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FOREWORD
Expatrio and DEGIS have partnered with the students of Minerva Schools at
KGI - Lance Aquino, Nutsa Metreveli, and Patrycja Wierzchałek - to conduct
exploratory research about building digital communities in a virtual university
setting.

INTRODUCTION
The pandemic has created a challenging reality for higher education
institutions all around the globe. One of the biggest difficulties faced by
students and professors is the lack of opportunities for socialization in the
absence of in-person meetings. In this exploratory paper, we discuss the
emerging patterns of interactions among students and professors in a virtual
environment and discuss some of the most effective techniques to maintain
the sense of community in the virtual setting.
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STUDYING ABROAD - MOTIVATIONS
The transition from high school to university setting often implies an
expectation for increased community involvement in the students' perceptions.
This expectation is specifically noticeable in the group of students who study
abroad, as their community engagement entails a combination of cross-cultural
and social variables.
For instance, according to Paris, Nyaupane, and Teye (2010), three main
motivational factors for American students studying abroad are:
1. International

travel,

containing

cross-cultural,

diverse,

and

global

exploration items
2. Motivation to leave the familiar socio-geographical zone and get exposure
to new realities
3. Social interaction, interest in becoming a part of new social networks, and
engaging in novel activities
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THE CURRENT REALITY
The pandemic-induced isolation and
travel restrictions have imposed severe
challenges
in
socialization
for
international students studying abroad.
This concern is especially applicable to
students who haven’t yet gotten to
meet their professors and classmates in
real life. Furthermore, while creating a
network in a physical environment is a
natural phenomenon, getting to know
each other as well as making longlasting connections between students
and faculty can feel more artificial in a
digital setting.

WHY IS THIS PROBLEMATIC?
Studies have found that increasing the
sense of belonging at universities can
positively impact multiple outcomes, such
as academic achievement, university
satisfaction, and the level of students’
health. Universities in Germany are
putting forward significant efforts to
connect the student community through
various digital platforms. However,
international
students
studying
in
Germany
and
higher
education
professionals in the country argue that
establishing
effective
interpersonal
connections is complicated in distance
learning (Stratenschulte, 2020).
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REMOTE LEARNING - THE BIG PICTURE
Unfortunately,
the
difficulty
of
socialization is not the single big issue
associated with remote learning. Far
before
the
pandemic,
researchers
described the problematic aspects of
isolated learning and their respective
long-term
outcomes
in
students’
proactive practical and interpersonal
skills. These concerns are closely
connected to the misalignment between
the international students' expectations

and the modified reality that they have
to face added to an increased portion of
digital courses offered at German
universities. Therefore, institutions need
to be mindful of the difference in the
relative psychological effects of digital
transition
in
the
domestic
and
international student groups and design
solutions that foster cultural dexterity
even in the virtual environment.
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STRATEGIES
According to mental health specialists
from Linden Education, an important
practice for universities to pursue is
keeping things that used to be there. The
format, platform, and timeline of events
might inevitably change, but their
maintained functionality will create a
sense of stability in the student
community and will ultimately result in
better outcomes in their university
satisfaction.

Another practice pursued by Bard
College Berlin is encouraging students
to engage in social activities (under
governmental regulations) outside of
class. This action can be supported by
providing bus and museum tickets for
students to immerse themselves in the
country's culture and improve their
understanding of its historical assets.

EXTRACURICULAR ACTIVITIES

An excellent strategy to offer social support and an escape is to set up regular
meetings in the form of extracurricular activities (ECAs), defined as activities that
prompt the development of skills beyond formal degree pursuit. At German
universities, the involvement is often around sports, theater, debate, foreign
languages, or volunteering.

Students enjoy ECAs the most when they can engage in personal interest
activities, meet new people, and form friendships. Meetings should be enjoyable
and include social interactions. Research shows that student participation in ECAs
increased positive feelings and students' sense of belonging. However, it's not very
easy to implement successful ECAs in an online setting.
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CHALLENGES OF ONLINE
GROUP ACTIVITIES

Taking turns talking is not
spontaneous and results in
social discomfort

Non-verbal communication is
harder to process

Silence, natural to live
interaction, is
unacceptable in online
calls
Video calling requires more
focus and consumes more
energy

Delays in replays due to the
poor state of the internet
connection make one seen as
less attentive and friendly

Designing ECAs
Online groups should include fewer participants.
Fewer participants guarantee a relaxed setting, room for
non-verbal communication, and spontaneity in
conversation.
Meetings should establish clear goals, purpose, and
processes. A clear idea of the dos and the don'ts of an
online ECA will provide advice and limit awkwardness.

Activities should respond to students' interests and
needs. Students can be offered to take charge of leading
ECAs and be provided appropriate tools like platforms
and communication channels.
Participants should have their cameras on. Being present
in the form of audio and video increases everybody's
engagement in the activity and, in the end, their overall
sense of belongingness to the community.

There need to be appropriate technological tools and
skillsets. Universities should conduct a comprehensive
analysis of the effective digital tools to implement. The
absence of technical literacy during ECAs will mitigate
their positive effects.
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DESIGNING ECAs

Universities must seek to gain insights
from the student population. The nature
of virtual higher education remains
unfamiliar and unexplored. Students
report most of their initial perceptions
don't align with the reality, precisely
when it comes to the lack of community
engagement and insufficient socialization
opportunities provided at colleges.

Universities should source knowledge
about the most pressing issues and best
solutions.
They can conduct anonymous student
surveys,
encourage
interpersonal
discussions in the student body, and start
open office hours in the institutions'
academic, student experience, and
coaching & talent development teams.

PROFESSIONAL OPPORTUNITIES
Providing professional opportunities is crucial for universities to be successful at attracting
and retaining students. During COVID, however, providing professional opportunities often
come at a middle distance.
Advantages
of
online
meetings' growing popularity
should be considered, as it
can provide opportunities
that otherwise would be
unexplored. One is guesting
speakers from far away or
abroad to an online class or
conference. Smaller online
meetings are likely to serve as
the right environment for
networking
during
the
pandemic. They allow the
student body to ask questions
and take turns to receive a
personalized insight.
Universities should allow students to
meet their academic priorities. One
Master's student reported he couldn't
receive necessary equipment for his
Master's thesis experimental study
because the university has imposed a
no-contact restriction policy during
the pandemic. He and other students
who work on the same research could
not fulfill the requirement and are
likely not to finish their studies on
time.
Universities must commit to providing a combination of online and offline sources to their
students. They should explore the gray area of online versus in-person communal interaction
instead of approaching the two formats as mutually exclusive. While supporting students to
come together and enjoy each other's company might be impossible under the limits of
national policies, emphasis should be put on digitally transforming the in-person gatherings
and looking for ways to allow students to rent equipment or use it on-site.

MENTAL HEALTH SUPPORT
Universities should acknowledge the value of prominent mental health services during the
highly fluctuant external conditions. Larger German universities, such as Humboldt and
Bard, provide students with free and accessible mental health support services. However,
due to the cultural perceptions of psychological services in Europe and Asia,
communication and constant encouragement for students to use such services are crucial
as these might be perceived as unnecessary in the absence of acute mental health
conditions.

We recommend that German universities:
1. Provide free and digitally accessible mental health services for all students;
2. Market those services targeting high levels of student engagement in mental health
support even in the absence of an acute mental condition.
We believe that increased emphasis on improving the effectiveness and boosting the
volume of users of such services can significantly improve the quality of students' mental
health and improve their overall satisfaction with the university experience in times of
rapid change and increased need for adaptability.
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