
Copyright (c) Alexandra Miller, 2022 This document is protected by copyright law. Use of the services of Érudit
(including reproduction) is subject to its terms and conditions, which can be
viewed online.
https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/

This article is disseminated and preserved by Érudit.
Érudit is a non-profit inter-university consortium of the Université de Montréal,
Université Laval, and the Université du Québec à Montréal. Its mission is to
promote and disseminate research.
https://www.erudit.org/en/

Document generated on 04/17/2024 2:24 p.m.

International Review of Research in Open and Distributed Learning

Book Review: The Hidden Curriculum of Online Learning:
Understanding Social Justice through Critical Pedagogy
Alexandra Miller

Volume 23, Number 2, May 2022

URI: https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1089167ar
DOI: https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v23i2.6214

See table of contents

Publisher(s)
Athabasca University Press (AU Press)

ISSN
1492-3831 (digital)

Explore this journal

Cite this review
Miller, A. (2022). Review of [Book Review: The Hidden Curriculum of Online
Learning: Understanding Social Justice through Critical Pedagogy].
International Review of Research in Open and Distributed Learning, 23(2),
261–263. https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v23i2.6214

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/
https://www.erudit.org/en/
https://www.erudit.org/en/
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/irrodl/
https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1089167ar
https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v23i2.6214
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/irrodl/2022-v23-n2-irrodl07009/
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/irrodl/


International Review of Research in Open and Distributed Learning 
Volume 23, Number 2                   
                                      
May – 2022 
 

Book Review: The Hidden Curriculum of Online 
Learning: Understanding Social Justice through Critical 
Pedagogy 

 
Author: Murat Öztok (Routledge, 2019, 128 pages) ISBN: 
9780429284052 

Reviewed by: Alexandra Miller, College of Education, 
Northern Arizona University, Flagstaff, United States 
Correspondence: aem432@nau.edu 

 

Öztok’s critical ethnography work, The Hidden Curriculum of 
Online Learning: Understanding Social Justice Through Critical 
Pedagogy, helps to fill a concerning gap in the online learning 
literature. Öztok argues that online learning literature is 
frequently positivist and apolitical with little emphasis on how 
learners make meaning of their experience or how learners are 
embedded in power hierarchies (p. 9). While this book 
contributes significantly to that epistemological gap in the online 

learning literature, it does not, nor should it, fill that hole entirely. Additional research is needed to explore 
learners’ experiences in other contexts; perhaps more importantly, online learning scholars need to find 
ways to use research like this to improve learning experiences for students, especially those typically 
subjected to power differentials. 

The purpose of The Hidden Curriculum of Online Learning: Understanding Social Justice Through 
Critical Pedagogy is to document how students experience online learning in terms of equity. Öztok 
carefully interrogates the term equity and how it operationalizes in online learning. Online learning is 
frequently thought of as an equalizer that provides access to education for those who might otherwise be 
excluded (Anderson, 2008; Harasim, 2000). However, as Öztok argues, this is equality more than equity 
(p. 6). This critical ethnography explores how online learning maintains cultural hegemony, as defined by 
Gramsci (Forgacs, 2000). In the book’s conclusion, Öztok notes that his overall intention was to challenge 
how equity is defined in online learning (p. 112). Öztok meets that goal, which will hopefully help shape 
research designs going forward. 
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This book is divided into six chapters. The first chapter, “Genealogy of the Concepts and the Myths of Equity 
in Online Learning,” provides the context for critical research in online learning. The second chapter, “How 
to Study Equity in Online Spaces: Situating the Theoretical Frameworks,” lays out Öztok’s argument and 
the theory that he integrates to support it. The next three chapters look at specific components of the 
theoretical framework. Chapter 3, “Writing Oneself into Online Being: The Art of Self-Representation and 
Impression Management,” explores how learners craft their identity in an online environment, similar to 
Goffman’s impression management theory (Goffman, 1956). Chapter 4, “Hierarchy of Privilege: Self as 
Curriculum of Diversity and Otherness,” provides the richest ethnographic detail, looking at how diversity 
is performed in the classroom. Chapter 5, “Sociocultural Production of Self: Social Presence and Social 
Absence,” dives into social presence. Öztok has published articles on social presence including a call for the 
term to be reconsidered in the online learning literature (Öztok & Kehrwald, 2017). The last chapter of this 
book, “Hidden Curriculum of Online Learning: Discourses of Whiteness, Social Absence, and Inequity,” 
brings the entire argument together. 

The most compelling argument in this book centers on the term social absence. The first substantive 
mention of social absence in the literature outside of Öztok’s dissertation is in Öztok’s (2014) presentation 
at the annual meeting of the Association of Internet Researchers. Previous uses of the term, such as Potter 
(2004), were glib references to complete non-participation in a class. In The Hidden Curriculum of Online 
Learning: Understanding Social Justice Through Critical Pedagogy, social absence is defined as “the 
extent to which particular identifications are not represented in one’s online being” (p. 25). Öztok goes on 
to provide powerful interview excerpts where students describe leaving out key parts of their identity in 
efforts to fit in or make other students more comfortable. For some students, this means downplaying the 
non-Canadian aspects of their identity such as their Middle Eastern heritage. For others, downplaying their 
heritage is a consequence of being linked to the Canadian part of their hyphenated identity rather than 
standing alone as, for example, an Indian-Canadian. For the white Canadian students of British heritage in 
the study, social absence was not relevant; those students did not pick and choose aspects of their identity 
to present consciously as minority students did. The idea of social absence provides a useful heuristic to 
balance the frequently discussed concept of social presence in online learning. 

The Hidden Curriculum of Online Learning: Understanding Social Justice Through Critical Pedagogy is 
rich in theory, but it offers few methodological insights. Öztok describes how he could not accomplish the 
Geertzian goal of ethnographic research as deeply hanging out (Geertz, 1998) and traditional ethnographic 
strategies had to be modified for the online learning context. He draws on analytics of learner use of the 
learning management system as a form of participant observation (p. 31). The reasoning behind this is 
sound, but little detail is provided. As ethnography of online learning is relatively new, the reader would 
have benefitted from more methodological detail than is provided by Öztok. 

The Hidden Curriculum of Online Learning: Understanding Social Justice Through Critical Pedagogy is 
an exciting contribution to the online learning literature bringing a needed critical perspective. Hopefully 
this is the start of an expanded direction for online learning research. With a body of qualitative research 
exploring how students experience power hierarchies in online learning, the field will be able to focus on 
how to improve that experience for all learners.  



Book Review: The Hidden Curriculum of Online Learning: Understanding Social Justice through Critical Pedagogy 
Miller 

263 
 

References 
Anderson, T. (Ed.). (2008). The theory and practice of online learning (2nd ed.). AU Press. 

Forgacs, D. (Ed.). (2000). An Antonio Gramsci reader: Selected writings 1916–1935. Schocken Books. 

Geertz, C. (1998). Deep Hanging Out. The New York Review of Books, 45(16), 69–72. 

Goffman, E. (1956). The presentation of self in everyday life. Doubleday. 

Harasim, L. (2000). Shift happens: Online education as a new paradigm in learning. The Internet and 
Higher Education, 3(1–2), 41–61. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1096-7516(00)00032-4 

Öztok, M. (2014). Social presence and social absence: Socio-cultural production of self in online learning 
environments. AoIR Selected Papers of Internet Research, 4. 
https://spir.aoir.org/ojs/index.php/spir/article/view/8874 

Öztok, M., & Kehrwald, B. A. (2017). Social presence reconsidered: Moving beyond, going back, or killing 
social presence. Distance Education, 38(2), 259-266. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2017.1322456 

Potter, A. (2004). Interactive rhetoric for online learning environments. The Internet and Higher 
Education, 7(3), 183–198. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2004.06.002 

 

  

 

 

 
 

 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S1096-7516(00)00032-4
https://spir.aoir.org/ojs/index.php/spir/article/view/8874
https://doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2017.1322456
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2004.06.002

