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Abstract:

In a digitalized era, the notion of "digital equality” seems more important and
is at the heart of a major controversy concerning identity, equality, culture, the
economy, and, of course, social issues. The first aim of our work is to explore the
challenges and prospects of distance education and e-learning, highlighting the
relationship between school and society as two entities that are both interdependent
and complementary. In doing so, a semi-structured interview is conducted to highlight
the causal relationship between exclusion from school and exclusion from society,
without neglecting the impact of individuals' socio-economic circumstances on so-
called traditional education and especially on digital education. The results of this
survey show that distance education has had a significant impact on higher education
in Algeria. Distance E/A has become a viable option for students, but it also presents
challenges that need to be addressed.

Keywords: Digital equality, online education, social exclusion, university
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Introduction

Long before the COVID-19 health crisis, which has completely disrupted
all aspects of society, including educational institutions, some Algerian
universities were already using digital tools in teaching. The only change that
seems to stand out is the shift from hybrid learning to pure online learning. And
due to the economic situation that led to lots of financial constraints, this digital
teaching has become mandatory to ensure continuity in teaching and learning.
Nevertheless, this commitment has brought to light major challenges such as the
training both of teachers and learners in the use of various technological tools, a
lack of resources, the problem of evaluation and assessment, and other problems

encountered, many of which were never thought of.

The Algerian educational system is confronted with several challenges, including
the quality of instruction, teacher education, and universal access to education.
Almost all universities and schools in the country have managed to offer their
courses regularly and stay in touch with students to ensure follow-up. Even
learning platforms have been set up for learners within a very short time - a very
commendable achievement. However, it is important to note that many students
were unable to participate in distance learning, due to a lack of resources, such as
devices and internet access.". Attending courses via a phone, tablet or computer
was unaffordable for many families. Government programs and charitable
organizations have indeed tried to bridge this inequality, but the result is that these
Initiatives are insufficient. however, these initiatives are not enough to address the
needs of all students. This transition to online learning during the COVID-19
pandemic has exposed a critical question: to what extent did existing initiatives
aimed at bridging the digital divide effectively address the disparity in access to

online learning resources?
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Theoretical Framework

Various terms, whether accurate or not, are often used interchangeably in the
context of education and technology-enhanced learning. These terms
include online training, e-learning, virtual learning, digital learning, virtual
classroom, and distance learning. Despite their differences, they all share a
common purpose: to deliver training without requiring physical presence at a

specific learning site, while ensuring continuity in teaching methods.

UNESCO defines this type of education as: "Any educational process in which
teaching in which all or most of the teaching is carried out by a person who is
remote from the learner in space and/or time, so that communication, in its entirety
or for the most part, between teachers and learners is via an artificial medium,
either electronic or printed. By definition, in distance education, the normal or

principal means of communication rely on technology".

The European Union defines e-learning as: "The use of new multimedia of the
Internet to improve the quality of learning by facilitating access to resources and
services on the one hand, and distance exchanges and collaboration" (Means et al,
2013). The European Union's definition highlights the potential of e-learning to
go beyond simple information delivery. By incorporating multimedia and internet
capabilities, e-learning can create a more interactive and collaborative learning
environment. This highlights the value of e-learning in enriching the learning
experience beyond just overcoming physical distance. E-learning platforms can
provide a diverse range of resources and foster interaction that can potentially

surpass traditional classroom limitations.

Another definition put forward by Bonk (2005): "Distance learning comprises
learning situations during which the world of knowledge transmission of
knowledge takes place in a way other than a direct, face-to-face relationship

between the trainer and the trainee”. Bonk's definition provides a broad
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perspective on distance learning, encompassing various methods that diverge
from the physical classroom setting. This flexibility allows for diverse learning

experiences tailored to specific needs and contexts.

In this work, we will use the concept of e-learning as a learning device using
digital platforms, which does not involve the physical presence of the physical
presence of the teacher and the students in the institutions. The terms e-learning

and distance learning will be used interchangeably.

Why E-Learning Makes Educational Sense

In theory, e-learning appears to be a powerful solution for educational challenges.
However, its effectiveness hinges on clarifying several key aspects, particularly

its multifaceted benefits.

One advantage is accessibility and flexibility. Unlike traditional learning, e-
learning offers both spatial and temporal flexibility. As Akyol (2011) notes,
"Distance learning is characterized by flexibility... This learning facilitates access
to the public by offering teaching and learning situations that take account of each
learner's individual constraints.” E-learning allows students to learn at their own
pace, whenever it suits them, considering factors like work schedules, family
commitments, and personal learning preferences (morning or evening learners).
This flexibility can ultimately increase the number of qualified individuals, as
even those previously hindered by geographical limitations or other constraints

can now pursue education and obtain diplomas (Enders and Fulton, 2002).

E-learning eliminates the need for any physical attendance, saving students time
and money on travel, transportation, and accommodation. Compared to traditional
face-to-face learning, this translates to significantly lower overall costs.

E-learning fosters fast, two-way communication through interactive virtual tools.

This ensures active participation from learners, going beyond simply receiving
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information. Learners can interact with both the instructor and their peers,
enriching their understanding through exchanging messages and providing
feedback. This learner-centered approach encourages active engagement,

surpassing traditional face-to-face learning methods (Roblyer, 2006).

Furthermore, e-learning facilitates simultaneous, personalized interaction with a
large group of students. As Bates (2003) notes, "This interaction can also take
place within the framework of collaborative work... in which each learner takes
an active part in the joint resolution of the activity in question." This collaboration
can occur between learners themselves (learner/learner) and between learners and
the instructor (learner/tutor). Distance learning empowers students to learn at their
own optimal pace, revisiting challenging concepts as needed based on their
individual learning styles. This eliminates the pressure of a rigid pace that can

hinder understanding and allows them to truly master the material.

The independent nature of e-learning removes the fear of judgment often present
In group settings. Students can learn without feeling self-conscious about
mistakes, fostering confidence and a more comfortable learning environment
(Garrison et al, 2008). Digital platforms provide access to a vast array of constantly
updated learning materials and media. Students can leverage this extensive
selection to choose the resources that best suit their learning preferences and

interests.

E-learning utilizes technology-based tools, equipping learners with essential
computer skills increasingly demanded in modern life and the workplace. A
distance learner aptly noted, "I'm improving my computer skills and using tools |
hadn't explored before, despite using a computer for over 20 years™ (Picciano et
al, 2014). The inherent advantages of e-learning promote greater student
autonomy. Unlike face-to-face learning with imposed schedules and locations, e-

learning empowers learners to choose their learning environment and pace.
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Students organize their own schedules and connect to the platform at their

convenience, fostering increased self-motivation and initiative.

Curran (2001) highlights that e-learning fosters a more self-directed learning
environment, promoting increased student autonomy. This autonomy has been
shown to positively correlate with increased learner engagement. E-learning
platforms facilitate this by providing a variety of interactive and stimulating
activities that cater to diverse learning styles. Learners actively seek out
information and have the freedom to determine their learning pace and schedule.
This fosters a sense of agency and ownership over the learning process,

empowering them to become independent and successful learners

The major objective of this study is to understand the rate of integration of
university students into distance teaching/learning (distance T/L) and the impact

of distance T/L on digital equality between students in the Algerian context.
Method

In the present paper, we used both theoretical and empirical research approaches
to collect data and put it, respectively, under synthesis and examination. To
support our hypotheses regarding the impact of online education on the creation
of digital and social exclusion, a literature review is used to establish a direct link
between school and society as two socializing entities that are inevitably
influenced by one another. We have also explained the theoretical link between

digital inequality and socioeconomic inequality.

To reach the study objective, three interviews are conducted with three foreign
language faculty deans from different Algerian universities. The interviews will
be semi-structured, which means that the interviewer will have an interview guide
with questions to ask in both Arabic and French, which are the two official
languages of administration in Algeria. The researcher will also be able to ask
additional questions to clarify answers or delve deeper into topics.
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Interview questions will cover the following topics:

e The rate of integration of university students into distance E/A

e Factors that have contributed to the decline in the integration rate

e The impact of distance E/A on digital equality

e Measures taken by academic institutions to address the challenges of
distance E/A

Results

Table 1. ( Digital Equity Perceived by Faculty Deans)

Variable

Dean 1

Dean 2

Dean 3

Integrating students
into distance
teaching/learning

Overall satisfactory

A complex process

A powerful tool

Differences between
students

Based on geographic
origin, socio-
economic situation
and digital skills

Complex and
multidimensional

The need to combat
digital inequality and
social exclusion

Students most likely
to be excluded

Students from rural
areas, from
disadvantaged
backgrounds or with
learning difficulties

All students,
according to their
needs and constraints

All students,
depending on their
geographical, socio-
economic and
numerical background

Recommendations

Measures to combat
digital inequality and
social exclusion

Developing student
integration plans

Commitment to
guaranteeing access to
education for all

Several challenges exist, including the inherent complexities of the process itself

and the diverse backgrounds of students. These differences, such as location,
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socioeconomic status, and digital skills, can affect a student's preparedness for

online learning.

A critical challenge is the digital divide, where unequal access to technology and
the internet disadvantages certain groups. The table acknowledges that all
students, not just specific populations, can be affected by varying needs and

constraints.

To address these challenges, the table recommends focusing on equity measures
to bridge the digital divide and combat social exclusion. Additionally, developing
individualized student integration plans is crucial to cater to specific learning
styles and needs. Finally, the table emphasizes the importance of maintaining a

commitment to ensuring inclusive access to quality education for all students.

Table 2. ( Integration Rate)

Academic institution Integration rate (start of Integration rate (end of
pandemic) pandemic till now)

University A 100 % 70 %

University B 95 % 65 %

University C 90 % 50 % - 60 %

The results of the study show that distance learning has had a significant impact
on higher education in Algeria. The use of distance learning by students was high
at the start of the pandemic but began to decline over time. Factors contributing
to this decline include student fatigue, the difficulty of distance learning for some

students, and a lack of training on the part of the teaching staff.

Distance learning is also widening the digital divide between students. Students
who have a computer and a reliable internet connection have an advantage over
those who do not. This can have a negative impact on the success of disadvantaged

students.
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Universities have taken steps to meet the challenges of distance learning. They
offer students access to a wide range of learning materials, additional resources
for students, and training for teachers. These measures are important to ensure

that all students have the opportunity to succeed in distance learning.

The three deans interviewed identified a number of factors that had contributed to

this drop in the take-up rate, including:

« Student fatigue with distance learning: After two years of the pandemic,
students were tired of being confined and taking online courses.

- The difficulty of distance learning for some students: Distance learning can
be more difficult for some students, particularly those who do not have
access to a computer or a reliable Internet connection or those with learning
difficulties.

. Teachers' lack of preparation for distance learning: Some teachers were not
prepared to teach at a distance and found it difficult to adapt their teaching

methods.
Discussions and Conclusion

The three deans interviewed also expressed concern about the impact of distance
learning on digital equality between students. They pointed out that students who
had access to a computer and a reliable Internet connection had an advantage over

those who did not.

The three deans interviewed believe that distance learning will continue to be used
in higher education but that it will probably change form. Distance learning will
become more hybrid, with a combination of online courses, hybrid courses, and

face-to-face courses.
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The major challenges of digital equality in the Algerian context:

The Digital Divide and Uneven Access: Similar to many developing nations,
Algeria struggles with a significant digital divide. Access to essential tools like
the internet, computers, and other digital technologies remains unevenly
distributed. This disparity disproportionately excludes students from rural areas,
disadvantaged backgrounds, and marginalized communities. This lack of access
to digital infrastructure creates a major barrier to achieving inclusion and equity

in education within the digital age.

Heterogeneous Digital Skills and Varied Needs: The issue goes beyond mere
access. A significant gap exists in the level of digital skills among students. Their
proficiency with these tools varies considerably depending on factors such as their
socio-economic background, geographical location, and prior exposure to
technology. This heterogeneity necessitates a diversified pedagogical approach.
Educators need to implement support and training programs specifically tailored

to the unique needs of each student group.

The successful integration of ICTE (Technologies of Information and
Communication for Education) in e-learning and distance education hinges on one
key factor: high-quality and diverse educational content and resources. These
resources must be adapted to the specific contexts and needs of each student
group. Creating relevant, contextualized, and inclusive content is a crucial

challenge in guaranteeing an optimal and equitable learning experience for all.
The absence of digital equality in education has several detrimental consequences:

« Exclusion and Marginalization: Students lacking access to digital

technologies risk being marginalized within the educational system. This
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can negatively impact their personal development and future career
prospects.

« Widening Social Disparity: Unequal access to ICTE can exacerbate
existing socio-economic inequalities. Students from disadvantaged
backgrounds may be deprived of the learning and development
opportunities offered by these technologies.

« Reduced Effectiveness of ICTE: The lack of inclusive participation limits
the potential of ICTE to improve learning and education. This ultimately
hinders the entire education system from reaping the benefits these

technologies can offer.

Distance learning can have a negative impact on social exclusion and inequality
in a number of ways. It requires access to specific resources, including a computer,
a reliable internet connection, and digital skills. Students who do not have access

to these resources are more likely to be excluded from distance learning.

Students living in rural areas are more likely to lack access to a computer or a
reliable internet connection. Students with financial difficulties are also more

likely not to have access to these resources.

Distance learning can be more flexible than face-to-face learning. Students can
follow courses at their own pace and in their own environment. However, this
flexibility can also be an obstacle for some students, such as those with family or
professional responsibilities, who may find it difficult to follow distance learning
courses. Students with learning difficulties may also find it difficult to follow

distance learning courses without additional support.

As to costs, distance learning can be more expensive than face-to-face classes.
Students often have to pay tuition, fees, and testing costs. They may also have to

buy textbooks, software, and other resources.
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More likely, students with financial difficulties may not be able to afford the cost

of distance learning.

Distance learning can reinforce digital inequalities. Students with high digital
skills are more likely to succeed in distance learning whereas those with low

digital skills are more likely to be excluded from distance learning.

The COVID-19 pandemic has also exacerbated these disparities. This is because
students who live in rural areas or have financial difficulties are more likely to

lack access to a computer or a reliable internet connection.

In summary, the results of this study show that distance learning can have a
negative impact on social exclusion and social inequality. To counteract these
effects, academic institutions need to take measures to ensure that all students,

regardless of their social situation, have access to distance learning.

The following recommendations can be made to combat social exclusion and

inequality in distance learning:

Provide computers and Internet connections to students who need them.

« Provide training for students in the use of information and communication

technologies (ICT).
« Work with local authorities to improve Internet access in rural areas.
. Offer scholarships and financial aid to students with financial difficulties.

« Develop resources and learning materials adapted for students with

learning difficulties.
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Strategies and Solutions to Promote Digital Equality in Algerian Education

The educational system may be improved in a direct way by adopting massive

investment in digital infrastructure through:

Deployment of fiber optics and extension of Internet coverage in rural and

disadvantaged areas.

Setting up community digital spaces and public Internet access centers.
Equipping schools with modern, high-performance digital equipment.
Enhancing the digital skills of students and teachers:

Integrating digital education into school curricula from an early age.

Organization of ICTE training and awareness-raising workshops for

teachers and students.
Setting up e-learning platforms and interactive tutorials.
Production of high-quality educational content and resources:

Creation of digital educational content adapted to different school levels

and the specific needs of students.

Development of interactive and inclusive educational resources, taking into

account the diversity of contexts and cultures.

By taking these steps, universities can help make distance learning accessible to

all students, whatever their social situation.

In addition, universities can also consider developing specific support programs

for students who are most likely to be excluded from distance learning. Such

programs could provide students with support in terms of resources, digital skills,

and time management.
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To wrap it all up, distance learning is a powerful tool that can promote access to
education for all. Yet, it is important to take steps to combat its negative impact

on social exclusion and inequality at levels and shapes.
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