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VIRTUAL TANDEM ENGLISH AND COMMUNICATION SKILLS COURSES 
FOR ENGINEERING STUDENTS 

 
Jurkovi  Ivana, Badrov Tatjana 

Bjelovar University of Applied Sciences, Bjelovar, Croatia 
Kazamia Vassilia 

Aristotle University of Thessaloniki, Greece 
 

The effects of globalization have led to the increased necessity for internationalization of 
higher education. The global COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the shift to online teaching 
and distance learning. These changes have challenged the traditional operation of higher 
education institutions in the area of teaching methodology and the implementation of student 
mobility. More than ever before these two areas have been overlapping since the onset of the 
pandemic with the introduction of virtual mobility as virtually the only mobility option available 
in some periods of the pandemic. This paper presents the methodology implemented in a virtual 
tandem course that was offered to a group of Greek and Croatian students as a joint online 
course. Furthermore, the paper presents the results of the post-survey conducted among the 
students involved in the course and the description of the steps involved in the organization of 
virtual tandem courses. 

Keywords: communication skills, engineering, English for Specific Purposes, 
internationalization at home, virtual tandem course 

 
I. Introduction 
The European Parliament’s study on internationalization of higher education [1] from 2015 

strongly emphasizes the importance of multilingual learning, digital learning and 
internationalization at home as key elements of providing as many students as possible with quality 
education. The three priorities of the future agenda for internationalization, according to the 
aforementioned study, focus on enhancing the diversity of mobility programs, increasing focus on 
the internationalization of the curriculum and the commitment to equal and ethical higher 
education partnerships. 

These priorities have been implemented in Erasmus+, the largest EU program for 
education, training, youth and sport, allowing initiatives focusing on the internationalization of 
higher education institutions and their curricula to get funding within joint projects. 

In 2019 a group of experts from 14 partner universities from the EU and the Russian 
Federation applied for a joint strategic partnership project “Becoming a Digital Global Engineer” 
(BADGE) [2] that received funding from the French national agency in the same year. The 
BADGE project is set in a context of increasing globalization for which Language and Intercultural 
Communication (LC) teachers in engineering schools must prepare their students to have Global 
Competence, or “the capacity to examine local, global and intercultural issues, to understand and 
appreciate the perspectives and world views of others, to engage in open, appropriate and effective 
interactions with people from different cultures, and to act for collective well-being and sustainable 
development” [3]. The project focuses on the production of eight intellectual outputs aiming at 
providing future engineers with digital global skills within sustainable internationalization as a 
result of improved educational practices. The 14 partners formed eight teams, each focusing on the 
production of eight intellectual outputs. 

One of the teams within the BADGE project focuses on developing engineering students’ 
soft skills with a strong focus on presentation skills and communication. The latter is highly valued 
by engineers when they embark on the job market as they believe that it contributes to a successful 
career [4] in [5] the project-based learning (PBL). The partner universities in charge of this 
intellectual output are Aristotle University of Thessaloniki (Greece) and Bjelovar University of 
Applied Sciences (Croatia). This intellectual output of the BADGE project used the project-based 
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learning (PBL) in order to train students in using the sustainable soft skills mentioned by 
immersing them in international teams. More information about the context of this part of the 
BADGE project may be found in the 2020 BADGE transnational conference video [6]. 

This paper describes the teaching methodology used in the first stage of the aforementioned 
project (work group’s contribution to the BADGE outputs), with a strong focus on the 
development of virtual tandem English and communication skills courses. Furthermore, this paper 
presents the results of the post-survey conducted after piloting the materials designed for the course 
with a group of Greek and Croatian students. 

II. Description of the implemented teaching methodology 
The teaching methodology implemented in the course relies on project-based learning (PBL), a 

teaching method in which students learn by actively engaging in real-world and personally 
meaningful projects [7]. A total of 12 students were engaged in this project course, six from each 
partner university. The course was initially designed as a collection of workshops planned to be 
organized at the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki. However, due to the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic in spring 2020, the course was organized in a virtual environment, using the 
videoconferencing application Zoom [8]. 

In the initial online session the students formed six international tandems, each consisting 
of one student from Aristotle University of Thessaloniki and one student from Bjelovar University 
of Applied Sciences. Before the onset of the course an outline of the teaching material was 
prepared by the teachers/course designers involved in this intellectual output. The teaching 
material involved the theoretical framework related to presentation skills as well as tips on how to 
present effectively in an international environment. One of the objectives of the course was to pilot 
the teaching material and conduct a post-survey among students involved so as to receive feedback 
on the teaching material and gain insight into any parts that might require improvement. 

Within the sessions that followed students were actively working in tandems on improving 
their presentation skills in a digital, international environment; these sessions were divided in two 
stages. In the first stage students were involved as learners and active presenters, while in the 
second, still ongoing stage of the course, they are involved as design thinkers and trainers/teachers, 
as they are developing educational videos on presentation skills. 

III. Aim of the post-survey 
As reported in the introduction, this paper addresses one more aim, i. e. to explore the 

attitudes of students involved in the first stage of the virtual tandem English and communication 
skills course designed within the BADGE project. The post-survey was conducted in the final 
session of the first stage of the virtual tandem course, in December 2020. 

IV. Subjects and methods 
A total of 12 subjects participated in this research. This sample included all students 

involved in the first stage of the virtual tandem course.   
For the purpose of this research a Google form questionnaire was made, which consists of 

six questions aiming at gaining insight into the students’ attitudes on the first version of the 
teaching material used in the course. The first three questions included statements structured on 
Likert scale from 1 to 7 (1 indicating the lowest level of satisfaction and 7 indicating the highest 
level of satisfaction). The subjects expressed their attitudes on the statements by marking the 
circles next to one of the numbers from one to seven. The final three questions were formed as 
open-ended questions aiming at receiving constructive feedback from the students. 

Before filling in the questionnaire the subjects were informed about the aims of the 
research, the fact that it was an anonymous research and that they have the right to refuse to 
participate in the research. The results were analyzed by using the methods of the descriptive 
statistics. 
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V. Results 
 
Table 1. Summarized results for questionnaire item 1: ‘The material is clearly written’ 
 

Distribution of results Mean 
1  0.00 
2  0.00 
3  0.00 
4  0.00 
5  16.67 
6 16.67 
7 66.66 

 
Table 2. Summarized results for questionnaire item 2: ‘The material guided me in preparing 

the presentation’ 
Distribution of results Mean 
1  0.00 
2  0.00 
3  0.00 
4  8.33 
5  33.33 
6 16.67 
7 41.68 

 
Table 3. Summarized results for questionnaire item 3: ‘The material covers each topic fully’ 

Distribution of results Mean 
1  0.00 
2  0.00 
3  0.00 
4  8.33 
5  0.00 
6 25.00 
7 66.67 

 
The open-ended questions provided the authors of the teaching material with valuable 

feedback from students that was implemented in the preparation of the final version of the course 
teaching material. The three open-ended questions were formed in the following manner: 
Question 4: If you feel that there is not enough content in the material, please write down what 
else should be added. 
Question 5: If you think some parts of the material are not useful, please specify them. 
Question 6: Comments, suggestions - Please write anything which you consider important. 

The responses to Question 4 mostly focused on the necessity of providing more tips on 
the rehearsing of the presentation and on body language. 

The responses to Question 5 and Question 6 were mostly very positive, meaning that the 
students consider all of the parts of the piloted teaching material useful and that they found the 
virtual tandem course to be interesting and useful for their prospective career.  

VI. Discussion 
The results of the post-survey are in line with the results obtained in the previously 

conducted studies on the importance of communications skills in the English language [9] and 
the role of communication skills in English in making the decision on the participation in 
international mobility programs [10].  
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The influence of increased level of citizens’ mobility in the global labor market require 
additional soft skills combined with digital skills and intercultural competences. Mobility 
programs such as Erasmus+ provide students with the opportunity to go abroad and develop 
these skills naturally and within a safe environment of partner universities. Since the onset of the 
global COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, the importance of internationalization at home has become 
even more evident. One way of implementing internationalization at home is related to the 
development of joint curricula and joint courses. The widely used videoconferencing tools allow 
for the implementation of both synchronous and asynchronous teaching methods, meaning that 
more students than ever before have the opportunity to gain international experience during their 
studies. 

VII. Conclusion  
According to the post-survey results within this pilot research, the virtual tandem 

methodology presented in this paper has proven to be successful and the authors consider that it 
may easily be adapted to other fields. By combining the PBL approach with the international 
virtual tandem methodology students not only acquire the fundamental learning outcomes, but 
they also develop the ability to work in an international team, critical thinking and design 
thinking skills, which are highly demanded skills in the contemporary labor market. 
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