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Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL) is a modem practice o f a virtual student 
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В СОТРУДНИЧЕСТВЕ C УНИВЕРСИТЕТОМ АМСТЕРДАМА

Совместное Международное Виртуальное Обучение (COIL) является современной формой вир
туальной студенческой программы обмена. Участие в COIL проектах способствует интернацио
нализации учебной программы за счет предоставления студентам виртуального опыта междуна
родного общения и обучения, аналогичного программам международного студенческого обмена. 
Первый подобный проект был осуществлен в 2014 году между Университетом Амстердама и уни- 
верситетом-партнером в Финляндии.
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Introduction
In a run o f the last five years with the help and support from the University o f Amsterdam 

dozens o f COIL projects happened among the universities around the globe [1]. The idea of 
engaging students o f School o f Business o f BSU into Collaborative Online International Learning 
project with students from the University o f Amsterdam came up in late 2017 after Eva Haug (the 
internationalization- and COIL coordinator at the Business School o f the Amsterdam University of 
Applied Science) introduced the tool at the “International conference for Professional development
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of lecturers: The missing link in internationalization” in The Hague University o f Applied 
sciences [2]. The introduction o f the technique was made at the XVII International scientifically- 
practical conference “The contemporary problems o f business education” in April 2018 [3], 
followed by the implementation o f the project later that month. The aim o f this paper is to provide 
the insight into the flow and outcomes of the COIL project carried out in School o f Business of 
BSU (further in the text SB) in collaboration with the University o f Amsterdam (further in the text 
AUAS) during the spring semester o f the academic year 2017-2018. In order for the potential of 
international virtual exchanges to be realised, it is vital to be able to address the challenges o f the 
project implementation and to build evidence-based knowledge on the effectiveness o f project 
infrastructure, students’ academic needs and the impact o f such learning experiences on the 
development o f students’ knowledge and skills.

Research hypothesis
Collaborative International Online Learning is an effective teaching tool for internationalizing 

home curricula by means o f locally providing students with a virtual intercultural team work 
experience that adds value to the development o f their intercultural sensitivity and communication 
skills along with their ability to work successfully in an unpredictable environment o f a newly 
formed team of different members, which in turn ensures the increase in students’ employability.

Methodology
For the university to be able to become a partner in a COIL project the format o f an 

internationalization o f curriculum through international virtual collaborations should be developed 
beforehand [2]. In order to successfully design and deliver cross-institutional learning activities 
within the COIL project the faculty o f both parties to the COIL need to set up and mutually agree 
upon a project theme, research topics and questions, the timeline o f the project milestones, the 
schedule o f deliveries and the set o f requirements as well as learning objectives and outcomes, and 
the format o f virtual communications.

Three lecturers from the SB and two from the AUAS teamed up to prepare a COIL project to 
be carried out by the 3rd year students currently following a International Marketing and 
Communications course at both schools. The set up stage o f the project took approximately two 
weeks and was performed by means o f multiple virtual Skype meetings o f the lecturers involved in 
the project.

The following learning outcomes o f the project have been established:
After completion o f the COIL project a student would be
-  knowledgeable about the differences and similarities between Dutch and Belarusian culture;
-  experienced in applying intercultural communication theories to multicultural team work;
-  culturally sensitive when working in an international virtual team;
-  able to solve culture and distance related communication issues;
-  able to communicate effectively and appropriately with other students working on an 

international project;
-  aware o f COIL as an approach to teaching and learning that requires learners to work 

together to deliberate, discuss, and create meaning;
-  able to have more positive attitudes about working together as a team;
-  able to understand that learning is a collaborative responsibility;
-  able to further use this experience in future jobs/projects.
The main research question for the COIL was established as follows:
“What are the characteristics o f  the online presence o f  a given international brand and how do 

these characteristics compare internationally? ”
The list o f companies operating in both Belarus and the Netherlands was developed and 

introduced by the students as part o f the task. The research question was accompanied by a full 
description o f the assignment:

“Analyze and compare the characteristics o f  the online presence o f  given international brands, 
such as Coca Cola, Heineken, etc. (a bank, a cosmetic company, a media company). Describe the
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characteristics o f  the local {national) online presence o f  the brand, compare and contrast these 
characteristics and make a conclusion based on the best practices o f  each culture” [4].

In order to provide students with a more structured task description a further set o f supporting 
research questions was developed. The objective o f the project for the students from AUAS was 
to develop their intercultural competence skills, and for the students from the SB it was to 
deepen their international marketing communications knowledge and develop their intercultural 
competence skills.

The schedule was developed outlining the control dates for each stage of the collaborative 
project. The duration o f the project was three weeks, starting with an introductory Skype lecture for 
both BS and AUAS students simultaneously on the 20th of April 2018, and rounding up with 
students’ submission o f their Learning diaries on the 12th o f May. The project was presented to the 
students during an introductory lecture carried out by both the lecturers o f SB and AUAS in the form 
of a Skype video conference session. The lecturer and the students from AUAS attended the lecture 
virtually, while the lecturers and the students from SB were physically present in the classroom.

During the introduction lecture all students were assigned (divided) into smaller international 
teams of eight to nine people. As a result of COEL the teams were expected to submit the following 
three deliverables: an Icebreaker (team effort), a Power Point presentation on the main research 
question o f the COEL (team effort), and a Examing Diary (reflection) on the experience (individually).

The icebreaker exercise was aimed at helping students get familiar with each other. It was 
suggested that students arrange for a virtual conference meeting to get to know each other before 
the actual team work began. During their first team conference call they were advised to develop 
a timeline for the project, whilst taking into consideration differences in study schedules, national 
holidays, vacation and exam times, to decide upon project management (how to share information, 
how often to have virtual meetings), to select a company for marketing communications analysis, 
to set up their strategy to carry out the project successfully, and to schedule their next meeting. 
This first encounter had to be documented in the form of a visual representation o f the outcomes 
o f the meeting (a mind map, a video, a power point presentation, etc.).

The Power Point presentation providing the answer to the main research question had to be a 
collaborative effort and was to include the description of the company, a comparison o f most 
significant differences in its online presence in both countries, a cultural country comparison, 
conclusions on the findings, a group reflection about the company’s advertisement strategy (how 
successful the company is in both markets, what the company could improve, etc.). The presentation 
was limited to 1 0 -1 2  slides and maximum 10 minutes of performance.

The individually developed Learning diary rounded up the project. It contained the student’s 
personal reflection on the international virtual collaborative project experience and covered the topics 
such as time management and time orientation issues, building trust and developing the 
relationships within the team, the leadership styles that established themselves in a team, the 
communication styles that could be identified, the outline o f project management issues. Students 
were advised to start the diary by revealing personal expectations from the project, then to describe 
the flow o f the project on a week-by-week basis, and to round up the reflection with the conclusion 
on the learning outcomes of the COIL.

During the second (marketing-related) stage o f COIL all students predominantly worked with 
FeedbackFruits, the LMS of AUAS. The platform was used to share learning materials, assignments, 
and assessment criteria. Students could use any social media, chats, message exchange systems to 
communicate throughout the whole project. In their Learning diaries most o f the students 
mentioned that they went with Whatsapp.

The deliverables were assessed as follows: the lecturers in AUAS and SB graded their 
students’ work separately, but had another Skype conference call session to discuss the overall 
performance and to assess the presentations. However, the Ixam ing Diaries of the students were 
assessed separately by their respective lecturers.
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Results
The effectiveness and successfulness o f the project has been evaluated using two methods: 

students’ own reflections provided by individual Learning diaries (stage three o f the project), and 
an online survey developed specifically to collect students’ feedback on COIL learning outcomes.

The analysis o f students’ Learning diaries revealed that the majority o f the students were very 
excited and enthusiastic about the project from the start off.

“Expectations were big; it was thrilling to communicate with colleagues-students from  
Netherlands. ” (Aksana Astapuk, group 511)

“We expected to earn a huge skill o f  project management, how to set goals and objectives, how 
to make decisions in a team and, o f  course, how to communicate remotely using English 
language. ” (Alexandra Smirnova, group 511)

“First o f  all, we wanted to get acquainted with people from  another country, learn about their 
culture, education and etc. Secondly, we liked the idea to improve our knowledge o f  the English 
language, and also compare our levels in the language. Thirdly, we were interested in how the 
company adapts in different countries. The main problem which we thought to face up was that 
we would not fin d  a common language with students. Also we were afraid o f  our level o f  English 
in comparison with them. But our thrill was not justified and there were no such problems. ” 
(Margarita Grin, group 513)

And even though the difficulties o f intercultural communications were not something students 
had anticipated, the overall experience with COIL was positive.

“In principle, our expectations were justified... we had no serious problems. The most fun  was 
direct acquaintance, communication on video. The hardest thing was to choose deadlines and the 
right time fo r  everyone. Thankyou fo r  the opportunity to participate in this project, and we hope 
that there will be more such projects in the future. ” (Vladislava Maslako va, group 513)

“Work with the Dutch students was successful. Each o f  the participants took an active part. On 
their part there was a lot o f  initiative, communication, interest. We were very lucky that one 
o f  the team members flew  to Minsk and we are the only ones who got such an experience o f  
communication. I t was interesting to learn about the specifics o f  the development o f  marketing 
activities in Holland and then compare with ours. Thank you fo r  the opportunity to work with 
Europeans. ” (Anastasiya Bondar, group 513)

“For almost a month we worked with Dutch students on one project. In general, I  want to note 
that this is really an invaluable experience and the most interesting project that we had recently 
done. ” (Anastasia Makeichik, group 511)

“First o f  all, I  want to thank the university fo r  such an invaluable experience!” (Pavel 
Gusakov, group 512)

The online survey consisting o f nine questions and aimed at identifying the skills students have 
acquired and/or improved through their participation in COIL and their correlation with future 
employability revealed the following results:

-  Ihe international virtual project improved their employability through development of their 
cross-cultural and communication skills along with empathy and openness to others points o f view;

-  factors such as their recently acquired knowledge on Intercultural communications and stages 
o f team development along with their skills in technology applications had a great impact on 
success o f their international virtual collaboration;
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-  working on COIL provided them with the improvement o f their cultural awareness and 
sensitivity skills, as well as a valuable hands-on experience in team norm establishment, problem
solving and conflict resolution;

-  the use o f technology to be able to communicate virtually effectively did not present 
a challenge;

-  and the biggest challenge o f the project was the introductory stage o f team formation;
-  however, being able to adapt quickly when working on an international team is the learning 

outcome they would like to mention during job interviews;
-  the main advice for those working in virtual teams would be to prepare back up plans using 

various means o f communication and to stay patient;
-  the general learning outcome o f COIL for the majority o f students was their growth in 

maturity and self-confidence along with the gain o f a different perspective on their own and 
foreign culture.

Discussion
The results o f the analysis o f the qualitative data obtained from both students’ Learning diaries 

and the survey allow identifying Collaborative Intemational Online Learning as an effective 
teaching tool for internationalization at home. The project provided value to the development of 
students’ intercultural sensitivity, cross-cultural and communication skills along with improved 
flexibility when working on a project in an unpredictable environment o f a virtual international 
team, which in turn will be a valuable addition to their competencies when presenting themselves 
to a future employer.

Recommendations for future research
Conducting multiple COIL projects in different students groups and with multiple COIL 

partner-universities will allow to collect a more diverse and versatile data which will allow to 
detect and reveal the correlations in intercultural communication issues arising when using 
a diverse set o f technological tools and variant cultural team compositions.

Research limitations
Considering the fact that School o f Business conducted the first in Belams attempt of 

implementing an international virtual collaborative project with a foreign university the outcomes 
o f the research on the effectiveness o f the project will have some limitations. A qualitative 
research is predominantly based on interviews (students’ reflections provided by their Learning 
diaries) and focus groups (the limited amount o f students that filled in the online survey) at the 
expense o f other methods such as observation, documentary analysis and case studies o f previously 
carried out COIL projects, along with the constraints on generalizability o f the analysis results.

Conclusion
The success o f the first attempt o f COIL project implementation at School o f Business o f BSU 

justifies the recommendation to incorporate this teaching tool into curricula on a regular basis. 
This will not only allow generating more knowledge on the capabilities required for a successful 
design and delivery o f the learning activities aimed at internationalization o f the curriculum by 
means o f intra-university virtual collaborative projects but also to enrich the curricula with modem 
learning techniques to improve students’ learning experiences and employability rates.
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