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ABSTRACT

The dramatic changes that have taken place in the field of information and
communication in the present age have led to fundamental changes in various parts
of human life. The important point is that the emergence of virtual technologies is
not just a conventional technical development but contains a cultural nature. The
university is also one of the institutions that has been particularly affected by these
developments. Such conditions have changed the relationship between students and
professors, their way of accessing information and resources, creating and sharing
educational content, and so on. The purpose of this article is to study the experience
of virtualization and academic culture. This is a qualitative research that has applied
a phenomenological method with semi-structured interviews. Participants were
purposefully selected from among students, graduates, faculty members, and
university administrators. Data were analyzed using the thematic analysis technique
which resulted in 10 semantic clusters. The results of the interviews show a duality
in responses, with some interviewees emphasizing the functions of virtualization in
university culture in terms of communication, education and lifestyle. They believe
that virtualization has opened doors to universities. The other category, however,
explains the negative consequences of virtualization in academic culture and its
various dimensions. The results indicate that with virtualization, important changes
have occurred in various dimensions of the university culture that should be
considered at micro and macro levels.
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INTRODUCTION

The dramatic changes in the field of information and communication have led to
fundamental changes in various parts of human life. Today, what is referred to as
"triple revolution" and includes the revolution in social networks, the Internet,
and smart mobile phones (Raney and Wellman, 2012, 20), has significant effects
on various cultural, political, economic, social and educational sectors. In other
words, it should be stated that new media and technologies change the whole
society (Bastani, Khaniki and Arkanzadeh, 2018, 6).

Studies conducted in other countries indicate that the process of
virtualization can affect various aspects of the university culture and life. A wide
access to new technologies has created changes in the field of scientific and
academic activities in Iran (Farastkhah, 2010). The prominent effect of the
aforementioned changes is the growth and expansion of information and
communication technology and the process of virtualization in the in Iranian
universities. All of the above evidences indicate that with the spread of virtual
technologies to universities, Iran's higher education has undergone new
processes.

PURPOSE

A review of the research literature in Iran shows that no systematic and
academic study has been conducted in this field. With respect to the issue raised
in this study, the main goal here is to discover and examine the dimensions of the
university culture connected with the virtualization process. In that sense, the
main question of this research is: What are the consequences of virtualization for
the academic culture in universities?

METHODOLOGY

In this research, phenomenology is used as one of the qualitative methods. The
common aspect of phenomenological approaches is the common focus on
exploring how people give meaning to their lived experiences and turn them,
both individually and collectively, into consciousness (Mohammadpour, 2011,
262). Semi-structured qualitative interviews were used to collect data. The
"thematic analysis" technique is used to analyze the data.

FINDINGS

The data obtained from the interviews and actually "people's experience" of
virtualization and the university culture were categorized and 10 themes were
extracted from them. These themes express and describe the components and
axes of virtualization experience and university culture. The findings show that
virtualization in some way has led to a "change in university culture". During the



fieldwork process, the responses followed two distinct trends. Some pointed to
the created capacities while others listed the challenges arising in the university
culture due to the introduction of virtualization. After analyzing the findings, we
came to the concept of virtualization and communication. In this case, there was
a group that optimistically believed that virtualization has created positive
potentials in university relations. The increase in intimacy between professor
and student as a result of virtualization brings the university environment
somewhat closer to a student-centered. But the second group, with a critical
view, believed that virtualization leads to the reproduction of dysfunctions of the
traditional academic culture.

In relation to the concept of scientific and moral values, one group believed
that virtualization has had a negative effect on moral values; the second group
stated that the anti-value atmosphere in university has already existed, but
virtualization could lead to the creation of immoral cases on a wider scale.

With regard to the concept of virtualization and identity, the respondents
pointed to two categories of ethnic and sexual identity. It must be said that
virtualization has had negative impact on official policies of the university
culture, that is, while general policies of university management emphasize the
melting of cultural differences, virtualization with all its possibilities has led to
strengthening of the sense of identity. The second group, however, unlike the
previous one, believed that this atmosphere has spread the spirit of tolerance
among them.

Although the respondents were satisfied with virtualization in the university
and recognized the positive effects on the educational model, some expressed a
kind of dissatisfaction with the current situations and a nostalgic feeling for the
past, that is, when all the university processes were face-to-face and the
university life was stronger and more robust. This case is in line with the study
conducted by Zakaei and Nezakati (2018).

CONCLUSION

The results show that with the introduction of virtualization, important changes
have occurred in the dimensions of the university culture, which should be taken
into account at micro and macro levels and also at policymaking stage, e.g.,
changes to the macro level such as education, communication, research, leisure,
administrative and organizational bureaucracy and at the micro level such as
individual’s feelings and capabilities. Contrary to the common idea, the use of the
Internet is formed along the university culture with its characteristics, and the
Internet is being used in a way the Iranian university culture demands, and
contrary to the idea about the virtualization process, it is a kind of cultural entity

Iranian Cultural Research

Abstract



Iranian Cultural Research

Vol. 15
Issue 3
Autumn 2022

that operates in cultural and social contexts of the university, in particular, and
the society, in general.

NOVELTY

The research accomplished in this domain specifically focused on one of the
dimensions of the university culture as most of the previous researches could
merely analyzed the issues at the micro level. This research tries to explore and
interpret the concept of academic culture and virtualization from the perspective
of the academics' own experiences.
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