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“Dad, you are a 
YouTuber!”
A Case for Absence, Silence and Variance
in Higher Education Online Video Lecturing
Njörður Sigurjónsson
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"Son of Zorn" 
Edie: Oh, don't you have a lecture at 3:30?
Craig: Oh, yes.
Edie: Shouldn't you be logging on?
Zorn: What do you mean, "logging on"?
Edie: Craig teaches at an online college.
Zorn: Yeah, but you said, "lecture".
Craig: Okay, I-I can see where this is going. Let's just stop it right here. Yes. I teach online. 
Does that make me less of a man than any other professor out there? (inhales) I'd say no. 
Am I an embarrassment to my family? Yes. An embarrassment to my father, to a lesser 
extent, my mother. To several bro... 
Edie: Well, you don't want to keep that Internet waiting, now do ya?
Craig: I'm gonna go in there.

(from the TV series "Son of Zorn" 2016)
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What is it like for lecturer to lecture online?  

• A growing number of papers on online education and video-based learning 
in recent years (Snelson, 2018), and while the focus of the majority of them 
is on empirical quantitative studies there is a lack of qualitative research 
(Giannakos, 2013) and studies on instructor’s perspective are rare 
(Çakiroğlu et al., 2019). 
• Here, I reflect on my own practitioner’s  experience of lecturing in an 

online course on critical approach to management as part of a graduate 
Cultural Management program. Based on “critically reflexive practice” 
(Cunliffe, 2004) and a  process of teacher’s “noticing” (Mason, 2002). 
• Other aspects of the blended context, such as on-site sessions on campus, 

real-time online meetings, students’ collaboration project and 
assignments, are not included here. The reflection is unashamedly 
subjective, based on personal experience, and my own account of events 
as they reveal themselves to me with the benefit of hindsight. 
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How can “we” encourage active listening? 

• Cultural Management Education is challenging since it entails critical 
engagement with the discourses of management and seeks to encourage 
reflective thinking about management theory and practice (Glow, 2010). 
• In a similar way as Critical Management Education, cultural management 

has traditionally relied on classroom discussion, group activities and peer 
learning techniques to encourage reflection and double-loop learning 
(Bailey, Saparito, Kressel, Christensen, & Hooijberg, 1997). 
• Furthermore, preferred methodologies, such as problem-based studying  

(Joham and Clarke, 2012) and the Critical Approach to management 
education (Mingers, 2000), seem to take the traditional classroom for 
granted when describing how students could be encouraged to think 
critically in a dialogue with the lecturer and each other. 
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Lecturing in Silence 
• In writings on education, silence is often defined as passive or unresponsive (Bista, 

2012), and silence is treated either as a negative, a lack of communication or response 
(Ollin, 2008), or outside of discourse, that which is not the focus point (Ephratt, 2008). 

• When I start the recording, much like in the classroom, silences give rhythm to the 
lecture. I stop and pause while going from one subject to the next, or for emphasis when 
I feel that a quiet moment would give my last point more gravitas. I can also stop the 
recording, start anew, or listen again, but it is all framed by the silence in the room and 
underlines how alone I am in my performance. 

• Listening to oneself becomes an important part of gradual improvement and after the 
initial embarrassment of hearing your own voice, you start refining, sculpting or 
moulding your expressions. 

• Other devices such as musical intervals, the sound of videos or silences, shape the 
character of the overall experience so the soundscape should get better over time. It is 
never close to perfect, but by listening thoughtfully it is bound to better than what it 
used to be, better for instance than in the classroom. 
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Loving Absence 

• Presence is a fundamental concept in online education theory and research, and 
theories of cognitive presence, (Garrison et al., 1999), social presence (Cobb, 
2009), and transactional presence (Shin, 2002; Naylor, Wilson-Gentry, & 
Wooldridge, 2016). 

• “while learning activities occur at a distance from the educator, the learner’s 
sense of the educator’s presence and the character of their actual dialogic 
relationship influence learning. Education involves a relationship, not just the 
transmission of information” (Munro, 1998, p. 39). 

• Of course, presence has its value, but absence, however, can create space for 
reflective thinking, what John Dewey calls “a state of perplexity, hesitation, 
doubt” (Dewey, 1910, p. 9) that suspends certainty and belief, at least 
momentarily. And in the process of encouraging reflective thinking there is 
something to say on behalf of absence, especially since the rhetoric of 
“presence” is so strong in online educational discourses. 
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Play and Variance 

• The online environment, with its reliance on communication software and 
information technologies, has the potential to standardize lectures, make 
them seem uniform and systemised. This background, and helped by the 
universal insistence on quality mechanisms and development towards a 
more internationally uniform higher education system through the Bologna 
Process, has given both academics and administrators the idea that 
lectures should be of a definite character, shape and size.
• In my efforts to encourage reflective thinking, I have chosen in my lectures 

to deviate from standardization and systems. 
• “The minimal difference from the ever constant which are open for him 

define for him – no matter how hopelessly – the difference concerning the 
totality; it is, however, in the difference itself – in divergence – that hope is 
concentrated”  (Adorno, 2005, p. 131).
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The Art of the Lecture 
• The online lectures do not work if I do not have love for the subject material. What I 

found difficult in the beginning was to find that passion when sitting alone in front of 
computer screens with no confirmation from anyone that they were listening. I imagine a 
student in a state of “perplexity, hesitation and doubt” as John Dewey called it in his 
description of the elements of reflective thinking, and in active search for further facts 
(Dewey, 1910). 

• Aesthetics are important. Not that the lecture is art in any modern sense (other than 
Dewey’s perhaps since he is generously inclusive), but it should have some of the 
aesthetic qualities that Dewey values: the lecture as connected to real life, holistic, 
energetic, communicative, and varied. 

• At the same time, it is important to keep in mind that the lecture is not primarily 
aesthetical, it is performed and viewed for educational reasons and to serve a purpose 
for learning. As Ervin Goffman observed in his Forms of Talk, lectures draw on a 
precarious ideal: “certainly the listeners are to be carried away so that time slips by, but 
because of the speaker's subject matter, not his antics; the subject matter is meant to 
have its own enduring claims upon the listeners apart from the felicities or infelicities of 
the presentation” (Goffman, 1981, p. 166).
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“YouTuber.”

However, it is also an identity thing: What is it to be an online lecturer? Is it somehow less than classroom 
teaching? Contrary to Zorn and Craig’s family, and my eight year old son seemed to be impressed with what I 
do for a living. While Zorn (the warrior king from the island of Zephyria returning to Orange County to 
reconnect with his ex-wife and adopted teenage son) is doubtful that Craig his ex-wife’s fiancée can be 
“lecturing” online, my son thinks it is as cool as being a “YouTuber.” By that he means a guy who posts videos 
on YouTube describing his procession through the different levels of an online video game.  He is impressed 
with how it is done. He saw a recording and the editing a hour long lecture, with his dad’s talking head central 
to a mix of text slides, other videos, and images. The videos are then available, via the university intranet 
platform,  for the students to watch whenever they find the time. And his admiration springs first and 
foremost from the way the teaching is conducted, by posting videos online. And that is also something. 
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Takk fyrir!
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