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Introduction 

The term Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL) refers to an approach that aims to 

provide possibilities of virtual collaboration between Higher Education Institutions. COIL has the 

potential to foster internationalization even in face of financial and virologic/pandemic limitations. 

(Finardi 2018). COIL can also be considered as an ecological way of looking at internationalization. 

Students and speakers from further away, don’t have to physically use flights and other means of 

transport to be able to join in.  

Conceptual phase 

At the AP University of Applied Sciences and Arts Antwerp (BE), we yearly organize, like many 

teacher training educations, an international week. Input from and collaboration with foreign 

speakers and students, means working towards the five international competences (ICOMs, 2011).  

Last year, our teacher training department started a physical exchange with HZ University of Applied 

Sciences in Vlissingen (NL). This year, because of the pandemic, we decided already before the 

summer break, to switch to an entirely online collaborative event. Our first reactions were full of 

concerns. How will students find (real) connection through a screen? How will we manage to create 

a nice offer of international workshops and lectures for 170 participants? Which platforms will we 

use and how will we guide students through the maze of digital environments to the correct online 

rooms? We had many questions and worries.  

Nonetheless, we started planning and organizing and during an online meeting we came up with the 

applicable theme: “finding connection in education”.   

Turn your weaknesses into strengths was the starting point. If a universal weakness during the 

pandemic is loss of connection, we were looking for connection in our activities, workshops and 

traineeship lessons. According to Mittlemeier et al. (2018), personal responsibility, group goals and 

group contact constitute the most crucial aspects of learning achievement.  

Mittlemeiers research in mind and with the technical help of one of our Moodle and MS Teams 

experts (the two platforms we use most frequently at AP), we designed the following program: 
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As you can clearly see in the above schedule, plenary moments, workshops (personal responsibility) 

and working in mixed student groups of three Dutch and three Belgian students (group contact) 

alternated. On Friday, all students went to their traineeship schools where they conducted an 

activity that they designed in their mixed student groups with the children of their class. 

The assignment (group goal) for the activity was as follows: Design in your international student 

group a lesson you will teach on Friday. You should be able to give this lesson to any age group. In 

this activity, you (and your children) will digitally interact with the partnering Dutch/Belgian class. 

Think about the different workshops. How will you achieve this interaction? 

In-course experience 

On Tuesday morning we started hesitantly. We, two teacher trainers (Eva Faes and Roel Janssen), 

the coordinator internationalization (Bie Dirkx) and our technical support (Glenn Vermeiren), 

decided to use a big aula on our campus as the nerve center of our international week. That way, we 

could keep a safe distance from each other but still communicate easily. At the same time, we kept 

close contact with our Dutch partner (Marjo Schillings and Henriëtte op den Brouw) through 

WhatsApp and e-mail. One of our first speakers, the head of AP’s primary teacher education, didn’t 

find connection. Literally. The image froze, we had some difficulties to share screens and the 

tracking cameras didn’t follow him the way we intended to. 

After these technical bumps, we got into the flow. We managed to finish the first plenary part in 

time and guided our students to their mixed student groups in order to get acquainted with their 

peers thanks to some informal assignments. They had to create a Spotify playlist with their favorite 

songs, search for a cool group name and introduce themselves to each other by means of an object. 

It was a conscious choice to design these kind of informal tasks. Priya Parker (2018) puts it clearly in 

her book, the art of gathering: “connection doesn’t happen on its own. You have to design your 

gatherings for the kinds of connection you want to create”.  



Later that day, all students were given the opportunity to join the workshops they had chosen (for 

each of the four workshop rounds, they got to choose between 6 parallel workshops conducted by 

both national and international guest lecturers via our Moodle platform). Guest lecturers attended 

from all over Europe: Leuphana University (Germany), Mid-Sweden University (Sweden), Kodolányi 

Jáno University (Hungary), OsloMet (Norway), HZ University of Applied Sciences (The Netherlands) 

and AP University of Applied Sciences and Arts Antwerp (Belgium). We, the organizers, all joined one 

workshop during each workshop round in order to introduce the guest lecturers and assist them 

with technical challenges or other questions.  

In the evening, lots of students contacted us. Most of the time they were in a rather worried mood. 

We called up on positivity and energy and we told them multiple times to “trust the process”.  

Wednesday morning we started off with a Kahoot quiz. This lively event, revealing some differences 

between Belgium and the Netherlands, set the tone for a second day full of energy and connection. 

After a heroic fight, the students of team Bitterballeuh won the quiz and with it eternal fame and a 

pair of coveted AP socks.  

The workshop rounds went smoothly and the speaker of the last plenary workshop “The world in 

your classroom”, even made a live connection with his Swedish colleague teacher Emma Nääs during 

the workshop: this was without doubt the most inspiring workshop we offered throughout the 

week, as it presented a perfect example of how students could make their traineeship classes 

connect online on Friday.  

On Thursday, students worked on their assignment and contacted us for feedback. The plenary 

closure session included a joint reflection with all students on the past few days.   

Reflection 

For us, it was important to grab the opportunity to have an open conversation with all students and 

find out how they felt after this experience and listen to their feedback.   

21st century education involves a lot of project based learning. Bruce Tuckman (1965) mapped 

group development in the framework you can see below. We could clearly link our students’ process 

to the framework. Being able to share this pedagogical knowledge enriched the reflection phase. In 

this way, we showed them that their own process was similar to the process pupils go through when 

they work together on a project. 

 



Clearly, the students’ feelings and opinions had shifted. They were positive, energetic and even 

longing for more. They were excited about the fact that in such a short period of time, they had 

found connection with Dutch and/or Belgian students, they had learnt a lot and they really felt 

enthusiastic about going to their traineeship school and experiment with online education the next 

day.  

We concluded with a Mentimeter Word Cloud. It was logical that “chaotic” popped out. Students 

had been submerged into a creative process combined with lots of intellectual input. We became 

emotional from seeing words such as “inspiring”, “friendship”, “best group contact”, “new ideas”, 

“together” and “innovative”.  

The words from the Word Cloud proved us that we, as organizers achieved our goals and were able 

to establish valuable connections through Collaborative Online International Learning. There’s 

always room for improvement, but our first real experience with COIL, is one we proudly share.  

 

  

 

 

 



 



 

 

 


