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Empowering Remote-Ready Graduates:
The Transformative Role of Virtual
Exchange in Career-Oriented Education

Guest post by Eithne Knappitsch

The integration of Virtual Exchange (VE) and Collaborative Online International Learning
(COIL) into career-oriented education represents a significant evolution in preparing students
for the modern workforce. These innovative educational models not only bridge geographicand
cultural gaps, offering a responsible form of international exchange, but also align closely with
the shift towards competency-based learning, equipping students with the necessary skills and
competencies for remote work and leadership in virtual teams. Recent studies indicate that
Higher Educational Institution (HEI) educators are increasingly aware of the potential of VE in
contributing to innovation and skills development (Jager et al., 2021).

COIL and Virtual Exchange as innovative educational models

COIL and VE have emerged as transformative approaches in international education, facilitating
cross-cultural collaboration and learning without the need for physical mobility. They play a
critical role in preparing students not only to engage effectively in and collaborate on solving
global problems relevant at local, national and international levels as graduates, but also in
preparing them for their future careers. These programs leverage technology to connect students
and educators worldwide, fostering a global classroom experience that enhances intercultural
competence and digital literacy, while focusing on specific thematic content and providing
interdisciplinary perspectives. HEIs are including VE more regularly in strategies and policies on
both internationalization and e-learning (Jager et al., 2021), while the global labor market is
showing a growing demand for competencies related to digital literacy, intercultural
communication, and adaptability (World Economic Forum, 2023). COIL and VE programs are
uniquely positioned to prepare students for this reality, offering experiential and real-world
learning that mirrors the collaborative and culturally diverse nature of the global workforce and
remote work realities.
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The Shift Towards Competency-Based Learning

Competency-based learning focuses on acquiring and demonstrating the skills and knowledge
relevant to the real world. It represents a departure from more traditional education models
relying on grades and credits, focusing instead on competencies and learning outcomes. It’s
considered an effective means of bridging the gap between employer needs and higher education.
COIL and VE initiatives support this shift by providing real-world contexts for students to use in
developing and applying their competencies. In particular, transversal competencies related to
the social dynamics of working in remote contexts are considered increasingly relevant as more
employers are offering remote work formats.

GCSC and Competence Development

The 8-week Global Case Study Challenge (GCSC) exemplifies the power of Virtual Exchange in
real-world competency development, fostering key global work competencies (Buko et al., 2021
and www.globalcasestudychallenge.com/global-virtual-teams-challenge). By engaging students in
real-life business cases within an international team setting, the GCSC enhances digital
communication, collaboration in a complex digitally-mediated remote context, intercultural
understanding and communication, and sustainability awareness.

Developing Remote-Ready Graduates through Virtual Exchange

In today's increasingly remote work environment, VE/COIL programs play a crucial role in
preparing students for virtual teamwork and leadership. These initiatives simulate remote work
scenarios, allowing students to gain practical experience in collaboration, project management,
digital collaboration and digital tool utilization within a virtual setting. Effective remote
leadership and team efficiency hinge on competencies such as clear communication, trust-
building, and conflict resolution in a virtual context. COIL and VE programs can help develop
these skills, preparing students to lead and contribute to high-performing remote teams.

Challenges and Opportunities

Implementing COIL and VE programs presents challenges, including technological access and
integration into existing curricula. However, these initiatives also offer opportunities to make
international education more inclusive and to prepare students more effectively for the future of
work. As technological advancements continue to shape education, COIL and VE are poised for
further innovation. These programs will increasingly play a crucial role in bridging the gap
between academic learning and the competencies required in the global job market.

Conclusion

COIL and Virtual Exchange stand at the intersection of education and the future of work,
offering new pathways for students to develop the skills and competencies needed for success in a
globalized, digital world. Competence-based, career-oriented, and real-world VE/COIL
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programs have a distinct advantage in preparing students for remote work. Higher Education
educators and institutions should embrace and expand VE/COIL programs, recognizing their
potential to transform career-oriented education for the better.
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