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MOOCs – Massive Open Online Courses – have seen rapid growth in recent years, shaking up the academic landscape and 
leading some to talk of a genuine revolution in teaching. Beyond the fad effect, MOOCs highlight the tremendous potential of 
digital tools not only in transforming forms of transmission and accessibility of knowledge but also the spheres of influence 
of the world’s universities. Every year, SERI’s scientific advisors and swissnex are invited to talk about trends in the field of 
education, research and innovation in one of the nineteen countries where they are located. In 2014, they focused on digital 
education. We take a closer look at the issue.

Education in the digital age

An overview of worldwide trends

Since the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology announced that it was join-
ing the “open courses” movement by 
offering a digital version of all its courses 
back in 2002, many universities followed 
suit and decided to expand their online 
course offering, though not without 
sparking some debate in the academic 
community. While some believe that 
MOOCs promise high-quality education 
that is as accessible as possible, others re-
proach the major universities for wanting 
to spread their models and extend their 
influence across the globe. The debate 
is highly complex, but one thing is cer-
tain: every country has a view on digital 
education, as the correspondents of the 
ERI (education, research and innovation) 
external network have observed. Their 
views, which you can read on the “Glob-
al Statement” blog, offer an insight into 
the discussions in the different countries, 
while illus-trating some of the most inter-
esting initiatives.

Various developments under way 
across the world
In the countries surveyed, it is clear that 
digital education, and MOOCs in particu-
lar, are becoming increasingly popular in 
all parts of the world and in some areas 
are seeing rapid growth (more providers, 
more extensive offerings). In many cas-
es, this involves “bottom-up” initiatives 
launched by universities, for example the 
EPFL, Harvard, MIT and Stanford, as well 
as universities such as Tsinghua in China. 
By contrast, programmes that follow the 
education system of a region, a whole 
country, or a specific sector, are usually 
managed “top-down”, and therefore 
implemented by governments. This is 
the case, for example, in South Korea, 
where the government introduced a 
plan in 1996 to integrate information 
and communication technologies (ICT) in 
education, first by training students and 
teachers in IT, and subsequently develop-
ing the online course offering. A simi-

lar strategy can be observed in France, 
where the government launched the 
FUN Initiative – France Université Numé-
rique – in 2014, a programme costing 
EUR 12 million aimed at developing the 
sector and making education more wide-
ly accessible not only to students but also 
to unemployed and retired people.

The concept of “distance learning” has 
a long tradition in Brazil. It is likely that 
this will further develop with the aid of 
digital technology as Brazil is a vast coun-
try where access to education providers 
is often difficult. In Argentina, mean-
while, two thirds of the population have 
internet access – a record level in South 
America and a factor that it is worth 
bearing in mind in connection with the 
digital courses offered there at primary 
and secondary level. The European Un-
ion has commissioned studies, created 
incentives for innovation at universities 
and provided funding in isolated cases 
for software infrastructure in order to 
promote the use of ICT and to improve 
the quality of teaching. In India, the 
Association of Chambers of Trade and 
Commerce drew up a comprehensive 
Vision Paper and concrete recommenda-
tions, which it addressed directly to the 
government. 

The striking thing about these observa-
tions from various parts of the world is 
the context dependency, even in terms of 
digital education, whereby the develop-
ments are influenced to a large extent by 
social, economic, political and not least 
geographical conditions. 

Hope versus scepticism
Debates on the subject of digital educa-
tion and in particular MOOCs often in-
volve optimism based on high hopes and 
some degree of scepticism. The expec-

The EPFL was one of the first universities in Continental Europe to implement MOOCs. 
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tations of the transformative, positive 
power of the digital revolution are high 
and can be split into two major topic 
areas. On the one hand, the democra-
tisation of education, which focuses on 
opening up university access to addition-
al sections of the population in general, 
and as a result, the social and economic 
integration of sections of the population 
that are defined as “educationally de-
prived”, and, not least, the new oppor-
tunities that these digital programmes 
offer developing countries. On the other, 
the specific expectations are directed 
towards the qualitative improvement of 
teaching and teaching skills. These ex-
pectations should be met through regu-
lar feedback from users, participants, 
students and customers, as appropriate, 
as well as from individual learning expe-
riences.

Critics frequently argue that those who 
typically take advantage of digital uni-
versity courses tend to be wealthy and 
already hold a degree. This, in turn, 
highlights the conditions required for 
someone to take advantage of digital 
educational offerings in the first place: 
widespread, fast and efficient internet 
access is just as essential as individual 
digital skills or having the necessary de-
vices to access the internet.

In terms of courses, questions arise re-
garding quality assurance and recogni-
tion of certificates and degrees. On a 
pedagogical-social level, critics bemoan 
the lack of face-to-face contact with 
teachers, claiming it requires too much 
self-motivation and personal initiative 
from students. Furthermore, opportuni-
ties that come about in a lecture hall can-
not be utilised. For example, professors 
would be less likely to notice outstanding 

students, who, in other circumstances, 
they could have recruited to gain re-
search experience in the laboratory.

Questions arise, too, from a legal and 
economic perspective, as intellectual 
property rights relating to content and 
user data are not regulated in a clear 
and consistent manner. It is still difficult 
to gauge who will benefit and to what 
extent from the MOOCs business model. 
Or, as our colleagues in London aptly 
put it, “Will MOOCs seeking to achieve 
profitability eventually have to become 
simply MOCs?” – in other words, drop 
the “online”. Regarding developing 
countries, sceptics fear that the hype 
surrounding digital education initiatives 
harbours the risk of falling investment 
in local educational structures and pro-
grammes. Ultimately, this is all about 
power and spheres of influence on a 
global political scale. But the question of 
whether MOOCs are “from the west for 
the rest” and whether they encourage 
the colonisation of education do nothing 
to move the debate forward. The impres-
sive developments in individual countries 
in South America and Asia suggest that 
the situations on the ground cannot be 
characterised that easily. 

The changes brought about by the 
constant advancement of digital tech-
nologies in general, and in methods 
of teaching and learning in particular, 
are far-reaching and are occurring at a 
breath-taking pace. As we have seen, the 
fields of education, research and innova-
tion will not be spared. On the contrary: 
they often drive these changes. And be-
cause all future is uncertain, we invite 
you to visit our blog and get involved in 
the discussion by adding your own ques-
tions, comments and suggestions.
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