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Abstract  

 
This study examines student participation in a sustained Japan–Australia COIL project from the 
perspective of learning environment design, drawing on experiences reported by students at the 
Japanese university. The project connected university students in Japan who were learning English with 
learners of Japanese at an Australian university. Although COIL is intended to promote reciprocal 
learning, providing opportunities for interaction does not necessarily ensure meaningful participation. 
Rather than being organised as a one-off exchange, the project unfolded over six to eight weeks through 
a shared digital hub, recurring meetings, staged collaborative tasks, and weekly records that enabled 
instructors to monitor the collaborative process. Students could use Japanese and English flexibly during 
interaction, while project outputs were produced in the language each group was learning. The activities 
also positioned students as contributors of locally grounded knowledge and required them to create 
shared outputs. One project, for example, involved developing sustainable travel proposals for visitors 
to Japan. This study focuses specifically on the experiences of the students in Japan, drawing on self-
reported questionnaire data collected from 73 Japanese participants between 2023 and 2025, when the 
questionnaire structure and project design remained broadly consistent. Descriptive results show that 
84% of participants rated the group activity positively, while 58 of the 73 students reported perceived 
improvement in their language ability. A thematic analysis of open-ended responses identified recurring 
accounts of coordinating meetings, conducting research, explaining cultural and local knowledge, 
proposing ideas, negotiating meaning, providing language support, and producing shared materials. 
Participants also described linguistic and intercultural difficulties that sometimes prompted clarification 
and adjustment but could also constrain participation. From an ecological perspective on language 
learning [1], these reported forms of participation can be understood in relation to features of the learning 
environment, including sustained interaction, shared digital spaces, task roles, visible collaborative 
processes, and shared outputs. From the perspective of the Japanese participants, meaningful 
participation in COIL involved more than interaction: it included opportunities to explain their knowledge, 
propose ideas, coordinate collaborative work, and support their partners within a shared learning 
environment. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL) and other forms of virtual exchange provide 
university students with opportunities to work with peers in other countries without physical mobility. 
COIL typically involves educators at partner institutions co-designing collaborative activities that are 
embedded within their curricula, with students working together online over a sustained period [2]. Such 
projects can create valuable opportunities for language use, intercultural learning, and collaboration. 
However, bringing students together online does not in itself ensure that they will participate 
meaningfully in the collaborative process. This distinction between opportunities for interaction and 
actual participation is important. Research on telecollaboration and virtual exchange has long shown 
that online intercultural interaction does not automatically lead to successful communication or sustained 
engagement; projects may also involve low participation, misunderstanding, or difficulty in negotiating 
meaning [3]. More recent reviews of COIL similarly suggest that outcomes depend on pedagogical, 
technological, and contextual conditions rather than on international online contact alone [4]. The 
pedagogical question is therefore not simply whether students are given opportunities to interact, but 
what the learning environment enables them to do together. In this study, participation is understood 



 

 

broadly as the ways students contribute to shared collaborative work. The relationship between 
designed conditions and students’ actual participation is developed in Section 2. 
The present study examines participation in a sustained Japan–Australia COIL project involving 
students learning English at a Japanese university and students learning Japanese at an Australian 
university. The project was established in 2020 and has been revised over time in response to instructor 
observations and student experiences. Rather than organising a one-off international exchange, the 
project extends over six to eight weeks and includes recurring online meetings, staged collaborative 
tasks, a shared digital workspace, and jointly produced outputs. Students can draw flexibly on Japanese 
and English during the collaborative process, while project outputs are produced in the language each 
group is learning. Tasks have also been redesigned to give students clearer reasons to contribute 
knowledge from their own local and cultural contexts. The study focuses on the experiences reported 
by 73 students at the Japanese university who participated in the project between 2023 and 2025. 
Rather than evaluating whether COIL was successful as a whole, the analysis examines the forms of 
participation students described and considers how these relate to features of the designed learning 
environment. It addresses the following research question: What forms of participation did Japanese 
students report in the sustained COIL project, and how can these forms of participation be understood 
in relation to features of the designed learning environment? By examining participation in relation to 
the environment in which it occurred, the study aims to contribute to a more design-oriented 
understanding of COIL: one concerned not only with creating opportunities for international interaction, 
but with creating conditions in which students have meaningful ways to contribute to shared work. 
 
2. Designing for Participation in Virtual Exchange 
 
2.1 From Interaction to Participation 
 
Virtual exchange and COIL create opportunities for students in different countries to communicate and 
work together. However, simply providing opportunities for interaction does not mean that all students 
will participate in the same way or to the same extent. Previous research has shown that online 
intercultural collaboration can involve misunderstandings, uneven participation, and difficulties in 
communication as well as positive learning experiences [3], [4]. It is therefore useful to look beyond 
whether interaction took place and examine what students actually did within the collaborative process. 
In this study, participation is understood more broadly than attendance at online meetings or the amount 
of target-language speaking. Students may contribute to collaborative work in different ways, for 
example by explaining relevant knowledge, proposing ideas, coordinating tasks, asking for clarification, 
supporting their partners, solving problems, and helping to produce a shared outcome. The present 
study therefore examines participation through the kinds of contributions students reported making to 
the shared work of their groups. 
 
2.2 Learning Environment Design and Affordances for Participation 
 
From a learning environment design perspective, educators can design the conditions for participation, 
but they cannot directly determine how students will participate. They can design tasks, provide 
resources and digital spaces, organise groups and roles, and create expectations for collaboration. 
Students, however, may respond to these conditions in different ways [5]. For this reason, it is useful to 
distinguish between what was designed and what students actually did within the learning environment. 
The concept of affordance helps describe this relationship between the learning environment and 
student activity. In an ecological view of language learning, affordances are possibilities for action that 
emerge through the relationship between learners and their environment [1]. In other words, a task, tool, 
or resource does not automatically lead to a particular kind of participation. What matters is how learners 
make use of the possibilities available to them. This perspective has also been applied to virtual 
exchange. Hsieh et al. [6], for example, examined how learners identified and used different affordances 
during online virtual exchange, including those related to peers, technologies, tasks, and support within 
the learning environment. Their study highlights the importance of looking not only at what a virtual 
exchange provides, but also at how learners make use of the opportunities available to them. In the 
present study, particular attention is given to several features of the COIL learning environment: 
sustained interaction over several weeks, staged collaborative tasks, a shared digital space, 
opportunities to contribute local knowledge, flexible use of Japanese and English, and responsibility for 
producing shared outputs. These features are examined as possible sources of affordances for 



 

 

participation. The following section describes how these elements developed within the Japan–Australia 
COIL project. 
 
3. Development of the COIL Learning Environment 
 
3.1 Project Development Since 2020 
 
The Japan–Australia COIL project began in 2020 and has been revised over several iterations. The 
basic structure has remained relatively stable. Students from the two universities work in mixed groups, 
usually with five students in total and occasionally six. They collaborate for several weeks through 
regular video-conferencing meetings in which students can see and speak with one another, and they 
use shared digital tools to prepare materials such as slides, posters, and videos. What has changed 
more substantially is the design of the collaborative task. In the early projects, students selected an 
issue related to the Sustainable Development Goals and compared Japan and Australia. Although this 
provided a common topic for international discussion, instructor observations suggested that broad 
country comparison did not always give every student a clear reason or role for contributing to the group. 
In 2022, groups were given greater freedom to select their own topics. Their choices included copyright 
in popular culture, animal welfare, hip-hop and music culture, anime, and women in politics and the 
economy. This gave students greater freedom to choose topics based on their interests, but the task 
still depended largely on students deciding for themselves how to turn a broad topic into sustained 
collaborative work. The project therefore moved toward more structured, scenario-based tasks in 2023 
and 2024. Rather than simply asking students to compare the two countries, each group worked with a 
specific situation, audience, and problem. For example, one scenario asked students to consider how a 
Japanese local government might support new immigrants, while another asked them to develop training 
for local volunteers working with Australian athletes at the 2025 World Athletics Championships in 
Tokyo. Other scenarios involved workplace communication between Japan and Australia and tourism 
in Niseko. Each group produced a video and a bilingual pamphlet or poster, with students in Japan 
reporting in English, students in Australia reporting in Japanese, and both sides working together on a 
final proposal or solution. This scenario-based design made the purpose of collaboration more concrete, 
but the project continued to evolve. In 2025, the main task was redesigned around sustainable travel in 
Japan. Mixed groups were asked to develop a concept for Australian visitors travelling sustainably in 
Japan. The project began with discussion of sustainability and cultural expectations, followed by 
research into transportation, accommodation, food, and activities in Japan, and then the development 
of a shared travel concept. This task explicitly called for students in Japan to contribute locally grounded 
knowledge, while students in Australia could contribute perspectives on the expectations and needs of 
potential visitors. 
 

Table 1. Development of the COIL learning environment 
Period Main task structure Main design emphasis 

Early 
projects 

Broad SDG-based comparison of Japan and 
Australia 

Creating an international topic for 
discussion 

2022 Student-selected topics such as popular culture, 
animal welfare, music, anime, and gender 

Increasing student choice and interest 

2023–2024 Scenario-based problems with a defined audience 
and shared solution 

Giving collaboration a clearer purpose 
and structure 

2025 Designing sustainable travel in Japan for Australian 
visitors 

Making locally grounded knowledge 
necessary to the shared outcome 

 
The table shows the development of the task design rather than a comparison of the effectiveness of 
different project versions. The present study focuses on student responses collected between 2023 and 
2025, when the project had moved toward more structured collaborative tasks and when the 
questionnaire remained broadly consistent. Across these revisions, the task design gradually shifted 
from simply giving students a topic to discuss to giving them a shared problem that required contributions 
from all members. In this sense, the project was increasingly designed for participation rather than 
simply for interaction. 
 
3.2 The 2023–2025 Learning Environment 
 



 

 

Across the 2023–2025 cohorts, the core structure of the learning environment remained consistent. 
Students worked in mixed groups of approximately five members over six to eight weeks, met online 
weekly, used shared digital spaces and collaborative documents, completed staged tasks, recorded 
their meetings on Padlet, and produced bilingual or target-language outputs. The specific task and 
output format varied by year, but these core elements were retained. In the 2025 project, for example, 
students first discussed sustainability and cultural expectations, then researched sustainable travel 
options in Japan, developed their concept, and finally produced a digital poster. The Australian students 
also prepared a video presentation in Japanese based on the jointly created poster, with the Japanese 
students supporting script writing, presentation practice, and video production. Meeting records on 
Padlet were a continuing feature across the project years and were used to make the collaborative 
process visible. In 2025, for example, each group submitted six sets of meeting minutes across the 
project period. The minutes included the date, participants, discussion points, action items, and the 
student responsible for recording the meeting. Students were also asked to distribute roles among group 
members. These records were intended not simply as administrative documentation. They were 
intended to help groups maintain continuity between meetings by recording decisions, responsibilities, 
and next steps. They also provided instructors with a record of out-of-class collaboration, making it 
possible to identify groups that were not meeting regularly or were having difficulty progressing and to 
provide support when needed. Flexible use of Japanese and English was another feature shared across 
the three cohorts. Students could use both languages during group interaction, while the project outputs 
created more structured opportunities for target-language use. The exact output format varied by year. 
In the scenario-based projects, students in Japan reported in English and students in Australia reported 
in Japanese before jointly producing a conclusion or compromise. In 2025, the shared poster was 
produced in English, while the Australian students prepared a Japanese-language video with support 
from their Japanese partners. These features created multiple ways to contribute beyond speaking 
during video calls. Section 5 examines how these forms of participation appeared in students’ reported 
experiences. 
 
4. Method 
 
4.1 Participants and Data Collection 
 
The study draws on questionnaire responses from students enrolled in an elective COIL course in the 
Faculty of Letters at the Japanese university. Across the three cohorts from 2023 to 2025, 80 students 
were enrolled in the course and eligible to complete the end-of-semester questionnaire. Seventy-three 
unique students responded (91.3%): 20 in 2023, 34 in 2024, and 19 in 2025. No student participated in 
more than one of the three cohorts included in the analysis. Two duplicate submissions were removed 
during data cleaning. The questionnaire was administered online by the author, who was also the course 
instructor, after all course activities had been completed. Completion of the questionnaire and 
participation in the research were voluntary. Students were informed that they could withdraw from the 
research at any time and that participation or non-participation would not affect their course grade. 
Responses were identifiable to the instructor at the time of collection, and written informed consent was 
obtained for the research use of questionnaire responses and quotations. The questionnaire included 
several five-point Likert-type items, most using an agreement scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). The group activity and students’ own participation were each rated from 1 to 5, with 
higher scores representing more positive evaluations. Perceived language improvement was measured 
with a yes/no item, followed by an open-ended question asking students to explain why they felt their 
language ability had or had not improved and in what ways. The questionnaire also included required 
open-ended questions asking students to describe their role in the project, what they felt they had done 
well, what they found difficult, and what skills they felt were needed or developed. These open-ended 
prompts were identical across the three cohorts. 
 
4.2 Data Analysis 
 
Closed-response items were analysed descriptively using frequencies and percentages. These results 
were used to provide an overall picture of students’ experiences rather than to test changes or 
differences between cohorts.  All open-ended questions described in Section 4.1 were included in the 
qualitative analysis. Once students chose to complete the questionnaire, responses to these items were 
required, so all 73 respondents provided open-ended responses. The analysis was conducted by the 



 

 

author. Responses were read inductively for recurring actions and experiences related to participation, 
and initial categories were generated from the data rather than from a predetermined coding framework. 
Initial categories included activities such as coordinating meetings, conducting research, proposing 
ideas, explaining information, checking understanding, supporting partners with language, and 
contributing to shared materials. Related categories were then grouped into broader patterns of 
participation.  The analysis also examined accounts of difficulty and constrained participation alongside 
more positive accounts. Quotations were selected as representative examples of recurring patterns and, 
where relevant, to illustrate contrasting or constrained experiences. After the participation patterns had 
been identified, they were interpreted in relation to features of the learning environment described in 
Section 3. This interpretive step did not assume that a design feature caused a particular form of 
participation; rather, it examined how students’ reported actions occurred within, and could be 
understood in relation to, the designed environment. Participants are identified by anonymised codes 
indicating the year of participation (e.g., 2025-S01). Quotations originally written in Japanese were 
translated into English by the author. 
 
5. Findings: Forms of Participation 
 
Seventy-three questionnaires were included in the analysis. Overall evaluations of the group activity 
were positive: 61 of the 73 students (83.6%) rated the group activity as 4 or 5 on a five-point scale. Self-
evaluations were somewhat lower, with 52 students (71.2%) rating their own participation as 4 or 5. In 
addition, 58 students (79.5%) reported that they felt their language ability had improved. These results 
provide a general picture of the students’ experiences, but the following analysis focuses on what 
students reported actually doing during the collaborative process. Three recurring forms of participation 
were identified in the open-ended responses: contributing knowledge and ideas; coordinating and 
producing shared work; and negotiating meaning and supporting group interaction. These categories 
were not mutually exclusive. Individual students often described several forms of participation within the 
same project. 
 
5.1 Contributing Knowledge and Ideas 
 
Students described participation in terms of contributing information, research, perspectives, and 
proposals that were needed for the group’s project. This included researching the topic assigned to 
them, suggesting directions for the project, and bringing knowledge from their own context into group 
discussions. This was particularly visible in the 2025 sustainable travel project. One student, whose 
home area was included in the proposed trip, explained: 

“Because Iwate, the main destination of our trip, is my home area, I suggested things that I 
personally thought would be interesting.” (2025-S02) 

The student was therefore contributing not simply as an English learner, but as someone who had 
relevant local knowledge that could influence the group’s shared proposal. Another 2025 participant 
described contributing actively when the group had difficulty deciding on the direction of its travel plan: 

“I actively suggested travel ideas and was able to propose and plan an SDG-based plan that 
the other group members could agree with.” (2025-S15) 

The student also explained that when few ideas were emerging in the early stage, they presented a 
travel plan they had prepared in order to move the group discussion forward. Similar forms of 
contribution appeared in the scenario-based projects. In the 2024 immigration scenario, for example, 
one student described researching the actual situation and problems faced by immigrants in a Japanese 
municipality and considering advice for people moving to Japan (2024-S29). Across the responses, 
participation therefore involved not only speaking in English but also bringing information and ideas into 
the group that could be used in making decisions and developing the final product. 
 
5.2 Coordinating and Producing Shared Work 
 
A second major form of participation involved organising the collaborative process and helping to 
produce the group’s final work. Students described scheduling meetings, chairing discussions, 
assigning or checking tasks, writing meeting minutes, reminding members about deadlines, and creating 
or editing slides, posters, and videos. For example, one 2024 participant described their role as: 

“Assigning the meeting minutes, sending reminders and checking submissions, and creating 
the PowerPoint.” (2024-S18) 



 

 

The same student also reported proposing an idea in English when the discussion had stalled, which 
helped the group decide on its research plan. Another student described several different forms of 
contribution: 

“I decided the poster design, produced the presentation video, suggested the opening of the 
presentation, added subtitles to part of the video, and wrote the meeting minutes.” (2024-S20) 

This student also reported initiating communication about meeting arrangements during the project.  
These accounts are important because much of this participation would not be visible if participation 
were measured only by how often students spoke during online meetings. Keeping the project moving, 
connecting one meeting to the next, and bringing different pieces of work together were also substantial 
contributions to the collaborative process. In a project extending over several weeks, these forms of 
coordination connected work across individual meetings. Recurring meetings, staged tasks, and the 
requirement to produce a shared output formed the context for this type of participation. 
 
5.3 Negotiating Meaning and Supporting Group Interaction 
 
The third recurring form of participation involved managing communication itself. Students described 
checking whether others had understood, asking questions, explaining again, changing expressions, 
correcting language, and using both Japanese and English to help the group continue its work. One 
student described what they did when communication was unsuccessful: 

“When something did not get across, I tried changing the expression and explaining it more 
carefully.” (2023-S02) 

The same student reported that differences between Japanese and English expressions sometimes 
created differences in understanding. Other responses showed students using the two languages 
strategically. One 2023 participant explained that when English was dominating the meeting, they 
sometimes used easier Japanese so that no member would be left behind. The student also reported 
actively revising the Australian students’ Japanese scripts to make them easier to understand (2023-
S18).  In another case, a student described stepping in when another Japanese group member’s English 
was not understood: 

“When another group member’s English did not get across to the Australian students, I was 
able to explain it using both English and Japanese.” (2024-S30)  

Students also described checking interpretations rather than assuming that both sides understood the 
task in the same way. One 2024 participant reported that when the Japanese and Australian groups 
realised that they had interpreted the instructions differently, they “double-checked” what they were 
supposed to do and made the decision again together (2024-S29). These examples suggest that 
participation in the project included work on maintaining the interaction itself. Students were not simply 
exchanging information in the target language; they were also attempting to make communication 
possible by clarifying, reformulating, confirming, and supporting one another. At the same time, these 
processes did not always work successfully. Students also reported difficulty expressing ideas 
immediately in English, differences in interpretation, scheduling problems, and difficulty reaching 
agreement. Difficulties sometimes prompted clarification and adjustment, but they could also constrain 
participation. One student, for example, gave themselves a low self-evaluation because they felt unable 
to speak up and make proposals: 

“I could not speak up and make proposals myself, so I mainly followed the suggestions made 
by other members and supported them.” (2024-S34)  

Other students similarly reported cases in which misunderstandings remained unresolved or differences 
between group members made the collaborative process difficult. Thus, the designed environment 
provided possibilities for participation, but these possibilities were not taken up in the same way by every 
student. 
 
6. Discussion: Participation in Relation to the Learning Environment 
 
The findings show that participation in the COIL project involved more than speaking during online 
meetings. Students reported contributing local knowledge and ideas, organising collaborative work, 
producing shared materials, negotiating meaning, and supporting communication. These findings are 
consistent with the distinction made earlier between designed conditions and what learners actually do 
within them. The contribution of this case is not to demonstrate that particular design features caused 
participation, but to show the forms participation took within a sustained COIL project involving two 
groups of language learners. 



 

 

One important pattern concerned the contribution of local knowledge and experience. Across the project 
versions, students were expected to contribute knowledge relevant to the shared task, and the 2025 
sustainable travel project made this particularly clear. Students drew on knowledge of local places and 
conditions and used their own proposals in group decision-making. These accounts show that students 
participated not only as language learners but also as group members whose knowledge was useful to 
the shared work. The task did not determine these contributions, but it provided a setting in which local 
knowledge could become part of the collaboration.  
A second pattern involved organising and maintaining the group’s work. Students reported arranging 
meetings, recording decisions, sending reminders, checking progress, and producing shared materials. 
These activities took place within a project structure that included recurring meetings, staged tasks, 
shared digital spaces, and Padlet records. The records were intended to help groups maintain continuity 
and to make out-of-class activity visible to instructors. The student accounts do not show that these 
structures caused sustained participation, but they do show that organisational work itself became an 
important form of contribution within a multiweek project. 
Using both languages to support communication formed a third important pattern. Students described 
using Japanese and English flexibly to clarify meaning, support partners, and keep communication 
moving when difficulties occurred. These accounts suggest that participation in a COIL project involving 
language learners cannot be understood only in terms of how much target-language speaking took place. 
In some cases, using both languages helped students maintain interaction or support another member’s 
contribution. At the same time, the present data do not show how this kind of bilingual support affected 
each student’s target-language practice or language development. 
The findings also show that students participated differently within the shared core structure of the 
project. Some students proposed ideas or coordinated group work, while others reported difficulty 
contributing in the ways they had hoped. The account of 2024-S34 is useful here: the student reported 
being unable to make proposals but also described supporting the suggestions of others. This can be 
understood as both a form of contribution and a limitation on the student’s own voice or initiative. These 
accounts also caution against treating continued group activity or task completion as evidence that 
participation was equally distributed among group members. Such variation is consistent with an 
ecological view of affordance, in which possibilities for action do not determine how learners will act [1], 
[6]. This interpretation is also consistent with a learning environment design perspective in which 
designed arrangements create conditions for activity without determining learner behaviour [5]. The 
contribution of the present case is to make visible some of the concrete forms participation can take in 
sustained COIL: contributing local knowledge, organising collaborative work, and using both languages 
to support communication. These forms may be missed if participation is understood only as attendance 
or target-language speaking. Looking at what students actually contribute to shared work can therefore 
give a fuller picture of participation in virtual exchange. 
 
7. Conclusion 
 
This study examined participation in a sustained Japan–Australia COIL project from the perspective of 
learning environment design. The findings show that participation involved more than attending online 
meetings or speaking in the target language. Students described contributing local knowledge and ideas, 
organising collaborative work, producing shared materials, negotiating meaning, and using both 
Japanese and English to support communication. These forms of participation were examined in relation 
to features of the designed learning environment, including staged tasks, recurring meetings, shared 
digital spaces, meeting records, flexible language use, and shared outputs. The study also shows that 
students participated differently within the shared core structure of the project. Some students took 
active roles in proposing ideas or coordinating group work, while others contributed through support 
roles or reported difficulty participating in the ways they had hoped. This supports a view of learning 
environment design in which educators can create conditions and possibilities for participation without 
determining how students will act. The contribution of this case is to make visible forms of participation 
that may be missed when COIL is understood mainly in terms of international interaction or target-
language speaking. The study is limited by its reliance on self-reported questionnaire data from students 
at the Japanese university and does not include direct observation of interaction or the perspectives of 
the Australian participants. Future work could examine how these forms of participation develop during 
interaction and how students make use of different features of the learning environment over the course 
of a sustained virtual exchange. 
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