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Digital teaching - more than just online 
teaching

The digitization of teaching at universities has 
been an important concern of various funding 
programs for years, but the possibilities of di-
gital media are still far from being used by all 
teaching personnel. Digital teaching is much 
more than just pure online learning in the form 
of synchronous communication via video con-
ferencing tools. Thus, in addition to traditional 
face-to-face teaching, digital media can be 
enriched, blended learning scenarios can be 
carried out, digital feedback can be given auto-
matically, or asynchronous communication can 
take place via online forums and cooperative 
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work via cloud applications. Digital tools open 
up new opportunities in teaching: courses can 
be tailored individually, a greater variety of tea-
ching methods and formats can be offered, tea-
ching can thus be made more varied and stu-
dent motivation can be increased. Even against 
the background of different personal conditions, 
abilities and teaching habits of students, digital 
teaching can lead to making knowledge transfer 
more attractive and improving it. The heteroge-
neity of students affects very different areas. In 
addition to individual factors and social factors, 
it is above all cognitive and motivational factors 
that should be taken into account. Different le-
arning types require the use of different media 
and methods. 

In addition, different input channels through 
which knowledge can be absorbed should be 
considered in combination. Only with traditio-
nal teaching is it difficult to meet all these re-
quirements for modern teaching. However, the 
combination of face-to-face teaching with digi-
tal learning elements, online phases and digital 
learning methods makes it possible to take as 
many of these factors into account as possib-
le. It is not a question of replacing traditional 
teaching, but rather of enriching it with digital 
components and thus imparting knowledge ef-
fectively while at the same time creating flexibi-
lity in terms of location and time. A didactically 
valuable offering of digital teaching therefore 
also includes much more than the uploading 
and downloading of learning materials. Howe-
ver, since German universities are free to teach, 
the choice of teaching method cannot be pre-
scribed; only incentives can be provided. From 
the point of view of the universities, it is there-
fore important to create incentives that motivate 
lecturers to decide in favor of the use of digital 
tools and thus to make teaching more modern.Photo created by senivpetro / FreepikFoto by Freepik



Additional effort of digital teaching

Similar to analog teaching, there are also diffe-
rent types of effort for digital teaching. There is 
the classic teaching effort, which is represen-
ted by the implementation of the actual course. 
Unless instructional videos replace the cour-
se, this is the same for digital and traditional 
teaching. The development effort represents 
the initial creation of a teaching concept and 
the teaching materials. The use of digital tools 
usually requires a training period, and the cre-
ation of digital teaching materials often requi-
res more time than that of traditional teaching 
materials. Also, the implementation effort in-
creases the more digital components are used. 
This relates to the preparation and follow-up 
effort for the individual courses and the (pos-
sibly also digital) venue. The fourth type of ef-
fort is the support effort. It describes the sup-
port, coordination, and supervision of students 
beyond the course. This can mean anything 
from answering personal questions, compiling 
lists, or supervising discussion forums.

A survey of instructors at a medium-sized 
university in northern Germany found that an 
average of 4.5 hours is needed to learn how to 
use a single digital tool on a one-off basis. The 
use of the tools to create teaching materials va-
ries between a few hours (1-2) to 20 hours of 
development effort - per upcoming course - de-
pending on the teaching personnel surveyed. In 
addition, almost another two hours are required 
weekly, in which digital tools are used in additi-
on to the creation of the teaching materials and 
which are incurred as additional implementa-
tion effort. According to the interviewees, the 
supervision effort also rises sharply. The parti-
cipating teaching personnel see problems abo-
ve all in the fact that the additional work is not 

rewarded accordingly, since it is not taken into 
account in the various regulations. Thus, despi-
te various support programs and the provision 
of digital tools by the university, it is ultimately 
up to the teaching personnels‘ own motivation 
to invest additional and often private free time 
in digitizing and modernizing their teaching.

Outdated teaching regulations without 
incentive system

The teaching regulations of German federal 
states specify how many hours of teaching 
must be carried out by teaching personnel and 
by what factor the different types of courses 
can be credited. What is not considered, ho-
wever, is how much effort is actually behind 
such a course. As a result, there is often a lack 
of incentive to constantly improve courses th-
rough innovative, digital solutions. After all, ad-
ditional work is required on a voluntary basis, 
for which there is no remuneration. In addition, 
the increasing effort for teaching tasks leads 
to a reduction of research and administrative 
activities and can thus even lead to a personal 
career disadvantage. It is therefore necessary 
to be able to credit the additional effort for in-
novative and digital teaching, at least in part, in 
order to create new incentives.

The teaching regulations of some federal sta-
tes take into account, at least in part, additional 
credit for implementation, supervision or one-
time creation effort. In most cases, however, 
this can only be guessed at from the wording; 
there are no concrete paragraphs or recom-
mendations. The decision-making option is of-
ten shifted to the level of the universities, where 
it is rarely actually taken up.
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Model idea: Request for increased 
credit for innovative and digital teaching

It is therefore advisable to address the issue of 
digital teaching more specifically in the respec-
tive state ordinances and to include it as an ad-
ditional paragraph. Besides the new incentives, 
this would also provide more clarity. Based on 
interviews, surveys, literature, and previous in-
centive systems, we recommend that innova-
tive, digital courses be credited with a factor 
of 1.25, provided that the implementation and 
supervision effort is significantly increased by 
the digital components. Since the initial crea-
tion of innovative, digital courses is particular-
ly time-consuming, we recommend a factor of 
1.5. Although this does not fully compensate 
for the additional effort, the factor must also be 
considered from the perspective of the overall 
course offering, which should not be changed 
by the increased crediting factor.

On top of the significant additional effort, other 
criteria should be examined to allow for increa-
sed credit. Above all, the digital enrichment 

of the course should bring didactic benefits 
and should not be a mere addition of digital 
tools. The digital tools used should cover dif-
ferent areas of learning: Knowledge transfer, 
knowledge testing, and mutual exchange or 
collaboration. It is also important that the over-
all learning experience is not compromised. 
Possible solutions here include learning videos 
or self-learning material in combination with fa-
ce-to-face events. In order to protect the over-
all teaching offer, we also recommend that the 
increased crediting may amount to a maximum 
of 2LVS or 25% of the respective teaching load 
or that the regulations can also be suspended 
depending on the workload of the study pro-
gram. Alternatively, compensation can also be 
made with financial budget.

However, for crediting, there must be a review 
body that makes an independent assessment 
with the most necessary information. This can 
be done at the department level (e.g., commis-
sion with dean of studies) or at the university 
level (e.g., study commission of the senate or 
a commission with a focus on digitization). The 
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ideal situation is a commission with experts 
from different departments that can make a 
quick and independent assessment. Decisions 
can then be made at the department level as 
to what is feasible with regard to capacity uti-
lization.

Depending on the country, other legal aspects 
must also be considered. These include pos-
sible links to existing capacity ordinances or 
whether the detailed ordinance adjustments 
can be implemented across the board at the 
state level or only at the university level. Lead 
times and reporting requirements must also be 
examined in detail, depending on the country.

Conclusion

Digital teaching offers many possibilities, but 
is difficult to implement, since its use is based 
on the voluntary efforts of the lecturers. Here, 
only incentives for support and crediting can 
be given. It is important to maintain a balan-
ce between existing and required capacities as 
well as sensible concepts with little application 
effort. Our proposal should serve as a basis 
for further discussion and the creation of the 
appropriate framework conditions.
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