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Abstract

This paper presents a pedagogical innovation project aimed at enhancing virtual
communication skills in language courses, specifically within an English for Business
Communication context. The initiative, conducted at the Universitat Politécnica de Valéncia,
Spain, spanned two academic years and involved the design, implementation, and evaluation
of simulation-based teaching units. During Phase I (2023-2024), three independent teaching
units were developed, each targeting a specific communicative context: online job interviews,
online presentations, and online meetings. Phase II (2024-2025) involved the implementation
of these units in a Business English course attended by approximately 90 undergraduate
students. Data collected through pre- and post-tests, surveys, and performance assessments
indicated varying degrees of improvement in students' virtual communication competencies.
Results showed significant improvement in online meetings, slight improvement in job
interviews, and no significant change in online presentations. Teachers' evaluations and
student feedback highlighted the clarity, usefulness, and motivational impact of the activities.
The findings support the integration of simulations and role-playing as effective strategies for
developing digital communication skills in higher education.
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Introduction

With the increasing relevance of remote work and digital collaboration, virtual
communication skills have become essential in professional contexts. Language courses in
higher education, particularly those focusing on English for business purposes, must adapt to
this shift by incorporating pedagogical strategies that replicate real-life digital interactions.
The ability to navigate online platforms, interpret non-verbal cues in a digital environment,
and manage discourse in real-time are now vital skills for students entering the workforce.

This study is part of an educational innovation project conducted at the Universitat
Politecnica de Valéncia (UPV) in Spain, aimed at fostering these skills through simulations
and role-playing activities in foreign language instruction at the Faculty of Business
Administration and Management (FADE). It is titled “Development of Communication Skills
in Virtual Environments through Simulations and Role-Playing in Language Courses” at
FADE (2023-25) and is funded by UPV. It is grounded in communicative language teaching
(CLT) principles and task-based learning approaches that emphasize learner engagement,
authenticity, and meaningful interaction. The project targeted the development of virtual
communication skills in French (French for academic and professional purposes B2),
English (English for business purposes B2 and English for business purposes CI), and
Valencian, the co-official language used in the autonomous region of Valencian Community
(Valencian for administration C1 and Valencian for administration C2) within the Faculty of
Business Administration and Management. There are around 450 students involved in the
project, which unfolded in two phases. The first one consisted of field research and design of
teaching units and was developed in the academic year 2023-24. The second phase included
the implementation and evaluation of the teaching units designed in the different language
courses involved in the project. This second phase is taking place in the current academic
year (2024-25).

The impetus for the project emerged from a post-pandemic educational context where digital
communication tools became a staple of both professional and academic environments. As
students increasingly engage with hybrid and online modes of learning and working, the need
for specialized training in digital communication has become more apparent. The project
aimed to bridge this gap by embedding virtual communication practice into language
education in a structured and pedagogically sound manner. The literature review conducted in
the first phase of the project indicated that in the pre-pandemic period much attention had
already been paid to the development of communicative skills in professional virtual
environments (Anders, 2016; Darics & Gatti, 2019). Later, one of the main interests of
educational institutions was the incorporation of appropriate digital tools and resources to
support teaching and facilitate language instruction, and particularly languages for specific
purposes (Monferrer, 2022; Ramos & Martin, 2022; Wachs & Weber, 2021). In the field of
digital literacy, research concentrated on the effective inclusion and development of language
competencies and on practical aspects of language teaching in the classroom (Poltorak, 2022;
Soubrié et al., 2021). Other studies showed students’ positive perception of the use of
applications in virtual learning environments, as they assist language skills development, as
well as the acquisition of grammar and vocabulary (Chiablaem, 2021).

Virtual work had been viewed as gaining in importance within public administrations
(Catala-Oltra & Penalva-Verdu, 2019) and in international professional relations, particularly
in multinational companies, requiring effective interactions in virtual international teams. For
this reason, higher education institutions offering degrees in business administration and
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management, as well as in public administration aim to train individuals capable of
performing a variety of virtual tasks effectively. However, the constant evolution of digital
technology and the implicit assumption that global virtual teams inherently foster and
develop similar intercultural and digital competencies makes it difficult to measure their
actual scope and development (Cathro, 2021).

The rapid globalization of business and the changing nature of job roles mean that more and
more employees are working in multinational companies (MNCs), forming teams without
clear geographical, linguistic, or cultural boundaries. This opens new lines of research aimed
at establishing adapted linguistic patterns based on specific communicative objectives (Yu
Wing Mao, 2022). These new research directions explore real interactions between members
of virtual work teams during online business meetings held via videoconference. Moreover, it
is clear that the development of new technologies has significantly influenced communicative
exchanges around the world, and the success of this “intercultural dialogue” depends on the
constant negotiation and reinterpretation of meaning (Chung, 2022; Savlovska et al., 2021;
Uskova & Lihn, 2019).

Apart from the literature review, which has been presented here briefly, phase I of the project
included the evaluation of the published textbooks, from the point of view of the type,
number and extension of virtual communication activities. The total of 28 textbooks were
analysed and the general conclusion drawn pointed to the over-representation of written
digital genres, such as emails or blog posts, and the under-representation of oral virtual
genres, particularly in the case of French and Valencian textbooks. Besides this type of
analysis, a student opinion survey conducted in the language courses mentioned previously
revealed significant interest and motivation of students regarding the implementation of a
broader variety of activities focusing on virtual communication skills. The importance of the
development of this type of skills was also confirmed by professionals from local and
international companies, as well as from the public administration institutions through semi-
structured interviews. Phase 1 also included the evaluation of a broad variety of
communicative activities and their suitability for developing virtual communicative skills,
highlighting simulations, role-plays, problem-solving and brainstorming activities as the most
adequate. Finally, this phase ended with the design of different teaching units to be
implemented in the following academic year.

In the case of English for business communication B2 course, which is taught in the degree of
Business Administration and Management, as well as in the double degree of Business
Administration and Management and Telecommunications Management, three teaching units
were designed: “Online job interviews”, “Online presentations”, and “Online meetings”, and
integrated into the course. Each unit involved two hours of classroom activity in small
groups. The instructional design included analysis of virtual vs. face-to-face communication
features, strategy identification, language and vocabulary practice, and short role-plays.
Activities were designed to be highly interactive, simulating professional scenarios and
requiring students to apply linguistic and pragmatic knowledge in context. Students prepared
and recorded simulated communicative situations using Microsoft Teams.

Phase II consisted of implementing the mentioned teaching units in the first semester of
2024-25 academic year. Around 90 students participated in this part of the project. The
course was taught by five instructors trained to facilitate the simulation activities and provide
feedback using a standardized rubric. The study was approved by the UPV Ethics Committee,
with informed consent from all participants.
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Methodology

To evaluate the effectiveness of the intervention, multiple data sources were employed. First,
pre- and post-teaching test scores were analysed to assess improvement in the targeted skills.
Second, student opinion surveys were administered after the teaching intervention to measure
perceived utility and levels of engagement. Third, the teaching units were evaluated by
instructors based on criteria such as ease of use, clarity, and overall impact. Fourth, student
performance in recorded simulations was assessed using an analytic rubric. Finally,
unstructured classroom observations were conducted to capture qualitative insights into
student engagement and any challenges encountered during the learning process.

Results and Discussion
Pre- and Post-teaching Score Improvement

Pre- and post-teaching tests revealed differential impacts across the three teaching units.
Regarding online job interviews, the mean scores increased from 11.4 to 11.95 (out of 15
points maximum), indicating slight but statistically significant improvement (t-statistics 2.14,
p-value 0.0358 < 0.05). Students demonstrated better structuring of responses and increased
confidence.

Figure 1
Online Job Interviews. Histogram of Score Improvement
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As can be seen in Figure 1, most students showed certain improvement. A large portion of the
bars are above zero, meaning that many students had a positive improvement in scores. Some
bars are at zero, meaning that a number of students had no change in their score. Moreover, a
few students scored worse in the post-test, as some bars below zero show. It can be concluded
that while many students improved, a few either stayed the same or performed worse. The
variation suggests that not everyone benefited equally from the teaching session, possibly due
to differences in learning ability, engagement, or prior knowledge.

In what refers to online presentations, the scores slightly decreased from 11.49 to 11.45 (out
of 15), with no statistical significance (t-statistics = 0.128, p-value = 0.899 > 0.05). Despite
well-prepared slides and clarity in delivery, issues with spontaneity and pronunciation were
noted.
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Figure 2
Online Presentations: Histogram of Score Improvement
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As Figure 2 shows, most values are centered around zero, which indicates that many students
had minimal or no improvement, and therefore, they did not benefit from the teaching
intervention. The histogram likely suggests that while a few students improved, many
remained the same or even did slightly worse.

Regarding online meetings, a notable improvement was noted, from 6.32 to 8.02 (out of 15)
(t-statistics = -6.55, p-value 2.21x10®* < 0.05), showing significant gains. The collaborative
nature of this task likely contributed to its effectiveness, fostering real-time negotiation and
turn-taking.

Figure 3
Online Meetings: Histogram of Score Improvement
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As can be seen in Figure 3, most students had positive score improvements, meaning they
scored higher in the post-teaching test compared to the pre-teaching test. A few students
experienced no change in their scores, and a very small number of students had negative
score improvements, meaning their post-teaching scores were lower than their pre-teaching
scores. The highest frequency appears around small to moderate improvements (e.g., +1 to +3
points). Some students showed substantial improvement, with a few gaining up to seven
points.
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Student Opinion Survey

After the completion of activities included in each teaching unit, the students were asked to
fill a questionnaire and express their opinion about the following statements using a five-
point Likert scale (1 — little, 2 — somewhat, 3 — neither much nor little, 4 — quite a lot, 5 — a
lot):
— The activities carried out in class have been useful for improving communication
skills in virtual environments;
— The activities for improving communication in virtual environments are clear and
well-organized;
— I found it difficult to carry out the activities for improving communication in virtual
environments.
- My level of interest and motivation in improving communication in virtual
environments has increased after completing the activities.

The survey results indicated that the majority of students found the activities useful (mean
score above 4 on a 5-point Likert scale), with positive comments on the authenticity of tasks
and their relevance to real-world communication scenarios. Students appreciated the
opportunity to practice speaking in a low-stakes environment and to receive targeted
feedback from instructors.

Figure 4
Student Opinion Survey: Online Job Interviews
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As can be seen in Figure 4, most of the students evaluated the teaching unit on online job
interviews as quite or very clear, not very difficult, very useful and motivating.
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Figure 5
Student Opinion Survey: Online Presentations
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Figure 5 shows the results of the student opinion survey about the teaching unit on online
presentations. As can be noted, the students considered it very useful, not very difficult, very
clear and fairly motivating.
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Figure 6
Student Opinion Survey: Online Meetings
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The results of this survey (Figure 6) highlight that this unit was the clearest and well-
organized, the most useful and motivating, as well a fairly difficult.
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Teacher Evaluations

The teachers participating in the project used analytic rubric to rate the three units in terms of
students’ participation and motivation, the degree of difficulty, the adequacy of learning
materials for the objectives set, and the correct formulation of objectives and learning
outcomes. As can be seen in Figure 7, the instructors rated the “Online meetings” unit highest
in terms of the criteria established. This is in line with the positive students’ opinion about
this unit and the significant score improvement reported previously. “Online job interviews”
unit and “Online presentations” were rated less positively, even though the mean score
obtained was around 4 (out of 5). “Online job interviews” unit obtained the lowest score for
the degree of difficulty and the adequacy of learning materials.

Figure 7
Teacher Evaluation of Teaching Units
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Student Performance Assessment

The role-plays recorded by students were assessed according to the dimensions, which
allowed instructors to provide detailed feedback and track progress over time:
— interaction and discourse adaptability;

- genre-appropriate structure and coherence;

— use of connectors and cohesive devices;

- non-verbal communication (eye contact, gestures);

- lexical variety and grammatical accuracy;

— pronunciation, intonation, and fluency;

— digital competence (managing software, audio-visual settings, and ethical sourcing).

The mean scores obtained by students ranged from 40.2 (out of 44 points) for job online
interviews, 41.8 (out of 46 points) for online presentations, to 40.8 (out of 44 points) for
online meetings. As can be noted, the scores were notably high. Many students showed
substantial improvement in turn-taking, register adaptation, and use of discourse markers,
while others needed additional support in pronunciation and grammar.

Observations indicated that while students often demonstrated good structural command and
content relevance, spontaneity and natural interaction were sometimes lacking. In particular,
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some students relied on reading scripts, which reduced the authenticity of the interaction.
Nevertheless, confidence and participation improved over time.

Conclusions

This study demonstrates the value of using simulations and role-plays to enhance virtual
communication skills in business English contexts. The approach allowed students to develop
a nuanced understanding of digital communication, moving beyond language mechanics to
include pragmatic, intercultural, and technical competencies. While all three units contributed
positively, the most notable improvement occurred in online meetings, which required the
most collaborative interaction. Online job interviews showed moderate progress, and
presentations had limited impact, possibly due to over-rehearsed delivery and reduced
interactivity. Future iterations of the project will focus on increasing spontaneity through
improvisational tasks and peer-led simulations. Additional training for instructors in digital
pedagogy and feedback techniques may further enhance the program's effectiveness. The
project serves as a model for integrating real-world communication practice into language
courses, aligning educational outcomes with professional demands in the digital age.
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