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Abstract This case study reports a full redesign of an undergraduate Intercultural Communication 

seminar in Toronto, repositioning the course to foreground power skills as durable differentiators in an 

AI-mediated economy. The redesign shifts an asynchronous distance format into a seminar-based model 

with weekly applied learning, scaffolded assessments, and a four-week COIL partnership with a Turkish 

university to create authentic intercultural collaboration under real constraints. Students practice 

creativity, curiosity, critical thinking, ethical reasoning, decision-making, verbal and nonverbal 

communication, cross-cultural competence, and self-reflexivity, while also learning to use AI tools in 

ways that remain accountable to disciplinary standards. Assignments include debates, peer assessment, 

collaborative cross-cultural projects, and critical autoethnographic narratives that surface bias, 

ethnocentrism, conflict resolution, and face needs. The session offers a replicable blueprint for 

humanities-led pedagogy that develops empathetic communication and ethical judgment while still 

preparing students for hybrid human–AI workplaces. 

1. Introduction

This paper serves as a critical assessment of a recent adaptation of an undergraduate Intercultural 

Communication course, an elective at the University of Guelph-Humber from an asynchronous offering 

to one taught in-person in the Winter 2026 semester. The University of Guelph-Humber is small 

university in northwest Toronto, Canada, and has approximately 4500 students enrolled in-person and 

asynchronous programs in a limited number of programs that include Business, Community and Social 

Services, Justice Studies, Early Childhood Studies, Media and Communication Studies, and Psychology. 

I taught the course at the university from  2016-2021 in-person, after which I was asked to redesign the 

course for delivery in an asynchronous, distance education format. In 2025, I piloted a COIL 

(Collaborative Online International Learning) opportunity with the Fatih Sultan Mehmet Vakif University 

(FSMVU) in Istanbul, Türkiye in an asynchronous format. In 2026, with university administration 

deciding to move the course to in-person delivery, I decided to continue my COIL partnership with 

FSMVU, where my counterparts invited an additional partner, namely, the Sultan Qaboos University 

(SQU) in Muscat, Oman. I decided to leverage the opportunity of curricular redesign that would be 

required to adapt an asynchronous course into an in-person version by intentionally incorporating 

formative and summative assessments that would (1) support the development of “human skills,” 

particularly within the emerging and disruptive context of generative artificial intelligence in learning and 

work, and (2) deepen the possibility of a now-expanded COIL that could offer more robust development 

of key learning objectives of a course on intercultural or cross-cultural competence and communication 

through “authentic assessments.” Before we elucidate this intentional transformation, it would be useful 

to explore the literature on human skills, “authentic assessments,” of which COIL is one example.  

2. Literature Review

While we may be increasingly familiar with the framing of “human skills,” we may also note that such a 

formulation is relatively recent, perhaps indicative of a reframing of the increasing scholarly and business 

attention to the rise of the “non-human skills” of generative artificial intelligence. Certainly, we can 

connect to the notion of “human skills” to earlier characterizations of “soft skills,” which have also been 
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linked to “21st century skills” (Gilyazova et al., 2021). Furthermore, 21st century skills have been linked 

to identification of skills offered by international bodies such as the United Nations, OECD, and the 

WHO (Watson et al., 2025). As Kumar (2023) writes, “[h]uman skills, also called soft skills, non-

cognitive skills, or 21st century skills, are the abilities, attributes, and behaviors that help people interact 

well with others, change with the environment, and reach personal and professional goals.” Kumar (2023) 

further provides a useful genealogy for these skills identifications, connecting them to the Partnership for 

21st Century Learning (P21) Framework (2009) framework: 

 which identifies four categories of human skills: (1) learning and innovation 

skills, which include creativity, critical thinking, communication, and 

collaboration; (2) life and career skills, which include flexibility, initiative, social 

skills, productivity, leadership, and responsibility; (3) information, media, and 

technology skills, which include information literacy, media literacy, and ICT 

literacy; and (4) core subjects and interdisciplinary themes, which include 

traditional academic disciplines as well as global awareness, civic literacy, health 

literacy, environmental literacy, etc. (Kumar (2023, p.12) 

This framework was further elaborated by the OECD’s Future of Education and Skills 2030 (2015) that: 

distinguishes between three types of competencies: (1) cognitive competencies, 

which include foundational literacies (such as language literacy, numeracy 

literacy), disciplinary knowledge (such as mathematics, science), interdisciplinary 

knowledge (such as global competence), epistemic knowledge (such as critical 

thinking, metacognition), computational thinking (such as coding, algorithmic 

thinking); (2) social-emotional competencies, which include intrapersonal 

competencies (such as self-regulation, resilience), interpersonal competencies 

(such as empathy, collaboration), values (such as respect, responsibility); and (3) 

practical competencies, which include physical well-being (such as health, 

fitness), digital well- being (such as digital citizenship, cybersecurity), financial 

well-being (such as financial literacy, entrepreneurship), environmental well-

being (such as environmental literacy, sustainability) (Kumar 2023, p.13).  

Chuang (2022) echoes the above framework in their exploration of the continued value of human skills in 

additional language learning, noting: “Human-centric skills, such as cultural sensitivity, interpersonal 

communication, empathy, and higher-order thinking, are critical components of language learning that AI 

alone cannot fully address” (p.13). Zaralli (2025) extends this discussion, arguing that key human skills in 

the era of AI include: (a) communication: (b) understanding nonverbal cues; (c) empathy: (d) self-

awareness; and (e) growth mindset. Furthermore, Deckha et al., (2025) in surveying “future of work 

skills” in a range of scholarly research, find that the 10 most common skills identified were, in 

alphabetical order: “collaboration, communication, creativity and innovation, critical thinking, cross-

cultural competency, decision-making and judgment, learning/willingness to learn, problem solving, and 

social intelligence/perceptiveness.” (p.2). 

These assemblages corresponds to World Economic Forum’s (2025) report on New Economy Skills: 

Unlocking the Human Advantage, which groups “human-centric” skills into four categories: (1) emotional 

intelligence (motivation and self-awareness, resilience, flexibility and agility); (2) collaboration and 

communication (empathy and active listening, leadership, and social influence, speaking, writing and 

languages; (3) learning and growth (curiosity and lifelong learning, teaching, mentoring and coaching, 
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dependability and attention to detail; (4) creativity and problem solving (creative thinking, analytical 

thinking, systems thinking, mathematics and statistical thinking). 

Within the above lists of soft/21st-century/human-centric/future of work skills we can evince the repeated 

identification of skills that include the 4 Cs (creativity, critical thinking, communication and 

collaboration), inter- or cross-cultural competency and global awareness/competence, and a variety of 

“life and career” skills, where we could place competencies in leadership, empathy, social intelligence, 

problem solving, decision-making and judgment, flexibility, and learning/willingness to learn. 

With this range of desirable human-centric, future of work skills now established, the next challenge for 

educators and learning designers is to consider how to embed them in instructional design and measure 

them in assessments. Watson et al., (2025), in their exploration of authentic learning regarding 

environmental sustainability, offer a point of departure. They submit that: “for students to develop their 

soft skills through experiential learning while having positive real-world impacts on the environment, we 

decided to take an authentic learning approach” (3). Watson et al., (2025) outline that “authentic learning” 

must be connected to “authentic assessment,” which include measuring performance in “real-world” 

environments such as experiential learning environments and include elements such as “teacher as 

facilitator,” “complex, sustained tasks,” and opportunities for students to work together or collaborate and 

reflect on their learning.  An authentic assessment is: “one that demonstrates application of what students 

have learned to a new situation, and that requires judgment to determine what information and skills are 

relevant and how they should be used” (Center for Innovation Teaching and Learning, Authentic 

Assessment, Indiana University, 2021).  

This builds on Wiggins’ (1998) definition of authentic assessment, which “is realistic; requires judgment 

and innovation; asks the student to “do” the subject; replicates or simulates the contexts in which adults 

are “tested” in the workplace or in civic or personal life; assesses the student’s ability to efficiently and 

effectively use a repertoire of knowledge and skills to negotiate a complex task; and allows appropriate 

opportunities to rehearse, practice, consult resources, and get feedback on and refine performances and 

products (Center for Innovation Teaching and Learning, Authentic Assessment, Indiana University, 2021 

in https://ecampusontario.ca/authentic-assessment/). Authentic assessments thus include a range of 

possibilities, including debates, case studies, and, as a discuss below, experiential learning opportunities 

such as COIL (Collaborative Online International Learning). 

3. On COIL as Experiential Learning 

COIL brings together elements of authentic, experiential learning and the possibilities of human skills in 

intercultural or cross-cultural competence and global awareness. There are various definitions of 

intercultural or cross-cultural competence which focus on an individual’s ability to communicate and 

cooperate effectively across cultural differences. One expansive elaboration of intercultural competence is 

provided by Gibson (2021), who identifies a range of key skills and dispositions of those with 

intercultural competence in the context of business. For Gibson (2021), individuals with intercultural 

competence demonstrate a number of factors, including: (1) curiosity for other cultures; (2) 

“communicate effectively in a culturally appropriate way,”; (3) “can reflect critically on their own 

culturally determined attitudes, beliefs, and behaviour,” (4) show respect and empathy; (5) “can adapt 

their own behaviour as appropriate” and (6) “have resilience for dealing with conflicts without losing 

sight of their own position” (p.21). Gibson (2021) sees knowledge about other cultures and the 

willingness to learn languages as salient to intercultural competence.   
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Gustine et al., (2025) outline how COIL developed from the work of Joe Rubin at the State University of 

New York.  Rubin was teaching using videos to teach to international audiences and recognized that 

online technologies could be leveraged to “help internationalize the curriculum” (Rubin, 2017) and create 

opportunities for students and faculty members from different parts of the world to work collaboratively 

on joint projects. Indeed, with this short description, we can already see how COIL, with teachers as 

facilitators, opportunities for collaboration, and a real-world, experiential learning opportunities, could be 

considered authentic learning. Indeed, Kennedy et al. (2025) submit that COIL offers “an experiential 

approach that allows students to apply knowledge to real-world situations. It aims to deepen 

understanding of a topic, as well as foster creativity, critical thinking and problem-solving abilities” (3). 

Gustine et al., (2025) go further, arguing that Rubin (2017) delineated “five principles of COIL: virtual 

collaboration, interdisciplinary learning, cultural competence, technology integration, and faculty 

collaboration.” Gustine et al., (2025) build on the intercultural competence models of Deardorff (2006) 

and Bryam (2020) to explain that intercultural competence incorporates skills, such as self-reflexivity, 

listening, and observing, attitudes of openness, respect and empathy, and various knowledges, including 

those of one’s own culture and that of other cultures. Moreover, these skills suggest the development of 

aspects of what Cady et al., (2024) describe as fluid intelligence: “the ability to ask thoughtful questions, 

innovate solutions, collaborate and empathize with others, use logic in new situations, and identify 

patterns. It involves the cognitive flexibility necessary to adapt to new and changing environments” 

(p.724). 

4. Redesigning an Intercultural Communication Course 

To help fulfill the learning goals outlined in the Intercultural Communication course1, in addition to range 

of intercultural communication and competence concepts, the asynchronous version included a 

multimedia group research project and presentation. The initial element to support engagement, early 

cooperation and to provide preliminary feedback was to create and submit a project proposal. The group 

project enabled students to identify key intercultural concepts, explore an intercultural communication 

challenge in organizations and communities and propose solutions developed in combination of peer-

reviewed, scholarly research and application of identified intercultural concepts. Lastly, the presentation, 

while based on the research, also required multimedia elements and student video narrations and 

deliveries; in this way, it facilitated student performances of digital literacies and verbal and nonverbal 

communication skills, as well as elements of creativity, collaboration, and inter/cross-cultural 

competence, decision-making, motivation, as well as host of other human skills. 

In the 2025 asynchronous version of the course, the group research proposal/project/presentation was 

reimagined as a COIL endeavor for those who elected to participate. As such, the opportunities for more 

expansive inter/cross-cultural competence, collaboration, motivation, self-awareness, were made 

available. Like other COIL projects (e.g., Chu et al., 2024), the 2025 COIL version featured a multi-week 

engagement that included: (a) an initial virtual kick-off meeting by Zoom in week 1; (b) a project 

proposal due the end of week 2; (c) a report and presentation of an intercultural scenario, with snippets of 

presentations provided in the second virtual meeting by Zoom in week 4. Faculty collaboration between 

the author and counterparts at FSMVU had begun in fall 2024 and involved the provision of a primer in 

intercultural concepts provided by the author (as FSMVU students were not students of intercultural 

communication, but in English language learning) and the creation of a Padlet site by FSMVU 

counterparts to allow for the posting of COIL communications and project proposal, report and 

presentation submissions. In this way, Rubin (2017)’s five elements of COIL, including faculty 

collaboration, technology integration, interdisciplinary learning, cultural competence and virtual 

collaboration, were met. In 2025, the COIL opportunity attracted about 35 students. In 2026, with three 
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participating universities, and with COIL implemented as a mandatory element in the now in-person 

intercultural communication course, about 130 students participated and completed the opportunity. 

For 2026, the COIL endeavor spanned five weeks alongside a similar project structure as 2025. For 2026, 

intercultural scenarios were developed using genAI and adapted to respond to cross-cultural scenarios 

involving students, workplaces, cultural rituals, etc., that included Canadian, Turkish and Omani cultures. 

Across both COIL endeavors, the opportunities to develop and practise key human skills, from nascent 

inter/cross-cultural competence, collaboration, creativity, verbal and nonverbal communication, self-

awareness, motivation, flexibility and agility, were provided. In 2026, the COIL opportunity was 

scaffolded with other summative assessments, detailed in Table 1 below. 

Table 1. Summary of Summative Assessments, Key Tasks, and Human Skills for Intercultural 

Communication Course, Winter 2026 

Summative 

Assessment 

Key Tasks Key Human Skills Value 

Self-Reflective 

Video 

(individual) 

• Create brief 3-minute 

video on personal 

identities and 

diversities and journey  

• Connect with course 

frameworks on 

identities, diversities, 

storytelling 

• Verbal communication 

• Non-verbal 

communication 

• Self-awareness 

5% 

Debates (group) 

Proposal and 

Performance 

• Identify, develop and 

submit a proposal for 

PRO/CON debate 

position 

• Embed peer-reviewed 

scholarly and course 

resources 

• Collaborate to 

determine various 

debate roles including 

introduction, 

opposition, open 

debate, and conclusion 

• Verbal communication 

• Nonverbal communication 

• Collaboration 

• Decision 

making/judgment 

 

Proposal: 5% 

Performance: 

15% 

COIL Project: 

Proposal, Report, 

Presentation 

(group) 

• Identify, develop and 

submit proposal 

• Embed peer-reviewed 

scholarly sources and 

course intercultural 

concepts 

• Collaborate to develop 

and assemble project 

and presentation 

• Report asked for group 

reflection on COIL 

challenges 

• Verbal communication 

• Nonverbal communication 

• Collaboration 

• Inter/cross-cultural 

competence 

• Self-awareness 

• Problem solving 

• Digital literacy 

• Creativity 

• Decision 

making/judgment 

Proposal: 5% 

Report: 15% 

Presentation: 

15% 

5

Deckha: Redesigning an Intercultural Communication Course to Build Power

Published by Digital Commons@Lindenwood University, 2026



• Presentation asked for 

multimedia elements, 

creativity and 

originality 

• Social 

intelligence/perceptiveness 

 

Midterm Test 

(individual) 
• Multiple choice test 

based on course 

content 

• Decision 

making/judgment 

15% 

Final Exam 

(individual) 
• Multiple choice 

questions and long-

answer essay questions 

based on course case 

studies 

• Decision 

making/judgment 

• Problem solving 

25% 

Total   100% 

While a formal survey of student human skill development  in the course was not conducted. students 

provided informal feedback through the Zoom environments, by email and as part of the reflection that 

were requested in their group reports. Positive feedback about the value of intercultural learning was 

notable while key challenges for students included managing cooperation and expectations with an 

overreliance on digital chats such as WhatsApp. Indeed, students recognized that digital text messages 

were less effective than tools, such as camera-enabled video and audio, which offer greater opportunities 

for verbal and nonverbal communication and consequently, more extensive intercultural communication 

and understanding. 

5. Discussion: COIL, Intercultural Competence and Human-AI Collaboration 

The growing attention to human-centric skills is unfolding with the accelerating disruptions of the AI in 

work, learning and beyond. There are increasing numbers of discussions of the increasingly value of these 

human-centric skills which we discussed earlier, as copious academics, researchers, AI strategists and 

commentators, think tanks, organizations, forecast strategies to reimagine the engagements between 

human and non-human (i.e., AI) actors in the workplace.  

One of these commentators, Bankins et al. (2024), summarize the disruption of AI in the workplace in 

terms of what they call three “channels” (1) replacing aspects of human work; (2) complementing or 

augmenting human workers and their skills; and (3) creating new tasks for workers. While the 

replacement channels describe how organizations are implementing AI to automate repetitive and 

routinized tasks, the complementary channel offers the possibility of human-AI collaboration where 

humans can leverage and deploy AI’s capabilities to process vast amounts of data, discern patterns and 

form predictions.   

Indeed, what is work (and thus what might be a job) is further explored by Giacomelli (2025) on a recent 

“insight” on LinkedIn. Giacomelli (2025) argues that AI is “reshaping what a job even is,” and 

encourages us to consider how our work can be considered a “bundle of tasks.” As Giacomelli (2025) 

continues, “Some tasks will be automated. Some will be heavily augmented. Some will be newly 

created.” Giacomelli (2025) states that “[t]he real risk isn’t just entry-level roles; it’s also mid-level jobs 

where a high share of activities are pattern-based, document-heavy, and highly automatable.” According 

to Giacomelli (2025), “what stays is work problems that still need humans to define the “why” and 

“what”, tasks that require judgment, trust, negotiation, responsibility,” and “the ability to work with and 

through AI systems and networks.”  
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Giacomelli’s (2025) argument is elaborated by Autor and Manyika (2025) who argue that: 

What makes AI such a potent collaborator is that it is not like us. A modern AI 

system can ingest thousands of medical journals, millions of legal filings, or 

decades of maintenance logs. This allows it to surface patterns and keep up with 

the latest developments in health care, law, or vehicle maintenance that would 

elude most humans. It offers breadth of experience that crosses domains and the 

capacity to recognize subtle patterns, interpolate among facts, and make new 

predictions. 

Similar to Bankins et al., (2024) Giacomelli (2025), Autor and Manyika (2025) emphasize AI’s strengths 

in pattern recognition and document processing through which facts and predictions emerge that can be 

deployed a human worker. However, as Autor and Manyika (2025) elaborate: 

The question is not whether AI can do things that experts cannot do on their 

own—it can. Yet expert humans often bring something that today's AI models 

cannot: situational context, tacit knowledge, ethical intuition, emotional 

intelligence, and the ability to weigh consequences that fall outside the data. 

Putting the two together typically amplifies human expertise: Oncologists can ask 

a model to flag every recorded case of a rare mutation and then apply clinical 

judgment to design a bespoke treatment; a software architect can have the model 

retrieve dozens of edge-case vulnerabilities and then decide which security patch 

best fits the company's needs. The value is not in substituting one expert for 

another, or in outsourcing fully to the machine, or indeed in presuming the human 

expertise will always be superior, but in leveraging human and rapidly-evolving 

machine capabilities to achieve best results.  

In their piece, Autor and Manyika (2025) are setting out a framework for understanding human and AI 

collaboration, and discerning tasks and skills in which human expertise remains valuable: emotional 

intelligence, ethical intuition, tacit knowledge, situational context and the consideration and judgement of 

non-data consequences. Their work aligns with Acemoglu et al. (2026)’s thesis that AI can “act as a force-

multiplier for human skills and expertise” with its “capacity to collaborate with workers, enabling them to 

(a) perform more sophisticated tasks related to their jobs, (b) tackle new tasks, and (c) acquire new 

expertise” (p.1). 

I would submit, following the insights of Bryan (2020), Deardorff (2006), Gibson (2021) and Gustine et 

al., (2025) discussed earlier, that the possibility of human and AI collaboration is further complicated 

when we operate in intercultural and cross-cultural environments in a globalized world and economy, 

where salient human intercultural competence skills of self-awareness and reflexivity, listening, empathy 

and observation, are needed. Learning, assessing and navigating cultural constructions and specificities of 

emotions, ethical frameworks, tacit knowledges, and certainly situations remain skills that rely on human 

skills and competencies. Intercultural competence, beyond being a human-centric skill, can thus become a 

valuable arena where human expertise is augmented by combining the increasing assemblage of 

knowledge and intercultural concepts and frameworks and the repository of intercultural research and 

scholarship, with the areas that Autor and Manyika (2025) and others identify as still outside today’s AI 

models, the complex and nuanced contexts, knowledges, intuitions and intelligences that shape 

intercultural encounters.  

6. Conclusion 

7

Deckha: Redesigning an Intercultural Communication Course to Build Power

Published by Digital Commons@Lindenwood University, 2026



In this article, I have endeavored to use the opportunity to redesign an asynchronous course on 

Intercultural Communication to an in-person delivery as a setting to argue for interweaving a case for 

authentic assessments, that is, assessments that are intentionally and explicitly tied to building human-

centric skills, and how many of these skills can resist full-scale encroachment by AI automation or 

usurpation and instead can lead to the unfolding possibilities of human and AI collaboration. 

While one course on Intercultural Communication is insufficient for undergraduates to develop 

intercultural expertise, the possibility of doing so is enhanced by a course design that intentionally links 

the development of human-centric skills in their assessments, including the experiential experience of a 

COIL project. Indeed, the challenges that students encountered during COIL, including a different 

situational context, various tacit knowledges, and the challenges of working with others across time zones 

and the limitations of text-based digital communication tools, provides a vivid learning opportunity for 

students to develop their human competencies. 

Lastly, I would argue that one of the key roles or indeed, if I may be so bold to describe as one purpose of 

postsecondary educators in the AI era, arguably a whole other argument altogether, can be to reimagine 

their courses to develop nascent human-centric skills, fluid intelligence and cognitive flexibility including 

discerning, navigating and adjudicating areas which require ethics, emotion, decision-making, judgment, 

and perception and adaptation of the specifics of a complex situation. The nurturing of these skills can be 

incorporated into an educator’s courses through the inclusion of authentic assessments through which 

students can build and demonstrate the gamut of human-centric skills.  In this way, educators across 

disciplines can simultaneously reinvigorate the rich possibilities of learning and play a role, however 

small, in preparing the next generation to thrive and flourish effectively in a rapidly-evolving, AI-

augmented, globalized era.  
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1 The official, published description of the Intercultural Communication course is the following: 

This course introduces the foundational theoretical frameworks of intercultural communication 

studies. Students will discover, explore, and analyze cultural values and their function in order to 

develop essential tools to communicate and behave effectively and appropriately in intercultural 

situations and to see themselves as cultural beings. Theoretical models and case studies will be 

used to assist students in the development of their understanding and appreciation of the 

multifaceted nature of intercultural situations. 
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