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VAMOS (Virtual Exchange to Tackle Wicked Problems: Latin American and European
Collaboration on Education for Sustainable Development) is an innovative capacity-building
project within the framework of the Erasmus+ programme running between 2021 – 2023. The
VAMOS project brought together eight universities from Europe, Brazil and Honduras to facilitate
an exchange of good practice in the field of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). 

As a bottom-up initiative and having as a pedagogical-methodological pathway a co-creation
process, this project has enabled teachers and students to collaborate together across
geographical divides making use of the latest technology to benefit from peer-to-peer learning
as well as deepening and broadening local knowledge and elevating it to an international level.

Training in setting up Virtual Exchange (VE) projects was provided by UNICollaboration, a not-for-
profit organisation made up of scholars and experts specialising in the training, design and
evaluation of this pedagogy. 

To find out more visit: https://vamos-erasmus.eu/

About the VAMOS project

https://vamos-erasmus.eu/


Why this collection?

The United Nations has issued a global call for a "Decade of Action" to deliver the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030 and stressed that it is essential to think of new ways to
accelerate action for a sustainable future. Universities need to educate for change and prepare
students for the future and the sustainability challenges we are all facing. 

While there is an abundance of technology for virtual collaboration, universities are still
searching for ways to develop VE initiatives together with international partners to facilitate
global learning and to equip students with the competences needed to meet the 'glocal'
challenges of the 21st century and beyond.

Sustainability issues, and - in particular - the concept of “wicked problems”, underscore the
critical role of international collaboration at the frontier of education. In this collection we share
our understanding that critical VE is here to stay and the alignment of the UN's SDGs plays an
important role in creating a sustainable future. Learn more by reading this publication!

Purpose and target group 

For whom? 

In this collection, teachers involved in VAMOS share their
experiences from the VE courses and aim to inspire other
educators to take up the challenge and try out VE for
themselves, thereby harnessing the power of technology
to bring people together from geographically separated
places and exchange ideas for a better future.



Following two years of intense work, a large and engaged group of researchers, professors and
staff were asked to make a decision: to come up with a book title! But it is not just any
publication. It is the collection that presents the main results from the VAMOS Project in terms of
training teachers to spread the word about VE and Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)
and debate the issue of wicked problems which form the axis of our VAMOS collaboration. During
our final face-to-face VAMOS meeting at Uppsala University in Sweden at the end of 2022, the
group met to discuss which title would be more representative of the efforts undertaken during
the past two years. Would our book be more of a guide or a collection of case study reports?

From the beginning, we all agreed that a title should be attractive enough to grab the attention of
future readers of our publication. This was by no means easy, but we believe we have succeeded
in our endeavour. 
 
Two face-to-face meetings and 24 hours later, we agreed upon a new proposal: VAMOS Project
Case Studies in Virtual Exchange on Sustainability. The reflection continued and the group
realised that it needed to elaborate further. Finally we agreed upon the subtitle that you see on
the cover of this publication: A collection of VAMOS Project Virtual Exchange Case Studies on
the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

We needed to leave our face-to-face meeting with this title sorted and ready to go. We called on
our team's engagement once again as we pushed the discussion further. Success! Even though it
seemed to be just a slight variation on our original ideas, the final title left everyone feeling like
"This is it!” and our final title was decided to be "Teaching and Learning for the Future".
 
The VAMOS Project team hopes the reader will learn more about our activities and their potential
impact on the partner universities involved in the project. We trust this material is as inspiring for
you as VAMOS has been for each of its members in continuing the work for education that has
sustainability at its heart. 

We invite our readers to discover our publication that - in true VE spirit - is a genuine co-creation:
"Teaching and Learning for the Future: A collection of VAMOS Project Virtual Exchange Case
Studies on the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)".

LET'S GO, VAMOS!

"Human existence cannot be silent, nor can it be nourished by false words, but only by true
words, with which men and women transform the world. To exist, humanly, is to name the world,
to change it. [...] Human beings are not built in silence, but in word, in work, in action-reflection."

Paulo Freire (2005, p. 88)

Collaborating on a title
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1
Introduction



Universities around the world are increasingly taking up the challenge to work towards
sustainable development and to deal with sustainability issues in research, teaching and learning
practices. There are different dimensions to the issues at stake that can be approached in a
variety of ways. 

The typical university structure is organised around the discipline and its subject matter, and as
such, universities have tended to deal with challenges and problems from their own particular
perspective. In terms of sustainability, this means that only one aspect out of the three commonly
recognised aspects of sustainability, gets addressed at a time: environmental, social or economic.
Solutions can also be explored in the form of different disciplines that deal with the United
Nations 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

This path does not take into account conflicts between goals that appear as a result of this silo
approach to sustainability. Complex sustainability challenges that cannot be divided into easily
demarcated sub-problems, to which there are no viable solutions, but which we, as humans must
learn to live with, are often referred to as 'wicked problems'. 

Wicked problems are complex and multi-layered, comprising unique challenges that make them
appear irresolvable because they have a circular repetitive logic, meaning they continually
reproduce themselves. Glocal, multi-faceted and constantly evolving, wicked problems are hard
to define and are inevitably a symptom of other pre-existing realities.

Wicked problems are found in different societal, cultural, or environmental contexts. Climate
change is one such unresolved wicked problem. Being such a complex multidimensional issue
that eludes straightforward solutions, the climate crisis has no quick fix. Having no geographical
borders, the impacts vary locally so that new ways of working must be explored if we are to find
innovative education approaches. 

In education, the so-called Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), as a field of pedagogy,
is an attempt to explore innovative ways of working by integrating different fields of knowledge
to create a practice that enables students to work in highly complex and uncertain environments
in the future - and, as a result - break the circular nature of wicked problems. 

Introduction

Wicked Problems and Education for Sustainable Development 
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Systems thinking: the ability to understand how things connect and effect each other
Anticipatory thinking: the ability to analyse current situations and be able to predict
consequences for the future
Strategic thinking: the ability to design and implement interventions
Ethical thinking: the ability to understand and take into account ethical considerations
Interpersonal competence: the ability to work with others

Within this field, it is important that students develop competences, i.e. abilities to act based on
knowledge, that will enable them to deal with these evolving sustainability challenges. There are
different ways of defining what those important competences are, but here are a few that are
often mentioned (Wiek et. al., 2011):

It is also understood that soft skills of this kind require teaching to move beyond classic,
transmissive styles of pedagogy in the form of classroom lectures, and move towards more
student involvement and collaboration in real life situations, put into practice through project-
based learning.

In short, the ambition to work for sustainable development in Higher Education (HE) is a call for
universities to move beyond their comfort zones and, together with students, dare to venture into
an uncertain and complex reality, to reinvent higher education as we know it. Virtual Exchange, i.e.
“pedagogically-structured online collaborative learning between groups of students in different
cultural contexts and/or geographical locations” (O’Dowd, 2018), presents itself as a viable,
innovative learning and teaching format within this context.

The role of Critical Virtual Exchange 
Virtual exchange (VE) combines the deep impact of intercultural dialogue with the broad reach of
digital technology (EVOLVE, 2019). It is a research-informed practice and a strong catalyst in
advancing the internationalisation of HE curricula, known as Internationalisation at Home (IaH)
(Beelen and Jones, 2015; O’Dowd & Beelen, 2021). VE has developed over 30 years from experience
in educational exchange and study abroad and can prepare for, deepen or extend physical
exchanges or, as shown by COVID-19, it can also emulate them. Lasting on average 6-8 weeks,
VEs are known to prepare students for the globalised digital workplace as they focus on
transversal skills like problem solving, teamwork and leadership, communication, critical and
innovative thinking and media and information literacy (Crawford, 2021). 

However, VE and VE-based IaH are not inherently equitable and inclusive. Like other forms of
online or blended education, they are prone to Western hegemonies and influenced by inequalities
in access to and experience with technology, institutional constraints (e.g., lack of support and
incentives for educators), gender, race, age, English language dominance, and socio-political and
geopolitical challenges (Helm, 2020). 
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Critical VE (CVE) (Hauck, 2020; Klimanova & Hellmich, 2021) aims to ensure more equitable,
inclusive and purposeful student exchange experiences. These are characterised by the
following elements (see also framework below):

A. The use of low-bandwidth technologies 
B. A focus on students underrepresented in IaH, e.g. from low socio-economic backgrounds
(SoB) 
C. Student exchange project topics informed by and aligned with the UN Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) 
D. Wherever possible, integrating local student outreach work with businesses, NGOs and
charities to enhance graduate employability and support SDG achievement. 

CVE is informed by critical digital literacy that leverages digital technologies for social justice
oriented action and change, e.g., by reaching out to a wider, more diverse range of students in
collaborative online learning projects (Darvin, 2020; Nicolaou, 2021).

Finally, CVE is informed by critical Global Citizenship Education which has notions of power,
voice and difference at its core, and involves critical engagement, reflexivity, and re-learning
(Andreotti, 2006).CVE is agenda setting for VE scholars worldwide through its focus on social
justice and inclusion and will instigate transformative change at individual, institutional and
policy level. It will create new legacies in IaH based on an understanding of research as “living
knowledge” (Facer & Enright, 2016): praxis knowledge that connects lived experiences on the
ground - by students, educators, administrators and decision-makers involved in CVE - with the
body of global critical knowledge in international and intercultural education and transversal
skills building.

Figure 1. Critical Virtual Exchange (Hauck, 2022)
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Internat-

ionalsation 
at Home

Low Bandwidth
Technologies

Alignment with 
Un SDG(s)

Public
Engagement/
local outreach

Water, Forests and
People ✔  

4,6, 7, 13, 15,
17

✔

Sustainable Tourism in
Coastal Areas ✔ ✔ 3, 12, 13, 14, 15  

Sustainable Cities &
Communities ✔  1,2, 11, 13 ✔

Water and forests
issues on community
sustainable tourism

and agroecology

✔  
1,13,14,

15
 

Protected Area
Management and

Agroforestry Systems
and their relation to

the Sustainable
Development Goals

✔  6 ✔

As you will see most of the VEs carried out in the context of VAMOS speak to at least two of the
defining elements of CVE.
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promote the development and integration of research and practice in VE across all disciplines
and subject areas in higher education
actively engage in awareness-raising of VE at institutional and policy making level

deepen their understanding of the Virtual Exchange (VE) pedagogy.
understand the role of virtual international collaborations in supporting intercultural
exchange, collaboration and the development of students’ transversal skills.
consider the main features and components of co-designed virtual international
collaborations and select the appropriate approach for their own projects.
understand the process (and steps) of creating and implementing co-designed virtual online
collaboration projects, including defining learning outcomes, designing different types of
tasks, selecting appropriate tools and considering forms of assessment.

MODULE 1 – The role of intercultural learning and collaboration in VE
MODULE 2 – Establishing learning goals
MODULE 3 - Tasks and task sequences
MODULE 4 - Tools and technology
MODULE 5- Reflection, recognition, and assessment

Most VAMOS educators and some institutional administrators involved in the project took part in
training undertaken by UNICollaboration, a cross-disciplinary professional organisation for VE in
Higher Education. The organisation has two main objectives is to:

The aim of the training provided by UNICollaboration is to offer educators interested in
developing their own VE an experiential learning experience that takes them through the steps
required to design and implement a successful class-to-class VE.  By taking part in the training,
participants:

The training in VE Project Design consists of several modules, each including both synchronous
and asynchronous activities. This is a representative example of the topics covered in the course:

Participants will need 3-4 hours per week in addition to the required weekly synchronous ZOOM
meetings. This amounts to a total of 4.5-5.5 hours per week in time investment into the training. 

At the end of the training digital badges are issued by UNICollaboration to all participants who
have successfully completed the training. Badges were issued to teachers and administrators in
the context of VAMOS. 

Students who took part in the subsequent exchange also received a digital badge using the Open
Passport platform. 

VE Project Design training delivered by UNICollaboration
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Collection of Case Studies

The following section presents the collection of case studies from the VAMOS
Project. In all, the project team worked on the co-creation and execution of five
Pilot Courses. In each course, the respective professors applied VE pedagogy and
the topics relating to ESD were discussed from a variety of theoretical
approaches.

The presentation of each Pilot outlines details of its composition, learning
objectives, lessons learned by the professors and their relevance for students, as
well as highlighting how institutions can contribute to the elaboration of future
course proposals.
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This VE project aimed to enable students to begin understanding the complex relationship
between forests and water and the resulting benefits for the population in terms of sustaining
watershed ecosystems. Issues such as population growth and land use, together with a changing
climate, mean that forest and water management has become a significant challenge. A
challenge that requires new approaches, models, and good management practices, but above all,
the comprehension and active involvement of all stakeholders. 

This collaboration sought to provide students who are not experts in these topics, with the
knowledge, skills and tools to actively engage in an intercultural dialogue and an international
experience centred on wicked problems and the UN's SDGs, in particular regarding forests and
water; enhancing critical thinking abilities within an international and interdisciplinary debate. It
aimed to complement their academic curriculum by addressing a topic of current interest and
global significance, in line with the UN SDGs. 

Water, Forests and People

Course duration: 5 weeks  
Number of participating students: 24

Main SDGs addressed:
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National University of Forestry Science, Honduras
University of Padua, Italy
Federal University of Pará, Brazil.

University of Padua, Italy: Francesca Helm
National University of Forestry Science, Honduras: Nelson Mejia, Gabriela Morales, Nelson
Erazo, Menelio Bardales
Federal University of Pará, Brazil: Raúl Ivan Raiol de Campos

Google classroom
Google Meet
Padlet
Youtube
Google docs
Google forms
Infographics
Online carbon footprint calculator
Moodle
WhatsApp

Universities involved

Teachers involved

Technological tools used
Some of the technological tools used in the VE project:

Types of communication used
During the VE project, teachers and students applied oral and written communication using
English as the lingua franca.

Methods used to promote interaction and collaboration among students
In order to promote interaction among the students, a variety of modes and tasks were
implemented. To break the ice, the students were asked to post photos and explain what type of
tree they identify with and why, and to post comments on each other’s posts. Reading materials,
online tools such as Carbon Footprint calculator and video recordings were used. The students
were then given questions to discuss on asynchronous forums each week. They were also
encouraged to find information about forest and water management in their own and each others’
contexts through research and interactions in small groups, using tools of their choice. They were
required to collaborate on the production of joint reports on their assigned themes. 

Their final task was to develop an awareness-raising campaign and to present their work at the
end of the exchange. A couple of class-to-class synchronous sessions were organised at the
beginning and end of the exchange, with the aims of getting to know each other and presenting
the final project work to all the students participating in the programme.
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How is the Water and Forest Management situation in both countries alike?
How is the Water and Forest Management situation in both countries different?
What good practices/strategies/approaches do you think could be adopted by your home
country?

The Forest Water Cycle
Introducing Forest Water Relationships
The importance of Forest Water Relationships
A Global Picture of Forests and Water

The Sustainable Development Goals need Forests
SDGs and Forest and Water Relations
How Forests Facilitate the Water Cycle
Forests provide drinking water for the world
Forests: Key to a Successful Paris Agreement
Sustainable forest management - a way of combating climate change

Report on “Describing the Forest and Water Management situation in your home country”
Individual carbon footprint calculation
Awareness Raising Campaign presentation (Final project)

Assessment methodology
The assessment methodologies used in the VE project:

Teachers’ feedback on the students’ contributions to the following discussion forums:

Online quizzes on the following topics:

Follow up on videos and infographics about the following topics:

Evaluation of reports and presentations.

Results produced by students

Students at the University of Padua presented their report and a final reflection in a portfolio
which they handed in for assessment at the end of their course.

Preparation to set-up the course and division of tasks:
In order to set up the course, meetings were planned with all the teachers involved, to agree on
aspects related to timing, number of students, online platform to use, teaching and
collaboration methods and materials. 

17
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For students

Learning about the relationship between forest, water and
people, management and its importance for tackling wicked
sustainability issues, reaching SDGs and combating climate
change;
Awareness raising regarding forest and water resources in their
own, and in their partner’s country;
Acquiring a critical understanding of sustainability issues in
relation to water and forests in Honduras and Italy; in particular
the water cycle in nature, and the importance of forests, as well
as the repercussions of changes triggered by human activities;
Interacting and collaborating with students from a partner
university;
Collaborating with other students at an international and
transdisciplinary level;
Putting their English oral and written communication skills into
practice.

Benefits

For teachers

Acquired knowledge of the SDGs and forest and water
management in Honduras and Italy;
Acquired new skills in the design and implementation of VE
projects by benefiting from appropriate training by
UNICollaboration;
Collaborated with other teachers at an international and
transdisciplinary level;
Benefitted and enriched their professional experience;
Acquired knowledge of new pedagogical tools and strategies and
put them into practice with students either in the classroom
and/or using asynchronous techniques.

For institutions

Strengthened internationalisation capacities;
Increased international cooperation network;
Strengthened staff technological skills at the home institution; 
Institutions provided students with opportunities for intercultural
exchanges;
Richer academic opportunities.

18
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Global efforts to achieve the SDGs to date have been insufficient to deliver the change
we need, jeopardising the pledges contained in the Agenda for current and future
generations (United Nations, 2022).

It is evident that new approaches are needed. VE gives students, teachers and
institutions the opportunity to share knowledge, collaborate and obtain a better
understanding of the global sustainability issues and how they affect people in different
parts of the world, often in different ways. 

The international, transdisciplinary and intercultural experience also strengthens
students´ communication and teamwork skills that can be applied in the designing of
strategies to tackle wicked sustainability problems.

Message from the team of
teachers in the VE-course
Water, Forests and People
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understand global and local tourism trades, networks and communities and identify the main
stakeholders and their roles in the pursuit of sustainable tourism;
recognise how to assess the impact of ongoing or future tourism projects from an
environmental, social and economic perspective through a cross cultural lens;
come up with tourism initiatives that will have positive environmental, social and economic
effects on the community in which it takes place.
trigger social responsibility and green awareness as well as acquire soft skills as an integral
part of citizenship competences embedded throughout the programme. 
foster change and individual commitment towards the UN SDGs. 

The course aimed at developing and strengthening students’ cross-cultural and linguistic
competences, to manage tourism in a sustainable way within the framework of an international,
multicultural and multidisciplinary virtual teaching and learning environment, with a focus on
Sustainable Tourism and the UN SDG. It was delivered through an International Virtual Classroom
with 32 working hours and had the specific learning goals of enabling students to:

Sustainable Tourism in Coastal Areas

Course duration: 7 weeks
Number of participating students: 30

Main SDGs addressed:
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Participating students

The course was made up of students who were interested in the topic and also those interested in
improving their international communication skills. 30 students from different disciplines and
from different countries were selected, with each University choosing 10 students to participate.
Most students, but not all, came from a tourism background, and most were at undergraduate
level. Some from graduate level also took part. Other students with a non-tourism background
were able to benefit and these typically came from education in English, management, innovation
and business.

The group teams were made up of 6-9 participants, combining students from different
universities and disciplines, and endeavouring to balance competences. Students were
introduced to each other using icebreaker activities that took place during asynchronous and
synchronous meetings. They were invited to form groups during the first synchronous meeting
and had to include participants from all three universities. 
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Federal University of Pernambuco, Brazil
Francisco Morazán National Pedagogical University, Honduras 
Uppsala University, Sweden

Federal University of Pernambuco: Carla Pasa Gómez, Cristiane Costa, José Roberto Guerra,
Madson Diniz and Thyago Queiroz. 
National Pedagogical University Francisco Morazan: Zoila Moncada, Suyapa Palma, Javier
García, Yajerik Ortega and Diego Díaz.
Uppsala University: Ulrika Persson-Fischier, Shuangqi (Olivia) Liu, Parisa Rouhi and Iida Pykkö.

Universities involved 

Teachers involved 

Technological tools used 
Zoom was used for synchronous meetings and a Padlet wall for an asynchronous icebreaker
activity. A Moodle platform was used to share material with students, such as the course outline,
PowerPoint presentations and other files and extra material that could be of help to the students
to develop their final project. It was also used as a channel of communication so that students
were able to contact teachers and their course partners as necessary. In addition, email and
WhatsApp were used to connect students and teachers during the asynchronous phases of the
exchange. Students also created WhatsApp groups to keep the communication among group
members going. Teachers created a WhatsApp group for themselves and used this together with
Zoom and Google Drive. The latter was used predominantly for sharing files during the
preparatory stage of the VE collaboration. 
  
Types of communication used
To encourage students to participate in this collaborative course, teachers used a variety of
communication methods. 

At the Federal University of Pernambuco, social media profiles (the institutional Instagram profile
together with the teacher's personal Instagram accounts) and Institutional webpages were used
to reach out to students.

At Uppsala University, teachers employed personal invitations to students. Since Uppsala already
implements a hefty internationalisation effort, it was deemed necessary to use a more targeted
approach.
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Methods used to promote interaction and collaboration among students

Icebreakers/Padlets: 
The first activity was the icebreaker. Students were invited to post pictures of their country/place
of origin and/or pictures of local food on the Padlet wall 

Breakout rooms:
During the first synchronous meeting, students were divided into breakout rooms and were asked
to share information about their countries/cities, local food, places they enjoy visiting. Back in
plenary, they were asked to feed back about their experiences and what they learned from the
others in the group. Breakout rooms proved very effective in order to maintain classroom
management, material control and encourage free flowing conversation, enabling the more shy
participants to get used to working with a smaller group. 

Student grouping:
To create the collaborative teams, the students were invited to examine the UN's SDGs, visit the
Padlet wall to find out more about their course partners, and to find a partner with common SDG
interests. The group formation was initiated during the first synchronous session by teachers and
then continued asynchronously on Moodle, where a list of students' contacts (email, WhatsApp)
was shared. 

Panel Discussion:
The third method used a panel discussion during group activities, which took place, both
asynchronously and synchronously, in the presence of instructors. During synchronous sessions,
the working groups were divided into breakout rooms to discuss the topic presented during that
session and to discuss how to implement it in their final project. Asynchronously, instructors sent
messages on Moodle and social media groups created by students to encourage them to
complete the activity and resolve and clarify any outstanding issues. 
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Assessment methodology and result produced by students

Problem-Solving Assessment:
The assessment methodology included students coming up with a suggestion for the
development of a global solution to the wicked problems within the tourism industry around
coastal areas and based on their understanding of the UN SDGs. For this learning outcome, each
team was tasked with developing a collaborative piece of project work that could begin to
address one of the UN SDGs. This work was presented to all participants by each team during the
final session via a Pitch. 

Self-evaluation:
Students were encouraged to self-evaluate their performance as part of the process, as much as
to reflect on the impact of the course on their career and on the way sustainability was perceived
before and after the VE experience. 

Final Grading:
The grade for this course was based on the students' final presentation as described above,
which represented 80% of the total grade. The other 20% related to:
- The assignments evaluated by the teacher responsible for each session;
- Individual participation evaluated by the local university teacher;
- Self-evaluation.

Preparations to set-up the course and division of tasks:
Following the initial training in VE Project Design by UNICollaboration, a number of synchronous
meetings with the teachers involved in the collaboration were held to set up the course and share
out the tasks. Local on-site meetings between teachers at each university were also held.
Teachers' expertise and familiarity with the topics were taken into account so as to assign
distinct roles and responsibilities for the collaborative course. In addition, compatibility with the
syllabus and local learning contexts were also considered so as to provide a more natural
learning environment. 
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For students

Experience of cross-cultural and international collaboration; 
Understanding the localised context of tourism in other parts of
the world;
Linguistic competences, in this case using English as the lingua
franca;
Understanding about sustainability and sustainable
development;
Understanding wicked problems and how they connect to local
communities;
Competences to manage sustainable tourism.

Benefits

For teachers

Insight into international teaching contexts;
Extended networks;
Learning about the innovative pedagogy that is Virtual Exchange; 
Sharing mutual experiences;
Connection with teachers with different expertises and
disciplines;
Self-reflective teaching;
Critical pedagogy approaches.

For institutions

Capacity building about VE;
Extended networks of collaborating universities;
Expanding the Internationalisation at home-strategy;
Increase the institution's international standing and reputation;
Implementing the concepts of sustainable development into
academic activities.
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Within our institutions’ top management, there tends to be hesitancy about VE
implementation. Moreover, teachers and students might also show reluctance to engage
in this instructional approach for many reasons, for example, the lack of proper
technology and online instructional resources being the number one challenge. However,
the multiple benefits should be highlighted above any shortcomings, since our learning
environment must open its doors for practices in which constructive communication leads
to deep, impactful and intercultural dialogue. 

This space for communication will become even more meaningful when addressing topics
that are central to the current conditions affecting human life. Along these lines, VE is
the ideal tool to raise awareness of SDGs, especially when the exchange takes place
between people with diverse backgrounds and whose shared knowledge is able to
positively enrich the different perspectives involved in a mutual collaboration. Together,
a project such as this can enable students to gain an improved and enhanced sense of the
world around them.

Message from the team of
teachers in the VE-course
Sustainable Tourism in Coastal Areas
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Course duration: 5 weeks 
Number of participating students: 47 students

31

the ability to practise active listening
to develop a critical understanding of authentic and complex wicked problems 
to learn to work in heterogeneous/multidisciplinary/international teams
to cultivate empathy and awareness about the reality and needs of communities at risk
to develop creativity and prepare to embrace complex tasks
to embrace a deeper approach to complex thinking and problem solving
to be trained in the use of virtual collaborative platforms & tools
to improve their ability to communicate in foreign languages

The main objective of our VE course was to train students and tutors to work in a
multidisciplinary, international and collaborative environment in order to address common wicked
problems related to Sustainable Development Goal 11, namely “Sustainable Cities and
Communities”. An extra variable was added, in the sense that the issues addressed were
identified following a consultation and listening to the demands of real people from a local
vulnerable community in the city of Curitiba, capital of the State of Paraná in southern Brazil. In
our VE, graduate and postgraduate students were organised into heterogeneous working
subgroups as they came from various disciplines and were asked to address those above
mentioned demands, and propose viable solutions. 

The main goals to be achieved by students were expected to be: 

Sustainable Cities & Communities

Main SDGs addressed:

Two specific issues were tackled: Sustainable local Urbanism and Food Security)



Federal University of Technology of Paraná Campus, Curitiba and Dois Vizinhos. 
Uppsala University 
Technological University of Honduras

Federal University of Technology of Paraná Campus Curitiba and Dois Vizinhos: Libia Patricia
Peralta Agudelo (Chair of the course), Eloy Fassi Casagrande Junior, Maclovia Correia da
Silva, Siderlene Muniz de Oliveira, Juliana Perseguini, Lilian de Souza Vismara. 
Uppsala University: Parisa Rouhi, Leoni Paul. 
Technological University of Honduras: Reini Cáceres 

Moodle Virtual Platform
Padlet
Miro
WordCloud
Google Drive
Whatsapp Groups

Universities involved 

Teachers involved

Technological tools used (within the course) 

The activities (Weekly synchronous sessions and asynchronous activities) and the materials in
Moodle were organised according to a Design Thinking structure of Empathy, Collaboration and
Experimentation.

Figure: Organisation of the Moodle Collaborative virtual platform following a Design
Thinking Structure
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Empathy (Week 1-2)
The 47 participating students were divided into five subgroups focusing on specific tasks listed
according to the needs as expressed by the community. The five projects, therefore, were parts of
a single project that addressed issues related to sustainable urbanism and food security,
resulting in a Community Based Tourism circuit that connected green areas, NGOs and local
initiatives through an edible circuit defined by cultural and lazer urban infrastructure. Video
interviews, Powerpoint presentations and some recorded classes were uploaded to youtube. 

Collaboration (Weeks 3-4)
This was developed using tools such as Miro, Padlet, Wordcloud.

Figure: Programme  of the weekly synchronous and asynchronous sessions

Miro was used for brainstorming activities and to introduce the backcasting methodology where
students were asked to envisage the ideal solution for the problem presented and map the
actions needed to achieve that result. Miro was also used to organise ideas using a NOW-HOW-
WOW matrix approach, where the more feasible ideas (NOW & HOW) that were more innovative
and surprising (WOW) were selected to be implemented in their projects. 
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Experimentation (week 5) 
In this phase, the results were presented by members of each of the subgroups to the target
community in order to get their feedback. As an intercultural activity for the VE students, tutors
and even the community representatives dressed up in traditional costumes of the June
Festivities that take place in Brazil at that time of the year. 

Local outreach (Weeks 6-8)  
An activity was organised in Curitiba, where the main results were taken to a different group of
35 UTFPR postgraduate students in order to transform these into feasible projects to be
implemented in the community. This formed a 33-panel exhibition that was installed at the
community school and 120 students and 40 parents visited and gave their feedback.

Figure: Collaborative tools used by students
 

Moodle Forum where tasks and reminders were written, and also student concerns shared.
WhatsApp: each subgroup had their specific WhatsApp group and had one or two tutors to set
up at least a weekly meeting. 
Google Drive: each group had a space to upload their materials, easily accessed via the
Moodle platform. 

Tutoring. Subgroups had their own tutors to guide the weekly synchronous & asynchronous
tasks.
Padlet for all. An open tool to deliver and exchange useful information among all participants
Weekly Synchronous feedback. During synchronous sessions the entire group saw results and
learned about the new tasks. 
Breakout Rooms. During synchronous sessions, after a weekly feedback, groups returned to
work on their specific projects with tutors circulating.
WhatsApp groups were constantly monitored by tutors to keep up enthusiasm and deadlines. 

Types of communication used: 

Methods used to promote interaction and collaboration among students: 
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Problem Solving Ability. Was the group able to come to a coherent result? 
Quality of results presentation. Results were presented in the form of a powerpoint
presentation and explained by one group member to the entire group and target community
representatives. 
Participation and contribution. Tutors were assigned as facilitators for each of the 5
subgroups, and assessed each student's contribution to the group.
Presence was also a factor that was addressed, at least 60% of synchronous and
asynchronous sessions were required. 

Weekly meetings with all participating tutors.
Weekly visits to the local target community to interview children at the local school and other
relevant community actors.
Each tutor, according to his/her ability, was assigned tasks to prepare materials to be
uploaded in Moodle.
Moodle was designed with the contribution of students and some tutors.
Conduction of synchronous & asynchronous sessions was split among tutors.
Regular meetings were held during the course to assess issues and results.

Assessment methods used and possible results produced by students:

Preparations to set-up the course and divisions of tasks:

Figure: Sample of the VAMOS Certificates distributed to students and tutors.
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For students

100% considered the experience of getting to know and listening
to the problems related to ODS11 as experienced by a real
community moving, an eye opener and stimulating;
95% considered the experience of working in heterogenous and
international groups very important and stimulating;
97% affirmed that they acquired abilities regarding complex
problem solving;
97% declared that they were able to connect and feel empathy
with the target community while watching the interviews;
89% declared that the materials and the use of the Moodle
platform and collaborative tools were very good or excellent; 
70% declared that they felt they acquired a better and more
critical understanding about wicked problems;
Due to language barriers and a perceived lack of time to set up
more asynchronous encounters, only 40% said they felt they
improved their knowledge about the partner universities’ student
culture; 
Most suggested having longer synchronous meetings and
implementing the VE course at the start of the academic
semester so as not to clash with the exam period.

Benefits

For teachers

Gains about new ways of teaching that go beyond classroom
activities and/or Distance Education content based on theoretical
classes that contribute highly to Education for Sustainable
Development at Higher Education level;
Develop skills in coordinating activities between heterogeneous
and international student contexts;
Improvement in critical decision-making approaches towards the
UN SDGs and Wicked Problems;
Enhanced skills in relation to received training on developing
Virtual Exchange courses, use of online platforms and
collaborative tools;
Perceived importance about the benefits of the
internationalisation of education especially when it comes to
being able to reach more students through Virtual Exchange;
Practice in the effectiveness of implementing a multidisciplinary
approach in the classroom tasks related to the SDGs.

36



For institutions

International visibility and recognition; 
Contact with other universities, teachers and researchers at an
international level;
Awareness of the importance of the university in attempting to
deal with local wicked problems and training their tutors and
teachers to tackle these issues in the correct manner;
Expertise in the state-of-the-art collaborative tools and
platforms;
Contacts with the European forums and calls about Virtual
Exchange to develop future projects;
Enhancing the possibility of implementing an exchange for
students within the involved universities.
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VE defines one of the current most important tools to engage large groups of institutions,
tutors and students, that would otherwise not have the opportunity, in state of the art
collaborative activities.

SDGs are complex, as are wicked problems; VE gives us the opportunity to address those
with a large, heterogeneous and international team. Keep the themes of your VE real,
make sure you are consulting with real people: that is a formula of success, keeps
everybody engaged, committed, and ensures high quality results. Pay attention to time
zones when working with international colleagues and select colleagues that are fully
committed and able to take on the required workload. 

VE is very different from distance education as it focuses on creating activities that
demand collaboration and not merely cooperation. This takes time to come to terms with
and your course might seem not to be ready. Implement it nonetheless. 

Learning by doing is the way forward.

In spite of resistance from your institution, colleagues, and even students, just go for it,
the experience has proven enriching.

Message from the team of
teachers in the VE-course
Sustainable Cities & Communities
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Tourism as an activity that converges towards environmental sustainability, permits the
implementation of the Green Economy, helps to address the UN's SDGs and overcome
exclusion in developing countries such as Brazil 
Agroecology as an opportunity for transition to food sovereignty, land sovereignty,
ecosystem restoration, together with the indigenous and local communities of the Amazon or
with the citizen movements in a European country like Italy.

This VE course was aimed at connecting students from the Federal University of Pará (Brazil) and
University of Padua (Italy) to host a cross-cultural learning experience about interconnections
with tourism, agroecology for water and forest protection. 

The course content addressed more general issues such as the discussion of the Anthropocene
epoch and its relationship with Wicked Problems; the conceptualisation of Sustainable
Development and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). And then it turned to sustainable
tourism and agroecology, based on two main perspectives: 

Water and forests issues on community
sustainable tourism and agroecology

Course duration: 7 Weeks 
Number of participating students:  33 students 

Main SDGs addressed:

University of Pádua, Italy 
University of Pará, Brazil

University of Pádua: Massimo de Marchi, Francesco Facchinelli, Edoardo Crescini 
University of Pará: Brazil: Marcelo Bentes Diniz, Márcia Jucá Teixeira Diniz, Sílvia Helena
Ribeiro Cruz. 

Universities involved: 

Teachers involved
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Moodle Platform
Padlet; GoogleEarth 
Slido
PDF-Presentation
Videoclasses
Presentation Videos

Technological tools used 

Verbal Communication (Synchronous classes)
Non-Verbal Communication (Written Communication)
Visual Communication
Listening (Asynchronous classes) 

Week 1: Introduction to the course, icebreaker – Synchronous Activity
Week 2: Case study 1 - Urban Agroecology in Padua – Asynchronous Activity
Week 3: Case study 2 - Cotijuba Island: “ribeirinhos” community (riversides) – Asynchronous
Activity 
Week 4: Preparing the final presentation – Asynchronous Activity 
Week 5: Case Study 3 - Networks of farmers in sustainable food production in Italy - El
Tamiso – Asynchronous Activity 
Week 6: Case study 4 – Community-based Tourism – Asynchronous Activity
Week 7: Final meeting, sharing emerging solutions to wicked problems – Synchronous
Activity 

Types of communication used 

Methods used to promote interaction and collaboration among students
The learning methodological approach during this collaboration comprised different resources,
which required the presence of at least one student from each participating institution in the
synchronous and asynchronous activities. For synchronous activities: building discussion groups
in a collaborative way; joint construction of virtual interactive whiteware. For asynchronous
activities: joint writing of texts, presenting collaborative tasks together. 

Assessment methodology and possible result produced by students
Students worked together in an interactive and collaborative way, to build a presentation in a
foreign language. The presentation was aimed at suggesting possible solutions related to the
case studies presented during the course.

Preparations to set-up the course and division of tasks
To set up the course, the teachers involved held a number of preparatory meetings in which the
content of the collaborative course was discussed. It was also decided how the course should be
structured and organised. Afterwards, the course content, divided into its respective units, was
made available on a Google Drive, for final adjustments together.  

The course was split into 7-weeks, as shown below, with the respective responsible teams: 
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For students

The exchange of information and knowledge allowed students to
meet people with different realities and from different
backgrounds and contexts; 
Because the course was given in English, it gave students
opportunities to practise a foreign language; 
Because the course involved universities from two countries -
Brazil and Italy - it allowed students to get to know different
environmental realities with a focus on wicked problems; 
Learn contents of Sustainable Tourism and Agroecology in
different realities: Amazon Region and an Italian context.

Benefits

For teachers

Teachers learned different teaching methodologies and how to
design and implement a VE during appropriate training
undertaken by UNICollaboration;
Training in English enhanced language skills;
Future possibility for professors from both universities to do
research and publish articles together;
To explore the diversity of the content taught together during the
course; 
Share technical cooperation and experiences on addressing
Sustainable Development Goals.

For institutions

Firstly, the strengthening internationalisation process involving
at least institutions of two other countries: (UNIPD) Italy, and
(UFPA) Brazil, which encouraged the sharing of knowledge
between them on different social and organisational realities; 
Teachers employed innovative teaching models and learned how
to use new pedagogical tools which brought various benefits for
the institutions involved (UNIPD and UFPA); 
The internal training and capacity promoted by the ESD courses
spanned across all the VE courses, and enabled the educators
involved to replicate VE courses and create multiplier effects
internally within each institution.
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To be successful, a VE course that tries to tackle wicked problems via the UN's SDGs
needs to be explained clearly to the students. They need to understand the benefits of
participating in such a programme and why these issues need to be discussed in a
collaborative way. 

We have common wicked problems in the world that require a joint approach to discuss
potential strategies to address them, in order to overcome them and allow and/or
enhance the achievement of the SDGs. 

Hence, the need to use interactive pedagogical practices such as Virtual Exchange,
which can involve students from different locations, whose exchange of experiences and
knowledge are very important if the sustainability goals are to be achieved. 

Message from the team of
teachers in the VE-course
Water and forests issues on community
sustainable tourism and agroecology

42



The course was divided into two parts: one aspect related to agroforestry systems and the other
aspect related to the structure and management of protected areas (conservation units) for
ecotourism. 

The first part, relating to agroforestry systems, aimed to identify the steps involved in setting up
a forestry business, starting from the initial idea, via collecting all relevant information and
engaging in the developmental process. This was carried out by focusing on agroforestry
systems and ecotourism in coordination with national and international partners. The project was
implemented in the buffer zone within the “Montecillos” Biological Reserve and included an
outreach element that focused on food production on small farms; it also included a special focus
on rural sustainable energy in Natural Areas and agroforestry systems. The second part
regarding the structure and management of protected areas (conservation units) for ecotourism,
consisted in an introduction to the history of protected areas with particular reference to the
context of the Brazilian National System of Protected Areas (PA - Conservation Units). This was
followed by a discussion, in the Amazon context, on achievements and challenges regarding the
SDGs. 

The final part focused on conflicts between local populations and fully protected PAs in the
Amazon. This section related in particular, to a case study on the Utinga State Park, which is
connected to SDG 6, because it involves wicked problems in connection to urban clean water
supplies and sanitation. In addition, it also involves tourism and illegal activities in the Utinga
Park.

Protected Area Management and Agroforestry
Systems and their relation to the Sustainable
Development Goals

Course duration: 5 Weeks 
Number of participating students:  35 students 

Main SDGs addressed:
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National University of Forestry Science, Honduras
University of Pará, Brazil

Google Meet
WhatsApp group (students and professors) 
Moodle platform

Verbal Communication: Synchronous classes
Non-Verbal Communication: Written Communication
Visual Communication
Listening: Asynchronous classes

Universities involved

Teachers involved: 
Prof. Dr. Raul Ivan Raiol de Campos and Prof. Ms. Menelio Bardales Dominguez.

List of technological tools used: 

List types of communication used: 

Methods used to promote interaction/collaboration among students: 
The method used to engage students in collaboration was VE which “is a pedagogic practice
based on values such as reciprocity and mutual learning, offering young people opportunities to
engage with multiple perspectives on particular issues or disciplinary areas, and to interact and
collaborate with distant peers within structured educational programmes in formal or non-formal
contexts” (Helm and Beaven 2020, p.1). In that sense, students coming from different
backgrounds and cultures were divided into seven groups, and based on the assignments they
undertook, they developed critical thinking and discussion skills based on wicked problems
related to water and forest of SDGs. For the synchronous online interaction meetings, the
students came together in their groups to share ideas and discuss the assignments using Google
meet. 

Assessment methodology and results produced by students: VE is a different pedagogical
practice because it is based upon the active methodology that considers the students as the
protagonists. This means that they need to engage, participate, analyse, discuss, interpret and
even provide possible solutions, in this case, to wicked problems. The aspect of this is that the
approach is a collaborative one, and that the students learn from each other: the peer-to-peer
learning model.

Preparations to set-up the course and division of tasks
Preparation for the VE consisted firstly in tutors undertaking the VE Project Design Training by
UNICollaboration. Subsequently, partnerships with the other universities involved in the VE
training course were formed. Partner teachers decided how to incorporate the themes of their
disciplines into their own collaborative VE project, such as Agroforestry (UNACIFOR) and
Structure and Management of Protected Areas for Ecotourism (UFPA). The partner teachers then
discussed the rationale, technology, overview, objectives/outcomes of the course, plans for
interaction and collaboration of students, the assignments/activities, the calendar and finally the
course outline. All this was done together and decided collaboratively.
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For students

Students revealed that the VE was an unforgettable experience
not only in terms of knowledge gained, but also because of the
cultural experience that they shared;
The active methodology helped the students to think “outside the
box”. This meant they went beyond the walls of the university,
thereby gaining a different perspective of learning and
discussing the wicked problems around the selected topics.

Benefits

For teachers

Teachers gained a more profound understanding of the students’
learning process;
Utilising the knowledge gained through the UNICollaboration VE
training course ensured the methodology implemented was more
meaningful and impactful for the students;
The learning process during a VE exchange is more productive
and requires collaboration, making students more proactive in
terms of discussing the assignments. 

For institutions
The university can expand institutional partnerships abroad;
The VE can be incorporated into interdisciplinary courses;
The VE can be incorporated into graduation and post-graduation
courses.
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The project should be a collaborative effort among equal partners from the outset,
however, consideration should be given regarding the number of partners to be
included in the project, as well as the participant demography, and how the curricula
can be made to complement each other. 

Will your project be interdisciplinary or will your disciplines be similar? 

Message from the team of
teachers in the VE-course
Sustainable Cities & Communities
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Tips, Hints and
Lessons Learned 

3



But the humanist, revolutionary educator cannot wait for this possibility to materialise.
From the outset, her efforts must coincide with those of the students to engage in critical

thinking and the quest for mutual humanization. His efforts must be imbued with a profound
trust in people and their creative power.”

Paulo Freire (2005, p. 88).

Tips, Hints and Lessons
Learned

Choose your partners carefully to ensure all
parties are as committed to and invested in
the project.

Spend time getting to know your partner(s)
ahead of planning your project and begin
planning your VE well in advance. Do not
underestimate the amount of time it takes
to organise, plan and execute such a
project.

Ensure that you and your partner(s) co-
create the course in equal measure, make
sure that you are collaborating and not
merely cooperating.

Be prepared to try out new technology and
tools and be prepared to make mistakes,
especially the first time round. The
experience will provide a meaningful
learning curve for all involved. Expect the
unexpected and make sure you are flexible
by having a Plan B (and C as necessary!).

Create a user-friendly platform and
materials that can be amended, updated
and added to for future iterations so you
don't have to start all over if you choose to
repeat the VE at a later date.

Make sure you can do everything you ask
your students to do. 'Walk the Talk' before
launching the project in terms of access to
technology and learning platforms. If you
can't use the platform, then you cannot
expect your students to be able to.

Involve all the stakeholders in the planning
stage and ensure everyone knows what
their role in the VE project is. This means
teaching staff, administration staff and
technical support staff. Everyone has a
stake in this endeavour.

Align the expectations and the course
objectives from the very beginning. Make
sure the students understand what is
expected of them and why they should
participate so they can have as meaningful
experience as possible.

Make sure all students have what they need
to be able to complete and participate in
your VE collaboration: a laptop and a decent
internet connection are an absolute 'must'.

Discuss the selection process with your
partner(s) - which students will be suitable
to take part and why? Make sure you are in
agreement about this.

Before embarking on your VE journey
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It is important that the teams/groups are
made up of students from different
nationalities and backgrounds to ensure
an intercultural communicative
experience can take place.

Be flexible about which language(s) are
used during the exchange. Don't focus on
the language aspect if this is not the point
of the exchange. Make sure the students
understand that they are not being judged
or assessed on their language ability. 

Be aware of the different time zones of
your partner institutions when planning
synchronous meetings. Make sure
meetings are as convenient as possible for
all participants to give them ample
opportunity to attend.

Be mindful of semester dates, festivals
and other public holidays which may
impact attendance.

When dealing with wicked problems, make
sure you analyse the problem not only on a
general level, but also in relation to the
targets for the specific SDG you are
dealing with. The course objectives should
relate to the targets. 

Be open-minded about working with
teachers and students from different
expertises and disciplines. Everyone has
something to offer and the learning
outcomes can be really inspiring and offer
new perspectives and viewpoints on given
topics.

Manage your expectations. Remember
that 'less is more'. Avoid overloading the
course with content and make sure you
allow time for your students to get to
know each other before they start
working together. They will work together
better if they have been given time for
this. 

Practise empathy and curiosity at all
times and pass these soft-skills onto your
students as it will serve them well when
they have to collaborate and work with
people from different backgrounds and
cultures.

Expect the unexpected and accept that
things won't be perfect the first time
round. That is all part of the learning. Keep
a record of what worked and what did not
work so well so you can make changes for
the next time.

Be prepared to deal with conflict when
working with people from different
cultures, and prepare for this before the
VE begins by trying to anticipate the
challenges you and your partner may
encounter.

What to expect during your VE journey
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Follow-up

Include some kind of SWOT analysis (Strengths,
Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) of the course from
the students: for example, a world cafè process, which
sees student teams rotating among the different parts of
the project, brainstorming what worked and what did not
work so well. This approach could be an effective way for
the teacher to understand how to proceed in the future. 

The VE can provide a blueprint and a different SDG could
be the focus of each new iteration. 

You and your partners could create a teacher guide of your
experiences rather like this one, so other educators can
benefit from your experience and knowledge in the field of
Virtual Exchange. 
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Moving forward
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Stevens Initiative: Mentoring Handbook for Virtual Exchange Teachers                               
 https://www.stevensinitiative.org/resource/mentoring-handbook-for-virtual-exchange-
teachers/
EVALUATE Training manual for teachers                                                                                          
 https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Y4U-HpWGD5S3Yb132wZvUHOXUXkXlMPl/view?
usp=sharing

Czura, Anna; Dooly, Melinda (Eds). (2022). Assessing virtual exchange in foreign language
courses at tertiary level. Research-publishing.net.                                                  
 https://doi.org/10.14705/rpnet.2022.59.9782383720102
Francesca Helm and Ana Beaven (Eds). (2020).  Designing and Implementing Virtual
Exchange. A collection of case studies. Research-publishing.net.                                               
 https://doi.org/10.14705/rpnet.2020.45.9782490057726 
The Journal of Virtual Exchange, UNICollaboration's rolling online journal where scholarly
articles can be published                                                                                                       
 https://journal.unicollaboration.org/ 

Erasmus+ Virtual Exchange: Handbook for International Relations Officers                       
 https://europa.eu/youth/sites/default/files/eyp/eve/attachments/eve_-
_handbook_for_iros_1.pdf
Stevens Initiative: Virtual Exchange Guide for Senior International Officers                         
 https://www.stevensinitiative.org/resource/guide-for-sios/
The FRAMES Scenarios Report                                                                                                             
 https://frames-project.eu/outputs/scenarios/
The FRAMES project’s Toolkit for integration of Virtual Exchange in Higher Education                                          
https://zenodo.org/record/7215694#.Y2oxfXbMI2w

Link to video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oFB7ooV6lWQ
Source: Produced by the EVOLVE project https://evolve-erasmus.eu

Guides for teachers wanting to set-up a Virtual Exchange

Examples of more case studies and information

Information for International Officers 
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Further information
Video on the basic concepts of Virtual Exchange
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This publication shares the experience of the VAMOS
Project consortium addressing the question of how to
foster education for sustainable development. It gives
an overview through a collection of Virtual Exchange
Case Studies on the UN’s Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) co-created by the partner universities.

As a bottom-up initiative and having as a pedagogical-
methodological pathway a co-creation process, this
project has enabled teachers and students to
collaborate together across geographical divides making
use of the latest technology to benefit from peer-to-
peer learning as well as deepening and broadening local
knowledge and elevating it to an international level.

Sustainability issues, and - in particular - the concept of
“wicked problems”, underscore the critical role of
international collaboration at the frontier of education.
In this collection we share our understanding that
critical VE is here to stay and the alignment of the UN's
SDGs plays an important role in creating a sustainable
future.


