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Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL) is a teaching and learning approach whereby entire courses or modules are co-developed and team taught by instructors from different institutions for students of both institutions. Since 2006, the approach has been gaining in mass appeal; however, considering our present-day global coronavirus pandemic, COILs have a renewed relevance in academia. Faculty from the University of South Carolina (United States) and Coventry University (England) embarked on a COIL partnership yielding a valuable experience that can serve as a model for other institutions that are interested in developing innovative and cross-cultural distance learning opportunities. The purpose of this paper is to explain how the institutional partnership emerged, describe the course content, and provide lessons that our team learned through the COIL development and implementation process. Our experience as a first-time COIL partnership is a model for others to consider as the landscape for the academic enterprise expands the confines of brick-and-mortar institutions.
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INTRODUCTION
Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL) is a teaching and learning paradigm that became fully coined in 2006 (Rubin, 2017), but has since developed mass appeal and a newfound relevance during our present-day global coronavirus pandemic. COILs, also known as “virtual exchanges” are models of learning and collaboration whereby entire courses or course modules are co-developed and team taught by instructors from different institutions (and most often from different cultural contexts) for students of both institutions. An essential tenet of the COIL model is the emphasis on experiential and collaborative student learning while providing students with new contextual meaning to the ideas being explored (Rubin, 2017). Other advantages include enhanced global citizenship (Menard-Warwick, 2009; Hull et al., 2010; Makaramani, 2015; Orsini-Jones and Lee, 2018; King de Ramirez, 2019) and intercultural exchange (Belz and Thorne, 2006; Guth and Helm, 2010; De Castro et al., 2019). Faculty from the University of South Carolina (United States) and Coventry University (England) developed and implemented a COIL yielding a valuable experience that can serve as a model for other institutions that are interested in developing innovative and cross-cultural distance learning opportunities.
In 2018, a faculty researcher from Coventry University (CU) invited faculty members from the University of South Carolina (UofSC) to deliver a symposium at CU on cognitive and sexual health and opportunities for collaborative discourse about healthy aging based on their prior research (Annang et al., 2011; Friedman, Marquez, and Fernandez, 2013; Rose et al., 2013; Annang et al., 2014; Bergeron et al., 2016; Fletcher et al., 2016; Friedman et al., 2016; Jackson et al., 2016; Soltani et al., 2017; Tang et al., 2017). Co-author (name withheld) obtained grant funding to support the symposium based on her work on sex in the media and the resultant media attention that she received (Wright and Jenks, 2016; Wright et al., 2017). During that visit, the UofSC faculty members, as well as a team of CU faculty members collaborated to develop a “COIL-enhanced module” (Rubin, 2017), that is, a 6-week module embedded in two courses that would focus on the international collaboration and the topical content of sex and aging in the media. The purpose of this paper is to explain how the institutional partnership emerged, describe the course content, and provide lessons that our team learned through the COIL development and implementation process.
COIL COURSE OVERVIEW
We developed a hybrid, collaborative, international learning experience where existing courses at UofSC and CU were identified to serve as the hosts of the COIL. The COIL was entitled “Sex, Lies, and Mediascape (Mis)representations across the lifespan”. The classes met separately at each institution. The UofSC course (Consumer Health in Contemporary Society) was a fully asynchronous online course. The course was housed in the Arnold School of Public Health’s Department of Health Promotion, Education, and Behavior as an elective available to undergraduate and graduate students. The primary course objective is to allow students to explore the relationships between consumerism, health, and education, with the ultimate goal of preparing them to make informed decisions as health consumers. The CU course (combined enrollments from two undergraduate psychology courses) was a hybrid course with face-to-face and asynchronous, online content. The course was housed in the School of Psychological, Social, and Behavioural Sciences and was required for first-year psychology students. The primary course objective was to introduce students to the process of critically analyzing health content that is presented in the media and popular culture. During the 6-week COIL module, the students and the instructors met asynchronously online. The COIL module was team developed by the instructors of the selected courses and the researchers who were part of the original sex and aging collaboration in consult with a CU learning technology specialist.
COIL DEVELOPMENT
The course planning process occurred over a 6-month period. In June 2018, our team submitted a course proposal to the CU Centre for Global Engagement. The course proposal included information about the project leads at each institution, COIL activities and online tools used, and the methods for capturing intercultural development and assessing COIL outcomes. The objectives of the COIL were for students to 1) gain an intercultural awareness and understanding of current research into sexual health and aging and how sex and aging are portrayed in the media and 2) learn how to critically assess the quality of media messages. Shortly thereafter, we were approved to implement the COIL module to begin January 2019. During the planning process, our team communicated regularly via email and Skype about lecture content, how to engage students with the content and with each other (across the international time zones), the timing to release the COIL content, and the logistics for the shared platform that housed the COIL content. We shared lecture outlines and course syllabi. We also discussed how to introduce the idea of the collaboration with students in the UofSC and CU courses. We were sensitive to potential anxieties that could emerge from students about learning and utilizing the Open Moodle platform (a new experience for the UofSC students) and tried to preempt this with trial runs by our team and gleaning from the prior experiences of the CU team. This collaborative process was vitally important as the ultimate goal of the COIL was to integrate an international element to the students’ learning outcomes, allow students to reflect upon their own and their international colleagues’ cultural points of view, and to provide an opportunity to develop transferrable networking skills between UofSC and CU students. Our team modeled this approach during the course development process.
COIL CONTENT
Instructors introduced the COIL module to students as part of their standard introduction of the course. The COIL was described as being embedded in the course in which the students enrolled and would be a 6-week engagement to include content relevant to the course as well as opportunities to engage in an international and intercultural student learning experience. Additionally, a brief video was produced by the COIL instructors and lecturers to introduce themselves, welcome students to the experience, and engender some personal connection and enthusiasm for this unique opportunity. The video was housed on the Open Moodle platform for students’ ease of access.
Four lectures were developed for the COIL. Two lectures were delivered by UofSC faculty and two by CU faculty. The UofSC lectures focused on media influence and media literacy. One lecture focused on healthy aging, perceptions of aging, forms of media, and media literacy. The content was framed by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) Healthy Aging Network definition of healthy aging (Lang et al., 2006), the Communication Predicament Model conceptual framework (Ryan et al., 1986), and the Center for Media Literacy (2020). The other lecture highlighted research about the influence of sexual images in media, particularly on youth, and included a review of several media images (Walsh-Childers et al., 2002; Ward, 2003; Kunkel et al., 2005; Chandra et al., 2008; Fisher et al., 2009; Morgan, 2011; Wright et al., 2012). The intended learning outcomes were for students to 1) identify factors that may influence one’s perceptions and behaviors, 2) describe how to be informed consumers of media, and 3) discuss how to critically evaluate media. The CU lectures focused on instances where media portrayals of research were misleading. One lecture was based on the work of Wright and others on the relationship between sexual activity and cognitive function in older adults (Wright and Jenks, 2016; Wright et al., 2017). The lecture included information detailing the scientific rationale for the research and the implications for the intended audience. Additional content included examples from worldwide media coverage of the sex and cognition research, including inappropriate images and popular media misrepresentations of how the research was conducted. The other lecture focused on the “pill scare” in the United Kingdom in the early 1990s whereby the media delivered grossly distorted information to the public regarding the safety of using the contraceptive pill following a government report (Spitzer, 1997; Wood et al., 1997; Bhathena, 1998; Williams et al., 1998; Furedi, 1999; Farmer et al., 2000). The intended learning outcomes were for students to 1) question what they see in the media and 2) describe how this contributes to attitude development and behavior.
COIL IMPLEMENTATION
Each lecture was pre-recorded using narrated PowerPoint or Screencast-O-Matic and uploaded to a platform called Open Moodle (Moodle Pty Ltd., West Perth WA, Australia) that was housed at CU. The Open Moodle platform served as a centralized mechanism to allow students from each partner university to enroll in the COIL virtual learning environment without having to involve additional University-specific Registrar personnel. Instructors from UofSC and CU also registered on the Open Moodle module as instructors with editing rights for a true dual ownership of the pedagogic contribution to the collaborative learning resources. Additionally, technical support was available to support student and faculty needs.
The COIL was delivered during two academic terms in consecutive years (Spring 2019 and Spring 2020). A total of 550 students were enrolled across both offerings (n = 272 in Spring 2019; n = 278 in Spring 2020). Thirty-seven percent of the students in Spring 2019 were UofSC students which was nearly identical to the proportion of students in the Spring 2020 term (36.3%). Across both offerings of the COIL, students were primarily undergraduate (97.8%); however, the UofSC course was also open to graduate students.
Guided by well-established recommendations and best practices in instruction (Chickering and Gamson, 1987; Chickering and Gamson, 1991; Crews et al., 2015), in addition to the lectures, students were given online discussion prompts to facilitate initial introductions and subsequent interactive examinations of their understanding of the material delivered through lectures. For example, students were asked to identify two examples of sex in the media. For each of the images that they selected, they were to describe it, reveal if the image was overt or suggestive and provide their rationale for this decision, and describe the intended audience for the image. Opinion polls were also implemented to foster student engagement, providing a quick snapshot of students’ thoughts on the presented topics. For instance, students viewed an image that corresponded with a news article summarizing recent research and were asked to indicate what they thought represented the focus of the article from a list of close-ended response options. Ten online discussion prompts and four polls were administered over the course of the 6-week COIL. Students engaged in the discussion forums as one group, meaning links to original posts were displayed in one continuous thread from the most recent one to the oldest one. Links to replies were provided alongside the original post. Students were required to submit at least one original post and encouraged to reply to other students’ posts in response to each discussion prompt. This allowed students from each institution to interact and engage with one another and to share knowledge about their culture-driven perceptions. We elected to allow students to interact asynchronously, primarily due to time constraints in time zone differences. Instructors provided weekly feedback in order to further cement student learning.
We do not have ethics committee approval to include specific student comments (anonymous or otherwise). Alternatively, we present some indicators of student engagement by summarizing selected measures below. Across both offerings of the COIL, we found that 51.1% of students participated in the module polls, 38.4% of students viewed the lectures, and 32.0% of students responded to discussion posts. Given that students were “strongly encouraged” to participate in these activities, rather than “required,” we found their performance was respectable.
LESSONS LEARNED
We share ten lessons learned from our COIL partnership that may be useful for others considering developing a COIL at their institutions. We found that determining the course content and learning objectives were only the beginning of the process. We offer lessons learned in COIL course development and implementation below.
Development
One of the unique factors to consider about establishing a COIL partnership is 1) establishing a memorandum of understanding between institutions to formalize the partnership. Our institutions’ approval processes were seamless because of their prior commitments to COIL and internationalization of higher education. However, we understand that policies existing at other institutions may not be well established and therefore may require additional lead/processing time. 2) Secondly, accommodating global time zone differences and academic calendars is a critical component of the development phase. The time zone difference between each of our institutions was 5 hours. While we knew this at the start of our partnership, the logistics behind scheduling planning meetings and establishing timelines was more difficult than anticipated, particularly with the academic calendar difference. Identifying “off-limit times” (e.g., academic breaks and holidays) and working around those is advisable. 3) Also unique to the COIL experience is recognizing potential differences in learning management systems (LMS) and determining which platform(s) will be used to deliver the COIL content. Testing the platforms out for ease of use (from the student perspective) prior to course implementation was useful for our team.
Other lessons learned in development comprise logistical factors. 4) Determining one software or technique to use for recording content (e.g., narrated PowerPoint or Screencast-O-Matic) would streamline the presentation to students. While there may be a learning curve with new technology, the student experience will appear more polished and symmetrical if there is a commonality in the presentation appearance and quality. Other factors to consider early during the planning process include 5) creating and adhering to a timeline for meetings and delivery of materials, and 6) establishing clear expectations of roles and responsibilities. Points five and six are particularly significant as collaborators should account for the time that it will take for content development, review by team members, and upload into the LMS to ensure equity of work distribution so that some team members are not unduly burdened.
Implementation
Regarding lessons learned in implementation, specific to our partnership experience was the use of the learning platform Open Moodle, which was selected due to its utility as a sharable platform for students across the different institutions. 7) Integrating low effort/no risk assignments to allow students to interact with the system is ideal, as well as framing the learning of the new platform around course objectives (e.g., global learning of new technologies). 8) Having access to technical support persons during the implementation phase is critical. We were able to consult with our technical support staff member regularly during the COIL implementation which helped ease anxieties about course delivery that were beyond the course content. Additionally, having persons with technical support skills as part of the planning and development phase was essential in order to understand the capabilities and limitations of the LMS, and potential software execution pitfalls to avoid. 9) Scheduling regular meetings during the implementation phase is a vital part of the successful implementation of the COIL. Obtaining formal and informal student feedback during the implementation phase can be discussed during these meetings to ensure that course objectives are being met. 10) Lastly, while not a novel concept, the end of academic terms is often frenetic with deadlines, exams, grading, and general course close out. But, we find it crucial for the team to meet at the close of the term to debrief about what worked well and what did not work well, and potentially prepare for future course offerings. As part of this meeting, we recommend reflecting on course or module objectives to determine if they have been met. If a COIL module (rather than a full course) is implemented, consider adding questions to existing course evaluations to assess if students’ responses to COIL objectives (beyond topical content) have been met. Some examples related to intercultural relations include the ability to communicate effectively and appropriately in intercultural situations, understanding the value of cultural diversity (Deardorff, 2006), sharing knowledge about one’s culture and learning about others’ ways of living, learning about different culturally nuanced communication styles, and developing networking and digital skills that will be attractive to future industry professionals across the globe (Coventry University, 2020).
DISCUSSION
The past year has invited renewed focus on the importance of innovation in pedagogy and reduced reliance on traditional models of teaching and learning. COILs are a teaching and learning paradigm that offer collaborative student learning opportunities as well as global, intercultural exchange, that take advantage of distance learning and technology. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, COILs were touted for their innovation in approach to study abroad, international learning, and global citizenship (Vahed and Rodriguez, 2020; Nava-Aguirre et al., 2019). Post-pandemic, they are even more useful as an approach to bridging learning across geographic borders (Liu and Shirley, 2021). As evidenced by their level of engagement in the COIL course material, we found that students were receptive to the idea of a cross-institution, cross-cultural collaboration and saw it as a complement to the traditionally-delivered course content. This is in line with others who have reported that students value the COIL approach and find that it should be an option for students in higher education (De Castro et al., 2019; King Ramirez, 2020).
Another important facet of developing a COIL is an acknowledgement of the logistics involved in implementation. While it important that parties involved be enthusiastic and motivated, institutional commitment and availability of resources is a critical factor in implementation success. We found it vitally important to have support from our institutions’ leadership who value academic partnership. Essentially, this helps expedite logistics such as developing and executing a memorandum of understanding and ensuring that information technology support could be made available to assist with module implementation and troubleshooting. Others have documented the challenges to executing international course design broadly (Bilous et al., 2018), and more specifically, COILs (De Castro et al., 2019). Awareness of the potential complications involved in securing institutional commitments is a vital stage in the COIL implementation process.
Our present-day reality of the coronavirus pandemic is forcing educators to consider innovative ways to keep teaching and keep students engaged in learning, and COILs may be one creative solution that simultaneously fosters intercultural appreciation and awareness. While it is a limitation that we are unable to incorporate data from student course evaluations as part of this paper, the aforementioned markers of student engagement clearly demonstrate students’ receptivity to and interest in the COIL content and international learning aspects. Our experience as a first-time COIL partnership is a model for others to consider as the landscape for the academic enterprise expands the confines of brick-and-mortar institutions. The purpose of this paper was to describe our team’s experience in developing and implementing an international, cross-cultural, cross-institution, collaborative teaching opportunity. Faculty at the UofSC and CU shared a rewarding experience, and we anticipate that others will benefit from the lessons learned from our international academic exchange.
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