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1. Purpose of the Online Semester Curriculum 

The purpose of this Online Semester Curriculum is to provide guidelines on the key elements for 
consideration in developing curricula for a multilateral virtual exchange course offer, whether this be 
a full online semester, a summer school or a coil project. It illustrates these key elements by drawing 
on our experiences in the Erasmus+ VERSATILE Project (Virtual Education Readiness Semester – 
Adaptive Toolbox for an International Learning Experience).  

The VERSATILE project is a collaboration between four higher education institutions: Rhine-Waal 
University of Applied Sciences (Germany), Tampere University of Applied Sciences (Finland), Masaryk 
University (Czech Republic) and University of Derby (UK). The project proposal was submitted to the 
special Erasmus+ call under KA226 –Partnerships for Digital Education Readiness that was launched 
by the European Commision in response to the challenges posed by the Covid-19 pandemic. 

The VERSATILE project had four key objectives: 

1. to create a viable alternative to physical student mobility during the pandemic, 
2. beyond the pandemic to enable higher education institutions to offer new 

internationalization-at-home possibilities to students who traditionally face mobility barriers, 
3. to aid educators in developing their online teaching skills, and 
4. to provide new ways in which educators can internationally exchange knowledge and 

methods. 

To this end, it sought to create the building blocks for a full online semester abroad - an online teaching 
guide, a curriculum and an administrative infrastructure - to facilitate offering the online semester 
abroad in a multilateral exchange project involving higher education institutions. We sought not only 
to create these building blocks within the project but to also put them into practice in the form of an 
online semester. The four partners created a fully online semester of team-taught courses on the topic 
“European Scenarios in Business, Politics and Societal Change for the Next Decennium”. The 
curriculum consists of eight courses of five ECTS, four in the area of business studies and four in the 
area of political sciences. Each partner organisation had the lead responsibility for developing two 
courses related to the joint topic, each to be team-taught by educators from two of the involved 
partner institutions. The focus was on bachelor-degree programs with enough of an interdisciplinary 
approach to incorporate different theoretical and empirical viewpoints but also with a strong central 
theme to attract many different students. This approach also motivated educators to participate in 
the development of new courses in which they were interested, to learn from international colleagues 
and, with their students, apply and extend their knowledge on current European discourses. The topic 
of the online semester was selected as one of several options, as it enabled all involved partners to 
contribute based on the programs they offer in English at bachelor level. Even though the courses 
were designed for the VERSATILE online semester, they needed to be complementary to existing 
curricula, in order to be able to draw on existing expertise and to be sustainable.  

The guide provides a discussion of the key steps involved in developing a curriculum for such a 
multilateral virtual exchange project and illustrates the decisions we made for these key steps. It then 
presents the course catalogue used in the Versatile Online Semester that was put into practice in 
Summer 2023 and give examples of course material. Finally, it outlines our lessons learned from the 
VERSATILE Online semester and recommendations that can be useful for curriculum development in 
similar virtual collaborations in an international setting. 
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This guide should be read in conjunction with the VERSATILE Online Teaching Guide and the VERSATILE 
Administrative Infrastructure Guidelines to provide support to other virtual collaboration in terms of 
the key building blocks needed to put such a collaboration into practice. 

 

2. Guidelines for Curriculum Development 

2.1. General considerations  

There is a vast literature on curriculum and curriculum development, containing many different 
definitions of both (see for example O`Neill, 2015; Chugh et al., 2017). Toombs & Tierney (1993) 
highlight the range of different meanings of what curriculum is. Narrow views focus on what is taught, 
i.e. the content e.g. (McKimm, 2007). Broader views include everything that shapes a student’s 
learning experience (e.g. International Education Association of Australia, 2013). 

Equally, there is no consensus as to what curriculum development is and it is often used 
interchangeably with curriculum design (O’Neill, 2015). For the purposes of this guide, we follow a fit-
for-purpose definition of curriculum development as meaning how a curriculum is planned, 
implemented and evaluated (Ornstein and Hunkins (2018). Structured around these three elements, 
we outline general considerations when developing a curriculum in the context of multilateral virtual 
exchange. We also illustrate how we put them into practice within the VERSATILE project as a virtual 
online semester. We envisage that these guidelines can be useful in similar multilateral virtual 
exchange projects, whether these take the form of an online semester, summer schools or COIL 
projects. 

2.2 Planning  

A first key step in planning a curriculum for multilateral virtual exchange is to define the overall topic. 
A narrowly defined topic has the advantage of being very focused. However, it brings with it the risk 
of not being able to attract enough students and limiting sustainability and adaptability to new 
developments and discourses in a subject. In contrast, a very broad topic can be useful in being 
attractive to a wide range of students, but risks lacking focus and not enabling students to capture and 
understand interlinkages between different subtopics. 

The focus of the VERSATILE Online semester was “European Scenarios in Business, Politics and Societal 
Change for the Next Decennium”. This interdiscipinary umbrella topic was chosen to provide eight 
courses in the fields of political sciences and business studies (see figure 1). Such an umbrella topic 
facilitates the offering of a combination of general and foundational courses with more specialised 
and focused ones in each field. The courses ”European Institutions” and ”Economics of the EU” as well 
as ”Entrepreneurship and Leadership” and ”Understanding Organisational Behaviour” for example 
provide such foundations that can be taken by students from both fields with ease.  The courses ”EU 
History and Current Challenges” and ”International and European Sanctions” and ”Managing 
Responsibly” and ”Sustainability and SMEs” are more specialised and focus in particular on current 
challenges and discources facing countries and companies in Europe – in particular populism, 
migration, international sanctions, social and environmental responsibility and sustainability. These 
enable students to gain more advanced knowledge in their fields. Also, the linkages between the two 
fields are expressed in the course offer, for example through the courses ”International and European 
Sanctions”, by focusing on both the political and economic dimensions and consequences of sanctions 
and ”Sustainability and SMEs” by highlighting the EU as an important actor in influencing company 
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behaviour to become more sustainble. Thinking about the sustainability of such a curriculum, an 
added advantage is that individual courses in such a model can be adapted or replaced without 
changing the whole nature of the course offer.  

Each course in the VERSATILE online semester was allocated 5 ECTS, fitting with the usual weighting 
of courses in the majority of the participating institutions. The fact that three of the four VERSATILE 
partners use ECTS facilitated this decision. For the fourth partner, converting 5 ECTS to the usual 10 
credits was not a large issue. In multilaterial virtual exchange projects with several partners not using 
ECTS, agreeing on the weighting of courses in terms of credits would pose greater challenges. The 
Versatile Online semester therefore offered a selection of eight courses totaling 40 ECTS from which 
students could choose to do a full online semester or select individual courses depending on their 
home university curricula and regulations at their home university.  

 

European Scenarios in Business, Politics and 
Societal Change for the Next Decennium

Political Sciences Business Studies

European Institutions Economics of the EU

EU History and 
Current Challenges

International and 
European Sanctions

Managing 
Responsibly

Sustainability and 
SMEs

Entrepreneurship and 
Leadership

Understanding 
Organisational 

Behaviour

 

Figure 1: VERSATILE Online Semester Curriculum  

 

The second step concerns the decision whether to adapt current courses or develop completely new 
ones. This is a trade-off decision depending on the resources and lead-times available and on how 
intensively the institutions and educators involved have worked together previously. Adapting current 
courses is more economical and enables swifter delivery. Using existing material as a starting point for 
designing joint courses provides a useful foundation for colleagues who have little or no history of 
collaborating with each other. Using existing courses as a basis enables them to work together 
effectively and match interests. However, careful consideration needs to be given to how the course 
offer will fit with and relate to regular study programs at the different institutions. Developing 
completely new courses requires considerably more time and resources. In particular lead times 
before courses can be delivered are likely to be much longer. Moreover, developing new courses 
across institutional boundaries and in an international context is more suited where there has already 
been intensive collaboration both at institutional levels and between educators themselves. In the 
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VERSATILE Online semester, previous collaboration had been at a more general level and any intensive 
cooperation had taken place on a bilateral basis between indvidual institutions and/or on other 
projects not related to this one. Morever, a key aim of the VERSATILE project was not only to create 
the building blocks for an online semester, but to put them into practice within the project period 
itself. This put time constraints on course development, so the courses offered in the VERSATILE online 
semester were created using existing courses in the partner institutions as a starting point. Educators 
with similar teaching profiles and interests were identified. They were paired and used their respective 
existing courses as a basis to develop joint ones to deliver in team-teaching. 

Defining the target group is an essential step in developing any curriculum. For multilateral virtual 
exchange projects, it is important to establish commonalities in educational levels and study fields in 
order to have a common target group of sufficient size between the institutions involved. In our 
context, the target group was defined as students enrolled at the four participating institutions in 
bachelor’s level International Relations and International Business study programs taught in English. 
The four institutions involved in this project are part of the larger The Hague Network. Meetings and 
conferences in The Hague Network have in the past been used to identify commonalities in the level, 
subject and language of the programs offered at the member institutions. This groundwork and 
information enabled us to quickly identify the broad target group. The VERSATILE project was designed 
at the height of the Covid-19 pandemic. The VERSATILE Online Semester was therefore aimed firstly 
at a shorter-term target group of students for whom a semester abroad was a component of their 
study programs but who were unable to undertake physical mobility due to the pandemic. In the 
medium term, all four institutions envisaged the Online Semester as a useful offer for students who 
per se face physical mobility barriers, whether these be for example financial in nature or related to 
visa issues for international students. 

Once key decisions in these first steps have been taken, individual courses need to be designed and 
course objectives defined. Both of these aspects are time-consuming in the context of multilateral 
cooperation across institutions and national academic boundaries. It is therefore important to allow 
sufficient time for this stage. Sufficient time and mechanisms for communication between the 
educators involved in designing courses and defining objectives are essential here, in particular when 
the institutions and educators involved are working together for the first time. It is important that 
those involved in course design are able to devote sufficient time and energy to establishing common 
ground and discussing meanings of key concepts and terminology. It is also vital to discuss 
expectations concerning their roles and the roles of students. Devoting time to making explicit what 
may be implicit knowledge about teaching and studying methods in their respective institutions and 
national contexts is also essential. In the context of collaboration between Erasmus partners, teaching 
exchange is very useful in helping educators to become familiar with how they approach particular 
topics and teach them as well identifying similarities and differences in how their students study and 
what they expect in different national contexts.  

The basic principle of organizing the VERSATILE project was that the entire project work was carried 
out by working groups for the different work packages. Each working group was composed of 
representatives from all four partner institutions and led by one of the partners. Superordinate to the 
working groups was a steering committee, consisting of at least one representative from each 
institution. The steering committee was the decision-making body of the project that organized the 
transnational partner meetings, supervised and evaluated the reports of the working group 
coordinators and made sure that there was coherency between the working groups. It was in the 
curriculum development working group, launched at one of the transnational partner meetings, that 
the curriculum was designed, responsibility for the courses and matching of educators was decided 
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on. This was supplemented by bilateral discussions and coordination between the educators of the 
courses to create their specific course profile and contents, define the objectives they sought to meet 
and to establish the basis for their co-teaching. For each course, a lead institution and a support 
institution were identified, to ensure clear responsibilities and facilitate cooperation (see table 1). 

 

 SUPPORT INSTITUTION 
 

HSRW 
 

MUNI TAMK Derby 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

LEAD 
INSTITUTION 

HSRW  EU History & 
Current 

Challenges 

  
 

Sustainability 
and SMEs Economics of 

the EU 

MUNI EU 
Institutions 

   

International 
& European 

Sanctions 
TAMK    Entrepreneurship 

& Leadership 
Derby   Managing 

Responsibly 
 

Understanding 
Organisational 

Behaviour 
 

Table 1: Co-teaching responsibilities in the VERSATILE Online Semester 

 
A further important part of the planning process is establishing teaching modes and pedagogical 
models for multilateral virtual exchange. This involves selecting modes and models that match the 
objectives to be achieved, as well as educators’ and students’ IT skills and resources available. The 
VERSATILE Online Teaching Guide provides a detailed overview of important teaching modes and 
pedagogical models that can be used in multilateral virtual exchange, so that these won’t be repeated 
here (https://versatile-erasmus-project.eu/online-teaching-guide/). In the VERSATILE online 
semester, the courses offered were collaborative in nature. Their delivery ranged from being primarily 
online and asynchronous to flipped classroom formats with online discussions, a combination of pre-
recorded videos and live sessions complemented by discussion boards to courses that were primarily 
synchronous in a workshop format. Working across three time zones made fully synchronous teaching 
more challenging but not completely impossible. See figure 2 for more details of the modes used. 

 

 

 

https://versatile-erasmus-project.eu/online-teaching-guide/
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Figure 2: Teaching modes used in the VERSATILE courses 

EU Institutions: flipped on-line format – weekly pre-recorded video presentations, contact on-line 
meetings used for students´ questions on particular topic and for discussion on EU institutions 
weekly news. 

EU History and Current Challenges: flipped on-line format – weekly pre-recorded video 
presentations and reading assignments or other learning resources, contact on-line meetings will 
be used for students´ questions on particular topics and for discussion.  

Economics of the EU - Asynchronous online, complemented by online sessions for questions. 

European Sanctions: Readings, case studies, recorded lectures, flipped classroom seminars, team 
project 

Understanding Organisational Behaviour: mixture of live sessions and pre-recorded videos 
complemented by discussion boards, enabling students to work on unit activities, to discuss a 
particular topic with fellow students and tutors, and to communicate with each other on aspects 
of the study materials and share experiences related to the course topic. 

Managing responsibly: mixture of live sessions and pre-recorded videos complemented by 
discussion boards, enabling students to work on unit activities, to discuss a particular topic with 
fellow students and tutors, and to communicate with each other on aspects of the study materials 
and share experiences related to the course topic. 

SMEs and sustainability - Virtual and collaborative teaching and learning, Course material 
(including recommended or required reading) provided in live online sessions. 

Entrepreneurship and Leadership - virtual synchronous sessions between coach and students in 
workshop format. Content is co-created and produced amongst coach and students. Students are 
expected to work asynchronously individually and with their team to prepare, develop learning 
sessions, read and write and work on their team projects. The work methodology for this course 
is based on the coach – student – team relationship, where the teacher assumes a guidance role 
in the students, rather than a managerial or lecture role, emphasizing the autonomous 
development of learning processes by the students.  

 

Methods of assessment and grading also need to be established. In the context of multilateral 
teaching, particular attention needs to be given to the formal and legal requirements of the 
institutions involved and the study programs in which targeted students are enrolled. It is necessary 
to establish a common set of assessment methods to choose from that are permitted at the higher 
education institutions involved to ensure that assessments used are valid at each participating 
institution. Grading scales differ between different national academic systems, even in the European 
Union where ECTS are standardised. For the VERSATILE online semester, the grading systems of the 
involved institutions were compared and it was decided that for each course, the lead educator would 
use the grading system of their home institution for that course.    

Finally, the issue of course recognition is important to clarify in a multilateral virtual exchange before 
a curriculum is implemented. Dealing with the question of recognition is recommended at this stage 
in order that students have certainty before applying about whether and how the virtual exchange fits 
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into their home university curriculum and whether they will be able to transfer credits earned in a 
multilateral virtual exchange to their study curriculum. If course recognition is possible, it is also an 
important incentive for encouraging students to take part. Due to the legal regulations in different 
national contexts and within universities, this decision can only effectively be taken at the level of the 
individual institution involved. In the VERSATILE online semester, each participating institution defined 
the windows within their respective study programs that facilitated the recognition of Versatile 
courses (for more details, see the Versatile administrative infrastructure guidelines, https://versatile-
erasmus-project.eu/for-administrators/). For this, it was important that people with different 
backgrounds were involved in curriculum development of the VERSATILE online semester, including 
educators, administrators, examination board representatives. 

2.3 Implementing 

Once key decisions have been made in the planning stage, important steps need to be taken to 
implement the curriculum. Scheduling and developing timetables are an important component here. 
Scheduling is challenging in an international context due to non-alignment of academic calendars 
between different countries. These differences make it essential to identify a common window when 
teaching can take place, assessments can be scheduled and also to define grading deadlines. In the 
case of the VERSATILE Online semester, a common window of 12 weeks was established within which 
the courses could be held and assessments completed. Individual courses were then scheduled within 
this window depending on the availability of the respective educators involved, as displayed in table 
2 (green showing teaching periods, yellow showing assessment scheduling). Also, if a virtual exchange 
project includes synchronous sessions and students are able to choose freely between courses, a 
weekly timetable needs to be established to ensure that there are no overlaps between courses. 

 

Courses/Months March April May 
EU Institutions 

                        
EU History & Current 
Challenges                         
Economics of the EU 

                        
International & European 
Sanctions                         
Managing Responsibly 

                        
Understanding 
Organisational Behaviour                         
Entrepreneurship & 
Laedership                         
Sustainability & SMEs 

                        
Table 2: VERSATILE teaching and assessment periods 

 

A further key element in implementing a curriculum is student recruitment. A common marketing 
approach for all involved institutions using a range of media is essential in order to attract students to 
the program. These can be complemented by tailor-made, more personal ways of informing students 
in the different institutions. For the VERSATILE Online semester, we developed a common website to 

https://versatile-erasmus-project.eu/for-administrators/
https://versatile-erasmus-project.eu/for-administrators/
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attract students to the offer and to inform them about this (include screenshot of website?). This was 
complemented by emails based on a common template and flyers that were sent out and distributed 
to students in order to make them aware of the offer and to encourage them to enroll. In addition, 
educators and program managers used classes and student meetings to disseminate information 
about the online semester and to encourage students from particular classes to consider the offer. 
Direct marketing of the course offer by lecturers and program managers to students combined with 
the common website as a central information platform proved to be the most effective ways of 
recruiting suitable students in our case. The website presented the courses in a common format, 
providing information about their objectives, contents, teaching methods, assessment methods and 
criteria and evaluation. It also provided complete information about how to enroll for courses. (See 
VERSATILE Administrative Infrastructure Guidelines for more details, https://versatile-erasmus-
project.eu/for-administrators/).   

Finally, learning management systems for sharing course materials and platforms for the delivery of 
virtual teaching sessions need to be selected. There are several different learning management 
systems that institutions of higher education can use, the most common of which are Moodle, 
Blackboard and Canvas. Learning management systems are generally closed systems that can be 
accessed by the respective university’s students and educators only. Three of the participating 
institutions in the VERSATILE online semester use Moodle-based platforms, while the fourth uses 
Blackboard. For the VERSATILE online semester, we had the advantage of being able to use 
DigiCampus, a platform for a coalition of Finnish higher education institutions to manage and deliver 
their online courses and educational content. As TAMK is a licenced user of Digicampus and the 
licencing practices allows that educational projects that TAMK is involved in can also place their 
courses on the platform, we were able to have a one stop shop for teaching materials without any 
additional cost. Also as it is cloud-hosted, users can access it from anywhere. This enabled the 
VERSATILE partners to place all teaching materials for the courses on one site and therefore create a 
uniform hub that could be accessed easily by students and teachers. As Digicampus is moodle-based, 
it was very easy for students and educators from three of the participating institutions to use, for 
participants from the University of Derby, it took a little more effort to get used to (for more details 
see Administrative Infrastructure Guide – https://versatile-erasmus-project.eu/for-administrators/).     

While Digicampus was very useful for sharing course materials, it does not offer the possibility to 
deliver virtual teaching sessions. Therefore, for the delivery of classes, it was decided that educators 
could choose the platform that they felt most comfortable with, such as MS Teams, Webex or Zoom. 
It was agreed that they should ensure only to use features that could be accessed by all participating 
students as not all universities have licences for full-usage of such platforms. 

 

2.4 Evaluating 

Evaluation is a crucial step in curriculum development in order to assess where adjustments and 
improvements are necessary. Using multiple methods and gaining the perspectives of multiple 
stakeholders in evaluation increases the reliability and validity of results (see for example O’Neil, 
2013). Feedback from students can be gained for example through evaluation questionnaires. These 
can be conducted at the level of the individual course or across courses to evaluate the whole virtual 
exchange project, depending on the number of students involved in each course. As student numbers 
varied between the courses offered in the VERSATILE online semester and some courses had too few 
students to make evaluation at that level effective, we chose to conduct such evaluations at the level 
of the overall project. A common questionnaire was developed for students from the participating 

https://versatile-erasmus-project.eu/for-administrators/
https://versatile-erasmus-project.eu/for-administrators/
https://versatile-erasmus-project.eu/for-administrators/
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institutions. In our case, evaluation through the questionnaire was aimed at gaining feedback not only 
about the curriculum but also about the other building blocks of the project – administrative 
infrastructure and online tools. The questionnaire was supplemented by feedback sessions within the 
individual courses where educators asked for feedback specific to contents and teaching methods of 
their particular courses. These sessions at the level of individual classes were also complemented by 
more semi-structured interviews with a selection of students that lasted about 30 minutes and 
focused in particular on the curriculum, the challenges they faced and the skills that students had 
gained from participating in the VERSATILE Online Semester. Similarly, a questionnaire and feedback 
sessions were conducted with the educators involved to evaluate what went well, which unanticipated 
issues occurred and what lessons could be learned for future multilateral virtual exchange projects in 
which the partners engage. 

 

3. VERSATILE Online Semester Curriculum 

3.1 Course Catalogue 

EU Institutions (MUNI and HSRW) 
This course aims at providing students with detailed knowledge and understanding of the 
decision-making system within the European Union (EU) and the most relevant EU 
policies. The most essential part of this course is devoted to the lecturers that introduce 
the most important EU institutions as the European Council, the Council of the EU, the 
European Parliament or the European Court of Justice and the most important types of 
the EU policies. After completing the course, students will be able to: 

- Explain roles and functions of the EU institutions 
- Understand how the EU institutions adopts EU law 
- Identify key stages in the daily life of the most relevant EU institutions 
- Use the official websites of the EU institutions 

 
 
 
 
EU History and Current Challenges (HSRW and MUNI) 

This course aims at providing students with detailed knowledge and understanding of the 
origins and historic development of the European Union (EU) as well as selected key 
challenges of the EU today as well as scenarios of future developments of the Union.  
After completing the course, students will be able to:  

- Analyse current challenges in the European Union 
- Explain European integration by applying key concepts and models of EU 

integration theories 
Draw conclusions from the historic evolution of the European Union 

- Design scenarios for the future development of the European Union 
 
 
Economics of the European Union (HSRW and MUNI) 

Empirical evidence on economic enlargements and integrations as well as the lessons 
learned will be presented and analysed to classify different kinds of economic and 
political co-operations and their societal impacts.  Special attention will be attributed to 
the future role the EU in a global context and regional competition. Main topics to be 
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covered include: models of enlargement and integration, enlargement strategy of the EU, 
challenges of enlargement, enlargement conditions and processes, structural and 
financial indicators, fiscal and economic policies, impact of enlargement on regional 
competitiveness and social inclusion. The relevant economic concepts will be presented 
and explained throughout the course. Different aspects of enlargements to increase the 
competitiveness of the EU will be assessed also from an international perspective.  
After completing the course, students will be able to: 

- Apply theoretical concepts and methods to analyse regional integration and 
discuss their impact on the EU 

- Interpret economic measures and its applications to the different rounds of 
enlargement in the EU especially from a structural and political perspective 

- Assess rounds of enlargement depending on their size, potential and impacts 
on the economic absorption capacity of the EU using real country examples. 

 
International and European Sanctions (MUNI and HSRW) 

The course will guide students to an understanding of the context, design, and decision-
making process behind the key economic instrument utilized in modern diplomacy and 
especially crisis and coercive diplomacy – international sanctions. The course is dedicated 
explicitly to sanctions (with a key focus on EU restrictive measures) and examines the 
impact in the innovation, design, and execution of sanction regimes at the forefront of 
global developments. 
After completing the course, students will be able to: 

- Identify appropriate contexts of sanctions use and articulate the interplay with 
other economic and diplomatic instruments 

- Compare the toolkit utilized by actors to address diplomatic challenges, crisis, 
or conflict 

- Competently analyse/appraise the weaknesses and compromises made in 
particular sanctions regimes 

- Assess and criticize the sanctions imposed from the point of view of the 
targeted and designing country 

- Assess and criticize the EU restrictive measures design and limitations in a 
typology of cases 

 

Managing Responsibly (Derby and TAMK) 
This course aims to provide students with knowledge of the responsible leadership 
including exploring concepts of ethics, global social responsibility, and creation of 
sustainable social, environmental and economic value for organisations and 
corporations. Human rights, global warming, corruption, labour rights, fair competition 
and community wellbeing all come under a list of potential subjects/ issues/ causes to be 
addressed by responsible management. These can be grouped into three main 
background domains; Sustainability, Responsibility and Ethics. The course considers the 
different actors, drivers and inhibitors of responsible management and explores the 
philosophical and theoretical issues associated with the field. 
After completing the course, students will be able to: 

- Evaluate the increasing importance of responsible leadership and understand 
the concepts of ethics and global social responsibility in today’s organisations 

- Define sustainability, sustainable development and the triple bottom line 
- Develop an understanding of the main background domains of responsible 

management (sustainability, responsibility and ethics) 
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- Analyse the subjects, actors and drivers of a company’s responsible 
management activities 

 

Sustainability and SMEs (HSRW and Derby) 
More and more large companies are implementing sustainability actions and 
transforming their business models into sustainable ones due to stricter legal 
requirements and as a reaction to changing customers’ and investors’ demands. Small 
and medium-sized enterprises face less strict regulations but are slowly confronted with 
an indirect pressure to start considering the impact of their operations on society and 
environment as different stakeholder groups are increasingly demanding information 
about sustainability related aspects (e.g. banks, customers) from them. 
Companies are faced with a changing business environment and societal changes, 
including climate change, scarce resources, geo-political crises, social tensions, increased 
awareness of diversity, social equality and protection of environment. Companies need 
to react to those changes and consider the impact of their business actions on 
environmental and society as a whole. To cope with changing environments, companies 
have to adopt measures to foster sustainability activities and in the end, they need to 
convert their business models into sustainable ones. Advantages of a sustainable 
business model are easier access to global supply chains and markets, stakeholders and 
partnerships, public procurement, qualified talents and development of competencies, 
sustainable funding sources and better financing conditions, funding for transition of the 
business model. The course focuses on the problem: How should companies develop and 
implement a sustainable business model? 
After completing the course: 

- Students will be able to act as external consultants and develop a sustainability 
strategy for their clients 

- And they will have developed analytical skills, communication and negotiation 
skills as well as teamwork and social skills, which becoming more and more 
important in today’s business life. 

 

Entrepreneurship and Leadership (TAMK and Derby) 
This is a theoretical-practical course, aimed at students developing knowledge, skills and 
abilities that enable them to devise and develop entrepreneurial projects, and acquire 
tools that facilitate autonomous management of their projects based on methodologies 
for agile development. The subject is methodologically based on teamwork and 
collaboration, the development of projects with field validation, as well as work sessions. 
The course collaborates in the deepening and exercise of the following competencies - 
teamwork and autonomy; problem solving and decision making; analysis, critical and 
ethical thinking; creative thinking and innovation; global vision, direction and leadership; 
flexibility and adaptation to the environment. 
Upon completion of the course, students will be able to: 

- Apply qualitative and quantitative user analysis and ethnographic study tools. 
- Identify and define a target market and relevant user segments. 
- Identify and validate specific problems that present business opportunities. 
- Devise and develop creative value propositions that significantly impact a group 

of relevant users through concrete and technically viable solutions. 
- Develop prototyping, POC or MVP and validation processes based on agile 

development. 
- Propose business and distribution models capable of capturing value consistent 

with the solution and target market. 
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- Plan and structure a plan for launching and operating the enterprise. 
- Systematize teamwork efficiently, autonomously and collaboratively. 
- Autonomously develop complex decision-making processes. 
- Build a global, critical and ethical vision to develop entrepreneurial projects. 

 
Understanding Organisational Behaviour (Derby and TAMK) 

The individual behaviour, management processes and practices, and context of the 
organisation itself are all interrelated; each has some bearing on how the others operate. 
The course provides insight into the interrelationship between managerial practice and 
leadership, rules and regulations, resources, power dynamics, employee’s attitudes, 
personalities, behaviours, and attitudes. Students will learn about the aspects that can 
motivate employees, increase their performance, enhance organisational effectiveness, 
and help organisations establish a strong and trusting relationship within their workforce. 
The course brings together theory and real-life case studies and practices, offering 
perspectives from different points of view and disciplines. 
After completing the course, students will be able to: 

- Explain and discuss key concepts pertinent to organisation behaviour. 
- Apply relevant theories, frameworks, and concepts to explain processes and 

practices of the organisational behaviour. 
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3.2 Course Material 

Overview of the VERSATILE Courses on the Moodle-based platform DigiCampus.fi: 

 

 

  



Page: 16 
 

EU Institutions (MUNI and HSRW) 
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EU History and Current Challenges (HSRW and MUNI) 
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Economics of the European Union (HSRW and MUNI) 
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International and European Sanctions (MUNI and HSRW) 
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Managing Responsibly (Derby and TAMK) 
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Sustainability and SMEs (HSRW and Derby) 
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Entrepreneurship and Leadership (TAMK and Derby) 
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Understanding Organisational Behaviour (Derby and TAMK) 
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4. Lessons Learned and recommendations 

The VERSATILE project was designed in October 2020 at the height of the Covid-19 pandemic when 
physical student mobility had almost completely ceased to be viable and no reliable predictions could 
be made as to how long that situation would endure. It was also conceived at a time when higher 
education institutions had been confronted with moving to online teaching very quickly and educators 
were thrown into the situation of having to develop online teaching skills very rapidly. It was against 
this background that we set out to develop the building blocks for an online semester abroad, these 
being a toolbox for online teaching methods, an administrative infrastructure to facilitate multilateral 
virtual exchange and a curriculum of team-taught courses in the social sciences.  

It was not the sole intention of the project to develop an alternative to physical student mobility simply 
for the duration of the Covid-19 pandemic. So thinking beyond the pandemic, it was conceived that 
an online semester abroad could offer a longer-term possibility for students to gain intercultural 
experiences even if barriers prevent them from undertaking a physical mobility of several months in 
another country. Such barriers could be financial in nature, meaning that despite scholarships, 
students would find it difficult to finance their stay abroad, or that due to their financial situation, 
students were unable to give up part-time employment that they had secured to finance their studies 
to move abroad for a few months. Other barriers to longer-term physical mobility could be the 
complications of obtaining visas for international students, in particular for students with a refugee 
background, or barriers related to disabilities. So, the project was also designed to make a contribution 
to internationalisation-at-home initiatives longer term.    

The purpose of the VERSATILE project was not only to create these building blocks in theory but also 
put them into practice in the form of an online semester abroad offered by four higher education 
institutions in four different countries to their students. This was offered in Summer Semester 2023, 
between March and May. By this time, with the success of vaccinations and other Covid-19 measures, 
physical student mobility has already returned to near-normality. After having spent many months 
with purely or mainly online learning, the desire of students (and educators) to return to face-to-face 
teaching and to be able to engage in a semester abroad that involved physical mobility was great. The 
appetite for a fully online semester abroad with no in-presence teaching and without being able to 
experience living in a different country first-hand has dwindled. Therefore, the number of students 
who took part in the VERSATILE online semester as an alternative to a regular semester abroad was 
small. The majority of students taking part chose to do one or two courses and to have these 
accredited to their home university study program. The first lesson learned is therefore to consider 
streamlining the breadth of the course offer and to evaluate whether offering a full semester of 
courses in the form of eight courses totaling 40 ECTS is sustainable long term. A smaller course offer 
that gives students international exposure and enables them to develop other soft-skills through 
interaction with educators and students from different international settings can be sufficient as 
internationalisation-at-home measures. These can either be appetisers to motivate students from less 
internationalized study programs to undertake longer physical mobility at a later stage in their 
programs, or to enable students facing the aforementioned barriers to still gain international 
experience. A further lesson learned in this respect is that universities may need to be more proactive 
in identifying students for whom an online semester abroad would be beneficial and marketing the 
possibility to them. In particular, students who are already juggling their studies with part-time 
employment are possibly less visible at university because of the pressures on their time and therefore 
less able to attend information events or other networking opportunities where such possibilities are 
advertised.  
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Having a combination of students taking a full semester abroad with others taking individual courses 
threw up some challenges in terms of commitment of students to complete the courses to the end 
and their motivation to contribute to classes and in group work assignments. Although student 
commitment and motivation varies considerably in regular classes within one university setting, one 
of the key aims of creating a multilateral virtual exchange is so that students from different partners 
can work with each other and learn from each other. Taking time to carefully align student target 
groups across the institutions involved in a multilateral virtual exchange is therefore important to 
ensure that enrollment numbers in the courses are sufficient and that students commit to finishing 
the courses and are motivated to participate. It is impossible to completely match program designs 
across institutions, particularly when they are embedded in different national educational systems. 
But as close an alignment as possible and careful identification of similar or equivalent windows in 
study programs in which multilateral virtual exchange can fit, is an important factor in ensuring that 
students with similar commitment levels can work together and learn from each other. As the 
participating students taking the VERSATILE online semester in Summer 2023 were diverse in the 
sense that some were doing a full semester abroad, while others were doing individual courses as core 
courses or add-ons, while taking other regular in-presence courses at their home university, this 
heterogeneity was challenging in terms of its effect on student commitment. Such alignment needs to 
be coupled with clear communication across all involved institutions about the commitment involved 
when students sign up for these courses. Here again, as close an alignment of course recognition as 
possible across the institutions, within the limits set by national and institutional regulations, is 
recommended for this purpose.   

When designing courses for multilateral virtual exchange, sufficient time needs to be set aside in 
schedules to clearly communicate course format, teaching style, expectations and assessment 
methods. All educators involved in the VERSATILE online semester took care to communicate these 
clearly in initial meetings designed for this purpose. But still, all educators involved provided the same 
feedback that those students from other universities than their own taking part in their courses lacked 
the same ‘institutional knowledge’ about how things work. Therefore, very careful attention needs to 
be make such institutional knowledge explicit and communicate it very clearly to students. In 
practical terms, students involved in the VERSATILE project reported that they were able to translate 
for fellow students from different universities where there was any uncertainty in order to fill these 
knowledge gaps. 

The window in which the VERSATILE online semester could be delivered was short due to the different 
academic calendars of the universities involved. Due to the availability of educators, some of the 
courses were very condensed time-wise. This, coupled with the fact that most assignments had similar 
delivery deadlines created a lot of pressure on students who were doing several courses within the 
offer. Therefore, careful use of the time frame in which courses can be delivered to its full and 
coordination of deadlines is recommended. 

For a multilateral virtual exchange project of this size, i.e. offering a full semester of courses across 
two disciplines and across four institutions, a key decision to make at the outset is how the project is 
coordinated. The VERSATILE project set out to create three key building blocks – online tools, 
administrative infrastructure and curriculum – each which required different expertise. We chose a 
lean coordination model in which a steering committee coordinated the overall project and working 
groups worked on the different building blocks and work packages. Centralisation of a project where 
all elements are discussed in one main committee brings with it the advantage that all participants are 
aware of the different components. It brings with it the disadvantages of discussion groups being very 
large, discussions very time-consuming and creating redundancies when people are involved in 
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meetings that are completely out of their area of expertise. Decentralisation of a project brings with 
it the advantages that different parts of the project can be worked on simultaneously in different 
working groups and more effective use of time of project members. It does however create the 
challenge of making sure that the linkages between the different work packages are sufficient, so that 
decisions made in one area are communicated to the other work packages where they are relevant. 
It also needs careful monitoring to ensure that all elements are sufficiently dealt with and 
responsibilities are clear.  

Feedback from students taking part in the VERSATILE online semester has indicated to us that they 
were able to develop key skills through the project. As well as advancing their academic knowledge in 
their study field, by working with students from different national environments and being exposed 
to different teaching and learning styles, they were able to improve their intercultural skills and were 
challenged to adapt to new learning environments quickly. In particular, they were able to develop 
soft-skills such as working in diverse teams, presentation and time management skills and working 
under pressure. Moreover, they developed people skills, becoming more tolerant and finding their 
voice and role in group situations. For those students taking part in the project who did a full semester, 
the skills and knowledge that they developed provided a viable alternative to a physical semester 
abroad that fitted their circumstances and exposed them to not just one host institution but three. 
For those students taking individual courses within the project, it gave them a taster of 
internationalisation that went beyond the exposure that they were already used to in their home 
universities. Even if they were used to interacting with students from different countries at their home 
university, the teaching methods used tend to reflect the way of doing things in that country. Being 
exposed to different ways of teaching and learning through interaction with educators and students 
socialized in different national higher education environments, challenged their previous assumptions 
and ways of working. Although the participating students benefitted from the completely online 
experience and were able to develop key skills, some form of short physical mobility would be 
something that they would value. Therefore, the blended mobility possibilities offered by Erasmus+ 
provide an ideal vehicle for enabling students to gain more international exposure without having to 
relocate for several months for a physical mobility if they face barriers in doing so.  
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