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Introduction to this report  
 
This open-access report offers a comprehensive view of the pilot course e-Inclusion: 
Moving from Diversity to Inclusion in Online Higher Education Environments, hereinafter 
e-Inclusion. The course was planned and implemented within the project ‘Building 
capacity for inclusive education in digital environments (e-Inclusion)’, co-funded by the 
Erasmus+ Programme of the European Union. 
 
The report comments on the key components of the learning strategy implemented in 
the e-Inclusion pilot course, and the main resources and educational technologies 
displayed. 
 

How to use this report 
 
Lecturers and university staff can use this open-access report as a basis to design and 
implement online courses that seek to build capacities in digital inclusion within their 
respective higher education institutions. 

 
Section 2, entitled Learning strategy for an inclusive virtual learning 

environment, forms the core of this report. 
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1. Goals and targets of the e-
Inclusion pilot course 
 
The e-Inclusion pilot course was intended to enhance the expertise in building and 
nurturing meaningful e-learning experiences for a diverse range of university students – 
regardless of their socioeconomic, occupational and health backgrounds. It sought to 
facilitate higher education institutions to adopt organisational cultures that promote 
virtual environments which are inclusive, academically challenging and of high quality. 
 

 
The pilot course had 3 ECTS credits of workload and it was designed to develop 

knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values to work against social reproduction in 

virtual educational settings. 

 
 
The course was aimed at lecturers and university staff, as architects, implementers, 
and mediators of student experiences in higher education institutions, and it focused on 
preparing and equipping to teach in digital settings inclusively from many different 
perspectives. 
 
The pilot was run fully online and in an asynchronous manner, using the Universitat 
Oberta de Catalunya’s (or UOC’s) virtual campus. 
 
Three distinct challenges were provided to participants to work on. As an overview, 
these challenges took participants on a journey of personal reflection about their 
background and needs as lecturers and university staff, as well as those of their students. 
They learned how to apply the principles of inclusive education in virtual settings and 
create truly engaging learning environments, with a strong sense of social virtual 
presence. 
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2. Learning strategy for an 
inclusive virtual learning 
environment 
 
2.1. A Challenge-Nest Model for e-inclusion 
 
The e-Inclusion pilot course was planned and implemented according to the UOC’s 
Challenge-Nest Model. This is an innovative methodology for designing online courses, 
developed by the UOC, which lets course participants achieve educational competency 
goals.  

 
 Based on the Challenge-Nest Model, an online course is structured as a sequence 

made up of activities and presented through learning scenarios called 

challenges. 

 

 
The Challenge-Nest Model’s main objectives are the following: 

• To contextualise learning activities for course participants – by applying the 
principles of situated learning. This translates into challenges or real situations 
related to participants’ professional or daily lives. 

• To ensure that the competency-based teaching project of the course is properly 
integrated into participants' learning activities. 

• To closely connect the participants’ learning processes and the lecturers’ 
teaching endeavours with a learning resource-management system, which allows 
for content curation. 

 
We organised our challenge-nest informed-online course to ensure that all participants 
could achieve a set of six relevant competencies in e-inclusion. These competencies 
were capacities that participants should be able to put into practice in their professional 
lives, as lecturers or university staff members, and they combined relevant knowledge, 
skills, attitudes, or values in e-inclusion. 
 
All six course competencies were action-oriented, stated from the participants' 
perspective, verifiable, and expressed as capacities for doing something – or as active 
verbs that showed action and generated an assessable outcome: 
 

1. Challenge your own perspectives and practice self-reflection. 

2. Recognise and cater to diversity in digital classrooms. 

3. Design effective and engaging digital learning strategies for diverse learners. 

4. Create and make use of diverse, meaningful digital learning content. 

5. Cultivate an inclusive online learning climate. 

6. Build alliances for digital inclusive education. 
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Because the learning processes we envisioned for our participants were rooted in 
competency-based education, we needed to ensure that participants effectively worked 
on the competencies defined for the course. To appropriately inform participants about 
the course competencies and facilitate their work towards their acquisition, we translated 
them into learning outcomes. Therefore, each learning outcome revealed what 
participants would be able to do, display or prove by the end of the learning process, so 
they would be aware of what was expected of them, what they would learn, and, 
importantly, why they would learn it. 
 
We articulated the learning outcomes as actions performed or accomplished by course 
participants. All of them were formulated from the participants' perspective and referred 
to acquired, applied, or integrated knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values. They were 
specific, non-ambiguous, observable, and measurable. (See in Figure 1 how participants 
were informed about competencies 1 and 2 and their corresponding learning outcomes). 
 

 
Figure 1. Learning outcomes related to competencies 1 

and 2 

 
We structured the course into three challenge-nest activities. We envisaged each 
activity as a learning scenario structured around a challenge and oriented to achieve a 
specific subset of competencies. For example, the first challenge-nest activity in the 
course gravitated towards competencies 1 and 2 and their corresponding learning 
outcomes. The challenge was entitled Educating (to) different perspectives and we 
stated it in the following manner: 
 

Teaching is highly personal. As teachers, we have our own style, prefer-

ences, experiences, and biases that shape our classroom environment 

and the way in which we interact with our students. More often than not, 

taking the time to consider these influences is hampered by other work-

related matters. In a similar vein, taking the time to assess the needs and 

backgrounds of our students can be difficult. 

With the move to online education, the question of what makes a 

classroom a safe, educational and inclusive environment has become 

even more pressing than before. Challenges surrounding the accessibility 

and engagement of underserved students take on a different form, as the 

conventions and norms of 'traditional' education are rendered different in 

online environments. At the same time, it is this move to a new 

environment that also offers opportunities to discuss these matters more 

in-depth and cater to students that are traditionally studying on the 
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margins of the educational system. 

In this challenge, you will learn to make use of these opportunities by em-

barking on a path that involves the deliberation of your own needs and 

background, as well as those of your students. Learning to use this form 

of continuous reflection allows you to adapt to societal changes and chal-

lenges that are in constant motion, demanding different forms of 

education. 

 
 
We displayed every challenge as a headline of the virtual classroom. As seen in the 
previous example, challenges were not simply learning content. Rather, we conceived 
them to offer context-based learning by reflecting real education needs in e-inclusion and 
introducing a learning activity. 
 
Therefore, the course participants’ learning processes were inspired by the three 
challenges that were presented to them and the related activities they were requested to 
perform – so as to address these challenges. Accordingly, participants were guided by 
the professional or training situations described in the challenges (i.e. the challenge 
statements) to obtain specific learning outcomes and, thus, the associated 
competencies.  

 
 Overall, the course challenge-nest activities were aimed at every participant in order 

for them to reach the skills, knowledge, attitudes, and values related to the 

course competencies. 

 
 
To help engage participants to construct their knowledge, each challenge-nest activity 
not only put a continuous assessment activity at centre stage but also provided 
participants with information about the meaning and usefulness of what they would be 
working on, and a specific selection of curated learning resources. 

 
The challenge-based learning strategy came together with curated-content 
aggregators, visually shaped as mosaics and called nests (niu in the Catalan 
language). 
 
 
A nest referred to a collection of diverse learning resources we selected specifically for 
each challenge-based learning activity (see Figure 2). As a result, all the learning 
resources and content needed by participants to successfully carry out a learning activity 
were offered through the nests. 
 
 



 10 

 
Figure 2. Nest related to the first challenge-based activity 

in the course 

 
Thanks to these curated content aggregators, learning resources were shown in an 
attractive way, which captured the participants’ attention and supported their learning 
processes. Every learning resource was provided along with information that helped 
participants to navigate within such a resource, plan their work and know how they 
should use it to conduct a particular learning activity (Figure 3). 
 
 

 
 

Figure 3. Information made available about a learning 
resource 
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The nests integrated resources available at the university’s library and external 
resources with multimedia didactic materials published by the university. These materials 
were presented in a selection of formats to meet students’ diverse functional needs and 
format preferences. 
 
In addition to this, we prepared a course plan which was a teaching guide to assist the 
course’s lecturers and participants. The course plan displayed a detailed description of 
the course, a list of the main professional fields linked to it, the competencies and 
learning outcomes to meet, the challenges to address and the learning resources that 
were going to be used. Also, it explained the learning methodology and provided 
guidelines about the assessment model and the key dates of the course. This 
information, together with an interactive timeline was embedded in the virtual classroom 
(Figure 4). 

 

 
 

Figure 4. Course plan and timeline in the classroom 

 
 
 

2.2. A distributed teaching approach 
 
Perhaps the most important issue in fully online education environments is to prevent 
student isolation. We addressed this by bringing together participants, learning 
resources and lecturers in a nurturing virtual environment. It required all staff involved in 
teaching duties to play different roles throughout the pilot course: 

• A social role, as motivators who stimulate participants’ involvement and 
engagement. 

• A cognitive role, as generators of opportunities for participants to construct their 
knowledge – through learning dynamics, activities, and resources. 

• A didactic role, as designers of learning activities, facilitators of learning and 
experts in the disciplinary field. 

 
To bring these roles to life, we adopted an integrated student support system based on 
a distributed teaching approach. As a consequence, teaching activities were 
distributed between two distinct protagonists: faculty members and instructors.  
 
Faculty members’ functions were deployed by the Project’s Consortium’s professors. 
They designed the course, ensured its quality, and selected, trained, and coordinated 
the instructors who ended up teaching the course. To design the course, faculty 
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members (i.e. the Consortium’s professors) prepared a challenge-based teaching 
project1. 

 
 For their part, course instructors monitored the participants’ activity 

individually, proactively assisted, and guided participants, and assessed their 

progress throughout the course. 

 
 
Each instructor took care of a single virtual classroom. Their main role was to act as 
facilitators of the learning process, instead of becoming mere knowledge transmitters.  
 
Because the pilot was run in two virtual classrooms, two course instructors in total were 
involved. They worked collaboratively and were under the supervision of faculty 
members. Based on the teaching project prepared by the Consortium, the two instructors 
worked together to prepare and circulate the participants’ assignments, their solutions, 
and the participants’ group feedback. For each assignment in the course, the instructors 
assessed and graded the participants’ performance, and they provided personalised 
feedback along with the corresponding marks. 
 
 

2.3. The teaching communication pattern for e-
inclusion 
 
Communication and lecturer interaction was key to promoting participants’ autonomy 
and motivation to learn across the range of challenge-based activities, learning 
resources, communication platforms and assessments deployed in the course. 
Ultimately, active teaching presence in each virtual classroom contributes to learning 
goals. 
 
Lecturers’ communications and interactions were planned well in advance by taking into 
consideration what to convey and when. These communication and interaction initiatives 
were collaboratively designed by the two course instructors and organised and 
supervised by faculty members (i.e. the Consortium). 

 
The main goal of teaching communications was to generate a safe, 

constructive learning environment, which allowed course participants to feel free to 

share their experiences, thoughts, and ideas and to acquire knowledge in every 

challenge-based activity proposed. 

 
 
Throughout the pilot, course instructors communicated to the entire class of participants 
unilaterally and regularly, using a virtual classroom’s noticeboard. To do so, they 
produced structured messages for each key moment of the learning process (e.g. at the 
beginning of each challenge-based activity, right before every deadline, when an 
activity’s assessment was completed, etc.). 
 
 

 
1 The teaching project for this course is available in section 3. 
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Figure 4. Course instructor’s message in a teaching 
board 

 
In parallel to this, course instructors built three major windows of opportunities for group 
communication and insightful discussion about e-inclusion topics, both in text-based 
and video-based communication tools. In these debates, active student participation was 
essential, and instructors introduced and encouraged the discussions and acted as 
moderators and facilitators. They followed the threads of the arguments through active 
listening and encouraged participants to interact. 
 

 
 

Figure 5. Instructor’s interaction with a participant in a 
video debate2 

 

 
Importantly, teaching communication and interaction was provided, for every 

challenge-based activity, in the forms of 1) a suggested solution for the proposed 

assignment; 2) formative group feedback about the assignment; and 3) individual 

feedback about the performance of every participant in the assignment. 

 
2 Participant’s name and image have been removed to ensure anonymity and confidentiality. 



 14 

 
 
The instructor’s suggested solutions, group feedback, and personalised feedback were 
all devoted to helping participants. But because participants could compare an activity’s 
solution (published in the classroom) with their answers, both the group feedback and 
the personalised feedback did not justify the grades scored. Instead, they focused on the 
learning outcomes that had, and had not, been achieved (at the group or individual level) 
and that were particularly important in the next activities. 
 
In the group feedback, course instructors gave the class an overall judgement about 
the learning activity and the areas in need of further attention, and encouraged them, as 
a group, to continue progressing in the course. 
 
The personalised feedback was delivered to each participant along with their marks 
and it contained unambiguous and precise messages, in a language that helped them 
understand their mistakes and learn from them. It adopted an encouraging and friendly 
tone while it conveyed objective information related to the course contents and 
competencies, and it omitted any value judgement and criticism linked to the participant’s 
personal profiles or educational background. 
 

 
Figure 6. Personalised feedback about the first challenge-

based activity3 

 
 
  

 
3 Participants’ names have been removed for anonymity and confidentiality. 
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3. Challenge-based teaching 
project 
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4. Challenge-based course plan 
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5. Course challenges and 
activities 
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6. Solution guidelines  
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7. Group feedback 
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8. Instructors’ written 
communications on 
noticeboards 
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education in digital environments 

 
 
 

 

e-Inclusion builds on expertise in inclusive education 

and digital learning to provide equitable educational opportunities for 
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