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Introduction

Thehigher education ecosystem is undergoing a rapid transformation,
driven by advancements in digital technologies, evolving workforce
demands, and the increasing need for international collaboration.The
shift toward digital and collaborative learning has become more pro-
nounced in recent years, as traditional teaching methods struggle to
keep pace with the expectations of a highly connected, knowledge-
driven global economy. The covid-19 pandemic further accelerated
the adoption of online education, highlighting both the challenges
and opportunities of virtual learning environments. In this evolving
educational paradigm, 21st-century skills have emerged as essential
competencies for students to thrive in modern society and the global
labour market. These skills encompass digital literacy, critical think-
ing, problem-solving, communication, adaptability, and cross-cultural
collaboration. Employers increasingly seek graduates who can work in
virtual teams, leverage digital tools effectively, and engage in contin-
uous learning to remain competitive in a fast-changing world. Conse-
quently, higher education institutions (heis)must embrace innovative
teaching models that integrate digital technologies with collaborative
learning approaches.
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Collaborative Online International Learning (coil) or Virtual Col-
laborative Learning (vcl) represents such a pedagogical innovation
that facilitates internationalisation and digital transformation in high-
er education. This model enables students and faculty from different
countries to engage in joint academic experiences, regardless of geo-
graphical barriers. By leveraging virtual platforms, coil or vcl pro-
motes cross-border knowledge exchange, intercultural competence,
and the development of practical skills needed for the digital economy.
These approaches are particularly relevant for regions like theWestern
Balkans, where physical mobility and international academic collabo-
ration have historically been limited due to economic and geopolitical
constraints.
The higher education system in the Western Balkans faces several

structural challenges, including limiteddigital infrastructure, outdated
teachingmethodologies, and insufficient faculty training indigital ped-
agogy (European Commission, 2021). Many institutions struggle with
integrating digital tools into their curricula, creating disparities in ac-
cess to quality education. Moreover, cross-border academic collabora-
tion remains low, restricting students’ exposure to international learn-
ing experiences. Addressing these challenges requires a strategic shift
toward virtual learningmodels that can bridge these gaps and enhance
educational outcomes.
This chapter explores how coil/vcl can serve as a catalyst for ed-

ucational transformation in the region, addressing both the challenges
and opportunities associated with its implementation.

The Importance of 21st-Century Skills in Higher Education

21st-century skills refer to a set of competencies that are crucial for
students to successfully navigate the demands of the modern work-
force andan increasingly interconnectedworld (Trilling&Fadel, 2009).
These skills go beyond traditional subject knowledge and emphasize
critical thinking, adaptability, technological proficiency, and collabo-
ration. In higher education, fostering these skills is essential to prepare
students for lifelong learning, innovation, and problem-solving in di-
verse professional settings (oecd, 2018).
In the Western Balkans, where economic and political challenges

have historically limited access to high-quality education and inter-
national mobility, integrating 21st-century skills into higher education
curricula can help bridge these gaps (European Commission, 2021). By



Overcoming Challenges and Embracing Opportunities 49

emphasising digital literacy, communication, problem-solving, and in-
tercultural competence, universities can better equip students for dy-
namic work environments and rapidly changing job markets.

Key Competencies

Digital literacy is the ability to effectively use digital tools and tech-
nologies for communication, learning, and professional tasks (oecd,
2018). It includes skills such as information literacy, online collabora-
tion, cybersecurity awareness, and the responsible use of technology.
In higher education, digital literacy enables students to engage in on-
line research, participate in virtual learning environments, anddevelop
proficiency in digital communication platforms (European Commis-
sion, 2021).The increasing reliance on online education, particularly in
regions like theWestern Balkans, underscores the need for students to
develop these competencies to fully benefit from virtual and collabo-
rative learning experiences (Bijnens et al., 2006).
Critical thinking involves analysing information, evaluating different

perspectives, and making informed decisions (Trilling & Fadel, 2009).
In a rapidly changing world, students must be able to assess com-
plex issues, identify solutions, and adapt to new challenges. Problem-
solving skills complement critical thinking by enabling students to
apply knowledge in practical situations (oecd, 2018). In regions like
theWestern Balkans, where labour markets are evolving due to digital
transformation, graduates with strong analytical and problem-solving
skills are more prone to succeed.
Effective communication is a fundamental skill in any professional

setting, but it becomes even more critical in virtual and international
collaboration (Schoop et al., 2020). Virtual teamwork requires students
to develop strong written and verbal communication skills, engage in
online discussions, andwork cohesively in remote teams (Bijnens et al.,
2006). Given the challenges of international collaboration in regions
like the Western Balkans due to mobility restrictions, virtual learn-
ing platforms provide an opportunity for students to enhance their
teamwork and communication abilitieswhile working on cross-border
projects (European Commission, 2021).
The fast-pacednature of themodern economydemands that individ-

uals continuously update their skills and knowledge (oecd, 2018). Self-
directed learning encourages students to take responsibility for their
education by setting learning goals, seeking resources, and evaluating
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their progress (Trilling & Fadel, 2009). Adaptability, on the other hand,
refers to the ability to embrace change and thrive in new environments.
Both skills are crucial for students, especially in regions like the West-
ern Balkans, where access to high-quality education and career oppor-
tunities may be inconsistent.
Intercultural competence is the ability to interact effectively with in-

dividuals from diverse cultural backgrounds (Schoop et al., 2020). As
globalisation continues to shape education and employment, students
must develop an awareness of different cultural perspectives and com-
munication styles (oecd, 2018). In regions like the Western Balkans,
which have diverse ethnic and cultural identities, fostering intercul-
tural competence can contribute to social cohesion and cross-border
collaboration.

How coil/vcl FostersThese Skills

coil or vcl methodologiesplayapivotal role in fostering21st-century
skills by creating interactive and collaborative learning experiences.
These approaches enable students to develop digital literacy by utilis-
ing online tools, engage in critical thinking by working on real-world
problems, and refine communication skills through virtual teamwork.
Additionally, coil or vcl encourage self-directed learning by allow-
ing students to take ownership of their projects while promoting inter-
cultural competence through cross-border collaborations.
For students in regions like theWestern Balkans, coil or vcl offers

unique opportunities to gain exposure to international academic and
professional networks without the need for physical mobility. These
virtual exchange programs bridge geographical and financial barriers,
providing students with access to diverse perspectives, global chal-
lenges, and collaborative problem-solving experiences (oecd, 2018).
By integrating these methodologies into higher education curricula,
institutions can enhance students’ readiness for the digital economy
and improve their competitiveness in the global workforce.

TheWestern Balkans Higher Education Context:

Needs and Challenges

TheWestern Balkans, a region comprising Albania, Bosnia and Herze-
govina, Kosovo,Montenegro, NorthMacedonia, and Serbia, has under-
gone significant educational reforms in recent years to align with Eu-
ropean Higher Education Area (ehea) standards (European Commis-
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sion, 2021). However, despite efforts to modernise higher education,
many structural and systemic challenges persist. The region’s univer-
sities struggle with issues such as outdated curricula, limited digital
infrastructure, and a lack of international mobility for students and
faculty (oecd, 2018). The Bologna Process has played a critical role in
promoting higher education reform in the region by standardising de-
gree structures and credit systems (Rampelt et al., 2019). Nevertheless,
disparities in implementation continue to hinder the effectiveness of
these reforms. Moreover, higher education institutions face significant
financial constraints, affecting their ability to invest in digital transfor-
mation and international collaborations.

Major Challenges

Limited Digital Literacy levels remain a key challenge to the digital
transformation of the Western Balkans. The region requires both time
and resources to align with the eu’s ‘Gigabit Society’ 2030 targets.
According to the Balkan Barometer (Regional Cooperation Council,
2020), there is a pressing need to integrate digital skills more effec-
tively into the education system, although awareness of digitalisation’s
potential is steadily increasing among residents. Despite the fact that
today’s students belong to Generation Z – often referred to as digital
natives who have grown up in an era of rapid technological advance-
ment – higher education institutions (heis) in the Western Balkans
have largely failed to adapt. Many universities and academic staff con-
tinue to rely on traditional teaching and learning models, limiting the
integration of modern digital methodologies into higher education.
One of the primary challenges facing Western Balkan universities

is limited participation in international academic collaborations (Euro-
pean Commission, 2021). Due to economic constraints, political insta-
bility, and institutional barriers, many students and faculty members
have limited opportunities to engage in exchange programs or collab-
orative research initiatives.This lack of international exposure restricts
students’ ability to develop global competencies and diminishes the re-
gion’s competitiveness in higher education rankings.
While digital transformation is accelerating worldwide, the West-

ern Balkans still faces significant technological barriers and disparities
(oecd, 2018). Limited access to high-speed internet, insufficient in-
vestment in digital learning infrastructure, and outdated it resources
pose major obstacles to integrating online education and virtual col-
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laborative learning. The digital divide is more pronounced in rural ar-
eas, where students have fewer opportunities to engagewith online ed-
ucational resources, further exacerbating inequalities in higher educa-
tion access (European Commission, 2021).
Traditional teaching models and resistance to change are among

the challenges, too. Many higher education institutions in the region
still rely on traditional, lecture-based teaching models that limit stu-
dent engagement and interactive learning. Facultymembers often lack
training in modern pedagogical methods, making the transition to
student-centred, digital learning approaches challenging. Resistance
to adopting virtual collaborative learning methods persists due to in-
stitutional inertia and a lack of incentives for faculty to incorporate
innovative teaching practices (oecd, 2018).
The shortage of faculty training programsondigital teachingmethod-

ologies remains a significant barrier to educational modernisation
(Vladi et al., 2021; European Commission, 2018; 2021). Many educators
are unfamiliar with coil and vcl techniques, limiting their ability to
effectively facilitate online learning andwithout adequate professional
development opportunities, faculty members struggle to implement
new technologies and adapt their teachingmethods to suit digital and
collaborative learning environments.

Country-Specific Challenges in wb Higher Education

Albania

• Limited Internationalisation: Low student and staffmobility, espe-
cially low incomingmobility rate (European Commission, 2018).

• Unpreparedness forOnlineLearning: covid-19 exposedgaps; 64.7%
of faculty felt unready for the transition (Vladi et al., 2021).

• Lack of Digital Education Policies: No comprehensive national
strategy for digital skills or teacher training (European Commis-
sion, 2021).

• Need for Modernisation: heis require innovation and interna-
tional collaboration to enhancedigital education (EuropeanCom-
mission, 2021).

Bosnia and Herzegovina

• Low Digital Literacy:Only 29% of citizens use the internet for edu-
cation, highlighting weak digital adoption (Regional Cooperation
Council, 2020).
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• Slow Curriculum Reform: Bureaucratic and political complexities
make it difficult to update university curricula.

• Weak University-Industry Collaboration: Poor ties between heis
and the private sector hinder tech-driven education.

• Lack of Virtual Learning Integration: Virtual collaboration is mar-
ginally recognised, and students lack digital skills for academic
projects.

Kosovo

• Limited ict Integration: ict is mainly used for entertainment,
with minimal presence in education.

• Digital Skills Gap: Senior lecturers struggle with digital adoption,
limiting technology use in teaching. heis fail to equip students
with the digital competencies required by the job market.

• Weak Industry Alignment:Universities do not adequately meet the
growing demand for digitally skilled graduates.

• Need for Virtual Collaboration: heis must adopt virtual mobility
and exchange programs to enhance connectivity and reduce bar-
riers.

Montenegro

• Limited Digital Integration: Despite Bologna Process alignment,
digital tools are not fully incorporated into teaching and learning.

• Lack of Digital Competence: heis face shortages of structured ict
courses, trained faculty, and digital learning resources.

• Weak Infrastructure: Insufficient access to computers, electronic
textbooks, and subject-specific e-learning materials (unicef
Montenegro, 2017).

• Low Adoption of Blended Learning: University course syllabi rarely
include hybrid or digital learning approaches.

North Macedonia

• Slow Digital Transformation: While progress has been made in
aligning with European standards, digital tools remain under-
utilised in education.

• Insufficient Faculty Training: Many educators lack the necessary
training to implement digital teachingmethods effectively.

• Outdated Learning Resources: Universities face shortages of e-
learningmaterials, digital textbooks, and online course platforms.
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• Weak Industry Collaboration:Higher education institutions strug-
gle to align programs with labour market needs, particularly in
digital sectors.

• Need forVirtual LearningExpansion: heis must strengthen virtual
collaboration, exchange programs, and blended learning models
to enhance digital competencies.

Serbia

• Slow Digitalisation in Education: Despite advancements in other
sectors, digital tools are not fully integrated into higher education
curricula.

• Limited Faculty Training:Many educators lack the necessary dig-
ital skills to implement modern teaching methodologies effec-
tively.

• LowVirtualMobilityAdoption:Limited recognitionand implemen-
tation of virtual collaboration and exchange programs hinder in-
ternationalisation efforts.

Policy Gaps and Institutional Constraints

Although efforts have been made to align Western Balkans education
policies with European standards, gaps remain in policy implementa-
tion and institutional support for virtual learning (oecd, 2018). Uni-
versities requiremore substantial investments in digital infrastructure,
faculty training, and international partnerships to fully integrate coil
and vcl methodologies in order to modernise and promote teaching
and learning practices with technology-enhanced methods and tools.
Furthermore, policymakersmust establish clearer guidelines for recog-
nising virtual learning experiences within national education frame-
works (European Commission, 2021). Addressing these challenges re-
quires a coordinated effort between governments, higher education in-
stitutions, and international partners.

ThePotential of coil/vcl in AddressingThese Challenges

How Virtual Collaboration Can Bridge

the Internationalisation Gap

One of the key benefits of coil and vcl is their ability to foster in-
ternational collaboration without requiring physical mobility (Schoop
et al., 2020). Western Balkans heis often struggle with limited par-
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ticipation in global education initiatives due to financial and logistical
constraints (European Commission, 2021). Virtual collaboration pro-
vides students and faculty with access to international peers, broad-
ening their academic and cultural perspectives without the need for
travel. By integrating coil/vcl methodologies, universities can in-
crease global engagement and ensure that students gain valuable inter-
national experience, thus bridging the internationalisation gap (oecd,
2018).
The Western Balkans face significant disparities in educational in-

frastructure, with some institutions lacking adequate funding formod-
ernising classrooms and investing in advanced learning technologies.
Digital and blended learning models offer a viable alternative by re-
ducing dependency on physical resources and increasing access to
high-quality educational content (European Commission, 2021). Vir-
tual learning environments provide students with interactive course-
work, real-time collaboration opportunities, and flexible access to
global academic resources (oecd, 2018). By implementing digital and
blended learning, heis canmitigate resource constraints and provide
more inclusive education opportunities for students across the region
(Trilling & Fadel, 2009).

coil/vcl as Cost-Effective Solutions for Cross-Border

Collaboration

International student mobility programs, such as Erasmus+, often re-
quire substantial financial investments thatmanyWestern Balkan uni-
versities and students cannot afford (European Commission, 2021).
coil/vcl offer cost-effective alternatives that enable cross-border
learning experiences without travel expenses (Schoop et al., 2020).
These virtual models allow institutions to establish joint courses, col-
laborative research projects, and shared curricula with international
partners, significantly lowering costs while maintaining the quality of
international engagement. Moreover, virtual learning experiences can
be seamlessly integrated into existing curricula, making them an effi-
cient means of fostering global partnerships (oecd, 2018).

Enhancing Faculty Skills through Training and Digital Tools

A significant barrier to educational innovation in theWestern Balkans
is the lack of faculty training in digital pedagogy (Vladi et al., 2021).
Many educators are unfamiliar with online teaching methodologies,
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limiting their ability to facilitate effective virtual collaboration (Euro-
pean Commission, 2021). By implementing structured faculty training
programs, universities can equip educators with the skills needed to
incorporate coil and vcl into their teaching strategies. Training ini-
tiatives should focus on:

• Integrating digital tools for virtual collaboration.

• Developing online course content and interactive learning activi-
ties.

• Adapting assessment methods for virtual environments.

• Enhancing intercultural competencies for effective cross-border
teaching.

By investing in faculty development, heis can improve the overall
quality of virtual learning experiences and ensure that students receive
high-quality instruction regardless of geographical constraints.

TheRole of Policymakers in Supporting Digital Education

Initiatives

To fully realise the benefits of coil and vcl, policymakers must ac-
tively support digital education initiatives through funding, regula-
tion, and institutional incentives. Governments in theWesternBalkans
should prioritise:

• Infrastructure Development: Investing in high-speed internet ac-
cess and digital resources for heis.

• Faculty Training Programs: Providing grants and support for pro-
fessional development in digital pedagogy.

• Accreditation and Recognition: Establishing formal policies for
recognising virtual learning experiences as part of degree pro-
grams.

coil and vcl provide practical solutions tomany of the challenges
faced by heis in theWestern Balkans. By leveraging thesemethodolo-
gies, universities can expand international collaborations, improvedig-
ital accessibility, reduce costs, and enhance faculty capabilities. How-
ever, successful implementation requires coordinatedefforts fromedu-
cational institutions, faculty, students, and policymakers to ensure sus-
tainable and impactful digital transformation.
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Conclusion

This chapter explored the transformative potential of Collaborative
Online International Learning (coil) or Virtual Collaborative Learn-
ing (vcl) in addressing key challenges faced by higher education in-
stitutions in the Western Balkans. The discussion highlighted the im-
portance of 21st-century skills such as digital literacy, critical thinking,
problem-solving, and intercultural competencies. coil/vcl method-
ologies provide effective solutions to bridge the internationalisation
gap, enhance digital accessibility, and foster cross-border academic
collaboration. Despite significant challenges, including limited digital
infrastructure, traditional pedagogical approaches, and a lack of fac-
ulty training, theWestern Balkans has the potential to integrate virtual
learning into higher education successfully (European Commission,
2021).
coil and vcl are more than just technological solutions; they rep-

resent a paradigm shift in how higher education institutions engage
with global learning opportunities. By fostering international partner-
ships and integrating virtual mobility into curricula, universities can
offer students a high-quality education that is both globally relevant
and locally accessible. Furthermore, thesemethodologies democratize
access to international education, reducing the financial and logistical
barriers that have historically limited student mobility in the region.
The ongoing digital transformation in higher education underscores

the need for long-term commitment to virtual learningmodels. Higher
education institutionsmust embrace innovativepedagogical approach-
es and invest in sustainable digital infrastructure (oecd, 2018). Addi-
tionally, policymakers must implement regulations that recognise and
accredit virtual learning experiences, ensuring that students receive
official credit for their participation in coil and vcl initiatives.

Call to Action for Educators, Policymakers, and Institutions

To fully realise the potential of coil or vcl in the Western Balkans,
a coordinated effort is required among universities, faculty, policy-
makers, and international partners. The following actions are recom-
mended:

• For Educators: Faculty members should actively participate in
training programs to develop skills in digital pedagogy and virtual
collaboration. By incorporating coil/vcl elements into their
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courses, they can enhance student engagement and foster inter-
national academic exchange.

• For Policymakers: Governments should develop national policies
that support the accreditation and recognition of virtual learning
experiences. Increased investment in digital infrastructure and
faculty training programs will be essential to scaling coil/vcl
initiatives.

• For Higher Education Institutions: Universities should integrate
coil/vcl into their strategic development plans, ensuring that
digital learning becomes an institutional priority. Establishing in-
ternational partnerships and securing funding for technological
advancements will further enhance their global competitiveness.

The future of higher education in the Western Balkans depends on
the region’s ability to embrace digital transformation and international
collaboration. By leveraging coil/vcl, universities can provide stu-
dents with the skills needed to thrive in a rapidly evolving world, en-
suring that higher education remains inclusive, innovative, and inter-
nationally connected.
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