Working group on cross-cultural communication course
(From minutes by Ted Kirkpatrick at cpathi18n.org,

This summary by Andrzej Proskurowski)

Participants: Ted Kirkpatrick, Tim Budd, Tim Sheard, Takao Nishizeki, Neal Nelson, 

Masatoshi Yoshikawa, Yanquin Zhu, Na Zeng, Sharad Garg, Weiping Li, Kiki 

Davis, Andrzej Proskurwoski.
Goal:  Define learning objectives for such a course

The issues:

1. Awareness of different viewpoints of other cultures (and one’s own cultural viewpoint as a viewpoint rather than a universal reality).

2. Skills students must develop:  Language (which might include cultural differences in use of “shared” English), process of cross-cultural accommodation.

Difficulties of electronically-mediated communication is compounded by cultural differences.

Problems in cross-cultural communication:  

Language: English is effectively the lingua franca of global IT. Native English speakers need accommodate the difficulties of novice speakers and writers.

Non-linguistic issues:

1. Asian deference to boss.  Sometimes problems are not communicated to superiors (another instance of “don’t always take ‘yes’ for an answer”).  

2. Translation can change the meaning of a statement.  More frequent cross-checking is needed to ensure shared meaning.  (For example, asking the other party to restate what they think was just agreed.)

Discussion: Which culture determines the interaction: professional culture of IT work or national culture?  Some studies have shown remarkable consistency of values (motivation for work, views of authority, etc.) for IT professionals regardless of national culture. Other studies (see Geert Hofstede’s landmark study of different national offices within IBM, http://www.geert-hofstede.com/) have shown distinct national differences within the same professional culture (IBM).  For more details of this controversy, see Chapter 5 of Global software teams : collaborating across borders and time zones, by Erran Carmel (1999).

Questions:  

1. How many hours should each learning objective be?

2. Required of all graduates or a special track?  (An optional track is easier than a required course, because of a limited number of required hours.)

Proposed learning objectives:

1. Understand that after graduation, they are likely to be working on multi-language, multi-cultural, distributed teams.

2. Participate in distributed, cross-cultural projects

a. University-university (more controlled)

b. Internships (less controlled—supplemental).  Students can request to work on cross-cultural teams.

3. As a starter project:  Work on distributed same-cultural projects (Free/Open-Source Software, FOSS, can be good for this).

4. Know how to work within good management practice and become a good manager oneself.  This mitigates cultural impacts.  Encourage CS grads to grow into managers.

5. Possess strong oral and written communication skills.

6. Possess skills for working in teams:  Assigning responsibilities and meeting your responsibilities.

7. Provide a track for spending time abroad, for those students with interest and time.

Comment:  Goals 3-6 above are not directly related to cross-cultural experience. But they are a prerequisite to successfully tackling it.  “Basic communications skills have everything and nothing to do with cross-cultural communications”.

With the basic skills acquired (or refined) in Phase 1 as above, move on to the more challenging role of cross-cultural teams.

Implementation issues:

Our learning objectives are often best achieved in the context of other courses. 

We might break down the objectives into ones that are isolable as x-hour modules (akin to structure of IEEE/ACM Curricula 2001).

Possible outcomes for this group (by end of May workshop)

Possibility 1—a curriculum model

1. Learning outcomes for optional course.  Each of our schools then implements their own version as a pilot project.  We come together later and compare notes.

2. Recommended pedagogical principles for this kind of learning.

Possibility 2

1. Learning outcomes

2. Suggested activities

3. Principles of experiential pedagogy

Possibility 3

1. Course proposal (year-long, semester, two quarters?)

2. Paper on principles and practices

3. List of learning objectives.

Suggestions and Anecdotes

Suggestion:  Use the PKU/ITU collaborative course as a model. 

Joint course between Peking University (PKU) and IT University of Copenhagen (ITU).  Course title: Global IT University: globally interactive collaboration with students from Peking University on software development, e-business, design and usability (syllabus at http://itu.dk/courses/projectcluster/GITU/F2008/)
A short description:  total 10 graduate students from each university.  All teams include members from both universities.  Six hour time difference between Beijing and Copenhagen.  All communications done via free electronic media (MSN, Skype, Google, Net Meeting).  The courses filled up quickly on each side. Two projects with 10 students (5 from each university) and two faculty per project.  Faculty ensured that both projects were kept small.  Both projects succeeded.  One team that developed an e-commerce site is planning on commercializing their project.

Suggestion:  Use the Imagine Cup as a model (http://imaginecup.com/)
Students developed friendships in addition to professional relationships—even though all contacts were electronically-mediated. Open to students around the world, the Imagine Cup is a serious challenge that draws serious talent, and the competition is intense. The contest spans a year, beginning with local, regional and online contests whose winners go on to attend the global finals held in a different location every year.  The intensity of the work brings students together, and motivates the competitors to give it their all. The bonds formed here often last well beyond the competition itself.
The Imagine Cup features nine categories:  software design, embedded development, game development, robotics and algorithm, IT challenge, mashup, photography, short film, and design.  See http://imaginecup.com/competition/overview.aspx for details.

Members reported that participants in Imagine Cup learn much about each other without ever meeting face to face.  Note:  Some categories accept only geographically co-located teams (software design), while others accept geographically distributed teams, while other categories have individual students as entrants.

Suggestion: Ask the students to socialize as a group one hour a week.  Much more common practice in Asia and Europe than North America.  Is this practical for distributed teams, especially when separated by large time differences (16 hours between China and North American west coast)?

Anectdotes: A group member who recently worked on a technical project that was electronically-mediated and had a tight deadline commented that technical discussions rely upon trust in the technical skill of the remote party.  

A group member who had worked in both American and Chinese business contexts found that many Chinese will wait for a second request from their boss before starting a project.  They would not initiate reports of problems.  The member noted that he has seen change recently within China on these issues, most prominently in younger IT professionals.  Nuance of “no” within the “yes” is subtle—and harder to detect as the hierarchy difference between subordinate and supervisor grows.  Also a more “flexible” attitude to time:  Subordinates would not expect meetings to start on time.  They had to be chided to start showing up on time.

A group member who has worked in both Indian and American business contexts reported similar issues:  He had to “ping” his subordinates more often to get progress reports than he was accustomed to doing in a US environment.

Good management style can make up for cultural differences.  Need clear action items, deliverables, schedules, deadlines, and milestones.  Particularly important as a followup to audio-only meetings.

Microsoft’s team organization:  Teams are nearly always geographically distributed.  Working language is English.  Regular conference calls are used to synchronize.  Also other technologies (NetMeeting, etc.).
National perspectives:

Japan: There is not much explicit cross-cultural teaching in Japanese education.  Japanese undergraduates may not be able to handle this:  modest English skills, modest programming skills.  Estimate that only 10% of students at a top Japanese university could handle it.  This material is more appropriate for Japanese graduate students.  Might be learned through internship or participation in Wuxi International Campus of Peking University.  Note that Japanese universities have difficulty adding new courses to the curriculum.

Undergraduates already required to do a bachelor’s thesis—they have no time for more topics.  Although the thesis might ultimately be replaced by a cross-cultural experience of some sort.  Some scope for change, though:  Recently Tohoku university permitted computer software to satisfy master’s thesis requirements.[image: image1.png]



