
DIGITAL LEARNING: A CHALLENGE FOR HIGHER EDUCATION 
 

Summary of the opinion of the Economic, Social and Environmental council 

presented by 

Mr. Azwaw Djebara and Mrs. Danielle Dubrac, rapporteurs 

on behalf of the 

section for Education, Culture and Communication 

Mandate 2010-2015 – Adopted during the session on 24 February 2015 

  

Over the last few years, the development of digital technology has transformed our way of 
life and habits in all areas. The rapid pace of its evolution disrupts a part of our practices. Digital 
learning in higher education has transformed the daily lives of teachers as well as students. 

Numerous digital learning projects have been undertaken as we are currently in the midst of 
a true digital revolution. Digital technology must serve the learner. Therefore, the role of public 
services needs to be reaffirmed and reorganised. Digital learning also concerns the French-speaking 
world, which presents a genuine challenge. 

Digital technology is a key domain of innovation that is not merely restricted to technology, 
but is also a herald of new teaching, learning and working methods. However, it would be misleading 
to consider that it is digital tools that are the source of the changes that we are currently glimpsing. 
The origins of these changes have more to do with teaching. Digital technology thus appears to be a 
means that makes the implementation and culmination of teaching possible. 

 

History of the use of digital technology in higher education 

Two decades of driving public policies: achievements and failures 

Digital technology was developed very early on in French higher education. It first 
materialised through the implementation of equipment and the development of a network. It was 
only in the new millennium that digital technology began to be subject to genuine educational 
reflection that built on the first initiatives. The French National Research and Education Network 
(RENATER) helped, via very high-speed links, to interconnect the various universities and research 
centres, in metropolitan France as well as in the overseas territories. From 2000 onwards, constant 
efforts were made via public policies to introduce digital technology in universities. These strong 
injunctions, leaning towards the transformation of digital technology, materialised in various 
manners.  



Since April 2006, users of the RENATER network were provided with access to the EDUROAM 
(education roaming) service. This aims to offer secure wireless access to the Internet for staff and 
students in higher education and research establishments when travelling.  

Since 2011, the Directorate General for Higher Education and Professional Integration 
(DGESIP) has provided establishments with a common composite indicator that allows 
establishments to carry out self-assessments. This tool was reinforced in 2012 by the AGIMUS system 
(application for the management of indicators for measuring service usage) provided to the 
establishments by the MINES (Digital Mission for higher education). 

Building a digital university was one of the ambitions of the 2008 digital economy 
development plan “France numérique 2012”. This plan was put forward by the Prime Minister, 
François Fillon, and the Secretary of State in charge of exploration, appraisal of public policies and 
development of the digital economy, a position filled by Éric Besson at the time. 

Emergence of e-learning in the 90s 

 E-learning refers to all of the solutions and means that allow learning via electronic means. E-
learning is, therefore, different from simple, one-way online teaching, since the former is a method 
of teaching centred on the learner, and allows the learner to interact with their tutor and peers. It 
was developed in the late 90s, via the convergence of classic distance learning, which already existed 
in universities or via the CNED4, and the development of ICT. While it was initially limited to higher 
education, it later spread to corporate training as well. Considered a potentially important market, 
the European Commission largely encouraged the development of e-learning and launched an “e-
learning initiative”, as well as a “virtual and multi-lingual European campus project” in 2000. 

Thematic digital universities, a French-speaking network of virtual universities 

The development of Thematic Digital Universities (TDU) as of 2003 became part of the e-
learning emergence. TDUs allow the online and collaborative pooling of all of the educational 
material, student work resources and university establishments pertaining to one common theme or 
discipline. 

 

Since 2011, there has been a large acceleration in the use of digital technology 

The MOOC phenomenon: utopia and reality 

A rapid historical overview of the development of digital tools in higher education allows us 
to place Massive Online Open Courses (MOOCs) in the right context. These courses, while falling 
short of being revolutionary, nevertheless mark a new stage in the development of digital tools used 
in teaching. The attention paid to this new phenomenon is not necessarily proportional to its actual 
impact. However, it undoubtedly characterises an acceleration in the use of digital technology in 
teaching as well as its visibility. 

 Another format of online courses also exists: SPOCs (Small Private Online Courses). In 
contrast to MOOCs, SPOCs have a limited participation. Participants are selected on the basis of an 
evaluation and prior payment. Access to the course is thus private and, therefore, does not allow 



growth on the scale of a large community or massive distribution. SPOCs are especially pertinent for 
companies within the framework of employee training. MOOCs offer several advantages. From an 
educational point of view, they facilitate meetings between a diverse public coming from different 
horizons, and thus favour the creation of learning communities. Their functioning also lends itself 
quite well to the application of teaching practices such as the flipped classroom, where basic 
knowledge is acquired online via distance learning and is then applied during classroom teaching. 
MOOCs can also provide a multifaceted curriculum depending on the availability and willingness of 
the participants. They open up numerous possibilities, such as sharing course notes, peer evaluation, 
discussion forums, etc. MOOCs are a system for collecting learning data and, therefore, can also 
improve knowledge of learning and information processing processes, within a limited context. 

France Digital University (FUN), a French initiative 

On 28 February 2013, the French government created a roadmap for digital technology. Its 
objectives, with regard to higher education, comprise the online provision of an ambitious training 
offer and the evolution of teaching thanks to digital tools. In addition, a “Campus d’@venir” (Campus 
of the future) agreement was jointly put forward by the Ministry of Higher Education and Research 
and the Caisse des dépôts et consignations. This agreement fixes working guidelines for 2013-2017, 
while determining five priorities, including digital technology. Along the same lines, the Act of 
22 July 2013 on higher education and research declared digital technology to be at the heart of 
establishments’ actions. In particular, in Article L.611-8, it stipulates that “Higher education 
establishments provide, for those training courses where teaching methods allow, their teachings in 
digital form, pursuant to the conditions set out by intellectual property laws. Training on the use of 
digital tools and resources and understand of the associated issues is provided on entering higher 
education.” Each Community of Universities and Establishments (COMUE) has since had to appoint a 
vice-president tasked with prioritising digital technology within the establishment. However, this 
decision was not unanimous, especially with regard to other issues on which a vice-president may 
also focus. For certain parties, the imposition of a vice-president by law appears to contradict the 
freedom of organisation granted to the establishments as part of their autonomy.  

With FUN, the Ministry is providing higher education establishments with a free platform 
that allows them to host their digital learning media. In particular, it offers medium-size 
establishments the opportunity to gain international recognition, which, due to the prohibitive 
expense, would have been out of their reach without the provision of a public platform. Almost 
€20 million were required to launch the platform, 12 million of which were provided under the 
Investments for the Future programme (PIA), and the remaining 8 million by the Ministry of Higher 
Education. Although it is primarily intended for French higher education establishments, FUN is also 
available to European and international establishments. FUN is positioned to be at the service of 
higher education establishments, with special regard to their editorial policy. Several licences are 
available for MOOCs hosted on the platform - three non-commercial Creative Common licences and 
one commercial licence. This choice is made by the professors and the establishments, the only 
entities with which FUN enters into contracts. 

 

The issues of developing a digital strategy for higher education 



An educational reversal: placing the learner at the centre and technology at their service 

Digital technology offers considerable advantages in nourishing the student/teacher 
relationship in order to strengthen it. First and foremost, digital learning considerably changes 
teachers’ role: they are no longer the exclusive holder of knowledge, who will deliver the main 
elements of knowledge to their students. In 1985, in “A eulogy to educators”, the education historian 
Antoine Prost spoke of the duality with which teachers may be confronted. They may either be a 
speaker or a magister. For Antoine Prost, the speaker transfers information, while the magister holds 
not knowledge, by the keys to access it. These keys will then be shared with their students. In this 
respect, teaching is more than a simple information storage/retrieval operation; above all, it is a 
construction process that makes it possible to organise the said information into usable knowledge. 

Digital technology allows all individuals to access information on a scale that has never been 
dreamed of before. It thus acutely brings forth the question of the construction, mobilisation and 
interaction of knowledge. Indeed, while large-scale access to information constitutes undeniable 
progress, it must not be forgotten that possessing information does not mean you know how to use 
it. This is where the teacher intervenes, by acting as the magister and allowing digital technology to 
stand in for the speaker. Pertinently processing information; organising ones knowledge within the 
framework of strict, intellectual reasoning; adopting a working methodology in order to cooperate 
within the existing frameworks: all these are elements that only a teacher can pass on effectively. 
Although artificial intelligence, in its current state, cannot reproduce the meaning of the exchanges 
through direct relationships between the teacher and the learner, one cannot ignore that its future 
development may allow machines to integrate this complexity that is currently specific to human 
relationships. Nevertheless, replacing humans with machines is a desirable outcome. Theoretical 
frameworks and ethical limits must be imposed to prevent discrepancies. The “science without 
conscience” quote from Rabelais is highly relevant here. From this point of view, the complete 
eradication of teachers’ posts, or the complete virtualisation of teaching, is neither realistic nor 
desirable. On the other hand, a profound transformation of the practices of teaching has most likely 
begun via the educational transformation triggered by digital technology in today’s world. 

In the opinion of the ESEC, digital technology, via the technical possibilities that ensue from 
it, encourages the development of principles on which university teaching is based. Content 
publishing is an integral part of the research process and is made easier by digital technology and its 
contributing functionalities. As it favours collaboration and encourages students to become active, it 
must be encouraged from the earliest stages. Moreover, digital technology makes it possible to 
develop methodologies based on simulations. This new approach supplements theoretical and 
experimental approaches, and multiplies investigative power in numerous disciplines by, for 
example, introducing the possibility of exploring phenomena that cannot be reproduced in a 
laboratory. The methodological impact of digital technology is immense, and needs to be reflected in 
a renewal of the training research backing. 

The use of digital technology must thus allow the reiteration of training aims by basing its 
organisation on certain key principles. The acquisition of the knowledge exploration method must be 
made effective. Furthermore, collaborative logic must become a pivotal point in university training as 
it has several advantages with regard to creation and production, contrary to the results of a model 
based solely on inter-university competition. 



Success for all 

Digital technology also provides several solutions with regard to the individual monitoring of 
students. Certain types of software allow teachers to access tables that monitor the performance 
levels of their students. It is thus possible to accurately assess the level of each student and to 
intervene accordingly. In the same manner, certain machines can be used in collaboration with the 
correction process carried out or supervised by the teacher. With the development of artificial 
intelligence, today’s machines are capable of identifying recurring errors made by a given student as 
well as detecting the best learning pathways for said student. This represents a considerable 
advantage in detecting shortcomings and enhancing methods that have proved effective. One of the 
advantages of digital learning lies in its ability to enable greater interactivity in the learning process. 
At the end of each course, a student may carry out a series of exercises to ensure that the concepts 
have been properly assimilated. This allows the student to note their mistakes and to carry out, once 
the mistakes are detected, specific exercises to prevent the accumulation of shortcomings. 
Moreover, the asynchronous dimension allows greater flexibility in students’ individual work. Digital 
technology can provide a solution for students who are unable to perform consistently for various 
reasons (students with jobs, students hospitalised during the academic year, etc.). It also allows the 
duration of training to be adapted to the students’ rate of acquisition of knowledge and know-how. 

A survey conducted at the Catholic University of Leuven by the Belgian professor Marcel 
Lebrun highlights students’ attraction to interactivity provided by the use of technology in teaching. 
In this survey, which included 1,500 students, motivation and interaction were listed top of the 
benefits provided by digital learning platforms. While students’ interest in these measures is obvious, 
only 30% of the same students find digital courses to be better than traditional courses. These results 
support the idea of finding a balance with a hybrid education that combines classroom teaching and 
virtual teaching. 

 

The digital transition: between the reaffirmation of the role of the public service and the 
emergence of new actors 

The birth of an ecosystem: encouraging new collaborations between the public sector and the 
various actors in the digital domain 

The development of digital learning has allowed new private actors to enter the domain of 
higher education. These collaborations are a determining factor in the success of digital transition. 
They must continue and develop within the framework of public services, which gives everyone 
access to education. The ecosystem here refers to the cooperation that can come into play via the 
development of partnerships between higher education establishments and the actors involved in 
the digital domain (companies, associations, start-ups). Certain actors believe that this ecosystem is 
already in place. Indeed, communities are already organised and benefit from open-source structures 
in creating digital resources. This results in numerous connections and synergies that emerge from 
incubators, coworking spaces and even fab-labs. 

Vocational training: a primary key in the emergence of a new economic model 



From an economic point of view, amortising the investment required for the digital transition 
only appears possible through resources that establishments can draw from vocational training. With 
no certifications being issued for paid SPOCs and MOOCs, one can only expect meagre revenues from 
initial training. As a result, the development of genuine online vocational training seems to be the 
only amortisation prospect for establishments. 

Issues in the field of the French language: influence, cooperation 

All students should benefit from the advantages of digital learning. Given the predominance 
of English both as the language of science and as the language used for communication and exchange 
on the Internet, there is an obvious challenge in developing French, which represents between 6 to 
7% of all worldwide sources. On the FUN platform, 12.5% of registered users come from French-
speaking Africa.  

A few initiatives have already been developed by various TDUs, especially in the case of the 
Francophone Virtual Medical University (UMVF) in the fields of medicine, pharmacy, odontology and 
sport. 37 French universities collaborate in this public interest group, which was created in 2003. 
Today, the UMVF has partnerships with the Canadian universities of Sherbrooke and Montreal. It is 
also a partner of 16 African countries, 5 Asian countries and Russia. In addition to the online courses 
that it provides for its students, it also integrates MOOCs, “serious games” and computer systems for 
health assessment. Regarding the French-speaking countries of Africa, the UMVF is a determining 
factor that allows nursing staff to receive quick training in certain procedures through live practice 
with the use of videos. 

 

Recommendations 

Develop research and assessment in order to obtain data on practices 

Assess collective and individual equipment 

It is recommended to carry out an inventory and an assessment of collective equipment at 
each university establishment. The collection of these results can be coordinated at national level. 
This census and assessment of collective and individual equipment must be executed simultaneously 
in order to identify possible hardware and technological obstacles to the development of educational 
experiences that are made possible by digital technology. This could lead to the implementation of a 
national plan for upgrading the stock of computer equipment in establishments. 

Assess educational experiences and publish the results 

Digital learning has only developed very recently. At this stage, it has not yet been deployed 
in all establishments as it can give rise to doubts and concerns. These concerns are legitimate: we 
cannot predict all of the ways in which digital technology will change within higher education. 

The High Council for the Evaluation of Research and Higher Education (HCERES) could assess 
the measures related to digital learning that are implemented in various establishments on the basis 
of their self-assessment. The objective is to jointly assess existing practices and control the concrete 



effects that these experiments have on the success of students in particular. HCERES student experts 
should be actively involved in this process. 

This evaluation must serve as a basis for the National Council for Higher Education and 
Research (CNESER), so that it may provide the university community with the implemented teaching 
practices. This provision should allow the CNESER to establish recommendations on the objectives to 
be achieved. 

Develop research on the educational uses of digital technology 

The ESEC would like research on digital learning to be energised. The French National 
Research Agency’s (ANR) call for projects as part of the IDEFI-N (initiatives for excellence in 
innovative digital training), should help to fund this type of research project. Research teams 
currently working in the field of digital learning should be identified on the basis of their work as part 
of the national research strategy. At the same time, the digital learning dimension should be 
integrated into each discipline as part of educational research. 

 

Promote and encourage the educational commitment of teachers-researchers 

Guarantee all teachers a right to initial and continuing training 

The right to initial and continuing training must be guaranteed for all higher education 
teachers (professors, senior lecturers, associate or certified professors in higher education, doctoral 
students responsible for teaching, etc.). Training is vital in giving teachers the tools that allow them 
to acquire methodological and technical mastery with regard to the changes brought about by digital 
technology. 

The purpose of French Teacher Training and Education Faculties (ESPE) is to implement a 
training offer dedicated to teaching and divided into several levels. The construction of this training 
offer, which is accessible to all higher education teachers, must naturally integrate the digital 
dimension of teaching. Indeed, understanding the uses and mastering the interoperability of all 
digital applications, and understanding the issues of technical quality, reliability and integrity of 
information, all require high quality training in digital technology. In this respect, measures could be 
undertaken to improve and update the C2i and the C2i2e. As such, the ESPE can help spread best 
practices. 

Open negotiations with the representative organisations in order to address questions about careers 

The ESEC recommends that, as part of the negotiations, a process should be conducted that 
allows the terms of assessment to be changed in order to take the new activities resulting from 
digital learning into account more effectively. This objective must guide an overhaul of the regulatory 
texts related to teachers-researchers as well as a re-examination of the practices in force. The 
assessment must take into account a “teaching materials” section so as not to penalise those 
teachers-researchers who focus more on the research dimension of their profession. 

Intellectual property, copyright: responding to teachers’ concerns 



As in all sectors, digital technology via the free circulation of the content that it generates 
poses a problem when it comes to respecting intellectual property and copyrights. While the 
development of free licences such as the Creative Common licence should be encouraged, measures 
must still be taken to protect intellectual property and copyright, thus preventing the commercial 
reuse of the work produced by the teachers. 

 

Draw up a national strategy for digital technology in higher education 

Make FUN the driving force in the development of the French strategy 

The ESEC shares the same initial objectives as FUN: the promotion of digital learning, the 
development of access to online knowledge, and the enrichment of French-speaking culture through 
a digital dimension. However, it still appears necessary to commit the platform to other seemingly 
complementary themes. 

In order to continue developing the platform and commit it to new themes of development, 
the ESEC recommends that a choice be made regarding FUN statutes and administration. In the 
interest of developing the platform, a democratic administration comprising higher education 
establishments, staff and students, as well as qualified persons chosen from among the companies 
participating in this innovation, would appear to be a consensual solution. 

The ESEC recommends creating new forms of certifications; they may, for example, make it 
possible to validate the ECTS through online teaching. However, MOOC certifications cannot 
disregard the rules currently in force. 

Integrate greater development of TDUs as part of our strategy 

Thematic Digital Universities (TDU) appear to be one of the major pillars of the French digital 
strategy. The FUN platform dedicated to MOOCs fulfils the role of a large distributor of knowledge. 
However, the role of TDUs is centred on the initial training of students. In this respect, the ESEC 
recommends that the development of our digital strategy be based on developing FUN as well as 
TDUs. TDUs must be supported and funded so that the training required for students to succeed is 
digitised in all major domains of training. The development of TDUs is not a substitute for classroom 
learning. However, it must allow a more homogeneous access to higher education in territories that 
are distant or isolated from metropolitan France, such as the overseas territories.  

The protection of personal data 

The ESEC recommends, as part of the increasing recourse to digital learning tools, that the 
students and staff of establishments be better informed and trained with regard to the risks inherent 
to the use of personal data, in conjunction with correspondents from the CNIL (French Data 
Protection Authority) on education boards and the establishments. This could take the form of a 
practical guide. 

Develop the French language through digital technology 



France must support digital learning initiatives in French-speaking world. This could involve 
greater development of courses that are jointly designed by different French-speaking 
establishments. 

The development of continuing vocational training made possible by SPOCs 

The ESEC suggests that SPOCs become one of the tools for developing vocational training in 
higher education establishments. Registering these training courses in the French national register of 
professional certifications (RNCP) must be facilitated in order to set up a certification process. 

 

Set out a framework for financing the digital strategy 

The ESEC recommends that more immediate thought be given to funding. It recommends 
that the State implement solutions to financially support establishments. This would allow these 
establishments to regain budget stability thus enabling them to make effective use of the new posts 
given to them by the State. In addition, establishments must make use of new possibilities brought 
about by digital technology in order to develop their own funds (development of continuing 
vocational training, implementation of local ecosystems, search for technological partnerships with 
companies, etc.). 

 

The implementation of digital learning within establishments 

Develop equipment: networks, work spaces, premises 

Premises and equipment must be adapted to the changes related to digital technology, so 
that each establishment is able to produce online resources via its factory or digital centre. The 
creation of fab-labs within establishments must become more widespread. Broadband access must 
be guaranteed at all higher education sites, including those associated with the Regional Centre for 
School and University Support (CROUS). The deployment of a high-quality Wi-Fi network is 
recommended to ensure better Internet connectivity for users. Moreover, each establishment must 
fix a schedule for implementing high-quality technological equipment, a guest portal and a SMS 
gateway. 

Develop information and management systems adapted to requirements 

To make these rationales effective, the ESEC recommends setting up digital coordination 
plans within each group of establishments. These plans must be broken down site-by-site, so that the 
digital coverage is adapted to concrete situations as far as possible. These coordination plans, 
controlled by the vice-president in charge of digital technology, should make it possible to list 
requirements, spread best practices, and organise communities of digital references and professors 
working in digital learning. This should also encourage the sharing of experiences and promotion of 
actions taken within groups of establishments. 

Develop teaching and technical support structures 



The ESEC recommends creating genuine structures responsible for teaching within establishments. 
The creation of educational media that integrate the digital dimension requires special logistics and 
technical support. Scripting courses, creating serious games and using the chosen system require 
special skills. 

 

Foster the emergence of a digital ecosystem in higher education 

Structure the digital sector in higher education 

The ESEC recommends that the digital technologies sector in higher education be structured 
by encouraging dialogue; boosting State demand; and clearly differentiating between what must 
strategically be achieved through State intervention and what may be delegated to the private 
sector. To implement this, one possible solution would be to create a forum for dialogue that brings 
together all of the public and private actors involved. 

Target investment to develop national and regional projects 

The ESEC also recommends initiating, via policies, targeted investments for national and 
regional projects leading to the development of digital learning and the creation of local ecosystems. 
All of the local authorities, especially the regions and their partners (local chambers, OPCA, etc.) must 
participate in these projects. 

Commit to developing digital publishing now 

The ESEC recommends State intervention to remove tax obstacles (higher VAT for digitised 
learning content) that could prevent the full development of the digital learning sector. Moreover, 
the ESEC suggests that the Ministry of Higher Education and Research continues and magnifies its 
policy of making documentary resources available online to all students, via contracts concluded with 
publishers. 

 

 

Conclusion 

The transition towards digital leaning must be carried out with a view to democratising 
higher education, as digital technology is merely a means to provide unprecedented solutions. It 
must, therefore, become a joint, long-term movement so that the maximum possible number of 
learners can access these possibilities and so that the adoption of digital learning can be shared 
between the various stakeholders. 
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