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Virtual Exchange — Three Factors for
Successful Implementation

in Reports, applied research & development - Vocational education — 2 Feb, 2021

Virtual Exchange (VE) has been on the rise alongside internationalization and digitalization
in higher education. The current Covid-19 pandemic has provided even more momentum for
it. However, in professional teacher education especially, even in normal circumstances,
new, innovative formats of student exchange are welcomed as adult teacher students seldom
have an opportunity to leave for an international exchange due to work obligations or family
situations. This article introduces the structures and processes necessary for a successful
implementation of VE in higher education based on Patrick Stirke’s research for his
Master’s thesis in the Degree Programme in Educational Leadership.

Authors: Patrick Stirke and Sisko Millinen

Higher education institutions need Virtual Exchange (VE) in order to keep fulfilling their
mission of educating students for civil and professional purposes in a globalized world. In
order to find good practice examples of implementing VE, Stirke (2020) conducted case
studies of three universities: DePaul University (USA), University of Potsdam (Germany)
and Malmo University (Sweden). In his study Stédrke focused on three success factors for the
implementation of VE: culture, pedagogy and organization. Based on his research Stirke
created an implementation plan of VE for Goethe University (Germany).

What is Virtual Exchange?

Virtual Exchange is a collaborative digital teaching and learning format that is integrated into
a university course at two or more universities in different countries.This article introduces
the structures and processes necessary for a successful implementation of Virtual Exchange
in higher education.It is also referred to as Collaborative Online International Learning
(COIL) or Globally-Networked Learning Environments (GNLE). VE can be an instrument of
Internationalization at Home and Internationalization of the Curriculum. The latter focuses on
the incorporation of international, intercultural and/or global dimensions into the content of
formal curricula including learning outcomes, assessment tasks and teaching methods (Leask
2015, 9). It is this last aspect of VE that we find important to consider in the curricula
development especially in teacher education.

Best practices in Virtual Exchange

The theoretical frame of reference draws on the framework of Knoth & Kyi (2016) for
sustainable internationalization that particularly pertains to VE and other digital models and
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formats of Internationalization of the Curriculum (figure 1).
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Figure 1 Descriptive Framework for IoC and VE (Knoth & Kiy 2016, adapted from Leask
2015)

Of the five aspects, economic, cultural, organizational, pedagogical and technological, that tie
into an organization strategy for loC, the study focused on three: cultural, pedagogical and
organizational aspects.

Knoth and Kiy delineate the cultural aspect as one of the success factors for establishing VE
(2016). Stéarke (2020) finds two dimensions of culture: one as a learning and development
goal for students and academic teachers (culture as content and interaction), and another one
as a situated learning structure which in the case of VE relies on how digital and social media
and learning management systems are used and understood (culture as medium and structure)
primarily by stakeholders like faculty, instructional designers, administrators and also
students.



Culture in VE not only refers to what students and faculty realize about cultural differences
or reflect upon, but also to how they learn in terms of both norms, values and collective
approaches to learning as well as to learning design aspects and how digital media and
learning management systems are used and conceived. Stirke concludes that the crucial
determinator in fostering intercultural skills development in students is the academic teacher
and their capabilities. (Starke 2020, 73.)

Regarding the pedagogical aspect of successful VE implementation, Knoth and Kiy (2016)
explicitly emphasize the role of faculty as important stakeholders and change agents.
University teachers have to understand the cultures of diverse learners with different cultural
backgrounds for efficient VE course design (Ahn, Yoon & Cha 2015; Gu, Wang & Mason
2017), know how to connect with their partner and to set up a VE module, have the skills to
internationalize learning outcomes and assess a virtual collaboration, coach virtual teams,
know about collaboration tools, and about assessing and grading with an international partner
(Rubin 2017, 36).

The findings show that all three institutions studied have put a strong focus on either
providing regular faculty training for VE (DePaul University, Malmdé University) or
communicating VE related pedagogical and didactic measures to faculty via various websites
(University of Potsdam) as an avenue to educate this group of vital stakeholders.

A crucial success factor for the set-up of VE across an institution of higher learning is the
organizational situation and environment as it represents the basis for analysis to develop a
strategic implementation plan (Knoth & Kiy 2016, 10). Moreover, the authors state that such
a plan is a component of the institutional internationalization process with key players and
stakeholders for this process constituting university management, international offices and
faculty (ibid.)

From the empirical data of the three cases Stirke (2020) found the following organizational
structures for successful implementation of VE:

e VE coordination office

o Faculty training programme

e Seed funding programme to support individual VE project initiatives

e A selection committee / advisory board to steer seed funding programme
o VE website that increases visibility and participation

o Faculty handbook on VE pedagogy, didactics, and organization

According to Starke (2020), supporting academic teachers is essential in order to utilize the
full potential of VE. Therefore, a core structure for VE implementation constitutes a VE
training programme for teaching faculty. Best practices in this context particularly focus on
fostering intercultural awareness and international partnering:

o The training programme should include intercultural aspects, skills pertaining to
technology (ICT skills, social media usage and e-learning tools), as well as partnering
and reflection skills. A European project on VE in higher education has recently
released an open source online faculty training programme that covers these
components and that institutions could integrate into their implementation (EVOLVE
2020). However, it is advisable to combine online training with peer-to-peer
interaction in order to deepen and expand knowledge creation among academic



teachers across different disciplines. This is particularly vital given the fact that within
different academic disciplines there are divergent cultures of teaching and divergent
degrees of understanding intercultural interactions (Kumi-Yeboah 2018).

e Given this observation, the training programme needs to make sure that academic
teachers from different disciplines receive the knowledge, skills and support
necessary to establish a functional working relationship with their international
colleagues that is grounded in mutual trust.

o Institutional VE training should include the raising of awareness among academic
teachers about their essential role in facilitating intercultural skills in addition to
academic content (ibid.).

e The university should install incentives or support instruments for faculty to meet
their international colleagues face to face as a mechanism for relationship building or
solidification. This, for instance, can be done by allocating grants from the Erasmus+
staff mobility programme to VE partnerships within Europe. These can be combined
with or integrated into the aforementioned seed funding structure.

Closely connected to the set-up of the above presented structures are processes which are
equally vital for university-wide VE preparation and implementation. These entail the
involvement of university leadership to create institutional leverage, the development of a VE
brand as a collaborative effort between different departments, alignment with and integration
into institutional plans and policies (Jansen 2015; Rubin 2017), and lobbying VE to different
key stakeholders (academic teachers, students, heads of administrative and academic
departments, university executive board) (Wilson 2013; Jager et al. 2019). Finally, providing
continuous support to academic teachers on instructional, pedagogical, intercultural and
organizational (e.g. related to international partner selection) questions is another significant
process for establishing and maintaining VE across a university.

Conclusions

Incorporating Virtual Exchange into the curriculum can be the first step in
Internationalization of the Curriculum in order for students to acquire the competences
required in the globalized world of work. Stéirke’s findings show that teaching and facilitation
in VE implementations is a demanding task. Consequently, he emphasizes the importance of
a comprehensive faculty training programme. It seems obvious that internationalization of the
curriculum in teacher education is of double importance regarding teacher students’
competences not only as students but also, and even more importantly, as future teachers.
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