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It is the aim of international cooperation and partnerships to take advantage of synergy 
effects to overcome global challenges such as climate change, economic crises and wars. 
These joint goals are to be achieved through the exchange of diplomacy, knowledge, 
resources and technologies. But before countries, states, cities or smaller administrative 
units exchange these resources freely, the establishment of trusting partnerships at much 
lower levels can contribute to a well-functioning international diplomacy. At the level of 
municipalities, city partnerships and Adult Education Centres individually prove to be 
meaningful actors in establishing trusting and lasting partnerships between inhabitants in a 
given society and across borders: What could be better than bringing these two players 
together? 

Four main questions need to be dealt with when discussing the topic of Activation and 
utilization of city partnerships through adult education institutions: 

1. What factors are important for establishing a successful international partnership and 
fostering the internationalization of adult education institutions?  

2. How can municipalities and civil society organizations support each other with the 
help of adult education institutions on relevant topics and promote a foreign policy of 
society? 

3. What added value do these partnerships have?  
4. How can relevant stakeholders be mobilized? 

1. Important factors for establishing successful international partnerships and 
internationalization of adult education institutions 

As general beneficial factors for establishing successful international partnerships which can 
also be adapted to the cooperation between twin cities and Adult Education Centres, the 
following can be named: 

• Shared values and vision: A successful partnership is based on a shared 
understanding of the goal: e.g. supporting lifelong learning, social cohesion; 
developing civic competences. 

Shared values and vision were achieved in our project through the initial personal contact in 
Warsaw, followed by frequent updates in online planning sessions that built and 
strengthened trust and reliability. This was made so much easier through Zoom sessions, 
with the possibility to share the status quo or work progress. During this first personal 
meeting and the subsequent planning sessions, the common goal of providing our 
participants in Ukraine and Germany with the opportunity to get to know another culture and 
people from a befriended country and to exchange knowledge about the STREAM disciplines 
(Science, Technology, Reading, Art, Mathematics) was formed. 



      

 

The rough idea of a workshop week including all six STREAM disciplines was formed in 
Warsaw, which also underlines the importance of personal encounters despite all the 
digitalization. 

Shared values and vision were also strengthened through online "Cappuccino meetings". 
Here it was possible to exchange general attitudes and views common to all project partners 
which inspired us for our own work. Further project meetings benefited from these settings as 
the goals of the project were easier to discuss and the planning of joint seminars was very 
smooth. 

• Openness and trust: Open dialogue, transparency in processes and respect for 
cultural differences as well as trust are the foundations for a strong partnership. 

All partners in this project called "Bridges" already had a high affinity for intercultural 
knowledge, which strengthened the alliance. After completion of the URBAN X-CHANGE 
NETWORK II, new project proposals are coming into focus and are under discussion. 

• Ability for joint project management: It is important that partners have experience 
in implementing international or intersectoral projects, and the ability to plan, report 
and monitor results. 

Both teams showed their workflows in the planning Zoom meetings with presentations of 
discussion templates, feedback from participants, etc. 

• Support from local authorities: Municipalities that recognize the value of lifelong 
learning for adults are able to create a favorable environment for internationalization 
and exchange of experience. 

The cooperation of three vhs partners from the German side (vhs Leinfelden-Echterdingen, 
vhs Ostfildern and vhs Filderstadt) and the output of our joint work with the NGO “Adult 
Education Centre of Poltava Region” convinced our local authorities of the extraordinary 
value of the project. We were able to communicate our goals and make the seminars visible 
in our municipalities. This support could be seen when our partners came to visit us. 

• Technical requirements: International projects or events need to be shared and 
viewed in both partner cities. Therefore, the technological requirements have to be 
met, at least laptops or computers, even better complete hybrid systems should be 
available, as well as personnel who are able to host hybrid events. Adult Education 
Centres are prepared to meet these requirements. 

Some technical equipment like tracking cameras and microphones could be financed through 
the project and of course the experience and willingness to test the possibilities of hybrid 
technology were provided. Here we can name the testing of translation channels in Zoom 
sessions and discussing the advantages and disadvantages of using simultaneous 
translation. 

• Apart from bigger subsidized projects, small initiatives like "pen friends in..." e.g. 
between language courses of the Adult Education Centres in the respective partner 
cities can be encouraged by the learning institutions and the trainers. These smaller 



      

 

initiatives on the personal level can contribute to an internationalization of the learning 
centres and the foreign policy of society by creating bonds of understanding and 
friendship, as well as the ability to question one's own culturally implemented 
attitudes. Citizens equipped with these competences should be more likely to be able 
to vote for parties whose foreign policy is more in favor of openness and partnership 
than isolation and hostility. 

2. How municipalities and civil society organizations can support each other with the 
help of adult education institutions on relevant topics 

As Adult Education Centres we have chosen to focus on "lifelong learning" as our relevant 
topic with which we can support our municipality and civil society. Quality of education is the 
fourth sustainable development goal of the collection of goals set by the United Nations in 
2015. This goal can be implemented in cooperation between Adult Education Centres, 
municipal offices and civil society. 

• Educational platforms as bridges: Adult education institutions can be a neutral 
space for intersectoral dialogue – between authorities, civil society organizations, 
youth, and entrepreneurs. 

One example of the connecting power of Adult Education Centres in municipalities was the 
guided tour of the municipal utilities of Leinfelden-Echterdingen during the project week, 
where our participants were welcomed and informed without any difficulties. We also had a 
wide reach to promote our workshops to municipal and civic institutions like the library, social 
welfare office, civic working groups, partnership committees, churches, etc. 

• Joint work on local and global challenges: For example, through trainings, 
workshops, public discussions on topical issues: democracy, Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), inclusion, green transition. 

In the "Bridges" project, inclusion was aimed at the integration of refugees. Through the joint 
work of the Adult Education Centres and the social welfare system in our cities we had the 
chance to invite many refugees, partly from Poltava, to take part in our workshops. Adult 
Education Centres also have experts at hand dealing with all sorts of topics and problems a 
city or maybe twin city might be facing (housing, green energy, inclusion...). Adult Education 
Centres have the infrastructure: e.g. They have the spatial capacities/rooms that are needed 
for talks, classes and forums, and also the technological infrastructure. So many of the 
common events between the cities and their Adult Education Centres can be hosted by the 
centres themselves, with their trainers, in their rooms, using their technologies. 

• Citizen diplomacy at the local level: With the participation of Adult Education 
Centres, it is possible to implement "micro-diplomacy" – building trust and 
partnerships between cities of different countries in a non-governmental format – 
people's diplomacy. During the Urban X-Change Network II project several hundred 
participants attended the events in Germany and Ukraine. Adult Education Centres 
have a wide reach and are well-known among the inhabitants of the respective twin 
cities. They are trusted institutions and can therefore more easily bring people 
together across national borders. 



      

 

 

3. Added value of international partnerships in the field of lifelong learning 

• Strengthening social capital: Participation in international partnerships provides 
local communities with new resources, ideas, and access to innovation. 

• Broadening worldviews: Participants in such projects have the opportunity to 
interact with different cultures and approaches to education, which creates a more 
tolerant, flexible society. Learning about each other's similarities and differences and 
achieving the competence to get along even without speaking the same language 
can impact citizens' political understanding as well which might be expressed in their 
voting in elections. 

• Improving the quality of adult education: Sharing methodologies, digital solutions, 
and inclusive practices improves curricula and approaches locally. 

• Cooperation of Adult Education Centres can foster political cooperation through 
integration of different levels of municipal authorities, e.g. mayors, local councils, 
district offices, etc. 

4. How can stakeholders be mobilized? 

The importance of integrating stakeholders of the Adult Education Centres cannot be 
underestimated. They play an integral role in the success of international projects as they 
might bring their own competences and participants or otherwise provide support. 

Different measures can be taken to ensure the inclusion of stakeholders: 

• Formation of intersectoral working groups: Inviting representatives of the city 
council, public organizations, businesses, and activists to jointly plan events and 
programs. 

• Communication campaigns: Through information sessions, exhibitions, and local 
forums, the population can be informed about opportunities for participation in 
partnerships. 

• Pilot projects with grassroots participation: Creating initiatives where city 
residents can participate in practical solutions (for example: educational and cultural 
festival, craft producers' festival, Maker-Land; virtual tour of city museums, language 
camps for different ages and social categories of the population, parallel learning, or 
joint learning platforms, city garden, green school). 

• Involvement of youth and IDPs: Youth, veterans of the Russian-Ukrainian war and 
members of their families and families of the deceased, residents of vulnerable 
categories, internally displaced persons, and people 50+ are the categories that 
receive new chances due to international educational projects. 

• Involvement of participants in German integration courses: easily reached 
through their teachers and the vhs administration as well as the social welfare office. 



      

 

High interest because of personal involvement in the Russian-Ukrainian war – also a 
category that receives new chances due to international educational projects. 

The earlier in the process stakeholders can be integrated, the better. As many of the named 
actors have tight schedules it is important to plan on time and give enough time for budding 
cooperations. This ensures the willingness of stakeholders to participate and guarantees 
their support. 

As can be seen, Adult Education Centres are a great means to (re-)activate city partnerships 
on a formal and informal level. Intercultural knowledge and openness are mostly the DNA of 
Adult Education Centers and their position close to the city's administration and in the heart 
of most civil societies, offers a perfect base to ensure cooperation with different municipal 
actors, civil society and other stakeholders. The mixture of meetings in person and the 
possibility to take part in hybrid seminars led to a very successful realization of our Urban X-
Change Network II project. Also, the idea of having the acronym STREAM as a leading 
frame led to a meaningful exchange. 

All these aspects combined can be used to enable international projects like our "Bridges" 
project in the frame of the Urban X-Change Network II project. 
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