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Consideration of the Online Exchange Project
with a Partnership University

B Noriko IMAI (Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences)

Abstract

This article examines the benefits of an online exchange
program with an international partner school with the aim of
proposing a future inter-university collaboration project that
is practical and achievable.

In this era, many universities are focusing on preparing
students to be part of a global workforce. Among the
required attributes of such graduates are language skills,
communication skills, an understanding of cultural diver-
sity, and curiosity. This project aims at strengthening these
skills in students. During the last final school year, virtual
exchange programs were held with three universities,
including the Chinese Culture University in Taiwan, which
is our inter-university partner school. Second language
acquisition and English education, which are common in
both schools, were discussed. In this study, the project’s
benefits are theoretically explained from four perspectives
and students’ reflections about the exchange program

presented.

Keywords: online exchange project, collaboration, group

work, intrinsic motivation, autonomy

Introduction

Internationalization has become more important in all
sectors of Japanese society, including academia.
Embedding this has become a priority in universities around
the world. In Japan, many universities have made a
commitment to strengthen international relations among
global universities, particularly through exchange programs
with overseas organizations. Kochi University (KU), for
example, has a mission to develop international ties with
partner universities abroad. One method for achieving this
is through the collaborative implementation of an online
exchange project. Information and Communication
Technology (ICT), which is essential or indispensable for
an online project, is now a commonplace in all sectors,
including education. Shonfeld and Gibson (2019) note that
the 21st century has brought about changes in every aspect
of life through ubiquitous technology and Internet-based
social media. Namely, the world has become “flatter”
(Friedman, 2005). These technological advances enable
collaborative knowledge sharing and effective remote
learning. With opportunities to communicate worldwide
with other people growing exponentially in this century, it
is of upmost importance that students acquire 21st-century

skills.
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Lai and Viering (2012) identified four such skills:

(1) ways of thinking (which encompasses creativity
and innovation, critical thinking, problem-solving,
decision-making, and metacognition or learning
to learn);

(2) ways of working ( which includes communication
and collaboration or teamwork) ;

(3) tools for working (which addresses information
literacy and ICT literacy) ; and

(4) living in the world (which includes citizenship,
life and career skills, and personal and social

responsibility)

As noted above, the 21st-century challenges have led to
the rethinking and redesigning of relevant knowledge,
skills, and character qualities in education.

Exchange projects were set up by two universities in
Taiwan and one in Hokkaido through Skype or Zoom
systems in 2019: Tunghai University ( Taichung City) ,
Chinese Culture University (CCU) (Taipei City) , and
Sapporo campus of Tokai University (Sapporo City) .
These projects focused not only on the language ( English),
but also on what students learned regarding second
language acquisition (SLA) , English education, and
culture. All students prepared a presentation explaining
their research through a video conference. At the Question-
and-Answer (Q&A) session, the students had the opportu-
nity to find out more about certain topics and have
discussions. This online exchange project is a student-led
conference that the students manage from the start to the
end, including moderating the Q&A session.

This paper focuses on one of the three projects
implemented with CCU last year. The purpose is to propose
an online exchange project as a feasible and effective
method fostering international exchange with partner

universities.

1. An Overview of the Project with CCU

Since the academic year 2015, the online exchange
project with CCU has continued through communication
platforms such as GoToMeeting, Skype, and Zoom. This
has provided KU students with opportunities to interact with
students abroad. This section provides an overview of the

project’s implementation in 2019.

1. 1 Plan and Procedure of the Project

The participants in this project were 18 second-year
(sophomore) and third-year (junior) students. Under the
author’ s supervision, four small groups of four to five
students were formed, comprising different grades, with
scaffolding from senior to lower-grade students (refer to
2.4). This kind of collaboration among KU students
enhances learning. Before implementing this project with
CCU, members in each group discussed what topics they
would deal with and created PowerPoint slides as well as
English scripts for their presentations regarding SLA or
English education through brainstorming. Every student in
each group was required to take on assigned roles in the
project group. In addition to their study skills, members
were required to use a metacognitive paradigm to describe
the processes involved when they plan, monitor, evaluate,
and make changes to their own learning behaviors. During
the planning phase, university students who juggle
schoolwork, extra-curricular activities, part-time jobs,
etc., needed a time management strategy. They had to
consider how to make the most of their time to ensure they
were working efficiently. A backward planning would help
students attain their goals.

The students’ presentation topics were titled:

+ “Listening instruction focusing on difficulties for

Japanese learners”

* “How to motivate language learners to learn English”

+ “The current situation on foreign language education

in Japan”

+ “Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills ( BICS)
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and Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP)”

KU students selected topics most likely to attract CCU
students’ interest. CCU students registered for the Teaching
English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) program
and most of them planned to become English teachers as
part of their career trajectory after graduation. Student
leaders from both CCU and KU groups utilized online
resources, such as Line and e-mail, to make preparations
on each topic.

The author’s role was to ensure that students were
actively involved in the project, track their progress and
offer support, check their English slides and scripts, and
arrange the implementation date ( schedule) with Professor
Mei-Sheng Chao at CCU. On the day of the presentations,
the author was particularly conscious of the need to support
and challenge students while respecting their autonomy.
Students may be engaged in a comparatively challenging
task, where they must use higher cognitive skills to make
presentations and participate in the Q&A session in
English. Each group was assigned different rooms last year
(see figures 1 and 2). Previously, students from both
universities took turns presenting in one room ( see figures 3
and 4), but this method of implementation has now been
changed to a group-oriented style to allow students have

more time to interact each other.

Figure 1

Implementation of online exchange on December
25th, 2019 (Group 1)

Figure 2
Implementation of online exchange on December
25th, 2019 (Group 2)

Figure 3
Implementation of online exchange on January
18th, 2018

Figure 4
Q&A session on January 18th, 2018

1. 2 Project Design and Method

This project can be categorized as ‘Online Collaborative
Learning’ (OCL) and ‘Project-Based Learning’ (PBL). OCL
is considered one of the most efficient methods of improving

students’ involvement, responsibility, autonomy, intrinsic
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motivation, and academic outcomes. Magen-Nagar
(2019) lists five interconnected components of OCL:
positive mutual dependency, personal accountability,

interaction, social skills, and group process. OCL is
integral for imparting the skills required in the IT society.
This project enables students to facilitate their learning for
topics presented in the video conference.

This project also has elements of PBL. Boss (2011)
argues that PBL provides students with a real-world context
for learning and helps create a strong ‘need to know’
response. Students also need to consider and evaluate
multiple solutions and defend their choices. This kind of
project also engages higher-order thinking skills (HOTS);
students not only acquire the knowledge and skills, but also
apply them to new situations and use various skills such as
reasoning, investigating, comparing, questioning, etc.
These are all problem-solving skills. Shonfeld and Gibson
(2019) note that the 2015 OECD PISA exam included, for
the first time, an assessment of collaborative problem-solving
in the report’s country-by-country comparison, suggesting

that collaborative teaching and learning approaches are

becoming more important for academic success.

2. Benefits of this Project: Theoretical Background

Implementing this exchange project may help students
become proficient second language (L2) users, make them
more self-motivated, more independent, more collabora-
tive, and more focused on the requirements of the
international job market. The project provides students with
an invaluable opportunity to interact and communicate with
each other, thus helping them explore the practical aspects
of the content they have studied. The following section
outlines the benefits of this project using four criteria: L2
user, intrinsic motivation, autonomy, and collaborative

group work.

2.1 From the Perspective of a L2 User

L2 users are not the same as L2 learners. According to

Cook (2002) , language users are exploiting whatever
linguistic resources they have for real-life purposes, while
language learners are acquiring a system for later use.
Students participated in this project as L2 users. They
communicated and interacted with CCU students for the
specific purpose of sharing research and ideas. Their
meaningful production (output) regarding SLA or English
education had a potentially significant role in deepening
their expertise and enhancing their language development.
At the same time, they experienced some challenges.
When presenting research, the students found it difficult to
give concise or precise explanations. Further, during the
Q&A session conducted after each group presentation, the
students were able to identify more gaps between “what we
want to convey” and “what we are expressing.” This
experience can help them advance to the next stage. All
these imply that students can improve their language

proficiency as L2 users through exchange projects.

2.2 From the Perspective of Intrinsic Motivation

This student-centered project enables students to foster
their intrinsic motivation to learn both the language and the
content of their research. Deci and Ryan ( 1985) suggest that
choice, acknowledgment of feelings, and opportunities for
self-direction create autonomy and enhance intrinsic motiva-
tion. The postulate is that three innate psychological
needs—autonomy, competence, and relatedness—appear to
be essential for facilitating natural propensities for growth.

Martela and Riekki (2018) describe each factor as follows:

“Autonomy” refers to a sense of volition and internal
perceived locus of causality in one’s undertakings. The
person feels that the actions emanate from the self and
reflect who one really is, instead of being the result of
external pressures. “Competence” is about a sense of
mastery and efficacy in one’s activities. One feels that
one is capable at what one does and can accomplish

projects and achieve one’s goals. “Relatedness” is

_54_



more about the interpersonal dimension, reflecting the
extent to which a person feels that one is connected to
others, has caring relationships, and belongs to a
community. (p.2)
Students need to feel challenged, confident, and
effective in their activities. They also need to perceive that
they have a variety of options they can freely choose from.
Therefore, a challenging and rewarding task is likely to
result in students becoming more self-motivated and
energized, and this will help them achieve personal
growth. It is also important that they feel connected to
every individual and every group contributing to the
activity.

This project includes these interrelated elements:
competence, autonomy ( see more in 2. 3), and relatedness

(see more in 2. 4).

2. 3 From the Perspective of Autonomy

The concept of autonomy has influenced language
education in Japan. Nunan ( 1997) notes that “autonomy
describes a situation in which the learner is not only
responsible for all of the decisions concerned with learning,
but also for the implementation of those decisions”
(p-193). The need for autonomy represents individuals’
inherent desire to feel volitional and to experience a sense of
choice and psychological freedom when carrying out an
activity (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Autonomy is related to the
principle that learners should take a certain amount of
responsibility for what they learn and how they learn it.
Therefore, making students more autonomous is a crucial
part of learning.

This project provides decision-making opportunities
since students choose the topics and determine how they
will proceed with a project. They are required to put effort
into planning the content of their presentations and creating
effective PowerPoint slides. They also regulate themselves

in pursuit of self-selected goals. This process supports

students’ autonomous learning on a broad scale.

2. 4 Collaborative Group Work

Students have common interests and research directions
for SLA and English education. At the preparation stage,
students work together to prepare their presentations.
Collaboration among students with different skills,
knowledge, and perspectives enables a group to make a
better presentation than any individual, since the group
approach facilitates multiple viewpoints.

However, providing a wealth of learning opportunities
requires well-designed and well-run groups. Students need
to collaborate to understand the concepts presented and give
presentations. By listening to their peers’ viewpoints,
making arguments, and reframing ideas, students can gain
a more complete understanding as a group than they could
as individuals. When students cooperate, they have to
consider each other’s perspectives as they take on different
roles to achieve shared goals.

In this regard, ‘scaffolding’ collaboration is crucial.
The term scaffolding comes from the sociocultural theory,
and in education, this metaphorical term means a bridge
that supports the difference between what students have
learned and what they are expected to know. Gibbons
(2015) explains that “scaffolding is a special kind of help
that assists learners in moving toward new skills, concepts,
or levels of understanding” (p. 16). Ellis (2008) states
that “scaffolding is an inter-psychological process through
which learners internalize knowledge dialogically”
(p. 235). Each group comprises four or five students from
different grades with different knowledge, experiences,
and ideas. Creating conditions so that every student can
support or teach one another, regardless of prior learning
experiences or different language levels, is entirely possible
in this project. Furthermore, students at CCU and KU work
collaboratively as a big group.

Relatedness, which is a basic psychological need in

intrinsic motivation theory, plays a crucial role in this
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project through group work.

3. Reflection of Students

Reflecting on practice is key to KU students advancing
to the next stage with a better or deeper understanding. ELS
Effective Learning Service (2014) defines reflection as a
type of thinking aimed at achieving better understanding
that leads to new learning. Therefore, it is necessary to
provide an opportunity for students to reflect on the project
individually.

This section examines students’ changes in attitude after

they considered reflective (or restorative) questions:

(1) What made me improve for my personal growth?
(2) What was the one thing that I struggled with the most?
(3) How would I like to apply this experience in the

future?

3.1 Personal Growth Mindset
On question (1), here are some excerpts from the
students’ comments.

* I became proficient at using figures, illustrations, and
animations when making a presentation.

* I have come to consider how to convey my ideas
efficiently so that CCU students can understand what |
want to explain.

* I began to think ahead by collaborating in making slides.

* I got self-confidence through my presentation in
English.

* I have acquired logical and critical thinking skills.

* I could alleviate my self-consciousness when speaking
English in the presence of others.

* 1 have gained experience in answering questions
immediately.

* I have developed my leadership skills.

* I noticed a gap of English proficiency between CCU
students and me, and this has inspired me to learn

English more.

* I realized the value of cooperating to achieve our goals.

This experience would benefit me in society.

All students’ comments were quantitatively analyzed
using a piece of software called a KH Coder. It
automatically analyzed word frequency in a network style.
The top five words (originally written in Japanese but
translated into English within this paper) were presentation,

English, consciousness, thinking, and myself.

3. 2 Challenges

On question (2), students commented as follows:

+ I found it difficult to manage my time wisely.

* Replying to CCU students’ questions instantly was not
easy.

- Asking deep questions related to the CCU students’
presentation to spark meaningful discussion was
difficult.

- It was difficult for me to explain myself effectively.

* Some of the vocabulary we had to use included
technical terminology that I found difficult to translate
into English.

+ Continuous communication or cross-cutting discussion

without awkward silences was challenging.

The KH Coder analyzed the word frequency similarly,
and the top five characteristic words were questions,

English, myself, presentation, and communication.

3. 3 Relevance to Their Futures

Finally, on question (3), the students’ comments were

as follows:

I understood the benefits of ICT. I would like to
become an English teacher in junior high school after
graduating from KU. Therefore, I would like to make
use of this when involved in international exchange.

* When making a presentation, I would like to make
logical arguments.

- It is expected that online presentations will become more
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common in the future. Therefore, I would like to make
this valuable opportunity useful for the next project.
* I will pay more attention to how to convey my
intentions more clearly.
* Presenting information clearly and effectively is a key
skill in getting my message across. [ think that
presentation skills are required in every field. I will try
to improve my presentation skills more.

* I would like to react appropriately while CCU students

are making presentations.

The KH Coder analyzed the word frequency similarly,
and the top five characteristic words were future, presenta-

tion, opportunities, English, and online.

3. 4 Reflecting on the Project

There needs to be a meta-layer of education in which
students practice reflection, learn about their learning,
internalize a growth mindset that encourages them to strive,
and learn how to adapt their learning and behavior based on
their goals (Fadel et al., 2015.) In this context, the
significance of self-reflection is indisputable.

An analysis of all comments, including free comments in
addition to the remarks listed from 3. 1 to 3. 3, revealed that
the students typically wrote English, presentation, myself,
exchange partners, and question. Judging from the above
students’ individual comments from 3. 1 to 3. 3, it is clear
that every student who participated in this project learned a
lot. This suggests that metacognition is key to recognizing
opportunities for improvement and growth mindset.

The ability to actively listen and communicate
respectfully with others can help students build proper
relationships and deepen learning through discussion. This
process can take place in real time so that both cohorts are
communicating and interacting ‘live’ in English simultane-
ously. This way, students can learn how communication
works in real life. At the same time, the students also found

it difficult to interact online. However, these challenges

further enhance their development and growth.

Conclusion

Students should be encouraged to perform meaningful
tasks or challenging problem-solving tasks, such as online
exchange projects, with partner universities. The academic
exchange program with students at CCU brought many
benefits to students, such as deepening their technical
knowledge and developing their language proficiency. It
allowed them to engage in their own learning tasks as L2
users autonomously. The more the students perceived
themselves as autonomous in their activities, the more
intrinsically motivated they became.

This project enabled students to expand or deepen their
expertise in terms of SLA or English education and develop
intercultural competencies while tackling topic-specific
learning tasks. Moreover, connecting universities globally
can help promote the qualities of internationalization such
as interpersonal skills, open-mindedness, communicative
competence, flexible thinking, tolerance, and respect for
others. Interpersonal skills allow students to function
within a group, with their personal contributions based on
the exchange of opinions while confronting the views of
others; none of these is present in self-learning. The
students’ self-reflection comments revealed their growth and
improvement. Some students commented that they had
learned a lot and engaging in exchange activities can lead to
further self-improvement. Some students even indicated that
they realized the necessity of acquiring in-depth knowledge
because of the questions that CCU students asked.

Professor Mei-Sheng Chao and the author have a
common goal in continuing and promoting the exchange
project. This project is a feasible and desirable practice,
and provides a real and fruitful learning experience for
students from both universities. The author will continue to
implement online exchange projects with three universities,
including CCU, which focus not only on the English

language itself but also on sharing knowledge. In this
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context, it is necessary to create co-equal or equitable
learning environments where instructors work together to
share goals emphasizing experiential and collaborative
student learning.

The author will proceed with the project by improving
the Q&A session to create a more collaborative atmosphere
between students from different universities, allowing them
to see how their thoughts and ideas, compared with others,
and become more

feel empowered, more committed,

effectively involved as a result of this project.
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