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•	 Webinars are a powerful digital tool for learning about sustainability 
in a global context. The implementation of different technologies in 
teacher education, such as webinars, is becoming indispensable due to 
digital transformation and internationalisation processes. In this con-
text, digital competences are described as key to quality education and a 
sustainable future. In teacher education, there is little evidence on how 
digital tools can be used for learning about sustainability. Based on the 
Teach4Reach project, a two-year international study on the Sustainable 
Development Goals in teacher education describes learning experi-
ences in webinars by presenting selected vignettes. The question is how 
digitisation can support learning on sustainability in a global context 
of quality education. We conclude that webinars are a digital tool that 
supports knowledge building and collaborative learning in an interna-
tional context but that their specific properties need to be recognised. 
The vignettes exemplify various challenges and opportunities presented 
by webinars, such as the fundamental role of facilitators, ease of access 
to the online environment, different behaviours of participants and un-
knowns about the learning outcomes.

	 Keywords: teacher educators, learning in digital contexts, sustainable 
development, international webinars, phenomenological vignette 
research 

1	 *Corresponding Author. Faculty of Teacher Education, University of Innsbruck, Innsbruck, 
Austria; Ann-Kathrin.Dittrich@uibk.ac.at.

2	 University of Pretoria, Pretoria, South Africa.
3	 University of Vienna, Vienna, Austria.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.26529/cepsj.1688

Published on-line as Recently Accepted Paper: April 2024	 c e p s  Journal



learning about sustainability in a global context of digital transformation ...2

Učenje o trajnostnosti v globalnem kontekstu digitalne 
preobrazbe v izobraževanju učiteljev: vinjete, izbrane za 
zgled, na podlagi izkušenj s spletnimi seminarji 

Ann-Kathrin Dittrich, Kgadi Mathabathe, Irma Eloff in Evi Agostini

•	��������������������������������������������������������������������          Spletni seminarji so učinkovito digitalno orodje za učenje o trajno-
stnosti v globalnem kontekstu. Implementacija različnih tehnologij v 
izobraževanju učiteljev, kot so spletni seminarji, postaja nepogrešljiva 
zaradi digitalne transformacije in procesov internacionalizacije. V tem 
kontekstu so digitalne kompetence opisane kot ključne za kakovostno 
izobraževanje in trajnostno prihodnost. V izobraževanju učiteljev je 
malo dokazov o tem, kako je mogoče digitalna orodja uporabiti za uče-
nje o trajnostnosti. Dveletna mednarodna študija o ciljih trajnostnega 
razvoja v izobraževanju učiteljev, ki temelji na projektu Teach4Reach, s 
predstavitvijo izbranih vinjet opisuje učne izkušnje v spletnih seminar-
jih. Vprašanje je, kako lahko digitalizacija podpira učenje o trajnostnosti 
v globalnem kontekstu kakovostnega izobraževanja. Ugotavljamo, da 
so spletni seminarji digitalno orodje, ki podpira pridobivanje znanja in 
sodelovalno učenje v mednarodnem kontekstu, vendar je treba prepo-
znati njihove posebne lastnosti. Vinjete ponazarjajo različne izzive in 
priložnosti, ki jih predstavljajo spletni seminarji, kot so: temeljna vlo-
ga moderatorjev, preprost dostop do spletnega okolja, različno vedenje 
udeležencev in pomanjkanje podatkov o učnih izidih.

	 Ključne besede: izobraževalci učiteljev, učenje v digitalnih kontekstih, 
trajnostni razvoj, mednarodni spletni seminarji, fenomenološka 
raziskava vinjet
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Introduction

One necessary condition for engaging in economic, social, and cultural 
life is the ability to successfully navigate complex digital environments (OECD, 
2015, p. 8). Teacher education has the task of responding to social, economic, 
and ecological developments such as digital transformation processes (Westa, 
2020). Professional digital competences of educational stakeholders, such as 
teacher educators and teachers, are an essential part of quality education. They 
must obtain knowledge and expertise in how to effectively implement digital 
tools and various technologies for teaching and learning (Brevik et al., 2019; 
Cronje, 2022). Education stakeholders must creatively use technology to im-
prove learning environments and facilitate knowledge production (Cervera & 
Caena, 2022; UNESCO, 2011).

Technology also plays an important role in meeting growing sustain-
ability needs to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of Agenda 
2030. Here, information and communication technologies are described not 
only as key resources for quality education (SDG 4), but also as an essential 
aspect of other areas, such as Gender Equality (SDG 5), Infrastructure (SDG 9), 
Reduced Inequality (SDG 10), Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions (SDG 16) 
and Partnership (SDG 17) (UNESCO, 2011, p. 3). Technologies have the poten-
tial to support innovative solutions that enable learners to take part in lifelong 
opportunities for quality education, to access information and knowledge, and 
to participate in society (Lebeničnik et al., 2015; UNESCO, 2011). This requires 
international exchange on global issues in teacher education. Internationali-
sation in teacher education is currently a well-known trend and is related to 
the associated process of globalisation. Internationalisation can also be seen 
as a key strategy for learning in a global context. Global transformation pro-
cesses have stimulated a wide range of activities in teacher education, such as 
the internationalisation of curricula, as well as the expansion of curricula, field 
and internship experiences, and cross-border initiatives (Larsen, 2016, p. 397), 
which also support overcoming national histories and tradition (Louis & van 
Velzen, 2021). International dialogue with other stakeholders from different 
countries can support action for transformation because of the continuous cre-
ation of knowledge and can, therefore, support the transformation process. The 
International Commission on the Futures of Education (2021, p. 146) points out 
that ‘it is by actively engaging in the dialogue and practice to build a new so-
cial contract for education that we can renew education to make just, equitable 
and sustainable futures possible’. Webinars are a tool that enables international 
exchange in the digital space. They can be described as a format that allows 
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dynamic interactivity between participants (Robideau & Matthes, 2021). With 
the help of webinars, learning in digital contexts can take place in the form of 
collaborative learning (Basmanova et al., 2020).

The project Teach4Reach builds on the collaborative value of digital 
learning contexts and sees webinars as an effective digital tool to engage with 
international educational stakeholders on the topic of sustainability in teacher 
education. As part of the project, four international webinars were conducted 
with the aim of sharing knowledge and experiences on sustainable development 
through collaborative learning and gaining an international vision of quality 
education. The rationale for this paper is a critical analysis of these webinars as 
digital tools in the context of teacher education: their collaborative value, their 
potential for quality education and possible obstacles and difficulties for inter-
national participants’ learning in the virtual world. The question is the extent to 
which webinars are a suitable digital tool to exchange with educational stake-
holders around the world on the topic of sustainability in teacher education 
programmes. In particular, the learning experiences of participants in a global 
context are in focus and are presented with the help of vignette research. In 
addition, the experiences of the project team are included in the discussion of 
the findings. A deeper understanding of lived experiences can potentially con-
tribute to making digital learning environments more fruitful for high-quality 
teacher education in the future (Eloff et al., 2023). 

Digital competences and sustainability in 
teacher education

Digitisation is leading revolutionary changes in the world of work and 
is attended by both challenges and opportunities. Research results indicate its 
positive effects: the quality of jobs in terms of worker productivity, efficiency and 
the use of different skills and task management (Blignaut & Trollip, 2003; Peña-
Casas et al., 2018; Vuori et al., 2019). Over the past two decades, global trans-
formations have promoted technological change and consequently prompted 
the internationalisation of teacher education (Larsen, 2016). Internationalisa-
tion is currently a vital topic related to teacher professionalisation and teacher 
competencies (Aydarova & Marquardt, 2016; Romano, 2002; Symeonidis, 2021; 
Winslade, 2016; Wiseman & Anderson, 2014). Educators must simultaneously 
operate in a global and digital world (Cervera & Caena, 2022). Various scholars 
point to the positive impact of international mobility and cultural experiences 
on teachers’ professionalism (Slethaug, 2007). Chavez Chavez and O’Donnell 
(1987) emphasise the need for professional teachers to have international 
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experiences in order to develop a range of cross-cultural skills, knowledge and 
competencies. However, a professional teacher today not only requires knowl-
edge and skills but also needs to be aware of changes and respond professionally 
to new developments and requirements (Westa, 2020). There is currently little 
agreement on how to define teacher quality (Flores, 2023) despite the fact that 
training professional teachers has received international attention (UNESCO, 
2021). UNESCO (2011) defines digital competences as a key task for qualified 
teachers across the globe. The use of different technologies can support their 
life-long learning process as well as their access to information and knowledge 
for a sustainable future (UNESCO, 2011). However, there are different defini-
tions and concepts of digital literacy today. Ferrari (2012, p. 3) defines digital 
competences as a ‘set of knowledge, skills, attitudes […] to perform tasks; solve 
problems; communicate; manage information; collaborate; create and share 
content’. An important focus is on the confidential, critical, reflective, and ef-
fective use of technologies (Ferrari, 2012, p. 3).

Digitisation brings complex and long-term changes to teaching and 
learning and is described as a creative integration in education (Bosco et al., 
2019, p. 55). Therefore, digital competences are considered key competences for 
teachers and other educational stakeholders, such as teacher educators (Car-
penter et al., 2020). Teacher education has a significant impact on the qual-
ity of education and must support the acquisition of digital competencies. In 
this context, Ørnes et al. (2011, p. 42) point out that this is particularly evident 
in terms of collaboration and communication between students and teachers, 
easy access to information and literature, and greater diversity in the usage of 
settings and resources for effective learning. Although digital competences are 
considered essential, their incorporation into teacher education programmes is 
still patchy (Ottestad et al., 2014; Carpenter et al., 2020). Gisbert (2022) shows 
that the expertise of teacher educators in this field varies widely. Educators have 
knowledge about technology, but they do not know how to effectively incorpo-
rate technology into their teaching.

UNESCO (2011) advocates the need for teachers to acquire digital com-
petences for a sustainable future and emphasises the increased personal de-
velopment of different educational stakeholders through digital environments. 
In this context, an international, interdisciplinary, and collaborative discourse 
can be a strategy for knowledge creation and global developments against 
the backdrop of quality education (Author, 2023; UN, 2011; UNESCO, 2005). 
Quality education is essential for a sustainable future, as it can create environ-
mentally responsible individuals and make a difference in education, accord-
ing to UNESCO (2015). ‘Education can create individuals who are more aware, 
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responsible, and have the potential to bring about the meaningful and required 
change in society’ (Kumar, 2020, p. 745).

To achieve the necessary transformation processes, Momtpoint-Galliard 
(2015, p. 105) also highlights the need for global discussions on education with 
his argument that ‘our vision of education is tied to our vision of society’. To 
break with old traditions and national ways of thinking and acting and to adopt 
new global perspectives, a transnational discourse can, therefore, be very valu-
able. It also supports the fifth pillar of learning from UNESCO (2012), which 
is to learn to change oneself and society for sustainability. Learning in a global 
context helps teachers, teacher educators and policymakers to gain insights into 
other educational frameworks and models and to share their knowledge and 
expertise in their field (Cervera & Caena, 2022; UNESCO, 2011). A key com-
ponent of the modernisation of education is the role of various stakeholders in 
teacher education (European Commission, 2017). Their knowledge and compe-
tences fundamentally affect the professional development of (future) teachers 
(Leicht et al., 2019). 

Learning in a global context through webinars

Webinars are a digital resource that supports learning environments in 
a global context. Gegenfurtner and Ebner (2019, p. 2) define webinars ‘as web-
based seminars in which participants and facilitators communicate live over 
the Internet across distant geographical locations using shared virtual plat-
forms and interact ubiquitously and synchronously in real-time via voice-over 
IP technology and web camera equipment’. They point to the added value of 
cross-border networking for collaborative learning. The use of webinars has 
increased significantly in recent years (Goe et al., 2018; Olson & McCracken, 
2015). A not insignificant reason for this was the Covid-19 pandemic, which 
has given the digital turn a boost (Gegenfurtner et al., 2020). Spatial flexibility 
is an obvious advantage of webinars. Different interaction possibilities, such 
as breakaway discussion groups, digital whiteboards, polls, and screens, also 
support the social and collaborative learning process, in which participants can 
discuss and interact with each other (Basmanova et al., 2020; Gegenfurtner & 
Ebner, 2019; Säljö, 2019). Moreover, the dialogue in webinars will take place 
synchronously and in real time (McKinney, 2017, p. 48).

Webinars require planning in advance: scheduling the time and inviting 
participants. For participants, taking part seems to be very easy. They only need 
an internet connection and a digital device such as a laptop, tablet, or mobile 
phone (Gegenfurtner & Ebner, 2019, p. 2). Various studies point to positive 
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learning experiences through webinars (Cornelius & Gordon, 2013; Gegenfurt-
ner et al., 2018). However, the use of online and digital tools in education at all 
levels urgently needs evidence-based development (Gegenfurtner et al., 2021). 
Gegenfurtner and Ebner (2019, p. 17) found that participants developed more 
knowledge and skills when the duration of webinars was longer, and the di-
dactic tools used in the webinar were more variable. They also point out that 
webinars and face-to-face teaching were comparable in terms of learning effec-
tiveness. Evaluation after each webinar is important for the quality of webinars.

The Teach4Reach webinars: Exploring synergies between 
teacher education programmes and the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals

Teach4Reach was a two-year project (May 2021–May 2023) between 
Austrian and South African partners and funded by Africa UniNet (OeAD). 
The project positioned teachers and teacher education as crucial for achieving 
the SDGs of Agenda 2030. Although all 17 global goals are relevant to educa-
tion, the project focused on four SDGs in particular: Quality Education (SDG 
4), Gender Equality (SDG 5), Reducing Inequalities (SDG 10) and Good Health 
and Wellbeing (SDG 3) (Eloff et al., 2023). The project aimed to raise awareness 
by constructing forward-looking research agendas, strengthening international 
collaborative networks, and promoting interdisciplinary scientific knowledge 
(Eloff et al., 2023).

As part of the project, four international webinars were conducted on 
SDGs 3, 4, 5, and 10. The aim was to share knowledge on sustainability through 
collaborative learning processes and to gain an international understanding of 
how to support quality education. The webinars gave the participants the op-
portunity to share ideas on how teacher education curricula can be reformed 
or designed to contribute to achieving the identified SDGs and guarantee high-
quality education worldwide (Eloff et al., 2023) . All webinars followed a similar 
structure (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1
Structure of the Teach4Reach webinars

After an opening and keynote speech from experts in the field of the 
respective topic and subsequent panel discussions, participants were invited to 
join between four and six different focus groups. These groups were character-
ised by the following questions: How can teacher education programmes be 
leveraged in the future to support Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals? In what ways are the SDGs currently featured in teacher education 
programmes? How can the quality of education be supported and improved 
through teacher education programmes? What are university settings that im-
plement the SDG, and what are the success stories of supporting the SDGs? 
(Author et al., 2022)

While all breakaway discussions were conducted in English, there were 
German-speaking and English-speaking rooms for the initial question on the 
support of Agenda 2030 and the SDGs. Through the online environment and 
the break-away groups, participants talked about different global sustainability 
topics and shared their knowledge and experiences on these subjects. In ad-
dition, they became acquainted with educational stakeholders from different 
continents. A facilitator guided the respective discourses in each break-away 
room. With the help of the facilitator in each group, a structured discussion 
took place, and a collaborative dialogue evolved. After the focus group discus-
sions, the main findings from each room were presented by the facilitators in 
the plenary. The webinar concluded with a presentation by doctoral students on 
a sustainability topic.
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Research problem

Based on the argument that educators need to be professional in a global 
and digital world and that digital literacy is central for teachers, this article 
explores how digitalisation can support learning on sustainability in a global 
context of quality education. As the literature indicates, the use of digital tools 
in education requires more research and evidence. This article focuses on webi-
nars that enable international exchange and learning in a global context. Using 
a phenomenological approach, learning experiences are presented, and the ex-
tent to which digital environments can contribute to more effective implemen-
tation of qualitative teacher education is analysed.

Method 

Participants

The participants of the webinars were education stakeholders such as 
pre-and in-service teachers, teacher educators and policymakers from around 
the world (see Table 1).

Table 1
Overview of participants

Countries Webinar 1 
SDG4

Webinar 2 
SDG5

Webinar 3 
SDG10

Total from 
each country

Africa (South Africa, Uganda, Botswana, Kenya) 62 16 15 93

Asia (Singapore, United Arab Emirates) 1 1 0 2

Europe (Germany, Italy, Norway, Spain, Hungary, 
United Kingdom, France, Austria, Belgium) 35 40 37 112

North America (Canada) 1 0 0 1

Missing values 8 0 0 8

Total number of participants 107 57 52 216

A total of 216 different stakeholders from Europe, Asia, North America, 
and Africa were involved in the discussions in all four webinars. 
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Instrument: Vignette Research

The study is based on phenomenological vignettes (Agostini, 2016a; 
Agostini et al., 2024), which made it possible to capture and analyse the learning 
experiences of the participants during the webinars. A total of 28 vignettes were 
collected online by one to three experienced researchers per breakout group 
during each of the four webinars (see Figure 1). In the Teach4Reach project, the 
different vignette researchers placed a special focus on the respective SDGs of 
each webinar. ‘Vignette research does not attempt to deliver universally valid 
insights but rather explores the particular contained within the general. Since 
situational experiences are unique in their respective contexts, they cannot be 
generalized’ (Agostini et al., 2024, p.2). For this paper, four vignettes from dif-
ferent webinars were selected to illustrate learning experiences in a digital and 
international context in an exemplary manner. The chosen vignettes bring out 
the particularity and singularity of learning on sustainability in selected webi-
nars within a certain project while simultaneously providing access to a more 
general or universal meaning of learning in a global context of digital transfor-
mation in teacher education.

Ethical clearance was provided by the Ethics Committee of the Fac-
ulty of Education at Teach4Reach (EDU049/21). Additional approval for the 
study was granted by the Teach4Reach Survey Coordinating Committee on 4 
June 2021. Participants were informed of the study at multiple time points, for 
example, through webinar invitations, on the webinar programme itself, and 
during the proceedings. Participants consented to the sessions being recorded 
and transcribed and to the vignettes being written and analysed. However, all 
persons depicted in vignettes are anonymised, and the exact contexts are de-
scribed in such a way that vignettes cannot be traced back to specific places or 
circumstances.

Research Design 

In the vignette methodology, observational data from co-experiential 
experiences are condensed into concise descriptions of experiential scenes 
called phenomenological vignettes. This means that the vignette includes those 
co-experiential experiences that affect the researchers as co-experiencers. Gen-
erally speaking, vignettes are written in situations in which the researchers 
themselves had experiences and learned from them. The significance of these 
experiences may elude the researchers, but they become visible in the actions 
and bodily expressions of the participants in the experiential situation, in their 
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posture, facial expressions and gestures, their looks and tone of voice. Vignette 
writers translate these actions, bodily expressions, as well as atmospheres and 
moods that are significant to an experiential scene into language in an aes-
thetically concise way. Vignettes are, therefore, selected as dense, aesthetically 
meaningful descriptions of the researcher’s experience of what participants ex-
perienced in the field. Vignettes have very specific characteristics (e.g., dura-
tion and a particular theoretical understanding of experience as learning; see 
Meyer-Drawe, 2012) that enrich the text itself.

How is it possible for researchers to access shared experiences when 
they are not in the same room as the participants? Writing vignettes online 
risks losing sight of the experience and the research as a responsive event where 
all participants can gain insight about themselves, each other, and the world 
due to their physical corporeality. Some participants turned off their cameras 
and muted themselves during the webinars. Hence, glances no longer met, dif-
ferent statements were not responded to, sounds took on a different tone or 
faded away, and experiences were not perceived. Nevertheless, experiences do 
occur in online settings and can be brought into focus with the help of vignettes 
by making the visible and audible physical articulations of the participants and 
the noticeable atmospheres and moods perceptible. To make this possible, in 
addition to the best possible technical conditions, special sensitivity is required 
on the part of the researchers, a sensitivity that is able to perceive intermediate 
tones or discords and can express perceived inadequacies. In online settings, 
however, not all sensory modalities (e.g., smell or touch) come into play. For 
example, the researcher may be able to see another person’s sweat in a virtual 
room but cannot smell it. When participants switch off their cameras, faces and 
their different expressions, such as raised eyebrows or movements of the lips, 
are no longer perceived. However, as people speak, the voice and its tonality do 
enable the vignette writers’ experiences about experiences.

Vignette 1: Webinar on SDG 4 
‘I warmly welcome you to topic 2’, trumpets Angelika, the facilitator of 

the German-language breakaway session, into the Zoom round. She frowns 
and narrows her eyes before her face relaxes into a broad smile. Her gaze wan-
ders searchingly over the screen before she briefly introduces herself. She wel-
comes the experts from Austria who had been invited to this session, the two 
students Lisa and Verena, the teacher educator Sarah, and Lucas, a professor 
and UNESCO Chair for Global Citizenship Education. Then, after the short 
welcome, she turns to the other five people present at this session. ‘I thought the 
experts might provide a little round of reflection’, Angelika invites. She shares 
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her screen and shows the audience a promotional video summarising the 2030 
Agenda Goals, especially SDG 4. She then gives the floor to the invited ex-
perts, saying, ‘I would be interested to hear what the four experts have to say’. 
Almost immediately, Lisa, one of the two students, then student Verena, and 
thereafter, the teacher trainer Sarah speak up. In addition, the South African 
professor requests to speak. The discussion revolves around ‘lone wolfism’ in 
teacher education, inequalities, and a lack of implementation of the SDGs, even 
in privileged teacher education programmes. Suddenly, the discussion stops. 
Lucas clears his throat: ‘I’m actually quite happy that I was able to listen to you 
first,’ he says thoughtfully before asking, ‘What are the experiences?’ He pauses, 
then continues, ‘It’s about habitus reflexive action or actions in need of being 
questioned.’ He says with determination, ‘It’s not just about what doesn’t work, 
but the question is, where can we discern and start?’ (Vignette writer 1; Author 
et al., 2022, p. 6)

Vignette 2: Webinar on SDG 5
In the online breakout room, Paul has just finished presenting his gen-

der equity success story: how he tries to deconstruct gender stereotypes in his 
teaching of legal education. His full-screen image zooms back to the ensemble 
of eight small windows showing seven people, one with a name. As Joan starts 
speaking, her image zooms to full-screen size, and she responds to Paul: ‘This 
is very cognitive because you can learn later in life that these are the rules in 
society.’ Her still upper body begins to move in rhythm with the flow of speech 
as she refers to learning through experience in early childhood: ‘That is a much 
more intuitive way of learning who you should be. If we really want to change 
things, we need to start at that level.’ When she continues, ‘It is too late …’, Paul’s 
image suddenly appears and covers the screen. He is leaning on his right elbow 
with his hand slowly stroking his moustache as he listens to Joan’s account of 
her study with children. Joan’s image appears back on the full screen; she refers 
to her findings that children already had strong negative perceptions of gender, 
‘Males more than females … but also the females – they learn that from the 
day they are born.’ After clarifying further details, she pauses. Bridging the si-
lence while waiting for a response, she concludes, ‘This is a complicated thing’, 
narrowing her eyes and starting to laugh brightly. Serena, the facilitator of the 
session, hesitantly breaks the pause by taking over the full screen as she refers 
to ‘This multi-facetted way of learning, looking at gender equity and equal-
ity...’, gently moving up her arms, ‘… is making it so complex.’ Her whole body 
follows the upward movements, and she slowly sits back on her chair, her face 
spreading into a smile, shrugging her shoulders. She concludes the session by 
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saying, ‘We have more questions than when we started!’ (Vignette writer 2; 
unpublished)

Vignette 3: Webinar on SDG 10
The computer screen is divided into four rectangular blocks. A face ap-

pears in each one. While the faces are not similar, each background predomi-
nantly displays white walls. Ilse begins the discussion with the question, ‘Which 
success stories can you share in relation to SDG 10? These can be highlights, 
problems or challenges.’ Thembi starts off by saying that she supports inclu-
sive education. Her body moves slightly as she talks, and her hands move as 
she speaks. ‘When education is provided, more people can contribute to the 
economy.’ The discussion is slow to start. Sarah joins in. Now, there are five 
individuals in the group. ‘Researchers have moved away from monolingual 
dominance,’ she says, moving her hands to make her point. ‘There is value in 
multilingualism and the ability to interact in different languages. The inclusion 
of different languages includes everyone. No one should feel inferior if they 
are allowed to use their own language.’ The discussion moves on to access to 
education for the poor and disadvantaged, the availability of feeding schemes 
in schools and admission criteria, and funding for higher education in South 
Africa and Botswana. Botswana is Jabu’s home country. Jabu, who is actively 
moving, shares his concern: ‘When people get a university education but don’t 
get any job opportunities, they can’t repay their student debt. They become idle, 
which leads to poor outcomes.’ As the discussion continues, he shares his belief 
that children should not be taught in their mother tongue. ‘Mother-tongue edu-
cation causes division between schools. To reduce inequality, everyone should 
speak the same language.’ Thembi gives a slight laugh. ‘Language can reduce job 
opportunities if you do not understand the language of the work environment.’ 
On the topic of inclusion, she noted that ‘teachers should be trained in more 
than the curriculum. They should also be trained in inclusion, disadvantages, 
and practicalities about teaching.’ The discussion ends with Jabu, with a seri-
ous voice and the same strong movements: ‘Inclusive education – accepting 
children with disabilities into a general classroom – will never work.’ (Vignette 
writer 3; unpublished)

Vignette 4: Webinar on SDG 3
This is the breakaway session shortly after the expert panel discussion on 

‘Teaching Wellbeing’. Olivia has just been on the panel as one of the well-being 
experts and is now facilitating this open discussion session. ‘30 minutes with 
Dr Olivia Smit’ is the title of the session. There are only two video screens open, 
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showing the people in the small virtual blocks. She and another participant, 
Livia. Olivia’s screen fills most of the large frame with a row of six small blocks 
lined up underneath it, with arrows on the sides. Except for Livia’s, the other 
small blocks only show the names and anonymous participant icons. There are 
no videos. Olivia wears soft-coloured pink glasses, and her dark brown wavy 
hair is tied back. Behind her, the room forms a corner with a large mono-
chrome artwork framed on the left side. She starts the session, smiling straight 
at the camera. ‘Let me hear what you are doing?’ she enquires. One participant 
speaks up. She remains invisible behind her screen, but her name is displayed 
as ‘Jasmin’. There are dogs barking in the background as she speaks. ‘You men-
tioned your study on worthiness earlier’, says the participant inquisitively. ‘How 
do you measure that?’ Livia now also switches off her video. Olivia starts talk-
ing about Photovoice and how she has used it in her research. ‘I am a feeling 
person’, she says softly. ‘I am attracted to arts-based visual things.’ She explains 
that in her work, participants are asked to take pictures of things that they think 
are valuable and then also pictures expressing vulnerability. She describes the 
different settings where she conducts her research. Livia now turns her screen 
back on. She wears white earphones that curl down through her long, brown, 
wavy hair as she looks down onto the screen through her tortoiseshell glasses. ‘I 
share your view on wellbeing, especially when you said that the more you read, 
the more difficult it is to define’, Livia says. She asks about the ways in which 
counsellors are trained in South Africa. ‘Because in Italy, it is not working’, Livia 
declares. Olivia enthuses, ‘I feel so positive about this interaction’. She laughs 
heartily. (Vignette writer 4; unpublished)

Analysis: Vignette reading
Vignette readings aim ‘to value the fullness and richness of experience 

articulated in a vignette and to show this abundance in as many facets as pos-
sible and in different (Agostini et al., 2024, p.113). In this process of phenom-
enological analysis (Agostini, 2016b), researchers point to and reveal (Finlay, 
2009, p. 11) the different meanings that can be attributed to what they perceive. 
They do not ‘point out’ or interpret; that is, they do not give definitive answers 
or explanations ‘behind’ or ‘beyond’ what is happening in the short scenes. Vi-
gnette readings start with specific actions or moments that are perceived and 
experienced: How are they described? How can they be understood? To gain a 
broader viewpoint, experiences and actions can also be considered from a theo-
retical perspective. The composition of the experiences is based on the network 
of actions in the vignette, which frames the experiences and allows something 
to appear as a particular something. Vignette readings attempt to understand 
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the potential for learning as experienced by individuals from a distance, differ-
ently, or ‘anew’, at the event (Eloff et al.,2024). 

Results

In the following, the four vignettes of the webinars are analysed to il-
lustrate different learning experiences. They are intended to provide a rich, per-
sonal perspective on what facilitates or impedes understanding of the topics 
discussed during the online sessions. The following questions take centre stage:

What can we learn from a situation when we step back from what we 
believe to know in order to be able to look at it anew?

What can a situation tell us when we give specific consideration to cor-
poreality and the associated atmospheres and moods that impact and affect us?

In doing so, vignette research uses phenomenological ways of thinking 
and perceiving to explore the lived experience of quite familiar everyday situ-
ations. Vignettes, as well as vignette readings, attempt to make scientific ob-
servation accessible by avoiding abstracting linguistically data from the living 
world. Vignette readings, however, as intellectual generalisations on a meta-
level would leave the multifaceted lifeworld of the persons described behind.

The facilitators depicted in the vignettes do not always have an easy time 
leading the breakout sessions during the webinars; they have to inform and 
motivate participants at the same time, especially in a (virtual) space that allows 
the participants to withdraw into invisibility and anonymity at the touch of a 
button. Dr Olivia Smit from Vignette 4 is in such a situation. Although she is 
‘attracted to arts-based visual things’, she has to manage almost without pictures 
in her session (except for Livia’s, the other small blocks show only the names and 
anonymous participant icons) and with various background noises (there are 
dogs barking in the background as she speaks). Why did the other participants 
switch off their cameras during the webinar, or why did noises be heard remain 
open in the vignette? Is this perhaps due to insecure handling of the digital tool 
(e.g., turning the sound on or off), lack of equipment (no camera) or lack of 
self-confidence with the new medium of webinars? Or maybe the person feels 
insecure about the topic and does not want to participate in the discussion. 
Olivia does not let this situation discourage her and continues to talk about 
her research with commitment, describing the different settings in which she 
conducts her research. Livia seems to be affected by this and switches her camera 
back on after having turned it off briefly. There is an exchange of experiences 
between counsellors working in South Africa and Italy. The vignette ends with 
Olivia’s statement, ‘I feel so positive about this interaction,’ and a hearty laugh. 
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What exactly was learned (on sustainability) in the scene described remains 
unclear. However, it seems that within a largely anonymous group, two people 
have opened up to an exchange of experiences linked to positive emotions, peo-
ple who might never have crossed paths in physical space.

Online webinars also place high demands on facilitators in that they 
have to follow and, above all, moderate complex discussions on complex top-
ics. Vignette 3 gives the impression that different participants sometimes ad-
dress very different topics on SDG 10. Additionally, it appears that participants 
sometimes take contrary positions or talk past each other. A participant may 
already have formed a firm opinion from which she no longer wants to deviate. 
(‘Inclusive education – accepting children with disabilities into a general class-
room – will never work.’) This makes it difficult to have a real exchange that 
challenges previous opinions and allows participants to experience something 
new and learn from each other. It is questionable whether the online setting fa-
vours contrary positions or also makes it possible to honestly express one’s own 
views without having to agree with the other. In any case, when it comes to the 
quality of teacher education, these discourses should not move only on the sur-
face. In this context, it is especially important for the facilitator to support the 
discussion professionally in order to bring all the different opinions together 
into a common framework. It is also important that the various participants, 
with their different voices, feel heard.

The fact that a person who speaks or (un-)intentionally makes noises is 
given visual preference on the Zoom online platform is illustrated in vignette 
2: As Joan starts speaking, her image zooms to full screen and reacts to Paul. 
This scene also presents two contrasting positions, this time in connection with 
gender equality: cognitive and intuitive learning. Serena, the facilitator, acts as 
a mediator who tries to appreciate both positions and underlines the complex-
ity of the issue. By the end of the breakout session, the participants did not 
arrive at any final answer (‘We have more questions than when we started!’), 
but experiences had been shared, and it seemed as if different perspectives had 
been heard. In online sessions, however, it can also happen that a few people 
claim the entire virtual space for themselves while others do not have a chance 
to speak at all. Again, facilitators like Serena have the task of interrupting (awk-
ward) pauses (Serena, the facilitator of the session, hesitantly breaks the pause by 
taking over the full screen…) and dividing the speaking parts among the differ-
ent participants.

Vignette 1 illustrates in particular that in webinars, very different groups of 
people (professors, teacher educators, students) with different knowledge can meet 
in a relatively uncomplicated way and can also communicate on a comparatively 
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flat level on a common topic. After a short introduction to the topic of the contri-
bution of teacher education programmes in the future, the two students. Lisa and 
Verena immediately participated in the discussion and responded to the ques-
tions of the facilitator, Angelika. The participants share different perspectives on 
different topics. (The discussion revolves around lone wolfism in teacher education, 
inequalities, and a lack of implementation of the SDGs, even in privileged teacher 
education programmes.) However, webinars can become difficult when interac-
tion suddenly stops. (Suddenly, the discussion stops.)

Discussion and Conclusion

Digitisation has transformed the way we teach and learn and has influ-
enced our understanding of education. Against this background, educational 
stakeholders, such as teachers and teacher educators, need different knowledge 
and skills related to the use and implementation of digital tools (Brevik et al., 
2019; Ottestad et al., 2014). Sustainable development as a crucial part of education 
– and of quality education in particular – increases the demand for digital com-
petences (UNESCO, 2021). Digitisation brings new opportunities and challenges 
for education. It not only changes teaching and learning practices but also opens 
new ways for personal development and life-long learning processes (UNESCO, 
2011). In addition to the required knowledge and skills, digital competences also 
include a critical, effective, confident, reflective, and ethical approach to tech-
nology (Ferrari, 2012). Scholars emphasise that webinars are a digital tool that 
enhances the learning environment and supports knowledge building in an inter-
national context (Cervera & Caena, 2022). In the global discourse on the quality 
of education, it is becoming increasingly important for education stakeholders to 
meet current and future requirements (Symeonidis, 2021; Westa, 2020). As the 
International Commission on the Futures of Education (2021) argues, it supports 
international dialogue and the transformation process in education. In the Teach-
4Reach project, webinars were understood as a digital tool that enables interna-
tional exchange and the creation of new knowledge and collaborative learning 
(Basmanova et al., 2020; UN, 2011; UNESCO, 2011). The need for global exchange 
is also pointed out by Chavez Chaves and O’Donell (1998), who highlight the 
importance of cross-cultural skills, knowledge, and competencies for educational 
stakeholders. As Gegenfurtner and Ebner (2019) emphasise, a key added value of 
webinars is international networking and, consequently, collaborative learning 
opportunities. Webinars enable participants from all over the world to exchange 
ideas on various topics. With the help of interaction opportunities like breaka-
way discussions, opinions, and experiences on specific and current topics such as 
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the SDGs can be discussed in real time in an international dialogue (McKinney, 
2017), with few financial resources. They also promote the digital competences 
of the participants as they learn new techniques and skills for their own teaching 
(UNESCO, 2011).

Based on the four exemplary descriptions of learning experiences, the 
vignettes show various success factors, as well as challenges for online learning 
in an international context. Facilitators play an essential role in conducting we-
binars professionally. A professional facilitator who can deal with and support 
technical difficulties, motivate people to talk and participate, bring together op-
tions, and summarise discussions well seems to be crucial for successful learn-
ing. The vignettes underline that even if the technology is tested in advance, 
participants often experience technical difficulties, which make the exchange of 
ideas between them difficult. The vignettes also illustrate how participants dare 
to speak in the digital space (perhaps more than in the ‘real world’) in a group 
with different professions. The option to turn off the camera provides protec-
tion and anonymity. However, turning off the camera can also be interpreted 
as being unwilling to show oneself and may appear passive to other people. As 
highlighted in the vignettes, it is also often the case that individuals hijack com-
munication and cause other participants to withdraw more.

During the Teach4Reach webinars, research members identified other 
disadvantages and challenges for digital webinars on sustainability that have 
not been mentioned in any research literature to date. Unlikely, informal and 
spontaneous conversations take place in virtual spaces. This limits the exchange 
and focuses it on the essentials. It is precisely in informal conversations that 
new perspectives can emerge. In addition, conversations at the end of breakout 
rooms very often have to be interrupted due to time constraints and can not be 
completed. Here, too, the importance of a facilitator who enables conversations 
to be structured in such a way that they can be completed within the given 
timeframe becomes apparent. In addition, it is often helpful to allow adequate 
time for discussion.

The experiences condensed in the vignettes highlight that webinars are 
a digital tool that supports knowledge creation as well as collaborative learning 
processes in a global context. Nevertheless, it is (rather like in a real situation) 
difficult to state what participants have learned and what information they take 
away from the discussions. Moreover, it is impossible to predict the actual mo-
ment of the learning experience; it can only be reflected in retrospect. However, 
the vignette is an instrument that helps to capture such an experience with all 
the senses by co-experiencing it in as much detail as possible in order to grasp 
its essence. Webinars also help to develop and reflect on the digital skills of 
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those involved in education. They enable them to apply their knowledge and 
skills in the digital space, to interact with other people, to exchange opinions 
and content, to find their role, and to seek solutions to technical problems. It 
has been shown that the reflective and critical approach of the participants is 
particularly important for their professional development, both in their use of 
digital tools and in their handling of the content discussed. The results also 
show that the quality of webinars also depends on the participants. Participants 
who are actively involved and motivated to share ideas and connect with oth-
ers increase the quality of the webinar content. It seems that active participants 
do not allow themselves to be influenced in their own behaviour by technical 
errors or passive and invisible people. Interruptions have an impact on time in 
particular, as technical faults are perceived as very time-consuming.

Through the planning, delivery and subsequent reflection processes of 
the webinars, the project team gained experience in using this digital tool in the 
field of teacher education. As Gegenfurtner and Ebner (2019) point out, good 
organisation in advance increases the quality of the webinars. We experienced 
that it is important that facilitators are trained in their (new) tasks and that 
the technology is tested in advance. In this respect, people who are already 
skilled in the use of digital tools are needed. It turned out that the preparation 
of these people can be very time-consuming. Professional facilitators need to be 
meta-reflective about the use of digital tools in terms of pedagogy and means 
for learners. They should be knowledgeable about the technology used, know 
how to get help when problems arise and know how to interact with learners. 
In order to support learning, an understanding of learning and teaching in the 
digital space is of great importance. Facilitators also need strategies to motivate 
participants to take an active part in the debate, as well as the skills to lead and 
guide discussions in a professional manner. A targeted post-webinar evaluation 
helped the project team to identify conditions for success as well as difficul-
ties with regard to the webinars. After each webinar, the team changed some 
parts of the webinars to improve their quality. The project team experienced 
webinars that lasted two or three hours, with contributions from experts and 
space for participants to dialogue with other participants, offering a structure 
in which the participants could learn from each other. In general, it is impor-
tant to give participants clear instructions in advance on how to take part in 
the webinar and what the technical requirements are (Gegenfurtner & Ebner, 
2019). For this purpose, the participants received detailed information on how 
to register and what technical resources they need. 

The use of vignettes as a research tool in the study has proven to be 
very fruitful in researching selected (learning) experiences. However, one of the 



learning about sustainability in a global context of digital transformation ...20

limitations of this approach is represented by the type of writing that requires 
a mature epistemological posture, as well as an ability to capture the co-expe-
riential experience in written form and through a refined structure and style. 
Moreover, the raw vignette must be shared by the researcher within a resonance 
group for the intersubjective validation of it. The challenge that phenomeno-
logical vignette research faces is to expand into different and transdisciplinary 
fields of research and to create a network of researchers who use research to 
address complex areas and issues while retaining this complexity.

In the Teach4Reach project, webinars can be seen as one way of realis-
ing quality education in a global context. Quality education means equipping 
learners with knowledge and skills and accepting and identifying diverse per-
spectives and backgrounds (UN, 2022; UNESCO, 2021). Addressing specific 
sustainability issues in the context of quality education helps educational stake-
holders to become more aware of this topic and acquire new knowledge, which 
can subsequently initiate changes in education and society (Kumar, 2020). 
Digitalisation can support this process. It helps education stakeholders acquire 
different digital skills and allows digital tools such as webinars to bring together 
different international stakeholders. These international experts then have the 
opportunity to reflect on the content, share knowledge and experiences, and 
acquire new perspectives.
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