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3 questions…
1. Have you ever had a language exchange partner in any form (pen friend, 
homestay, virtual exchange, face-to-face meet up) with the goal of improving your 
language skills?

2. Have you ever set up a language exchange with your students?

3. Have you ever set up a virtual language exchange with your students?
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What is Virtual Exchange?
Terminology check 

Virtual Exchange  or  VE
=

✔ Telecollaboration 🡪 FL
✔ Online Intercultural Exchange 🡪 FL
✔ COIL (Collaborative Online International Learning) 🡪 North America
✔ Teletandem or Telles 🡪 South Am, Brazil
✔ Global Virtual Teams 🡪 Management & Business



What is Virtual Exchange.. and what it is NOT?

✔ VE is technology-mediated.
✔ VE brings together students online.
✔ VE engages students in structured and specific learning tasks. 
✔ VE is designed, developed and supervised by educators.
✔ VE fosters mutual understanding and collaboration.
✔ VE is designed to ensure that progress and success can be measured.
✔ VE is guided to help students reflect on what they learn.
✔ VE is sustained over an agreed period of time with regular interactions.
✔ VE is learner-led once students have engaged with the programme.

⨯   No magic ‘match and learn’.
⨯   No replacement or competition for physical mobility
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What are the benefits of a virtual language exchange? 
i. Gaining confidence with the language

ii. Giving the language a real-world context: taking risks

iii. Collaborative learning 

iv. Cultural exchange / Interculturality / Adaptability

v. Organisation & time-management skills
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Questions to consider

• What is the overarching aim?
• What are the learning objectives?
• What will the learning tasks be?
• What technology will be used?
• How and for how long?
• What evidence will there be of students’ progress?

🡪 start with the end in mind



AIM, MODALITIES and SUCCESS CRITERIA
Aim
 
To help our university students improve their language and intercultural skills through a series of 
guided bilingual (French/ English) exchanges.
 
Modalities
 
• Type of exchange: e-tandem / video calls
• Duration of calls: minimum 40 minutes (½ English, ½ French)
• Frequency: once a week.
• Duration: 6 weeks.
• Topics: conversations based on suggested topics that students agree upon ahead of time.
• Video platform used: according to students’ preference

Success criteria
Completion of a Learning Journal / ‘Journal de Bord’



Framework & modalities (3)
Guidelines for students

✔ Prepare for your sessions before you meet online.
✔ Try to meet at the same time every week to form a habit.
✔ Make sure you agree on a topic for the following session at the end of each meeting. 
✔ Be considerate of each other’s time and switch languages halfway.
✔ Be mindful of sensitive or culturally loaded topics.
✔ Make sure to take notes both for your own learning and for your partner’s learning during 

the meeting.
✔ Fill out the Learning Journal after each session and send it to your project co-ordinator.



Framework & modalities (4)
Examples of suggested topics

▪ Education
▪ Food
▪ Travel 
▪ Your city
▪ The arts 
▪ Music
▪ Films or series
▪ Cultural differences
▪ Sports & hobbies
▪ History
▪ Books and literature
▪ The news / Current affairs
▪ Plans for the future and life goals

Inspired by material from SEAGULL, 
(Smart Educational Autonomy through Guided Language Learning)
🡪 aims to support tandem learning.
🡪 funded by the EU Lifelong Learning Programme. 
Fantastic bank of resources, ideas and material!

https://www.seagull-tandem.eu/
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Practicalities – getting the VE up and running
1. Voluntary applications

2. Selection criteria

3. Information meeting

4. Finding the right partnerships



Profiles



Practicalities – getting the VE up and running
1. Voluntary applications

2. Selection criteria

3. Information meeting

4. Finding the right partnerships

5. Making the first contact

6. Managing the project from afar



Learning Journal 
Example of a session



Practicalities – getting the VE up and running
1. Voluntary applications

2. Selection criteria

3. Information meeting

4. Finding the right partnerships

5. Making the first contact

6. Managing the project from afar

7. Constant collaboration with partner colleague
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What we have learnt
Challenges

- Time & schedules

- Maintaining students’ motivation

Unexpected outcomes

- Student ownership of learning 

- Long-lasting friendships

- Skills development

- Professional development
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Making virtual language exchanges work – Links 

Jessica Etridge
Maître de Langue
École Normale Supérieure de Lyon (France)
jessica.etridge@ens-lyon.fr

Anne-Catherine Mechler
Teaching Fellow
University of Bath (UK)
a.mechler@bath.ac.uk

Don’t know where to start? Looking for ideas? Need help to find a Virtual Exchange Partner? Look no further… ☺
▪ Material from SEAGULL (Smart Educational Autonomy through Guided Language Learning)
▪ Telecollaboration in Higher Education: UNIcollaboration
▪ Virtual Exchange with Erasmus+
▪ Virtual Exchange in the US: The Stevens Initiative
▪ COIL organisation: Suny Coil
▪ Evidence-Validated Online Learning through Virtual Exchange: EVOLVE
      (EVOLVE Project now closed but great bank of resources)
▪ Dr Robert O’Dowd’s research works
▪ University of Bath: Skills Centre: Foreign Languages
▪ ENS de Lyon: Centre de Langues
▪ Virtual Language Exchanges at the University of Bath

mailto:jessica.etridge@ens-lyon.fr
mailto:a.mechler@bath.ac.uk
https://www.seagull-tandem.eu/
https://www.unicollaboration.org/index.php/about/
https://europa.eu/youth/erasmusvirtual_en
https://www.stevensinitiative.org/
https://coil.suny.edu/
https://evolve-erasmus.eu/about-evolve/
https://www.eaie.org/community/biography/general/robert-odowd.html
https://www.bath.ac.uk/professional-services/foreign-languages/
http://centredelangues.ens-lyon.fr/
https://www.bath.ac.uk/guides/virtual-language-exchanges/


Hypothetical Virtual Exchange
What kind of VE would you put in place in your institution/context? 

1. What would the final outcomes be? What would the main goal of the VE be? 
2. Would it be project-based or more of a simple exchange? 
3. Would the students work in tandems or small groups? Or a mix of both? 
4. How long would the VE last? 
5. How would the educators be involved?
6. How would you measure the success of the VE? 



Any queries, please don’t hesitate to contact us!

Jessica Etridge
Maître de Langue (English)
École Normale Supérieure de Lyon (France)
jessica.etridge@ens-lyon.fr

Anne-Catherine Mechler
Teaching Fellow (French)
University of Bath (UK)
a.mechler@bath.ac.uk
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Feedback from students
… when asked to describe their 
experience in 3 adjectives…



Feedback from students 2

It has fostered my cultural understanding 
and improved my navigation of a new 

culture at a time where this is difficult to 
achieve. It has involved independent work, 

time management and respect for the other 
person and their preferences, all crucial in 

the modern, interconnected world.

I had a great feeling with my 
partner and the organisation 
(French/English) offers us a 

moment without any "shame 
situation" because we are not 

afraid by mistakes.
We helped each other! 

We had the right amount 
of support, but also the 

right amount of 
independence.

Through the VE Programme, 
you become a better listener 

and develop a greater 
appreciation for another 
culture. This increased 

cultural awareness is very 
important in broadening the 

mind and working in harmony 
with people.

I learned a lot about Wales (she 
came from this area), and I was just 

glad talking in English. However, I 
don't really know if it helped 

improve my fluency, maybe just 6 
weeks were not enough.

It exceeded my expectations!            
I didn't expect to come out of the 

programme with a friend who I still 
talk to even after the programme is 

over, so that is fantastic!


