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Education is the foundation for the development of societies worldwide that uphold the 
values of peace, prosperity, and freedom. Societies must be measured by the value placed 
on their education systems. Adult education is an indispensable factor and companion to 
these societies; it contributes ideas, highlights issues, and reflects their own development. 
Especially in a world where the dynamics and effects of globalization are becoming 
increasingly clear, where comparisons between authoritarian and democratic systems are 
becoming more acute, and the principles of sustainability are being questioned, international 
cooperation in adult education is one of the areas where achieving common goals for the 
benefit of all is paramount. 

The European Union, the German Federal Foreign Office, and the German Adult Education 
Association (DVV) are committed advocates of sustainability, diversity, and democracy. The 
Urban X-Change II project deliberately set itself the goal of testing the possibilities of 
international cooperation and the strengthening of these very principles in practice, not at the 
level of political treaties, but at the level of citizen diplomacy. 

By participating in the project, the Leverkusen Adult Education Center and the adult 
education institute "Cossack Alarm" in Nikopol also committed themselves to these goals. 
Their cooperation was centered on the thematic framework of “City Images” almost from the 
beginning of the project. The relationship between the two cities is a special one. Leverkusen 
in western Germany and Nikopol in eastern Ukraine had only maintained a solidarity 
partnership since 2023; the people of both cities were largely unfamiliar with each other. The 
first and most basic intention to work under the slogan “City Images” was to show both cities 
to the respective other. The ongoing war in Ukraine gave the topic a much more serious, 
intrinsic dimension than with any other country. Ultimately, even these circumstances turned 
out to be challenging and instructive, both in terms of reflection on one's own principles of 
education and on the very real importance of diplomacy and dialogue in everyday life. 

In this short memorandum, both institutes take stock of their project work and make general 
statements in the following subsections: 

1. Challenges and opportunities of international cooperation in education 
2. Successful design of international cooperation in education 
3. The relationship between civil society and educational institutions within this 

cooperation 
4. The need to broaden the scope of players 
5. Self-reflection in cooperation – Where are the benefits? 

 
 

 



      

 

1. Challenges and opportunities of international cooperation in education 
 

The obvious opportunities for international collaboration lie in the shift in perspective, the 
necessary reconstitution of teams, the increased creative output, and the required openness 
to new ideas. In the example of the collaboration between Nikopol and Leverkusen, the 
creative boost was already evident at the first meeting in Warsaw. Representatives from 
different institutes brought various design options into play against the backdrop of the city 
images, and the diverse work focuses and skills of the participants allowed for a broader 
distribution of tasks.  

The challenges are almost as obvious and can particularly impact the factors of "creative 
output" and "teamwork". The sheer distance, the war near Nikopol, and the different working 
methods required much more detailed discussion of even small project details, a high degree 
of understanding of each other's perspectives, and the ability to maintain focus and priorities 
in the context of global events.  

In the end, it was precisely these challenges that underlined the importance of the project, 
and their overcoming is evident in the results. 

2. Successful design of international cooperation in education 
 

Our project work showed that the following factors are particularly important for the success 
of joint planning: 

2.1 Shared goals both generally and in the project 

As institutes affiliated with the Institute for International Cooperation of the German Adult 
Education Association (DVV International), both the Leverkusen Adult Education Center (vhs 
Leverkusen) and "Cossack Alarm" share the core values of a low-threshold, broad range of 
adult education programs. Both advocate for the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals and 
fundamental democratic values. The following goals were crucial for both partners' 
participation in the Urban X-Change project: a collaboration that addresses the mutual 
ignorance of the partner cities and introduces each other's urban society; the opportunity to 
create spontaneous spaces for dialogue for citizens of both cities across language barriers 
and distance; and the prioritization of creative opportunities to give people more space for 
personal development and to make a statement in the current political situation. 

2.2 Equality of partners 

This form of cooperation was uncharted territory for both institutes and some of the members 
of the participating teams. For the successful coordination, planning, and implementation of 
educational programs, it was crucial to be equally valued members of a project team. This 
was also achieved by incorporating suggestions regarding content and framework conditions 
from both institutes, and by neither exerting a more dominant influence than the other. In 
particular, the shared connection to DVV International and the program  manager Artem 
Sadomov in Kyiv repeatedly brought the teams onto common ground. 

 



      

 

2.3 Consistency in communication 

Communication was the linchpin of the fruitful collaboration between Leverkusen and 
Nikopol. In Nikopol, a structured, routine way of working was limited by war, lockdown 
restrictions, power supply problems, and other unforeseen difficulties. Mutual flexibility and 
the ability to schedule meetings spontaneously helped ensure that contact never broke down 
and that everyone was always able to keep each other up to date. The monthly cappuccino 
meetings for exchanging ideas with the other project teams provided a good tempo setter 
and a valuable source of inspiration. 

2.4 Trust, openness and curiosity 

It was extremely helpful that the project teams were able to meet in person before the official 
start. This personal conversation and the establishment of a foundation of trust were 
essential for the project's progress. Both sides were always open to each other's 
suggestions, and the diverse input from both urban communities was ultimately due to a 
genuine interest in each other – both on the level of planners and participants. 

2.5 Support from external partners 

The framework, timing, and constant availability of the DVV International officials formed the 
basis for our own routine within the project. The authorities in both cities showed interest and 
support in promoting the project and were involved in the individual events. 

 
3. The relationship between civil society and educational institutions within this 

cooperation 

As adult education institutes, our work is always directed at society as a whole. In this 
project, our educational offerings were not only for the respective citizens; they also became 
active project participants and representatives of citizen diplomacy. Their input was therefore 
far more significant than in everyday educational work. 

3.1 Individual development opportunities 

Within the public relations work for the project, a focus was placed on highlighting the 
individual's contribution. With the themes of "Democracy," "Dialogue," and "Internationality," a 
deliberately broad framework was established, with the addition of "Germany - Ukraine" 
providing a special setting. However, each participant was encouraged to contribute their 
perspective on the city and society, and their own style of presentation. The situation in 
Ukraine is something that stirs emotions in Germany, and in Ukraine itself, it is important to 
be seen and understood. 

3.2 Analog and digital advertising 

The project was promoted using the DVV's distinctive colors and logo, both analog and 
digital, via the websites and social media channels of both institutes. The support of 
Leverkusen's city marketing department and the participation of the course instructors were 
particularly valuable. 



      

 

3.3 Flexibility in group design 

The open nature of the project also brought challenges. The group in Nikopol was particularly 
focused, and the group dynamics were high. In Leverkusen, Ukrainian citizens also felt 
addressed and brought their different perspectives to Germany. 

3.4 Connectivity to existing formats 

New projects often struggle with low awareness. Both institutes therefore specifically 
targeted participants and interest groups from courses and events who had previously 
participated in similar formats. The course leaders' personal networks similarly activated 
word-of-mouth advertising and brought together participants with similar interests. 

 
4. The need to broaden the scope of players 
 

In addition to the organizers of the overall project, the involvement of other stakeholders was 
particularly important. Network structures were activated and visibility increased. The 
following factors were particularly decisive. 

4.1 Local Politics 

Local politics were supportive of the project work in both cities. City representatives attended 
official meetings and increased the visibility of the events. 

4.2 Associations 

The sphere of interest was enriched by the participation of associations that were either 
international or thematically similar, in particular the German-Ukrainian Friendship 
Association Mawka and the Bayer Photo Association in Leverkusen. 

4.3 Symbiosis of the Stage 

Both the project and the other stakeholders benefited from being able to present themselves 
in each other's environment and generate synergy effects. 

4.4 Word of Mouth 

Distribution across other interested groups is essential for both, the group of course, 
participants and those who ultimately see and appreciate the project results. 

 
5. Self-reflection in cooperation – Where are the benefits? 

The "City Images" project was successful in that it produced numerous presentable results 
from both cities and brought people from different cultures together at various events. It also 
provided a number of added values for the participating institutes: 

5.1 New Perspectives, different Approaches 

The exchange between our institutes has shown us a different approach to educational work, 
different promotional and communication strategies, and different working methods. 



      

 

5.2 A deeper understanding of the situation in Ukraine 

From a German perspective, the collaborative work was characterized by some uncertainty 
regarding the situation in the partner city. This became even more evident when Ukrainian 
citizens participated in the project in Leverkusen. The Adult Education Centre Leverkusen 
repeatedly received very impressive presentations in the partner country from colleagues in 
Nikopol and also from Artem Sadomov in Kyiv, which further emphasized the importance of 
the project. 

5.3 Establishment of new networks for the future 

In the course of the project, both institutes established and reactivated numerous contacts. 
This has resulted in a multifaceted network, some of which was planned as such, while 
others developed positively and spontaneously. Through the Leverkusen-based translator 
Olesya Cherepynska-Schmidt, who comes from Nikopol, the project established connections 
with the Blue Yellow Cross association, and through Elena Büchel, who attended a painting 
course in Leverkusen, with the Mawka friendship association. In the course of the project, a 
project on the interwar period, co-sponsored by the Opladen History Society, involving other 
partner cities, was also linked with Nikopol. Other stakeholders such as the Europa Union 
Leverkusen and the Bayer Photo Association demonstrate the broad appeal of "City Images." 

5.4 Set a broader horizon 

Both participants in the project courses and team members acknowledged that the project 
work broadened their horizons. This is especially true for the successful closing event and 
the delegation visit of the Ukrainian partners to Germany. 

Conclusion 

The Cossack Alarm Institute for Adult Education and the Leverkusen Adult Education Centre 
(vhs Leverkusen) consider their participation in the project to be very successful. Both 
institutes intend to continue their collaboration in the future with the support of DVV 
International. 

 


