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AT A DISTANCE:
LEARNING ABOUT CROSS-CULTURAL VIRTUAL TEAMS
IN AN INTERNATIONAL MANAGEMENT COURSE

ABSTRACT

This chapter narrates our experiences designing andrigaghinternational management
course which was technologically enhanced to includssecaltural interactions between the US
and Denmark. Our rationale, that issues regarding glabalizhave accelerated the need to
bring together through virtual means people from diffeceiliures to engage in collaborative
performance at a distance, was addressed in the coftéeoretical concerns regarding cultural
differences. We discuss the theoretical premises achwie based the course, illustrate the
three core distance activities that we designed faetpbearposes, evaluate the general outcome
in light of our objectives, and assess their valuetbers engaged in teaching courses such as
ours. At the end, we link our experiences to broadeesspertaining to distance-education in

today’s university environments.
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INTRODUCTION
GLOBALIZATION, TECHNOLOGICAL HYPE, AND TIME-SPACE C OMPRESSION

Among the most typical assertions about “globalizativse days are those that equate
information technologies with a woven world of distantounters and instant connections (e.g.,
Yergin & Stanislaw, 1998). In these views, people betvegehwithin organizations and nations
become connected in such a way that they end up configutiundaryless and mobile
economy, full of complexities which are difficult if honpossible to control from any one point
or institution.

Several other discourses of “globalization” assented to prepare students for the
information-based jobs of the “global village” (Dinmtdes & Kamberelis, 1997; Fulton, 1998;
Miller, 1995; Molnar, 1997; SCANS, 1991), to make sure that beepme capable of dealing
with “a world increasingly constituted by and through rapitveloping technological
apparatuses” (Dimitriades & Kamberelis, 1997: 138). Stikltonsider that the “global
citizen” will need to develop a better sense of idarections between cultural, social,
technological, economic and representational phenorf@anidne “global culture” is an on-going
and complex contest between sameness and differencle loften technologically produced
and mediated (Appadurai, 1990).

While not without criticism (Altbach, 2000; Brender, 2001;3lgg-Smith, 2003), issues
of globalization have, indeed, accelerated interestinging together through information
technologies people from different cultures who, for what reason, may need to engage in
collaborative performance at a distance (Adam, Awerp8&mim, Wegner, & Yesha, 1997,
Drexler et al., 2000; Efendioglu & Murray, 2000; Johnson, 199%nge& Fearnley-Sander,

1999; Osland et al., this volume; Rice, 1996). It has asorbe clearer that technological
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mediation has the potential to exacerbate language andatidsues (e.g., Wesley-Smith,
2003). No surprise, then, that the use of informatiohn@ogy and its intersection with cultural
issues in international business activities and pedagagpining increased attention (American
Society for Training & Development, 2003; Huff, 2001; KleinP&rtridge, 2003; Sitze, 2002;
Wheeler, 1998).

In particular, as virtual teams have become more peivaimong transnational
organizations, both the academic and the more pop@eatlires on “multicultural teams”
increasingly address technological mediation and its allimplications (e.g., Daly, 1996; Day,
Dosa, & Jorgensen, 1995; Laroche, 2001; Lazear, 1999; McCain, NI966;, 1992; Neale &
Mindel, 1992; Singelis, 2000). For example, Kiser (1999) desailsgsiation at Royal Dutch
Shell where English was the agreed upon virtual teanmshm language and, therefore,
assumptions were made about the ease in communicdeinDutch team members felt that
their US colleagues were talking in code, especially vdadinquialisms were used. The US
team members, on the other hand, argued that their Rateiterparts had a preference for
structure, wanting excessive details about the processit hvould work, and who would make
decisions.

Shell's experiences are supported by other writers.ekample, Hiltz and Wellman note
that computer-mediated communication “seems good for gandgeceiving information,
opinions and suggestions; [but that] it is less suiteddommunicating agreement and
disagreement; and it is worst for social-emotiondgasvolving conflict and negotiation”
(1997: 45). Others, such as Cellich (2001), consider thabhattenal business negotiations over
the Internet should be made on a selective basisaedllyi as a preamble to arrangements for

actual face-to-face negotiations, while Andres (2002) tspesults that indicate team
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productivity to be superior in face-to-face settings an@eoconferencing settings. In fact, Shell
and ABB, among others, have found that traveling to rfiaeetto-face is still a necessary
element for a virtual team’s success.

As this brief discussion illustrates, there are venyocete intersections between the
practical, the pedagogical and the theoretical regarditgpodagical mediation under
globalization which could be integrated as contentterimational management courses. These
arguments come alive, beyond the hype, in the microocdgmar own academic work as
international management professors. New technolégjiesur everyday work and, in
particular, the teaching environment, stress, exp@llgrand concretely, the complex
relationships that ensue because of technological noediagtween different actors.

We, as scholars living and working in universities arotinedworld, collaborate now
with one another more readily than ever before, gitieritime-space compression” (Harvey,
1989: 240 ff.) of our academic milieux. Concurrently, thegnational management literature
through which we teach provides ready-to-hand insightstivg workings of business
corporations, where the interaction and integratiompbrtant organizational units located
throughout the globe is represented as a business imperai@t, our students are, more often
than not, located in a classroom, in a particular @unsa university, within a country. They
constantly face the contradictions between the rinraonal/global” arguments in our courses
and their lack of lived experience with such argumentsthé same time, they are often caught
between current ubiquitous portrayals of “distance legtras education “anywhere, any time,
any place” and the constraints of their experiencdmanded in time and space.

This chapter engages with these issues through a naroidur experiences: designing

and teaching an international management course wiaishaehnologically enhanced to
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facilitate cross-cultural teamwork at a distance betvtbe US and Denmark. The rationale
which we followed was based on our own personal expergeas “connected academics,” the
contradictions experienced by our students regarding #latianships to distance-based and
computer-mediated activities in their own local educatieontexts, as well as reports from the
international management literature regarding virtuahessi activities. In our view, it was by
explicitly articulating these intersections in the c@te context of classroom activities that
students would be able to experience the advantages datidins pertaining to distance and
virtual information and communication, as well as pcactvith the possibilities of their new
identities as “global citizens.”

However, as we started to consider several years age o use technology in our
international management courses, it was conceptualkisegarding cultural differences that
were our primary concern. And thus, as may be gleamedgh the paragraphs that follow, we
found ourselves supporting the uses of information techieson the instructional process not
as an unavoidable reality in the context of globabrahor as the latest tool for international
business problem-solving. In fact, we were not ewercerned with debates around distance-
education, which were then not as prevalent as tleetoday. Rather, we found ourselves
eventually involved in these debates while trying tesdmething perhaps more modest from a
technological perspective and more complicated froma@ ¢tieal perspective. As we saw it
then, the technology was simply a means to enhangpeyiences of cultural differences that
are difficult to obtain within conventional classromntSince then we have learned much more.

In the rest of the chapter, we discuss first the #texa provenance of our activities.
Second we describe the three exercises that we desigddtbw we used them in our courses in

two different semesters. In each instance, we dismuseesults and evaluate the more general
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outcome of these activities in light of our theordtalgectives. We also assess their value for
others engaged in teaching courses such as ours. Rivealipk our experiences to broader
issues pertaining to distance education in today’s uniyensvironments.
DEFYING CROSS-CULTURAL COMPARISONS:
INCOMMENSURABILITY, HYBRIDIZATION AND COMMON INTERE  STS
Encountering Incommensurability

As we started to design technologically mediated exerome primary interest stemmed
from the theoretical positions we take in our coursgamding “cross-cultural differences.”
They also stemmed from difficulties that we had encaedté&ying to provide experiential
knowledge about these differences. Specifically, mastses that consider cross-cultural issues
often assume the possibility of cultural comparisoneweiser, this assumption has been
thoroughly challenged through concepts of cultural incomarabgity from both inside and
outside the organizational literatures (e.g., Adler, 1984aBigiller & Adler, 1991, Clifford,
1986, Czarniawska, 1998; Geertz, 1983; Hofstede, 1980; 1993; Kagharigs P1#198; Kuhn,
1970; Laurent, 1983; Redding, 1994; Taylor, 1985).

That is, to compare implies that the issues under cosauacan translate into one
another, or that they can be evaluated in relatianneutral standard. Said differently, “cross-
cultural” often assumes equivalence across cultures. difietences may be incommensurable
when they belong to different systems of understandintparse a much abused term, when
they belong to different paradigms. Further, to sayssultural comparisons” is also to
conceal the fact that there are no “neutral” standardsomparison since all “standards” are
cultural creations. To say “standard” is to depict theralizing premises of some cultures but

not of others. It is also to promote cultural univissa
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Therefore, despite assumptions of sensitivity to thguemess of different cultures,
“cross-cultural” arguments often promote uncritical culturaversalism as they search for
generalizable frames for comparison and understandinger AB97), among other critics of
universalism, cautions that cross-cultural miscommuboicdtequently results from the lack of
cultural self-awareness or the ignorance associatédnaitknowing one's own cultural
conditioning, subconscious cultural blinders or the lackosiscious attention to specific cultural
assumptions (Hofstede, 2001). Lack of cultural self-awaseaniésn provokes projected
similarity, meaning the belief that people are momnalar to one self than they actually are.
Such beliefs may bring about inappropriate behaviorsetkeaterbate further misinterpretations
by all members in the situation.

Critiques of cultural universalism appear, as well, inglodalization literature. In this
case the critiques are directed to those who equate igatlmal with expectations of cultural
homogenization. For instance, Barber (1995) argueshbet aire clear tensions between
Western homogenization and the fragmentation promotednyitiplicity of other cultural and
religious understandings, which undermine the possibility @@mmon global democratic
future. Similarly, Sinclair, Jacka and Cunningham (1996yvstat despite the apparent
influence of Western television the world over, audisneceive and respond differently to
these influences along regional lines. In fact, tlmesdia may encourage new regional
differences, supported by common cultural, linguistic anwtsl connections.

Thinking Hybridization

In short, assumptions of cultural homogenization (ort@regation, or

“Americanization”) under premises of globalization afeen greatly exaggerated. These

assumptions may also stem from simplifications of nemmplex processes, including lack of
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attention to the appearance of newer cultural formatiwaught about by increasing contacts
between world societies, which go unrecognized througherdional analyses focusing on

static cultural differences or similarities. Knowncasdtural hybridization, this latter perspective
posits the emergence of cultural forms and identitigsaitea“something else” than whatever
existed before (e.g., Pieterse, 1995). These argumeatslebeyond discussions of cultural
divergence vs. convergence in earlier internationalagement debates (e.g., Kerr, 1983), for as
noticed by Schneider & Barsoux (2003: 113-114), there is codtidirergence of management
practices despite increased internationalization 4686.

The emergence of hybrid cultural forms and identitienysociety is better understood
as processes of hybridization, as active componemsltofal change. These may happen
through casual encounters of different human activisiesh as when traditional crafts in a
society introduce some changes in design inspired byasmath members of another society.
Similarly, social movements as much as intentiondlanintentional appropriations and
resignifications of particular social, economic andtmali forces and symbols, transform and
reconfigure, on an ongoing basis, whatever was thdéoeebge.g., Bhabha, 1994; Escobar, 1995;
Garcia-Canclini, 1990).

Under conventional cross-cultural premises, these chamgeld be erroneously read as
“cultural evolution” assumed to be occurring over long kyiof time. In fact, often
descriptions of cultural change (i.e., fast or slow)us®d to classify societies for comparative
purposes into problematic value-laden terms such as “maderaditional,” whereby the former
(often associated with industrialized societies) apeasented as more prone to rapid change
than the latter (often, but not necessarily, assedieith non-industrialized societies). This is an

issue of particular relevance in US classrooms, feuraptions are often made as if the US was
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the arbiter of “modernization” and “innovation” antetefore, as if levels of “modernization”
should be judged according to each country’s standing imagifary) scale in reference to the
Us.

Classificatory terms of this type already tilt the odeigarding who gets to know whom
and in whose terms. Almost by definition, “modernistes” would be less likely to be known
by traditional societies, for they are more pronandergo fast changes, while the opposite
would be true for “traditional societies,” whose almststtic way of being is represented as
easily knowable. Expectations of this type furtheatéierarchies regarding types of
knowledge, as well as who is the known and the knowingesubjrhat is, “the modern,”
including implicitly the society where the classificat@cheme was created, is privileged over
“traditional” ways of understanding.

Nonetheless, even in the unlikely case that in theguaseties could be differentiated
according to their pace of cultural change, under premisglslmalization there is no reason to
expect that at present cultural change in any socigheimvorld would be “evolutionary.”
Rather the exponential increase in contacts betaisacieties (no need to use invidious
comparisons), whose traditions of all kinds have nogob® currency in circulation throughout
the global marketplace, would defy expectations of evestahllity of one or another
transformed cultural form, or the appearance of settlédral identities. These contacts include
the actual migration of people as well as increaseelingvand newer modes of
communication, including information technologies, whacimg acceleration of cultural
hybridization as an ongoing process of cultural (transyion.

From the perspective of cultural hybridization, thus,tHe®retical premises that support

“cross-cultural comparisons” represent an unreflecstegjc and outmoded way of thinking.

10
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That is, the notion of cross-cultural comparisons leweays tended to leave out or depreciate
certain traditions given the cultural blinders locatethiwiits own premises; at present they also
leave out the actual processes of cultural transformgtiat better represent the contemporary
world.

Forging Common Interests

Finally, recent cultural theorizations, which in piple accept formulations of cultural
incommensurability as well as hybridization, haverbeencerned with the excessive focus on
differences forwarded by these formulations at the esgpehnoticing possible relational
practices between and within members of differentesies. These concerns address the
aftermath, to put it metaphorically, of thinking at #age of borderlands. Said differently, the
arguments that sustain cultural incommensurability empdadisat which cannot be
comprehended as societies face each other, whicdoigalay to establish a boundary against
comprehending that which could be common to both. Tinenaents that sustain cultural
hybridization, on the other hand, emphasize comprehgndiat is emerging, what is constantly
becoming, which puts a boundary against comprehending svetlt there; the traces that may
have been left behind. In either case, a questioainsmis there a place where members of
different societies can still find something in commde.g., Esteva & Prakash, 1998)

The metaphor of borderlands, a common ground ratheratdamding line, has been
mobilized by several authors to emphasize a space wbeieties could encounter each other,
whether in their historical differences or in theawly found common causes (Anzaldla, 1987;
Michaelsen & Johnson, 1997; Saldivar, 1997). These viesus fon ways to creating new
linkages among people, and on a space to articulate theaufa interests while confronting

the forces brought about by globalization ---i.e., ésrthat do not benefit all people nor attend to

11
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all human interests. That is, these views focusath bultural commonalities and differences
not as given but as circumstances that can be mabilizeonstruct new common grounds (e.g.,
consider the World Social Forum as response to thed/mdnomic Forum). They emphasize
local circumstances, what is particular to each pladie face of what is global, such as what
the majority of the people in the world may experieme@art of global economic expansion at
the expense of their own local interest. Theseiagleed, critical views that bring up issues of
power relations so often concealed by the apparentigiécross-cultural’ rubric.

Mohanty (2003) expresses similar arguments, under the camicépdbmmon interests,”
in terms of what they mean for the pedagogical contikxher words, “[m]y recurring question
is how pedagogies can supplement, consolidate or residbthi@ant logic of globalization.
How do students learn about the inequities among womemandaround the world?... | look
to create pedagogies that allow students to see the catieplesingularities and
interconnections between communities... such that pqweilege, agency and dissent can be
made visible and engaged with” (2003: 523).
From Theoretical Loftiness to the Everydayness of Classrooms

The discussion above undergirds many issues that westagctiors of contemporary
international management courses, hope to be abteatuslate” into the fundamentals of our
courses. Past experiences had taught us that most stwtientésiter our courses, either as upper
division undergraduates or MBA students, expect to dealonatss-cultural comparisons in a
fairly straightforward manner. That is, more ofthart not they assume that “cultures” are easy
to compare, as if they exist in a fairly static arelllWwounded condition, within a hierarchical
scale normed through “levels of development” or in meddemultidimensional spaces

representing “cultural distance” and/or “cultural cluster§ius, our challenge is to be able to

12
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weave-in other possible, more processual and critiwadles of thinking while easing the
transition between their original expectations andutiexpected complications of the topic.

The fundamental complexity of these issues createdispdllenges for international
management courses. More “practical” concerns repgdiedbme the center of attention, for
instance how to communicate across cultures or hanate decisions that take into account
cultural differences--- even if incommensurability aceptually acknowledged. Unstated
assumptions behind these “practical’ concerns hide fiaaty of incommensurability, for it is
more comfortable and feasible for students to assuatalifferences could be resolved through
“mutual understanding” than to address the reality that sndbrstandings may never be
possible. In particular, there is clear reluctancadress power relations that may be concealed
under apparent “common grounds,” despite the fact that agntemay often be based on
“common interests” of groups with little cultural comnadities, which face, nonetheless, a
temporary necessity to bind together in “the borderldn@ensider, for example, the collapse in
November 2003 of the WTO meetings in Cancun, under theypeesta newly formed, and
precariously sustained, grouping of an NGO and 21 “developiriginsa whose common
interests hinged mostly on issues around agricultural sebsidi

Resistance to addressing critical issues beyond “culliff@lences” may appear perhaps
more frequently in professional education courses taught godegentional instructional
formats. For instance, classroom instruction withgpecific country and with students who
belong mostly to that country are not conducive to addtesproblematics of “cross-cultural
comparisons.” The situation is not much better isgrl@aoms that include international exchange
students. These students often hold in common théhiaicthey come on exchange assuming

“more advanced professional knowledge” outside their owmntries, and usually they are a
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diverse minority who has to face “the locals” in@amgoing basis. Such a situation does not
lead easily to classroom discussions where incommeaiswaltural issues would be vented or
critically questioned, even if they may often be thistext of apparently more benign cultural
interactions. Further, classroom-based cross-cukumailations used within a single country,
even in the best-case scenario (e.g., Bafa-Bafét$ShbD77); Randdmia Balloon Factory (Grove
& Hallowell, 2001)), fare not much better. They aretdeed situations of short duration and
there is little “external validity” on which to relyhen it comes to learning the difficulties that
may ensue in actual cross-cultural interactions.

Thus, in the more general sense, the activities wigrdebwere intended to deepening
students’ understanding of cultural differences through astulicultural encounters while
trying to overcome the limitations described abovie mediation by technology in our original
intent was the bridge toward fulfilling this objectiv&his mediation would provide concrete
experiences giving local meanings to abstract concéptgobalization.” It would also be the
space where incommensurability, hybridization, and commterest become the norm against
expectations of simple “cultural similarities and diffeces.”

That is, we wanted to produce a reflective knowledge-ageatvironment that would
represent, in form and content, the complex world aélwbur students were to become a part
upon graduation, and enhance at the same time thasakttitinking skills about such a world.
While we were also interested in exposing our studertfsetdifficulties of working in virtual
teams through computer mediated engagements, that wasrragndral objective, but rather a

way to insert or enhance cross-cultural complexitighe assumed commonalties.
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DEVELOPING CROSS-CULTURAL TEAMWORK AT A DISTANCE
No Virtual Beginning

The immediate situation that prompted the creationedetactivities had few virtual
components. The two first authors had known each é@heeveral years and had maintained
email correspondence over time. We shared a mutusgsttia international management and
in cultural issues, and often taught similar courses ir@spective institutions, which are
business schools in public universities in the US m@ashand, at the time, in southern Denmark.
As a reflective point to our arguments, we each camnally from very different cultural
backgrounds, and live in different cultural environmeiiigperiences with each other as friends
and colleagues had, no doubt, influenced our convictionttivas necessary to address cross-
cultural complexities in our courses beyond conventitreatments in our management
textbooks and other course materials. At the saneg tior long-term relationship contributed
to our willingness to risk experimenting with these\aintis, for we had developed a high level
of face-to-face trust long before any virtual engageméihie third author was a member of the
instructional staff at the US institution working witie second author also for several years, and
shared similar experiences, including being a non-U$meltteaching international courses at a
US university.

In 1997, during an informal gathering at a professional cenée in the US, we
discussed possibilities for combining our common interestross-cultural issues and cognition
into a teaching experience that could be run jointlgugh electronic means. At the time we
each had already engaged in within-country computer mediatetties with our students and
were ready to go the next step, extending these agsiwitio cross-nation exercises. Content-

wise, we both were teaching standard internationabgement courses for upper-division
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students within the span of a semester, which molessrcoincided in dates between February
and May.

We taught these courses concurrently in the spring senwst998 and again in the
spring semester of 2002. Our syllabi were sufficientiyiaimand it was not difficult to find
dates in which our courses could “come together at andesta With the collaboration of the
third author, we coordinated our course units such thadrédin points in the semester our
students would come together through electronic commumictdieither solve a case or
participate in an experiential exercise. Table 1 sumemdetails about the students, group

design and communication and information technology uselyesar.

Insert Table 1 about here

First time - 1998 Early in 1998 we finalized our syllabi and agreed to ¢inmétion of email
cross-national groups. It worked to our advantage thatlasses had an identical number of
students, which facilitated the organization of theseigs as equivalent as possible, including
trying to minimize the possibility of single-sex grougstudents in both countries were fairly
homogeneous as representative of the majority populatitweir respective locations.

We deliberately chose a very simple communication teerhely email, since our
concern was to use computers to support human-human tigesa@ther than human-computer
interactions. As indicated, we did not think of thehterlogy as the center of attention but as a
simple tool through which our students would easily intenait each other.

There were three levels of communication. The ligel was the link between student
pairs (pen-pals), which was private between themselVas.second level was through each

cross-national group distribution list, which was shdmgthe students within each group only.
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Finally, the third level was shared by all the student®th countries through the common
distribution list. As members of the email lists westructors and teaching assistants, were able
to monitor the decision-making exchanges, and latdags ¢on location” provide feedback
about these processes.

To get used to the media and to each other, once stwdergpaired at the very outset
of the semester they were invited by their instrutbostart communicating on an informal basis
with her or his pen-pal. This occurred even beforelisteibution lists were created. Students
also had some opportunities to practice with the listsrk the first exercise (a case) was posted.
Second time - 2002 In 2002 we did not use the pen-pal approach, but organizetutents in
virtual teams from the start of the semester. Tilme we decided to use Web-based discussion
boards rather than email because they allowed foadlekdiscussions.

The creation of these teams was also different ftworiginal approach in 1998.
Specifically, the Denmark class was expected to produeggrapers and case analyses
throughout the semester as part of their course. nes@s were organized according to
preferred (for them) paper topics and they self-selectgauiticipate in one group or another.
When the US students became part of these groups, tiehQaoups already had a common
history. The US students were an add-on for specific gegf.e., the three virtual team
activities) throughout the semester.

As we will discuss later, while compared to 1998 theserdiffegroup arrangements may
have contributed to different dynamics during the virtgél/gies, other differences in the
student populations might have contributed as well. Theriaek class was almost double the
size of the US class and, therefore, the groups werentplarger but also more unbalanced in

terms of number of students from each side. Bothedasgre also more diverse than the 1998
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classes. Further, because of the way the Denmark ghaddseen structured on a self-selection
basis, we had less control over the diversity of emolip, including gender, ethnicity and
nationality. At the end, the US instructor decideddsign her students to the Denmark groups
at random. This action may have contributed evenduttt certain group dynamics since the
Denmark students may have felt more “in control oirtfa¢ée” than the US students.
The Three Activities

Both in 1998 and 2002 we used the same basic activities,usedan levels of
increasing difficulty as described belowhe first activity, the discussion of a case (T henhg
Headscarf) occurring in France and addressing highly sensititural issues, happened fairly
early in the semester, and was introduced suddenly witlately short deadline for
completion and posting on the general list or boards Wihs followed by two other exercises: a
set of situations depicting different moments in thgttary of ABB, from its creation through
merger of a Swedish company and a Swiss company to tigsaas in the life of the company,
was presented in mid-semester; and a decision-making sanu|BioTech), considering ethical
issues in China, was run almost at the end of the asagear. All these activities pertained to
specific subjects within our syllabi: Culture; Organiziagtransnational management; and
Ethics in international environments. Cross-cultigslies were embedded within all these
subjects and enhanced, in our view, through the virttexlantions between our students.
Incommensurability or Hybridization? The Islamic Headscarf. This first activity consisted
of a mini-case adapted from the case “The Controv@wsy the Islamic Headscarf: Women’s
Rights and Cultural Sensibilities” (Phatak, 1997: 166-170). Awgiment of the case as it
appeared in this textbook was discussed first in each @S and Denmark) “on location” and,

afterwards, students were asked to communicate withgaginers in the other country to
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discuss the questions we posed to them and to report lmokittome of such discussions in the
following class meeting. In 1998 the discussion took plateden pen-pals only, while in 2002
it was the first try-out of the discussion boards.

Briefly, the case pertains to an actual situatioh hlagpened in France in September
1994 when the national minister of education issued a weetiat banned headscarves from
classrooms. In October, police were called in to gme22 Muslim girls from entering their
school wearing their headscarves. Polls had showmthmajority of the French supported the
education minister’s decree. The actual controverdyded a general perception that the
headscarf was a threat to secularism and the sepapétieligion and state. There was also
concern that it would divide Muslim and non-Muslim studetitat it would introduce religious
influences into the public school, or that it would placelue strain on other students to conform
to Islam’s dress or moral code. Another claim was the headscarf constituted a violation of
women’s human rights despite the fact that the studevatved wanted to wear it.

The case, inspired by this issue, illustrates a situatizere a fully westernized Iranian
Muslin woman, Taraneh, who emigrated to France yessdobecause of religious
fundamentalism in her own country, decides to moveadX8. Her decision is due to
circumstances involving her daughter, who wears the hadds school, when the latter
becomes part of the controversy described above.cdseends when the woman starts working
at a management position in a multinational locatétekxas. She has worked there some
twenty years before while she was studying in the U&e personnel manager of the company,
a Texan male, describes for her how the company leamgsince then, the friendly atmosphere
of the workplace as well as the multicultural environtné@r the company is a leader in the

promotion of diversity.
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In our view, this case was interesting for our purposéd livas also full of cultural
stereotypes regarding the actors in the situation amdpdicular locations. Thus, we decided
to further complicate the situation by adding the folluyio set the stage for case discussion:

Consider that this is happening now, at this point in tirdeu are the personnel manager

depicted at the end of the case. Now, you have been transferred tenich Bubsidiary of the
company, and you want to bring Taraneh back to France with you since you thinkhshe'l
your approach as personnel manager in this subsidiary. The first situatiomgourger is that
some French managers in the company are objecting to the fact that sewerah workers,
including secretaries, are observing the Islamic dress code. Howvdwoul handle this issue?
What would you do? Explain the rationale for your answer using your course atmtesiwell
as your knowledge of facts behind this case.

While this first assignment could be considered a warrexapcise to make the students
comfortable with the technology and the time lagommunication, clearly the substance of the
case was in itself important for issues of cross-callifferences. The actual case situation
occurred in a third country (France) that was a forkgigation for both the US and Denmark
students in 1998 (there were a few French students inghe&k class in 2002 but this did not
seem to affect the discussion, compared to 1998). Ipaltcayed general circumstances that
are subject to much Western cultural stereotyping of vaaméslam (e.g., Czarniawska &
Calas, 1997).

Both times not all students communicated with their tenparts, but those who did
reported back in class the similarities (a good dealddfatences (modest) in their opinions.
Not surprisingly, the similarities referred to commeontfie West) women in Islam stereotypes.

This offered an opportunity to discuss in class the faamaf cultural stereotypes regarding
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migrant populations to Western countries and highlightitiigation that occurs through cultural
contacts, including whether Taraneh presumed assimilati@vestern norms could be perhaps a
simplistic explanation. Would she be a “cultural tramslawhen back in France? Would the
situation look different now than when she left Frabeeause of her daughter? Is a dress code
necessarily a sign of oppression? Who defines wizah@-oppressed woman?

The assumed modest differences, however, provided amielrendiscussion since
students in Denmark were more aware of the conditioRsance than were the US students, as
well as more experienced with immigrant situations tienr US counterparts. To a certain
extent, the discussion became the occasion to remmarfkndamental differences in the
experiences and expectations of both groups that maydeavemasked under the common
focus on the women in this case. In Denmark the igseléwas of importance in the immediate
local milieu while in the US the argument seemed qudeeifn.” This was not surprising in
1998 given that very few US students would have had any erperwith issues of dressing
preferences, i.e., under stereotypical notions of “Acaertolerance for difference.” Yet it is
surprising that US students reacted in a similar way in 2§102n the focus on Islamic dressing
brought about by the events of 9/11 and the war in Afgtaamisind the very public arguments
associating certain immigrants with terrorist adewgt

Altogether, students in Denmark were willing to consttierspecial circumstances of
French institutions under French regulations and thepicity of issues brought about within
this workplace. In other words, these students sawitilgtion as quite complex, and not easy
to resolve for it included political as well as religiassues, let alone labor and management
issues. Students in the US, on the other hand, wdyeaidamant about the need for a universal

solution based on “diversity training” no matter thealton or the actors involved. For them the
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situation was a managerial problem that the US manageld be able to solve mostly by
himself, often ignoring even the possible mediatioT &saneh. It was the students’ own
divergent attitudes toward the nature of the problemhesvoiced their own incommensurable
premises, that provided a glaring example of the diffiulbiehind notions of “cross-cultural
comparisons” and served as the basis for debriefingcht lecation.

It is important to remark that in 1998 we had not put mugbhasis on the technological
mediation used to discuss the case. The focus wasaszadm discussion on each location
since for this case we had allowed interactions betvesir students to occur almost on a
voluntary basis and we used their self-reports as tie foa discussion. In 2002 this exercise
was the try-out for the threaded discussions on thedb@ard we were able to read what was
happening as the discussions went on. Both times we finah student participation was less
than we had expected. Still, we expected that thoserdtuado had been involved in the
interactions would encourage those who had not to betwolsed in the future, once they
reported in class “how much fun they had doing it.” Unifoately, as we will discuss later, this
was not always the case.

Common Interests in the Borderlands? Asea Brown Boveriln 1998 we assigned a case on
Asea Brown Boveri (Simons & Bartlett, 1992) and introduicéd the students by mid-semester.
This was the first time we were emphasizing “workingirtual groups” in the course, and we
introduced the argument by remarking how much the compadi)Aoth depended on, and
developed, information and communication technologiethieir own global operations. In a
sense we were creating a situation in which studentdovexperience ABB’s notion of being
“global and local,” by becoming, themselves, “locad @fobal” in order to discuss the case “at a

distance.”
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Students were assigned to work on several questionssef@ate and discuss them within
their own virtual groups through their own group’s distribaiist. Each group was also
required to post on the general list their final answethie questions a day before the next class
meeting, at a specified time. It was important tHagralups posted at the same time to prevent
any one group from “gathering inspiration” from anotherug’'s responses. Time differences
between Denmark and the US made it difficult to scheduiehsonous activities, and students
started to realize the difference that time-lags cakemwvhen working “at a distance.” While
some complained about it, this also provided more reafisour activities. The case was
discussed in each class (Denmark and US) using the resgvese by the groups.

ABB is perhaps the best representative of the logibaihg local worldwide” among
transnational corporations. That in itself could ha@en an avenue for exploring cross-cultural
differences at the core of company policy. Howeves,dtudents became focused instead on the
transnational and global organizational structures pantpto this company and, in a sense,
found there a common “safe ground” on which to allaydiffgrence of opinions.

It should be noted that the topics we were discussingedime in both locations
involved organizing for international business and thatcourse materials in both our locations,
with some exceptions (e.g., Schneider & Barsoux, 1997 fwem US-based texts and
research. That is, the theoretical arguments pertgini these topics are not “culturally-neutral”
for the literature and research on transnational astuthfbrganizations have been mostly
generated in the US through this country’s conceptuaizaf organization theory.

Thus, while in appearance students seemed to become lyudis@nnected from the
topic such that the discourse of “organization” becdme& tommon zone of engagement, their

“borderlands for common interests,” in fact studerdsifboth sides were relying mostly on US
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notions of organization theory to articulate thegp@nses. The question of cultural imperialism
of organizational theories could have been raisedsaptint, in particular when ABB adopted
English as their lingua franca, but we did not do soatithe. As we will discuss, eventually
the question of language also became an issue in our cbutse the point of this case we were
unaware of it.

In 2002 we continued to put ABB as the focus of our trar@matbrganization
discussions. As starting point we used a case, ABB -ftnaners Denmark, (Sgndergaard &
Naumes, under review). It narrates a situation in Odehsa the local plant is about to be
transferred to Thailand. We further reconfigured theasetby extending it beyond the
specifics of any written case, and bringing it to thespnt in time and space, for ABB’s
organizational structure was changing rapidly at the tamd,it was worth it to experience the
reality of such a situation.

That is, we created a set of activities which studentsoth sides would do together
through research on the Web, including researching tiyarice ABB Website. As indicated,
this time the virtual teams had their own discussicard®, and it was possible to maintain
threaded discussions. Throughout the length of the ABRisgrg(close to a month after mid-
semester) students would consult questions posted periodindle “all participants” board by
the instructors and discuss it on their own team’sdoat certain pre-established times each
group would post their responses on the main board andfag these responses would serve
as the basis for class discussions.

However, remembering the neglect of “culture” in 1998, time we included pointed
guestions that would lead them to discuss some particutaraiidspects of ABB’s

organizational forms. For instance, we asked studerdsrisider whether the company’s
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original matrix organization would have been possibla a®rking organizational form for so
many years if certain values (i.e., Nordic) had nenb&o fully represented through the top
management of the organization. This allowed us tenexthe discussion of organizational
theory as culturally laden by including other possible wiggdional arrangements that may
represent historical, cultural, and institutionalized gnexfices in different societies (e.g., Ethnic
Chinese Business Networks; Mexican Grupos, as welbaditNand Anglo conceptualizations
of “organization”). We emphasized the processual dwestructural, and cultural change over
permanence by addressing what may have been happeregcatntpany’s local levels (the
assumed “being local worldwide”) underneath assumed comrabalgitructuring.

Altogether, the design of our first two virtual actegidid not differ much from the
traditional mode of case teaching, except that the stsigare required to prepare and conduct
class discussions through computer-mediated communicatiandistance. This in itself was a
valuable experience by illustrating the difficulties of@amplishing tasks in virtual teams, let
alone experiencing cultural differences as part of t@iaborations. However, it was the third
exercise that presented them, and us, with perhaps tigevaloable experiences.

The Return of Incommensurability beyond the Borderlands: BoTech China This third
assignment differed from the other two in that studespgration and learning took place via a
simulation (rather than a case) in internationatstfLarsen & Rathcke,1996), based on ethical
dilemmas from real life situations. EXxisting reseavntthe subject of business ethics in
international contexts points to the difficulty ofigirig at any universal ethical position (e.g.,
Barker & Cobb, 2000; Cohen, Pant & Sharp, 1992; Payne, 199Bo@tag Luthans, 1997;
Vogel, 1992). Through “ethical dilemmas” we sought to furthexstion the possibility of a

unitary cultural system under conditions of globalizatidinis possibility was in fact already
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called into question by the prior cases and our debriefitigem, but it was in this exercise that
the more dramatic results of our course occurred bdtB98 and in 2002, for the student’s
dynamics produced new content for debriefing.

The simulation is made up of a series of decision-malktingt®ns in which “bribery”
figures prominently. These situations occur in the ednof a fictive joint venture (BioTech)
between a Danish company (BioDana) and a Chinese egriphenTech). An expatriate
manager, a Dane, on a three-year contract to mahegeirit venture in China, is confronted
with on-going ethical dilemmas, from arrival in Chiwaeveryday activities managing the
venture. The dilemmas are arranged in levels of isacrg@omplexity and seriousness of
consequences, but in association to each other. rihgg from a request of grease payment for
the expatriate to rent a car upon first arrival inn@ho the company auditor’s suspicions of
embezzlement by the expatriate, who then inviteexpatriate to pay a bribe.

As we used it in this course, in the next to last ohihe semester, the actual simulation
was divided into two parts. In the first part, a gendeakription of the case (formation of the
joint venture, sending an expatriate to China, etcs) leanded to the students in each “on
location” course and assigned as homework for the folpwlass meeting. Also, students were
given the first five dilemmas that confronted the Bhmanager, and were asked to choose
within each virtual group the decisions (among availahléiple choices) that each group
would have made if they had to face these situatiohgey @lso were asked to write down what
kind of consequences they expected from those choices.

It was important to have this first part done as hoarkw The students became fully
familiar with the simulation and the details of theeabut also became aware by design of the

simulation that their commitments to a particular cewfaction at one point would influence
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their range of choices in later situations. As b&fdine groups were required to post their
responses to the “all participants” email list or disaus board at a particular time prior to the
following class meeting.

In 1998 the second part of the simulation occurred in sgnolus fashion. We were able
to arrange for a class period when both “on locat@mirses could meet in real-time in a way
that was not too disruptive to each course despitexhear time difference (mid-morning for
US; mid-afternoon for Denmark). During this class petioe students received from the
instructors, via email, the additional seven ethidahainas. These were introduced
consecutively by the instructors to the virtual groupewad to be discussed within groups for a
few minutes, and followed by posting each group’s choidbédall participants” list. The
students were also able to offer open-ended decisiohg(nmltiple choice options) as their
responses.

The teaching assistants in each “on location” couneelerated the physical situation and
observed the students while they were embedded in the Aathe end of the class period the
students were asked to fill out two questionnaires tordeit®ir experiences both for process
and content of the simulation. Discussion and debgieffrthe simulation and group
experiences took place during the following class periodddication.” Regarding the results,
our first surprise was that the responses given duringytiehronous activity were consistently
oriented toward universalism, while there was mor@tian and more cultural relativistic
responses in the earlier asynchronous homework.

The second surprise might nonetheless explain theSioshe of the US participants
voiced that the level of interaction with their Deamk counterparts during the synchronous

discussions was less than they would have liked, whierstnoted that their Denmark
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counterparts seemed to simply agree with them ratheretihgage in discussion. Many cultural
stereotypes seemed to have emerged at that point regdahdiriganes.” Yet, there were
mediating language issues in this situation, in whictDidsemark students would take longer to
reply as they were making sure that they were commumgcedrrectly in English. Consistent
with this, US students considered that their own petsigpaions were reflected in the final
results a great deal, while the Denmark students conditlees to be less so. Such discussion
clarified the results by reiterating a consistent pegfee for “universal solutions” on the part of
US students, which had already appeared in the “headgeacfse” and possibly glossed over
the “organizational universals” in the ABB discussions.

In 2002 we made some significant changes. Rather thahrsyrous email interactions,
students in each location completed the second parim‘tm location” groups (each country’'s
subset of each virtual group) during their own class ngtifiResults from these responses were
tallied and posted as tables (Denmark and US responsds} tall participants” discussion
boards. Students were asked to discuss in their virtuapgr@hrough threaded discussions on
their boards) the significance of these results. Ousteures were guided by arguments about the
possibility of “global ethics,” which was part of theurse readings (Schneider & Barsoux,
1997), as well as the effects of national vs. transnati‘codes of conduct” and regulations for
multinational corporations. Further, we also wanteHdigblight some more critical points
regarding the position of countries in the world econamy how these economic differences
affect different populations.

Discussions on the team boards were substantial.e Th&s a higher level of
engagement than in the previous (ABB) exercise, andstckear that the topic of discussion

could raise some heated debates. The tables posted contimon board showed that the
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Denmark side took once again a more cultural relatipist@ach toward the issues, often seen as
social problems, while the US side was bound to monestsalist principles and managerial
concerns. The debates that ensued often reflectedssugprithe part of the students: That such
differences could suddenly appear within groups, that appabatlglready taken for granted
similarities among their members from the previous@se, was deemed unthinkable!

LESSONS FROM “A DISTANCE” IN THE “HERE AND NOW”

Below we offer some additional learnings that resultethfthese activities. While some
stem from our own reflections over experiences withdourse, others are based on the
observations of the students by the teaching assisdadton the students’ responses to informal
guestionnaires. We should make clear that these “réeshtisild not be taken as formal research
results of any kind. They are the product of a pedagogip&mtion about what we thought
was possible at the time. Moreover, we did not desigrcourse as a research project, and it
was only in the process of learning from the evams infolded that we thought there was any
merit in sharing these experiences more formally witters.

Regarding Our Theoretical Aims

Learning about culture. As we reflect upon how activities and interactiewslved
throughout the semester on both occasions, it seenwéhdid succeed in configuring a
situation in which student expectations for more cotweal cross-cultural “comparisons”
always ended up in more complicated and difficult to graspraliissues. That is, from the
Islamic Headscarf case on to the BioTech simulastrgents were constantly challenged to
abandon their comparative premises and to observevthict could not be so easily articulated.
As indicated, students were surprised to find out by theoetite BioTech simulation that

differences between the two sides remained.
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As an illustration, the content of the first casadritself to discussions about
hybridization and incommensurability, but the debriefingcess, which included the student
inputs, became additional content to complicate thet&ituan an experiential manner. It was
not that the Denmark students were more “relativigtiod the US students more
“universalistic” (as an example of something that kepti@eping up in the debriefing of all the
activities). Rather, the point we made was that coatppa notions such as “relativistic” and
“universalistic” may conceal that the label “rela&m” could mean something different and not
the opposite of “universalism.” Different systemsiatlerstanding may be hidden behind these
labels.

Specifically in this case, the “relativistic” argumgmbhade by the Denmark students
addressed very concrete knowledge of institutional, legdl historical conditions of
immigration in France. In contrast, the “univergalispremises of US students were a
reflection of prior assumptions referring to US managertieeories, which are supposed to be
based on universal principles. Students from each cowetry paying attention to the case
from very different perspectives and, therefore, wep®sitioning the case within their own
preferred (and different) understandings of what the cas@tn To a certain extent, they were
solving two different cases. As a further point, byréding the case in this manner,
hybridization may also have happened when we explailyed these theoretical arguments
for both locations (how would the students on eachrsidppropriate and make sense of these
arguments over their own prior understandings?). Thehpldgof incommesurability became,
at the same time, a very concrete experiential fact.

Perhaps more interesting were the dynamics creatdelstudents themselves, which

were oftentimes unintended but powerfully relevant consempseof our “planned” activities.
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One such dynamic worth recalling pertains to languageindisated above, all the activities
plus both courses used English as their language of exchan@898 both courses had a fairly
homogeneous composition of students, in which the UsSS glas fully first-language English
while the Denmark class was homogeneously Danishgaitid working knowledge of English.
Issues regarding language appeared as a concern from tharReme in which they saw
themselves at a disadvantage (for instance when regsigandiynchronous activities, which
took longer for them) vis-a-vis the US side.

Things took a different turn in 2002. The Denmark classliadationalities and 16
different languages represented. There were 2 nativeskisgleakers out of 68 students. In the
US class one student had English as her second languddgenglish was the native language
of the other 38, including all other international stugdernthus, the interactions in English from
the Denmark side were more difficult not only becaudeaoing to interact with the US side,
but also when working with each other in Denmark befmgting responses to discuss with the
US side. Two of us, the original designers of the coun®enot native English speakers, thus
much of the arguments that we heard from our students‘spdke” to some of our own
experiences and we were quite sympathetic. Perhagsdaaime reason, at first we were
unaware that something else was also happening.

While our own pedagogical interests were reflected orfoifmeal posting on the boards,
the students were enacting their own set of “culturatems.” In fact, discussion boards
became very contentious grounds. Possibly one thitseajroups were functioning “according
to plan,” while the rest had decided on other approadhegas clear that only certain members

of each group were participating, which meant that sexembers of each class did not seem
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interested in engaging with each other, but those whawelid transforming the boards into new
“porderlands.”

It was the international students, both native andnaiive English speakers, from both
sides who engaged in consistent informal interactidiey seemed quite comfortable using the
technology informally, often using bits and pieces efrtbwn native languages interspersed
throughout the English lingua franca (hybridization incadj, and seemed to find it pleasant to
create and maintain friendships this way. Interestinglmost cases the cross-postings were
between students of different nationalities who seeimdidd on the boards the space to address
their “common interests” as “the foreigners” in tHecal classrooms. New groups were formed
for these purposes out of our original groupings as studeartsdsfieely the board passwords.
Alliances were forged among strangers in cyberspace!

In retrospect we now see that the way the coursditoad itself” in 2002 closely
reflects the realities of a global society. Theiditties that we experienced when we thought
that the situation was “out of control” are nothing aueflection of “the real world” of virtual
encounters under conditions of globalization. It isifyiag) to know that these experiences are
similar to other reports regarding virtual teams andntelterature about doing courses of a
similar nature (e.g., Hamada & Scott, 2001; Pauleen, 2003lle3tBaReed, 2003; Walker &
Jeurissen, 2003).

The culture of technology/the culture of the technology Perhaps the most important
learning from these activities is something that ves mave missed out of our impetus toward
making our theoretical interests come alive througtineial teams.” While there is no doubt
that the course activities created several situatiowhich to highlight issues of

incommensurability, hybridization and common interets one thing we did not consider was
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what type of cultural intervention we were making byging these different groups of students
together. What kind of new cultural form is createddmhhological mediation in the context of
globalization? What is the culture of technology? W& #he culture of the technology? What

kind of cultural form is the technology?

We were very wary of the hype about using technologyimclassrooms given that
many of these claims are based on untested assummigna\issenbaum & Walker, 1998).

We also had been involved in discussions about introdteetmology in educational contexts,
which promptly degenerated into the “nuts and bolts” eftdthnology at the expense of
pedagogical aims (e.g., Barab, Thomas & Merrill, 2@xhutte, 1996). Thus we were probably
overly cautious, not allowing ourselves to be seducetidyeichnology for we did not want to
risk losing the objectives of our courses. And yetili@se very reasons, we may have missed
bringing into the course the many cultural aspects tigatlae precisely to and by the
technology.

For instance, the technology itself was and is cceatel used with a strong level of
unidirectionality, dictated by the interests of the Y\(les more precisely the Triad) to the rest,
even if we call it “global” ---i.e., whose “commontérests” are thus represented? Noticing this
is, as well, a way to call attention to the origiishe theories and the texts through which we
are teaching “international,” as recognized by Schn&dBarsoux (2003). Similarly, it was
neither an accident nor just a matter of conveniethes,the lingua franca in our course was
English. The majority of the traffic in the Intetng in English, and as more global interactions
occur, and as more countries are added to courses likammughers through distance

education, the more likely it is that English will been preference, since the major producers
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of “distance education” are based in Anglo countriese-;-forced “commensurability”? What
may get lost in that picture?

As discussed above, however, the pace of the required aorkell as time-lags, all
contribute to creating unexpected cross-cultural situatlmatsneed to be negotiated, often
through means others than those “officially sanctiohd~irst, the fast pace of activities enabled
by the technology as much as the shortening of thendistbetween the two groups (at least
from our perspective) was resisted in more than onebyayr own students, who often created
their own pace and space in parallel to our expectatidhat is, the technology can be used in
many different forms, and appropriated by all for manfediht purposes and “common
interests.” Second, this is also an argument in sugbdstbridization, in which contacts
between populations create emerging cultural forms andtiderhat are more transient and
less easily knowable than we often assume.

For example, there were probably new identities imé&dion, such as many different
possibilities for notions of the “global citizen,’mesented throughout the playful and informal
use of the discussion boards by international studentglaas in their refusals to our
requirements. This should also be noticed in regardsetton location” compaosition of our
classrooms, which in the short span of 4 years (1998-20@8peHd from homogeneous to
diverse, heralding the ethnoscapes of globalizatiolneiridcal context which so often escape
from view (Appadurai, 1990). The students’ preferred intevastillustrate the new
borderlands, which recreate the global in the locdhace-versa.

It seems that there was indeed “a moose in our cgment which we did not want to

notice. This was a sorely missed opportunity but als@ia learning point for the future.

34



At a Distance - February 2004 - Final Submission

Evaluating the Virtual Teams

In 1998 we decided to evaluate the students experience eitlvittual teams. For that
purpose we used a brief questionnaire with open-ended questluas we repeated in 2002.
These were given to the students during the class mgigtiagch country) after the last virtual
team exercise (BioTech). Based on these responsgmissible to make some general

observations about student perceptions and opinionse Zalmmarizes their experiences.

Insert Table 2 about here

As could be gleaned from Table 2, the perceptions fromm dpatups did not always
coincide. In general, Denmark students were more aluetect differences in their
interactions with the US students than the otheravaynd, for US students tended, perhaps
unreflectively, to report more cooperation and agreetiemt was perhaps the case. This may
also reflect a tendency towards conflict-avoidanceachvis so ubiquitous in US managerial
literature, as well as assuming that more interachogent better knowledge (on this point, see
Schallert & Reed, 2003).

Technological difficulties were present as a concerbath occasions, and this was
further compounded by time concerns. Despite the fattstidents were more sophisticated in
their use of technology in 2002 than they were in 1998, ismeesd it kept on surfacing.
Preference for face-to-face communication could akbeelelated to these difficulties, but in
2002 there was also more general agreement that group westdtbetter than if they had
worked independently. The latter was exactly the opposit898. Therefore, technological
difficulties may hinder what otherwise could be a moneegalized trend toward preference for

teamwork.
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This is a less acknowledged and more mundane issue inmeniezces which also
points to other limitations faculty and students facem#mploying information technology in
the curriculum. That is, no matter how sophisticatedtéisk, there are technological limitations
due to variations in hardware and software used on campusysstudents. No surprise, then,
that both the business and the instructional literatzemmend to maintain technological-
mediated interactions as technologically simple as lples®@mail is a highly recommended
approach) no matter how many “bells and whistles” oag consider possible (Solomon,
1998). Oftentimes, technological sophistication becasueasuch the center of attention that
we forget the purpose for which we wanted to use it.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

Today several questions stand at the center of evalgalmout the benefits of distance
education: Economic issues, including the identity of ugities as educational institutions vs.
profit making ventures (Victor, 1999; Young, 2001); pedagogical isegesding course
delivery and reception as well as learning outcomes ecréditation (Alavi, Yoo & Vogel,
1997; Webster & Hackley, 1997); technological issues includitig dpaestions of adequate
technologies for course delivery (Heerema & Rogers, 20@apib, 1996; Schank, 2001) as
well as questions of access for particular populatioris 1899; Gladieux & Swail, 1999; Grill,

1999; International Labour Revie®001). Perhaps more importantly, there is still pawdity

guality research that could document some definitive anssiwe most of these issues (NEA,
2001; Trinkle, 1999).

While we are “sitting on the fence” in these debatsghey pertain to the elimination of
the traditional university and its substitution for tual universities,” we do recognize the

unigue opportunity the Internet represents toward enhaoaingfforts assisting students in
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constructing new knowledge and in reconstructing existingvledge. We also recognize that
virtual learning situations such as ours raise impodaastions regarding what we understand
by university. Essentially, we had two professorstaadhing assistants, from two separate,
independent institutions in two different countries,atmdirating on teaching an undergraduate
course in international management. Each had aala@tsdents physically located at each
institution and met with them at the officially schestutime. Yet, we created a third space,
located in cyberspace, where part of our separate catasestogether at different points
throughout the semester. This space was neither thbBenmark, or their local educational
institutions, but another institution that transcendwedlimits of space and time, one that enabled
us as educators to collaborate in a way that had ot fp@ssible until very recently. Yet, the
space we created is different from that generallyacbttut in the literature we reviewed in that
we have moved beyond merely thinking about transformimgnalividual bricks-and-mortar
institutions into virtual campuses.

We see advantages in continuing to offer courses asdndiprofessors within our
institutional boundaries, while also working in the bolat®ds of cyberspace. This is especially
pertinent for those of us teaching courses with amnat®nal component. We can more easily
incorporate other ways of knowing into our cyberspaasscboms, ways that can potentially
introduce colleagues and students from countries aroundaite o experiences that would
otherwise be next to impossible without the availédtnology. Certain hybrid forms, which
include both “on location” and “distance,” seem to ddrtg the lead in reconfiguring our higher
education institutions today towards those ends (e.gxldret al. 2000; Hamada & Scott,

2001; Lelong & Fearnley-Sander, 1999; Osland et al., this WluWe consider our approaches
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as part of this trend; a trend that, in our view, regmesbest the global/local conditions in which
we all live.

Under the premises of globalization, then, it is pdessin re-consider instruction through
these technologies as a blessing in disguise. Thaesg instructional approaches may provide
a way to debunk the orientation toward education as @pmauct with a more or less
shortened “shelf-life” (as apologists of the marketmabf education through “virtual learning”
would lead us to believe) and towards an on-going hybridizagrocess of learning to learn to

further our common interests despite our differences.
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TABLE 1

Summary of student characteristics, group design and ICT usk 1998 and 2002

Year courses were taught

Student characteristics:
Number
National and ethnic/racial
composition

Sex composition

Group designs:
Pen-pals

Small groups

Group size

Information and
communication technology
Paired pen-pals

Small groups

All participants

Website

1998
Denmark us
36 36
All Danish AllUS
nationals, nationals
non “ethnic”  white

Almost even Almost even Almost even 2/3 M

M/F M/F

First groupifig

36 cross-national pairs
Second groupihg

12 cross-national groups

2002

Denmark us
68 39

1/3 Danish  2/3 US national
nationals; white;

2/3 eighteen 1/3 four other
other nationalities,
nationalities  plus “diverse”

US nationals
M/F 1/3F
No

12 virtual groups

Based on original groupings
for other on-location

projects in the Danish course
— US students were added to
these groups

6 students each (3 pen-pal U8-or 9 students each (5 or 6

Denmark pairs per group)
Emaif

Private emails between
members of each pair
Group distribution lists —
emails shared within each
group
Common distribution list —
emails shared by all
members of both courses
No

from Denmark; 3 or 4 from
the US)
Discussion boards

No

Each group could only access
own discussion board
(password protected)

Common discussion board —
common to all members of
both courses
Each course had its own
Website, but they were
linked to each other

& For the Islamic Headscarf case.

® For both the ABB and the BioTech exercises.

46



At a Distance - February 2004 - Final Submission

¢ For all three activities (Islamic Headscarf, ABBldBioTech).

4 This set-up was intended to facilitate more informal private discussions of the cases or
exercises first in pairs, and then to foster studenicpaation in reaching group level decisions
before posting solutions to the “all participants” comrist. Both the group distribution lists
and the common distribution list served as collabogagpaces to support sharing different
perspectives on the issues presented in the case oisegerinstructors and their teaching
assistants had access to all email communicationspefor those between pen-pals, and
students were informed from the start about our “presence

®Instructors and teaching assistants had full accessdommunications on the boards, and

students were informed from the start about this fact.
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TABLE 2

Students’ self-reported experiences working in virtual goups, 1998 and 2002

Year courses were taught

1998

2002

Denmark us Denmark

us

Like/dislike for technological

mediation

Group dynamics

Cultural learning

Time/space concerns

Indifference More General liking
and skepticism indifferent and for the use of
about skeptical; some technology;
technology's  frustration concerns with
contribution to about problems technological
group results  with problems;
technology would prefer
face-to-face
communication

Cooperation as Highly Some friction

the norm; but cooperative as and saw greater

similar results the norm; but differences of

could be similar results  opinion; yet
attained could be most students
independently attained said their
independently opinions were
taken into

account; group

work was better

than if they had

worked on their

own
“virtual teams” “virtual teams” Cultural
was better than was better than differences

a traditional a traditional were minimal
“on location”  “on location”  following the
learning learning ABB activities;
situation to situation to differences
enlighten enlighten become greater

cross-cultural  cross-cultural  following the

ethical ethical simulation
dilemmas dilemmas

Central Central Central concern
concern —i.e., concern-i.e., —i.e., not

not enough not enough enough time
time time

Some liking but
also some
skepticism;
concerns with
technological
problems;
would prefer
face-to-face
communication
Personal
friction and
differences of
opinion about
the task
practically non-
existent; group
work was better
than if they had
worked on their
own

Cultural
differences
were minimal in
all activities

Central concern
—i.e., not
enough time
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