time differently, to

almost be able to transcend it. The way happy times pass as opposed to the way anguish
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or boredom lingers. Moreover, the thinking mind seems not to be constrained by space.
With such experiences of the soul we might seek to unify what is already inseparable. It
is our body that gives us the soul or mind that we are capable of. However that may be,
we still linger with the doubts of modernity. Descartes may have been completely wrong,
but just like the geocentric model of the universe, he was basing his dualism off of what
seemed like an obvious experience. Just as we see the sun going around the earth and
assume that the earth is the center, in the same way we feel that our thoughts are separate
from our bodies. What experience could be clearer? By maintaining this view we open
up, as with so many things in modernity, the troubles of non-face-to-face learning. We
create the conditions for loss. Instead, we should be open to considering how to find the
place where we can live and dwell where our thoughts, soul, faces and bodies can meet
undivided.

In the next chapter I turn to some insights about non-face-to-face learning for
undergraduates. In chapter 5 I look a bit more at the pieces of the face of online learning,
what can be shown. This final chapter also continues to wonder about learning, what it is
and what it may become online. I continue to ask, “What could be lost when learning is
altered by the removal of the face-to-face encounter? What possibilities might exist for
face-to-face learning so that it can be ‘seen’ and experienced differently?”” Now, coming
to the end, I ask what has the meaning making process of this phenomenological inquiry
done with me? How have I been changed? What will I do? What could others believe or

do?
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CHAPTER 5
COMING TO FACE NON-FACE-TO-FACE LEARNING: INSIGHTS,
REFLECTIONS, CONNECTIONS, PARTS AND THE WHOLE

What happens when the [COVID-19] pandemic subsides? We almost certainly

will rejoice in our return to the human life-world — the world of embodiment,

presence, action. We’ll celebrate our release from remoteness ... As the research
of Sherry Turkle and others has shown, one of the attractions of virtualization has
always been the sense of safety it provides. Even without a new virus on the
prowl, the embodied world, the world of people and things, presents threats, not
just physical but also social and psychological. Presence is also exposure. When
we socialize through a screen, we feel protected from many of those threats —
less fearful, more in control — even if we also feel more isolated and constrained
and adrift. If, in the wake of the pandemic, we end up feeling more vulnerable to
the risks inherent in being physically in the world, we may, despite our immediate
relief, continue to seek refuge in our new habits of remoteness. We won’t feel

liberated, but at least we’ll feel protected. (Carr, 2020)

In this final chapter I present some insights related to the themes developed in
chapter four. The hermeneutic work continues here as I seek to present an interpretation
of the essence(s) of non-face-to-face learning for undergraduates. That is, I hope to show
the meaning of this experience by, again, articulating its context. There is no answer
given here. By that I mean the inquiry into the meaning of online classes does not end. As
Heidegger aptly explains, “Commonly, an inquiry aims straight for the answer. It rightly
looks for the answer alone, and sees to it that the answer is obtained. The answer disposes
of the question. By the answer, we rid ourselves of the question” (1976/1954, p. 158).
The question is not disposed of even here at the end of this dissertation.

I bring in my experience becoming a teacher, for the first time, of non-face-to-
face classes. By doing this I following Heidegger’s admonition that “The teacher, the one
who teaches and speaks, dare not be forgotten” (1984/1961, p. 49). However, the

emphasis is still on how students experience learning in online classes. This final chapter

continues the work of showing some of the parts of non-face-to-face learning and how
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they relate to the whole experience. Some of the insights that I seek to open up are
poetical. They are delicate and ambiguous. I turn to several poems to heighten our
awareness of what a free relationship to technology can be even when it presents as a
totalizing necessity. I also develop some recommendations of possible future study that
could be done based on my phenomenological interpretation, particularly what this study
points to regarding teaching insights.

There are no results in a hermeneutic phenomenological study as there are in
other qualitative and quantitative research methods. As Heidegger explains, “There are
‘results’ only where there is reckoning and calculation” (1961/1984, p. 48). Moreover,
going along with Nietzsche who says, “An interpretation that permits counting,
calculating, weighing, seeing, and touching, and nothing more — that is crudity and
naiveté” (1974, p. 335). The sense of the meaning of non-face-to-face learning for
undergraduates has to come forth for each reader. It is personal and subjective. The
persuasive power and uses of this work will vary. Hopefully they open paths to further
concern and inquiry.

It is a deeply philosophical endeavor to render the essence(s) of a phenomenon.
Heidegger (2009) says that questions that focus on the essence of something are called
“fore-questions [ Vorefrage].” He explains that this type of question is different than what
we normally think of when we use the word ‘question.” “The fore-question, as
distinguished from that which we commonly call question, is fundamentally never
settled, then the decline and the boundless misinterpretation have already begun” (2009,
p. 17). The essence (or essences) of online learning is (are) never settled. We approach it

and dwell with it poetically.
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Every question, and the question of the essence in a particular sense, arises in the
face of what appears strange to us. The strangeness, however, is not removed
through the questioning. We let that which is strange come over us in the
questioning, but not to come over us so that we are swallowed up in it. We face

up to the strange. (Ibid., p. 31)

One of the great insights that Plato’s work bequeaths to us is that all great
questions, or maybe even any question asked deeply enough, can become an endeavor to
ask all questions. This can be immensely unsatisfying if the goal of an inquiry is to end
the question. That does seem to be necessary sometimes. However, it also seems
impossible. Heidegger notes that in asking about thinking, we may never come to
anything like what we typically expect of an answer, such as we would from asking, for
example, “What is called riding a bike?” “Genuine, that is, essential questioning is
sustained by that dark bidding, from which a question arises, over which the individual
who poses the question for the first time has no control” (Ibid., p. 15). Endless inquiry
can only be of value for its own sake; it cannot produce some instrumental value as the
technological attitude would demand. A hermeneutic phenomenological study can open
up a way to a free relationship with technology. It does this by questioning. “It would
violate the meaning of interpretation generally if we cherished the view that there can be
an interpretation which is non-relative” (Heidegger, 1976/1954, p. 177).

Facing Some of the Parts of Learning Online

Nicolas Carr’s (2020) quote at the beginning of this chapter shows him doing the
work of a philosopher. He is keeping alive our sense of the milieu in which we find
ourselves. He is working to help us learn by remembering, anamnesis, by guiding us to

draw out from our own experience what is significant so we can construct meaning. He

wants us to pay attention to the strange and uncanny, unheimlichkeit, “home-less-ness” of
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our current world under lockdown. He wants us to see that in our protected state we have
lost something. He wants to remind us to keep alive that which makes us human: our
connection with others. Only in these encounters where our vulnerability is possible, the
chance to be embarrassed, to say the wrong thing and to be silent with others can we
become what we are. “We receive many gifts, of many kinds. But the highest and really
most lasting gift given to us is always our essential nature, with which we are gifted in
such a way that we are what we are only through it” (Heidegger, 1976/1954, p. 142).
“Lockdown”

Since my preliminary years of research, conversations with my participants and
creating a text to work hermeneutically, all undergraduate education has to some degree
or other or for some period of time become non-face-to-face. With this cataclysmic shock
to the normal way of being together and the subsequent tidal wave of technologically
mitigated solutions, I wonder what will happen to face-to-face learning now. Do my
insights appear moot when non-face-to-face learning is no longer just about optimization
in terms of costs and time, but is now done because it is perceived to be a condition for
survival, i.e., an unquestionable imperative? That is, many may think, “Who cares if
something is lost when undergraduates learn non-face-to-face so long as they are safer.”
Yes, who can argue against being more safe. As long as there is risk, there can be degrees
of safety. It is very hard to say who should determine what degree should be the standard.
With ready technological innovations at hand how can we keep from using them when it
feels like we must? As Albert Borgmann (2003) notes, “Safety is a component of

availability; in pursing the latter, technology procures the former” (p. 19).
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Online classes are more available due to their frictionless dis-embodied format.
As such, non-face-to-face learning is almost by definition “safer.” Why ever go back to
traditional classroom learning? Really. What is the reason for it? If traditional learning
can still be advocated for now, then can’t it also be advocated for always, whenever non-
face-to-face learning is pushed (relentlessly)? I was drawn to this phenomenon due to a
protective urge. I wanted to hunker over something precious, something focal, and
safeguard it. Now I do not know if my efforts matter. Why? Because there will always be
risks to being together. There will always be something, whether it is a potential health
threat or another sort of threat. What if we always have to wear masks in classrooms? To
what degree can the title of this dissertation be read as referring to the loss of face-to-face
contact due to mask mandates and not the remoteness of online education? Are there
thematic overlaps with online classes in how undergraduates learn when they are in a
classroom where everyone is behind a mask? Moreover, do some of my insights also
apply when masks come between us in a classroom?

I wonder if university life will ever be able to return to the traditional modes of
education now that the standard for safety has been set so high. For example, in the fall of
2020 I was allowed to teach one class face-to-face as long as everyone was 6 feet apart
and wore masks when they moved. I had about 25 students, but the room had around 120
seats. However, at many schools if classes did meet in person masks were required at all
times. The faces were covered even when together. Well, at that point why not just
“move” to remote instruction on Zoom? The difference between the precautions at my
school and others could be due to how updated the ventilation systems in the classrooms

were or other technical factors, but ultimately different standards for safety were
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established at different schools for different reasons. The next semester, spring of 2021,
even after vaccines had been developed and more effective therapeutics and hospital
treatments were being implemented, all face-to-face classes were canceled (except for a
few labs or art classes).

I had to advocate for teaching face-to-face in the Fall of 2020, even engage in
some pleading. Most classes had moved to some non-face-to-face form. Of the four
different classes I teach Logic was the one I just could not imagine doing virtually.
Fortunately, my administrators were able to make at least my one Logic class in-person.
It felt like a triumph. I was exuberant the first day. I felt like I and my students were the
brave ones that would show that there was a light at the end of the tunnel, and we could
all hope that soon we could be back together. I learned that some of the students had
fervently sought out any face-to-face class because they had been unable to find the
motivation to learn online. In the Spring of 2020 all face-to-face instruction had been
canceled. Some students found that they were not getting what they expected from their
education. They were grateful to take even my Logic class, because at least then they
could meet in-person and not on Zoom. My nine participants could only convey to me the
experience of non-face-to-face learning that took place before 2020. Their experience did
not include lockdown.

Understanding

How do we understand the conditions that make any understanding possible? We
live life forward but only understand it retrospectively (Kierkegaard, 2019/1843). The
technological reaction to COVID-19 has made many aspects of non-face-to-face learning

self-evident. But the self-evident is not obvious. “In everything well known something



323

worthy of thought still lurks” (Heidegger, 1991/1961, p. xi). It’s hard to think about the
common and normal. That which is closest to us conceptually, is the hardest thing to
understand.

In Heidegger’s work he repeatedly makes the point that the most ubiquitous is the
most obscure, something he calls the “law of proximity” i.e., the closest is the farthest.
“To experience the closest is the most difficult. In the course of our dealings and
occupations it is passed over precisely as the easiest. Because the closest is the most
familiar, it needs no special appropriation” (1982/1998, p. 135) Heidegger continues by
explaining that the result is this: “We do not think about [what is closest]. So it remains
what is least worthy of thought. The closest appears therefore as if it were nothing”
(Ibid.). Before Heidegger, Nietzsche had the same insight, “What is familiar is what we
are used to; and what we are used to is most difficult to ‘know’ — that is, to see as a
problem: that is, to see as strange, as distant, as ‘outside us’” (1974, p. 301). Not only
does this show the strong influence Nietzsche’s thinking had on Heidegger, it also gets at
the intriguing idea, offered by Heidegger himself, that all great thinkers think the same
thought.

We increasingly live with others via Zoom-mitigated interactions. The use of
video conferencing is no longer a novelty. We are getting used to it. Zoom is no longer
distant. We are grateful for these technological fixes. However, as they become our most
proximal experience they can fade from thought and scrutiny. On the other hand, there is
something about technology, when its influence becomes overweening it also becomes
most noticeable. Even as Zoom becomes normal we also become aware of what is lost in

face-to-face conversations (Turkle, 2017). For example, when I began my dissertation
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there were some curious raised eyebrows and not much recognition. Now, in the time of
Zoom, when I explain my dissertation topic people immediately see the relevance and
need (in contrast to the attitude E.D. Hirsch expressed when I spoke with him).

Fiction as a lens for perceiving unintended consequences. Science fiction is the
interesting genre that understands, explains and entertains the hypothetical. It often
focuses on the future like Star Trek or to another kind of parallel reality altogether like
Star Wars. Science fiction can allow us to understand and see ourselves in a way that
non-fiction cannot. For example, fantastic exaggerations can elucidate the real risks of
existing technology. We can be made aware of certain potential predicaments that
technological developments may lead us to. Indeed, many episodes of the Twilight Zone
pointed out the dangers of television, consumerism and mass society. The show Black
Mirror (a play on the idea of the television screen itself, and Plato’s allegory of the cave)
is a science fiction show that continues the tradition of technological moralizing. Black
Mirror is like a self-appointed prophet, similar to the mythical Cassandra who is cursed
to utter true prophecies but in addition to not only never being believed; we are also
entertained by the predictions. Perhaps it is a good thing it is that way. “The bulk of
Black Mirror deals with the consequences our world faces in the aftermath of technology
gone wrong” (Robinson, 2020). Except now, in the aftermath of 2020, even the creators
of the show are concerned that fiction has caught up with reality. When speaking about a
delayed sixth season the show’s creator Charlie Brooker says, “At the moment, [ don’t
know what stomach there would be for stories about societies falling apart” (Ibid.) If
some of our popular current fiction is too concerned about the present to make us think

about the unintended consequences of technological seduction, the insights still exist.
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With the stunning prescience of a great artist the novelist E.M. Forester (1909)
captured distinct aspects of our contemporary technological condition. In his short story,
The Machine Stops, Forester shows what he imagines would be the consequences of a
world where everyone is connected to others by electronic devices. It is a dystopian
world. The only hope in Forester’s story is the hope that the machine will stop.
According to this vision when nobody ever has to be face-to-face, humanity is reduced to
being a pointless insect. The main protagonist of 7he Machine Stops inhabits, like every
human, “a small room, hexagonal in shape, like the cell of a bee” (p. 2). She is a teacher
who gives lectures and listens to lectures. Through the story we are made aware of some
of what technological facelessness can do. First, there is a growing and pervasive sense of
irritation. As the world becomes perfectly mitigated by technology (i.e., completely
frictionless) people are left with no patience. Second, there is only one place. Instead of
people being brought to things or events, stuff that is needed and certain types of
experiences are brought to people. There is no need for motion, travel and the experience
of different or special places. And third, there is a terror of direct experience. The
anxieties of dealing with another person directly or being required to physically solve a
problem are overwhelming efforts that are never learned.

Before 2020 we used to talk of virtual learning. To some extent we of course still
do, but there has been a noticeable shift in our use in language with regard to online
learning since all learning had to be moved there. We now tend not to talk so much about
virtual learning. Instead the focus is on how all learning has become non-face-to-face but
is still synchronous and “remote” (Carr, 2020). What is this remote-ness? Where have

we all been moved to? The “there” where classes are “moved” to online is not an actual
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place. Indeed, being forced to “move” everything online has caused a reckoning. Many
people have now taken up my initial wonder (through no part of my own): what is lost in
non-face-to-face learning? Educators across the world wonder if learning is happening as
they stare at students framed in small boxes on their screens. They wonder if learning is
happening because if it is, then what was the point of all the fuss about getting together in
the first place? If it is not happening then what is this thing that is passing itself off now
as learning? Perhaps it is sufficient. Maybe it does not make a difference if
undergraduates learn remotely (Caplan, 2018). It certainly has not reduced the cost of
tuition. Some might, like me, be haunted by what is lost, what is left out of non-face-to-
face learning.
Zoom, Zoom, Zooming

The word ‘zoom’ relates to aviation, but also cameras. It captures the sense of
changing proximity (airplane) or perspective (telephoto lens) quickly. In 2014 “to zoom”
was entered into the Oxford English Dictionary as, “To communicate with (a person or
group of people) over the internet, typically by video-chatting, using the Zoom
application.” Don’t we know it. The creators of Zoom knew that their innovation, though
not unique, was designed to quickly bring people together. In a snap, distance could be
illuminated and work that was usually done by in-person groups could be completed as
long as everyone had a computer and access to the Internet.

Zoom is efficient. It solves the problem of how to continue education etc. without
exposing anyone to a dangerous virus. However, like all technology, the gains in
efficiency and safety come at a cost. There is a tradeoff. As many have noted, the initial

necessity that has now turned into the new normal is surprisingly exhausting (Jackson-
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Wright, 2020). Even though we are spared the efforts of commuting and physically
preparing to be with others, Zoom has its own ways of wearing us down (Ibid.) Its ease
and conveyances produce different burdens we are less prepared to deal with. It reminds
me of the idea that humans might be ill suited for utopia. This is the insight that all of our
ideas of a perfect world end up being dystopias when the details are thoroughly worked
out and the unintended consequences become manifest, as in The Machine Stops.

Here is one touching scene between the main character Vashti and her son Kuno
(we should remember Forester wrote this in 1909):

The round plate that she held in her hands began to glow. A faint blue light shot

across it, darkening to purple, and presently she could see the image of her son,

who lived on the other side of the earth, and he could see her ...

“I have called you before, mother, but you were always busy or isolated. I have
some-thing particular to say.”

“What is it, dearest boy? Be quick. Why could you not send it by pneumatic
post?”

“Because I prefer saying such a thing. I want —”
“Well?”
“I want you to come and see me.”

Vashti watched his face in the blue plate. “But I can see you!” she exclaimed.
“What more do you want?”

“I want to see you not through the Machine,” said Kuno. “I want to speak to you
not through the wearisome Machine.”

“Oh, hush!” said his mother, vaguely shocked. “You mustn’t say anything
against the Machine.”

“Why not?”

“One mustn’t.”
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“You talk as if a god had made the Machine,” cried the other. “I believe that you
pray to it when you are unhappy. Men made it, do not forget that. Great men, but
men. The Machine is much, but it is not everything. I see something like you in
this plate, but I do not see you. I hear something like you through this telephone,
but I do not hear you. That is why I want you to come. Pay me a visit, so that we
can meet face to face, and talk about the hopes that are in my mind.”

(Forester, 1909, pp. 1-2)

Kuno’s accusation that his mother might worship or pray to the machine is the same
concern that Abse (1991) raised in his poem “The Stethoscope” quoted in chapter one.
The wonders of technology seduce us into forgetting that they are our own creations.
However wonderful they may be, they were created by finite mortal minds; they are not
divine.

Even with all of the technological wizardry to make her life efficient, everything
is brought to her; Vashti is usually busy when her son calls. Greater ease and convenience
afforded by technology alters our perception of the world. For instance we can see this
when we consider our relationship with time. Where does all the time go that we save by
being more efficient? How do we fill “saved” time? Why does it seem like we can never
stop being busy? Being unoccupied or relieved of pressure can even be a fearful state that
we late-moderns, those in the technological epoch of being, assiduously avoid (Thomson,
2011). Part of the conundrum is as Robert Levin (1997) puts it in his book A Geography
of Time, “Almost every technical advance seems to be accompanied by a rise in
expectations” (p. 12). As our expectations increase due to the power leveraged by
technological devices the gains to efficiency can quickly become forgotten as we move
on to expecting more from our time and our devices. We do not even realize how rich

with time and leisured we could be since we, like Kuno, put so much demand on our

time.
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Kuno wants to meet his mother face-to-face. He cannot bear the technologically
mitigated encounter any longer. We, unlike Forester’s original audience, know why Kuno
names the video call “wearisome.” We can also perhaps, from our own experience, relate
to his mother’s reaction, “You mustn’t say anything against the Machine.” We have
heard this type of reaction when criticism has been leveled at Zoom. Since face-to-face
interaction was halted, criticism of the video conferencing alternative doesn 't matter.
There is nothing else to do so why complain? And so some may feel that they are in
effect being told not to say anything against the machine. They are silenced perhaps
because their frustrations are not constructive. Pointing out the flaws in Zoom does little
to change its basic mode of orienting us towards each other.

Enframed by Zoom. In Zoom we are exactly, as Heidegger (1977) says,
enframed. We are set off as distinct and separate objects. A phenomenological study of
advanced computer technology explains it in this way with relation to the etymology of
the word ‘frame’:

Digital media always has some framed structure for viewing something through,

or to surround to bring in to focus or enhance. An early use of frame is rooted in

the Old English idea of profiting, making helpful or joining together, as in
framing a house. Old English suggests that frame means to promote or to benefit,
move forward, make progress, promote or influence. Old Saxon use of frame
notes performance, composition, design or fashion, and the Old Icelandic word

means advancement or a plan. (Irwin, 2016, pp. 54-55)

The depths of the word ‘frame’ connect to the attitude of technology that seeks to
maximize efficiency. When we are enframed, as objective units in our Zoom boxes, (I
also hear them referred to as “tiles” — another building connection) we are homogenized.

It is helpful to organize us in this way because it is more efficient. Perhaps a certain

increased kind of progress can be made when students present themselves through
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frames. To show up in the same way as everyone else is to become frictionless. To take
up the same space as everyone else and to manifest personal presence only by way of an
animated framed picture removes texture.

On the Zoom screen we are pixelated and peeled away from our actual topology.
When the visual manifestation of our self is reduced to pixels our image can be inserted
onto the screen. A rectangular boundary portions off a bit of our body for others to see.
Usually only our head and shoulders appear. We can come to wonder about the rest of the
body of those we look at that is concealed. 1 remember when one student stood up and
walked across his room and out the door. I noticed how he practically filled the height of
the doorway. Though he had a “babyface” he was actually much taller than me. I
wondered how I would have treated him in class if I had been with him in full embodied
presence.

Our pixelated self is the image we present to others. The word ‘pixel’ according
to the Oxford English Dictionary comes from two etymological pieces, ‘pix’ and ‘-el.’
‘Pix’ (alternatively ‘pic’) is just a colloquial word for picture. The other part comes from
‘element’ a word that means “a first principle” (Skeat, 1882, p. 187). ‘Pixel’ is an
element of a picture. For people to be pixelated, as they are when their image appears on
Zoom, is in a sense then to have their first principle become a picture of themselves. To
appear on Zoom a person must leave much behind. When I had to meet with one of my
colleagues on Zoom, at the end of our call I told him that I missed him. Though seeing
him on Zoom was gratifying and satisfied some longing to experience his wit and insight,
Zoom did not fully alleviate the loss his of personality that I experience when I am in his

presence. I still felt like I missed him. There was something absent in his virtual presence.
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I was facing a void, the flat, framed video image did not allow for the full sense of
vulnerability.

Reflections on Zoom teaching and learning tethers my insights here in chapter
Five to the themes presented in chapter Four. For example, similar to other non-face-to-
face formats, Zoom stifles conversation. The ability to control if others even see you on
the screen creates an urge to remain anonymous. The itch to remain hidden can become a
permanent fixture for those on Zoom unless it is actively worked against through
persistent prompting to be visible. By switching off the cameras just our name appears in
a box. We feel like we are hidden, but everyone knows we could be there listening and
observing. With the video cameras off we become the unhidden voyeur. Those who hide
in this way might also actually be absent. The camera is turned off to provide a kind of
camouflage while we physically leave the meeting to do something else. With my
students in every Zoom class I have to remind them to make themselves visible. Knowing
that some feel embarrassed about their appearance or their physical surroundings I say in
a joking tone, “Please turn your cameras on. We are all ugly. We are all in this together.”
All of my students are beautiful. I try to meet them where they might be feeling in order
to put them at ease. Most comply with my self-deprecating request, but not all, and at the
beginning of the next class I have to make the same plea for the vestigial presence of the
merely visually synchronous portrait of my students.

If we cannot see the others in a Zoom class it becomes a Zoom call. However, to
make these remote encounters possible we must all mostly remain muted. The various
interactions of ambient sounds from 20-30 different microphones would be a distracting

cacophony. However, the muted cannot be heard. Unmuting to begin talking can be
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barrier to engagement. I have noticed that for some students that extra step required to
begin contributing to a conversation can be insurmountable. For one thing, unmuting
takes time. In many instances I have waited for students to fumble around as they sought
to unmute themselves. They seem quite unprepared for the expectation to contribute to
the learning by speaking, as if it is not something that is needed in any of their other
Zoom classes. These pauses can lengthen out surprisingly fast and are so common it can
be punitive; it can lead to the domination of the Zoom class by just a few voices, usually
one, the teacher’s. These technological intrusions disrupt the conditions of conversation.
We Need to Be Together

Roger Scruton describes the potential devastation that the vulnerability of human
interaction creates. He explains that the desire to be safe and avoid vulnerability is
exceedingly strong. “Life in the actual world is difficult and embarrassing. Most of all it
is difficult and embarrassing in our confrontation with other people who, by their very
existence as subjects, rearrange things in defiance to our will” (1999, p. 138). Scruton
seeks to engage the question of why — if the risks are so great — we bother to face other
embodied persons at all? He argues that only a similarly powerful force could ever
overcome our desire to avoid vulnerability. “It requires a great force, such as the force of
sexual desire” (Ibid.). With this force we are impelled to overcoming the tendency to
avoid the vulnerability of being present face-to-face with others. However, in our sexual
desire we are even more exposed, yet many accept risk. Why? A scientistic tale of
genetic impulse to propagate is not irrelevant, but it does not capture the phenomenon of

lived human experience. We need each other. So, in one way or another, whether sexual
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or not, we are compelled to be with each other. In being with others we are able to
become what we are (Withy, 2015).

Despite the risk of COVID-19 many students are clamoring for a return to normal
classes. Some of the students in my Logic class had decided that if they could not take
courses in the traditional manner they would not pursue an undergraduate degree. The
face-to-face experience seems to increase the sense of satisfaction for many students.
“There is no sign that this appetite for online learning diminishes the interest in studying
on campus” (Roth, 2020). Even students highly immersed in the virtual world of
advanced digital technology still have a fundamental expectation that undergraduate
learning requires face-to-face interactions. They know that what is missing from a class
on Zoom is vital to what they need to learn. Evidence shows that having classes face-to-
face increases completion rates (Ibid.). This was apparent in the first analysis of MOOCs
and continues to be true even as online learning becomes more prevalent.

Deception and enchantment. Simulation is a central issue or theme when
interpreting the late-modern (often called “postmodern’) world of significations we
inhabit (Thomson, 2011). Online classes attempt to mimic, copy or simulate in-person
classes. However, it is in the very effort of copying that they so often fail. It might be that
it is the simulation that grates on students, e.g., the discussion board assignments. The
non-face-to-face copied versions of what should be done in-person, is what they might
find most undermines their expectations for learning. A copy can be a kind of deception.
In contemplating the experience of my nine participants and thinking about my work with
undergraduates for 16 years, I get the sense that they often feel deceived by the

simulation of learning in online classes, especially when their expectations are not met.
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I first became sensitized to this sense of deception when I was a teaching assistant
as an undergraduate. I was a T.A. for an online Introduction to Philosophy class for one
of my favorite professors. I had the responsibility to do some grading and respond to
emails from the class. Early on a small group in the class contacted me to know if they
could meet in person. They expressed concern that they were not able to talk-out the
issues and have them thoroughly explained. They wanted to be able to ask more
questions. [ heartily agreed with their concerns, but I also wondered why they had taken a
philosophy class online in the first place. Then the students asked if I would be willing to
meet with them weekly to discuss the readings. They wanted to get more out of the class.
They did not feel like they were learning from the online format. To enroll in a class to
learn and to then not fully learn was experienced as a basic deception, i.e., a bait and
switch. Moreover, it’s like the idea that Plato (1997) expressed, how everything that
deceives may be said to enchant. If we can be tricked then there must also be something
to the trick; in it lies a precious kind of cunning. And as such, we can become enamored
with the power of that which deceives.

Better than nothing becomes better than anything. The attempts to simulate
traditional undergraduate learning with video conferencing on Zoom are, however, often
better than nothing. Even if online classes deceive some students into simulating learning,
not doing anything clearly seems like a loss. It might be better to have an online degree
than none. With technology it often seems the case that if something is deemed better
than nothing it then advances to a further stage. It is in the second stage that the real
problem arises; as Sherry Turkle spelling (2017) points out, when our technological

innovations, that were once just better than nothing become better than anything. It is the
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necessitation phase of technological development that makes us forget that every
technological advance is a Faustian bargain (Postman, 1992). When technology becomes
necessary it is allowed to remove what was once precious without our noticing. In this
regard, I am reminded of these lines from Paradise Lost:

And with necessity,

The tyrant’s plea,

excus’d his devilish deeds

(Milton, 1792/1667, p. 69)

Just like how politicians could vehemently advocate for their particular policies based on
necessity, technology too can have a tyrannical bent. The drive to make everything as
efficient as possible becomes a total necessity. And the devilish outcome is the unrealized
tradeoffs that are demanded to realize the necessity.

Nicolas Carr is someone who has not failed to stop thinking about technology,
even as it becomes ubiquitous. Like Heidegger he wants to show that we can learn to be
sensitive to what is lost from technological innovations like Zoom. That is, if we are
willing to think about what is hardest to think about, we can still have a free relationship
to technology. With careful insight Carr gives this description:

But the pandemic has also given us a lesson, a painful one, in the limits of

remoteness. In promising to eliminate distance, virtuality also promised to erase

the difference between presence and absence ... Being remote is a drag. The state
of absence, a physical state but also a psychic one, is a state of loneliness and
frustration, angst and ennui. What the pandemic has revealed is that when taken
to an extreme — the extreme Silicon Valley saw as an approaching paradise —

virtuality does not engender a sense of liberation and exultation. It engenders a

sense of confinement and despair. Absence will never be presence. A body in

isolation is a self in isolation. (Carr, 2020)

Just as my participants described, we all now find in our experience of technologically

mitigated remoteness a diminished sense of vulnerability. Just as they said in our

conversations there is absence even in the presence of non-face-to-face connection. In
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these conditions of remoteness, it is difficult for us to feel connected to others. Indeed,
our sense of dependency remains but without the ability to satisfy its deeper, even
sometimes inarticulate, longing to be-with-others.

The effect of panopticonism and reciprocal voyeurism. In Michel Foucault’s
book Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison he engages with Jeremy Bentham’s
(1748-1832) proposal for a new kind of prison, the “panopticon.” The idea was to design
a way of incarceration that was as efficient as possible. Bentham (1843) sought to
maximize the utilitarian imperative of the greatest good for the greatest number. To bring
about the greatest efficiency in the prison he wanted a layout that would require as few
guards as possible and as much compliancy by the inmates as possible. The result was to
make it possible for few guards to potentially be watching any prisoner at any time.
However, the prisoners would know that only a few guards would be available to watch.
The inmates would know that they could not all be watched simultaneously. The
prisoners could never be sure whether the guards were watching them or not. Thus, their
conformity depended on the chance that they were always open to observation. It was a
kind of disciplinary voyeurism; the prisoners knew they could be observed at any time,
and so they would avoid breaking the rules. Foucault’s analysis culminates in this point:

He who is subjected to a field of visibility, and who knows it, assumes

responsibility for the constraints of power; he makes them play spontaneously

upon himself; he inscribes in himself the power relation in which he
simultaneously plays both roles; he becomes the principle of his own subjection.

(1995/1975, pp. 202-203)

Under Bentham’s scheme of the panopticon prisoners become their own wardens. A

subtle but powerful cycle develops. The watched are motivated to scrutinize their own
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actions. Habituated to this tendency they become the enforcers of exactly that which
constrains them.

Now we find ourselves remote from each other, more than ever before. We
interact via reciprocal cameras. Echoing in our own time Foucault’s insights about the
panopticonic cycle, Carr presents its new manifestation:

Think about the cramped little cells in which we appear when we’re on Zoom. It’s

hard to imagine a better metaphor for our situation. The architecture of Zoom is

the architecture of the Panopticon, but it comes with a twist that Jeremy Bentham
never anticipated. On Zoom, each of us gets to play the roles of both jailer and
jailed. We are the watcher and the watched, simultaneously. Each role is an
exercise in remoteness, and each is demeaning. Each makes us feel small. (Carr,

2020)

As watchers and watched we swim in the pool of reciprocal voyeurism. We never know
how much we are being watched but we know at any moment we could be being
watched. And so, when our cameras are on we know that we have to behave in a certain
way. We narrow our actions and constrain our behavior.

Poetically Facing Non-Face-to-Face Learning

All great philosophy is inherently thoughtful-poetic.
(Heidegger, 1984, p. 73)

Over the years of my work on non-face-to-face learning for undergraduates,
several poems have preoccupied my mind. They are not about online classes. Thus, their
inclusion here could raise some eyebrows. Moreover, as technology writer Nicholas Carr
says, “We rarely look to poetry for instruction anymore” (2015, p. 213). The relevance of
these poems does not come from any explicit connection to non-face-to-face learning.
Even so, for some reason they have become stuck in my thinking and recur to me as |
work with my phenomenon. I do not know why exactly but since I am engaged in an

interpretive effort they call to me.
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These poems seem to lift and open up what can be shown about the meaning of
non-face-to-face learning for undergraduates. As Carr says, “A poet’s scrutiny of the
world can be more subtle and discerning than a scientist’s” (2015, p. 213). I hope that
with presenting them here and engaging with them in a way that relates to my
phenomenon I can open up my interpretation. I hope that these poems help to show the
meaning of non-face-to-face learning. In this effort I seek to follow the guidance of
Heidegger and Nietzsche, both philosophers who leaned heavily on poetry, even
publishing some themselves. I seek to follow their example of thinking through and with
poems to enrich my interpretation. Though the poems are not about technology per se,
they elucidate relevant aspects of online learning. To make this jump to the more poetical
I trust that these poems may lift the thinking of my interpretation and what can be
revealed to my readers. I do this because, “What is stated poetically, and what is stated in
thought, are never identical; but there are times when they are the same ... This can occur
when poesy is lofty, and thinking profound” (Heidegger, 1976/1954, p. 20). I am sure
these poems are lofty. They are rich in beauty, ambiguity and desire. I am of course not
as sure about the thinking.

In poems we are able to see how we should let go. Our thoughts are directed but
let free. We engage with language in a primordial sense in the poem. It can take us. The
experience is hard to put into words since it is our words that themselves can become at
issue in a profound poem. Plato explains, “As long as a human being has his intellect in
his possession he will always lack the power to make poetry or sing prophecy” (1979, p.
1172). We must let go a bit in the poem. The release is ever more requisite when we, as [

am trying to do here, use poems to help interpret a phenomenon.
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Hermeneutic phenomenology is philosophical. It is a philosophical way of
revealing. My interpretive work seeks to do what Heidegger says philosophy does.
“Philosophy searches for a knowing that, at the same time, is before all science and goes
beyond all science; it searches for a knowing that is not necessarily bound to the
sciences” (2009, p. 13). Moreover, he explains that “All great philosophy is inherently
thoughtful-poetic” (Heidegger, 1984/1961, p. 73). The poems can be relevant. They can
help to make my work poetic. And hopefully they can unite the whole of my work and
help readers to make connections far beyond it. “Poesy is the water that at times flows
backward toward the source, toward thinking as a thinking back, a recollection”
(Heidegger, 1976/1954, p. 11).

If what has been giving so far in this section does not fully satisfy I give one final
portion on the power and possibility of poetry to expand the impact of this
phenomenological study. In his book Things Merely Are: Philosophy in the Poetry of
Wallace Stevens (2005) philosopher Simon Critchley presents a view of poetry that tries
to show how it can expand our experience of life. “Poetry is ambiguous. This is what
appalls some philosophers and appeals to others” (2005, p. 17). Critchley says that it is
because of this ambiguity that poetry can “get at the evasiveness of poetry’s matter”
(Ibid., p. 18). And what is the “matter” of poetry? Why reality, of course. By that view
Critchley is affirming the ambiguous nature of reality itself, which is why poetry is so
well suited a medium for helping to interpret our experience. Critchley shows that the
impressions that can be gathered by poems cover a wide radius. Poems have a force of
articulation and awareness of the linguistically mitigated world of human relational

thought that can surpass most other forms of expression.
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Works and Days

Hesiod is one of the first that we know of to give us the gods. There were of
course many others before him and the oral tradition he is credited with writing down
extends back into the eons of time before him. However, it is not his Theogony that I
want to introduce here. I want to make a connection to his poem Works and Days —
sometimes referred to as a kind of ancient Greek agricultural almanac (Lamberton, 1988).
I want to focus on aspects of this ancient poetical revealing to bring to light the focal
aspects of learning face-to-face.

Works and Days is written in the first person. It is a poem that is meant to teach,
almost like a distillation of ancient traditional wisdom. It is Hesiod’s advice to his lazy
and conniving brother Perses.

What [Hesiod] has to say is vast, infinitely removed from the muddled sphere of

our misdirected strivings against each other and against a reluctant and

impoverished world. The content is global, in touch with the principle of Justice

itself, with the gods and the relations of gods and men, in touch, finally, with a

vision of a society ruled by justice, of what the world could be. (Lamberton, 1988,

p. 106)

The range of topics is so wide it is as if the poem casts a linguistic net over our world. It
shows how the practical is connected to everything, other people, animals, seasons, stars,
the divine (that which is outside or beyond human control) and humanity.

Works and Days recounts several mythological scenes, fables and advice about
practical matters relating to farming, social interactions and sailing. For example, Hesiod
seeks to educate his brother by telling him, “Whatever your lot, work is best, if you can
manage to turn your witless mind from other men’s goods back to your work, and, as |

tell you, care for your living” (Hesiod, 2009, p. 81). The advice dispensed is also directed

to the reader so that we may not suffer needlessly. As one commentator on the poem
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explains, “Experience is the worst source of knowledge” (Lamberton, 1988, p. 125). The
‘experience’ referred to is not in the phenomenological sense of “lived experience.” Here
it means something more like the events of life, i.e., what happens to us. Things just
happening to us is a way to learn. It is the kind of learning we may lament in a youth who
does not heed the advice of those who are wiser for having been through the same
situation. Sometimes this kind of experience is the only way to learn, no matter how good
the advice we may just have to go through on our own. However, Hesiod’s point is that
when we can give our attention to someone who knows, a different kind of experience
can be cultivated. We will still “go through” with whatever is going to happen to us, but
we can have a better outcome by heeding a teacher. We should listen to the expert, when
appropriate, so that the experience we do have can make us live more.

The potential for shame is one reason we may avoid being with others. There is
the risk that we will say or do something wrong. We know that we may have good reason
to regret what we will do with or in the presence of others. The possibility of shame is
part of our embodied vulnerability. Vulnerability can be a barrier but it also makes
possible deep connection, which leads to fully becoming what we are. “Shame is no good
at looking after a man who is needy, shame is a great harm to men, and a great benefit too
— shame leads to no great prosperity; boldness goes with wealth” (Hesiod, 2009, p. 82).
Shame is not valuable in and of itself. We do not seek it. But to avoid shame, is to cower
and not receive benefits. In a sense, boldness is required. We must have courage and
encounter others, all the while acknowledging that shame is a possibility. We grow, learn
and become prosperous by exerting ourselves. We have to get out of our comfort zones.

This has to become a habit that is learned explicitly or implicitly in our interactions with
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others. As Hesiod says, “For every small thing, when piled on a small thing, done often,
grows large” (Ibid., p. 83). Gradually, one of the great things that is learned with others is
how to act without shame.

The homeostatic womb of a screen-mitigated existence, like the one in The
Machine Stops, is too com-fort-able. To be fortified is to be separated off, protected and
safe. Ensconced in our informational lair of televisions, computers, smart phones and
appliances we experience what it is to be cut off from reality. Indeed, screens are the
literalized physical manifestation of the false (from a phenomenological perspective)
Cartesian ontological divide between a subject who knows and an objective world.
Descartes’ ontology and epistemological implications bring forth the familiarity with
which we regard screens. On the screens reality is represented just as Descartes has
caused us to imagine that reality is represented in our minds and not experienced directly.
Heidegger explains this view by saying, “Representation and the one who is representing
are co-represented in human representing” (1961/1984, p. 108). As with Descartes’
philosophy so with screens, we are still able to experience the world but it is so arranged
as to blunt, dilute and dissipate the way things merely are, because “Representation gives
only the semblance of reality” (Ibid., p. 131). For instance, there in front of their screens
it is too easy for students to shy away from being challenged bodily with others. It is too
easy to imagine them gone, as mere representations. Online with a screen it is too simple
to ignore the imperative of risk to allow for the chance of growth. An online class is not
conducive to drawing us out at our best as we engage with others in something that

matters.
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Thinking requires embodiment. It is not just having a brain that allows us to
think. It is not just being able to speak so others will hear us that allows us to
communicate. Our whole body is involved. Moreover, “All ways of thinking, more or
less perceptibly, lead through language in a manner that is extraordinary” (Heidegger,
1977, p. 3). It is fascinating. How is it that language, something that seems arbitrary and
contingent, should be the means by which we encounter what seems most fundamental to
our being, i.e., our conscious life manifest in thought? Language is our world. “Only
where there is language, is there world, that is, the constantly changing cycle of decision
and work, of action and responsibility, but also of arbitrariness and turmoil, decay and
confusion” (Heidegger, 2000, p. 56). Language is a social and historical phenomenon that
binds us all together. The trillions of cognitive handshakes that constitute language are
the basis for our ability to act outside of the causal order of nature (Tallis, 2016).

Bound by our common usage of language and our embodiment, thinking requires
that we see each other. It requires that we be with each other. Hesiod crystalizes this fact
beautifully, “Looks and thoughts should keep company” (Hesiod, 2009, p. 95). To really
learn requires face-to-face contact because that is how we confront and perceive. “Man is
the animal that confronts face-to-face. A mere animal, such as a dog, never confronts
anything, it can never confront anything to its face; to do so, the animal would have to
perceive itself. It cannot say “L,” it cannot talk at all” (Heidegger, 1976/1954, p. 61).
Animals are bereft of language. They are not trained in the same way that we learn.

Humans learn most basically from each other because human beings are with
others. Just because undergraduate education has in general come to be an economic

imperative does not mean that the potential for other areas of growth and being should be



344

neglected. There are ambiguous kinds of growth that can happen when we are with
people. They can be calculated and related to certain skills and methods, but there is
always the potential for more. We learn from our earliest days face-to-face. That is
learning. If anthropos is the being who has a human face, then learning to be what we are
and do what we are able to do means that learning too must have a face, a human face. It
is the face of the teacher and fellow learners together in close physical proximity. It is
how we learn everything, to be face-to-face with it. “What becomes of the face-to-face,
the meeting, the seeing, the forming of the idea, in which the tree presents itself and man
comes to stand face-to-face with the tree?”” (Heidegger, 1976/1954, p. 42). To learn ever
more about being human we must be face-to-face with others as consistently as possible
and not in front of a screen.

Being educated means being-with others. In many places in the Works and
Days we are reminded of how to be with others when we are together. “A sparing tongue
is a treasure among men; to speak in measure the greatest grace. Those who speak evil
very quickly hear evil, and more evil, of themselves” (Hesiod, 2009, p. 95). In knowing
our own vulnerability and the potential for shame we also then understand what others
face. When we engage we should be sparing, in the sense that we hold back what we
know could be cutting. In doing so we help to create the learning environment. As others
join us in the place of learning they can come with trepidation and excitement. We know
that the others we encounter are vulnerable and it is our responsibility to comport
ourselves to them in a sheltering way so that they can be with us and be welcome. We

know that we need them and therefore we know that they need us.
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Hesiod gives us a view of the educated person. It has little to do with Zow one
becomes educated — though we can make inferences. Instead, Hesiod shows what the
outcome of learning should be, i.e., its purpose. “That man is best, altogether, who thinks
things through for himself” (2009, p. 81). Hesiod’s ideal is a person with independence of
mind. Someone who has learned the tools of thinking, perhaps by some experience with
trial and error but primarily by being able to give heed to guidance. The theme of
“response-ability” as expressed by my participants relates to this point as well as the
frequent distinction they made about real learning, e.g., when Carl talked about learning
how to think as opposed to what to think. As exemplified by the Socratic method
discussed in earlier chapters, learning that is thought through for oneself has a tendency
to be powerful. If we are able to learn how to approach conclusions on our own, they are
often the most convincing. This level of learning is not that of a novice. What Hesiod
describes is more like the master who is able to create. That level of learning is not
reached in isolation or without face-to-face guidance (Dreyfus, 2008).

Hesiod continues by indicating what is the distinctive attribute of the educated
person. He says the educated person is someone “who figures what will be best later on
and finally” (2009, p. 81). It is the kind of person who is attuned to the law of unintended
consequences. That is, they know that what might seem best now, might not be overall, or
in the long term. They know that solutions are necessary, but despite our best efforts, all
of our solutions will create new problems. The new problems will hopefully be more
manageable. Their ability to “figure” is the mark of practical wisdom, knowing how to
act well, not perfectly. Hesiod’s view of the educated person is of a person who is not

dogmatic, because such persons work things out for themselves. However, they are also
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the type of person who can establish goals and objectives in order to get things done that
matter. They are practical, capable of action and minimizing suffering.

The description of the ideally educated person is rounded out by an explicit
connection to other people. The theme expressed by my participants of how others are
largely absent in the experience non-face-to-face learning means that ideal education, the
kind that has the power to change the student is elusive online. Hesiod says, “Someone
who can listen is good too; he hears when someone speaks well. But a man who won’t
listen and knows nothing himself, who takes nothing to heart, he is useless” (2009, p. 81).
To be able to listen is to have the ability to pause and be humble. It is the disposition to
recognize both when guidance is needed and when it should be heeded. Hesiod’s fully
educated individual takes things to heart because of the impact that the full presence of
others has. As well as being able to “think things through” educated individuals show a
deep connection to what is learned.

The Marxian concept of ‘alienation’ that comes into the English language through
translations of Hegel’s philosophy addresses the concept of a separation between what
ought to be unified (Leopold, 2018). Alienation as originally propounded by Marx and
Hegel relied on an essential human nature (Ibid.).

To be alienated is to be separated from one’s own essence or nature; it is to be

forced to lead a life in which that nature has no opportunity to be fulfilled or

actualized. In this way, the experience of ‘alienation’ involves a sense of a lack of
self-worth and an absence of meaning in one’s life. Alienation in this sense is not
fundamentally a matter of whether your conscious desires are satisfied, or how
you experience your life, but instead of whether your life objectively actualizes
your nature, especially (for both Marx and Hegel) your life with others as a social

being. (Wood, 2005, p. 21)

The philosophical arguments of Marx and Hegel are aimed at explaining that certain

activities, systems, governments, etc., could bring about a division within human being
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(what Heidegger would call Dasein) that was not just inappropriate but also bad. For
example, one application of alienation to education would depend on maintaining that
education has a certain purpose due to essential human nature, i.e., what all humans need
(Rorty, 1999). Therefore, education should have the purpose of bringing about, for
example, full human self-realization (Leopold, 2018). If education has some other end,
such as one dictated by dogmatic ideology, it would cease to be education and become
instead indoctrination. The results of such one-sided or manipulative pedagogical
programs might result in alienation because such blinkered perspectives and purposes do
not fully accord with essential human nature. Moreover, education that is so strictly
focused by the demands of efficiency imposed by the technological understanding of
beings, can make the thriving of essential human nature difficult (Wendling, 2009). Thus,
one of my insights about non-face-to-face education is that it can be alienating. Students
can sometimes sense that they should be directly connected face-to-face with those they
are learning with and their teachers. My participants did not always express this sense so
clearly but in the themes elaborated in chapter four related to absence they articulated a
sense of how online learning was alienating. The theme of absence in non-face-to-face
learning can be felt as alienation for students and also teachers.

Learning in our hearts: Finding meaning. What does it mean, as Hesiod says,
to take something into our hearts? The ancient apostle Paul wrote in a similar visceral
way about the gospel of Christianity, that it be, “written not with ink, but with the Spirit
of the living God; not in tables of stone, but in fleshy tables of the heart” (KJV 2Cor.
3:3). Paul was many things, but he was also a Roman citizen who wrote and spoke

Ancient Greek. His education probably included learning Hesiod’s poems. Paul was
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writing to Greeks who were all probably familiar with Works and Days. To have
something in your heart was probably a fairly common metaphor then, even as it is now.
However, the word “fleshy” really blurs the line with metaphor. As if what is learned is
tattooed or carved into the flesh. But that is the idea that Hesiod is expressing. To take
something into your heart is for it to manifestly become part of how you feel and act. It is
part of your character and deepest intentions. Educated people are transformed when they
listen to others. As they are willing to be guided, what they learn changes their deepest
dispositions and motivations.

Ultimately, the Works and Days emphasizes an anti-utopianism realism. In this
world with the days we are given there will a/lways be work. We can make this world
better by working and seeking justice for ourselves and towards others. To do that,
learning is required. Mastery born of quasi-apprenticeship — that cannot be done alone —
is required (Dreyfus, 2008). There is no way out of the efforts and costs to our existence.
The days will keep coming. The burdens that are lightened by a technological innovation,
like the scythe for mowing, do not change the realities of this world. Technology
increases our capacities but it cannot fundamentally alter our world. It is like what
Heidegger says:

The men of this earth are provoked by the absolute domination of the essence of

modern technology, together with technology itself [devices, algorithms, and

systems] into developing a final world-formula which would once and for all
secure the totality of the world as a uniform sameness, and thus make it available
to us as a calculable resource. The provocation to such making-available orders
everything into a single design, the making of which levels the harmony of the

infinite design. (2000/1981, p. 122)

The panopticonism of the all-seeing eye that tries to capture everything together at once

is the same tendency that abhors the infinite, i.e., that which cannot be controlled. The
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technological attitude is a drive to efficiency, but it is also an inexorable urge to
perpetually simplify human existence. The simplification diminishes ambiguity and thus
the potential for meaning.

Meaning, in the sense of feeling like one’s own life has significance and therefore
matters, seems to be related to taking responsibility (Peterson, 2018). If this is at least
somewhat relevant to finding meaning, and if there is nothing distinct (i.e., perceived to
be concrete) to differentiate all that lies before us and constitutes our options for choice,
we may be unable to find meaning because we will not know how to take responsibility.
In such an existence our human world of experience would be a machine, utterly dumb
and pointless. As the great wrestler of meaninglessness himself saw, “An essentially
mechanical world would be an essentially meaningless world” (Nietzsche, 1974, p. 335).
Our conscious minds are not machines. And though it can cause great agony we
continually seek to find ways to understand how things matter, particularly ourselves, in a
bewildering cosmos.

With every innovation there are trade-offs. Often the exchange is worth it.
Usually the advantages of technology are what we become familiar with first. They
probably would not have come to our attention if they did not have some novel utility.
However, if adequate foresight has not been applied and rapt attention to the tendency to
create unintended consequences, no matter how noble our intentions, the innovation, in
the end, may not be worth it. Benefits may be there but they are not distributed equally
(Postman, 1992). The gains may exist but only in the short term. Our ability to live
meaningful lives may be threatened. A glaring example is the devastating consequences

of social media, i.e., Facebook, Twitter, Instagram (Haidt & Lukianoff, 2019). Even in
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the cases where the technology is a net gain there is still something that is lost. This is
what I take to be the inexorable rule of technological innovation, whether recognized or
not. And if what is lost is most precious and essential to our goals, we should eschew
such technology.

Robert Frost’s Mowing: Face-to-Face Learning is a “Focal Practice”

Hesiod refers to a moment in the farmer’s season “when the iron [or sickle] for
mowing is first sharpened” (2009, p. 84). He is talking about the scythe that is used to cut
the stalks of grain. This was probably one of the most vital tools for an Ancient Greek
farmer. Once the scythe had cut the stalks they could be gathered and the harvesting
process completed. One of Robert Frost’s (1874-1963) early poems, “Mowing,”
published in his book of poems, 4 Boy’s Will (1915), is related to the idea of harvesting
work, the process of accruing and laying up in store. In “Mowing” the emphasis is
decidedly focused on the present, the current moment of the mower doing the work.

Mowing

There was never a sound beside the wood but
one,

And that was my long scythe whispering to
the ground.

What was it it whispered? I knew not well
myself;

Perhaps it was something about the heat of
the sun,

Something, perhaps, about the lack of sound—

And that was why it whispered and did not
speak.

It was no dream of the gift of idle hours,

Or easy gold at the hand of fay or elf:

Anything more than the truth would have
seemed too weak

To the earnest love that laid the swale in rows,

Not without feeble-pointed spikes of flowers

(Pale orchises), and scared a bright green
snake.
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The fact is the sweetest dream that labor

knows.

My long scythe whispered and left the hay to

make. (1915, p. 36)

Frost writes about the sound he heard as he labored on a small farm as a young
man with a small family. What I image is the swishing sound of the swinging scythe that
seems to whisper something. For Frost it is communicating and expressing something.
The poem follows a path of thought as to what the tool, in his use, may be trying to
express. Every time I read the poem different words stand out to me. There is saturated
ambiguity to the poem. I cannot get a hold of it completely. It seems too great. However,
on every reading two words stand out, ‘truth’ and ‘fact.’

Besides the idea of hard labor (the effort required to learn) and the use of a tool —
a technological innovation — the connection of this poem to my phenomenon may seem
obscure. What seems to draw me to it most in this context is the notion of there being
certain facts about reality. These facts just are the way of the world, immutable in a
sense. Similar to Hesiod’s sense of the divine, they are outside of human control. Like
with Works and Days the realization of the poet is that something can be denied but that
does not change the fact. One fact is expressed in Hesiod’s ideal of the educated person
and the successful consequence of the Socratic teaching method; the student is most wise
who most comes to know what they do not know. One who has learned at a high level
attains wisdom when they know their limitations. This is a fact.

What does ‘fact’ mean? It directly conjures notions of the correspondence theory
of truth, a verificationist project to validate propositions about the world. We assume that

the “facts of the matter” will settle the case, but this does not always happen. Although

somewhat the gold standard of truth in the sciences, the correspondence theory is deeply
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flawed. So where does that leave the fact? Are there no facts? To paraphrase Nietzsche, is
it that there are no facts only interpretations? But what then are the interpretations
fundamentally based on if not some notion of factual content, just like the content of my
conversations with my participants are the facts on which I base may interpretation?
Heidegger says, “‘Fact’ is a beautiful and beguiling word” (1976/1954, p. 161). This
statement is practically a poem itself. It is given with almost no commentary and is
ambiguous. That the idea of facts certainly seems beautiful, it posits an objectivity upon
which consensus might be reached. With consensus action can be taken. However, in
many matters, especially those that are most important, it is hardly ever so
straightforward. And so I consider, what are the facts about non-face-to-face learning? At
this point, I hope I have shown some of them (see chapter four). The fact that occupies
me the most is that which is lost; without face-to-face contact undergraduate education,
itself can be lost.

Fact vs artifact. One distinction that seems illuminating in this context is the
difference between a fact and an artifact. However much the facts may be disputed about
something, they are still in some sense more real than artifacts, i.e., “an object made or
modified by human workmanship, as opposed to one formed by natural processes”
(OED). The scythe is an artifact. Indeed, so is, in a related sense, the planting and tending
that culminates in mowing. An ‘artifact’ includes ‘art’ and relates to crafts and skills. It is
a kind of contrivance. The word connotes a sense of being a copy or unoriginal.

In the context of archeology ‘artifact’ would mean a kind of object that is a clue
and indicator, because it is evidence of craftsmanship. It therefore, allows for

understanding but not direct access. The artifacts of the Egyptians do not really establish
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what the Egyptians were. The artifact in that sense can be seen to not be the real thing, as

EAN13

in its scientific use of ‘artifact,” “a spurious result, effect, or finding in a[n] ... experiment
or investigation, especially one created by the experiment technique or procedure itself”
(OED). In this sense ‘artifact’ is similar to the origin and use of ‘factoid.’
Norman Mailer introduced the word factoid in his 1973 book Marilyn. He
invented it by combining the word fact with —oid, a scientific suffix that means
“resembling but not identical to.” In other words, it’s something that looks like a
fact, but isn’t. Factoids are built from rumors and used by irresponsible journalists
to create a story when none exists. (Lennox, 2003, p. 141)
Moreover, ‘artifact’ is related to ‘artificial’ and ‘artificer.” The artifact can be a kind of
imposter. It can present itself as the fact because it too is something real, i.e., it has a
certain ontology. However, it can also be “a non-material human construct” (OED). It is
with that connotation that non-face-to-face learning is a kind of artifact of education. It
happens. It is real, but it is only a kind of vestigial remnant, a going through the motions
in order to mostly signal learning and bring about measurable completion (Caplan, 2018).
‘Fact’ certainly is a beguiling word, and not just in Heidegger’s German. The
Oxford English Dictionary entry is several pages and has nine different definitions and
several senses for each. The overall meaning has to do with truth and reality in its usage.
And like the truth, the real deep down of how things are or what something is, we can be
pulled to the facts: “The fact is the sweetest dream that labor knows” (Frost, 1915, p. 36).
What can be the fact of learning? What is the real aspect uncreated but still within this
human activity, which is itself a sort of artifact?
One commentator, Bengamin Voigt (2016), suggests that Frost, like Shakespeare

and other great artists, incorporates a commentary on his own medium into some of his

poems. There is a sense that Frost is saying the meaning of poems though ambiguous is
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not fantasy; it is fact. There are many facts to be found in a poem. There are many
meanings to be discovered in a phenomenon. It is labor that brings forth the fact. I take
this to mean the effort that must be expended to approach the real, the fact. Of course
labor can be expended in online learning, when we read and study alone, but the effort I
want to emphasize is the work lost in the pursuit of efficiency, when we streamline
human interactions to make them frictionless. This is easily accomplished by making
learning non-face-to-face. Some of my participants referred to these desirable gains in
efficiency as explicitly related to the absence of others.

The constant push to render scarce resources more efficient at the costs of
tradition and lofty ideals, i.e., the result of a liberal education, can become tiresome or
irksome as my participants noted as well. “There is at least a drowsy and perhaps even a
dawning sense in the contemporary culture that the paradigmatic blessings of technology
are vacuous” (Borgmann, 2003, p. 21). Even though we hear that there might be dramatic
improvements in enrollment, retention and GPAs because of non-face-to-face learning, I
sense that it is a house of cards. That is a criticism that of course can also be leveled at
many traditional aspects of undergraduate education (Caplan, 2018). However, with face-
to-face learning it is still possible that more could happen than online.

Borgmann’s philosophy of focal practices. The simple task of mowing grain
rendered in profound poetic depth by Frost has shown a connection to how I see the thing
I felt called to foster and protect, face-to-face learning. In this study I have researched
non-face-to-face learning but here, I turn squarely to what it replaces. The expectations of
those who take online classes is shaped by their previous experience. If they have had

online classes before they typically seem to have low expectations for learning but are
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glad for the efficiency. For those who want more than the credits and a boost to their
GPA, who really want to learn and have never taken an online class, they are usually
disappointed. Their expectations are not met. But the thing that is lost, is unclear. The
fact of its existence is apparent.

Heideggerian philosopher of technology, Albert Borgmann, explains a way by
which we can understand how the facts of learning can be obscured by technology. “Does
anything of philosophical moment turn on the fact that in some cases a traditional,
contextual thing has been replaced by an article that is opaque and more available?”
(Borgmann, 2003, p. 16). He is illuminating the point that our advanced microtechnology
is inherently obscure but also ubiquitous. We do not understand it even though it is
readily available. A student showing up at an undergraduate classroom and learning with
others is understandable. What is happening is generally self-evident, but it is a kind of
laborious ritual requiring vast coordination of schedules, space and resources. The
mechanics of an online class seem to be like a face-to-face class, but the fact is, much is
mystery. Borgmann’s point is that we do not understand how the devices which facilitate
such an interaction work or the details of how we remain connected when we are remote.
We do not understand these things like we can understand a scythe or an old motorcycle.
Like the stethoscope, and Hesiod’s view of the divine, technological innovations can start
to seem magical or holy because they are certainly mysterious. Though artifacts, they
seem to be beyond human control. “In fact, thoughtful reflections on technology are
typically haunted by ambiguity and ambivalence” (Ibid., p. 17). We cannot generally

fathom how any one person could fully understand something like a computer and its
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connectivity, the power grid or systems of international travel and trade, though we have
a strong faith that certainly there are such individuals.

In relation to the fact of in-person learning and the artifact of online classes is
Borgmann’s thoughtful philosophical response. In his book Technology and the
Character of Contemporary Life (1987), he carefully works to describe a way towards
Heidegger’s (1977) idea of a “free relationship” to technology. In his book Borgmann is
setting out to show a way to be with technology. He is trying to answer the question
“What should our relationship to technology be?”” The question is important because no
matter what we must relate to technology. The path of total rejection, like the Luddite, is
still a chosen way of relating to technology. Borgmann’s relationship to technology
depends on what he describes as focal things and practices. “Focal [things and practices]
on their part live in hiding and at the margins of the official technological culture”
(Borgmann, 2003, p. 23).

Borgmann builds on Heidegger’s (1971) definition of “the thing” to explain what
he means by focal things and activities. “The orienting force of simple things will come
to the fore only as the rule of technology is raised from its anonymity, is disclosed as the
orthodoxy that heretofore has been taken for granted and allowed to remain invisible”
(Borgmann, 1987, p. 199). This is the saving power to which Heidegger (1977) refers. As
the technological attitude becomes so pervasive it will become obvious and it will draw
attention to itself in such a way that human beings will seek to preserve that which should
not be technologized.

Borgmann explains, “Once we have learned tentatively to recognize the instances

of focal things and practices in our midst, we must acknowledge their scattered and
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inconspicuous character too. Their hidden splendor comes to light when we consider
Heidegger’s reflections on simple and eminent things” (Borgmann, 1987, p. 196). The
entities that Heidegger (1971) used as examples of “things” were simple and everyday
(jug and bench, footbridge and plow, tree and pond, brook and hill, heron and deer, horse
and bull, mirror and clasp, book and picture, crown and cross). In the same way
Borgmann explains that the power of focal things is found in their simplicity and their
ability to be in constant contact with our experience. These focal things can be noticed in
their triviality and in their non-enframing essence, i.e., the sense in which they resist
being made efficient. They are resistant to efficiency because to make them efficient is to
destroy them; they just would not be what they are anymore. Once focal things are
noticed, they require certain practices in order to thrive (Ibid.). Borgmann focuses on two
focal practices to make his point: running and the large community road races with a
festive atmosphere and the culture of the table, i.e., communal eating (Ibid.). However,
these are only examples, presented as templates to elucidate what a focal practice is so
that we can recognize them in their many forms everywhere.

Borgmann highlights the contrast between how cars have made travel more
efficient and the focal activity of running. He says that in running the “split between
means and ends, labor and leisure is healed” (Ibid., p. 202). In running there is no
standing reserve of petrochemical production, maintenance facilities and highways as
there is in the efficient travel by car. Instead, we just run (or walk/hike) and are put in
motion and contact with the ground and our surroundings. Through the practice of
running, “The unity of ends and means, of minds and body, and of body and world is one

and the same” (Ibid., 203). Thus the example of running as a focal activity shows that it



358

must be something that connects us to our surrounding physical environment and brings
together the means and ends of what the practice is pointed at. That is, the motion of
running cannot be stored up or recorded. When we are running we are simultaneously
producing and experiencing the results of our physical motion.

The culture of the table and the environment surrounding the feast meal is
Borgmann’s second example employed to define focal practices.

Human eating is the union of the primal and the cosmic. In the simplicity of bread

and wine, of meat and vegetable, the world is gathered . . . We can begin with the

simplicity of a meal that has a beginning, a middle, and an end and that breaks
through the superficiality of convenience food in the simple steps of beginning
with raw ingredients, preparing and transforming them, and bringing them to the

table. (Ibid., p. 204)

From this description of the focal activity of the feast, Borgmann agrees with Heidegger
(1971) that a world can be gathered or truth can happen in the things that we do. That is,
there is a union made possible by focal practices. This opens up a realm of significance in
which we can connect to things not simply as resources. We can recognize them for their
individual uniqueness similar to the way certain words express profound difference and
fundamental relationships, e.g., mortals, divinities, sky, earth (Heidegger calls these, in
many places, “the fourfold”).

Face-to-face learning is a focal practice. The focal activities of running and the
culture of the table, are presented by Borgmann as counteracting contrasts to the essence
of technology. This means that the more we are engaged in cooking for friends and
family in celebratory thanksgiving, running with groups of others in a sense of communal
festivity, we inculcate in ourselves a sense for other ways of understanding beings

besides that of standing reserves. Focal practices are all around us. We need only attune

ourselves to them. “Once we have learned tentatively to recognize the instances of focal
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things and practices in our midst, we must acknowledge their scattered and inconspicuous
character too” (Borgmann, 1987, p. 196). From Borgmann’s two examples we learn how
we can recognize a focal practice. The most obvious feature is how human beings are
present with each other. It is the interaction of a group of people. It cannot be done alone.
They must be gathered together around something that matters. And what draws them
together, the activity, must require some degree of skill or mastery in order for it to really
be happening. The result of a focal practice if it is really operating in its counteractive
manner to the technological attitude is to bring the people involved out at their best in
their uniqueness.

Every focal practice is centered on a “ communal devotion to a focal thing”
(Borgmann, 2003, p. 22). In relation to my phenomenon my emphasis is on the resulting
practice, teaching and learning in-person. However, the focal thing is still important, the
text, or method of thinking that the class is focused on for that day. The focal things of a
classroom filled with undergraduates are not like other things. They have a kind of
inexhaustibility. These things are needed, like anything that can lead to wisdom, but they
cannot be used up. Teaching, as a focal practice, settles on these types of things. In so
doing the practice stands out as different than other ways of comporting towards entities.

There is another sense in which focal practices push back against technological
ways of revealing. “Focal things and practices are the crucial counterforces to
technology. They contrast with technology without denying it, and they provide a
standpoint for a principled and fruitful reform of technology” (Borgmann, 2003, p. 22).
My phrase “push back™ is not quite right because it is not exactly a displacement. Instead

it is a transformation of how we understand what is already there. Borgmann says focal
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practices, “Gather our world and radiate significance” (Ibid.). Focal practices create a
space like “the clearing” that Heidegger often refers to throughout his later work. The
ontological and relational space opened by focal practices allows us to see things in their
own significance with their own essence(s). Engaging in focal practices around focal
things, e.g., the dialogues of Plato, allows us to comport ourselves towards the world as
something other than just resources. Another way of thinking of resources is with the
name ‘commodity,’ e.g., grain, electricity, money. Commodities are also often needed by
everyone but not for the same reasons as focal things. Moreover, commodities can be
used up or exhausted, not so with focal things.

Borgmann explains that part of the powerful seduction of technology is its ability
to increase what is available for consumption. However, this should not persuade us into
thinking that the boons of technology are universal. He argues that technology is
fundamentally and permanently limited. “There is an essential, as opposed to a merely
extensive, limit to technology, the latter understood as the procurement and consumption
of commodities” (Borgmann, 2003, p. 22). The essential limit of technology is not then in
a halt to consumerism, e.g., the ability to create diversions and flood our world with
sensual necessities. The essential limit has to do with something besides the bounty that
technology can produce.

Face-to-face classes can be a focal practice. The activity of learning face-to-face
and the care that is required does not stand in reserve to be expended. When students
learn with a teacher face-to-face they have the chance to be more united in a common
project. The fruits of the teacher’s labors can be reflected back. Students can engage with

the teacher fully. Like running, learning in-person cannot be stored up like a commodity.
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Learning face-to-face cannot be recorded. What happens in real time cannot be captured.
Plato, too, emphasized this great lesson from his master Socrates, i.e., learning happens in
the moment of conversational exchange. It cannot be written down. In face-to-face
learning we communally gather in devotion to the focal thing, a tradition or set of texts,
knowledge, the pursuit of wisdom, understanding, mastery and a greater sense of how to
become more fully what we are together. The free relationship comes when we
communally acknowledge the preciousness of our focal things. Then we gather in
vulnerability to practice our devotion. The means of learning are as important as the ends,
if it is understood as a focal practice, i.e., something that frees us from the technological
attitude.

One of my great concerns has been with how non-face-to-face learning divides
the means from the ends. It also seems to add greater confusion to the already muddled
purpose of undergraduate education in the contemporary world. Thus, Borgmann’s
philosophy of focal practices is helpful in reestablishing the significance of the means of
learning. It renders them on the same plan as the ends. Understanding face-to-face
learning as a focal practice heals the division and provides a way of understanding what
should be protected. How do we foster face-to-face learning as a focal practice? We let it
be. It will not always succeed. We accept the risk. Just like the big festive meal is not
always a success and running does not always bring people together at their best. But in
these activities we can get a sense of how to have a free relationship to technology. We
do not reject technology in the classroom, but we know when to use it and when it should

be put away. We acknowledge the efficiency of online classes but use them only when



362

needed, when they are better than nothing, and never allow them to creep into the sphere
of better than anything (Turkle, 2017).
A Death in the Desert: The Soul of Learning

The work of swinging a scythe to harvest grain is something I have never done. It
does remind me of a repetitive manual task of my youth, chopping wood. In rural lowa
we had to cut down dead oak trees, chainsaw them into logs and then haul the logs home
to be split into pieces that could fit into the stove. I spent many hours wielding a heavy
splitting maul. Like the scythe you cannot do much else when you are doing such work.
You have to pay attention and be present. If you are not careful the work will take longer
and you might get hurt. During the hours of effort the mind can resign itself to the thythm
of the task. The mind seeks to explore but remains constrained by the task. Thinking
cannot neglect the work; it has to remain connected to the task. Ideas come in moments
of peace between the focused bursts of concentration. For example, a train of thought can
be carried out in the moments when the blade is at rest or as the next log is being
positioned. Though there may be many pressing responsibilities there is a kind of relief
when you know not only that one thing needs to be done, but you can only do that thing.

Uniting means and ends: Labor for its own sake. There is something
tautological when means and ends are united and we do something for its own sake.
There are times when I am performing trivial work that a kind of peace enters. 1
sometimes find solace folding the laundry. What is the source of the peace? It seems to
come from knowing that the laundry is not going to fold itself, just like the wood will not
split itself and the grass will not mow itself. “When we embark on a task, with our bodies

or our minds, on our own or alongside others, we usually have a practical goal in sight.
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Our eyes are looking ahead to the product of our work ... But it’s through the work itself
that we come to a deeper understanding of ourselves and our situation” (Carr, 2015, p.
214). The centered feeling of being confronted by the work is knowing that the task at
hand is the task that needs to be done and nothing else matters because nothing else can
matter until you do the chore.

The fact of the work stands independent of however grandiose or dramatic other
endeavors may be. Carr also makes the point, with breath catching acuity in relation to
my phenomenon that “Labor, whether of the body or the mind, is more than a way of
getting things done. It’s a form of contemplation, a way of seeing the world face-to-face”
(2015, p. 213 emphasis added). Mathew Crawford (2009) presents a similar insight in his
wonderful book, Shop class as Soulcraft: An Inquiry into the Value of Work. “Skilled
manual labor entails a systematic encounter with the material world ... From its earliest
practice, craft knowledge has entailed knowledge of the ‘ways’ of one’s materials — that
is, knowledge of their nature, acquired through disciplined perception” (p. 21). The
embodied toil of life, the works that fill our time, are not intellectual vacuums. The
focused work of a teacher is not purely intellectual; it is a craft.

It is always possible to regard anything as a means to some other end. But is that
the best way to live? For example, it is unsustainable to constantly be living in a state of
perpetual preparation. The idea of preparation can become ingrained through education.
If every grade and stage of learning is just preparation for further preparation how is life
given space to happen? John Dewey confronted the instrumental attitude in education in a
profound way. He said,

What, then, is the true meaning of preparation in the educational scheme? In the
first place, it means that a person, young or old, gets out of his present experience
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all that there is in it for him at the time in which he has it. When preparation is

made the controlling end, then the potentialities of the present are sacrificed to a

suppositious future. When this happens, the actual preparation for the future is

missed or distorted. The ideal of using the present simply to get ready for the
future contradicts itself. It omits, and even shuts out, the very conditions by which

a person can be prepared for his future. We always live at the time we live and not

at some other time, and only by extracting at each present time the full meaning of

each present experience are we prepared for doing the same thing in the future.

This is the only preparation which in the long run amounts to anything

(1938/1997, p. 49 emphasis added)

Dewey’s description is of how to make manifest the unity of means and ends in
education. He shows that they must be united if education is in fact going to do what we
expect it to do. The moments in the classroom have to matter for their own sake and not
for some “suppositious future.” Preparing only works when the activities of preparation
are done for their own sake, i.e., they have to be relevant and matter when they are being
done and as they are being done.

There is a special kind of peace for the mind when it engages in activities that
shield it from interruption. In these means-ends united moments perhaps a certain kind of
mental energy is saved and maybe even focused creatively, e.g., | have heard people say
their best moments of thinking happen when they are bathing. But when we feel that we
could be doing more, that our attention should be elsewhere, all tasks might feel a bit
more burdensome.

To find the unity of means and ends is to taste the “free relationship” to
technology that Heidegger (1977) sets a path towards. To experience something as an end
in itself is to be relieved of the constant pressure to always regard everything in an
instrumental manner, i.e., as a tool for something else. There are moments, as shown by

Borgmann, when focal things and practices unite means and ends. In the focal practice

we set aside the burden of merely instrumental ways of thinking and constantly preparing
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for the next challenge. Focal practices can include technology, for instance, mowing and
even, of course, teaching.

An “ecosystem of interruption.” Blogger and science fiction writer, Cory
Doctorow says, “Whenever we turn on our computers, we are plunged into an ecosystem
of interruption technologies” (Carr, 2011, p. 91). It is just what computers are. As
Nicholas Carr puts it in his book The Glass Cage: What Computers are Doing to Us:

The computer screen is intensely compelling, not only for the convenience it

offers but also for the many diversions it provides. There’s always something

going on ... Yet the screen, for all its enticements and stimulations, is an

environment of sparseness — fast moving, efficient, clean, but revealing only a

shadow of the world. (Carr, 2015, p. 219)

An ‘ecosystem’ is used to describe certain complex relationships within an environment.
The natural world is a system of interactions between organisms that depend on and
relate to a myriad of physical and biological processes. As we observe them these
interactions are all related, i.e., if you change one you will alter all of the others. Thus, to
speak of computers in this way is to say that once we enter into one part of the ecosystem
of interruption we are entering a system or even a cycle of interruption. We may go from
one interruption to another, carried along by what we know not, until we decide to break
out.

It can be hard to get anything done on a computer or the Internet. For example,
some of my most profitable writing time is on the metro commuting to school. Why?
Well because there is, of course, no connectivity. On the metro my computer becomes
mostly a single function tool, i.e., a word processor. Though even then, there are many

other possibilities, there are still other forms of interruption that can intrude. For instance,

if I go hunting for a source I think I downloaded and begin scrolling through files and
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find something else, or am reminded of this or that the computer presents as a device of
interruptions. It is interesting that new developments like cloud computing and having
our documents saved there (i.e., in the cloud) means that they can never be lost no matter
what happens to our own computer. Though of course to reap the benefits of such safety
we have to remain constantly connected.

Dealing with computers is a necessity. But how do we have a free relationship
with such a thing? How do we know when to put it away and not use it, especially since it
is so efficient? In those times, of course quite plentiful, when we are getting a lot done
with our computer, there seems like there might be a background expenditure of energy
that is needed to keep on track and resist the frogs of interruption that can bounce up at
any time.

Our devices are engines of distraction. In her chilling book, Addiction by Design:
Machine Gambling in Las Vegas, Natasha Dow Shiill shows how the operation
algorithms of machines are capable of putting people into a trance like state. The
condition is called the “machine zone.” Advanced computing technology did not save to
be this way. Be that as it may, our devices were designed to be profoundly seductive.

It is not typically possible to use or think of a computer as a single function tool.
Thus, when we expect people (e.g., students) to treat it as such we are not considering the
general connection and experience people have with computers. The device that makes
non-face-to-face learning possible is a multipurpose gadget. And its most familiar use for
students may not be learning at all. Students occupy themselves at their computers
according to the dispositions that they have developed with them. For example, it is

obvious that the computer is a medium of communication. One of the most distracting
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offerings available on the computer is its lines of social cohesion which would be better
described as simulated cohesion according to some (Haidt & Lukianoff, 2019).
Therefore, students in a Zoom class, if not already texting on their phone, are likely to be
looking at their screens intently because they are following the thread of a typed
conversation and not because they are paying attention to the class. They do not do this
all of the time. But it is remarkable to see how often there are clues that this is happening.
Think about how often students suddenly have big smiles on their faces or even break
into laughter (muted by their audio of course) when there is no reason for such a reaction
in the context of the class. The cause of such behavior has to do with them interacting
with computers in their normal way. Speaking of Zoom, the program itself has a built in
chat feature which unless you take the effort to figure out and turn off will be used in
relevant or irrelevant ways that are hard to manage or are time consuming if you use it
when teaching.

Computers, phones, pads, pods etc., are so distracting because they are so
interesting. Any Internet connected device is like a sail we can throw up into a blizzard of
information. They offer us so much that seems relevant to our limited attention.

The distinction between distraction and interest is hard to draw exactly. After all,

you cannot be distracted by something without also being interested in it. But the

interest stops with the next distraction. The mind does not keep hold of the first
object of attention, since it is incapable of pursing its interest if the stimulus is not

renewed. (Scruton, 2018, p. 20)

The computer conditions us to feel like there should always be something more
interesting than what we are currently interested in. It is certainly possible that this could

be described as an anxious condition. We often get the sense that since our time is limited

we should really be perpetually seeking for the best thing to occupy it with.
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The energy needed to stay focused on a computer, during an online class, is part
of the experience. Students might get distracted, but they could be pulled back to paying
full attention if something stands out to them in a certain way. It seems hard to know how
to keep everyone’s attention all the time. Often I notice that if students start speaking up
and making comments, especially back and forth to each other, the visages in the Zoom
tiles seem to perk up. That is, I see more students looking up, straight ahead, rather than
maybe just listening or doing something else. They want to see who is talking. The live
exchange draws their attention back to the discussion. But it can fade again. It’s the back
and forth of full attention and distraction to something else that is deemed more
interesting that I wonder about. What cost does this have for the quality of the overall
experience? Many of my students ask where they can find the recordings for our classes
together. I explain that I make no such recordings. I tell them that what matters is what
happens when we are together in real time. I think, for many of these students who want
recordings, they just want to be able to listen and not have engage at all. They are trying
to find a sort of loophole that shows that they were “there” but in fact nothing much was
required of them. Perhaps they seek this alternative to relieve themselves of the burden
not of having to pay attention but from the effort of switching back and forth.

A soul divided by simultaneous tasks. A metaphorical way of approaching the
condition of distraction is by saying that one’s soul is divided. The sense of this
metaphorical language is that the soul is who we are, a kind of seat of our inner intentions
or character. For example Heidegger speaks of the soul in this way, “The soul then pours
forth its wealth of images — of visions envisioning the soul itself” (1976/1954, p. 140).

The soul is a kind of seat of our inner eye. It is where our ideas and images of thought
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and reality are encountered. And here in Heidegger there is circularity; the soul is the
source of itself, it is the font of the idea of soul. Elsewhere Heidegger says, “To be sure,
in the ruling definition, the human being is determined precisely with regard to body,
soul, sprit” (2009, p. 59). Whether we accept that there really is such a thing as a soul
(typically understood as an immaterial aspect of a person) or not, it is one of the most
common metaphors for understanding human beings. As noted in the last chapter, we
have a sense, rightly or wrongly, of an immateriality to our being.

There is a particular verse from Robert Browning’s (1812-1889) poem, 4 Death
in the Desert, that thinks about what a human being is. It works to articulate essential
features of that entity which is closest of all to our understanding, ourselves:

How divers persons witness in each man,

Three souls which make up one soul: first, to wit,
A soul of each and all the bodily parts,

Seated therein, which works, and is what Does,
And has the use of earth, and ends the man
Downward: but, tending upward for advice,
Grows into, and again is grown into

By the next soul, which, seated in the brain,
Useth the first with its collected use,

And feeleth, thinketh, willeth,—is what Knows:
Which, duly tending upward in its turn,

Grows into, and again is grown into

By the last soul, that uses both the first,
Subsisting whether they assist or no,

And, constituting man’s self, is what Is—

And leans upon the former, makes it play,

As that played off the first: and, tending up,
Holds, is upheld by, God, and ends the man
Upward in that dread point of intercourse,

Nor needs a place, for it returns to Him.

What Does, what Knows, what Is; three souls, one man.
(1989, pp. 171-172)

We are earth souled because we are made from the material of the earth. On the earth we

toil and in one way or another are worn out (Berry, 1981). The repetitive tasks of
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survival, renewal and tradition reciprocate and echo through our language, the basic
constituent of the human relational world (Wittgenstein, 2009). A thing like that, the
entity that we are, with body, mind and soul, as described by this poem, captures the
richness and texture of human thought, the iterative quality of ideas and how they
constitute us. What captures my attention here is the sense of order but also fragility, how
it is possible to disrupt and remake ourselves.

With the idea of soul in mind we can consider the metaphor of division within the
soul. If that thing — the soul — is constantly being switched back and forth between
activities, even if according to its own desires (as when one choses to start texting with a
friend during class) it is split. The soul experiences a kind of conflict. It is at war with
itself. If habituated by this constant experience, the metaphor of the divided soul would
say that at any one time someone in that condition might not know what they want, or
understand fully what they should be doing. They are trying to do many things at once.
The technological attitude and its imperative to maximize everything, most especially
one’s own time, means trying to multiply one’s efforts is worthy even of a pious pursuit.

Traditionally it seems that one of the goals of learning was concentration. The
ability to focus on a task, e.g., reading, solving a problem, were the hoped for outcomes
of education. However, that ideal is now encountered with some skepticism because of
computers. It seems that some are persuaded that since the conditions of labor will now
always be done on computers, students should become as familiar with them as possible,
as soon as possible, in order to be better at multitasking. That is, the ultimate aim of
education should be greater facility with the oxymoronic idea of divided attention. Even

in his time Nietzsche noticed the same tendency. “We think too fast, even while walking
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or on the way, or while engaging in other things, no matter how serious the subject. We
require little preparation, not even much silence: it is as if we carried in our heads an
unstoppable machine that keeps working even under the most unfavorable
circumstances” (1974, p. 81). There is no time to take time.

The idea of being able to divide attention and not just achieve the same results but
better, has been soundly drubbed by empirical research summarized in many places
(Turkle, 2017; Haidt & Lukianoff, 2019). Multitasking is based on the false assumption
that human attention can be occupied by more than one thing at the same time. The
assumption is supported by the flexibility of our attention. We are able to switch among
many tasks simultaneously. The constant shift can give us the sense that we are doing
many things at the same time. In fact, we are not. Instead we are using our undividable
attention in short spurts in different directions. If we are listening to a lecture and a movie
we do not understand both fully at the same time. Our intellectual capacity can fill in the
gaps a bit and again give us the sense that we are doing two things at the same time, but
in fact we are just degrading the experience of both in order to have a sense of doing both
at the same time. However, the pervasive sense continues that, a) multitasking is possible,
and b) it is good to multitask. And why wouldn’t it? The necessity and goodness of
multitasking is what the technological attitude demands.

The seduced soul/face of learning. It is the technological attitude that shapes the
expectations of undergraduate students and teachers. With the sense that the only
meaningful distinction is efficiency, precious things can be lost. Engulfed in the destiny
of this ontology it is hard to notice. And in these conditions it is like Nietzsche says,

“Ideas are worse seductresses than our sense” (1974, p. 333). Ideas are able to shape what
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we sense. Part of the seduction is to make the technological attitude so close to our
understanding that we do not notice it.

The seduction of technology is something we dwell with. As my participants
showed, one outcome of the seduction is a sense of the defilement of learning. The word
‘debauch’ means to ‘to seduce.” With this connection we can see that there is a sense that
what is seduced is ruined. What my participants brought forth was that often it is the case
that there is a sense in the experience of online classes that it is masturbatory. It is not the
actual thing; instead, it is a sort of artifact. But the resulting copy is a kind of perversion
of learning. Though it can create a kind of experience of learning, it was primarily
experienced as a waste.

Etymologically ‘to dwell’ is related seduction. To ‘dwell’ means to linger, to
abide and stay. To ‘seduce’ means to cause to delay or linger. The seducer causes the
seduced to stay where they otherwise would not. They are enticed to dwell where they
would not. Not all dwelling need be the result of seduction. In the case of the
technological attitude and the soul of learning we are tied to a place. We orbit around a
fixed sort of learning that is simplified and frictionless. It certainly has its appeal. To
move on from the place, to be with the face of learning in classrooms, we have to
acknowledge the seduction. To carry on and to dwell we also have to think of what than
does this mean for teaching, that which I turn to next, as I look to the final insights gained
from my study.

Phenomenological Insights for Teaching and Pedagogical Engagement

As I conclude my phenomenological work I gesture to further paths of inquiry.

All the great questions are connected. Like these questions, our world of experience is a
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relational web. One phenomenon connects to many others. The strongest or at least one
of the closest linked phenomenon to the experience of non-face-to-face learning for
undergraduates is the experience of online teaching. Since I am a teacher of
undergraduates I have been able to bring in some of what that experience may be like.
However, this study is not about non-face-to-face teaching. That should occupy a
significant portion of phenomenological study now that we have all been deeply thrust
into non-face-to-face education. Though teachers interact with learners, their experience
of what they do online is profoundly different.

If online classes are created by schools because they think students want them that
reasoning may not always be true. Often, it seems, the rationale for a course is confirmed
by it being filled. The rationale seems to go like this: Step 1) create online course
offerings (often in a competitive effort with other institutions who are already offering
them); Step 2) measure the enrollment to determine how popular the online classes were;
Step 3) if enrollment fills the classes, more are created. What role if any are teachers
given in this process? If teachers want to teach online what reasons do they give? What
expectations do they go into the teaching experience with that make it seem like online
instruction will be satisfying to them, that it will fulfill their view of teaching?

Harder to Learn to Let Learn than it is to Learn

Some of the participants in my study explicitly mentioned the issue of expense in
relation to online learning. Students know online learning is cheaper. It has a scalability
that in-person classes cannot match and it uses less of schools’ resources. However, the
struggles of conscientious remote teachers remain mostly opaque to the students. They

probably do not realize it takes more time for teachers to do it well. Needing more time
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means that online education can actually be more expensive. Further phenomenological
study of non-face-to-face teaching needs to be done.

The conditions created in undergraduate education because of COVID-19 have
made many teachers aware of the effort to bring high quality online instruction to their
students. I assume that many, like me, almost immediately learn that they cannot just
copy what they did in a classroom. Instead teachers have to come up with whole new
ways of presenting and engaging their students. The work teachers must do to re-learn
how to teach, especially when the teacher hopes to have the same effect on students, can
be frustrating and overwhelming. It can also be depressing to sense that you are no longer
able to “reach” students in the same way as you could in a classroom.

Non-face-to-face classes may supersede the bounds of space and create ways for
students to more efficiently use their time, but often that comes at the cost of teachers
working even more, especially initially. The effort of the teachers is multiplied. In this
context there is an interesting connection to Heidegger’s pedagogical insight, “The
teacher is far less assured of his ground than those who learn are of theirs” (Heidegger,
1976/1954, p. 15). The teacher has to always, and in a way ever anew, be learning how
students learn. On the other hand students only have to learn, i.e., it is more stable for
them. Making classes remote has added an enormous burden on teachers who strive to
keep learning how to “let learn” (Ibid.). They have to balance that effort with what is
often an almost completely foreign medium of instruction.

Teachers on Zoom, like other non-face-to-face instructors, have to take time to
figure out how to make new lesson plans and assignments that will compensate for more

direct engagement that might take place in a classroom. Of course, not all teachers take
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the effort to do this and others may have no need. Be that at it may, it was pointed out, for
example, at a meeting at my school, that many teachers had to take so much longer to
cover the same material on Zoom. There is something about the format that is like
wading in concrete. It is difficult to get into topics and get on with things. Course content
from one day keeps getting carried over into the next and it can be hard to ever fully
“catch up.”

Teachers in certain disciplines really need to “cover” a certain amount of course
content. If they want their students to be prepared for the next level of classes in their
discipline, they have to make sure the fundamentals are established. Admittedly, this
sense could in part be due to the technological attitude. However, in some disciplines the
strain of covering the content within the time constraints of online teaching could take
years to figure out. If the courses were standardized these problems would be removed.
But so would the teachers. They would be, just as some of my participants saw them,
merely course facilitators. Since the courses at many schools are not standardized,
teachers try to figure out how to practice their craft, often without training or experience.
Many of them may not even want to take the effort to do the training even if it would
help. Part of the difficulty for the instructors is the fatigue of not knowing how much to
alter in their instructional methods. They do not know how long they will be working
remotely. If they knew it was permanent maybe they could solve the issues. However,
again, it takes so much initial effort to revamp a course for remote instruction.

Teleological redux: Education as a civic, economic or social resource. In 1997
David Labaree wrote an influential article, “Public Goods, Private Goods: The American

Struggle over Educational Goals.” In his carefully researched and argued piece Labaree
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presented education in the USA in terms of three primary ends: 1) The creation of good
democratic citizens, the civic purpose of education; 2) The training of a competent and
skilled work force, the economic purpose of education; 3) Providing the opportunity and
means of social mobility. The first two were defined by Labaree as public goods, the
third as a private good. These goals for education still inform how education at all levels
in America proceeds whether in-person or non-face-to-face. This diagnosis of the ails of
American education Labaree argues results in, “Historical conflict over these competing
visions of education” (1997, p. 39). As a result of this strife our education system
produced “a contradictory structure” that has “sharply impaired its effectiveness” (Ibid.).
Labaree’s description is helpful to consider as it clearly shows how the technological way
of revealing influences our thinking about education. As he says, “The social mobility
goal has reshaped education into a commodity” (Ibid., emphasis added).

As soon as education is circumscribed to the domain of “goods” whether public or
private, it is still nevertheless, in either case, primarily understood as a resource. The very
discussion of “goods” in this sense, is what Heidegger’s fundamental phenomenological
ontology of technology seeks to explicate (1977). In Patrick Fitzsimons piece “Enframing
Education” his assessment of modern education reflects Labaree’s concern but goes to
the ontological root of the issue:

When we take education primarily as a technology for national economic

development, that “technology” is focused on some predetermined goal, itself

already evaluated as of value. Education so configured does not suggest or ask
about education’s purpose. The process to the ends is purely to produce the

predetermined ends, and the human is part of that structure. (2002, p. 184)

Education in the technological age itself becomes enframed as a resource. The resource-

oriented nature of Labaree’s discussion is especially evident since in either case,
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education as a private or public good, the motivation can be to make more money. For
example, the civic attitude is imposed from the perspective of the public, which
understands all citizens as potentially better or worse resources for advancing and
perpetuating some notion of progress as defined by that nation.

I have been teaching undergraduates since 2012. Judging by my conversations
with them and the emails and announcements I get from the schools I have work at,
administrators see their role and the purpose of the university increasingly as highly
political and ideological. Students are often aware of the dominate political ideology that
is acceptable in the context of their formal learning. Of course, this might be difficult to
notice for those within the ideology, that is one of the definitive marks of an ideologys, it
becomes invisible to its adherents. For my students and from my own experience it can
be difficult to see how the tone or content of these communications and the general
political tenor of universities today can be taken as balanced or objective.

Those who disseminate messages with politically laden language and establish the
political atmosphere of the college rarely seem to exhibit an understanding, as it were, of
what it would be like if the shoe was on the other foot. It is clear from what my students
have expressed to me that a certain political perspective is dogmatically adhered to by
undergraduate institutions. This political aspect of higher education is also manifest in the
names of conferences, presentations and article titles. Thus, what else are students to
suppose than that the purpose of education is political and that their role in society is to
take a certain specific civic role in society? That is, students are treated as resources for
gaining and implementing political power. Based on the comments I have heard from

students while teaching at four different undergraduate institutions they are often
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consciously aware of how they are perceived as political resources. Some of them resent
the narrowing effect this has on their educational opportunities. There is no end to the
problematic unintended consequences resulting from broad acceptance of the
politicization of undergraduate education.

The other two modes of thinking about the ends of education, economic and
social mobility, do not escape enframing either. Each of these can be merely modes of
thinking of others or ourselves as resources, i.e., something that can be made maximally
efficient as measured by how much money we make in a certain amount of time. We
might also measure ourselves as resources in terms of how well we are able to consume
resources.

When education is merely a resource (e.g., a credential seeking exercise) and not
engaged in for its own sake its purpose will constantly be at issue (Labaree, 1997).
Maybe that is the way it should be. On the other hand, if education is for wisdom, if that
is its purpose, then maybe the civic, economic and social mobility goals will come
naturally to those who need them the most. That is, perhaps education is like most good
things it cannot be sought directly in an explicit manner.® To do so would destroy the
conditions necessary for its attainment, e.g., “One converses better when one does not
say, ‘let us convers’” (Lewis, 2014, p. 309). What I mean is that perhaps education is like
what Victor Frankl said in Man’s Search for Meaning, “For success, like happiness,

cannot be pursued; it must ensue’ ... Happiness must happen, and the same holds for

8 Here is how C.S. Lewis put the point, “You can’t get second things by putting them first; you can get
second things only by putting first things first” (2014, p. 310). In this context, the wisdom that may result
from education or the full flowering of the inherent dignity of a human being would be the first thing and
the three purposes articulated by Labaree would be the second things.

9 Frankl is here following Aristotle’s discussion of Eudaimonia (“Happiness”) in the Nicomachean Ethics.
Aristotle argues that happiness is the result of virtuous activity, that is, it is secondary effect of living in the
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success: you have to let it happen by not caring about it ... success will follow you
precisely because you have forgotten to think of it” (1992, p. 13). In this context [ am
reminded of the phrase, “Don’t let your education get in the way of your learning.” Might
it be that for students to learn there in fact cannot be too much concern for their
education? If this is true, it can seem frustratingly paradoxical given how vital the issue.
There are many good reasons, from the perspective of the technological attitude, for our
explicit and controlling attitude towards the ends of education, e.g., we often hear that so
much is at stake. However, this attempt to control and circumscribe education to our
predetermined ends may contribute in no small part to the stifling of the joyous fruits of
learning. If we focus on their attainment too intently all of the good things that we might
aim at (e.g., romance, sleep, health, beauty, peace, happiness and learning) might
disappear like a mirage. As Heidegger might say, sometime we have to let things be for
them to be at all.

Overlap of learning and teaching. There are of course overlapping aspects of
the online teaching experience with the online learning experience. For example, even in
a synchronous format like Zoom, teachers may also face the seduction of multitasking. It
might become very obvious to students if teachers are doing something else besides
engaging with the class. However, even within the context of the class there are ways a
teacher might be excused for trying to do more than one thing at a time. For example, in
Zoom there is a chat function. During class this is often left on and students are free to

post text about whatever they want. Unless a teacher turns off the chat function it can be

way that happy people live. Happiness is therefore not for Frankl and Arisotle what it is often considered to
be, i.e., merely a pleasant psychological state. For them it has more to do with feeling fulfilled and living a
meaningful life.
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complicated or at least time consuming to “manage” the chat while also moving the class
along.

I have decided the more opportunities students banished to remoteness by
COVID-19 have of connecting with someone else the better. I tell my students that I will
not be monitoring the chat because I just cannot do it at the same time. I could, but it
would waste class time as I would have to take time to read back through it. Sometimes,
things get out of hand in the chat. Even though I do not read the chats, Zoom shows you a
number of how many have been added. It can really blow up. At those times I stop and
ask the class “what is going on in the chat?” Usually some topic from class or something
I have said has led to a tangential discussion (often about dogs, food etc.). It would be
good if further phenomenological work on the teacher’s experience of online learning
explored their relation to distraction and multitasking.

The possibility of distraction is also possible for teachers even in or especially in
the synchronous online format. A lot of the potential distraction comes from the different
way that students comport themselves on Zoom as compared to how they would be in a
classroom. On Zoom they do not always just sit and stare at the camera dutifully taking
notes. As I have said, | have even seen students driving (bless their heart for leaving their
cameras on so I could be terrorized by these images). Often students are getting up to go
do something, some even do class while they are at work (with masks on to help prevent
the spread of COVID-19). Many students, despite my pleading, are on their phones or
other programs during class. This is doubly distracting to teachers because the facial
expressions (smiles and laughter) may have nothing to do with what is going on in class.

As a teacher I find myself getting distracted by thinking about whether or not I am



381

interpreting the visual feedback from my students correctly. I again start to wonder about
the purpose of education.
What is the Meaning of Non-face-to-face Teaching?

I understand the necessity of online education. There are times when we need
Zoom. The COVID-19 outbreak forced everyone to realize that online instruction could
continue the goals of undergraduate education in the face of extreme barriers. However,
even before the global disease there were reasons to hail the advantages of remote
learning brought about by Internet connectivity.

Non-face-to-face education has the ability to reach people across space and time.
If students or teachers cannot travel they can usually find a way to the Internet. If
students need greater flexibility to complete their degrees due to work, family or health,
the marvels of asynchronous education are now available. Materials can be posted and
accessed whenever is convenient, e.g., recorded videos of experts. Due to these moments
of necessity and the imperative for convenience the baseline encounter of non-face-to-
face education is to make it as much like an in-person class as possible. In the Zoom class
the urge is to try and copy and simulate the traditional components of a classroom.
Designers, teachers and administrators of online classes do not want the students to miss
out. They want the experience to be as much as possible like education has always been.

As T hope I have shown, the face-to-face experience cannot be copied. A
technologically mitigated interaction with others is a different kind of experience. Online
learning is a fundamentally different experience than what undergraduates have had
before the Internet. Even in its closest approximation, the synchronous videoconference,

the copied experience of a class “on Zoom” has little in common with a traditional
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classroom. Because Zoom instruction during COVID-19 throughout 2020 and 2021 has
been a necessity, we can, like myself, tell ourselves, that it is /ike the real thing, but it is
not.

Now that I have had the experience of teaching online I can bring forth some
insights. On Zoom there is a certain barrier to how we normally experience each other in
a group. In a face-to-face setting there is an experiential sedimentation. As people take
turns talking to each other they can also begin to talk over each other. In conversation
there is a need to listen but also participate. Those involved in conversation signal their
increasing need to participate in many ways. If their signals are not received they may
start to say bits of words as they begin to interject or even interrupt. Far from always
being rude, conversation depends on a back and forth that allows the experience to build
up, like falling particles at the bottom of the ocean. Just as one person allows themselves
to be interrupted they can then expect, when the time is right, to be able to talk over and
silence the other person. A good conversation should allow for this because it is by
definition not one sided; all participants are needed.

In a traditional class there is an overall layering of the experiencing. Teaching
face-to-face multiple things can be happening at the same time. Each thing that is
happening can be contributing to the overall experience. It is like the experience of a
good Jazz performance; everything becomes incorporated into the experience. My
students ask me why my class is different on Zoom. They ask, because I have told them it
is different and that it is much harder for me to do on Zoom what I would like to be
doing. I struggle to tell them why it is different even though it is so obviously different to

me in every way. [ stammer, “Well, it’s different because I can’t move around, I can’t
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perform, demonstrate and draw on the board like I would with you in a classroom.
Everything is slower on Zoom. It is harder to be spontaneous.” But that is not adequate. It
does not satisfy them. Since they have never experienced my class in-person they do not
know what I mean. They are probably also thinking, “Well just do all that on Zoom.
Draw, move around be spontaneous.” What I try to articulate about the difference does
not capture all of the variation, not even close. It’s something more. It’s about how they
act in Zoom as compared to the in-person classroom. The way they act changes how I am
able to teach. And since there is no layering, the overall experience online is
fundamentally different.

Even in the synchronous online class I do not sense that there is a joint building
up by all involved to make the overall experience what it is. There can be some
simultaneous cooperative effort. However, on Zoom, many students often just tune in and
watch and listen a bit. They have been conditioned to regard the screen as a voyeur. They
watch but do not interact. It’s too easy to just sit there. It is hard to know what to do in
the face of how we have been conditioned by the screen. Coercive effort to induce and
even force participation from students does not respect their free will. It is a kind of
violence. If it is pressed hard it can even be dehumanizing.

The halting, jolting nature of real-time interactions on the Internet is probably the
most obvious example of how the experience is different and cannot be but a simulation
of in-person interactions. It seems like nothing can happen at the same time in Zoom that
is also part of the overall experience, i.e., additive and not diminutive. As discussed
earlier in this dissertation, in a video format for communication it is hard, or even

impossible, to track in the normal way the micro-expressions that people might usually
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use to indicate a need to comment, interrupt or disagree. It can happen but it is difficult.
For instance on Zoom it is awkward to have a conversation with even one other person.
Now, that is the case for just two people on Zoom. With 35 it is impossible.

It is very hard to tell when to stop talking and on Zoom you quickly realize how
much of conversation depends on not necessarily interruption, but at least signals of the
need to interject so as to feel like you are contributing and not being left behind. On
Zoom you can only wait. I make deliberate pauses and ask for input to allow students to
speak up. The emphatic pauses and explicit requests are most awkward at first but they
always stand out as different because in a normal conversation, when people are
involved, you do not have to do that.

The layering or overall stratification of the in-person experience that I am talking
about is different than what happens in multitasking. When we are using our conscious
focused attention to jump from one task to the next, while simultaneously trying to keep
the activities distinct and also endeavoring to complete them in the same time, it is a
different kind of experience. In a classroom there might be multiple things going on but
they are all part of the same. A student on Zoom can actually be doing several different
tasks that are unrelated to class (e.g., as | mentioned before, I have even, unfortunately,
seen students driving). These other experience do not need to be part of the class. They
might all add up to what the student is doing during the time allotted to class, but they are
not additive to that experience. They are pulls in other directions.

I Keep Wondering about Education (Learning and Teaching)
What have I uncovered with the question of this dissertation? In the questioning

after the meaning of non-face-to-face online learning I may have approached close to
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wondering what learning really is? [ have looked at the experience as it has been shown
here in some of its thematic facets. An interpretation has been offered.

In an online class the body is removed. We are made frictionless and more
efficient in large measure by the irrelevance to our embodied engagement with others, the
professor and fellow students. Of course, students in non-face-to-face classes still have a
body, but that does not matter in the way it matters for a traditional class. By disparaging
and distancing ourselves from our bodies, by making our embodiment irrelevant to
learning, we invite the confusion of the Oruroburos. Mixing up the relation of our bodies
and our minds is symbolized in the paradox of the Ouroburos. The snake that eats its tail
does not realize the fact that its tail is part of its head. Without our bodies in an online
class we are not fully able to be engaged. Embodied learning is lost. It is a subtle kind of
presence. It is not like the obvious necessity of our bodies in learning a technical craft
like welding or painting. With the sense that our unique individual body is not relevant to
the experience of learning, as is apparent in online classes, a blind spot is created. When
we tug on what seems like a small or irrelevant thread we can potentially unravel
everything we strive to sustain.

As a teacher I would never define myself as essentially anti-online learning. To do
so would only entrap my pedagogy further in that which I wish to extricate myself. I am
drawn to this attitude by what Dewey says:

There is always the danger in a new movement that in rejecting the aims and

methods of that which it would supplant, it may develop its principles negatively

rather than positively and constructively. Then it takes its clew10 in practice from

that which is rejected instead of from the constructive development of its own
philosophy. (1997/1938, p. 20)

10 “The original spelling of clue was C-L-E-W, and its forgotten meaning is a ball of yarn or string. A clew
of string was unraveled as a guide out while entering an unfamiliar maze or a cave. If you become lost, all
you had to do was follow the string back to the point of origin” (Lennox, 2003, p. 171).
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Likewise I do not think that an outright conflict or competition with non-face-to-face
learning is what will preserve traditional learning, because, “Just as there lies concealed
in all hatred the abysmal dependence upon that from which hatred at bottom always
desires to make itself independent — but never can, and can all the less the more it hates”
(Heidegger, 1976/1954, pp. 103-104). When faced with the question of outright
resistance to the technological attitude in order to achieve a free relationship (e.g., a
technological rebellion like the Luddites), Heidegger (1977) says, “Nevertheless, as a
mere countermovement it necessarily remains, as does everything ‘anti,” held fast in the
essence of that over against which it moves” (p. 61). Instead we must resolutely explore
the greatest domain of freedom, human imagination. We should delve into the
pedagogical possibilities that are before us.

Further phenomenological study: freedom, the hand and learning. The
possibilities of being human are infinite. Our thought, on matters limitless, seems to
connect the infinite to our conceptualization of freedom. Freedom as a sense of a sort of
deep openness, leads to the realization that we can, or do, stand distinct among entities
(Mele, 2014). The freedom afforded by our consciousness imparts an ability to connect to
the branching causal chains of the material world. The result of our freedom is that
though we know we are in the world, a piece and part in it, we also have a distinct sense
that we are not totally of the world (Scruton, 2014). We stand partially outside of it, or, as
our comprehension seems to dictate, “under” the world, i.e., human self-awareness allows
us to understand. Being able to understand the world means that we can act upon it. We

can tap into what can be initiated by causes in the present to thereby influence and change



387

the future. Retroactively, our experiences with manipulating the causal chain of events
give us memories and a sense, true or not, of the contingency of the past.

What gives us this creative possibility to manipulate our physical world and
construct our understanding of it? How is it that we realize ourselves as human, which is
to say free, and also recognize that the rest of reality is not so much? The ability of
language to create an infinite number of sentences is one conduit by which we might
understand how we are drawn into the possibilities of freedom. Deeper still than language
is what Aristotle called, the tool of tools, the human hand. Like the face and its infinite
depth of expression and interpretability, our hands help us to access the infinite and grasp
the wisps of freedom. In Raymond Tallis’s book The Hand: A Philosophical Inquiry into
Human Being he establishes that,

There is simply too much to say about the hand: I realized, soon after deciding on

my subject, that its scope was potentially boundless ... The many-dimensional

and almost limitless versatility of the human hand is offered as a key to the
awakening of the cultured human being out of the natural pre-human animal,
opening up the vast distances between human culture and the natural world.

Through the hand, human culture waves away animal nature. (2003, pp. 11-12)
Our hands, like language, and other uniquely human attributes, are part of what makes us
transcendent.

Heidegger’s most influential book Being and Time (1962/1926) establishes what
could be considered an ontology of the hand. The basic distinction in his exploration of
the entity that we are Dasein’’, is between the “present-at-hand” and the “ready-to-hand.”
There are many ways to explore this division of reality for human being. However,

following on our earlier discussion in Chapter Two imagine you are skillfully using a

hammer. When you are hammering well, there is a sense in which the tool disappears and

11 Transliterated from the German Dasain could mean “there-being” or “being there.” It could also capture
the sense that human beings do not just take place but are free to pick a place.
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you almost do not fully realize it is there, so integrated has it become in fulfilling your
current project. Now image that as you are using the hammer it breaks. Suddenly the tool
ceases to become invisible and is now instead dramatically explicit. And yet, it is no
longer a hammer (the head has flown off or the handle snapped). It is merely an object in
front of you, a thing that is present-at-hand but not ready-to-hand as it was when it
functioned for your purposes.

The world of physical entities in which we inhabit is full of both the ready-to-
hand and the present-at-hand. The former seem to communicate to us. For example, as
we approach a door the handle tells us what to do because we can skillfully engage with
doors. However, if the handle fell off as we were trying to use it we would be left holding
a fairly mysterious object. What do you do with a broken handle? Moreover, what exactly
is a non-functioning or door handle? They are merely objects reduced to their material
being. Heidegger’s deep insight into how we exist as being-in-the-world comes by way
neither of the human face, nor language but because of our hands. I wonder how
advanced computer technology, the kind that makes non-face-to-face learning possible,
alters our relationship to the world through our hands?

To continue the work of this dissertation a fruitful phenomenological study would
examine the hand in online learning and teaching. Moreover, the role of the hand in
learning and teaching with computers could also more fully elucidate the meaning of
non-face-to-face learning. For example, since hands are so communicative how does their
absence inform the meaning of the experience?

I use my hands when I teach. Communicating through gesture I also use my hands

for emphasis when presenting arguments (I will admit that many of my arguments do



389

depend on what some philosophers call “hand waving”). Besides the expressive aspect of
the hands themselves I love to use the chalkboard. There is a sense in which I feel naked
without it. I get the dust on my clothes and my students experience the expressiveness,
ambiguity and humanness of my handwriting. I know that witnessing unique work of my
hands does have the potential to enrich the experience for some students. Of course, as
with direct real-time face-to-face contact, many might concede the importance of hands
for early education. What more can we discover about the role of the hands in the
meaning of the experience of teaching and learning at the undergraduate level? For
something that is integral to our embodiment and allows us to touch the infinite it is
surely vital to the meaning of the experience of learning at all levels.

Not a copy of face-to-face learning but something different. Two of my
participants, Scott and Lane, were very satisfied with some of their online learning. It met
and even sometimes exceeded their expectations for undergraduate learning. Despite
significant differences in age, interests and even the schools they went to, there were
clear overlaps in what each said. The aspects of their non-face-to-face learning
experience that were valuable to them related to what could (or could not) also happen in
a traditional classroom.

Both Scott and Lane explained that they chose to take their online class. They did
not have to take the class online; it was not a requirement. They could have taken a
different course to satisfy the same major requirement, i.e., it was an elective that fulfilled
a degree requirement. There were in-person courses that would have done what they

needed. Instead of opting for a traditional setting they both, not because they preferred
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the non-face-to-face format at all (it had nothing to do with their choice), decided to take
the class because they were so interested in its subject matter.

The next similarity was a profoundly transformative aspect as compared to what
my other seven participants recounted. In both instances where Scott and Lane felt like
they were really learning in non-face-to-face classes and not just jumping through hoops
or frustrated by the lack of presence, it was in an upper level course only for majors. This
difference set the online learning experience off from the rest of my participants who
usually were in a lower level course that was required, e.g., sometimes non-face-to-face
was their only option.

The major specific upper level aspect had a clear sorting effect on the students
who would be in the class. They were all more advanced in their undergraduate studies.
They were potentially more serious and knowledgeable about the subject matter. They
could also be more motivated to get more out of their learning experience.

For both Scott and Lane taking an upper level class only for majors online had
another vitally important outcome for their experience, the classes were small. For both
neither class had more than 15 students. This had wide-ranging effects on the overall
experience. In the smaller online class both students could get to know the other members
of the class better. They could keep track of the different personalities and how they were
shaping the experience. Moreover, another huge impact was the amount of attention the
teacher could spend responding and grading assignments.

For both participants they described their professors differently. Because the class
was an upper level course only for majors it meant that the level of training and interest

of the professor would be high. Both participants explained that it largely precluded the
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chance that the teacher would be a mere course “facilitator.” That in itself is not a
positive reflection on who gets access to more senior professors. Instead the teacher
would have to be an expert and therefore there was a greater chance of their own personal
involvement with the material. The class was a unique expression of the teacher’s own
interests and unique perspective, i.e., it was not a template course.

Scott and Lane both explained that they were highly involved in their courses.
Lane formed a relationship with his professor and was even able to teach a class (Lane
had started this relationship in a previous face-to-face class). Scott said that he felt like he
was respected as a historian in his own right. Even though there was some initial
ambiguity about the identity of the professor, Scott was eventually able to feel connected
because of the copious individual comments his teacher gave to his written work. His
teacher always responded with long emails to any questions that he asked.

The largely positive outcome of the experience for Scott and Lane turned on the
fact that their experience was not a copy of an in-person class. Instead, the aspects that
they most valued were in areas where the class could have been more efficient, but was
not. For instance, the courses could have been larger. Because they were small and all the
students in the classes really wanted to be there the entire dynamic changed. The learning
was technologically mitigated but the attitude to make it as efficient as possible was held
at bay.

It seems like even if non-face-to-face classes are not copies of in-person courses
they can be something different. And the thing that they are can be valuable for certain
levels of learning (Dreyfus, 2008). However, this is only possible if the imperative to

constantly be making the learning experience as efficient as possible is conscientiously
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rejected. Space and time have to be left for teachers and students to interact, even if only
through asynchronous text, so that they can feel “respected” and be able to contribute in
their own unique way to the educational experience.

Technology is part of who we are (Carr, 2015). We can know this because of how
technology changes our capacity to experience and engage with the world. As Heidegger
elucidates in his profound history of being which explicates the way we are situated in
history, “We must experience history as the release of Being into machination”
(1961/1984, p. 196). The machine, the calculative, is all around us. Our current world of
experience is made of recipes and formulas, i.e., algorithms. However, the opportunity
for a free relationship with technology, a way of experiencing the non-calculative, is what
we can seek, the ability to pick up or leave our devices, algorithms and systems behind
(Heidegger, 1977).

The free relationship towards technology in undergraduate learning is manifest in
the experience of Scott and Lane. In their experience the urge to technologize was
curtailed. There was a sensitivity to not just what should or should not be thought of in
terms of efficiency, but also when something should or should not be thought of as
maximizable. Students were allowed to show up as special, as were the teachers, and
participate together in something that mattered.

Understanding teaching as a focal practice can help show a way towards dwelling
with non-face-to-face learning in a way that allows us to be what we are. If we
understand that online learning cannot copy face-to-face classes but can be something
else we can follow a path towards the educational goals of individualization that we seek,

e.g., helping undergraduates to become who they are.
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Heidegger presents a translation where “to know” means “to face what is
unconcealed” (1961/1984, p. 94). When we face non-face-to-face education, both the
learning and teaching, we can come to know paths that will not reduce learning to
transaction or students to commodities or teachers to mimes for algorithms. I am hopeful
that even online, learning and teaching can be fruitful to some degree. Continued
phenomenological study of online education can help to make the experience human-ly
rich and not merely mechanistic. Online education can be something valued not just
because it happens to be a necessity, i.e., “better than nothing,” but because it can be

understood as something beyond a replacement, something engaged in for its own sake.
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APPENDIX A

IRB Application
- Recruitment/Advertisement Materials -

“Searching for a Face: A Study of Non-Face-To-Face Undergraduate Learning”

Invitation to Participants
(post around campuses and email undergraduate department offices of area universities)

Have you ever taken an online class or MOOC in order to complete a requirement for
your undergraduate degree? If so, please participate in this study, which will consist of
interviews with current and former undergraduate and their experience with non-face-to-
face learning.

Participants must have completed at least one online class or MOOC in the pursuit of
their undergraduate degree. Participants must be adults age 18 and older and are either
currently enrolled or were enrolled as an undergraduate student at a U.S. institution for
postsecondary education when they took the online class or MOOC.

To participate, please email Steven Stakland, doctoral candidate at the University of
Maryland, at nonfacetofacelearning@gmail.com. This project is supervised by Dr.
Francine Hultgren, who can also be contacted with any questions at fh(@umd.edu. This
study will take place over a few months. By participating in this study, you commit to
two 90-120-minute audio-recorded interviews in-person and you will be asked to
participate in an audio-recorded focus group that will take 90-120 minutes. Additionally,
you will be asked to maintain a learning journal, which will include at least five entries.

Please note: This dissertation research study has been approved according to the
University of Maryland, College Park IRB procedures for research involving human
subjects. This study is completely voluntary, and the data collected will only be utilized
for research purposes and no identifiable information will be disclosed. There are no
known risks associated with participating in this research project. For participating in this
research project, participants will receive a $25 Amazon gift card and compensation for
travel to the focus group if needed. In accordance with legal requirements and/or
professional standards, we will disclose to the appropriate individuals and/or authorities
information that comes to our attention concerning child abuse or neglect or potential
harm to you or others.
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APPENDIX B

IRB Application
- Participant Screening Survey/Demographic Questionnaire -

If you wish to participate in this study, please answer the questions below. You do not
have to answer every question if you do not feel comfortable doing so; this will help to
better understand your experience through the lens of your identities, and will allow for a
more diverse sample.

*Check here to confirm you have completed one undergraduate course online:

*Check here to confirm you are currently an undergraduate:

*Check here to confirm you have completed you undergraduate degree:

Race/Ethnicity: Age:

Sex:

Institution Type: Year in School:

Undergraduate Major:

Undergraduate Minor:

*required questions
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Institutional Review Board

1204 Marie Mount Hall e 7814 Regents Drive o College Park, MD 20742 e 301-405-4212 e irb@umd.edu

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE

Project Title

Searching for a Face: A Phenomenological Study of Non-
Face-To-Face Undergraduate Learning

Purpose of the
Study

This dissertation research is being conducted by Mr.
Steven Stakland under the supervision of Dr. Francine
Hultgren at the University of Maryland, College Park. You
are invited to participate in this research project because
you have completed at least one online class or MOOC
in the pursuit or completion of your undergraduate
degree. The purpose of this research project is to
understand better the lived experience of non-face-to-
face learning for undergraduates.

Procedures

If you agree to participate in this study, there will be two
90-120-minute preliminary interviews in-person, followed
by a group conversation and a final in-person 90-120-
minute interview. The interviews and group conversation
will include questions about your experiences with non-
face-to-face learning. With your permission, the interviews
and group conversation will be audio-recorded. You will
also be asked to write and submit at least two optional
reflection papers.

Potential Risks

There is little to no risk for participating in this study. You

and may experience some discomfort in sharing personal

Discomforts stories during the interview, but may choose to stop the
interview at any time with no penalty.

Potential There are no direct benefits from participating in this

Benefits research. However, possible benefits include an added

awareness of the experience(s) of non-face-to-face
learning. In the future, other people might benefit from this
study through improved understanding of the experience.
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Confidentiality | Any potential loss of confidentiality will be minimized by
storing data files in a password-protected folder that is only
accessible by the PI. All data will be de-identified, and will
not include your name or institution. All audio-recorded
files will be destroyed within six months of transcription.

If a report or article is written about this research project,
your identity will be protected to the maximum extent
possible. Your information may be shared with
representatives of the University of Maryland, College Park
or governmental authorities if you or someone else is in
danger or if required to do so by law.

Compensation | You will receive a $25 gift card via email for your
participation. You will be compensated for any travel
required to attend the focus group. You will be responsible
for any taxes assessed on the compensation.

Right to Your participation in this research is completely voluntary.
Withdraw and You may choose not to take part at all. If you decide to
Questions participate in this research, you may stop participating at

any time. If you decide not to participate in this study or if
you stop participating at any time, you will not be penalized
or lose any benefits to which you otherwise qualify.

If you decide to stop taking part in the study, if you have
questions, concerns, or complaints, or if you need to report
an injury related to the research, please contact the
investigator:

Steven Stakland

University of Maryland, Benjamin Building
3942 Campus Dr, College Park, MD 20742
sstaklan@umd.edu // 1-801-717-5847

Participant If you have questions about your rights as a research
Rights participant or wish to report a research-related injury,
please contact:

University of Maryland College Park
Institutional Review Board Office
1204 Marie Mount Hall
College Park, Maryland, 20742
E-mail: irb@umd.edu
Telephone: 301-405-0678

For more information regarding participant rights, please
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visit:
https://research.umd.edu/irb-research-participants

This research has been reviewed according to the
University of Maryland, College Park IRB procedures for
research involving human subjects.

Statement of Your signature indicates that you are at least 18 years of
Consent age; you have read this consent form or have had it read to
you; your questions have been answered to your
satisfaction and you voluntarily agree to participate in this
research study. You will receive a copy of this signed
consent form.

If you agree to participate, please sign your name below.

Signature and NAME OF PARTICIPANT
Date [Please Print]

Signature and SIGNATURE OF
Date PARTICIPANT
DATE
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APPENDIX D

IRB Application
- Conversation Guide -

Within hermeneutic phenomenology, there is not a set of questions that the researcher
brings with them into their interviews. Instead, the researcher will bring a few points or
ideas to get the conversation(s) started. Potential openings for conversation include the
following:

¢ Tell me about the first non-face-to-face class you experienced. What was that like
for you?

¢ From your first experience with a non-face-to-face class what stands out most
significantly for you?

e Think back to the first time you interacted with anyone in an online class, what
was that like?

e What did it feel like not being able to meet people or the instructor in person?

e How did you get to know the teacher or other students in your non-face-to-face
class?

e Describe what you learned about yourself through this kind of learning?

e Describe one of your most poignant interaction or experiences with non-face-to-
face learning.

After the first interview, I will draw on parts of the conversation to inform future
interview(s)/questions.
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APPENDIX E
Dear Participant:

I thank you for your expressed interest in participating in my research. The study

will explore your experience of non-face-to-face learning as an undergraduate student.
Through three distinct activities, I plan to uncover this phenomenon (in-person
conversations, optional written reflections and a group conversation). First, we will meet
face-to-face to have a conversation about your experience. Second, I will ask you to write
a reflection about your experience with non-face-to-face learning. After that, I would like
to meet with you and the other participants in this study in a group conversation. Before
that final meeting there were also be a short written reflection. All of the conversations
will be recorded.

As a participant in this study, your real name will not be used. By signing the attached
consent form, you can agree to join me in this research project. I look forward to our
working together. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me by
phone at (801) 717-5847. You can email me at nonfacetofacelearning@gmail.com with
any questions or concerns.

Sincerely,

Steve Stakland
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APPENDIX F

Initial IRB Application
-IRB Application-

1. Abstract:

This is a hermeneutic phenomenology study of the lived experience of
undergraduate students using technology to learn in a non-face-to-face setting
such as in an online classes or MOOCs. While there is substantial literature on the
use of technology to create distance learning via online classes or MOOCs there
is very little, if any, research that has used hermeneutic phenomenology to study
the experience of the students and their learning. This study seeks to enlist van
Manen’s (1997) methodical structure of human science research as a way to
uncover the meaning of non-face-to-face learning for those individuals who I seek
to study.

2. Subject Selection:

a.

Recruitment: In order to solicit maximum participation, I will post flyers at
several universities and one community college. I will ask that professors and
department leaders share the study information with students and other possible
participants.

Eligibility Criteria: The primary criterion for participation in this study
includes: participant must have completed at least one online class or MOOC in
the pursuit or completion of their undergraduate degree.

Rationale: Only those who have taken an online class or MOOC and completed
the course can speak to the lived experience of the phenomenon. Phenomenology
seeks to understand experience as lived (van Manen, 1997). Some of my
participants may also be enrolled currently in online classes, some may have
already graduated, but all of them will be those who can have conversations about
the experience as it happened.

Enrollment Numbers: I seek to enroll seven to ten participants in this study.
Rationale for Enroliment Numbers: While Creswell (2013) suggests that

five participants are a minimum in phenomenological inquiry; I have selected a
range of eight to ten participants in order to do as much in-depth work as possible
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without the group generating so much content that it would be difficult to fully
absorb.

3. Procedures:

If participants agree to be a part of the study, they will be asked to fill out a
screening questionnaire that should take roughly 5 minutes to fill out, as well as
the consent form. If individuals are not selected for participation, their data will
be destroyed. There will be one preliminary 90-120-minute interview in-person,
followed by another 90-120-minute in-person interview after the group
conversation. The in-person interviews will take place in a location selected by
the participant (office, classroom, conference room, other public area).
Participants will also be asked to do a group conversation with other participants.
The group conversation will be 90-120 minutes and take place in a geographically
central location. The interviews and group conversation will include questions
about their experience taking online classes. With participant permission, all
interviews and group conversations will be audio-recorded. Participants will also
be asked to complete two optional writing assignments reflecting on their
experience with non-face-to-face learning as undergraduates. Participants will
receive a $25 Amazon gift card for participating in this study as well as travel
compensation.

4. Risks:

There is little to no risk for participants in this study. Participants may experience
some discomfort in sharing personal stories during the interviews, but may choose
to stop an interview at any time without penalty.

5. Benefits:

There are no direct benefits to participating in a study such as this. Possible
benefits include a deeper understanding of non-face-to-face learning as
participants are provided an opportunity to speak about their experiences. The
broader benefits of the study might help inform administrators, instructors and
course designers of online classes, MOOCs and hybrid courses. It might also
show what is valuable in non-face-to-face learning for those who experience these
classes. And, most generally, it might show what is lost by making learning as
efficient as possible by removing the various aspects that make face-to-face
learning possible.

6. Confidentiality:

Any potential loss of confidentiality will be minimized by storing data files in a
password-protected folder that is only accessible by the investigator, Steve
Stakland. All participant information will be de-identified. All audio-recorded
files will be destroyed within six months of transcription. If a report or article is
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written about this research project, participants’ identity will be protected to the
maximum extent possible. Information may be shared with representatives of the
University of Maryland, College Park or governmental authorities if the
participant or someone else is in danger, or if required to do so by law.

7. Consent Process:

Participants will be required to fill out a consent form ahead of the interview.
Additionally, participants will be read the consent form at the start of their first,
in-person interview. Participants’ signature indicates that they are at least 18 years
of age, that they have read the consent form or had it read to them, that their
questions have been answered, and that they voluntarily agree to participate in
this research study. A copy of their signed consent form will be kept in email
correspondence. Participation in this study is completely voluntary. Participants
may choose not to take part at all, and may stop participating at any point.

8. Conflict of Interest:
There are no known conflicts of interest.

9. HIPAA Compliance:
Click here to enter text.

10. Research Outside of the United States:
Click here to enter text.

11. Research Involving Prisoners:
Click here to enter text.

12. SUPPORTING DOCUMENTS
Your Initial Application must include a completed Initial Application Part
1 (On-Line Document), the information required in items 1-11 above, and
all relevant supporting documents including: consent forms, letters sent to
recruit participants, questionnaires completed by participants, and any

other material that will be presented, viewed or read to human subject
participants.

The consent forms in your approved IRBNet PACKAGE must be
used. When creating or editing your consent form, please provide
the most recent IRBNet package number at the bottom, right corner
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of the consent form. This ensures you are using the most “up-to-
date” version of the form.

To find your IRBNet package number, go to the MY PROJECTS tab
and click on the title of your project. In the PROJECT OVERVIEW
page, your IRBNet package number will be listed at the top, next to
your project title.
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