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Abstract

T

his practice report describes a Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL)

exchange between academic writing students at the University of the Bahamas (UB)
and English Language Learners (ELLs) at the Borough of Manhattan Community

College (BMCC) of the City University of New York (CUNY). While COIL projects and
other classroom virtual exchanges between Western and non-Western institutions have
often been construed as tools to introduce cultural and linguistic diversity into Western
classrooms, this study shows that the opposite is also possible. In our project, a diverse,
largely immigrant group of postsecondary students in New York City participated in an
intercultural exchange with a more culturally and linguistically homogeneous student
group in The Bahamas. The study details the digital media used to initiate the virtual
exchange and the specifics of the assignment sequences, including how the authors worked
with the springboard text read by both classes (that is, Richard Rodriguez’s (1978) noted
literacy autobiography ‘The Achievement of Desire’, where he describes his academic
ambitions as the child of Mexican immigrants to the United States).
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1.

Introduction

As a set of pedagogical modalities that has been in development for some 20 years, a significant
body of scholarly literature has developed on virtual exchange (O’Reilly, 2021; Wylie, 2020). In
virtual exchange, also known as COIL (see Moore & Simon, 2015; SUNY COIL Center, 2017), students
from learning institutions in two or more countries work together in a digital environment on
a shared activity, and in so doing they have an opportunity to build cultural competencies and
deepen intercultural understanding – along with learning course content. However, a significant
limitation of COIL discourse is that some studies have displayed Western-centric frames of
reference, often implicitly construing non-Western participants in COIL exchanges as an exoticized
other bringing diversity to the curriculum. That is to say, COIL collaborations have sometimes
been understood as strategies that can be used to introduce cultural and linguistic diversity into
ethnically homogeneous classrooms in Western nations (e.g. Mudiamu, 2020). However, COIL
projects can also be used to expand perspectives on culture, national belonging, and language
in seeming monocultures outside of Western nations, with the Western institution being used to
introduce diversity. In this article, we describe a COIL exchange between diverse multilingual
ELL students at a community college in New York City and academic writing students at UB. For
our COIL exchange, we established several layers of formal objectives, including intercultural
learning, subject matter learning, and technical competency. In our COIL partnership, New York
City provided a complex multicultural and multilingual environment to stimulate intercultural
exchange with a more ethnically and linguistically homogeneous group of postsecondary students
in The Bahamas.

2.

Literature review

In the existing research literature on COIL, scholars have described virtual exchanges between a
wide variety of student groups, including: students at different levels (e.g. between undergraduate
and graduate-level courses in the same field Kayumova & Sadykova, 2016); and between courses in
the same field of study at the same level (e.g. uniting two international business courses BenbunanFich & Arbaugh, 2006; Marcillo-Gómez & Desilus, 2016). While academic writing scholars are
finding classroom arrangements involving collaboration between traditional academic writing
students and ELL students promising for promoting student success (Comeau-Kirschner & Sharar,
2019), the literature describing COIL collaborations between developmental ELL classes with
traditional academic writing courses is limited. In particular, nonnative speaking immigrant
students have not received enough attention in the research on COIL. This study begins to fill
these gaps in the research literature.
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Outside the COIL research tradition, the potential of using digital collaboration to build connections
between Caribbean postsecondary classrooms and the outside world in order to expand students’
perspectives was perhaps first recognized by Winner and Shields (2002). In the study, Winner and
Shields describe their experience leading Bahamian college students through an online cultural
exchange with students at a historically Black college in the American South. As Winner and
Shields (2002) note, “the act of publishing a literacy autobiography on the [internet] for an English
course at a college located on a small island in The Bahamas gave geographically isolated writers
an opportunity to consider the intricate powers of language, and their space in the larger social
and cultural influences of language learning” (p. 273). While the piece does not focus in major part
on diversity issues, the Winner and Shields study does, however, suggest that the interaction with
students abroad through a digital platform was “the best way to provide a socially and culturally
diverse writing and learning experience” (Winner & Shields, 2002, p. 275, emphasis added) for
Bahamian students despite the rudimentary technology available for the exchange at the time.

3.

Context

The current project was conducted at two postsecondary institutions serving significant numbers
of socioeconomically-disadvantaged students: the UB main campus in Nassau, The Bahamas and
BMCC, one of the five community colleges in the CUNY system. Having transitioned from a college
to a fledgling university in 2016, UB is the national institution of higher education in The Bahamas.
UB’s student body is almost exclusively Black Bahamian Christian, who speak a combination of
Bahamian Creole English (their L1) and (Bahamian) Standard English. This is not, however, to say
that ethnic diversity does not exist in The Bahamas; The Bahamas has migrant populations from
elsewhere in the Caribbean, as well as Latin America and Asia. However, this ethnic diversity does
not significantly manifest itself in UB’s student body. Furthermore, The Bahamas, like many other
Caribbean nations, lacks widely institutionalized diversity accommodation discourses (Sairsingh
et al., 2020). Indeed, although a number of UB students are first- or second-generation Haitian
immigrants, who may or may not speak Haitian Creole at home, these students are usually keen
to assimilate to English-speaking and Bahamian-Creole-English-speaking culture due to the stigma
facing the Haitian minority in The Bahamas (Perry, 2020).
BMCC is, on the other hand, a highly diverse and multilingual campus; its student body is highly
international, and over 88% of students are ethnic minorities in the United States (CUNY Borough
of Manhattan Community College, 2020). As an example, the specific class that participated in the
COIL project included students stemming originally from all of the following nations: the Dominican
Republic, China, Bangladesh, the Republic of Georgia, Uzbekistan, Ghana, and Montenegro.
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At UB, students from one section of English 119, the first of the institution’s first-year academic
writing courses, participated in the COIL exchange. In English 119, students produce a variety of
written assignments, such as summaries and annotated bibliographies, leading to the production
of a research essay involving academic sources. Conversely, at BMCC, the participating students
were enrolled in ESL 95, a not-for-credit developmental writing course which focuses on basic
components of effective writing, including essay organization, paragraph development, sentence
structure, word choice, and content.
The COIL project was designed and implemented by an ELL professor at BMCC and an academic
writing professor at UB who had been connected with one another through the study abroad
program at BMCC. These two professors, also the authors of this piece, each brought one section of
their students to the COIL exchange. For brevity of expression, the two investigator-authors refer to
themselves as ‘we’ in this study.

4.

Objectives

We established several layers of formal objectives for our COIL collaboration which were explicitly
communicated to students during the first joint Zoom meeting. These formal objectives included the
following.
•

Intercultural learning. We designed the overarching COIL project to give students an
opportunity for rich intercultural learning, with intercultural learning being understood for
our purposes according to the knowledge, attitude, skills, and awareness model (Fantini &
Tirmizi, 2006). Student activities in the COIL project included activities such as interviewing
each other. The global social justice project also enabled students to learn from each other
regarding social justice issues around the world.

•

Subject matter learning objective. A primary objective of any COIL exchange should be
closely tied to the overarching pedagogical goals of the courses they are enrolled in at their
home institutions. Accordingly, we aimed to connect the COIL tasks to building students’
academic writing skills.

•

Technical competency. As students participated in the COIL exchange, they would gain
experience using a variety of technologies and platforms, including: the CBOX learning
management system, Zoom (both for COIL meetings and for screencasting their global social
justice video), and YouTube.
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5.

Project design

For the COIL project, we designed a series of assignments and activities aimed to encourage
intercultural learning. Following the suggestions of scholars such as O’Dowd and Dooly (2020), we
specifically structured the assignment tasks to lead to purposeful engagement highlighting both
the differences and similarities between the student groups. In our case, we focused specifically
on differences in attitudes to language learning and academic pursuits in students’ home cultures.
That is to say, we attempted to refocus our “online intercultural exchange so that there is a genuine
engagement with and negotiation of difference” (O’Dowd & Dooly, 2020, p. 368) rather than simple
“surfing diversity” (see Kramsch, 2014, p. 302). Our working hypothesis was that a well-designed
COIL exchange would facilitate intercultural learning between traditionally diverse students in a
Western nation and a more homogenous group in a non-Western nation.
In order to achieve these aims, the first assignment sequence used Richard Rodriguez’s (1978) noted
work describing his literacy development as the child of first-generation Mexican immigrants to the
United States, ‘The Achievement of Desire’, as the initial springboard reading assignment. We believed
that Rodriguez’s work would be fruitful in our COIL collaboration because it describes the academic
ambitions of an ‘outsider’ to the English language in English-speaking academic institutions (recall
that the Bahamian students are native speakers of Bahamian Creole English rather than Bahamian
Standard English; they too are ‘outsiders’ to the English language). Furthermore, the Rodriguez piece
draws explicit attention to immigrant experiences, something BMCC students could directly relate
to, and something we believed that UB students would benefit from considering in greater depth.
After our first joint COIL meeting on Zoom, and once the students had read the Rodriguez piece,
we next paired students up from the different institutions. We instructed them to meet with one
another twice to interview their partners regarding their educational backgrounds and the cultural
contexts of literacy, language learning, and education in their respective home nations. In order to
keep these engagements structured, we provided a number of guiding questions for the interviews,
which students then used to produce a report on their partner’s answers to post to the COIL message
board hosted on an independent implementation of the CUNY Academic Commons CBOX platform.
In each class, this assignment sequence ended with students drafting complete formal essays, but
the essay prompts were somewhat different in the different classes as the UB students were at a
higher level. BMCC ELL students were asked to compose an expository essay summarizing their
COIL partner’s college experiences gathered from the second interview report and were required
to back it up by providing references from Rodriguez’s piece. Conversely, the UB students were
asked to write an essay comparing the contexts of language learning in The Bahamas with their
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COIL partner’s home nation, referring not only to the second interview, but also including ideas and
evidence from research articles.
For the second assignment sequence in the class, what we called the global social justice video
assignment, we asked students to select an image or advertisement reflecting a significant social
justice issue in their home country (e.g. violence against women). Students then produced a video
assignment analyzing the image according to the Aristotelian rhetorical appeals of ethos, pathos,
and logos, as well as the cultural background of the social issue, posting the video to YouTube
and embedding or linking to the video in our joint learning management system. As part of our
scaffolding for the global social justice video assignment, we hosted six optional ‘drop-in’ Zoom
meetings with students to give them examples of global social justice topics (as many of them were
unfamiliar with the concept) and to help them flesh out their approaches.
Also of note is the fact that the study took place during the fall 2020 academic semester when both
institutions were operating under remote-only learning due to the COVID-19 pandemic. That is to
say, not all students were equally technologically adept, and some students would have preferred
being enrolled in classes that had face-to-face meetings instead. Further, for most of our students,
this online semester was their first semester at their respective institutions.

6.

Project evaluation

For the current project, we primarily relied upon students’ written responses on the course message
board, their formal peer reviews, as well as their global social justice videos, and their polished
written essays for evidence. We also collected evidence from the pre-semester and post-semester
COIL Career Readiness Survey as well as an attitude survey to capture their affective feelings
about the COIL projects. The COIL Attitude Survey, based on a survey developed by Kayumova
and Sadykova (2016), was administered at the end of the semester only and included questions
regarding their affective reactions to the COIL experience, such as whether they found the COIL
projects interesting, useful, thought-provoking, or confusing. Furthermore, the Career Readiness
Survey, based on a survey created by the study abroad program at BMCC, included questions about
students’ competencies for functioning in an international environment.
At the end of the semester, we evaluated students’ responses and reflections for evidence that
the COIL project had successfully achieved the stated objectives, focusing in particular on the
intercultural learning objective. Due to the small size of our project, we agreed that the sample
sizes of the quantitatively-focused indicators in the surveys were too small to be properly
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illustrative. Accordingly, we exclusively present students’ written responses in this project. The
project received institutional review board approval from BMCC, and all students consented to
participate in the study.

7.

Findings

Following a trend in broader Bahamian popular discourse, Bahamian students may come to
postsecondary environments parroting negative attitudes and stereotypes regarding Haitian
migrants to The Bahamas, a largely undocumented and highly-stigmatized ethnic minority (Fielding
et al., 2008). We contend that COIL engagement assisted Bahamian students in denaturalizing and
problematizing their received perspectives on immigrant populations; that is, working with students
of diverse immigrant backgrounds, in dialogue with Rodriguez’s essay, helped the students further
understand, and perhaps respect, the position of others in their society. Indeed, a number of UB
students noted the immigrant characteristics of their COIL partners in their responses.
One Bahamian student acknowledged in a forum post the challenges that their COIL partner faces in
the United States due to their accent, discussing the strategies students use to overcome alienation to
be successful in a competitive college culture. The UB student in question noted that:
“he and [Rodriguez] share the experience of being treated differently by Americans due
to their accents, cultural differences, and the language barrier. Hence, in order to prevent
alienation, [student name] recommends finding a solid support system because loved ones
can help with jobs, schoolwork, and making new friends. This, along with the professors he
has had, has encouraged him to think critically and be creative”.
As we can see above, the UB student made meaningful connections between the BMCC student’s
place as a linguistic outsider and their purposeful path to overcome their difficulties. Moreover,
the COIL exchange encouraged UB students to think critically about the state of diversity in The
Bahamas compared to other nations. One Bahamian student noted in a response that:
“The Bahamas is known nation-wide to be a Christian nation. Christian rituals are practiced
in schools, households, and public events… It is uncommon to attend school or college and
meet a Muslim and Buddhist. Bahamians become prejudiced against these individuals
and as a result treat them differently from others. When young Bahamians are given the
opportunity to attend universities across the world, it is evident that these countries are
more accepting of human diversity. Human diversity is the unique biological and cultural
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variation within our species. In return it makes an individual feel accepted by society and
can affect an individual positively”.
As the above quote suggests, the COIL engagement encouraged UB students to ponder diversity in
larger, more heterogeneous societies. This was a clear instance of intercultural learning initiated by
the COIL exchange.
The COIL exchange also encouraged BMCC students to challenge their preconceived notions about
Bahamian students. Some BMCC students thought that students living on small islands might not
have the same opportunities for education as students in Western countries. One BMCC student
explained: “You think the US is the best country to get an education, but when you hear them, I
understand that they are also well-educated”. As explained in the student’s testimonial, the BMCC
ELL students were able to challenge their cultural biases through the COIL virtual exchange. This
was yet another example of intercultural learning fostered by the COIL exchange.
As previously mentioned, the second assignment sequence in our COIL exchange gave students
the opportunity to explore their home national culture/environment to prepare a YouTube
presentation on a social justice topic. In the Zoom meetings leading up to students’ development
of their videos, students learned about the Aristotelian rhetorical appeals and brought authentic,
digital images representing a social justice issue from their home nations (for students at BMCC).
Some example social justice topics that students presented on included child marriages in Morocco,
child sexual abuse in El Salvador, LGBT rights in The Bahamas, Boko Haram violence in Nigeria,
female genital mutilation in West Africa, and school bullying in China. The assignment gave UB
students the opportunity to create meaning and explain their feelings about their exposure to
various injustices in the world. One UB student noted in her response to a BMCC student’s global
social justice video that:
“I found this presentation extremely informative. This was informative for me because I
had no knowledge of this issue happening in Africa. I gained sympathy for this presentation
after seeing the picture of the tools used for genital mutilation. I am a female myself
and this is something I would definitely not approve of to take place on my body; this is
pathetic. Something must be done to cease this issue in Africa. Females should not have to
go through this”.
Furthermore, the digital media provided opportunities for students to discuss social justice issues
with their COIL partners. Indeed, the COIL partner provided an answer in the discussion forum,
stating: “I understand how you feel about this issue as a female but don’t worry[;] now many
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organizations fight against this nonsense. Parents who force their kids to undergo female genital
mutilation can go to jail”. As the above interaction suggests, some students, having not heard of these
societal injustices, wanted to rationalize their understanding and respond to each other.

8.

Conclusions

In this article, we have described our experience using COIL to initiate an intercultural exchange
between a multilingual ELL classroom at a Western institution and a relatively culturally and
linguistically homogeneous academic writing classroom in a Caribbean nation. As we have
suggested, COIL discourse has regularly construed the presence of non-Western students as
diversifying the Western classroom. These assumptions reflect a Western frame of reference.
Here, the COIL exchange offered both the Bahamian students and the US-based ELL students
opportunities for the internationalization of their perspectives. Further, the fact that the student
populations in the different classes at the two institutions were at different English language levels,
with one being traditional academic writing students, and the other being developmental ELL
students, was not an encumbrance to the exchange. Rather the different levels (and backgrounds)
encouraged students to engage purposefully with a student from a cultural and linguistic
background previously unknown to them.
We acknowledge, however, that there were limitations to our project, and potentially, to the success
of our COIL collaboration. As previously noted, our COIL collaboration took place in the fall 2020
academic semester while both campuses were operating exclusively online through digital remote
learning due to the COVID-19 pandemic. While students were generally keen to participate in the
COIL Zoom discussions, we did notice that some students experienced motivation issues in our
classes – perhaps due to broader ‘Zoom fatigue’ (Nadler, 2020). For example, in the BMCC class,
although a total of 17 students were registered in the class, only nine to ten generally submitted
weekly assignments (for the COIL project and otherwise).
This practice report looked at collaboration between ELL students at an urban community college
in the US and students at the national university of a small island Caribbean nation. For both the
Bahamian students and the US-based ELL students, the COIL exchange offered opportunities for
internationalization of their perspectives. Moreover, in our COIL exchange, peer-to-peer learning
enhanced students’ independent learning as well as provided variety to professors’ teaching
methods. Although BMCC immigrant students were in an urban community college, coming from
different corners of the world, they evaluated their preconceived notions and perspectives about
college education on a chain of small islands and social topics. Likewise, the COIL project helped the
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Bahamian students, as Winner and Shields (2002) put it in the title of their early study of a virtual
exchange between a Caribbean university and a US institution, “break the island chains”. Indeed,
as instructors, we take pride in organizing a platform for teaching equal opportunity (equity) and
inviting diversity during a pandemic period in which distance learning has become both necessary
and optimal practice.
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