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Abstract: This article shares the strategy for mainstreaming the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) at the University of Valencia (UV), which, although limited in its scale, may compel other
Higher Education Institutions to think in technological and social progress aligned with the 2030
Agenda. It explicates a process driven by the UV, on the occasion of the 75th anniversary of the
United Nations (UN), and in collaboration with the Service for Geospatial, Information, and Telecom-
munications Technologies from the UN Support Base in Valencia (Spain) to prepare the online event:
“The United Nations We Want”. It was the culmination of a collaborative project between students
and faculties from different scientific, technological, social, legal, humanistic, and health disciplines
that structure the University of Valencia. The intention was that new generations experience the role
they can have to shape the future we want, while the university community as a whole can become
part of transformative institutional change that draws on both top-down and bottom-up strategies in
pursuit of Education for Sustainable Development.

Keywords: education for sustainability; artificial intelligence; cross-cutting competencies; interdisci-
plinary dialogue; sustainable development goals

1. Introduction
General Introduction about the Role Universities Can Play in the 2030 Agenda

Current circumstances may overload us with messages and emergencies, but it is vital
to question our planetary-shared situation. The enormous flows of data being handled in
the twenty-first century pose a question that is especially relevant:
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“The world is changing faster than ever before, and we are flooded by impossible
amounts of data, of ideas, of promises, and of threats. Humans relinquish
authority to the free market, to crowd wisdom, and to external algorithms partly
because they cannot deal with the deluge of data. In the past, censorship worked
by blocking the flow of information. In the twenty-first century, censorship works
by flooding people with irrelevant information. People just do not know what
to pay attention to, and they often spend their time investigating and debating
side issues. In ancient times, having power meant having access to data. Today,
having power means knowing what to ignore. Thus, considering everything that
is happening in our chaotic world, what should we focus on?” ([1], p. 430).

In terms of transforming educational policies and practices, we consider the need to
rethink what we produce from the criterion of social value. Artificial Intelligence and the
huge amount of data that it mobilizes have starkly shown how vulnerable we are on the
ways of interacting at private and public spaces, food supply systems, workshops, and
other spaces, like the educational ones. Part of the challenge ahead of us is to understand
the need for prudent management of our own vulnerability and activation of innovative
social, corporate, labour, fiscal, and economic models. Moreover, public deliberation is
not always listened to for identifying social priorities and articulating policy priorities.
We need to open the debate because, following Harari’s arguments, “Despite all the talk
of pollution, global warming, and climate change, most countries have yet to make any
serious economic or political sacrifices to improve the situation. When the moment comes
to choose between economic growth and ecological stability, politicians, CEOs, and voters
almost always prefer growth. In the twenty-first century, we shall have to do better if we
are to avoid catastrophe” ([1], p. 31).

Nowadays, universities are expected to work within the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) framework [2]. The 2030 Agenda can be the object of dialogue and re-
flection on what transformative education should look like so as to carefully design
a global monitoring framework [3]. Drawing on the literature and case study experi-
ences implementing education for SDGs, we decided to integrate strategies for creat-
ing learning spaces [4–9]. This paper explores how the University of Valencia (UV), on
the occasion of the 75th anniversary of the United Nations (UN), and in collaboration
with the Service for Geospatial, Information and Telecommunications Technologies from
the UN Support Base in Valencia, has prepared the online event: “The United Nations
We Want” (https://www.uv.es/uvweb/college/en/university-events/united-nations-we-
want-1285851282125/Esdeveniment.html?id=1286186806266, accessed on 28 July 2021).
It was the culmination of a collaborative process between students and faculties from
different scientific, technological, social, legal, human, and health disciplines that structure
the University of Valencia (Spain). All of them were reflecting together to address the
challenges of Artificial Intelligence (AI) societies and technologies to drive transformations
aligned with the 2030 Agenda. That process was not done by each knowledge discipline as
reported in other studies [10–12], but from an interdisciplinary dialogue [13]. This article
will not describe an evaluation of the online event, but, rather, explains the process driven
with the intention to develop internal and external networks that will engage the univer-
sity in interdisciplinary dialogue in order to work towards transformative frameworks to
address Education for Sustainability.

The process has been driven with the intention that new generations experience the
role they have to shape the future we want. For those reasons, we developed an array of
educational resources that try to respond to the concerns of anyone who wants to contribute
to social change also from his/her university role. The aim of more sustainable realities
to come needs university collaborations with other social agents. Engaging people and
institutions as change agents needs to create connections with external stakeholders and a
transformative pedagogy inside the institution.

The analysis discussed in the dialogic process was fed from feminist and decoloniz-
ing frameworks [14–16] and from a global economic slowdown [17]. We need to allow

https://www.uv.es/uvweb/college/en/university-events/united-nations-we-want-1285851282125/Esdeveniment.html?id=1286186806266
https://www.uv.es/uvweb/college/en/university-events/united-nations-we-want-1285851282125/Esdeveniment.html?id=1286186806266
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awareness of the desire to learn, to reflect and explore something that affects us and the
future of our students on our fragile planet. For that reason, the participation of internal
and external agents was paramount (see Figure 1):

Figure 1. Internal and external agents involved in the process. Source: own elaboration.

The date chosen for the celebration of the public debate between UN representatives
and UV students was 22 April 2021, International Earth Day, in order to remember the
need to protect biodiversity and care for our shared home: Earth. The event was opened
by the Director of the United Nations Global Service Center; the Rector of Universitat de
València; and the President of the Generalitat Valenciana (regional government). As United
Nations interlocutors, we counted on the participation of the Director for Innovation,
Education, and Investment of UNWTO; the UPOV Legal Counsel and Director of Training
and Assistance; the 75th Anniversary Coordinator for Spain (and former Director of FAO
in Spain); and the Director of the ILO Office for Spain and Expert on the 2030 Agenda. The
next generations participated in the closing ceremony. Two 12-year-old children exposed
their desires to the UN.

In this way, the participation of the different agents from inside and outside the
University facilitated conversations, mutual learning, and partnerships between different
sectors. On an internal level, it helped to identify areas of shared interest across the UV
and opportunities for internal collaboration. It made the engagement of faculty members
and students to build capacity in the SDG framework possible. However, it also had an
external impact in two dimensions, namely i. partnerships with United Nations agents to
connect and work together on shared interests in future; and ii. engagement of a broad
audience. The online event on 22 April was followed by nearly 160 nodes, including mass
media agents, civil society entities, schools, and all-aged citizens in general.

Universities can help drive technological and societal progress that take into account
the 2030 Agenda. In fact, not only can it, but also the university context must become one
of the actors that favor and guarantee the well-being of the planet and people, precisely
because of the important role that future generations will play in this process. The dialogue
between all internal and external agents is critical for helping the local and global commu-
nity understand the AI’s challenges, opportunities, and interactions between the SDGs.
Working with common horizons would facilitate to develop and implement sensitive
responses, compromise with public policy, and open transformation pathways.

2. The UN That We Want
2.1. Background and Motivation

The 2030 Agenda was the compass to open a debate that allowed us to reflect on the
positive and negative impacts of AI. The full title of the 2030 Agenda is “Transforming Our
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World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.” Consequently, by responding to
university community ideas and proposals, participants were allowed to open questions
and enrich their own knowledge. It allowed people to imagine how AI can or cannot
progress toward a new social contract, sustainable, responsible models of production and
consumption, and peaceful, just, egalitarian societies.

The methodologies activated for students and faculty members participation were
in accordance with the principles established in Education for SDG, Learning Objectives
(2017). Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) facilitates significant drivers for
changes in curriculum topics and methodologies. In addition, indeed, increases student
demand for a sustainability-centered education:

“Subject disciplines, subject didactics, educational sciences and practice-oriented
studies should include methodology principles and subject knowledge from
ESD. Learning on the basis of real societal challenges in local contexts requires
cooperation with external partners. Modules should thus enable access to external
partners” ([18], pp. 51–52).

The activities generated for the realization of the event “The United Nations We Want”
gave the University opportunities to form new collaborations with government, social
agents, and the community in both research and education. Addressing the challenges of
AI societies and technologies requires new ways of doing things, hard choices between
competing options, and in some cases profound transformations. Four Discussion Panels
were formed in order to address the challenges and impacts of AI in people and the planet
from interdisciplinary approaches.

The three dimensions of sustainability were also attended in each of the four Discus-
sion Panels: social, economic, and environmental transitions needed for AI to facilitate
a sustainable development were studied. The challenges to avoid negative impacts on
the planet and people were identified as obstacles to achieve specific SDGs. All SDGs
must be viewed in a holistic approach and act as a road map to orientate transformations
in economic, social, and environmental issues. The future in our shared planet requires
critical thinking, constructing common horizons and working in alliance with others. The
AI debate was articulated in four Discussion Panels with specific SDGs assigned to each
one (see Table 1).

The learning process started with the synchronous tutorial about “the cross-cutting
key competencies for achieving all SDGs and Artificial Intelligence”. It was designed for
faculty members, but some students also attended. It had a duration of two hours and
was held on 17 December 2020 as a first approach to the contents that could be addressed
in the Discussion Panels. During the afternoon session, which was recorded in order
to be available for people who could not attend, the University community responded
to the offered guide-questions and proposed their own, which were accepted to create
new proposals.

The second tutorial was open for faculty members and students of all areas of knowl-
edge: “Basic training on AI. Glossary of key concepts and presence of AI in today’s reality”.
It had a duration of one hour and was available on Moodle from January 2021. The last
and third tutorial was “Can machines think? The current limits of artificial intelligence”.
It also had a duration of one hour and was available on Moodle from January 2021.

Later, there were four synchronous workshops guided from the UN Depository
Library–which it hosted at the university (ONUBIB)—to help people from each of the four
Panels to find specific documentation. An array of specific reports were available for the
whole community: students and faculty members. In the workshops, they also learned
how to use the library tools, by inviting them to go far away from the standpoint offered.
An average of 20–30 people (including teachers and students) participated in each of the
four workshops. Active and respectful participation was energized, which helped to collect
very interesting reflections and action proposals. Workshops had a duration of one hour
each and were held on 1–4 February 2021 during afternoon sessions.
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Table 1. Table panels. Discussion Panels, SDGs, and their impacts.

Discussion panels and SDGs

Impacts

Science and
technology for
the fulfilling of
SDGs and the
mitigation of

climatic change

Artificial
Intelligence in a

finite planet:
challenges posed

by the 2030
Agenda

Opportunities
and challenges

of Education for
Sustainable

Development;
the digital era
from the ethic,
historical and

anthropological
perspective

Human rights
and Artificial
Intelligence at
the service of

the 2030
Agenda.

Transformation
with economic

impact

Interactions with
the rest SDGs

SDGs: 8, 9 and
12 SDGs: 1 and 2 SDG: 3

Transformation
with social

impact
SDG: 11 SDG 10 SDGs: 4 and 17 SDGs: 4, 5 and

16

Transformation
with environ-
mental impact

SDGs: 6, 13, 14
and 15 SDG: 7 Interactions with

the rest SDGs

Interactions
with the rest

SDGs

In a different phase of the project, public speaking workshops were held. Ideas and
proposals were collected and given the form to generate stimulating speeches. In order to
clarify the elements of quality speakers, there were some synchronous sessions dedicated
to theoretical knowledge. In addition, other on-site practical sessions to practice strategies
and make proposals which were analyzed. These practical workshops were held in very
small groups and were face-to-face. The public speaking workshops added a total duration
of thirty-two hours.

2.2. Artificial Intelligence as a Pivotal Topic

As it has been described in Section 1, the learning experience described in this paper
arises from the collaboration of two partners: United Nations and the University of Valen-
cia, with the aim of spreading the knowledge and adherence to SDGs by the University
community, and particularly the students. Nevertheless, instead of approaching the topic
from a totally general perspective, it was decided that AI would be taken as the pivotal
topic, focusing on those features in which AI can contribute to SDGs’ adoption but also
noticing the potentially negative impact it may have on them. Focusing the work on a
specific object of debate, such as artificial intelligence, allowed the areas of engineering
and experimental sciences to feel challenged to contribute with their knowledge to an
interdisciplinary reflection on sustainability issues

This decision was undoubtedly motivated by the recent emergence of AI (or to be
precise, of a part of it: big data analysis) as a ubiquitous tool for improving (or at least,
changing) the way in which many daily processes are performed. This involves critical
tasks like energy production, distribution and consumption, management of transportation,
either of goods or of people, climate change assessment, and many others. However, there
are also more mundane activities like spreading of information or disinformation in social
networks or person-to-person contacts for selling or interchanging goods or services. One
of the biggest challenges for the organizers of this learning experience has been to explain
to non-technical people, in understandable terms, what AI is and how and in which way it
is changing our lives. Only in this way can students and faculty members from many fields
elaborate an informed and critical personal and collective position about the influence of
AI on the SDGs.
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An organization that can accomplish this goal, and that we could call transversal
diffusion of AI, required the presence of experts in different areas in each of the work
groups so that those aspects of AI that are more relevant to the topic of the group can
be understood, but, also, by listening experts in the topic. AI experts can reflect on how
their methods and tools should really be used in an ethical manner and how they can
contribute to sustainability. This organization was implemented as four Discussion Panels
(see Section 3.1), namely:

• Science and technology for the fulfilling of SDG’s and the mitigation of climatic
change.

• Artificial Intelligence in a finite planet: challenges posed by the 2030 Agenda.
• Opportunities and challenges of Education of Sustainable Development: the digital

era from the ethic, historical, and anthropological perspectives.
• Human rights and Artificial Intelligence at the service of the 2030 Agenda.

As a practical action, seminars with a non technical but rigorous introduction to AI, as
long as debates and other activities, were performed. Detailed description of all of them
can be found in Section 3 (more concretely, in Section 3.1). From now on, we only highlight
the general introduction to AI in the form of a conference that was also recorded for later
consultation. Its main goal was to clarify the concept of AI, its evolution, and how it is
currently used in a restricted version in most of the aforementioned applications.

Originally, and, according to its name, AI was conceived as a way to get a really intel-
ligent system (indistinguishable from a human mind) by artificial, mainly computational,
means. For this and other possible definitions of AI, see [19]. This is the most extreme
position, named thereof as “hard” or “strong AI”. That goal has not been reached, and it is
doubtful if it is even possible. However, there is a less extreme position: the one proposed
by those who see AI as the fact of getting a computer to do anything that, in the case of
being done by humans, would be called intelligent. The so-called “weak AI” (the type of
AI that operates on limited knowledge domains) is covered by this definition and, despite
its inherent limitations since it explicitly renounces to create a fully functional human-like
mind, it has been, and it is currently a great success. Programs that play chess or go that
can answer some questions posed to them in natural language (digital assistants) or that
help doctors in diagnosis from medical images are commonplace now.

Underlying all of these examples of success is a part of AI called Machine Learning
(ML). Essentially, ML is aimed at learning from examples, i.e., the program operates with
an algorithm (or a family of them) tuned by parameters whose values can change to adapt
to many different problems. The adaptation is done by the ML system based on a wide
sample of examples of different instances of the problem: those which solve it well, but
also others which do it poorly and even which do not do it at all. An excellent text is [20].
The prevalent method for ML nowadays is called deep learning (DL), a computationally
intensive but usually very effective method that finds the parameters of computational
neurons, which are artificial units of computation that are said to imitate to some extent the
behavior of human neurons and their connections. The interested reader may find more
information in [21].

In any case, it is important to remember that ML, and DL in particular, requires a
massive amount of data to be trained. Data are so important that their collection, curation,
and storage, as well as the algorithms to extract knowledge from them, constitute a new
field of engineering called Big Data. The use of such amounts of data brings some technical
problems connected with the misuse of resources, mainly energy and network bandwidth,
but, overall, ethical and legal problems related with privacy, misinformation, and mass
media manipulation.

A problem that the faculty members involved in this collaborative project found is
how to teach these and other related concepts like sensorization, data processing, cloud
computing, etc. to a non-technical audience. Working with examples, and trying to gener-
alize from them, seems to have been a sensible approach. Some interesting suggestions,
including the use of serious games, are reviewed in [22].
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According to the previous considerations, the features of AI and/or Big Data mostly
related with SDGs and, consequently, those which were more emphasized are sensorization
(which types of data can be collected), processing (which algorithms can and should be
used), and accessibility (public availability and assurance of integrity of collected data).

The former points were developed, either as seminars or as Discussion Panels with
the participation of faculty members, who first took the main responsibility for introducing
the topic technically, but participation of alumni was encouraged, as long as the different
activities were done.

2.3. Contents and Objectives: Artificial Intelligence and Transversal Competencies for
Curricular Sustainability

Connecting Artificial Intelligence (AI) to different disciplines of the University was
based on the transversal characteristics of the joining debate between UV students and the
interlocutors designed by the UN. Disciplines as different as Physics, Law, Environment,
Artificial Intelligence, etc. were intertwined within the same working group and the same
Discussion Panel, in a real interdisciplinary exercise of great interest to our students, as
well as the fact that, in itself, it materializes the need for alliances to walk towards the
same horizon (SDG 17). Faculty members and students seemed all to be a bit skeptical at
the beginning. However, there was the common objective of the interest in deepening the
SDGs in everyone’s life and at the UV. Everyone’s motives could have been diverse, but,
at the bottom, was the interest for a better planet. The focus of this collaborative project
was then on what united everybody towards the common objective. The students relied
on the faculty members and got engaged from the very beginning. The intention was to
build something new together, totally different from conventional education, and sustain
the uncertainty that was, at times, fairly intense. In reality, faculty members and students
became project partners after the preliminary initial meetings. In addition, this is what
gave this learning project one of its main characteristics as that of being highly innovative.
Faculty members, together with students, with the uncertain goal of an open debate
with UN officers, only a few months ahead, were preparing themselves and preparing
unexpected allegations and possible responses, devising and reasoning how AI could help
the Planet and People to Shape the Future Together. The only certainty was to contribute to
the UN’s interest of getting to know from students the role of AI in achieving the SDGs.

Ramos Torres [23], in the framework of the UNESCO International Institute for Higher
Education in Latin America Latina and the Caribbean (IESALC UNESCO, from its acronym
in Spanish (https://www.iesalc.unesco.org/, accessed on 28 July 2021), clearly expresses
the role and the contribution of higher education to the SDGs from teaching. Higher
education institutions generate and disseminate knowledge, and the SDGs themselves
demand new knowledge and suggest future changes based on science. Moreover, SDG
target 4.3, more explicitly identified with higher education, aims to, by 2030, ensure equal
access for all women and men to affordable quality technical, vocational, and tertiary
education, including university, which is being considered as one of the factors that will
make it possible to achieve all the SDGs, due to the impacts that the SDGs have on higher
education.

Undoubtedly, the joint debate between the UV students and the SGITT UNSB-V on
Shaping Our Future Together—The United Nations We Want: Artificial Intelligence, Planet,
and People has been an extraordinarily good opportunity for UV faculty members and
students to delve into and show the significant role of transversal competencies in curricu-
lum sustainability. It is clear that UV is not only actively pursuing sustainability, but it also
shows a very significant series of achievements (activities, teaching, research, etc.) on this
subject (See https://www.uv.es/uv-sustainability/en/uv-sustainability.html, accessed
on 28 July 2021). However, in order for faculty members to be prepared to facilitate Edu-
cation for Sustainable Development, they must develop sustainability key competencies
(including knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, motivation, and commitment). However, in
addition to general sustainability competencies, they also need more specific competencies
to facilitate faculty members’ capacity to help people develop sustainability competencies

https://www.iesalc.unesco.org/
https://www.uv.es/uv-sustainability/en/uv-sustainability.html
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through a range of innovative teaching and learning practices [24]. The university has a pro-
gram on sustainability education and learning (See https://www.uv.es/uv-sustainability/
en/educacio-i-investigacio/educacio-i-aprenentatge/formacio-i-sensibilitzacio.html, ac-
cessed on 28 July 2021) and has a specific Working Group on Curricular Sustainability
(See https://www.uv.es/uvweb/nullen/education-research/gt4-sostenibilitat-curricular-
1286109114475.html, accessed on 28 July 2021).

Following UNESCO [18], competencies describe the specific attributes’ individuals
need for action and self-organization in various complex contexts and situations. They
include cognitive, affective, volitional, and motivational elements; hence, they are an inter-
play of knowledge, capacities and skills, motives, and affective dispositions. Competencies
cannot be taught but have to be developed by the learners themselves. They are acquired
in action, on the basis of experience and reflection.

The preparation for the debate has provided a good opportunity to faculty mem-
bers and students to put into practice key competencies that are considered crucial for
the sustainable development, identifying learning objectives in totally new topics and
approaches for the students that are significant for the 17 SDGs. These key competencies
are considered transversal and multi-functional, given the specific characteristics of the
four Discussion Panels. It follows below some of the activities and opportunities that have
helped or contributed to achieving them. UNESCO competencies (as in [18]) are expressed
in italics:

Systems thinking competency: the abilities to recognize and understand relationships; to
analyze complex systems; to think of how systems are embedded within different domains and
different scales; and to deal with uncertainty.

The students had to tackle, many of them for the first time,

• The complexity of the Climate System, interactions between its components and
feedback processes at different spatial and temporal scales;

• The interactions of productions chains based on AI and its impacts on the planet
and people;

• The financialization of the global economy and the complexity of insubstantial paper
values that endanger the livelihoods of billions of people;

• Relationships in Planet Earth and the significance of human actions;
• The search for nature based solutions to many of the planet problems;
• Interest of applying Earth Observation remote sensing techniques for different

indicators;
• Understanding and managing uncertainty as unavoidable risk-taking and risk-sharing

also considering the cost of being reluctant to acting.

Anticipatory competency: the abilities to understand and evaluate multiple futures—possible,
probable, and desirable—to create one’s own visions for the future; to apply the precautionary
principle; to assess the consequences of actions; and to deal with risks and changes.

• Analyzing past World Economic Forum global risks (economic, environmental, geopo-
litical, societal, and technological) forecasts seeing how they have evolved in the last
few years, also considering the unforeseeable COVID-19 pandemic;

• Learn to anticipate unintended consequences, and to conceptualize, construct, and
communicate the probable fundamental characteristics of the future;

• Anticipate the effect of AI on the different SDGs. Towards gaining more knowledge
and predictive capacity;

• Learn the technique for building different scenarios: What would happen if . . . ?
• Precautionary principle based on risk analysis, trusting science, balance between

preventive actions and innovation;
• Again, consider the cost of inaction.

https://www.uv.es/uv-sustainability/en/educacio-i-investigacio/educacio-i-aprenentatge/formacio-i-sensibilitzacio.html
https://www.uv.es/uv-sustainability/en/educacio-i-investigacio/educacio-i-aprenentatge/formacio-i-sensibilitzacio.html
https://www.uv.es/uvweb/nullen/education-research/gt4-sostenibilitat-curricular-1286109114475.html
https://www.uv.es/uvweb/nullen/education-research/gt4-sostenibilitat-curricular-1286109114475.html
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Normative competency: the abilities to understand and reflect on the norms and values that
underlie one’s actions; and to negotiate sustainability values, principles, goals, and targets, in a
context of conflicts of interests and trade-offs, uncertain knowledge, and contradictions.

• Ability to negotiate sustainability values, achieve country coalitions;
• Role of non-governmental and Intergovernmental Organizations;
• Ethical issues. Scope and limitations of AI;
• Significant role played by the Law lecturers in the team by establishing the ethics

underlying the different AI algorithm applications, defending privacy and right
to privacy.

Strategic competency: the abilities to collectively develop and implement innovative actions
that further sustainability at the local level and further afield. Strategic thinking. What is required
to achieve SDGs?

• Ability to connect AI (technology) to the social world. Capacity (readiness) of technol-
ogy to evolve with time and facilitate adaptation to changes;

• Sustainable technology;
• Capacity to communicate sustainable concern for general public and neutralize

fake news.

Collaboration competency: the abilities to learn from others; to understand and respect the
needs, perspectives, and actions of others (empathy); to understand, relate to, and be sensitive to
others (empathetic leadership); to deal with conflicts in a group; and to facilitate collaborative and
participatory problem solving;

• Managing multidisciplinary teams;
• Teamwork capabilities, active listening, managing conflict, consensus building, etc.;
• Faculty members and students working together: faculty members showing different

alternatives or providing knowledge but adapting themselves to the students’ working
dynamics, using their communication and virtual meeting tools, for example;

• Leadership attitudes and aptitudes;
• Define the role of the group representatives.

Critical thinking competency: the ability to question norms, practices, and opinions; to reflect
one’s values, perceptions, and actions; and to take a position in the sustainability discourse.

• Absolutely needed when the amount of information is massive;
• Ability for analysis, synthesis, problem identification and problem solution, evaluation;
• To be open-minded, tolerate opposing opinions;
• Thinking outside the box;
• Capacity for adaptation to different options arising and eventual evolution or changes

of the activity itself;
• To promote abilities for the students to examine their own thinking, and that of others,

about information that they receive through observation, experience, and formal
research papers.

Self-awareness competency: the ability to reflect on one’s own role in the local community and
(global) society; to continually evaluate and further motivate one’s actions; and to deal with one’s
feelings and desires.

• Probably one of the most innovative characteristics of this learning process, achieved
by inciting and facilitating the self-management of the group so that the students
themselves devised their own way of training, distributing the work, electing their
representatives, etc.;

• Ability to put oneself in place of the other and start by applying the contents
personally;

• Recognizing the role of each student’s values, feelings, interests, abilities, and multiple
identity facets when shaping one’s thoughts and actions and, this, through sustained
engagement over the months dedicated to prepare the debate with frequent meetings
that helped them develop and express self-awareness;
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• Students were exposed to what they were competent in and what they could improve
on the different seminars and meeting held during the preparation weeks.

Integrated problem-solving competency: the overarching ability to apply different problem-
solving frameworks to complex sustainability problems and develop viable, inclusive, and equi-
table solution options that promote sustainable development, integrating the above mentioned
competences;

• Multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary teams;
• Integrating problem analysis, AI, and Earth Observation techniques sustainability

assessment, etc.;
• Play the stakeholder role or responsibility to assess effective sustainable solutions;
• Prepare joint argumentation and group reports.

2.4. Organization and Scheduling

To organize “The United Nations We Want” online event, a collaborative network was
woven, following four steps (Figure 2). Firstly, the initial contact between the University
and the Service for Geospatial, Information, and Telecommunications Technologies from
the UN Support Base in Valencia was carried out in October 2019. One year later, in October
2020, an internal communication between the vice-chancellor for Equality, Diversity, and
Sustainability and several deanships around the University was conducted. Thirdly, an
internal communication in each of the faculties involved to designate faculty members
committed with the project, generating very significant proposals from different faculties to
participate in the event. In addition, finally, the student’s representation from each faculty
was selected by the faculty members.

Figure 2. Organization steps followed. Source: own elaboration (vector face-to-face created from
pikisuperstar’s image in http://www.freepik.es, accessed on 28 July 2019).

Whenever possible, in the faculties where several degrees are taught, this learning
experience had to involve students and teachers from all of them, with the aim of achieving
the greatest transversality. In addition, this would bring a greater diversity of points
of view, thanks, precisely, to interdisciplinarity. Once the teamwork was composed, in
December 2020, the second phase started. Thanks to the collaborative network created,
big and small meetings were organized along the process. The first phase was common to
all the working groups since it was focused on general meetings about how the different

http://www.freepik.es
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faculties (embodied by the students with the faculty members’ support) could help to
tackle the 2030 Agenda, combining AI and SDGs. Following the research and teaching
interests of each faculty, linked to specific SDGs, four Discussion Panels or team works
were created (see Table 2 and Figure 2):

Table 2. General distribution of faculties according to Discussion Panels. Tables by gender of Students (S) and Faculty
members (F). Source: own elaboration.

Panel A Panel B Panel C Panel D

Faculty S F S F S F S F

Biology 5 2

Chemistry 1 2 1 1

Economics 2 1 3 4

Geography and History 2 1 1 4 3

Law 2 2 2 1 4 2 2 1 1

Mathematical Sciences 3 5 1 1

Pharmacy 1 1 2

Philosophy and Educational
Sciences 5 2 2 1

Physical Activiy
and Sport Sciences 1 1

Physics 8 4 2 1

Physiotherapy 1 1 2

School of Enginnering (ETSE) 1 3 1 2 1 2 1 1 3 1 3 1

Medicine 1

Psychology 1

Social Sciences 1 2 1

TOTAL: 121 14 11 5 4 5 11 3 4 10 14 11 7 3 8 10 1

The specific organization of each Panel will be explained in the following section.
However, all of them followed approximately the same schedule of training, via diverse
workshops and seminars, starting on 17 December 2020. These seminars tackled diverse
subjects such as AI, access to digital resources (ONUBIB), and oratory public speaking
techniques (Figure 2). Nevertheless, only five students from each Discussion Panel were
able to attend the face-to-face oratory workshops, due to COVID-19 restrictions. These
students were the ones who expressed their interest in being spokespersons on the debate
Panels, 22 April 2021.

The selection of the two spokespersons of each panel was slightly different in each case
(see specific cases in the following section). To ensure diversity, one had to be a man and
the other a woman. However, in all the groups, the final decision was totally democratic,
after attending the oratory workshops.

As we will see in Section 3, in all four of the Discussion Panels, two phases existed: a
first one, led by the faculty members that allowed for having a first approach and putting
together the steps to follow in each case; and a second phase, led by the students that was
focused on the statements that they had to stand up for on 22 April.
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3. Methodologies and Actions

The workflows and actions undertaken by the four Discussion Panels were diverse.
However, similar resources were used to organize the meetings, to work in pairs and
groups, and to present the information compiled. Several technological resources were
used to support and/or manage the remote collaboration. Some of them are widely known,
like Microsoft Teams, Google Docs, Doodle, Miro, WhatsApp, and Discord, whereas
others are less common or are versions of general tools, specifically tailored to be used in
the University of Valencia, like Virtual Classroom on Moodle (See https://moodle.com/
es/, Moodle, accessed on 28 July 2019 or Blackboard CollaborateTM (See https://www.
blackboard.com/, Blackboard Collaborate, accessed on 28 July 2019).

Besides these technological resources, students were provided with some basic mate-
rials, related to the SDGs and AI, for preparing the debate arguments. The main reference
was the book “Inteligencia Artificial (IA) y Tecnologías Digitales para los ODS” [25]. This
book analyzes and describes the state of the art on the use of artificial intelligence and
digital technologies to address the 17 SDGs. It also presents an analysis of the weaknesses,
threats, strengths, and opportunities for each SDG that allows for deriving a set of rec-
ommendations to promote the use of AI and digital technologies in the development of
the 2030 Agenda. Additionally, students were also given some papers to complement
this material, and they could even search for other materials by themselves at the UN
library of the University. Reading these materials, before the meetings, helps the students
prepare the arguments for the debate, but also leads them to interesting discussions during
the meetings.

3.1. Discussion Panels
3.1.1. Panel A

Panel A was made up of 34 people coming from different areas of the University,
25 students (14 women and 11 men), and nine faculty members (five women and four
men) (see Figure 2 and Table 2). The main topic of Panel A was focused on Science and
Technology at the service of the SDGs and climate change mitigation. The SDGs implied,
numbers 6, 11, 13, 14, and 15, were related to water and sanitation, resilient and sustainable
cities, climate action, and marine and terrestrial ecosystems. With the aim of training
students on these SDGs and relating them to specific aspects of AI, it was decided that
faculty members and students meet regularly two hours per week during six weeks. The
structure of the meetings was as follows: in the first hour, a seminar was provided by a
faculty member to train students on specific topics and highlight important issues related
to the SDGs; the second hour was for discussing the seminar and SDGs closely related to it.
To achieve this, the faculty member raised some questions during the meeting that led to
fruitful discussions among students and faculty members, which pointed out important
aspects that would aid to build the structure of the speech of debate. For preparing the
seminar, students were provided with some previous material related to the SDGs and
AI, as we have referenced above. The following seminars were given by different faculty
members each week. It is important to note that, due to COVID-19 restriction, all the
seminars were online and also recorded.

• First seminar: it was thought to be convenient to dedicate one of the first training
seminars to the synergistic action of AI and Earth Observation to driving and attaining
the specific SDGs under consideration. This seminar was given by a faculty member
of the Physics Faculty whose main area of research and expertise is Remote Sensing.

• Second seminar: The second seminar was aimed at explaining basic concepts like
signal, sensor, distributed sensing, data digitization and their safe transmission and
how these concepts are physically implemented (Internet of Things, smart sensoriza-
tion, data aggregation, and verification through blockchain techniques). In addition,
some aspects were discussed about privacy implications. This seminar was given by a
faculty member of the School of Engineering.

https://moodle.com/es/
https://moodle.com/es/
https://www.blackboard.com/
https://www.blackboard.com/
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• Third seminar: A seminar on visual health cooperation was given by a faculty member
of the Physics Faculty who has experience on this topic. She also showed significant
personal volunteer actions carried out in low- and middle-income countries.

• Fourth seminar: This seminar was devoted to understanding the principle and actions
to achieve a sustainable city, as well as learn about new movements such as slow cities.
The goal is to achieve more sustainable and inclusive cities from a social, economic,
and environmental point of view. This seminar was given by a faculty member of the
Faculty of Geography and History.

• Fifth seminar: the main purpose of the seminar was to analyze the possibilities and
risks of the use of AI from a legal perspective. This seminar was directly related to
SDSs 6, 11, 13, 14, and 15.

• Sixth seminar: In this seminar, different subjects were explained around getting
more women into science and engineering careers to achieve better science. This
seminar was given by a faculty member of the Faculty of Physics who is an expert in
gender equality.

As indicated earlier, the selection of the two spokespersons was a democratic decision.
In the specific case of Panel A, a debate among candidates was made regarding the SDGs
of this Panel. It was attended by faculty members and students. It was done online and
people who could not attend were able to visualize it, as it was recorded. Afterwards, all
members of this Panel voted to choose the two candidates. As pointed out before, through
the discussion of the seminars and hard work of the students, a ten-minute initial speech
was elaborated for the first part of the debate based on three points:

• How AI tools can be applied to the environment and the impact they may have.
• Data and its impact on environment and law issues implied.
• Training and education: raise the importance of education and training to achieve a

more sustainable planet.

To reinforce the speech and data that supported it, a survey was carried out among
students of the UV and other Spanish universities to search about the extent of their
knowledge about the SDGs. The results concluded that 67% of the people who did the
survey do not really know enough about the SDGs, and 30% do not know anything about
them at all. The survey also threw up that, in order to have a more sustainable planet, we
should change our way of living instead of relying on technology.

The second part of the debate consisted in an argumentative situation where the two
spokespersons of the desk would raise some questions to the spokeswoman of the UN
who was a representative of the UN World Tourism Organization. To prepare for this part,
all the members of the desk agreed to provide some arguments that follow a structure
guided by a reasoning procedure and with data supporting them, as well as indicating the
impact that his/her argument generated. A total of eight arguments were prepared. Some
examples of them were:

• The increase of transport for tourism purposes leads to a substantial increase in CO2
emissions into the atmosphere.

• The technology, and in particular data exploitation and storage centers, increase water
stress and greenhouse gas emissions, coming into conflict with local resources and
the environment.

• Tourism is responsible for the majority of the residuals found in oceans.
• Tourism promotes the touristification of cities or certain neighborhoods, and with it

the right of residents to access housing is violated (contemplated as goal in SDG 11),
thus becoming unsustainable cities.

• A tourist at the Community of Valencia may spend four times more water than a
common citizen, therefore breaking the water balance in one of the regions with most
frequent droughts in Spain.
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3.1.2. Panel B

Panel B was composed of 16 students (5 women and 11 men) and 7 faculty members
(3 women and 4 men): 22 people from four different faculties (see Figure 2 and Table 2).
The topic of the debate in Panel B was “Artificial Intelligence in a finite planet: challenges
of Agenda 2020”. The work focused on some SDGs, in particular, 7 (Ensure access to
affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all), 8 (Promote sustained, inclusive,
and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for
all), 9 (Develop resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization,
and foster innovation), 10 (Reduce inequalities between and within countries) and 12
(Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns).

In order to deepen the scope of each of these SDGs in relation to the theme of the
Panel, it was decided to distribute the internal work by creating five groups, one per SDG,
to address the evidence, deficits, and proposals of greatest interest and impact; and to share
the results obtained weekly in the open for a joint and cooperative preparation of the debate.
To this end, one day per week was set aside for a two-hour virtual meeting with all the
members of the Panel, which contributed to collective enrichment by sharing the respective
learning of each group and jointly addressing any doubts that arose. A spokesperson from
each group reported on the progress made and the topics worked on, and then a collective
debate was opened to reorient future lines of research. This way of proceeding allowed
students to acquire skills and strengths they lacked, to be aware of the challenges posed by
Agenda 2020 and to be able to better prepare for the final phase of speech drafting.

Since there were several issues of interest identified by the five groups, a total of ten,
it was agreed to vote and reduce them to five themes, one per SDG, which turned out to
be the following: technological and equal development for all countries: social, political,
and economic inclusion; bad and good uses of AI; global access to affordable, reliable, and
modern energy services; and more efficient consumption. All the conclusions reached by
each group on these issues were compiled in a single document. This document was the
basis for the final speech, the draft of which was prepared by the students selected by the
students themselves for the public defense. The draft was made known to the members
of the Panel, who made some observations that enriched the final text. Finally, the text
underwent a series of adjustments in the light of the UN interlocutor with whom the Panel
had to interact, all with the aim of maximizing the size of the subject, formulating the most
appropriate proposals and setting out the challenges and deficits of AI on a finite planet in
the light of the commitments made in the 2020 Agenda. Thus, the speech focused on three
crucial topics related to AI:

1. Technological growth of businesses and the future of employment,
2. Data protection and privacy infringement,
3. Equal energy and technological development among countries.

Regarding the first, they asked what the UN was planning to prevent automation from
generating a massive loss of employment and suggested that it should provide technical
and economic assistance to promote the development of professional skills of those workers
at risk from AI, especially in countries with a higher proportion of unskilled people.

Regarding the second, they wondered whether the violation of privacy is the price we
have to pay to live in an advanced and globalized world and proposed as a way to protect
data an International Convention for all countries, as exists in the European Union and, to
this end, urge the UN to play an active and decisive role in bringing positions between the
different States and pointing out and denouncing those that play the role of digital havens.

Finally, they were concerned to point out that there is no equitable distribution of
resources for which the UN could help impoverished countries by providing them with
technology they do not have and the trained human capital they need, and that it could
help in building planning and in the development of renewable energies. It was proposed
that the UN should ensure international cooperation and help to mitigate inequalities,
encouraging the development of R&D through financial aid and promoting the transfer of
new technologies to those countries with alarming poverty rates.
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The conclusion reached is that the key lies in making AI an instrument of globalization
of rights and welfare and not of destabilization between countries and societies.

3.1.3. Panel C

Panel C was made up of 42 people coming from 7 faculties, linked to diverse research
areas of the University, 24 students (10 women and 14 men) and 18 faculty members
(11 women and 7 men) (see Figure 2 and Table 2). As in other Discussion Panels, the collab-
oration networks allowed for working all together as well as in small groups. Internally,
the meetings were organized in three levels: faculty, “group question”, and Panel. The
first meetings were focused on the proposal of several questions or subjects, related to the
SDGs assigned to this panel: No Poverty (1), Zero Hunger (2), Quality Education (4), and
Partnerships for the Goals (17).

During the months of January and February, the participants on Panel C worked
by faculties to define which ones were the main interests and questions regarding these
four SDGs. The main purpose of these meetings was to identify the most important
problems, according to the students’ interests, and to lay out how the UN could help to
solve these main problems, using AI. As we have previously indicated, in order to prepare
the arguments for the debate, students were provided with some basic material related to
the SDGs and AI.

Once the four main questions and the students interested in each of them were selected,
the work by “group question” started. All questions were focused on finding the problem,
searching worldwide evidence, and giving solutions, keeping in mind the UN role. Those
groups focused their debate on the following questions:

Question 1: What tools and creation of international alliances can the UN stimulate to
promote cultural, social, and economic change that promotes well-being, the
reduction of inequalities and justice in the digital age? (SDG 17)

Question 2: What are the social, psychological, economic, and ethical consequences of
digitization in work and education? (SDG 4)

Question 3: How do AI and digitalized environments affect the environmental impact of
capitalist production and consumption models? (SDGs 1 and 2)

Question 4: How can the great benefits of AI be used to solve poverty and fight the
rejection of the poor (aporophobia)? (SDGs 1 and 2)

Given that, in the final debate with the UN, it was foreseen that two students from
each Panel would be the interlocutors presenting the developed questions, it was necessary
to choose among the participating students who would oversee this task. Since Panel C
had four subgroups, it was determined that there would be at least one representative
from each subgroup attending the oratory workshops and, finally, actively participating on
22 April (as a spokesperson or as supporters, giving data for answering back to the UN
interlocutor after the initial speech).

During the month of March, weekly meetings were celebrated, at the same time that
the general Discussion Panel work was progressing. These small meetings made the active
participation of the students easier compared to the general virtual meetings. Through-
out this process, the students had access to the large volume of books and specialized
papers conserved at ONUBIB UV, which was crucial for addressing the questions, without
excluding other sources of information.

Finally, in April, all of these ideas resulted in three main statements, showing the main
problems, with specific evidence around the world and some solutions proposed. The cre-
ation of an ethics regulation to use Big Data and AI was highlighted. As students in Panel C
expressed in their final speech, the correct use of AI can help to avoid digital divide, polar-
ization of the inequality, and aporophobia, but it can also promote ethical management of
natural resources, as well as the rationalization of production and consumption processes.

At the end, Panel C resulted in two specific proposals. The first of these, and in order
to reduce bad practices in the exploitation of natural resources, which put the planet and
people at risk, students proposed the UN the creation of an International Social Commission
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for Public Denunciation or Accountability, which establishes minimum requirements to be
included in the labor and industrial legislation of the countries, so that harmful exploitative
practices gradually disappear.

In this same sense, and as the second proposal of Panel C, the UN might encourage
sustainable production processes and fair trade, raising awareness of the need to use
materials that do not harm the environment and the health of the people who inhabit
it, as well as to future generations. In other words, encourage good practices around an
economic model that priorities the dignity and well-being of the planet and people.

3.1.4. Panel D

A total of 20 people were involved in the development of Panel D work, 11 students
(3 women and 8 men) and 11 faculty members (who were women with the exception of
one man), all of them from different faculties and schools of the University (see Figure 2
and Table 2). The main focus of this Panel was the impact of AI on people and our human
rights, which is why it was considered to address SDGs 3 (Good Health and Well-Being),
4 (Quality Education), 5 (Gender Equality), and 16 (Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions).

Since it was intended that the students would actively participate in the search for
the questions to ask the UN representatives, an attempt was always made to promote
their involvement and responsibility. Students were encouraged to work autonomously,
without faculty members’ constant supervision, and collaboratively sharing knowledge
between them, but always with the support of the faculty members. For that purpose,
one meeting per week was planned to supervise and help students progress. Given the
diversity of the SDGs to be covered, it was decided to split the group into two different
subgroups (including students and faculty members), one addressing SDG 3 and another
one addressing 4, 5, and 16 SDGs. In this way, the different sessions carried out, started
with a common part of work with the whole group, and then the group was split to work
on their objectives in a specific way. All of these meetings were held using the Teams
platform (see Section 3).

The first sessions, performed along March, were dedicated to work on finding the
questions to ask the UN representatives and to solve students’ questions. In that sense, a
seminar about the digital gender gap, gender biases in algorithms, and the impact of the
lack of AI gender diversity in society was held.

Students were given access to the large volume of books and specialized papers con-
served at ONUBIB UV, which was crucial for addressing the questions, without excluding
other sources of information. Moreover, they were provided with different publications
and materials on the SDGs to work on from where students could carry out their own
search for information. The aim for the students was clear, not only about the questions to
ask, but also about the scientific basis for asking them as well as to be able to reply to the
possible answers and to maintain a serious and rigorous dialogue. After that process, the
proposed questions were:

For SDG 3:

Question 1: How can AI benefit healthy living?
Question 2: We believe that the UN should lead the standard of healthy living with respect

to different people, cultures, etc.
Question 3: How can AI support sanitary procedures, diagnosis, treatment, and surgery?

For SDGs 4, 5, and 16:

Question 1: Is ethical and diversity training necessary to develop a human AI?
Question 2: What kind of training are AI professionals receiving about ethics and diversity?
Question 3: What kind of education do we receive about managing our data and privacy

on the Internet?
Question 4: How could the UN regulate intervention, control, or define limits in AI?
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Given that in the final debate with the UN it was foreseen that two students from
each Panel would be the interlocutors presenting the developed questions, it was necessary
to choose among the participating students who would oversee this task. Since Panel D
had two subgroups, it was determined that there would be one representative from each
subgroup. The candidacies were intended to be free, so that students would decide which
of them would be the representative. An open process was performed, using a poll, where
students were able to indicate their interest in being the representatives of the Panel. After
a negotiation process, three persons decided to take on this responsibility, adding one more
person to the event just in case one of the first two suffered an unforeseen event.

The final speech was focused on some crucial topics related to the fact that AI and use
of huge amounts of data are a fact, but the paramount issue is that people and institutions
have the responsibility to guide it through human values. Students identify some of the
controversies raised by AI, and that, in a globalized world in which new technologies are
here to stay, we need worldwide values to inspire their use. Students pose data concerning
mental health problems and associated stigma, violence against women, occupational death
data, and the COVID pandemic—among others, while acknowledging that the answer to
revert these problems is not easy in any case, but they certainly believe that it should not
be the normalization of inequalities, violence, or injustices.

To achieve that end, students propose the actualization of Human Rights to delimit the
role that AI should occupy in the process of achieving the SDGs. They argued that, in the
case of managing to achieve an optimal development of AI, while maintaining some source
of inequality, we have failed. It would be a failure because the role of AI should be the
contribution for the struggle to guarantee Human Rights and 2030 Agenda. They exposed
the capacity of AI to break geographical barriers, improve the quality of life of people with
disabilities, early detection of mental illness through behavioral analysis, prevent situations
that could result in violence, facilitate the achievement of a global education, end illiteracy,
understand the behavior of new viral strains, or prevent and monitor patients with chronic
diseases—among others.

4. Assessment of the Process of Participation

The learning experience driven by faculty members and students, as well as wider
stakeholders, played a critical role helping to shape new ways for educating for sustain-
ability locating universities as engines of societal transformation [26]. The purpose of
evaluating this strategy for mainstreaming the SDGs was to promote awareness among
citizens on environmental and developmental issues overall, not to validate the results
and conclusions of our example of good practice. In this sense, our purpose leads us to
collect feed-back from participants after the finalization of the online event—which was
as reported limited in its scale—in order to assess the learning experience. The collabo-
rative project counted with the participation of the four thematic panels and the external
agents who took part in the event. It was offered to a different number of participants
who took part in the preparatory work and in the event itself: the UN interlocutors, the
two 12 year-olds and the students and teachers linked to the specific Panels. Through
the survey, information was collected from a representative number of participants, as
shown below:

To assess the activity, a survey was prepared, and a sample was established for a 95%
confidence interval (5% significance level), as depicted in the last row of Table 3. The survey
included questions in four sections and was developed using Limesurvey(c) software and
distributed by e-mail to be completed online in about five minutes. The four sections
included an assessment of programmatic aspects, process evaluation, evaluation of the
results, and a general assessment of the project (see Additional Material for a full version).
On 19 May 2021, the survey was sent to the participants and data were collected until 8 June
with 112 people completing the answers. A total of 43 surveys were collected from faculty
members, 67 from students, and five from collaborating members. Therefore, the marked
samples have been complied with and the data are representative of the study universe.
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The assessment of the initiative carried out between UV and the UN is a fundamental and
necessary element with which it is intended to know and evaluate the entire work process,
training, and transfer between faculty members, students, and collaborating members. For
this, each of the three groups involved have answered the survey, with similar questions to
be able to compare from the three perspectives (students, faculty, and collaborators) their
responses focused on three areas: tools used, knowledge, and general assessment.

Table 3. Participants in the survey and assessed sample.

Students Faculty Members Collaborators Total

Panel A 25 9 1 35
Panel B 16 7 1 23
Panel C 24 18 1 46
Panel D 11 11 1 21
Total 76 45 4(+2) 127
Sample 67 40 5 112

In general terms, the three groups agree that the expectations they had in “The United
Nations We Want” have mostly been fulfilled, although with differences (Figures 3–5). The
collaborators are those who value this initiative between positive and very positive (80%),
followed by the faculty members (almost 70%) and, lastly, the students who do not exceed
half of the respondents. Therefore, the analysis with the lowest approval of expectations
is that of the student group. This lower degree of compliance among students may be
due to various reasons, on the one hand, because it may be different from what they had
in mind and, on the other hand, a lack of experience in this type of activities and even
a lack of communication and/or coordination. The union of all this could have been an
intense process for the student, but where they have acted from a proactive, motivating,
and enthusiastic dynamic.

Regarding the use of materials and tools for the proper development of the initiative,
the three groups mostly approve this section. The use of the platform, available resources,
and the involvement of the rest of the groups and coordination are highly valued; for
students and faculty members, these elements have an approval that varies between 40%
and 65% (Figures 3 and 4)—while, for external agents, it is much better valued and varies
between 40% and 80% (Figure 5).

The work within the Discussion Panels has been interdisciplinary, and this has been
highly valued by both faculty members (more than 85% value this action between positive
and very positive) and students (more than 60% value it as positive and very positive).
It should be remembered that each Panel has had the participation of at least five faculties
from different branches of knowledge. This has been one of the first initiatives in which
both students and faculty members have worked in a transversal and interdisciplinary
way, which can be considered a success.

Another important element of this assessment is the importance that the different
elements have for the three groups, such as cultural and individual diversity, gender equal-
ity, social justice, environmental protection, and personal and professional development
of both the student group and of the faculty members (Figures 3 and 5). In all of these
items, there is a consensus on their importance. If we add the positive and very positive
opinions, 80% of both groups think that they are very relevant; only cultural development
and individual diversity have less importance for the students (almost 50%).

In addition, the three groups agree to consider the expansion of knowledge on sus-
tainable development, the SDGs, and other challenges as a very positive aspect. For col-
laborators and faculty members, this process has 85% and 80%, respectively, positive and
very positive assessment of knowledge and transmission of knowledge of the SDGs. In the
case of students, most of them also think that this initiative has allowed them to improve
their training (almost 80%). This is a very important element, since this initiative has been
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a continuous process of training in very relevant concepts together with the SDGs, which
are a basic element in the development of the 2030 horizon.

Figure 3. Question and answers of the survey proposed to the participant students. Bar lengths
express proportions on the total sample size.
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Figure 4. Question and answers of the survey proposed to the participant faculty members. Bar
lengths express proportions on the total sample size.
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Figure 5. Question and answers of the survey proposed to the UN participant collaborators. Bar lengths express proportions
on the total sample size.

Finally, the general assessment of this initiative has a majority approval of the three
groups. The experience implemented by UV and UN obtains a very good rating among
the groups of faculty members and collaborators with a valuation between positive and
very positive in 78% and 80%, respectively—while, in the case of students, this assessment
drops to 45% of the participants. However, it should be noted that 25% of the students
have an aseptic point of view of this process. Together with this assessment is the question
of whether the three groups would participate in a similar initiative again, 80% of the
collaborators said yes; for the faculty members, 75% would also be willing to do so, and,
among the students, almost 55% would repeat, although almost 25% are indifferent to
participate or not in another initiative.
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5. Learning Results

I. Addressing the challenges of Artificial Intelligence societies and technologies fa-
cilitated learning objectives for Education for SDGs.

Participation in the learning experience “The United Nations We Want” resulted in
internalization of some of the specific learning objectives for education for SDGs outlined
by [18]. The learning experience was designed taking into consideration the cross-cutting
sustainability competencies. Individuals and societies around the world struggle to keep
pace with the progress of AI, encountering many new challenges. A rapidly proliferating
amount of data in a context that is increasing in complexity and uncertainty requires people
that are capable of lifelong learning. As reported previously—through the assessment
made by the surveys—approximately more than the 80% of participants felt confident to
affirm seeing “the big picture” of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. In each of
the four Discussion Panels, a selection of some specific SDGs occurred, but the cross-cutting
ideas of sustainability were addressed in all Panels.

The learning experience reported in this article enabled participants to achieve the
learning objectives for SDGs include cognitive, socio-emotional, and behavioral domains [18].
The cognitive domain comprises knowledge and thinking skills necessary to better under-
stand the SDGs and the challenges in achieving it. The socio-emotional domain includes
social skills that enable learners to collaborate, negotiate, and communicate to promote the
SDGs as well as self-reflection skills, values, attitudes, and motivations that enable learners
to develop themselves. The behavioral domain describes action competencies—which
was not worked in an explicit manner in the learning experience “The United Nations We
Want”. This behavioral dimension of the learning objectives for all SDGs was encouraged
to be achieved through other programs, such as the University Volunteer Program in UV
Sostenibilitat. The learning experience “The United Nations We Want” allowed internal and
external agents to address digital structural inequalities, by exposing people to the positive
as well as negative possibilities of AI. As reported in other studies such as [27], p. 24: “The
way we choose to develop and use AI is a choice that we as a society make. It has been
long recognized that one fundamental way to achieve this is through Education”. Young
people, faculty members, and stakeholders were able to learn about what data and AI can
be good for and what are the partial, often narrow, and general limitations of AI.

Participants had the opportunity to reflect about the SDGs agenda in a way that
explicitly works from the inter-dependencies between and within the SDGs. It calls for the
SDGs to be considered as an indivisible and integrated whole that should be addressed
in a balanced way that accounts for interlinkages between the SDGs and between their
social, environmental, and economic dimensions. Identifying negative interlinkages (or
trade-offs) is important for ensuring that progress in one area does not lead to unexpected
outcomes that undermine progress in other areas. On the other hand, positive interlinkages
(or synergies) are useful for addressing multiple areas at once ([2], p. 40).

The collaborative work done between the UN and UV ensures that the contents of
the debate are meaningful to all the participants, regardless of their background. Dialog
with different perspectives and knowledge areas helped ensure that discussion questions
make sense from the perspective of all participants. The co-creation processes favor shared
knowledge to develop a high quality debate that promotes education for sustainable
development. The aim of this online event was to encourage careful thinking, critical
examination, a commitment to examining all sides, and to allow time for dialogue.

II. The dialogue between internal and external agents provoked high quality debate
for understanding the artificial intelligence’s challenges, opportunities, and inter-
actions between the SDGs.

Around 80% of students who participate in “The United Nations We Want” reported
that participating in the formative experience made most of them feel an active agent, not
passive receptors of closed-knowledge. In a similar way, around 70% of faculty members
reported in the survey that they saw themselves as change agents to drive their own



Sustainability 2021, 13, 8550 23 of 27

university to Sustainability Development. Dialogue invites people to start imagining other
scenarios and the real possibility of thinking critically about the current ones. It invites
everyone to speak and open every position to criticism. Bringing people together to
support transformative social agendas encourage people to rethink practices and imagine
actions to develop such a transformative agenda. As Nel Noddings pointed out [28], when
decentralized initiatives are coordinated and articulated and made meaningful, the people
involved rise toward a better vision of themselves.

The United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA) along
with the United Nations Institute for Training and Research (UNITAR) compiled the effects
of valuable and effective participation in the dialogue on the 2030 Agenda: To improve
self-esteem and earn the respect of others. To awaken a sense of belonging; to form part of
a network in which they can talk of what they have experienced and feel the attention and
support of others. To recover self-confidence, self-esteem and a feeling of autonomy to face
questions that affect their community. To discover the potential and ability in them, along
with a feeling of worth. To transmit strength and a feeling of solidarity; to be aware that
they are not alone in their struggle against the same problems. To feel listened to and taken
into account by those in power ([29], p. 34).

The formative experience “The United Nations We Want” highlighted how—through
collaboration and support—a higher education institution can identify itself with sus-
tainability by bringing together faculty members, students, and external institutional
collaborations. The role of dedicated, interdisciplinary, and intra-organizational staff in
addressing the knowledge–action gap in sustainability has been well presented by many
authors [30–32].

Although, in some cases, faculty members may be more focused on their own career
agenda and therefore not willing or able to dedicate time to new DE technology training [33],
it may be reversed by involving people in a project that makes sense for them, as occurred
in “The United Nations We Want”. The participation of the different agents from inside and
outside the University facilitate conversations, mutual learning, and partnerships between
different sectors. On an internal level, it helped to identify areas of shared interest across
the university and opportunities for internal collaboration. It made the engagement to
build capacity of faculty members and students in the SDGs framework possible.

Higher education institutions all over the world are being implicated as both criti-
cal players and key stakeholders in engaging debate to address the growing number of
sustainability challenges we face. It is paramount to avoid ‘SDG-washing’. We are aware
of ‘Green-washing’: the fact of using information to give the impression that a product,
organization, policy, or project is environmentally friendly (even when it is not). The
SDGs can be used in the same way. It is important to ensure that the information being
reported is substantive and reliable and that the SDGs are not being used only to promote
the perception that a university is contributing to sustainable development.

III. Working with common horizons empowered youth and promoted necessary social
impacts for sensitive responses.

More than 60% of students who participate in “The United Nations We Want” reported
that these four months of shared work, gave them concrete strategies to overthrow the
status quo, and prepare themselves for disruptive thinking and the co-creation of new
knowledge. On the other side of experience, around 70% of faculty members reported in
the survey that they developed practical strategies to identify local learning opportunities
related to sustainable development and established collaborative relationships. The learn-
ing experience empowered participants because it allowed them to engage as co-creators
of proposals, viewed themselves as more skilled, and gave them some transferable skills.

Working in collaboration with stakeholders empowered participants and had social
impacts not only on the broad audience, but on people. The online event “The United
Nations We Want” was followed by nearly 160 nodes, including mass media agents,
civil society entities, schools, and all-aged citizens in general. The event was covered
by local newspapers, TV channels, social networks of the UV, and social influencers on
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Instagram. It also had an international impact on the Findery application which shares
news, aggregating notes to Google Maps. They reported the activity done by United
Nations Depository Libraries in support of the event. Making visible and empowering
people is a great benefit to transformations for sustainability. Resilient, healthy, and flexible
people are needed to reflect and design connections to new solutions and opportunities.
People can make the change possible and contribute to their own well-being and their
families and communities at large in our shared planet.

Bringing people together to focus on real-life problems and cultivating a sense of
being responsible to them and for them is paramount. As presented by new feminist
materialist scholars such as Donna Haraway, situating ourselves in a complex web of
interdependent relations among human and more-than-human beings, can make the
difference. Responsible pedagogy [34] is also ethic-political practices that incorporate
a relational ontology and thus extend their transformative potential. In other words,
responsible pedagogy constitutes relational processes through which social, political, and
material entanglements are rendered capable of bringing social transformation.

Even scholars outside of the field of Education have argued for moving beyond a
simple critique of the current direction of travel in data and AI practices, towards a more
action-based approach that suggests practical ways forward to provide more socially
responsible outcomes [35]. Supporters of this view recognize the challenges of local
initiatives contributing to large-scale social change, particularly when the current networks
of power and privilege are entrenched. Nevertheless, they view such an approach as
important for change to occur. “The United Nations We Want” formative experience
included the four overarching components that can support universities in their aim to
embed Education for Sustainability [36]. These integrated components are: Inform the
university community about sustainability; engage the different university stakeholders
in the change process towards sustainability; empower individuals and groups to make
change happen within their sphere of influence and action; and embed sustainability within
existing university structures.

6. Conclusions

The strategy for mainstreaming the SDG among students and academic staff by per-
forming the preparation of the online event “The United Nations We Want” has made the
need to find mutual support and to create spaces for interdisciplinary dialogue and work
clear. It was a relatively small-scale learning experience but a fruitful way of engaging
students and faculty with SGD learning objectives and collaborative methodologies. The
experience reported in this article allows us to assert that overcoming the sharp separa-
tion of the disciplines in higher education and emphasizing interdisciplinary approaches
puts people in a better position to restore meaningfulness and to face today’s challenges.
Education for Sustainable Development can be enriched by interdisciplinary work and
collaboration with stakeholders.

Clustering SDGs in four Panels to address social, economic, and environmental di-
mensions of sustainability was paramount in order to understand the interdependence
among SDG in the 2030 Agenda. It helped to map appropriate preventive or corrective
steps to ensure current and long-term sustainability within IA social and technological
issues. Universities have the responsibility to create learning opportunities to wisely shape
the perspective of ourselves and our relationships with our ecosystems in order for life on
our planet to be possible. As stated at the beginning of this paper, how we relate with data
and AI has and will have a profound impact on our identity as individuals and that of our
institution, the University of Valencia. Academic rigor can help people and civilizations
to focus on deep interactions and exchanges to pursue meaningful sense in removing
inequality, injustice, and violence.
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