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In a virtual exchange (VE), participants from different cultural backgrounds engage in online
collaboration to achieve their learning or training goals (Dooly & Vinagre, 2022; O’Dowd &
Lewis, 2018; Vinagre, 2017). This practice has an established history in university foreign
language education, where it has been done for decades (O’Dowd & Lewis, 2018). It offers a
cost- and time-efficient way for students to connect online with peers in diverse contexts, and
provides an accessible alternative when traditional study abroad or foreign exchange programs
are not feasible or available. One iteration of VE is collaborative online international learning
(COIL) (Rubin, 2016), in which participants work on shared summative projects. COIL in
particular has transformed cross-border interactions between students and teachers, promoting
global connections and intercultural understanding. This article details a unique COIL exchange
between multilingual English L2 learners in a higher education setting in the United States,
points out features that were crucial to the success of the exchange, and discusses the unique
benefits to this atypical exchange.

Background of the atypical COIL exchange
The COIL exchange partnered 12 immigrant students enrolled in a co-requisite developmental
Linguistics class at a community college (CC) in a large East Coast city with 13 Intensive



English Program (IEP) students from an R1 university in the Midwest. Students met several
times over a period of one month. The core objective involved peer inquiry with mutually
complementary goals: the CC students conducted original research for a multilingualism project,
while the IEP students—many of whom were new arrivals seeking to matriculate into a U.S.
university—gained an authentic yet sympathetic context for English oral skills practice. Utilizing
a mixed-methods approach, data was collected through anonymous Google surveys as well as
through students' own artifacts to assess their learning and the exchange’s usefulness,
demonstrating a novel framework for COIL that moves beyond the prerequisite of
complementary or analogous student populations. This project could be considered non-
traditional due to several factors, including the multilingual-to-multilingual pairings with distinct
proficiency levels, as well as its time constraints; nonetheless, it was considered a success by its
participants and instructors. Below we list several reasons that contributed to its success.

Features crucial to the success of the exchange

1. Discovering natural connections at common places
Finding a qualified instructor partner for COIL projects is critical, since the relationship with the
partner teacher is key to the success of the exchange (Gillett & Branch, 2023; O’Dowd & Dooly,
2022) due to the amount of oversight and planning that these projects require. Both partner
instructors met at the CALICO Conference in 2023 and connected because our doctoral degrees
both came from the same university in the United States, even though we were in different
programs in different years. Other connections followed; we found we had the same ambition to
get our students out of their comfort zones by working with students from other universities.
These connections made it easy for us to begin work together, and we found through the course
of our exchange that working with peers in other contexts benefits instructors as well as students;
O’Dowd and Dooly discovered that participating in a virtual community of practice led to
professional growth, including the incorporation of innovative teaching methods and the
expansion of professional networks (2022).

2. Creating clear and purposeful task design
Task design is crucial in COIL because of its direct impact on student engagement and the
success of cross-cultural collaboration. Well-designed assignments promote active involvement,
critical thinking, and meaningful connections among students from all backgrounds. Clear,
purposeful, and mission-focused tasks encourage collaboration while allowing students to draw
on their perspectives and experiences. Effective task design also encourages the development of
critical skills like problem-solving, communication, and intercultural competency, all of which
are required in today's globalized society. By carefully examining the learning objectives,
cultural settings, and technological resources at their disposal, teachers can construct challenges
that not only promote academic aims but also foster a sense of global community and mutual
respect among participants.



In our COIL project, the main topic was second language acquisition. The CC students were
enrolled in an intensive reading/writing and linguistics course in which students learn about
topics related to linguistics and their application in culture. The IEP students were enrolled in an
intermediate listening and speaking course. The primary objective of the COIL project was for
students to communicate with each other in groups to gather data for their projects, which they
shared on Padlet. The CC students learned about myths and misconceptions of learning a second
language and interviewed international students at the IEP to get their genuine ideas as language
learners.

The monthlong project consisted of three stages. Stage one was a warm-up—getting to know
each other. Initially, students interviewed each other and asked questions about their culture,
aims in life, and compliments they have received. Instructors provided a warm-up for the main
topic of second language acquisition by showing a video on the benefits of becoming bilingual.
Then, students answered Likert-style questions on the ideas mentioned in the video. Stage two
was data collection. Students interviewed each other for the second time seeking specific
responses from each other. At this stage, CC students became familiar with second language
acquisition myths and misconceptions and asked specific questions about second language
acquisition or language teaching practices. Likewise, IEP students elicited ideas from CC
students on strategies to become successful language learners and to adjust to a new campus life.
The IEP students also learned strategies from the CC students to survive the Northern winter.
Stage three was Production of the project. CC students wrote a short research paper summarizing
the second interview narrative they collected from their partners in the Midwest; IEP students
shared strategies they learned from their partners. They also engaged in critical reflection.
Students on two campuses met online for the second time on Zoom to ask questions about their
feelings and perspectives on how the COIL project facilitated their learning of the content of the
course.

3. Motivating students’ academic identity and free expression
When social connection is prioritized in the classroom, students make friends and build
relationships. They feel like they belong and are motivated to attend and participate, and they
learn more as long as they continue in the process (Supiano, 2023). Virtual exchange creates a
social classroom as students become active agents in finding data for their research. The CC
students learned to critically evaluate the answers provided by their IEP partners. They asked
questions about King's (2007) ideas about learning a second language, and the IEP students acted
as valuable, expert sources of information (Gokcora, 2021). One question that CC students asked
was about mixing the L1 and L2 while speaking. “Minh,” an IEP student from Vietnam,
addressed the misconception that mixing languages, or code-switching, is harmful. She viewed it
as a natural and practical way for bilingual people to communicate. For example, when speaking
to fellow Vietnamese immigrants, she said she might mix English words into a Vietnamese
sentence to express complex ideas. King (2007) supports this perspective, noting that code-



switching can enhance learning by allowing bilingual individuals to use their full linguistic
resources. Rather than being a bad habit, Minh believed it is a sign of linguistic flexibility.

Benefits of the collaboration

As instructors, we expected the students to improve their English listening, speaking and writing
skills. They did gain language skills, as well as additional, extralinguistic skills.

4. Gaining experience communicating with other non-native speakers
Non-native speakers (NNS) of English now far outnumber native speakers (NS), with
approximately 370 million NS and 1.5 billion NNS worldwide (American TESOL Institute, 2025).
Given these numbers, it is reasonable to assume that many English learners—depending on their
context—will communicate more often with other NNS than with NS. This exchange gave
students the opportunity not only to meet students in a different context, but also to experience
other varieties of English. Gaining further experience negotiating meaning, and becoming
familiarized with new varieties of world Englishes, was a unique benefit of this English L2-to-L.2
collaboration using English as a lingua franca.

The authentic L2 language use allowed students to improve their skills. Minh shared that while
grammar lessons in Vietnam helped her develop a foundation, her real improvement came from
immersion and real-life communication, aligning with the Input Hypothesis (Krashen, 1989),
which emphasizes the importance of comprehensible input—language exposure that is slightly
above the learner’s current proficiency level. For Minh, conversing with her partner, along with
watching English TV shows and listening to podcasts, were key tools for improving her fluency.

An additional unique aspect of this exchange was peer assistance or tutoring. The CC
participants were matriculated college students with a B2 or C1 level of English proficiency, and
the IEP students had an A2 or B1 level. The CC students gave advice and strategies to the IEP
students regarding ways to adjust to the US and improve their English. CC student Mohan shared
with his partner that adjusting to life in the U.S. was initially challenging, especially because of
the language barrier, which “felt like a wall” between him and others. He encouraged other
international students to “take small steps in learning, practice daily, interact with native
speakers, and embrace mistakes as part of growth.” The IEP students stated they were grateful
for this advice.

S. Gaining 21st century skills
In our digitized and globally connected professional landscape, 21st-century skills (Geisinger,
2016) such as effective cross-cultural teamwork and digital literacy (‘“21st Century Learning
Resources,” 2019) are fundamental. This COIL project allowed participants to develop these
competencies. The CC student Jeff commented in the post-project survey,



In this project, I have learned how to collaborate effectively with people from different
cultural backgrounds, which enhances my teamwork skills. I’ve also gained a deeper
understanding of global perspectives and how they apply to solving real-world problems.
Lastly, I’ve improved my ability to communicate ideas clearly and professionally in a
diverse and international context.

While students may have ample experience using technology for personal purposes, they have
less experience establishing an academic or professional online presence. Indeed, understanding
how to create an online persona is a major struggle for adolescents and young adults (Wangqvist
& Frisén, 2016). This project allowed students to explore and develop their online professional
selves by working with sympathetic partners and under the guidance of their instructors.
Participants needed to introduce themselves to virtual partners in a different part of the country
and work together to create a project that would be part of their individual course grade. For
many students, this was their first opportunity not only to craft a professional online self, but also
to use communication technology as a medium for creating a meaningful, high-stakes project
that would be viewed by the general public. We used Padlet as a medium for students to
introduce their partners and their research. We chose Padlet because it is free and easy to use,
and also because it could be widely shared with family, friends and colleagues, aligning with our
desire to create an authentic and useful exchange.

6. Learning about the diversity of the United States
All participants learned more about the breadth and diversity that exists within the U.S. by
talking to partners in a different part of the country. Participants were familiar with other
students in their university classes, and with community members from the region, but talking to
colleagues in a different part of the U.S. helped them form a more comprehensive understanding
about the people that currently live in the United States.

In sum, this COIL exchange illustrates the transformative potential of virtual collaboration when
built upon strong instructor partnerships, intentional task design, and opportunities for authentic
communication. Beyond improving linguistic skills, students developed critical intercultural
competencies, strengthened their academic identities, and practiced creating professional online
personas—skills that are increasingly vital in a globalized and digitally connected world.
Crucially, the exchange highlighted the reciprocal benefits of student-to-student collaboration
across contexts: learners were not only language users but also cultural informants, peer mentors,
and co-constructors of knowledge. By foregrounding purposeful interaction and meaningful
connection, COIL initiatives such as this offer boundless opportunities to empower students,
broaden perspectives, and reimagine classrooms without borders.
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