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Abstract  

The aim of this paper is to discuss the transformative relationship between the 
self and culture, or Bildung, while considering new technology such as virtual 
learning environments. It adopts a technocultural educational perspective; the 
digital world is an extension of the physical world, and as such an extension of 
humanity. It is the basis for developing identities that are constantly being re-
addressed through new encounters with the world. Communication is a 
central theme in theories of Bildung. From a technocultural standpoint, 
communication is the space, or interface, where Bildung takes place. In virtual 
learning environments, there are different ways to communicate, both 
synchronously and asynchronously. These environments offer communicative 
spaces where the self is transformed through several actions because of 
communicating with the software or with other people. The paper suggests 
rethinking what communication means in education when it is mediated 
through digital technology. Virtual learning environments make new teaching 
practices possible that include digital sources and collaborative assignments 
through intelligent interactions in simulations or social media. Supporting 
students is crucial for them to learn how to use, understand and navigate these 
spaces. 
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Introduction 

This paper strives to offer what David M. Berry (2011, p. 9) calls a humanistic 
understanding of technology, or rather a pedagogic understanding of Bildung in 
virtual learning environments. The paper adopts the philosophical approach 
found in the essay Technocultural Education by Lars Løvlie (2006) that focus 
on the idea of education in a digital society. The main assumption is that the 
world is changing with digital technology and education with it. It adopts a 
technocultural educational perspective where the digital world is considered an 
extension of the physical world, and as such an extension of humanity. It is the 
basis for developing identities that are constantly being re-addressed through 
new encounters with the world.  
 
There are different perspectives on digital technology in education, ranging 
from highly optimistic to grossly pessimistic (Grosswiler, 2013). According to 
Løvlie (p. 3), technocultural fear is common when new technology is introduced, 
and usually passes once the technology is embedded into the everyday lives of 
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people. Furthermore, there are tensions and controversies in the research field 
of digital technology and education related to conceptual, theoretical, and 
methodological disagreements (Harasim, 2012; Livingstone, 2012; Selwyn, 
2011, 2016/2017). According to Neil Selwyn (2016/2017), 40 years of research 
cannot confirm that education gets better through digital technology. Keeping 
in mind that ‘better’ is rarely defined clearly. Although digital technology may 
improve certain aspects of education research proving this is yet to be validated. 
Sonia Livingstone (2012) accounts for certain cognitive processes that are being 
measured, without comparing surrounding factors, or critically examining what 
is being tested. However, what should be equally interesting to assess, according 
to Livingstone, are skills such as creativity, playfulness, and empathy.  
 
The freedom and power of the user are generally mentioned as positive effects 
of digitalization (van Dijk, 2012; Grosswiler, 2013). However, Selwyn 
(2016/2017, p. 34) notes that the hype of digital media in education is usually 
based on views of the private sector. The discourse in these narratives is that 
formal educators cannot be trusted, and that someone else, whoever that might 
be, should shoulder the responsibility of education and revolutionize it. The 
views of the private sector are not necessarily compatible with democratic, 
relational, and social aspects of education. They rarely address questions of 
inequality, or socio-economic factors among students, which make it more 
difficult for certain students to learn through digital technology. 
Educationalists, throughout history, have maintained the importance of a 
public educational system for many reasons; reducing inequalities among 
students is one of those reasons (Hug, 2017; Kroksmark, 2003/2011; Siljander, 
2016).  
 
Original theories of communication generally position the sender, the message, 
and the receiver as key factors when transmitting information (van Dijk, 2012, 
p. 9). Interaction and control are central to the communication revolution; 
through digital technology the traditional power balance between sender and 
receiver is questioned - the user can control the digital message, unlike 
information provided through electronic media such as television or radio (van 
Dijk, 2012; Grosswiler, 2013). This relates to challenging hierarchies in 
education through digital technology that Livingstone (2012) and Løvlie (2006) 
discuss. Livingstone highlights how ICT, to some people, mean tools that should 
be used to uphold traditional teaching practices. She writes (2012, p. 11), “it is 
vital that society decides how radical to be in aiming merely to improve or 
wholly to redesign the power relation between teachers and pupils, classroom 
and home.” Livingstone suggests more research is needed on how digital 
technology can break down hierarchies in classrooms; teaching methods 
including student collaboration through digital media is offered as one example 
of this.  
 
Livingstone proposes including a perspective of how digital technology might 
transform educational practice. That correlates with the aim of this paper which 
is to discuss the transformative relationship between the self and culture, or 
Bildung, while considering new technology such as virtual learning 
environments. Bildung changes with historical contexts (Gustavsson, 2003; 
Løvlie, 2006). Løvlie states that when new technology is introduced in 
education, or the context of education changes - the concept of Bildung will have 
to change as well. This paper introduces Bildung in virtual learning 
environments as a dimension to consider in education. From a technocultural 
standpoint, communication is the space, or interface, where Bildung takes 
place. In virtual learning environments, there are different ways to 
communicate, both synchronously and asynchronously. These environments 
offer communicative spaces where the self is transformed through many actions 
because of communicating with the software or with other people. Therefore, 
the paper suggests rethinking what communication means in education when it 
is mediated through digital technology. 
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The complicated concept of Bildung 

According to Siljander and Sutinen (2012, p. 3), the concept of Bildung has a 
long history dating back to hellenic writer Cicero, where the soul needs refining 
through philosophy. Another strand of thought is the Judeo-Christian idea that 
humans were created in the image of God; Bildung should be realized through 
a creative process that leads to an undefined goal. Gustavsson (2012, p. 311) also 
places the concept within a European realm, but adds that similar concepts are 
found in African, Chinese, and Persian cultures. 
 
Burman and Sundgren (2012, p. 8) confirm that Bildung is hard to define, 
however, it is a personal process, it is something that happens and is directed 
from within an individual, it is not something that can be clearly directed by 
someone else, or defined in terms of skills or competencies. At the same time, it 
is not something that someone can do alone, some form of communication with 
other people is needed; this is where formal education usually comes in as a 
means for this. 
 
Siljander and Sutinen (2012) identify two aspects of Bildung. First, it is a 
creative process where the individual develops through several different actions, 
and where the individual can also shape the surrounding cultural environment. 
Second, it is a process where the individual seeks to better herself or himself, 
perhaps by setting an example or acting like a role-model. The authors add that 
this is not something that an individual can do without an education, thus they 
confirm the role of formal education discussed above.  
 
Burman and Sundgren (2012, p. 9) suggest three traditions of Bildung. A 
German one, based on Johann Herder and Wilhelm von Humboldt, and the idea 
that the individual processes of Bildung are connected to scientific 
development. An anglo saxon tradition, or liberal education, represented by 
Martha Nussbaum, which entails critical self-reflection, empathy, and an ability 
to understand and take part in global issues. The third tradition mentioned, is 
rooted in the concept of popular or liberal adult education typical for the Nordic 
countries, but it is not relevant in this paper. Some researchers connect the 
European and American traditions (Gustavsson, 2012; Siljander & Sutinen, 
2012). Active citizenship is important for Nussbaum - modern Bildung can be 
understood as more than simply a reflective and individual process. It is 
something that happens through actions with a more specific purpose than 
perhaps previous theorists such as von Humboldt would allow (Konrad, 2012). 
Bildung can also mean a study of the past according to the hermeneutic tradition 
of Hans-Georg Gadamer, the individual sets out into the unknown and returns 
home with past and present horizons merged - as a result she or he has a deeper 
understanding of the world (Gustavsson, 2012).  
 
The critique against Bildung include problems to define the concept (Siljander 
& Sutinen, 2012), as well as the matter of who is supposed to be cultivated, and 
what this process of Bildung entails (Løvlie, 2006). Kaveh (2012) raises several 
critical questions regarding Bildung. Around 1900, it was directed at 
conforming certain groups in society to certain ideals that were not being 
critically examined. These groups of people were generally excluded from 
political power, and their view on Bildung was rarely included; middle or upper 
class ideals of reading classic literature, to become a cultivated citizen, were not 
necessarily of interest to the working class that regarded changing political and 
economic power balances important. According to Kaveh, the ideal for this 
cultivated person was found among the middle class, that lead to a less than 
open and inclusive process.  
 
Kaveh (2012) points out that Bildung needs to be contextualised; it should be 
understood from a cultural perspective, and from a political and economic point 
of view, therefore, the Ancient Greek version of Bildung is not the same as the 
one rooted in the rationality and independence proclaimed by the 
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Enlightenment. Kaveh suggests that Bildung can be understood as a dialogue 
between different classes in society to understand each other. It raises attention 
to the communicative and democratic processes entailed in the concept, which 
is of importance from a technocultural standpoint discussed below. 

Bildung in a technocultural light 

Løvlie (2006) suggests that one problem has always been the antithesis of man 
and machine - humanity is considered opposite to machine; from a 
technocultural approach, the digital world is an extension of the old world, and 
digital features can be considered extensions of humanity. He states that John 
Dewey takes a different route than the European traditions of Bildung discussed 
above. Dewey introduces the concepts of intelligent people, tools, and animals; 
intelligence is defined as interactions of different kinds. “For Dewey the ”I” is 
not a spectator of the world but a participant in a relational and interactive 
world.” (Løvlie, 2006, p. 4). Løvlie explains that the subject, or the human, is 
the relationship, which he relates to theories of Friedrich Hegel. That is why the 
technocultural version of Bildung breaks paths with previous theories; it is not 
looking for a way back to a fixed and fuller identity, Bildung means being in a 
state of constant change, always open, turning towards the world, not inwards 
towards the human subject. Where “I” as a physical being end and the machine 
begins is not relevant from a technocultural perspective. Human and machine 
intelligences are deeply connected and interact in many ways.  
 
The distinction between human and machine make even less sense now when 
humans communicate and interact with intelligent machines sometimes daily. 
Machines are getting more intelligent by the minute; the algorithms are getting 
more complex, and computers can perform complex interactions on their own, 
thus they no longer need humans to interact (Berry, 2011; Malone & Bernstein, 
2015).  
 
Digital information online can take the concept of intelligence even further. A 
logical step forward is to consider collective intelligence, which Malone and 
Bernstein (2015, p. 1) define as “interconnected groups of people and computers 
that are collectively doing intelligent things”. According to Berry (2011, p. 7), 
“computer code enable new communicative processes” that make collective 
thinking possible. Are we, as Berry proposes, seeing the beginning of a collective 
intellect through wikis and other collectively shared sites? Berry (p. 8) writes 
about digital assemblages: “Technology enables access to the databanks of 
human knowledge from anywhere, disregarding and bypassing the traditional 
gatekeepers of knowledge in the state, the universities and the market.” This is 
in line with the communication revolution that disrupts the position of the 
sender and the receiver; the receiver can impact digital information, transform 
it, and of course use it to disrupt the society, or challenge traditional ways of 
being through collective efforts (van Dijk, 2012; Grosswiler, 2013).  
 
Berry (2011) implies that shared digital culture can lead to digital Bildung. 
Knowledge is no longer possessed by the few, but by the many digitally. 
However, much of present digital technology is made for individuals and used 
by individuals; this is not the same as the truly collaborative processes that 
Berry imagines, where groups of people are thinking critically together through 
computers. The nascent research field of collective intelligence offers mostly 
questions at this point (Malone & Bernstein, 2015). 
 
The ideas of collective intelligence and intellect make interesting contributions 
to the pedagogical field of Bildung. Løvlie (2006) and Berry (2011) place 
emphasis on the process of Bildung. Cultivating several selves would probably 
be something quite different, if at all possible, than cultivating only oneself. The 
transformations between the self or selves in this case, and culture is what 
constitutes Bildung in a technocultural sense (Løvlie, 2006). From a 
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technocultural perspective technology merely returns humans to the natural 
state of being which is in a constant relationship with the world that also 
includes the machines. Developing together with other humans, with and 
through technology, could mean new ideas and new social practices at a faster 
pace than ever before (Berry, 2011; Malone & Bernstein, 2015).  
 
Løvlie (2006, p. 12) attributes the concept of the cyborg to Donna Haraway, who 
uses it as a metaphor for the interconnected human and machine. Collective 
intelligence would probably be an equally unstable presence in the world, as the 
cyborg, but a presence nonetheless. Continuing the discussion initiated by 
Løvlie, this presence strives to openness to that which is different; it would be a 
paradox for collective intelligence to agree on simply one truth or one identity, 
humanity is not fixed in subjects with one identity, rather it is constantly being 
negotiated collectively in digital spaces such as virtual learning environments.  
 

Bildung in virtual learning environments 
 
Virtual learning environments are interactive, communicative, collaborative, 
and digital; thus, they offer users a range of actions; they include text-based and 
immersive, visual digital environments. This make new teaching and learning 
practices possible that include other dimensions of learning than cognitive skills 
(Annetta, Folta & Klesath, 2011; Hilli, 2016). Virtual simulations have been used 
in military or nurse training where participants can analyse visual information, 
and practice how to handle different scenarios typical for the field (Carroll et al., 
2015). In 3-D virtual simulations, participants can affect the outcome of the 
processes at hand which is important for their understanding of complex 
phenomena (Trindade, 2005). Through interactions with virtual learning 
environments, and through discussions with the teacher, misconceptions 
among students can be identified and rectified (Karlsson, 2012). Social media 
are another example of virtual learning environments; they make different 
forms of communication possible, both synchronous and asynchronous, and 
students can enhance communicative abilities and critical thinking skills 
through collaboration on social media (Beldarrain, 2006; Clark et al., 2015; 
Kreijns et al., 2003). 
 
Virtual learning environments have been studied through educational theories 
focused on the learning process of the individual, such as behaviourism and 
constructivism. It has also been studied through social theories on learning 
focusing on collaborative processes, and the role of interactions with other 
individuals for learning (Annetta, Folta & Klesath, 2011; Harasim, 2012; Jones, 
2007/2013). According to Petrina, Feng and Juyung (2008), a shift could be 
seen in the late 1990-2000s from cognitive research on learning and technology 
to regarding learning as situated in social and cultural practices. Although 
theories related to these approaches, for example communities of practice (Lave 
& Wenger, 1991), or activity theories (Engeström, 1987/2015), generally identify 
the importance of mediating artefacts, such as language and tools for learning 
activities; they do not, as the technocultural approach does, identify “the 
symbiotic relationship between man and machine” or the cyborg (Løvlie, 2006, 
p. 4). The transformation is in focus online where humans continue to find new 
ways of expressing themselves, and redefining themselves. That means fluid and 
constantly developing identities (Løvlie, 2006), in an equally fluid and ever-
changing virtual learning environment (Hilli, 2016).  
 
The student needs to make many decisions in a digital space to navigate 
forward, often through hyperlinks, and the learning process is not linear in the 
same sense as in a book; the student needs to find her or his own path online, 
which can be considered a form of explorative learning, and a curiosity to learn 
more engages the student (DePietro, 2013). The student is not only receiving 
information; she or he is an active participant in virtual learning environments, 
but this can cause confusion among students if they do not grasp the codes and 
communication online. According to Hannafin and Hannafin (2010), reading 
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digital texts is a cognitive challenge for many students. Students sometimes 
misunderstand the digital content, or they do not learn much about the course 
content since they are focusing on searching for digital information. Similar 
criticism has been raised against virtual simulations; students might 
misunderstand a complex process if they do not possess relevant previous 
knowledge, or if they lack feedback from teachers (Karlsson, 2012).  
 
Digital technology offers new spaces for interactions and transformations 
among students. This is one way to interpret the symbiotic relationship that 
Løvlie discuss in the light of virtual learning environments. The software in 
virtual learning environments requires students to navigate the space, and take 
part in interactions independently, as a result they gain practical knowledge 
about software (Hilli, 2016). In the words of Løvlie (2006, p. 8), the student or 
cyborg, might become “a technocultural migrant, who can interpret signs, 
understand symbols of power, see through rhetorical games, engage in 
argumentation, and through all this is formed into a politically educated 
individual.” Løvlie describes an understanding of communication online, which 
can be translated into democratic abilities in a digital world. 
 

Discussion 
 
Researchers note that digital technology can be a disruptive force in the learning 
process (Harasim, 2012; Løvlie, 2006; Selwyn, 2016/2017). However, there are 
several reasons for considering what it means to embrace digital technology, as 
part of processes of Bildung, in the light of intelligent interactions. If online 
interactions are to be understood as intelligence as discussed above, it leads to 
prospects for virtual learning environments as communicative spaces that 
support processes of Bildung. Løvlie (2006, p. 4–5) calls the space ‘the interface’ 
and explains it as follows: 
 

What’s the interface? The screen is an interface, whether we’re talking 

about the TV, the PC or the display on a mobile phone. The interface is the 

dividing line between person and machine but at the same time marks the 

spot where the person stands face to face with the machine. That is why 

interface is such a graphic term. … The young owners do not necessarily 

identify with the mobile as a fetish, although it may offer an aura of 

freedom and power. Rather, their identity is linked to the mobile as 

distributed intelligence in a network in which they realise themselves in 

ongoing dialogues with others. Their identity is between rather than in the 

participants, identity is in the interaction. … Interface is a boundary but 

not in the sense of a barrier or obstacle. A boundary faces two ways, it both 

unites and separates, it is face-to-face and Janus-face. 

 
Without interface, there would be no difference between humans and machines 
- no space for intelligent actions. The relational aspect to consider extends the 
intelligence of the human; the interface makes it possible for humans to do and 
say things in new spaces in relation to others. Simulations and social media are 
examples of interfaces where these intelligent interactions can happen. The 
essence of Bildung is found in the transformative processes that take place 
online, between humans in communication, in the interface. 
 
In virtual learning environments, communication is made possible through the 
software. The distinction between man and machine becomes irrelevant. There 
is no communication without the software, nor is there any communication 
without man. From a pedagogical perspective, online communication can 
enhance transformative processes among students. Synchronous 
communication is beneficial when brainstorming about a topic as a group or 
when teachers are providing feedback. Through asynchronous communication 
students have time for reflection and they can choose a convenient time to read 
material, take different perspectives into consideration or comment on a topic 
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(Annetta, Folta & Klesath, 2010; Falloon, 2011; Hrastinski, 2008). Different 
forms of communication might enhance the process of Bildung; they offer 
students different interfaces to communicate what they know, or want to know 
more about. The spaces for communication matter; if only verbal 
communication is used, shy students often remain silent. In written form, more 
students can participate and at their preferred pace and form of communication 
(DePietro, 2013).  
 
Simply including online communicative spaces is not enough to foster 
communication or collaboration among students. According to Kreijns et al. 
(2003), teachers need to plan for and support collaborative and communicative 
activities to make students take part in them and learn through them. 
Furthermore, a combination of synchronous and asynchronous 
communication, such as asynchronous digital videos and synchronous online 
meetings, seem to support interactions between students, and between students 
and teachers; this in turn enhances the learning process among the students. 
However, in their study on teaching and social presence among 16 teacher 
students in an online course, they found that some students did not feel 
comfortable uploading video posts, and some participants only posted text-
based comments in an online discussion.  
 
Rethinking communication in virtual learning environments means supporting 
students to learn how to take part in different interactions and learn 
collaboratively; to do that, teachers need technical knowledge about the digital 
software and pedagogical knowledge about the learning processes online 
(Harasim, 2012). Teachers need to plan for how to support students learning 
when introducing new media that emphasizes independent activities by 
students (Karlsson, 2012). However, teachers are also technocultural migrants 
who need content knowledge, as well as, technological and practical knowledge 
about virtual learning learning environments. Harasim (2012, p. 86–87) 
mentions teacher training and professional development to support teachers, 
but there are “many mixed and mixed up messages and unclear demands” that 
make it difficult for teachers to include these spaces while teaching. Ideas of 
independent and active learners are embedded in the personal digital devices 
developed, when these ideas meet the collective efforts of education, conflicts of 
interest arise (Selwyn, 2016/2017).  
 
The role of the teacher is as important as ever, although the learning process of 
the student is mediated through different multimedia (Harasim, 2012; 
Karlsson, 2012). Harasim identifies a lack of learning theories suitable for 
online environments as part of the challenges for teachers. Hannafin, Hannafin 
and Gabbitas (2009, p. 769) address other challenges for teachers, “Designers 
are unable to account for individual cognitive demands in advance since the 
context of learning is often spontaneous and the availability and use of resources 
evolving continuously.” When the individual meets the digital world, it advances 
independent travels in sometimes uncharted territory, a digital territory that is 
constantly changing (DePietro, 2013; Hilli, 2016).  
 
Bildung, in virtual learning environments, implies knowledge to read and 
understand the digital space, an ability to navigate successfully in it. 
Synchronous and asynchronous forms of communication might make the 
reflective process diverse and inclusive within a group of students. Diverse 
because students are subjected to different interfaces where they face the world. 
Inclusive because they can take part on their own terms and often in their own 
time. It is in these spaces and in these relationships that the process of Bildung 
is expected to evolve. Furthermore, accepting this fluid and inconstant nature 
of the digital world is most likely essential for a technocultural migrant - for a 
cyborg. 
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Conclusions 
 
This paper has discussed the transformative relationship between the self and 
culture, or Bildung, while considering new technology such as virtual learning 
environments. The paper has adopted a technocultural approach to education; 
Bildung is a personal, fluid and dynamic process that can be enhanced through 
online communication. It relates to the interactive and communicative aspects 
of virtual learning environments, that make it possible for students to be active 
while learning, as they are interacting with people, digital software, and digital 
information. 
 
Virtual learning environments do not absolve the role of the teacher, rather they 
add new dimensions to consider when teaching in them; they make new 
teaching and learning practices possible, including studying digital sources, and 
collaborating through intelligent interactions in simulations or social media. 
However, students need support in virtual learning environments; they need to 
learn how to use, understand and navigate the spaces. Teachers might do well 
to include communicative online spaces where students can discuss 
explorations they make, and questions or problems that arise. A combination of 
synchronous and asynchronous communication seems to support the learning 
process; students can share and reflect upon what they have learned with others 
to avoid misunderstandings or feelings of frustration. And finally, collaboration 
and communication do not happen unless they are planned for; teachers need 
to include collaborative assignments for transformative processes of Bildung to 
take place. 
 
The paper has suggested rethinking what communication means in education 
when it is mediated through digital technology. The paper has argued that when 
humans meets computers transformations take place, not only through 
interactions with other people, but also through the machine and software; this 
was understood as interfaces where humans face culture. As the digital world is 
an extension of humanity there is no question if digital technology should be 
part of education, the paper assumes it would be unnatural not to include it. 
From a technocultural perspective, technology merely returns humans to the 
natural state of being - in a constant relationship with the world - digital 
technology extends this notion to a global level. 
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