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Abstract

The internationalization of higher education has become a key trend and response to 
the growth of globalization and online learning. After the start of the Russian war in 
Ukraine, Ukrainian higher education underwent significant destruction. Ukrainian 
HEIs have been significantly losing their capacity for development. Loss of human 
capital, including educational losses, becomes more relevant from the perspective of 
further sector development.

This paper explores the intersection of DDP implementation and the implementation 
of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), focusing on faculty members’ ex-
periences within the Twinning Initiative framework. By investigating faculty mem-
bers’ perceptions of quality assurance gaps and examining the impact of DDPs on the 
integration of SDGs, the study provides insights into how these programs contribute 
to advancing Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in higher education. This study 
employed semi-structured interviews. Interviewees were selected from the academic 
staff of five of the six Ukrainian universities involved in DDPs. Nine interviews were 
conducted in the period from April 2024 to June 2024. All interviewees represent the 
double-degree staff from different roles.

Despite some differences between the procedures, the principles of internal quality 
assurance in Ukrainian universities correspond to those of their British partners. The 
findings show that implementing DDP promotes “learning by doing” for teaching 
staff, encouraging curriculum innovation and professional development. This study 
highlights the potential of DDP to stimulate the implementation of ESD principles 
in higher education and suggests directions for future research, particularly in war-
affected regions. 
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INTRODUCTION

The internationalization of higher education, which became a trend 
even before the COVID-19 pandemic, raised all prospects to intensify 
due to online learning development, the massification of higher edu-
cation, and increased globalization. According to Gaebel et al. (2024), 
HEIs have considered internationalization and global outreach as an 
important part of their mission, in addition to research, education, 
and service to society (high importance for 83% of them). Double de-
gree programs (DDP) or joint degree programs (JDP) as essential in-
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ternationalization tools have proved to be effective for establishing and developing partnerships and 
sharing experiences in teaching and learning practices in the international context.

Despite increasing DDP in the global HE landscapes, some issues still need to be solved. The introduc-
tion of sustainability standards by universities in education complicates partnerships: European uni-
versities consistently define the implementation of sustainability in their curriculum. At the same time, 
DDPs create opportunities to disseminate the best practices in implementing education for sustainable 
development. The quality assurance policies and procedures should be adjusted to make such coopera-
tion happen and meet the partner’s requirements. Organizing productive cooperation between universi-
ties with significant gaps in quality assurance procedures related to SDGs and ESD is difficult. The ques-
tion of how the implementation of HEI’s international partnerships, particularly in the implementation 
of double degree programs, contributes to the dissemination of sustainable curriculum and appropriate 
approaches to quality assurance in higher education remains poorly researched. For Ukrainian univer-
sities, this issue is complicated by war conditions. The question arises as to how much universities retain 
the potential for cooperation and development since implementing double degree programs requires 
significant efforts in harmonizing approaches to learning, teaching, and assessment and revising inter-
nal policies and procedures.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The growing demand for international educa-
tion in developing countries makes international 
cooperation in higher education more relevant. 
According to a global survey by Marinoni and 
Pina Cardona (2024), more than 60% of HEIs at 
the global level deliver either joint degree pro-
grams, or dual/double and multiple degree pro-
grams, or both types of programs with interna-
tional partners. However, HEIs reported essential 
differences at the regional level. In the context of 
increased global instability provoked by the war in 
Ukraine, a differentiation of regional opportuni-
ties to implement effective international coopera-
tion in both education and research will expand. 

The DDP design and delivery are being explored 
in various contexts, which can be generalized into 
four thematic groups, such as

1. DDP in the changing global educational 
landscape.

2. Students’ benefits, their professional identifi-
cation and experiences.

3. Academic staff experiences in different 
contexts.

4. Quality assurance and its features for double 
degree programs.

Double degree programs in the changing glob-
al educational landscape, DDP in the context 
of the internationalization of higher education. 
Despite the significant differences in the DDP 
models regarding the organization of education, 
student enrollment, funding, and academic pol-
icy, the DDP JDP become a more popular strat-
egy for the HEI’s curriculum internationaliza-
tion (Rumbley, 2014).

Transnational education (TNE) is considered 
the most advanced stage of university interna-
tionalization, which allows the dissemination 
of positive practices and contributes to aligning 
quality assurance. Healey and Bordogna (2014) 
emphasized that different aspects of the TNE 
were continuously internationalizing and creat-
ed more diverse, dynamic educational environ-
ments. The academic staff, the student popula-
tion, the curriculum, and the quality assurance 
approaches of both partners are impacted by in-
ternational cooperation.

There are some concerns about the growing DDP 
and international HEI cooperation, such as “ed-
ucational imperialism.” Pyvis (2011) claimed 
that the current approach to QA in transna-
tional higher education “promotes” it and pos-
tulated that recommendations and practices 
should be tailored to context-sensitive measures 
of quality to avoid “suppression of local educa-
tional traditions.”
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However, the risk of academic imperialism is re-
duced due to multinational regulations in qual-
ity assurance by two or more countries and the 
adoption of policies by both institutions (Healey 
& Bordogna, 2014). 

Intercultural features related to DDP or JDP, such 
as language and cultural distinctions, are in focus 
and need to be taken into consideration in pro-
gram design and delivery (Heffernan et al., 2011; 
Pineda, 2023). The considerations of the cultural 
aspects of learning related to decolonizing agenda 
imply that the educational environment, quality 
assurance policies, and procedures could weigh a 
lot and need to be carefully investigated from DDP 
and JDP perspectives. 

Students’ benefits, their professional identification, 
and experiences. The massification of higher ed-
ucation and the changing student profile are the 
most common prerequisites that have impacted re-
search in this sector for more than 20 years. Given 
the inherent differences in learning styles and 
cultural backgrounds, it is important to consider 
these differences in the design of educational pro-
grams (Heffernan et al., 2010). Some studies have 
shown that double degree programs often do not 
meet the expectations of students (Pineda, 2023). 
Otherwise, Culver et al. (2011) analyze faculty at-
titudes in terms of their understanding of the dual 
degree programs’ benefits for students and, im-
portantly, conclude that “the added value comes 
directly from experiencing” (Culver et al., 2011, 
p. 57). This conclusion relates not just to students 
but to all stakeholders, who emphasized the im-
portance of cross-cultural skills development and 
personal growth rather than subject-specific skills 
or professional knowledge. Steagall et al. (2021) 
found that undergraduate DDPs suggest students 
with more profound international experiences, in 
particular about the global business environment.

Academic staff experiences in different contexts 
have been studied extensively alongside the ex-
periences of students. There is much debate about 
faculty perceptions of quality assurance proce-
dures (Teng et al., 2013; Lucas, 2014; Gallagher, 
2014). Some studies suggest that academics per-
ceive some procedures as excessively bureaucratic 
and contrary to academic values, particularly the 
principle of academic freedom (Gallagher, 2014; 

Henkel, 2000). However, there is almost no re-
search on faculty perceptions of quality assurance 
procedures in the DDPs, as well as other challeng-
es that arise with teaching in these programs – dif-
ferent student profiles, cultural differences, col-
laboration with colleagues from partner universi-
ties, workload allocation, etc. 

Therefore, differences in national legislation, cul-
tural peculiarities, workload intensity, and learn-
ing styles between universities demand special 
program design and delivery procedures.

The theme of quality assurance and its features for 
double degree programs is in the current research 
focus because of ESD and SDGs implementation. 
DDP development means designing two concor-
dant programs to fulfill the different requirements 
regarding the rules and regulations at the par-
ticipating HEIs (Hunger et al., 2013). This means 
that aligning and coordinating partners’ pro-
cedures and approaches are crucial for the DDP 
or JDP success. Compatibility is one of the three 
most influential factors in the QA of DDP or JDP. 
Compatibility implies two aspects: 1) the consis-
tency of values, goals and norms of the partner 
HEIs in the QA system of the DDP – “intraorga-
nizational compatibility”; 2) a congruence of val-
ues, goals, and norms of the DDP with those of the 
partner HEIs – “external compatibility” (Zheng 
et al., 2017). So the quality assurance procedure 
should be considered as challenging as crucial 
for successful DDP delivery. Quality assurance 
becomes a more important means of ensuring 
that academic standards meet the national and/
or institutional requirements, especially while 
the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development demands sustainability-oriented 
actors in the sector. The HEIs reported that sus-
tainable development, social inclusion, and equity 
have become significant priorities for their devel-
opment (Gaebel et al., 2024). So, any partnership 
implies aligning the policy and procedures for 
Sustainable Development Goals and Education for 
Sustainable Development implementation. Tomas 
et al. (2023) and Forlicz et al. (2024) investigated 
how internationalization activities of HEIs inter-
acted with the strategic orientation on sustain-
ability and emphasized that despite some negative 
consequences of internationalization from sus-
tainability perspectives, such as students and staff 
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mobility, the positive impact of such activities was 
essential. According to Manzoor et al. (2021), the 
implementation of sustainability into university 
policies and practices, including curriculum, is 
also essential for improving the university’s image 
and increasing student satisfaction 

Fia et al. (2022) pointed out two general trends for 
modern higher education in ESD and SDG imple-
mentation. The first trend concerns the develop-
ment of a “culture of sustainability” in the sector, 
which is generally around the current agenda. The 
second trend characterizes the practice of intro-
ducing the SDGs into educational programs, the 
spread of curriculum design approaches, teach-
ing-learning methods, etc. In the case of DDP, 
there is a collaboration of higher education insti-
tutions from different environments and with dif-
ferent internal approaches to implementing ESD 
and SDG in academic programs. It is obvious that 
the program itself embodies certain approaches 
to ESD and directly translates pedagogical ap-
proaches and quality assurance procedures in uni-
versity partnerships. It can be assumed that such 
cooperation can influence the development of the 
quality culture: a kind of “transfer” of the quality 
culture inherent in the environment. 

International collaboration in research and the 
development of students’ international and in-
tercultural competencies are obviously positive 
outcomes. Tomas et al. (2023) believed that “it 
would be impossible to achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goals without internationalization 
and international cooperation.” As Fiselier et al. 
(2017, p. 405) mentioned: “One important driver of 
change is the allowance of time for staff to engage 
with, understand the disciplinary context of ESD 
and to develop appropriate pedagogic responses”. 
Cooperation in teaching and learning in DDP de-
livery impacts Education for sustainable develop-
ment (ESD) advance and promotion. It has been 
argued that learning processes that enable trans-
formative changes largely depend on academic 
staff and their capabilities and willingness to sup-
port such processes (Barth & Rieckmann, 2012). 
Leal Filho et al. (2021) emphasize that the contri-
bution of universities to implementing the SDGs 
and the integration of ESD should include the de-
velopment of the potential of teachers, including 
their ability to “better contextualize their teaching 

and create a more culturally inclusive learning en-
vironment”. They justify this understanding, first-
ly, by the diversity of social, cultural, and institu-
tional contexts, which involves the application of 
various strategies and methods, and secondly, the 
need to promote transformative learning methods 
through interdisciplinarity.

Despite plenty of related publications (Barth & 
Timm, 2011; Wals, 2013; Advance HE and QAA, 
2021; Brownell & Tanner, 2012), some aspects are 
still under-researched, in particular, the issue of 
how quality assurance policies and procedures 
on DDP contribute to the “transfer” of education 
for sustainable development to a new educational 
context is still the gap. Given that the Ukrainian 
higher education sector has been functioning in 
exceptionally critical conditions, there are some 
peculiarities and limitations not just for interna-
tional cooperation but for regular teaching and 
learning process caused Russian-Ukrainian war.

After the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine, 
the Ukrainian higher education sector has been 
significantly disrupted (Kozmenko et al., 2023). 
And it is not only about the destruction of infra-
structure: Ukrainian HEIs have been significant-
ly losing their capacity for development. The loss 
of academic staff due to military service, death, 
or displacement to other countries (World Bank, 
2022). It is currently difficult to assess these losses 
because the war continues without any concrete 
prospects for the end, as well as due to the diffi-
culty of assessing the impact of these losses from 
the perspective of the present. 665,000 students 
and 25,000 teachers were forced to leave their ed-
ucational establishments. The danger of constant 
shelling, including civilian infrastructure, forces 
educational services to be provided online. This 
will exacerbate the negative effects of COVID-19 
on education (Kołodziej & Kołodziej-Durnaś, 
2024). Besides, the World Bank (2022) estimat-
ed learning losses in Ukraine that are below the 
lowest-performing countries in Europe, empha-
sizing the war impacts all elements of a “student’s 
opportunity to learn: less time spent on learning 
and lower quality of instruction via remote/online 
modalities.” So, the expected loss of human capi-
tal is not only due to non-return refugees but also 
because of a decline in the quality of education, 
which objectively occurs in war conditions.
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From the strategic perspective, the Ukrainian 
HE sector can face the irreversibility of nega-
tive changes. The reforms and enhancement that 
should have been realized during the war, but did 
not occur due to the war will lead to a loss of the 
development capacity which many universities 
had before the full-scale invasion. This primarily 
concerns international cooperation, reducing the 
number of foreign students, and implementing 
the Sustainable Development Goals. According 
to Pereira et al. (2022), the negative impact on 
the education sector in Ukraine, which includes 
learning loss, infrastructure destruction, and chil-
dren and teenager conflict traumatic disorders, 
will continue to grow and, in particular, will be 
substantial in Ukraine and will be challenging for 
Ukraine to achieve SDGTs 4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, 4.5, 4.6, 
4.7, and 4.a.

Many universities were forced to reconsider their 
strategic goals, particularly regarding internation-
alization, sustainability, and innovations. In such 
conditions, any initiatives aimed at supporting 
Ukrainian HEIs are not just an act of solidarity but 
also a means for compensating for lost potential. 
This study is contextualized within the Twinning 
initiative (American Council on Education, 2014), 
which has provided support for Ukrainian univer-
sities in different ways in partnership with British 
universities. This initiative became crucial for de-
veloping different types of successful partnerships. 
Dlouhá et al. (2018) and Palermo et al. (2018) em-
phasized the importance of networking for double 
degree program development. One of the areas of 
cooperation between Ukrainian and British uni-
versities is double degree programs (DDP); start-
ing September 1, 2023, British and Ukrainian 
partners have been implementing six programs.

This study explores how quality assurance poli-
cies and procedures for delivering DDPs impact 
the implementation of ESD in wartime from the 
perspective of teaching staff. This is part of the 
more general goal of contributing to the ongo-
ing discourse on the internationalization of the 
higher education sector and the implementation 
of Education for Sustainable Development and 
Sustainable Development Goals by HEIs. 

The research questions reveal academic staff atti-
tudes to quality assurance, particularly how they 

perceive approaches to implementing ESD in 
DDPs, considering the circumstances in which 
Ukrainian universities operate. 

2. METHODS

 This study employed semi-structured interviews as 
a qualitative data collection method.  Interviewees 
were selected from the academic staff of five from 
six Ukrainian universities involved in DDPs, 
which have been delivered under the Twinning 
initiative. One HEI Twinning DDP participant re-
ported in the survey, which had been conducted 
before the interviews, had not implemented ESD 
and SDGs into their program.

 Nine interviews were conducted in the period 
from April 2024 to June 2024. All interviewees 
represent the double degree from different roles: 
lecturers, program leaders, and partnership co-
ordinators. Given that only one semester of the 
programs had been delivered and there are no 
other cases to be included in the study, there are 
no more partnerships between Ukrainian and UK 
universities that have been established during the 
war, the number of interviewees can be consid-
ered sufficient for answering research questions. 
Besides, all interviewees had appropriate expertise 
in teaching, research, and international collabora-
tion. Some of them play significant roles in HEI 
management and administration. Five double de-
gree programs delivered by Ukrainian and British 
higher education institutions under the Twinning 
initiative were covered, and interviewees distribu-
tion is represented in Table 1.

The interview was designed open-ended to under-
stand the interviewees’ perceptions of the DDP 
QA practices based on their reflections on Doody 
and Noonan (2013), Bryman and Cassell (2006), 
and Diefenbach (2009). The research methodology 
was narrative analysis, according to the approach 
for qualitative analysis (Bohnsack, 2014). The in-
terviews were conducted in Ukrainian. 

The interview was designed to understand two as-
pects: 1) lecturers’ perceptions of the conditions 
and requirements of program implementation 
(their understanding of QA on the DDP, advan-
tages, and challenges) and 2) their vision of how 
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far the implementation of the DDP contributes to 
the implementation of ESD and SDGs. The sec-
ond aspect is structured to find out the peculiari-
ties of the national context in the implementation 
of SDG and ESD, whether there is such experi-
ence that teachers consider appropriate to imple-
ment ESD and DSGs in their HEIs (Flinders, 1997; 
Griffee, 2005).

3. RESULTS 

The overview of the participants’ answers allows 
identifying two points of view from which it 
is reasonable to analyze and interpret the out-
comes and make the conclusions: 1) the peda-
gogical point of view and 2) the quality assur-
ance point of view. The pedagogical point of 
view means applying teaching, learning, and 
assessment strategies from learning outcome 
achievement and student experiences and their 
success perspectives. The QA point of view 
means focusing on regulative and organiza-
tional procedures per se. Some cases are about 
complying with criteria differently, while others 
mean the use of some restrictions or procedures 
that are absent in the Ukrainian context, for ex-
ample, the procedure of academic moderation 
or external examination.

3.1. General perception

An important result of this study is the unequivo-
cal recognition by all respondents of the impor-
tance of implementing double degree programs 
for the development of their universities, despite 
the difficulties associated with both internal insti-
tutional issues and war circumstances.

This partnership creates an opportunity to explore 
crisis management cases in the context of global 
conflicts. 

All participants responded that they were fa-
miliar with QA procedures, and all agreed that 
QA was essential for SDG and ESD successful 
implementation.

To understand the teachers’ general perception 
of the norms and procedures provided for in the 
DPP, three questions were asked: 1) What are the 
challenges and difficulties you have faced while 
working at DPP? 2) Is there a difference in the 
approaches to quality assurance at the DPP com-
pared to regular procedures you have at your HEI, 
what exactly? 3) What CPD needs can you identify 
in terms of DDP?

All participants responded that there was no sig-
nificant difference in the approaches to QA at the 
DDP. However, there were some nuances needed 
to be agreed upon (Table 2).

Generalizing the answers about the differences 
in the QA approach, the pieces can be identified 
which could be interpreted as an essential gap:

• More thorough attitudes to the QA procedures.

• The procedures of quality assurance are “more 
detailed”.

• More “control points” of teaching staff.

• Meetings with students and open discussion, 
not just surveys, after studying the modules.

Table 1. Double degree programs delivered by Ukrainian and British higher education institutions 
under the Twinning initiative

DDP Title Partner universities Numbers of interviewees 

from Ukrainian HEIs

Business administration in Organizational 
Transformation

Abertay University and Simon Kuznets Kharkiv National 
University of Economics 2

Informational Technologies for 
Sustainable Energy Engineering

London South Bank University and Ivano-Frankivsk 
National Technical University of Oil and Gas 2

Marine Engineering River and Sea 
Transport Plymouth University and Kherson Maritime Academy 1

Psychological Wellbeing and Mental 
Health

Nottingham Trent University and National University ‘Lviv 
Polytechnic’ 1

Sustainable Agriculture and Food 
Security

Royal Agricultural University and Sumy National Agrarian 
University

3
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• Assessment: validation, fewer summative 
tasks, academic moderation, use of the assess-
ment scale and criteria, discussion and ap-
proval of the assessment, mapping assessment 
to the program as a whole.

• Program validation (internal).

The results correspond to the findings obtained by 
the American Council on Education (2014, 2021). 
Academic issues, i.e., related to teaching and learn-
ing, represent notably greater challenges for DDPs 
and JDPs. According to the survey (American 
Council on Education, 2014), over two-thirds of 
respondents reported that their programs faced 
challenges regarding course equivalencies and 
language and cultural differences.

According to the content of the answers about 
the differences in quality assurance approaches, 
the main gaps are assumed to relate mainly to 
the procedures of the QA, rather than the peda-
gogical strategies. All HEIs seem to have “intra-
organizational compatibility” – the consistency 
of values, goals, and norms of partner HEIs in 
the QA system of the DDP, according to Zheng 
et al. (2017). But these aspects need to be inves-
tigated deeper.

Some questions in the interview related to the ad-
vantages and potential benefits for students, teach-
ers, and institutions were asked to find out teach-
ers’ perceptions of the DDP since it is important 
to understand if the academic staff see the advan-
tages for students or HEIs, and for themselves. 
Respondents noted some advantages compared to 

what they considered important for implementa-
tion in their HEIs (Table 3).

The awareness of DDP advantages is in line with 
Buerkle et al.’s (2023, p. 13) conclusions that inter-
national partnerships of HEIs “ultimately provide 
a small but non-neglectable contribution to peace 
and prosperity as part of sustainability.”

As an important result, it also can be considered 
that 7 out of 9 interviewees perceive work on this 
program as their own development. Despite the 
difficulties and challenges, all teachers noted that 
they considered the program as useful experience 
for themselves, which provides an understanding 
of the international context, and the opportunity 
to communicate with colleagues from the partner 
university. One participant even pointed out that 
despite the difficulties for teachers to implement 
an interdisciplinary approach, possible replace-
ments of teachers were discussed. However, none 
of them have expressed a desire to leave teach-
ing in the program, as they “get real experience 
of working in an international environment” and 

“better understand the requirements”. 

It is important to note how participants view 
professional development for improving ESD-
oriented teaching strategies. They mentioned 

“Student-centered practices” and “design of learn-
ing materials”. These views correspond with Leal 
Filho et al. (2021) who consider ESD should in-
clude the development of the potential of academ-
ic staff, including their ability to “better contextu-
alize their teaching and create a more culturally 
inclusive learning environment. One interviewee 

Table 2. Challenges and teaching staff and continuous professional development needs

Challenges for academic staff CPD needs from the DDP perspective
Regulative (requirements of the Ukrainian Ministry academic 

standards, size of credit and student’s workload planning, academic 
calendar: semester vs trimester)

Design of learning materials, including approaches to ESD 
assessment

Assessment: QA view (assessment validation, Terminology) Cooperation with organizations experienced in SD
Interdisciplinarity (cooperation between teachers of different 

faculties) Learning technologies (presentations, video materials, etc.)

Some modules delivered just online Student-centered practices

Development of the learning materials in English  
(“not challenging but time-consuming”)

Micro-credential with a focus on soft skills, digital skills, and 
leadership development (“it is so useful for Lifelong Learning 

perspective”)
Approach to online education

Terminology
Approaches to interdisciplinarity (“We have a «pure agronomist” 

and here (DDP – auth.) an agronomist with a global vision is taught).
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pointed out the cultural differences in the percep-
tion of SD: “We focus more on economic develop-
ment rather than on complex problem or inclusive 
education”.

3.2. Assessment

A significant overlap between how teachers see 
the program’s benefits and what they would like 
to implement in their universities has been ex-
posed. This is a piece of evidence that the benefits 
interviewees mentioned are perceived as real, even 
though some of the interviewees also described 
them as challenges. It seems to be important that 
among these “points of overlapping” the vast ma-
jority relate to assessment. Assessment is key for 
implementing ESD strategies.

Assessment is crucial for ESD and SDGs imple-
mentation (Advance HE and QAA, 2021; Kioupi 
& Voulvoulis, 2020; Scherak & Rieckmann, 2022; 
Vargas-Merino et al., 2024; Southall & Wason, 
2016). Along with consensus of assessment im-
portance, it was also mentioned as a challenge, 
as an advantage, and as a component that teach-
ers consider helpful to implement in their HEIs. 
Based on the teachers’ answers regarding the as-
sessment, it can be emphasized that two perspec-
tives mentioned above took place: the pedagogical 
view (wide use of formative assessment, rubrics 
in summative assessment, focus on coursework, 

etc.) and the QA view (academic moderation, ex-
ternal examination, assessment mapping, etc.). 
Importantly, the interviewees evaluated the ad-
vantages of assessment practices pedagogically 
as well as QA procedures that framed the student 
assessment. Each participant defined a certain 
assessment-related instrument as one they would 
like to implement in their HEI.

3.3. Interdisciplinarity

Despite significant difficulties and the fact that 
Ukrainian universities are operating on the verge 
of maintaining a normal operational regime of 
teaching and research due to the ongoing war, the 
introduction of interdisciplinarity in Ukrainian 
higher education creates opportunities for trans-
formation. The strategic advantages of a particular 
HEI will be determined by its ability to take ad-
vantage of such opportunities.

Three interviewees pointed out interdisciplinar-
ity as an advantage and two wanted to implement 
some practices in their HEIs. This can be explained 
that 2 of 5 DDP are interdisciplinary. So, this out-
come of the study displays a separate direction for 
further research because interdisciplinarity is the 
most important for ESD and is in the focus of the 
pedagogical research (Di Giulio & Defila, 2017; 
Herweg et al., 2021; Hammer & Lewis, 2023). All 
participants noted that teaching in such programs 

Table 3. Advantages of double degree programs and ways for their further implementation

Advantages of DDPs It is helpful to implement at their HEIs (generalized)

Assessment: pedagogical view (41) - wide use of formative assessment, 
rubrics in summative assessment, focus on coursework instead of 

exams, fewer summative assignments

Assessment: QA view: academic moderation, external 
examination, assessment validation, assessment mapping 

Assessment: QA view (5) - academic moderation, external examination, 
assessment validation, assessment mapping

Assessment: pedagogical view: wide use of formative 
assessment, rubrics in summative assessment, focus on 

coursework, fewer summative assignments

Interdisciplinarity (3) Students’ feedback (“Regular meetings - a dialogue between 
students and staff”)

Structured learning (certificate, diploma, and degree) (1) Online delivery mode for some modules

Employability (7) Direct communication between the teachers before DDP 
started

Understanding the international context (3) Approaches to student-centered learning
the prestige of the UK HEI’s degree opportunities for research 

cooperation (9)
HEI’s image (9)

Network development and professional cooperation (“an opportunity 
to see your subject in a different way”; “going beyond your approach”) 

(6)
DDP as a continuous professional development for staff 

Note: 
1 - The number of the answers contains a specific advantage.
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is an experience that enriches their approaches to 
implementing interdisciplinarity, assessment prac-
tices, etc. They specified practices of the partner 
universities they would like to implement in their 
universities and identified specific approaches and 
practices in implementing education for sustain-
able development and the Sustainable Development 
Goals. This emphasizes the potential of the DDP 
to stimulate the implementation of the SDG prin-
ciples in higher education in Ukraine. As Dlouhá 
et al. (2018) found, the documents were perceived 
only as creating an enabling environment for the 
development of institutional strategies and specific 
measures. And practical cooperation catalyzes their 
implementation. This experience can be considered 
as “learning by doing” for teaching staff. Therefore, 
DDP implementation encourages innovation and 
allows academics to better understand the inter-
national context and determine what they need for 
their professional development, development, to 
match this context.

Language challenges have been stressed among 
the difficulties associated with the interdisciplin-
arity introduction. There are some answers about 
terminology and difficulties for students with cri-
teria understanding.

The features representing the national context of 
ESD and SDG implementation, except the war, 
are school education, financial opportunities of 
Ukrainian HEIs, and cultural differences in the 
perception of sustainable development: “We focus 
more on economic development rather than on 
complex problems, including inclusive education”. 
All participants in their answers mentioned the im-
pact of the war as a factor of limitation for the DDP 
delivery (“forced online format of learning”, “our 
HEI is in the occupied territory”, “limited oppor-
tunities conducting extracurricular activities with 
students”, “limited field study”) or as a factor that 
creates additional demand for graduates (“psycho-
logical support of the veterans”, “destroyed energy 
infrastructure”, “contaminated lands”).

4. DISCUSSION

The general conclusions obtained in this study 
are consistent with the findings of Healey and 
Bordogna (2014). The findings indicate there were 
no manifestations of “educational imperialism”. 

On the contrary, the approaches of both partner 
universities persist, despite the significant role of 
the UK university. 

The study has some limitations, particularly re-
lated to representativeness – only Twinning proj-
ect participant universities are covered by the 
research. However, the case of Twinning is quite 
illustrative because different fields of study and 
HEIs with different backgrounds and specializa-
tions are included. This case is interesting in com-
paring the Ukrainian and UK academic environ-
ments and approaches to academic quality.

The issues associated with the current conditions 
in which Ukrainian universities function, the psy-
chological aspects caused by the war, and their 
impact on teaching staff have been revealed. All 
participants in their answers mentioned the im-
pact of the war as a limiting factor for the DDP 
delivery (“forced online format of learning”, “our 
HEI is in the occupied territory”, “limited oppor-
tunities conducting extracurricular activities with 
students”, “limited field study”) or as a factor that 
creates additional demand for graduates (“psycho-
logical support of the veterans”, “destroyed en-
ergy infrastructure”, “contaminated lands”). One 
of the questions that should have been taken into 
consideration in the stage of research planning is 
how we can investigate the development if now we 
are talking about the survival of universities, pre-
serving their potential as much as possible. Indeed, 
the strategy of development and the strategy of 
survival are two different strategies from the 
managerial point of view (Kettunen, 2010; Kotler 
& Murphy, 1981). This aspect reasonably should be 
included in further research. 

The DDP-related research task arises from the war 
circumstances, namely ways of the Ukrainian 
higher education development in the conditions 
of war (UNESCO, 2024; Nikolaiev et al., 2023; 
Ganguli & Waldinger, 2023; OECD, 2022; Tröndle 
et al., 2024; Datsko, 2024). Besides the academic 
alignment inherent in different national regula-
tory environments, cultures, and practices, the 
problem of DDP delivery in the war-affected edu-
cational environment appears to be the essential 
factor for HEIs’ capacity development and the 
translation of the pedagogy strategies. Two ques-
tions should be researched further: 1) To what ex-
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tent such higher education institutions can imple-
ment international partnerships, complying with 
the requirements of the partner university and 
maintaining their internal quality standard? 2) 
What is the impact of DDP on war-affected HEIs 
that operate in an objectively more difficult situa-
tion (sometimes even critical) than their partner? 

The problem of the HE development on territo-
ries with conflicts (Milton & Barakat, 2016; Habib, 
2022; Inaba, 2020) and its role in the recovery of 
post-war societies can become a new direction of 
pedagogical research on the application of educa-
tion for social development. It can be a new way of 
ESD development per se.

CONCLUSIONS

It was found that despite some differences between the procedures, the principles on which internal 
quality assurance is based in Ukrainian universities correspond to those of their British partners. The 
main differences concern the assessment procedure – the involvement of an external examiner, and 
academic moderation – which is important from the respondents’ point of view and appropriate for 
implementation in their universities. Structured learning and employability are considered the main 
advantages.

The results display a sufficient perception of DDP QA by teaching staff. To some extent, the DDP imple-
mentation is “learning by doing” for teachers because it allows faculty to directly engage in curriculum 
development and refurbish their teaching and learning strategies. This finding is in line with Chan’s (2021) 
results – transnational education supports internationalization of teaching and learning practices and 
widens staff development opportunities. Also, no “educational imperialism” of any kind was revealed. 

The main characteristic associated with the Sustainable Development Goals and education for sustain-
able development is interdisciplinarity. At the same time, interdisciplinarity is identified as one of the 
challenges that need to be taken into account in academic design.

An important result of the study was the analysis of how participants assess the needs for continuous 
professional development associated with the successful implementation of double degree programs. 
Assessment for ESD and implementation of student-centered approaches are defined as such needs.

The key point is that interviewees considered “program as a continuous professional development” for 
staff and the institution generally.

These conclusions must be addressed considering some limitations of the study, including: 1. Theoretical 
limitations. There is no common theoretical framework for justifying the role of DDP in promoting 
ESD and the SDGs. 2. Limited data on the assessment of DDPs impact the implementation of ESD be-
cause only 9 members of the teaching staff were involved in the interview. The opinion of other stake-
holders, primarily students, is important for assessing such an impact. 3. Data generalization is difficult 
due to different DPP structures, as well as the fact that some programs have a clear focus on sustainable 
development, while others may only contain “embedded” ESD promotion tools. A structured interview 
does not fully reveal these features.

This study revealed additional questions that should be included in further research, particularly the in-
vestigation of the specifics of the implementation of DDP in the war-affected territories. It is important 
to consider the psychological aspects of such research and engage the researchers with relevant back-
grounds for analysis and discussion.

The outcomes gained from the research study can have wider implications for policy and practice in 
higher education, particularly for Ukrainian HEIs oriented on internationalization and DDP or JDF 
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development. Further research could be directed towards examining the influence of specific circum-
stances on quality assurance policies and procedures, as well as on ESD, examining the long-term sus-
tainability of DDP. Additionally, comparative studies across different educational systems and cultural 
contexts could provide deeper insights into the global applicability of findings.
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