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Virtual Collaboration Across the Pacific
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This paper analyzes the advantages of virtual
international collaborative teaching even in the
current “post-/with-> COVID-19 era. During the
pre-COVID  pandemic

education, distance education was one of the

era in international
common modes of instruction as it allowed for

designing collaborative activities before/after
students physically visit their partner institutions.
When the pandemic restricted students’ access to
in-person learning opportunities, international
education — without exception — needed to react to
provide alternatives to students as many nations
imposed strict border restrictions. Even though
some found that it was not easy to adopt unfamiliar
online mediums as the replacements for in-person
instructions, the pandemic forced adaptation has
provided a different dimension to international
education with more accessibility both for college
instructors and students in ways which had
previously not been available.

Virtual international collaborative teaching

between Japan’s Meiji University (Meiji) and
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California State University at Dominguez Hills
(Dominguez Hills) has been taking place in both
synchronous and asynchronous formats. In this
paper, I focus on the advantages of synchronous
sessions of the collaborative teaching project

between Meiji and Dominguez Hills.

International Collaborative Education in pre-
COVID-19 Era

In international education, there have been
constant efforts to integrate out-of-class practical
contents into curriculum in order for students (and
also for instructors) to have more hands-on
experience in a target culture. In order to make their
study abroad time more fruitful, some coordinators
have organized distance programs with their host
institution before and after their trip.! Such distance
learning in international education has made
significant gains over the last 30 years as the
Internet has become more accessible to the public
and has improved in speed and capacity.

One of the most significant changes that the
COVID-19 pandemic has brought is that it has
made it mandatory for many instructors and
students to be able to use video conference software
in order to keep education accessible in the time of
shutdown. During the pandemic, such video
conference software providers as Zoom and Webex
made their software accessible for academic users
by lifting the limits of capacity or duration.? Prior
to the pandemic, there were several developments
with online collaborative teaching in international
education such as email exchanges (e.g. Thorne
2003), cloud file sharing, and individual video chat

services (e.g. Nago 2019). Language instructors
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used these Internet functions for in-class
assignments and homework (e.g. Godwin-Jones
2003). Prior to the pandemic, there were limits with
live-streaming video conference services due to
such factors as pricing, hardware system
requirements, and institutional coordination.

Among several video conference services,
Polycom has been one of the popular video
conference services in educational institutions.
However, it requires its own hardware. In order to
use Polycom, instructors and students need to be in
the classroom which is often designated for
distance education. Also, remote campuses and
partner institutions also need to have a Polycom
equipped room to have a joint session. In the pre-
COVID-19 pandemic era, it required institutional
arrangements to have a distance video conference
session by securing access to the equipped
classroom. Other than those with the technical
knowledge, live distance collaboration has not been
a common option in the college classroom
environment. There are applications and services
such as Google Hangout, Skype, and Facetime, but
these have generally been used for individual
communication or small-scale conferencing.

The COVID-19 pandemic radically brought
such uncommon live-stream distance learning into
the mainstream. More precisely, the pandemic
forced those in educational institutions to use the
video conferencing software as one of the
mainstream options (as long as they have access to
the broadband Internet). Such video conference
platforms as Zoom, Webex, and Microsoft Teams
work with a variety of personal computers and do
not require additional hardware. Unlike with

Polycom, instructors or students do not need to
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meet in the designated classroom for distance
education. They can participate not only from their
computers but
As Zoom lifted their 40-minute

own also from tablets or
smartphones.
duration limit over the pandemic for academic
users, such high capacity video -conference
software became a popular option during the era of

social distancing.’

Flexible international collaboration from a
laptop

At least during the pandemic (or even after the
pandemic for some of those in international
education), instructors have been forced to change
the concept of space and distance. Via broadband,
the classroom virtually came into our living rooms
while it would previously require being in a
physical classroom to host a live distant video
conference. As long as there is a stable broadband
network, it is no longer mandatory to book a
physical classroom for distant education. Instead,
the pandemic normalized having class in a much
more casual environment: some participants, for
example, wear more casual clothes or are randomly
interrupted by cats or children during class. Before
work moved to a home environment, these things
had previously been considered inappropriate or
unprofessional).

International collaborative education benefited
by such technical and casual shifts over the
pandemic. It became much easier to casually
organize synchronous collaborative teaching and
asynchronous collaborative discussions; students
do not need to go up to a physical podium but can

participate directly from their own laptop. This not
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VIRTUAL EXCHANGE
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CSUDH Imematianal Virual Exchange Leaming (IVEL)

Figure 1: The Screenshot of the homepage of
CSUHD's IVEL. RV F XV AKD IVEL 7
vy ALADARIY—rvay b
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only allows for more active in-class discussions,
but also provides opportunities to have more
fruitful instructor-student discussions.

When many colleges around the world shifted
to online instruction in the spring of 2020,
international exchanges had gone through upheaval
due to lockdown and border closures. Colleges,
including Meiji, suddenly had to suspend their
study aboard programs in early 2020, and several
of them decided to provide online study abroad as
an alternative option for the students. Among these
virtual study abroad programs, Dominguez Hills’
Study Abroad Office organized more flexible
virtual programs than other online collaborative
programs.

While typical online study abroad programs
were designed at least for a semester long as an
alternative of physical study abroad, Dominguez
Hills> Study Abroad Office the

International Virtual Exchange Learning Program

designed

(IVEL) offer a wide range of virtual study abroad
durations, from a single session to a semester-long
collaborative class, and from a small group work-
focused class to a lecture-focused class.
Dominguez Hills’ IVEL not only makes study
abroad handy, but also provides transparency about
their international

engagement on flexible

collaborative teaching to Dominguez Hills’
exchange partners (Figure 1).

In international education, it has often been
difficult to provide an effective platform for
students to access the list of courses or projects
with virtual exchange contents. Many colleges
struggle to organize systematic approaches to
collect information virtual

on upcoming

international collaborations on campus. Ironically,
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while the technological advancement with live-
streaming video conferencing software has made
distance collaborative teaching more accessible to
a wider population, it also made it difficult to
systematically collect the information on individual
virtual collaborative activities across a single
campus. With physical international collaborations,
there have usually been other institutional factors
to consider; information must be collected and
processed before individual faculty members travel
internationally or host international guests. Prior to
international projects, educational institutions can
make it mandatory for their faculty members to
submit documents for proper institutional financial
handling or security management. In virtual
international collaboration, in contrast, such
institutional mandates have been more relaxed
unless there is a special guest speaker with an
honorarium. As a result, it has often been difficult
for students to know which classes offer any form
of international virtual online collaboration.

The importance of Dominguez Hills’ Study
Abroad Office’s effort of providing the website of
their IVEL is that it allows students to be familiar
with study abroad not only in virtual format but
also in a general sense. The institutional visibility
of the virtual exchange is critical for the students
who could not usually consider study abroad as an
option. For both Japanese and American students,
major obstacles for them to consider study abroad
have been the tuition and uncertainty with credit
transfers.* Faced with the possibility of graduation
delays, extra costs living abroad, or the need to
enroll in classes for extra semesters, study abroad
has been off their radar. In addition to regular

tuition and securing the costs of travel and expenses
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abroad, many colleges cannot institutionally
guarantee that their students can transfer the same
number of course credits which they would earn
from their international partner institutions.’
Interestingly, the pandemic has made virtual
exchange more visible than it has been. However,
as the world gradually shifts to post-/with-COVID-
19 and as semester-long international student
exchange have gradually gone back and less classes
are offered online-/HyFlex-format, the volume of
virtual study abroad has been shrinking. Therefore,
it is crucial to collaboratively keep the visibility of
virtual exchange program in order to keep its
accessibility for the students with various social

backgrounds.

International virtual collaborative teaching

between Dominguez Hills and Meiji

Study Abroad office

contacted Meiji’s international student center about

Dominguez Hills’

their virtual exchange program in early March
2021, which was approximately one year since the
global spread of CODIV-19. Dominguez Hills’
flexibility in their virtual exchange would provide
more than just an opportunity of co-teaching by the
instructors from two different institutes but would
also give the opportunity to students and instructors
on both side of the Pacific to have a chance to have
different insights on a shared topic.

On top of logistic flexibility, the disciplinary
flexibility made the collaboration more accessible.
With Professor Ann Young of Dominguez Hills, I
have taught a collaborative session each semester
from the Spring 2022 of the American college

calendar system. One of the collaborative teaching
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forums was not virtual but an in-person visit to her
classroom in Dominguez Hills campus with Meiji
students from Japan. This collaboration was made
possible as Professor Young and the Dominguez
Hills’ faculty were open to an interdisciplinary
collaborative session, as her class was on juvenile
justice while my class was on cultural
anthropology. As we are from two different
academic/professional  disciplines,  Professor
Young and I held preparation meetings to discuss
the overlapping contents from each other’s courses.

In our collaborative virtual session, active
student participation always make the sessions
unique and original as much as the contents of the
instructors’ lectures. These student engagements
provide vivid down-to-earth perspectives on the
class contents. For example in the Spring 2022
semester when Professor Young and I hosted a
virtual collaborative class on racial profiling,
students engaged in an active discussion on how
they perceived the police and how they internalized
racial stereotypes. They discussed distrust of the
police as their family members casually taught
them their understandings of the police’s behavior
and the stereotypes of their own ethnic group. Both
Professor Young and I prepared each lecture by
pointing out different structural problems with
racial profiling practices in policing in the US and
in Japan. We both framed each lecture so that the
students could analyze the possibilities for
improvement or ways to address racial profiling
practices on both ends of the Pacific. Students’
comments not only reflected how they were
cautious around the police, but also how they

internalized the stereotypes of their own ethnic

group.
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The difference in demography between the two
colleges has been a wonderful asset of the
Meiji

In terms of the geographic

collaborative teaching between and
Dominguez Hills.
locations, both colleges are located in global cities
such as central Tokyo and greater Los Angeles.
while the

students

However, majority of Meiji’s

undergraduate come directly from
graduating from high school like many of the
undergraduates in Japanese colleges, the path of the
students at Dominguez Hills is more diverse than
those in many other American public colleges
(California State University Dominguez Hills
2022; Meiji University 2023). Also,

ethnic backgrounds at Meiji and Dominguez Hills

students’

are significantly different as the Japanese — the
majority of the nation’s ethnic group — dominate the
but

students from under-represented groups such as

students’ demographic makeup at Meiji,
Hispanics and African-Americans make up over 75

percent of Dominguez Hills’ undergraduate
demography.® The online collaborative lectures
bridge the students with different demographic
backgrounds.

Internationally or domestically,

collaborative teaching 1is also valuable for
instructors, to share and learn different perspectives
Also,

opportunity to learn for the instructors from

from their counterparts. it is a great
students with their down-to-earth experiences. In a

regular class session, students’ comments and
questions are a crucial part of the course dynamics.
As much as instructors’ lecture and expertise,
students’ comments and questions provide a
character and originality to the course contents
which cannot be found in any other colleges around

the world.
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There may be many courses on juvenile justice
or cultural anthropology with the same course
outline in other parts of the world. However, as
locational factors of each college set different
characteristics to the classrooms, the entire in-class
interactions make each course unique. The virtual
the

opportunity both for instructors and students not

collaborative environment  provides
only to immerse in the important classroom
environment, but also to share their own insights
and perspectives. Even with an in-person study
abroad setting, having the same chance to be part
of an exchange of insights and ideas (and unique to
a specific time and classroom setting) is not

guaranteed.

Seeing reality in virtual collaborative teaching

Dominguez Hills’ IVEL has allowed students
to be in different environments while they just
regularly walk over to their classroom. The
flexibility of the virtual exchange program — from
semester-long to just one session — has allowed the
different classroom environments from different
parts of the world to come into other classrooms
even if the students do not actively look for a study
abroad opportunity. Two or more places from the
world can come into their classroom when their
instructors are open to virtual collaborative
their

circumstances cannot let them study abroad or even

teaching. Therefore, even if social
if they are not interested in it, they can be seated to
have an international experience. Moreover, they
can have an opportunity to learn more regionally
specific perspectives via interactions with students

and instructors on the Internet.
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https://www.dlc.ntu.edu.tw/en/international-study-group/
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In a usual lecture focus class in social sciences,
instructors prepare weekly contents with examples
which are sometimes from other parts of the world.
These examples can sometimes be from second-
hand sources (or from instructor’s first-hand
experiences) and are in such audiovisual formats as
photographs and videos. The virtual exchange
broadens the possibility of usual instructor-students
lecture interactions with rich first-hand comments
and insights from the instructors and the students of
the virtual exchange partners. In this sense, the
virtual exchange program of Dominguez Hills is
more than just an alternative of regular study
abroad. It is more flexible and provides a much
richer collaborative teaching and learning platform
for both students and instructors. It has allowed a
regular local classroom to be more casually
connected with other locations to give a rich

perspective to both students and instructors.

Notes

! Some short-term exchange programs — National Taiwan
University’s International Study Group project, for example
— are the combination of pre-arrival online collaborative
reading assignments and two-day in-person activities. See:
https://www.dlc.ntu.edu.tw/en/international-study-group/

2 Zoom started removing a maximum time limit for the basic
educational account since March 13, 2020. The company
ended the free program on June 30, 2022. See:
https://blog.zoom.us/how-to-use-zoom-for-online-learning/
accessed on May 13, 2023. Also in Japan, National Institute
of Informatics collaborated with the CISCO Systems and
provided free access to Webex online video conference

system for 180 days to higher education institutions in Japan

(CISCO Systems and National Institute of Informatics 2020).
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California State University Dominguez Hills
2022 2021-2022 Fact Sheet. Carson:
California State University Dominguez
Hills.

VAV AT KA, ENLIE R FERT
2020 [ 2 = & ENCIERFZERT. &
E DR - HHAIRT: - @M ER O

mIEHE & 4% : 180 HEEHE D
Cisco Webex =125 20 E 1% B Ry 1 S P2 77

07T LA B v R
AV AT LR, FENAERFZET.
De Wit, Hans

2016 Internationalisation and the Role
of Online Intercultural Exchange. Pp. 70-
82.

3 For those without access to a computer or stable broadband
access faced difficulty accessing to educational opportunities
until educational institutions started arranging loan services
of computers and Internet routers.

*Every year, approximately two percent of the students of the
American undergraduate schools go study aboard. Among
those choose to study abroad, approximately 38% of the
students choose summer instead of fall or winter/spring
semester (Department of State 2016).

5> This difficulty of credit transfer is especially acute for
colleges with a campus-wide centralized international office
which is often independent from the academic departments
and which does not have autonomy over credit approval.

® The active students in my class at Meiji have been
international students and those grew up overseas. In this

sense, they don’t fit into Japan’s majority population.
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