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Dear Mailis Reps, when Estonia gained its 
independence in 1990, after years of affilia-
tion with the Soviet Union, the country was 
in the fortunate situation that the desire 
for shaping society was strong among both 
non-governmental and economic institu-
tions as well as citizens. In addition, there 
were comparatively few established political 
and legal structures to take into considera-
tion as part of the comprehensive digitaliza-
tion process. In your eyes, to what extent has 
digitalization helped in building democratic 
structures in Estonia? 
Estonia’s digital roadmap started in edu-
cation. After Estonia restored its indepen-
dence in 1991, vigorous modernization of 
Estonia’s educational system started by 
using information technology for the bene-
fit of all socio-economic development. It 
was based on three pillars—computers and 
the Internet, teacher training and electronic 

courseware in Estonian for general educa-
tion institutions. 

The first step was to provide all schools 
with computers and internet access. By 
2000 all schools had computers and by 2001 
all schools were connected to the Internet 
as well. It is also evident that those  people 
who were in school back then are currently  
coming out today with excellent IT solu-
tions, to mention just a few: Transferwise,  
Lingvist, GrabCAD, AdCash or Funderbeam.  
Innovation first happened in schools that has  
helped today’s companies to be successful.

Since 2000 more and more important 
and useful e-services were launched: e-tax-
ation and m-parking were the first ones. 
Access to population registry and X-Road 
became available in 2001, digital signature 
and ID cards in 2002. One of these services 
with the greatest impact on public usage of 
internet was related to education. In 2002, 

the e-School, also including e-student dia-
ries was launched—this brought teachers 
and parents together online and, under-
standably, communication and cooperation 
between schools and homes significantly 
improved. 

The EU summit in Tallinn in September 2017, 
to which Estonia invited all EU heads of 
states or governments during its EU Presi-
dency, was also about ideas for the digital EU 
of 2025. In this context, an important term is 
the „fifth freedom“, as you call it: beside the 
four fundamental freedoms that guarantee 
free movement of goods, persons, services 
and capital in the internal market, you desire 
the free flow of data. What exactly do you 
mean by that, and what specific advantages 
do you see in it? 

More information 
about the roadmap of 
e-services in Estonia 
can be found here:  
https://uhh.de/8347r 
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skills to protect their data and identity and 
also governments’ responsibility to take 
good care of people’s data and their digi-
tal footprint in the e-services. Cybersecu-
rity is one of the most important aspects 
in designing e-services (both public and 
private). In addition, it has also become an 
important field of studies in general, voca-
tional and higher education. 

Estonia is the European showcase for the 
digitalization of a nation—and also the 
European leader in PISA standards. Of 
course, this raises the question of a possible 
connection between the two positions. The 
Tiger Leap I program was officially launched 
in 1997 for a series of major digital projects. 
Schools were connected to the Internet and 
equipped with hardware and software, and 
teachers were trained in the use of informa-
tion and communication technologies (ICT). 
Furthermore, you continued to promote the 
ICT skills of students and teachers and estab-
lished e-learning as part of the daily cur-
riculum. With eKool, for example, a digital 
teaching and learning platform was estab-
lished for students, parents and teachers 
that is not only used in everyday school life, 
but has also become an instrument to inter-
act with local communities, local partners 
and also the state. For what purposes is this 
platform currently being used in practice? 
eKool, like other e-services in education, was 
initiated and designed to enable schools to 
focus more on important matters, most 
notably on the teaching and learning. The 
services are for reducing administrative and 
organizational burdens on schools and for 
maximizing their resources for teaching. 

Another aspect of e-services in education 
is, of course, a wider impact of those services 
in improving data-based education plan-
ning not only for the government but also 
for schools themselves and school-owners. 

The third and more practical impact that 
the e-services in education have brought 
along is improvement of people’s digital 
skills—when a child starts using e-services 
from early age, it becomes a normality. The 
same applies to the parents who also can 
develop their skills together with their child. 

In your experience and apart from that con-
crete example, how do you think  teaching 

needs to be designed to prepare learners 
adequately for the impact of a digitalized 
society? And thus, also for a world in which 
job profiles are fundamentally changing, 
Internet corporations are becoming more 
and more influential, and the protection of 
data is becoming a crucial task? 
There are three crucial questions that must 
be addressed. First, education has to predict 
the future, as we need to know today what 
the kids starting school at the age of 7 will 
need to know and do in 10 or 15 years. Sec-
ond, the job profiles are changing and thus 
we are closely cooperating with research-
ers and employers—the panorama of skills 
is constantly changing in all fields. Third, 
we know that we must focus more on the 
needs for transversal skills and key compe-
tences that enable students to adjust and 
adapt their knowledge and skills to new 
circumstances. 

Regarding the protection of data we 
indeed need to pay more attention to  
people’s digital competence. And by this I do  
not mean only the ability to use a computer, 
but rather several digital sub-competences 
that involve: 1. information and the ability 
to critically evaluate/assess and use infor-
mation; 2. safety, as in the ability to protect  
one’s identity/data, health and environ-
ment in general; 3. Communication, as in the 
know ledge and skills to communicate on 
the Web (including netiquette); 4. content  
development/creation (including copyright  
matters); and 5. problem solving skills, 
meaning the abilities to cope with tech-
nicalities as well as to find solutions with 
the support of ICT. Estonian schools have 
acknow ledged these expectations and are 
teaching accordingly. 

Based on our experience we foresee 
re markable added value by free movement 
of data between countries. Not only that 
countries’ policy decisions would be more 
evidence-based and trustworthy, but also 
life for European citizens would be much 
easier. Different education, health or busi-
ness-related services could be accessible for 
them anywhere. Free movement of labour 
force and student exchanges have become 
a normality, and people need information 
for making smart decisions, based on reli-
able data. Accordingly, the data must “travel 
together with people”, i. e. they have to be 
accessible wherever the people are. 

Concerning the use of digital processes in 
its public administration, Estonia is a global 
pioneer. 99 percent of all governmental ser-
vices are available online. Since 2000, the 
entire country has had full access to the 
Internet and an e-Government system. Digi-
tal signatures have the same legal validity as 
traditional ones, and the possibility to sub-
mit tax returns online is now used by 95 per-
cent of the total population. In 2007, Estonia 
was the first nation worldwide to hold a par-
liamentary election online. In your experi-
ence, which forms of participation can such 
a far-reaching digitalization enable, and 
which risks are associated with these forms 
of participation? 
It is always hard to predict the future. When 
it all started in the 1990’s, we did not imag-
ine that in ten years we would be voting 
online. I’d like to say that we have digital-
ized everything that is there, and only some 
materials are offline due to their nature. I 
cannot say there will be huge changes or 
developments, but we will try to make the 
use of ICT meaningful. 

Of course there are a number of risks 
to be considered, but it all comes down to 
people’s digital skills. Not only that  people 
should know how to use a computer or a 
smart phone, but also their ability to find 
and critically assess the information they 
get from social media and other web-based 
sources. People must be able to make well-
informed decisions based on true and trust-
worthy information. 

Another risk with digital services is the 
sharing of people’s data. This is solved in 
two ways: people’s own responsibility and 

The Ministry of Education and Research is  
responsible for the planning of education, 
research, youth, archives and language-related 
national policies. To this purpose the ministry 
manages the pre-primary, basic, general upper 
secondary, vocational secondary, higher, hobby 
and adult fields of education and organises 
research and development activities, youth work, 
and special-education youth work. 
 
Mailis Reps, member of the Estonian Centre Party, 
is the Minister of Education and Research of the 
Republic of Estonia since 23rd November 2016. 
Previously, she held the same position 2002 – 2003 
and 2005 – 2007. She was a member of parliament  
2003 – 2015. She has Master’s degrees in Law 
(from Central European University) and European 
Public Relations (from Maastricht University).  
Currently she is studying to obtain a PhD in  
European Law in Uppsala University. 
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The Information Technology Foundation for 
Education (HITSA), a non-profit organization 
founded by the Estonian government, the 
University of Tartu, the Tallinn University of 
Technology, Eesti Telekom and the Estonian 
Association of Information Technology and 
Telecommunications, is significantly respon-
sible for coordinating the digital educational 
programs in Estonia. Its central goal is to 
ensure that graduates of all levels of educa-
tion have extensive skills in ICT. What is the 
advantage of such an institution? 
This is a very good question. HITSA has been  
established to be the platform for develop-
ing and implementing measures that help 
to meet our common goals. Good coop-
eration between different stakeholders— 
employers, schools, universities, researchers,  
government—has become one of our key 
factors of students’ academic success, e. g. 

in PISA. It is essential to have all parties 
involved, because not only the IT sector, but 
also all other fields require IT expertise. 

Following up on this: In your experience, 
what are the central conditions that poli-
tics must create in order to make future-
oriented teaching successful in times of 
digitalization? 
It is every government’s responsibility to 
analyse the needs of every target group on 
their way to ICT use—whether there are 
necessary and accessible measures avail-
able. It is essential to focus on the expected 
results and explain these as many times 
in as many ways as necessary. In terms of  
students’ digital skills and high-quality  
education in general, we have the privilege 
to have very high expectations from our 
society, and it is not only the government 

setting up expectations. Education is highly 
valued in Estonia and it is also the driving 
force for social progress at large. 

Since 2000, all Estonian schools have been 
connected to the Internet, most classrooms 
have projectors and speakers, and some 
schools a 3-D printer. Many schools have 
smartboards which make it possible to 
assign individual tasks to students depend-
ing on their level of learning. Private smart-
phones are included in lessons, and tablet 
and laptop class sets are available as well as 
enough sockets and Wi-Fi access. Program-
ming and robotics are optional subjects, and 
by 2020 all textbooks will be available digi-
tally. All this describes a standard that other 
countries can only dream of. Where do you 
see the present challenges for the Estonian 
educational policy? 
This indeed brings along new challenges. 
Of course, it is an ongoing challenge to pre-
dict the skills necessary for today’s students 
in the context of increasingly digitalized 
industries. Our teachers are doing a great 
job in developing students’ digital skills, 
but we still have a long way to go to pro-
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vide better support for teachers for using 
information technology in the best possible 
and rational ways. The third challenge is to 
teach our students to become more digital 
developers, not only digital users. 

Since 2002, the Tiger University programs 
have been available at universities. What 
kinds of projects are these exactly and what 
are your priorities for teaching in higher edu-
cation compared to schools? 
In higher education we are constantly mov-
ing in the direction where IT is part of all 
everyday activities, and not only for the IT 
profession. 

Moreover, the IT profession has also 
changed in time and we need to adjust to 
new expectations and needs. IT profes-
sions are not only developers and analysts 
any more, but there are new and very spe-
cific fields of work. This matter is closely fol-
lowed by HITSA and new measures/content 
have been designed together with universi-
ties, employers and researchers (for exam-
ple big data, artificial intelligence, cyberse-
curity or internet of things). 

Aside from being a digital pioneer and per-
forming successfully in the PISA studies 
there is a further striking feature of Esto-
nia: According to the 2017 World Economic 
Forum ranking, no other country in Europe is 
as open-minded as Estonia in founding com-
panies and with so many start-ups to every 
inhabitant. Tallinn alone counts about 400 
of them. Do you see a connection there? 
Of course there is a connection. In addition 
to a high emphasis on ITC education, we 
are also providing entrepreneurship edu-
cation. We are inspiring our students to 
become entrepreneurs and develop busi-
ness-minded attitudes in them, so hope-
fully in future they will be able to establish 
their own companies and make the best out 
of their skills acquired at school. 

Students are encouraged to establish 
their year-long mini-student-companies 
at basic schools already, and more often in 
high schools. They have mentors to support 
their business attempts by learning about 
different aspects of running a business. 
Many of those ideas and products are being 
turned into real companies (in legal terms) 
after graduation. 

Meinungen zum Thema im Synergie-Blog 
https://uhh.de/6vkuc 

The fact is that establishing a company is 
very fast and easy for anyone in Estonia. 
It definitely is one of the reasons why so 
many small companies are founded. Where  
people in other countries often have to 
struggle with bureaucracy, we have under-
stood that the implementation of new busi-
ness ideas has to be as simple and easy as 
possible. To be honest, the more businesses 
there are, the more revenue there will be for 
the state through taxation. 

The German school and higher education 
systems are also recognized worldwide; 
the dual education system has been widely 
exported abroad. Nevertheless, there is a 
need for improvement. Digitalization in edu-
cation is currently much debated. In your 
opinion, which of your experiences from a 
country with 1.3 million inhabitants can be 
successfully transferred to other countries? 
It is essential for all stakeholders to agree on 
the common objectives and this way good 
results are achievable in every country. The 
measures or the “how” part may differ in its 
substance or scale, of course. I am sure that 
many countries can learn from our experi-
ence and adapt our solutions to their cir-
cumstances. It is only a matter of scale, but 
it is easier to test things out on a smaller 
scale and, therefore, bigger countries def-
initely wish to learn from others’ experi-
ence rather than try out themselves. The 
approach only works if everyone is included. 

The idea of internationalization plays a 
major role in the context of digitalization 
in Estonia. For example, non-Estonians can 
apply for virtual citizenship with a so-called 
e-residency and thus have access to all online 
services. This offer is addressed especially to 
„digital nomads“, for whom the concept of 
a national state is subordinated more and 
more. What effects do these digital achieve-
ments have on the internationalization of 
teaching? 
In terms of e-residency and international-
ization of Estonian education, the link is 
weak. All nationalities are welcome to study 
in Estonia, be it at general or vocational 
schools or universities. E-residency is a call 
for digital nomads that are living in other 
countries, but are interested in establishing 

a company in Estonia and it provides a bet-
ter platform to do so. 

Finally, a glimpse into the future: what will 
the next generation of digital learning envi-
ronments look like? 
Learning with no boundaries. It probably 
means still wider virtual learning opportu-
nities that enable our children to learn, for 
example, the German language from the 
best native-speaking teachers in  Germany. 
The processes that can be auto matized 
in learning will enable focusing on other 
important competences in schools. I think 
students will need supportive learning 
environ ments in all times. It is still nec-
essary to have some balance and specify 
which learning environments are the best. 
Like methods of teaching and learning have 
their limits, the same goes with virtual and 
traditional environments. We did not fore-
see the digitalization in Estonia’s education 
20 years ago either, but I still think human 
contacts are always needed. 

Dear Mailis Reps, thank you very much for 
this interview! 

The questions were asked by Astrid Froese 
and translated by Britta Handke-Gkouveris. 
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einer stärkeren Strukturierung von Dokto-
randenprogrammen auseinander. Dabei 
geht es auch um besondere wissenschaft-
liche Bedürfnisse im Feld der beruflichen 
und technischen Lehrerbildung. Hauptbe-
standteile von Promotionsprogrammen an 
der Schnittstelle von Bildung und Techno-
logie, einschließlich europäischer Systema-
tiken, kann ich am Beispiel der Technischen 
Universität Dresden, hier insbesondere 
des strukturierten Programms „Educa-
tion & Technology“ (https://uhh.de/tdkcy) 
anschaulich darstellen. 

Themen der umfangreichen Diskussion 
sind die gesetzlichen Regelungen, Verfahren  
der Aufnahmeprüfungen und Zulassungs-
voraussetzungen für internationale Promo-
tionen in Deutschland (die Rolle von Kom-
missionen und Räten an den Universitäten). 
Nachgefragt werden aber auch Verfahren 
binationaler Studiengänge, die Problematik 
der Anerkennungen von Diplomen und die 
Relevanz der Akkreditierung für die Ph. D.-
Programme in Deutschland. Weitere The-
men sind die Umsetzung von E-Modulen und 
Fernunterricht, Finanzierung und Budgets, 
die Rolle des Urheberrechts und anderes. 
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synergie #06
Shaping the Digital Turn 
Liebe Leserinnen und Leser, 
die sechste Ausgabe von Synergie, Fachmagazin für 
Digitalisierung in der Lehre, erscheint im Septem ber 
2018 im Rahmen der Themen woche „Shaping the 
Digital Turn“ (21. bis 28. September 2018 in Berlin). 
Gemeinsam mit dem HFD ausgewählte Autorinnen 
und Autoren ergänzen mit vielfäl ti gen Fachbeiträgen zur 
Hochschulbildung die Veranstaltung im Fachmagazin. 

Die Ausgabe wird ab dem 21. September 2018 
für Sie auf den verschiedenen Veranstaltungen 
der Themenwoche und darüber hinaus bei der 
Gemeinschaftskonferenz von Campus Innovation  
und Konferenztag Jahrestagung Universitätskolleg  
am 22. und 23. November 2018 ausliegen. 

Informationen zur Themenwoche:  
https://hochschulforumdigitalisierung.de/de/themenwoche-2018-shaping-digital-turn
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