EXCALIBUR - LEARNING STORY

Sustainable Tourism in Minecraft

I am an English and Geography teacher in Italy. This year, | embarked on a new educational challenge:
using Minecraft to explore sustainability in tourism, in collaboration with a Finnish high school teacher. The
project, titled Sustainable Tourism Environments in Minecraft, aimed to engage students in designing and
simulating eco-friendly tourism solutions that could reduce the carbon footprint of the travel industry.

At first, | was hesitant about integrating Minecraft into my teaching, as | had never used it in the classroom
before. However, after discussing with my Finnish colleague, a science teacher, we saw great potential in
blending our subjects. We structured the project so that my students would focus on creative world-building
while his would ensure scientific accuracy. This approach encouraged interdisciplinary learning and
strengthened collaboration between the two schools.

The project lasted six weeks and involved third-year students, a perfect fit as sustainability is a key theme in
their curriculum. Many students were already familiar with Minecraft, and their enthusiasm was evident from
the start. Those with prior experience became ‘experts’ within their teams, helping their classmates navigate
the game. Given the online nature of our collaboration, students also had the opportunity to practice English
while working with their Finnish peers.

[THE INITIAL LESSON]

The first session was all about setting expectations and igniting curiosity. | introduced the project’s central
challenge: “How can we create sustainable tourism environments that minimize environmental impact?”

The students quickly connected the topic to real-world issues they had studied in geography, and |
encouraged them to think beyond simple tourism sites, to consider transportation, energy consumption, and
waste management as well. | also made it clear that Minecraft would only come into play once the teams had
solid plans on paper. This ensured that their designs were well thought out and rooted in sustainability
principles rather than being improvised in the game.

To make the activity engaging from the start, we organized an icebreaker session with the Finnish class via
video call. Each student introduced themselves, shared their interests, and discussed what sustainability
meant to them. These initial interactions helped break down cultural barriers and foster a sense of teamwork
across borders. However, we also had to navigate differences in school schedules. In the Finnish high
school system, exam weeks structured the timetable, limiting their availability for synchronous meetings.

To address this, the Finnish teacher and | developed a flexible collaboration plan where Italian students had
direct access to Minecraft for building, while Finnish students took the lead in planning, research, and
reporting. This division of tasks allowed both groups to contribute meaningfully despite the scheduling
constraints. We also shared rules of conduct and a structured project plan to help students stay organized.



Online discussions became the main way for teams to coordinate their ideas, ensuring that even when
working asynchronously, they remained aligned in their goals.

This structured approach allowed the collaboration to proceed smoothly, even when students couldn’t always
meet in real time. By laying out clear roles, communication strategies, and shared responsibilities, we
ensured that everyone had a vital part in shaping the project.

With the students now comfortable with their international teammates, we moved to the research phase. The
Finnish students, under Finnish teacher’s guidance, focused on the scientific aspects of sustainable tourism,
exploring renewable energy solutions for tourist destinations, eco-friendly accommodations and
transportation systems, as well as water conservation and waste reduction strategies.

Meanwhile, my students took the creative lead, researching architectural styles, landscape integration, and
how to make tourism sites visually appealing while maintaining sustainability. As the teams collaborated, it
became clear that working across different cultural backgrounds required not only scientific and creative
input but also a mindful approach to communication. To facilitate effective discussions, we introduced
guidelines for respectful and inclusive communication, ensuring that every student felt valued and heard in
the process.

To deepen their understanding of sustainable tourism and make connections with real-world practices, we
structured the second online meeting around targeted discussion questions. These were based on previous
student interactions and encouraged teams to explore specific sustainability topics within their own
communities. We asked students to reflect on key areas such as food sustainability, public green spaces,
school gardens and beach preservation.

During this session, Italian students shared insights into their culinary traditions, discussing how local
restaurants use sustainable ingredients and reduce food waste. Finnish students, in turn, compared these
practices with those in their own country, analyzing how different cultural approaches influence sustainability.
We also prompted students to think critically about their local parks and green spaces, asking: How could
these areas be improved to better support biodiversity and reduce pollution?

Another key theme was sustainable tourism at beaches and in natural areas. Italian students described the
unique environmental challenges of maintaining clean and accessible beaches, while Finnish students
provided examples of conservation projects in their own regions. This exchange helped students recognize
how environmental issues in tourism are both local and global, requiring tailored but universally mindful
solutions.

Now that students had a deeper understanding of sustainable tourism, they moved into the brainstorming
phase. | emphasized the importance of evaluating multiple ideas before settling on one—a crucial step in any
design process. Each team generated three to five different tourism site concepts, debated their feasibility,
and refined their choices based on environmental impact, practicality in Minecraft, and creativity. Some
groups struggled with balancing realism and creativity, but the Finnish teacher and | encouraged them to
experiment and iterate rather than rushing to final decisions.

At this stage, we also reminded students that Minecraft was just one part of the project, it was a tool, not the
objective itself. While the game provided an engaging space for visualization, the real learning extended far
beyond it. The project was designed to develop communication, research, source evaluation and reporting
skills, all of which were equally important.

One key challenge was communication. Since Minecraft does not support real-time oral discussions,
students had to rely on external platforms to coordinate their ideas, learning how to express themselves
clearly in written and asynchronous formats. Additionally, they had to critically evaluate external sources to
ensure the sustainability principles they applied were scientifically and practically sound. We teachers



encouraged them to assess the credibility of their information, pushing them beyond a simple Google search
to consider expert reports and case studies.

Another crucial aspect was documentation. Each team was required to report on their progress, explaining
not only what they were building but why. This reflection helped them refine their decisions and ensured that
every design choice was grounded in sustainability principles. By emphasizing structured research,
thoughtful communication, and well-documented reporting, we made sure the students saw their work as
part of a holistic learning experience—one that reached far beyond placing blocks in a virtual world.

Once ideas were finalized, the students divided roles within their teams. Italian students focused on building
the tourism sites in Minecraft, ensuring they were visually appealing and functional. Finnish students ensured
the scientific accuracy of the builds, analyzing their environmental impact and suggesting improvements.

Each group designed key elements for their Minecraft world:

* Renewable Energy Hub: A solar and wind energy center powering the tourism infrastructure.

*  Eco-Friendly Accommodations: Hotels with sustainable materials, green rooftops, and water-saving
systems.

*  Smart Transportation System: Electric shuttle networks and pedestrian-friendly routes to reduce
emissions.

* Waste Reduction Centers: Recycling stations and composting areas to minimize pollution.

+ Sustainable Beaches and Gardens: Tourist-friendly natural spaces integrating eco-friendly designs.

To ensure consistency, all teams agreed on a 1:2 scale in Minecraft, allowing greater detail while maintaining

proportionality.

Finally, the moment the students had been waiting for: building in Minecraft. The Italian students took the
lead, but each team had to follow its approved blueprint: no improvisation was allowed without justification.

At this stage, Minecraft experts within each team became mentors, guiding others through the game
mechanics. To ensure fair participation, we implemented a rotational system, where every student had the
chance to work hands-on with the game while the others provided support.

Challenges arose constantly. Some designs proved impractical, requiring teams to rethink and adjust their
models. Technical limitations of Minecraft also forced students to get creative with workarounds, a valuable
problem-solving experience.

Communication was key. Each team’s spokesperson held regular video check-ins with their Finnish

counterparts, updating them on progress and discussing scientific aspects.

With the Minecraft builds completed, it was time for reflection. The Finnish teacher and | led a final evaluation
session, where teams presented their work and assessed each other based on:

»  Sustainability principles: Did the design align with real-world environmental solutions?

« Creativity and originality: How innovative was their approach?

» Collaboration and problem-solving: How well did the team work together across countries?
Students shared their biggest challenges and successes. Many admitted they had underestimated the
complexity of designing a truly sustainable tourism environment. Others were surprised by how much they
had learned—not just about sustainability, but also about teamwork, research, and adapting plans on the fly.



To wrap up, we asked students to reflect on their personal growth and how this experience might influence
their thinking about real-world sustainability. Their insights were profound: “I never realized how much
planning goes into making tourism sustainable. It's not just about recycling; it's about designing entire

systems that work together”. “Working with Finnish students was amazing! It felt like we were really part of

an international project, not just a school assignment”.

As the project came to an end, we teachers were struck by how much our students had grown. They had
taken a complex real-world problem, applied interdisciplinary knowledge, and collaborated across borders to
find solutions.

This success has motivated us to continue our partnership. We are already discussing future projects that
explore other aspects of sustainability, possibly involving urban planning or smart cities.

Minecraft proved to be an incredibly effective educational tool, not just for engagement, but for fostering
critical thinking, creativity, and collaboration. Our students didn’t just learn about sustainable tourism they
actively built their understanding of it.

Through this experience, they discovered that technology and teamwork can drive real-world change one

block at a time.



