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Abstract:

There are urgent reasons for considering whether, as academics, we place our trust in
the current system or whether we try to change it. Research offers one pathway towards
supporting efforts for positive change, but we should not neglect the potential of our
teaching work. Academics within Internet studies have unique possibilities for engaging
in critical pedagogies, supporting students in understanding and challenging
oppression. | draw here on ten years’ experience teaching in Internet studies, student
and peer feedback, and the literature on critical pedagogy and decolonizing academia. |
suggest that where possible we reflect on the texts we set students; redesign
assessment; considering being vulnerable with students; and challenge restrictive
policies and procedures (such as those around late submission of assignments). These
approaches rely on trusting students, and on building their trust in us without relying
solely on our institutional authority. As a field we need to actively and explicitly discuss
how, and what, we teach.

Internet Studies and the Potential for Critical Pedagogies

We urgently need teaching practices that unsettle academia. Our social, political,
economic, and environmental situation is increasingly dire, characterized by backlashes
against queer, feminist and anti-racist movements; rising inequality; and limited action
on climate change. We cannot trust that the current system is the best we can hope for.
Academics need to decide whether we will use our positions to perpetuate the status
quo or to work towards decolonization, more diverse and inclusive societies, more
directly democratic political systems, and a more sustainable economic system.
Research has a role to play here, but we must not neglect the power of teaching as a
path to creating change. The aim of this paper is to suggest ways in which we might
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support and extend teaching methods that encourage students to understand and
challenge oppression — critical pedagogies (Breuing 2011) - within Internet studies.

There are two factors that open Internet studies to the possibility of transformative
teaching practices. The first of these is that teaching about the Internet frequently
requires — or at least encourages — practices that make use of the Internet.
Unfortunately, as many of us are well aware, the use of the Internet in teaching is
frequently linked to top-down policies that mandate the use of digital technologies to
‘increase productivity’, usually through centralized learning management systems and
ever-expanding surveillance of academic labour (Fernback 2018). However, in order to
teach students more about how the Internet works, some teachers are designing
assessments that require using online tools and actively reflecting on their experiences
(see, for example, Tay and Allen 2011; Di Lauro & Johinke 2016). Fairly early on, some
teachers were already arguing for the benefits of carefully-facilitated collaborative
learning networks (Hiltz 1998). These efforts have the advantage of connecting
academic analysis with practical skills that can be used by students beyond academia —
hopefully in critical and reflexive ways.

The second factor that encourages critical pedagogies is that Internet studies is a
relatively new field: just over a decade ago, there was speculation about whether it
should be considered a discipline at all (Baym 2005). Some early reflections argued
against the temptation to seek increasing institutionalization, suggesting instead that we
attempt to sustain the field’'s “deliberately unruly, flexibly, and transformative” nature
(Markham 2005, 257). Much has happened to solidify Internet studies over recent
years, including the growing prominence of the AolR conference and the gradual
emergence of a canon and leadership structure. Charles Ess and Mia Consalvo write
that by 2007, “Internet studies had emerged as a relatively stable field of academic
study” (2011, 2). However, attempts to define the field have frequently focused far more
closely on research — including methodologies and ethical guidelines — than on
teaching. While there is extensive writing, debate, and established practice on how to
teach with the Internet, there has been less attention to how we teach about the
Internet. This means that there is still significant room within the teaching of Internet
studies for beautiful, diverse, unruliness.
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Methodology

This paper reflects on a decade of work teaching Internet studies under employment
conditions spanning from sessional (short-term) tutoring through to a permanent
position. | have taught more than ten Internet studies units, designed one unit and
radically updated others. Overlapping teaching semesters mean this work encompasses
more than fifty individual unit iterations overall, many of which included both
undergraduate and postgraduate teaching. As well as my own experiences | draw on
student and peer feedback, analyzing this through the lens of work by Paulo Freire
(1972); bell hooks (2013); Clelia Rodriguez (2018); Sara Ahmed (2012); Aileen
Moreton-Robinson (2000) and Heila Lotz-Sisitka (2017).

Pathways and Challenges

In order to be effective, critical pedagogies must be diverse, context-dependent, and
reflexive. The pathways which have seemed most useful to me may not be available to
others, or may produce very different results. The institutional and imaginative
constraints that have led to gaps between my intentions and my practices may be more
or less applicable to others. With this in mind, | make several suggestions for critical
teaching practices we might encourage within Internet studies.

The most obvious way to disrupt existing hierarchies within academia is in the readings
we set in the syllabus. There is no research that focuses specifically on Internet studies,
but research in other fields suggests that non-white scholars are cited less than white
scholars (Chakravartty et al. 2018) and that people with names read as female are cited
less often than people with names read as male (Mitchell et al. 2013). We should assign
more diverse readings, even (especially!) if it means reconceptualising how we think
about core concepts.

There are several other interventions we might make, including redesigning
assessment; being willing to be vulnerable with students; and challenging restrictive
policies and procedures (such as those around late submission of assignments). These
rely on trusting students, and on building their trust in us without relying solely on our
institutional authority. In detailing my experiences with these tactics, | am hopeful that
others will add their own analysis, and that we might end up with a living document akin
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to the AolR research ethics guidelines (Markham & Buchanan 2012). As a field, we will
benefit from more actively organizing around how, and what, we teach.
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